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To my mother, who made sure I knew the Word of God…thank you. 

“Now therefore fear the Lord, and serve him in sincerity and in truth: and put away the gods 

which your fathers served on the other side of the flood, and in Egypt; and serve ye the Lord. 

And if it seem evil unto you to serve the LORD, choose you this day whom ye will serve; 

whether the gods which your fathers served that were on the other side of the flood, or the gods 

of the Amorites, in whose land ye dwell: but as for me and my house, we will serve the LORD.” 

(Joshua 24:14-15) 
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Poe’s short stories frequently are divided into neat categories: (1) tales of ratiocination; (2) 

humorous tales; (3) phantasmagorical and science fiction tales; (4) adventure or fantastic voyage 

tales; and (5) terror/horror tales. In critical assessments of Poe’s works, though, one never 

encounters the category of morality tales, a deficiency which this dissertation hopes to remedy. It 

should be noted that tales which fall under the traditional classifications may be situated in this 

newest category as well; in point of fact, most of the best-known tales selected for scrutiny in 

this essay are regularly deemed horror tales, and the horror ultimately rests in the callous and 

calculated inhumanity displayed on the part of the villains who populate these stories. The 

murderous fiends who feature in “The Fall of the House of Usher,” “The Pit and the Pendulum,” 

“The Black Cat,” “The Tell-Tale Heart,” and “The Cask of Amontillado”(as well as other tales 

touched upon briefly, e.g. “Hop-Frog” and “The Imp of the Perverse”) – all owe their inspiration 

to Judeo-Christian Scripture, and all are modelled after its verses dealing with the Devil 

(especially as given in Genesis 3, Ezekiel 28, Isaiah 14, the Gospels, and the Book of Revelation, 

passim). Poe consistently points to the identity of what this paper terms “Lucifer-figures,” 

characters exhibiting the sentiments, traits, and deeds associated with Satan in both Christian 
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literary and religious traditions.  These characters are not to be confused with Satan as an actual 

figure involved in plot machinations or the exchange of dialogue (e.g. John Milton’s Paradise 

Lost). Instead, these are human, all too human individuals having run drastically and defiantly 

afoul of the two greatest commandments given in Scripture, characters who exhibit an abject 

disregard for both God and their fellow man. For Poe, a malady of the soul is engendered by 

over-inflation of the ego, which crowds out both the divine and mortal “Other,” causing the 

eventual collapse of the Self into the Self, resulting in madness and the certainty of eternal death: 

Who but a madman would think he could do away with God and His Law? Satan, who rebelled 

in his pride, and who is condemned to the oblivion of hellish flame. Poe uses madness (mental 

imbalance) to signify evil (moral imbalance); importantly, contrary to the contentions of all (yes, 

all) other Poe criticism, the madness results from the murders, not the other way around. 

Poe achieves a type of “narrative hieroglyphics” by utilizing subtle textual clues which serve as a 

semantic cipher: Readers ultimately are reliant upon the King James Version Bible of 1611 as 

the code-breaking syllabary necessarily utilized to tease out the moral aspects of his tales. The 

undercurrent of a work, that feature so-prized by Poe, is evidenced here in the subtlety of his 

moral element. A hieroglyph is a phonetic signifier which functions in the same way as an 

alphabetical letter, but it also can symbolize a sacred idea. It has, therefore, an apparent purpose 

but also may have a hidden meaning, the association of which is known only to those initiated in 

both modes of communication; the “hiero” in hieroglyphics signifies pointing towards the 

“higher,” the supernal and the divine. Poe’s clues and message are hidden in plain sight, just as 

are Egyptian hieroglyphs and the parables of Jesus, yet they are discoverable and understood 
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only by readers who have eyes to see, since they have been well versed in both modes. Poe 

insists on both original plausibility and fairness in engaging his readership, but he also demands 

of them to practice the clever observations employed by Monsieur Dupin in his detective fiction 

titled “The Purloined Letter,” in which the object was obvious (in being openly displayed), but 

the recognition of its location was not: Poe’s object lesson is on obvious display, but it largely 

remains unrecognized while present before us. The undercurrent which feeds all of his morality 

tales is that we are called to obey the two greatest commandments handed down in Scripture, 

recognizing that the Law of the Most High God is love for Him and for one another—not merely 

performing good deeds (which are the fruits of love), but actually loving as the mandated activity 

itself (which is the seed which makes those deeds come to fruition); this is the obverse 

distinction between wickedness (which is internal) and evil (which is externalized acts).  

For Poe, grotesqueries of character (best embodied in the Medieval-era Roman Catholic notion 

of the seven deadly sins) are deformities of the soul which result when the wickedness of an 

individual proceeds without restraint, in having rejected the buffering elements which help keep 

the mind and soul upright, the two greatest commandments. Lucifer-figures are so consumed 

with gratification of their own egotistical desires that they crowd out God and Man, thereby 

twisting their minds and hearts to so great an extent that they collapse like rotted fruit on the 

ground and eventually succumb to the consequences of that rejection. Poe was a traditional 

biblical moralist, even though his critics almost universally have failed to recognize the moral 

content of his tales. The “heresy of the Didactic” which Poe scorned was not bald allegory or 

overt preachiness (both of which he disdained), but an insistence that poetry must be moral; it 
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was a criticism of form and content, not of intent. Critics who apply this limited principle to all 

forms of Poe’s writing are guilty of propounding that Poe advocated art for art’s sake, when 

nothing could be further from the truth. For Poe, beauty is the natural province of the poem, truth 

is the natural province of criticism, and goodness is the natural province of the tales; taken 

together, clues in his prose essays reveal that they amount to height (supernal beauty), depth 

(detailed analysis), and breadth (greatest possibility of variety). 

 

This dissertation argues for and hopes to witness the recognition of a novel classification of 

Poe’s short stories, that of morality tales.  The “Introduction” offers a brief and general 

biography, and touches upon how popular misperceptions of Poe the individual and historical 

trends or events have impacted critical assessments of his work. It also provides general, 

sweeping overviews of cultural and ideological phenomena circulating in his lifetime, the 

controversies and manifestations of which likely compelled him to craft his moral tales, 

including the contra-biblical and sometimes related aspects of Utopianism, Progressivism, 

Pantheism, Romanticism, Utilitarianism, Positivism (with attendant Rationalism, Scientism, and 

Materialism), German Idealism, Higher Criticism, and American Transcendentalism.  It points 

out Poe's heavy debt to the British Neoclassical moral satirists having preceded him, all of whom 

draw upon Classical notions of perfect moderation and harmony. The paper contends that Poe 

was a visionary, one whose trajectory thinking led him to speculate the disastrous consequences 

to ensue for both individuals and human societies willfully departing from the divine mandates 

of Scripture, as such apostasy paved the road to Auschwitz.  In fact, Poe’s moral content only 

can be construed properly and fully through the lens of the Holocaust, for that historical event 
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embodies the fears he anticipated, and gave substance to them; to argue about the dangers 

inherent to theory is one thing, but praxis makes manifest the deadly seriousness of its 

consequences. It is for this reason that arguments plainly stated by Holocaust-era biblical 

apologist C.S. Lewis are drawn into the essay, for he states explicitly in the social criticism of his 

age precisely that which Poe is contending implicitly in his tales, which must also be understood 

to be social criticism of dangerous ideologies of his own day. It is also why the post-Holocaust, 

biblically-minded literary critic David Hirsch must then be drawn into the discourse of Poe, for 

Hirsch demonstrates the connection between the barbarism of Nazi Germany and Communism to 

the academic ideologies and cultural theories which helped to make them possible. Hirsch’s 

analysis is crucial to understanding the self-wrought catastrophic results against which Poe 

warned, because it is the role of the humanities, if taught as grounded on the two greatest 

commandments, to preclude such disasters from being visited upon the individual and the 

collective of humanity. When one stops to consider that even in the eighteenth century, Friedrich 

von Schiller is contending that the Arts will save humanity, one should not readily dismiss the 

role which the humanities have to play, historically, in considerations of the beautiful, the true, 

the good, and, for Poe, the holy.  

 

The Postmodernism against which Hirsch writes, the poison of Subjectivism against which 

Lewis writes, and the vaunting of ego and human agency celebrated by the Kantianism and 

Romanticism against which Poe writes—all thee authors offer like criticisms of the lawlessness 

and barbarism which ensue when every man seeks to do that which is right in his own eyes, the 

description of the anarchical time given in Scripture. Poe understood the “germ” of this 
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catastrophic trajectory to begin in German metaphysics, and sounds out the cries of alarm against 

it; the “disintegration of personality” is a result of its embrace, which, left unchecked by biblical 

mandates and standards, results in the disintegration of all human society, hence the apocalyptic 

visions in Poe’s works which directly fault the influence of the contra-biblical, anti-biblicism of 

the German Idealists. All three authors speak to how righteousness is not possible in the absence 

of recognition of fixed standards of good and evil deriving from the Most High God, Man’s ruin 

always being the result of Man succumbing to the temptation first recorded in the Edenic 

encounter with the Serpent, to be as God. The Devil, in fact, is the seminal Postmodernist. 

 

The chapter entitled “The Lucifer-Figure” demonstrates that Poe was working within a well-

established tradition by documenting the archetype of the Lucifer-figure in the novels of his 

predecessors, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe and Charles Brockden Brown, as well as in a small 

number of tales penned by his contemporary, Nathaniel Hawthorne. Films directed by his 

successors—the Cohen brothers, the Wachowskis, and Ridley Scott—are drawn into the 

discussion, to demonstrate that this tradition of subtle biblical allusions which propound biblical 

values remains very much alive, if one only looks for it; not surprisingly, all of these films are 

based on stories written by authors of Jewish heritage and/or ancestry (the Cohens and the 

Wachowskis), or by those sympathetic to Jews (Philip K. Dick), since it is the ethical tradition 

handed down to the ancient Israelites, being Judaic first and foremost and then only Christian 

latterly. It also points out the similar means by which these characters are conveyed, as well as 

makes the argument that Poe had been no less a traditional biblical moralist than had been the 

others, especially relevant since Poe consistently is posited as being contrary to Hawthorne in 
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this regard. Poe is squarely posited in the middle of this tradition, thus examples are culled from 

both his predecessors and successors, in order to demonstrate that his works are perfectly in line 

with those which explore moral issues and propound biblical values, therefore to deny his 

moralism would be illogical.  The “Review of the Literature” chapter examines critical 

assessments of Poe from his own lifetime to the present, offering common areas of agreement 

but also pointing out general misconceptions and particular errors therein. The subsequent five 

chapters consist of one each devoted to the five tales afore-named, in which documentation of 

the presence of the Lucifer-figure is given special attention, and at times, even his foil, the 

Christ-figure. The final chapter, the “Conclusion,” offers a summary of the major points, traits, 

textual clues, and motives offered in making the contention that Poe’s subtle use of biblical text 

and Christian tradition consistently point to his being a traditional biblical moralist, albeit via 

unconventional focus on the villains instead of the victims: We are not meant to have sympathy 

for the Devil, and Poe’s prophetic message to Mankind is to avoid Satan’s fate by avoiding his 

conduct and any self-deluded, inflated opinions about his (or our) true nature. The “radical 

Democracy” against which Poe warned, and which he heavily derided in his apocalyptic tales 

and mocked in his prose essay from 1848, Eureka, was the Postmodern levelling of the 

hierarchical distinctions between the biblical tripartite entities of God, Man, and the World, for 

Poe best typified in the American Transcendentalist camp which bought into the dangerous 

foreign ideologies of the Germans, the British, and the French. Poe’s moral insistence should be 

understood primarily as his opposition to German metaphysics, in terms of philosophical and 

religious posits, which taken together challenged the grounding of ethics, situating them in the 
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Self or the Collective Self, which Poe believed instead correctly derived from the revealed 

religion of Judeo-Christian Scriptures.  

 

This dissertation also speaks to the methodologies by which Poe’s works must be assessed if the 

moral content is to be teased out of them, specifically addressing the short-comings of Freudian 

analyses and the woeful “scholarship” evidenced in Postmodern Deconstructionist and Reader-

Responsist “interpretations,” which are pseudo-analytical at best. It validates reliance on Cultural 

Historicism for the context, and Formalism’s approach of New Criticism for the text. Contrary to 

the claims of Postmodern theorists, Poe’s works do contain inherent morality and intentional 

meaning, evidenced by the consistent patterning of the works addressed in this paper. By his own 

clever-albeit-subtle admission, Poe meant for his messaging to be understood. If Poe’s work is to 

be understood properly, then it must be read through the personality of Poe, through a constant 

mindfulness of his innate and irrepressible sense of humor and his biblically-derived moral 

inclination, for those aspects of his personality and psyche are so integrated and ingrained within 

him (internal factors) that even the ceaseless barrage of disappointments, heartaches, alienations, 

and frustrations, and the poverty, pettiness, slander, and malice directed against his person 

having contributed to the “mournful and never ending sorrow” of the circumstances of his life 

(external factors) could not wholly eradicate those twin sails by which he navigated the rough 

waters of his life, regardless of the ocean of salted tears they warranted.  
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CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION: IN THE BEGINNING... 

 

 

“If any ambitious man have a fancy to revolutionize, at one effort, the universal world of human 

thought, human opinion, and human sentiment, the opportunity is his own  the road to immortal 

renown lies straight, open, and unencumbered before him. All that he has to do is to write and 

publish a very little book. Its title should be simple— a few plain words—'My Heart Laid Bare.' 

But—this little book must be true to its title. Now, is it not very singular that, with the rabid thirst 

for notoriety which distinguishes so many of mankind—so many, too, who care not a fig what is 

thought of them after death, here should not be found one man having sufficient hardihood to 

write this little book? To write, I say. There are ten thousand men who, if the book were once 

written, would laugh at the notion of being disturbed by its publication during their life, and who 

could not even conceive why they should object to its being published after their death. But to 

write it— there is the rub. No man dare write it. No man ever will dare write it. No man could 

write it, even if he dared. The paper would shrivel and blaze at every touch of the fiery pen.” 1  

  

1.1  A Rather Dull Introduction2  

“I offer nothing more than simple facts, plain arguments, and common sense.”3 

     The works and character of American author Edgar Allan Poe (1809-1849) are illuminating, 

in that they shed significant light upon intellectual currents in the American landscape of the 

nineteenth century.  They also do so on those of that and previous centuries in Great Britain and 

Germany, as Poe borrowed from earlier literary traditions, and wrote in response to cultural 

trends of his own day. From the British, he relied heavily on the satirical, moral tradition of the 

eighteenth century Neoclassical period, in terms of its ethos and tone, and his debt to the 

Germans is possibly so great as to be entirely incalculable: he modelled his works after justly 

celebrated German authors (such as Johann Wolfgang von Goethe); he was influenced by 

significant German aesthetic philosophers and literary critics (such as Friedrich von Schiller and 

brothers Friedrich and August Wilhelm Schlegel); and he contemplated, parodied, and adapted 

the “musical” elements and the bizarre aspects of notable German writers (such as E.T.A. 
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Hoffman and Ludwig Tieck), whose Gothic stories had been made popular by the Germans. 

Most importantly for the purpose of this essay, though, is the fact that Poe waged an extensive 

literary campaign against German metaphysicians (and their foreign proponents), whom he no 

doubt faulted with originating, fomenting, and promulgating sentiments and scholarly trends 

which served to undermine the authority of the Holy Bible, and which have promoted tenets, 

lifestyles, and values which run directly counter to the dictates of Judeo-Christian scriptures.  

     Again, and again, and again, by means both subtle and overt, Poe took issue with the 

ideologies and indulgences which had been proffered and touted by influential German thinkers; 

his works had been designed to target and discredit the theories and aims of German Idealism, 

German Higher Criticism, German-born Utilitarianism, German-led Romanticism, and German-

inspired American Transcendentalism. Poe maintained a love-hate relationship with the 

Germans. On one hand, their creative and analytic genius could not be denied, nor their zeal for 

aesthetic propriety be unadmired, nor their commitment to pursuit of precision not be emulated; 

on the other hand, his disdain of their proclivity for going to dangerous extremes when indulging 

apostate, subjective ideas could not be hidden. Although this essay is chiefly concerned with 

analyzing specific works by Poe, and with making the argument for formal recognition of a new 

literary archetype called the “Lucifer-figure”  (both aspects fundamental to proving that Poe was 

a traditional biblical moralist), this analysis is not pursued in a vacuum, for it seeks to tie those 

aspects of the paper to the larger concerns which informed both Poe’s works and itself, and 

which helped determined their shapes.  

     Poe was deeply troubled by the trajectory of human thought and enterprise, which, left 

unchallenged or unchecked by biblical directives, he believed would result in the eventual 
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disintegration of the individual, then human society in general, and ultimately, even massive 

destruction of the planet—and this, at a time when global destruction was not within the purview 

of scientific achievement, as it is today. In mid-twentieth century, Poe critic Allen Tate famously 

drew attention to Poe’s treatment of the what the critic deemed to be the modern phenomenon of 

“our great subject,” what Tate then termed “the disintegration of  personality”.4  

     But this disintegration is not a modern phenomenon, even if it becomes a modern literary 

preoccupation with and after Poe, for it is characteristic of human nature dating all the way back 

to the events recorded in Scripture, and, ultimately, the results never vary since the causes never 

vary—rejection of due (loving) regard for God and one’s fellow man. Drawing upon a traditional 

(principally Jewish) biblically-derived model, Poe prophesized that any disproportion or 

“grotesquerie” made manifest in the importance, relevance, or relationship between the triune 

entities of God, Man, and the World (Creator, Creature, and Creation) would result in disaster for 

the individual in whom this imbalance or distorted valuation is risen up (intentionally), as well as 

for any society which embraces such grotesqueries. Left unchecked, these grotesqueries or 

imbalances would lead to the self-precipitated destruction of mankind and the planet—Creature 

and Creation—since the Creator never can be annihilated, in the eyes of any truly traditional 

bible-believer. In short, Man and World are imperiled by rejection of God’s Law, which is, at 

bottom, a law of Love. 

     These concerns result from and are tempered by the contra-biblical and anti-biblical 

philosophical and religious movements by which Poe’s works must be gauged, and even a 

cursory examination of those historical trends helps to shed light on Poe’s unwavering insistence 

upon adherence to traditional biblical morality. Importantly, it is through the lens of Poe’s wry 
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sense of humor and his moral indignation—core features of his personality—through which his 

works must be viewed and assessed, as well as his love of puzzles. Although he was reacting to 

social and intellectual currents of his day, Poe nonetheless was responding to them from a well-

defined and solidly-formed stance of surety, one grounded on twinned beliefs, namely: (1) that 

traditional biblical morality should serve as the guiding force for individual conduct and welfare; 

and (2) that scriptural mandates should serve as the means by which to structure, gauge, and 

uphold civilized human society.  

     Following the best tradition of the British Augustan satirists having preceded him, Poe 

tackled threats to his cherished beliefs by means of sardonic, insightful, and incisive literary 

endeavors. Arguably, his works demonstrate greater subtlety than do those of his most of his 

predecessors, nearly to the point that the moral undercurrent which moves them almost has gone 

altogether undetected, and even when discerned, it is never clearly defined or extensively 

documented. This essay, therefore, aims to do a handful of things: (a) to definitively assert Poe’s 

moral stance; (b) to clarify its source and parameters as being biblically-derived; (c) to document 

his extensive employ of biblical allusions towards conveying that moral stance; (d) to 

demonstrate, in part, his debt to the British Neoclassical moral satirists; and (e) to outline, at least 

nominally, the social and intellectual movements against which he was so fiercely opposed as a 

result of their willful undermining of the biblical moral tradition to which he was so beholden. 

(These factors are not necessarily presented in that same order, even overlapping at times.) 

    Moreover, Poe wrote within a rich literary tradition, but one which has not yet been 

recognized thus far—hence the chapter on the “Lucifer-figure,”  the section of this essay which 

traces the history of the character archetype from its (most likely) genesis in the pen of the 
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brilliant and innovative German polymath Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, migrated then into the 

novels of the American self-proclaimed “narrative moralist” Charles Brockden Brown, and 

which continues in the a small group of short stories by Nathaniel Hawthorne and some of Poe’s 

best-known tales. (They appear in the works of Herman Melville as well, although this essay 

does not treat of him in detail.) All of these authors wrote within a larger tradition of moral 

literature, except their innovation lies in the focus on the villain instead of on the hero (as in the 

chivalric novels of Sir Walter Scott during the first quarter of the nineteenth century) or on the 

victim, bucking the eighteenth-century literary tradition of sentimental novels such as Samuel 

Richardson’s Clarissa (1747-48) and Henry Fielding’s Pamela (1740).  

     These authors who utilize the Lucifer-figure archetype employ a method which involves 

depicting the calamities which their protagonists invite as a result of indulging selfish desires at 

the expense of the welfare of others. In essence, they instruct implicitly by means of illustration 

that which one is not to do, instead of explicitly preaching that which one is to do, the latter 

approach being the more conventional literary tactic. Brockden Brown’s and Hawthorne’s 

identification among the moralists is undisputed; does this essay make the unlikely and unheard-

of proposition that Goethe’s novel The Sorrows of Young Werther similarly is to be counted 

moral literature? In a word—Jawohl. In fact, recognition of Brockden Brown’s and Hawthorne’s 

debt to Goethe’s innovative moral literature is needful, in order to better recognize the subtle 

biblical allusions which inform their own. What is more, this essay also contends that Poe’s 1840 

anthology titled Tales of the Grotesque and the Arabesque might qualify for the designation of 

moral literature as well, even though only one of the five tales covered in detail within the 

confines of this essay appeared within it (“The Fall of the House of Usher”), for Poe himself 
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confessed, in writing, that all of his tales were intended to be read as a single collection, even 

those written decades apart—not unlike the Holy Bible itself, which is a collection of works 

spanning centuries but being unified in the recurrent themes of God’s might, grace, love, mercy, 

justice, sacrifice, and salvation when it comes to His relationship with Man. 

     Critics who place Poe in the same literary camp as fellow Americans Hawthorne and Melville 

simply because of the themes shared by their works (insanity, depravity, treachery, sin), the so-

called “Dark Romantic” school, typically fail to realize that what essentially binds these authors 

together is their unwavering moral stance, that being their unfailing commitment to the tenets or 

biblical codes of conduct as the only means by which the individual and human society can be 

spared from the fate of self-wrought annihilation. Poe is just as much a conventional biblical 

moralist as are his peers, thus it is the authors’ shared attitude towards these themes which 

should serve as the means by which these authors should be categorized. Is this not true of the 

most usual distinctions given between the Modernists and the Postmodernists? Mary Klages 

(herself a professor of English literature) provides a useful, concise analysis of the differences 

between the two movements. After she summarizes the historical contexts, names seminal and 

influential figures, and outlines major themes and constructs associated with Modernism, she 

offers these illuminating comments: 

     But—while postmodernism seems very much like modernism in these ways, it differs 

from modernism in its attitude toward a lot of these trends. Modernism, for example, tends to 

present a fragmented view of human subjectivity and history (think of “The Wasteland,” for 

instance, or of Woolf’s “To the Lighthouse”), but presents that fragmentation as something 

tragic, something to be lamented and mourned as a loss. Many modernist works try to uphold 

the idea that works of art can provide the unity, coherence, and meaning which has been lost 

in most of modern life; art will do what other human institutions fail to do. Postmodernism, in 

contrast, doesn’t lament the idea of fragmentation, provisionality, or incoherence, but rather 

celebrates that. The world is meaningless? Let’s not pretend that art can make meaning then, 

let’s just play with nonsense. (Klages)5 

http://willamette.edu/~rloftus/postmod.htm
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    (The Modernist notion that the Arts will do what other institutions cannot may have its origins 

in the ideas of nineteenth century German aesthetic philosopher Friedrich von Schiller, who 

contended that the Arts could save humanity from itself, an idea which Poe mocks in one of his 

prophetic, apocalyptic works.) The problem with lumping Poe into a category called “Dark 

Romanticism” is that Poe rejected, utterly, the Romantic rebellion against traditional Judeo-

Christian values by which the individual and human society are to be regulated. Critics have 

placed him and his peers in a classification which would have been anathema to them, since what 

distinguishes their works from the “mainstream” Romantics is that they aren’t Romantic at all, as 

they are all traditional biblical moralists; how can someone be for something he is against? How 

can he be in a group to whose tenets he most strenuously and sincerely objects? The law of non-

contradiction applies here, and one should not expect Poe to be rightly counted among the 

Romantics of any variety, any more than one could expect any sane person of the Jewish faith to 

be a card-carrying member of the Neo-Nazi Party, so antithetical are their values.  

     Even the milder form of Romanticism as practiced by the British poets is spurned by Poe and 

the other American traditional moralists, since the elevation of the worship of Nature instead of  

reverence for Nature’s God is just as verboten as is the outright rejection or denial of God by 

many (but not all) Romantics; the first commandment of the Decalogue is to have no other gods 

before YHVH, thus the Creature’s worship of the Creation instead of the Creator was 

comparably disdained by the American authors errantly called “Dark Romantics”.6 (This group 

consistently includes Hawthorne, Poe, and Melville; despite the fact that his works share great 

similarities with these other American authors who follow him, Brockden Brown more 
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commonly is classified as a Gothic writer, given the considerable level of bizarre implausibility 

in the plots and the apparently overwrought occultism which seems to color his works.) 

     Poe, as will be shown, is a consistent moralist, and the source of his moral orientation is the 

same one shared by his contemporaries (Hawthorne and Melville), Judeo-Christian scripture, and 

more specifically for Poe, the King James Version Bible of 1611, for that is the version which 

gave life to some of the metaphysical poetry of John Donne (1572-1631), the Neoclassical 

“prose poems” of Alexander Pope (1688-1744), the moral and satirical essays of Joseph Addison 

(1672-1719), Richard Steele (1672-1729), and Jonathan Swift (1667-1745), the humanism of the 

novels of Daniel Defoe (1660-1731), the witticism of Lawrence Sterne (1713-1768), the wry 

humor of Henry Fielding (1707-1754), the “comedy of humours” popularized by dramatist Ben 

Johnson’s (1572-1637) A Tale of a Tub (1633), and many of the later essays of Francis Bacon 

(1561-1626), who wrote on matters civil and moral (1625).7 This paper utilizes the electronic 

“Cambridge Edition” from 1769, as featured on the King James Bible Online website, which also 

features an electronic version of the authorized, original text from 1611; the later version is 

utilized since it conforms to modernized spelling of archaic words, to make for easier reading.8 

     Poe, although never explicitly Christian in traditional practice, at least in terms of regular 

church attendance as an adult, or in overt sermonizing, nonetheless was Christian to the core, 

since his works are supremely concerned with the idea of divine justice in accordance with 

Christian doctrine and scriptures, and with fulfillment of the two greatest commandments given 

in the Holy Bible—love for God and love for one’s fellow man (Deut. 6:5, Lev 19:18, Mt 22:36-

40). The remainder of the “Introduction” addresses this claim, and also examines important 

terminology which must be borne in mind when contemplating Poe’s works, for they are terms 
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which he himself utilizes and designates to a certain number of his own texts; these terms are 

covered under the subdivision called “The Devil’s Dictionary”.  

     The immediately subsequent chapter treats of the mainstay of “Lucifer-figures” (his and 

others), a character archetype which Poe employed as a means of conveying and contending for 

that traditional biblical morality; the literary genesis of this archetype seemingly begins as an 

innovation of Goethe’s, after which appearance it is subsequently adopted by Brockden Brown, 

Hawthorne, Poe, and even Melville. The chapter which follows it consists of the conventional 

“Review of the Literature,” which is to say, a brief and sweeping overview of what other Poe 

critics have had to offer by way of assessment of his work, broad and general due to the 

necessary constraints of a paper of this nature (which must focus on novelty, and not 

regurgitation).  

     As this essay is chiefly concerned with establishing the moral content of Poe’s works selected 

for examination herein, the critical overview will endeavor to narrowly focus on assessments of 

Poe’s tales in relation to their moral content. After the review of the literature follows five 

chapters (chapters IV-VIII), one each dedicated to an extremely close reading of one of five tales 

selected from among Poe’s best known and most discussed works— “The Pit and the 

Pendulum,” “The Cask of Amontillado,” “The Black Cat,” The Tell-Tale Heart,” and “The Fall 

of the House of Usher”.  

     Finally, in the “Conclusion,” main points raised throughout the essay are summarized, along 

with a few postulates for the reader’s consideration. Throughout the essay, each of the five tales 

selected will be referred to by abbreviated forms of their titles, to make for smoother perusal; 

these truncated appellations will be “Pit,” “Cask,” “Cat,” “Heart,” and “Usher”. This essay 
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endeavors to speak the truth quietly and clearly, being on good terms as far as possible with other 

critics, but without surrender to their follies, fallacies, and damnable lies.9  

1.2  He Wandered Lonely As A Cloud10 

“Laugh, and the world laughs with you; weep, and you weep alone.”11 

   Rufus Griswold, a disgruntled and bitter literary rival of Poe’s, wrote and circulated a viciously 

fabricated and defamatory obituary about Poe, one which was taken uncritically by Poe readers 

for decades, and one which has contributed to a persistent depiction of him as a peevish 

malcontent with contemptible habits and traits. Whereas Poe did run up a considerable gambling 

debt while a young university student, that is but a single episode of his four-decade life, and Poe 

himself never led a life of crime, never abused drugs, never was known to pick fistfights or be in 

the habit of committing physical violence against others, never was known to have visited 

brothels or take mistresses, and confessed that he drank to distraction chiefly when despondent 

over his wife's declining health and in the bitterly sorrowful aftermath of her premature death.  

     He certainly could not have functioned as a brilliant critic and absolute workhorse in his 

capacities as editor and author were he genuinely plagued with a serious drinking problem, for 

clarity of mind and command of language are requisite to such employments, far beyond that 

which would have been required of a merely “functioning alcoholic” or simple proofreader.  

Moreover, such clarity and said command were commonly possessed by him enough that any 

charges of insanity against Poe are altogether both unreasonable and unfounded.  He did have 

friends who supported him in times of need, but support and sustenance are not synonymous, 

therefore he lived most of his adult life in extreme hardship and poverty, wholly alienated from 

his stepfather, and frequently causing friction which invited even greater distance between 
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himself and his peers and former employers. These considerations aside, much of what is known 

of Poe is undisputed: 

 his poetry often baffled even sympathetic readers (“Ululame” is a prime example);  

 

 his aesthetic views aroused controversy and consternation;  

 

 he “devoted his energies to advancing the art of poetry and maintaining his aesthetic  

 

standards in the midst of extreme adversity”12;  

 

 he considered the role of the arts to be fundamental (albeit neither exclusive nor supreme) to  

 

the welfare of human society;13 

 

 his work was subject to unsigned reviews in periodicals and newsletters of his day (although  

 

Poe is known to have penned a few of the ones which spoke to his work, and is suspected of  

 

penning others); 

 

 he aspired to erudition in his works, as foreign phrases, obscure allusions, and abstruse  

 

language appear with frequency in his writings; 

 

 his works were misunderstood as representations of his own personality or nature;14 

 

 his potential as a great writer was recognized early in his career, as he was said to have  

 

demonstrated a capacity for remarkable literary achievement;  

 

  he was praised for exhibiting craft and artistry, as well as originality and imagination,  

 

despite being pilloried for flaws perceived in his work;  

 

 he was prolific and competent in a variety of genres; 

 

 he was an astute and insightful literary critic, recognizing quality and originality in fellow  

 

authors of his day; 

 

 he was fascinated with the musical quality of poetry; 
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 he was proud about his work, incensed when it did not receive due recognition for its merits,  

 

and plagued with uncertainty and tribulations when getting it published; 

 

 he scolded his countrymen, and disparaged them for low literary standards; 

 

 he was hyperattentive to word choice; 

 

 he insisted on concision and precision in written works; 

 

 his criticism was constructive as well as derisive, and is important in its own right; 

 

 he had an interest in literary works of previous ages, and a desire to carry into his own age  

 

whatever he thought potent and pertinent in them; 

 

 he published materials which articulated the aesthetic standards by which he intended his  

 

own work to be measured; 

 

 his work suffered from a lack of appreciation at the hands of readers who misunderstood his  

 

authorial intent (which he surely had, Postmodern theorists be damned); 

 

 his work is characterized by dense, difficult, and deep allusions, which contribute to their  

 

complexity; 

 

 his work “contains history” (Poe’s tales contain the history of the strains of German and  

 

British intellectualism which he considered anathema); 

 

 he was chiefly interested in writing for an educated audience, and hoped to join the ranks of  

 

the authors he most admired— to be counted “’fra i maestri di color che sanno” (“among  

 

the masters of those who know”)15;  

 

 he was interested in symbolism, in which a constellation of surrounding and tangential  

 

associations are imbued with added light (for Poe, entailed in the traditional concept of the  

 

moral “emblem”) 16; 
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 his work speaks to many spheres of relevance in human affairs; 

 

 his work is carefully structured, so that certain parts of it relate to the whole of it (as Poe  

 

stated of his tales that they were unified in intent, despite the entire span of years in which  

 

they had been written, being each part of a single design)17; 

 

 he modeled his own work, in part, on those of authors he admired, and added his own stamp  

 

to the borrowed elements18; 

 

 he had a mischievous sense of humor and a wry wit; and 

 

 he was intensely concerned with the fate of all humanity. 

 

     Importantly, one must read Poe through his own stated criteria. Granted, this is not always an 

easy task to do, given his propensity to humor, and many a critic has vacillated in his or her 

opinion as to whether or not one should take Poe at his word in his three essays which deal with 

the art of composition.19 With Poe, then, the proof is in the pudding; when one sees the principles 

espoused by him articulated in the actual works, then one may trust that Poe meant what he said. 

As always, one must be cautious not to confuse Poe’s sarcasm for his seriousness; Poe loved 

being cryptic, therefore one is nearly always being asked to solve a puzzle or riddle when one 

reads his works. This essay argues that the morals hidden in plain sight constitute the puzzles to 

be solved in Poe’s works, works which serve as a clarion call against powerful societal trends 

and intellectual movements which he correctly surmised would lead to the sort of death and 

devastation witnessed in the Holocaust, an historical event which took place within a mere 

century of Poe’s lifetime.  

     For Poe, the forceful contributing factors which can lead to such a horrific event are to be 

found mostly in the trajectory of destructive German intellectual currents which contravene 



14 

traditional biblical authority, and which therefore ultimately only can wreak havoc on mankind 

in new and unparalleled ways. Poe saw through them all too clearly, and Poe’s vision of the 

future is one informed by the very Scripture whose veracity, accuracy, and authority the German 

metaphysical factions rejected: the theological German Higher Critics worked to tear down the 

integrity of Scripture (and therefore undermine its moral authority), and the philosophical 

German Idealists sought to build up a human edifice in its place, wherein Man would be Self-

licensed to act “as if” he possessed, not merely the ability (per human reason) but also the right 

to pronounce moral authority. What the Kantian categorical imperative argues, in essence, is that 

we hold these moral truths to be Self-evident, instead of recognizing that the definitions of good 

and evil are handed down from the divine Lawgiver, one whose Moral Law is fixed, 

transcendent, and universal, which is, of a logical necessity, an “objective” standard, in that it 

does not owe either its creation or its enforcement to the radical subjectivity of the Self, a 

subjectivity which is not nor cannot be fixed, transcendent, or universal, given the very concept 

of subjectivity itself.  

     The framers of the 1776 U.S. Declaration of Independence were highly-educated men, and 

whereas they were receptive to certain ideas associated with the European Enlightenment, in 

being of British heritage, did not lose sight of the religious aspect which underpinned their 

political vision, never embracing the radical apostasy of the French Revolution which rapidly 

descended into the bloody and chaotic “Reign of Terror”; terror is typified by its unpredictable 

manifestations, hence it is associated with instability or non-fixity.  

     When the American Founders penned their reasoned declaration to the European world, they 

conceded that some truths were self-evident, but they likewise acknowledged that these truths 
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pertained to unalienable rights endowed to them “by their Creator”: In the American framework, 

Man has the ability to discern the authority of the Lawgiver, but in the German one, Man has the 

ability to be the Lawgiver. In the American framework, men form governments to secure the 

rights with which they have been endowed, but in the German model, they form governments to 

Self-endow these rights, and, being beholden to no other authority than themselves, there is 

nothing they forbid themselves to do unto their fellow men,  The danger of the German mindset, 

taken along its natural trajectory, is Nazism, for the Third Reich Self-granted or authorized every 

tragedy it visited upon its Jewish victims, even going so far as to act “as if” the Germans had the 

unmitigated right to define who should be reckoned a human being, and then act “as if” with 

impunity against anyone whom they placed outside the ken of humanity. 

      This is not to contend or even suggest that Poe predicted with any specificity the 

manifestation of the Holocaust, but it is to assert that he could foresee such travesties of 

unfathomable depravity and injustice when traditional biblical morals are abandoned by societies 

which embrace models which depart from the ethical mandates of Scripture. Poe understood well 

that the source of human misery is the inherent tendency towards wickedness in the human heart, 

and that, without fail, the desire to defy the first and greatest commandment leads to disregard of 

the second one; when one has theorized or acted as if one has done away with God, can doing 

away with one’s fellow man be far from being actualized? 

     We turn momentarily to another author, one who wrote during the actual span of the 

Holocaust, for his work makes clearer Poe’s opposition to the trends of his own day, including 

German Idealism, Romanticism, Higher Criticism, Utilitarianism, Utopianism, Progressivism, 

Transcendentalism, and the Sturm und Drang movement which had preceded some of those 
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cultural currents. Although it might seem a departure from our examination of Poe, it cements 

the argument of this essay that Poe’s adamant opposition to deviation from the biblical tenets 

was the result of his prophetic recognition of the tragically destructive consequences which that 

trajectory would invite. In essence, Clive Staples (C.S.) Lewis will make plain and explicit the 

position and argument conveyed by Poe subtly and implicitly; if one bears Lewis’ assessment in 

mind when analyzing the tales, then one is much better able to discern the inherent biblical 

moralism of Poe’s works. Both men are writing from a standpoint grounded in Scripture and 

mindful of a trajectory which considers the ultimately disastrous consequences of specific anti-

biblical and contra-biblical ideologies having been taken to their logical conclusions—and for 

both authors, the Germans are key to their arguments. 

1.3 From God in the Dock to the Road to Auschwitz 

 

"When I am judging a theory, I ask myself whether, if I were God,  

I would have arranged the world in such a way."20 

 

     Famed Christian apologist C.S. Lewis must be counted a member of that rare group of authors 

whose trajectory line of thinking allows them to postulate the logical conclusions of ideas which 

began in termination of due regard for God, and whose termination in practical application meant 

the termination of due regard for Man. Poe, likewise, belonged to this group, as did Jonathan 

Swift, Matthew Arnold, William Butler Yeats, G.K. Chesterton, and, arguably, the biblical 

patriarch Moses and the Apostle Paul.21 Each of these writers early recognized the slow poison 

infecting their times, and understood that moral corruption, if left unchecked, would result in a 

descent into irredeemable barbarism, a barbarism resulting from extreme apostasy, and that being 

an apostasy which denied the absolute and irrefutable binding authority of the two greatest 

commandments given in Judeo-Christian scriptures, love of God and love of one’s fellow man as 
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if he were the self. In fact, to deny God inevitably leads to a denial of humanity, for the denial of 

the second is merely a manifestation of denial of the first. Once God and Man are disregarded, 

the very existence of the World is imperiled, thus the rejection of God concludes with the 

eventual self-wrought global annihilation of Man and the World Poe depicts in his apocalyptic 

fictions, each of which nod disapprovingly to German metaphysics. 

     This ability to forecast a gloomy future based on an evident trajectory seems best exemplified 

in British authors of the past, and that is hardly surprising for a number of reasons, not the least 

of which is that Americans tend to be optimists (even to the point of naivety), the Germans tend 

to be romantics (even to the point of insanity), and the French tend to be narcissistic (even to the 

point of absurdity). The religious strain was prevalent and mighty in America’s nascent culture 

(and it has waned here, as elsewhere), but America lacked both the longevity and the 

homogeneity of the British, two factors which, historically, contributed to relative stability in the 

moral underpinnings of its general society. (That stability might be qualified by the introduction 

of Anglicanism in 1536, or by the Puritan interregnum period which began in 1639, yet both 

these developments shared with their Roman Catholic precedent an historical desire to adhere to 

the moral lessons of Scripture, even when they all fell far short of the task, most notably in their 

colonialism.) These four cultures—German, French, British, and American— traditionally 

comprise the principle arbiters of literary criticism and cultural influences for Western 

Civilization, other than the Italian-based Roman Catholicism, which can be said to be the fifth 

leg of its cultural pentarchy.  

     The British, though, unlike their peers, had a long and unwavering history of moral literature 

on which their authors were firmly grounded and to which they were long tethered, and this 
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tethering provided both boundaries (safety) and order (sanity) for the individual and the culture, 

since it formed a buffer or means of restraining them both; no tether, no buffer, no order. The 

British preoccupation with moral literature reaches back centuries: Geoffrey Chaucer’s 

Canterbury Tales (a critique of Roman Catholic practices and satire of social customs) dates to 

the end of the fourteenth century; Bede the Venerable’s religious works date to the early eighth 

century; and Cædmon's Hymn is believed to date to the late seventh century.  

     Whereas certainly moral literature can be found in other Western cultures, nowhere does it 

seem more evident that the inculcation of these values had assumed primacy and had been 

consistently integrated into the general culture than appears to be the case with the British. (We 

exclude here, of course, the cultures of the Classical Period, for we can only go back so far in the 

confines of this paper, but the Greeks were quite concerned with the cultivation of virtues, an 

obsession mirrored by the British Neoclassicists.) William Langland’s Piers Plowman, a work 

contemporary to Chaucer’s, is remarkable for a number of reasons, not the least of which being 

that it is an early example of Christian allegory (from the perspective of Medieval-era Roman 

Catholicism) which serves also as a social satire, but because the main character of the story is 

actually a man named “Will,” who, of course, represents human will, that topic of supreme 

importance for eighteenth century German metaphysics, nineteenth century German speculative 

philosophers, and the twentieth century German political landscape which gave rise to the Third 

Reich, the Nazis being indebted to their native predecessors. 

      Will learns about the power of love through a character named “Kynde,” representing an 

aspect of God, whom Scripture says is Love (1 Jn. 4:16).  In what is typically considered the 

climactic scene in Piers Plowman, Will finally experiences Love at the intersecting of the human 
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and divine timelines; love for God is intimately connected to love for one’s fellow man (1 Jn. 

4:8). Just as remarkable is an earlier scene, in which Will contends with Reason that Reason is 

insufficient to prevent man from sinning, from committing evil acts; Reason rejects this position, 

thinking itself self-sufficient—and that is precisely the position which will be argued by the 

grossly apostate German philosopher Immanuel Kant a few hundred years later.22  

     Here is witnessed the scriptural (moral) role of power—not, as the Germans (e.g. Friedrich 

Nietzsche and the Nazis) and other Gentiles would have it, as the ability to subjugate others, but, 

as the biblical Israelites would have it, as the ability to connect with others, or enter into 

personal, loving relationships with the Other, both mortal and divine. (To Christians, this would 

constitute a “communion of saints,” which is to say, persons of shared biblical values and beliefs, 

including the belief that God and sinner are reconciled.) The belief that Reason alone does not 

lead one to Love is echoed in Poe’s argument that Pure Intellect (Rationale) does not lead one to 

Moral Sense (Duty, albeit informed by lovingkindness); there must be a mediating agent which 

appeals to reason to meet moral duty, an agency which Poe calls “Taste” (taste has to do with 

that which appeals to one).  

     The human will, therefore, is the all-important element in attaining this heavenly goal, thus it 

must be oriented properly if it is to fulfill its benevolent purpose; it cannot neglect reason 

altogether, but must motivate reason into action, in order to compel it to meet moral duty.23 

(Poe’s Moral Sense is not synonymous with Kant’s Moral Duty, for Poe’s is a conscious 

metaphysical construct, whereas Kant’s concept is merely physical enactment of a principle; 

Poe’s involves performing acts of lovingkindness, whereas Kant’s simply require “self-love,” or 

motivated self-interest. Kant discusses what he terms “beneficence,” but what he really describes 
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can only be properly identified as cold, calculated, perfunctory self-appeasement, as will be 

discussed elsewhere.) 

     But what constitutes proper moral orientation? How can one be oriented towards doing good 

if one cannot discern between that which is good and that which is evil? The Germans have an 

answer, and, in a nutshell, Immanuel Kant contends that one can reason out moral positions by 

means of the “categorical imperative,” a concept he argues in his 1785 text, The Groundwork of 

the Metaphysics of Morals. According to Kant, the rightness or wrongness of a person’s actions 

does not depend on the consequences of those actions, but, rather, depends on whether or not 

they fulfill that person’s duty. (Or rather, he contends that the rightness or wrongness of an 

action is irrelevant, so long as a person acts out of a sense of duty, with no regard for the 

outcome as a motivating principle, thus “rightness” of means trumps rightness of ends.) 

     Of course, there is a major wrinkle in this line of reasoning, since it automatically begs at 

least two major questions: (1) duty to whom?; and (2) by whose authority is this duty imposed? 

Kant’s problematic answer to these queries is what he referred to as the categorical imperative, a 

tenet best summarized in his principal axiom: “Act only according to that maxim whereby you 

can, at the same time, will that it should become a universal law.” This statement essentially 

contends that the individual is the determiner of good and evil, not revealed religion—thus Self-

will, led by Self-interest, and determined by Self-evaluation, amounts to the one’s Self being 

recognized as supreme authority in the pronunciation of distinctions between that which is good 

or evil. The great danger in Kant’s axiom is that it does not limit Man’s ability to discover the 

differences or to discern between good and evil, but that it self-empowers him to define good and 

evil. Poe recognized this as a formula for disaster, it being the sin in the Garden of Eden by 
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which the Serpent tempts Eve—and he had not been alone in such recognition, as a British 

author who follows him makes much plainer Poe’s objection to this dangerous line of thinking. 

     C.S. Lewis, in his 1944 essay, “The Poison of Subjectivism,” meets this issue head on, for he 

is fully cognizant of just how much rests on an acknowledgement of objective standards of 

goodness and of fixed, transcendent moral truths, those necessary points which provide the 

sources or point the way towards which Man’s moral orientation must be directed, for one cannot 

have an orientation towards nothing, since the very definition of “orientation” involves the 

relative positioning of the Self towards something (or someone) else. Orientation, then, is not 

merely directional, but is relational as well, thus it always requires an “Other” entity by which 

one may— accurately –gauge the Self’s orientation. For Jews and Christians, the proper moral 

orientation is towards a someone, the Most High God of Scripture, YHVH. In his Holocaust-era 

essay (originally a BBC wartime radio broadcast), Lewis writes: 

     If “good” and “better” are terms deriving their sole meaning from the ideology of each 

people, then of course ideologies themselves cannot be better or worse than one another. 

Unless the measuring rod is independent of the things measured, we can do no measuring. For 

the same reason it is useless to compare the moral ideas of one age with those of another: 

progress and decadence are alike meaningless words. All this is so obvious that it amounts to 

an identical proposition. But how little it is now understood can be gauged from the procedure 

of the moral reformer who, after saying that “good” means “what we are conditioned to like” 

goes on cheerfully to consider whether it might be “better” that we should be conditioned to 

like something else. What in Heaven’s name does he mean by “better”?  He usually has at the 

back of his mind the notion that if he throws over traditional judgement of value, he will find 

something else, something more “real” or “solid” on which to base a new scheme of values 

[…] If he were starting, as he pretends, with a clean slate, he could never reach this principle 

[…] The reformer knows that some instincts are to be obeyed more than others only because 

he is judging instincts by a standard, and the standard is, once more, the traditional morality 

which he claims to be superseding. The instincts themselves obviously cannot furnish us with 

grounds for grading the instincts in a hierarchy. If you do not bring a knowledge of their 

comparative respectability to your study of them, you can never derive it from them. 

(“Poison,” emphasis mine) 
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     Lewis is making his argument to an audience in the thick of World War II, when the realities 

of his statements were not mere speculation; he contends that if one adheres to the Nazi fantasy 

that all morality (as propounded by Kant) is subjectively determined by human will, then even 

the Third Reich’s definition of justice is entirely groundless, for without an objective basis or 

standard, it is impossible to make value judgments at all. Lewis was another trajectory thinker, 

having famously stated: “One must look both along and at everything.” For one to say that the 

subjective human will is the final arbiter of all that is good, beautiful, true, and holy would mean 

that one could make the argument that Nazi morality is no better or worse than biblical morality, 

being merely the equitable product of different wills, which is to say, neither value system can 

have an exclusive claim to be being good or evil.  

     The Nazis perverted traditional biblical values to the point that they became completely 

inverted, therefore even the Nazi embrace of the utter “transvaluation of values” touted by the 

German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche cannot shake itself free of the facts that: (a) good and 

evil are distinctly different from one another; (b) that a standard is required by which to gauge 

these antipodes; and (c) that the absence of such a standard results in the impermanence of any 

conduct which even they themselves might ascribe to these values. The Nazis attempted to be the 

standard or ruler by which they could measure themselves, but a ruler cannot measure itself—it 

requires an external agent to do so.  Radical subjectivity is an invitation to madness, for it rejects 

being tethered to an objective reality which provides the fixity by which one’s ideas may be 

gauged. 

     If one cannot distinguish between fixed definitions of good and evil, then one cannot pass 

value judgments on anything; what is deemed good to the Nazis may very well be deemed evil 
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by those who cling to biblical morality, but as they cannot both be simultaneously correct, how is 

one to know which of the two claims is the true one? The law of non-contradiction must apply, 

in which a thing cannot be both true and false, classically expressed by the recognition of the fact 

that the propositions “A is B” and “A is not B” cannot be simultaneously true; there cannot be an 

absence and a presence of fixed quality in a single thing at a distinct time in the same sense, in 

the same place. (Place is crucial to the formula of fixity, despite a modern insistence on cultural 

relativism. One cannot but help recall Blaise Pascal’s comment in his 1670 Pensées: “A strange 

justice that is bounded by a river! Truth on this side of the Pyrénées, heresy on the other.”) To 

accept the sort of reasoning which Subjectivism promulgates would make the definitions of good 

and evil bound to geography, for what was prized in Germany was vilified beyond its borders; 

truth and goodness, though, are not accidents of geography, but, as both Poe and Lewis realized, 

are necessarily transcendent and objective.24 Why necessarily so?  

     As Lewis points out, without fixed points of reference, a train might never make it from the 

station from whence it departs to its intended terminus, for it cannot expect to arrive at a station 

which moves constantly; a fixed and universal correctness is the only means by which the world 

can be ordered, thus the principle of fixity which is correct for ordinary physics must also be true 

for metaphysics. 25Also, even the notions of progress and regress require fixed, objective points, 

for without them, one cannot measure distance or direction—and it bears repeating that a ruler 

does not measure itself, but must provide a standard by which other things may be measured. If 

the Nazis decided to come first for the mentally and physically disabled (the notorious pre-

Holocaust “T-4 Program,” which euthanized these “undesirables” least able to defend 

themselves), then might not they (by expanding their definition of deplorables and undesirables) 
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come next for the Jews, the Communists, the Trade Unionists, the gypsies, the homosexuals, the 

political dissidents, and the Christian religious opposition, adapting, in constant flux, their 

“standards” for undesirability?  

     One cannot have a standard in such circumstances, merely an agenda established per the 

dictates and desires of those in power. If what is deemed to be a “standard” does not remain a 

fixed point of reference or measurement, then therein lies great danger when the recognition and 

preservation of the sanctity of human life, as preached by Scripture, is not the acknowledged 

standard to which all mankind must adhere. This sanctity is encapsulated in God’s Law, and God 

must be the transcendent source of this standard, for mankind is at a loss to formulate it, since 

mankind cannot divest itself of the subjectivity of its own will: Man cannot be the ruler of 

himself, for he cannot be both the instrument of measurement and the thing measured by it, 

especially if the parameters of the measurement do not remain constant or fixed, which is to say, 

objective, instead of determined by the subjective Self. 26  

     Lewis tackles many topics in his 1970 collection of essays and speeches, God in the Dock: 

Essays on Theology and Ethics. In his essay “Evil and God,” Lewis argues that there must be a 

transcendent source behind the fixed meanings of good and evil, and he provides a reasoning 

behind that thinking: 

     Badness is not even bad in the same way in which goodness is good […] The first hazy 

idea of devil must, if we begin to think, be analysed into the more precise ideas of “fallen” 

and “rebel” […] There was never any question of tracing all evil to man; in fact, the New 

Testament has a good deal more to say about dark superhuman powers than about the fall of 

Adam […] The difference between a Christian and a Dualist is that the Christian thinks one 

stage further and sees that if Michael is really in the right and Satan really in the wrong, this 

must mean that they stand in two different relations to somebody or something far further 

back, to the ultimate ground of reality itself. (God 23-24)27 
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     The someone with whom they stand in relation to is the Most High God, the source of all that 

which is good, true, beautiful, and holy.28 (Scripture declares that God is “the pillar and ground 

of the truth” (1 Tim. 3:15).) The “dark superhuman powers” to which Lewis refers includes 

Satan and his minions; he does not attribute all evil to mankind, since Lucifer and the angels 

having rebelled with him similarly committed evil acts as a result of their own wickedness, and 

they are not human beings. The fact that the Devil must have first enjoyed an uncorrupted or 

perfect state (as given in Scripture) is crucial to Poe’s idea of vice being a corruption (which is to 

say a disproportion/deformity/grotesquery) of virtue, for one can have virtue without vice, but 

not vice without virtue. 

     Lewis writes elsewhere of other casualties resulting from the deformity which characterizes 

Postmodern thinking, i.e., the leveling of hierarchies and the dissolution of disapprobation (death 

of shame), and he underscores Poe’s contention that vice is perversion of proportion 

(grotesquery):  

     But, in reality, along with the power to forgive, we have lost the power to condemn. If a 

taste for cruelty and a taste for kindness were equally ultimate and basic, by what common 

standard could the one reprove the other? In reality, cruelty does not come from desiring evil 

as such, but from perverted sexuality, inordinate resentment, or lawless ambition and avarice.  

That is precisely why it can be judged and condemned from the standpoint of innocent 

sexuality, righteous anger, and ordinate acquisitiveness. (God 23) 

 

      Lewis makes plain that which Poe’s tales intend to convey; Lewis states explicitly what Poe’s 

tales relate implicitly. Both authors are on a continuum of prophetic vision, in which Poe is 

further out from and Lewis is closer to its realization. The concept of parallax involves the 

perspective of an individual based on his or her situation relative to an object, person, or event; 

Poe and Lewis fall within the same line of sight with each other, thus they are “standing” in the 

same position and viewing matters from the same biblical point of perception, albeit at different 
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times. The Germans were fascinated with Eastern modes of construing the world, and their 

response was to reject traditional Western moral codes which have their basis in Judeo-Christian 

Scriptures.29  

     The orientation towards Truth in Poe and Lewis is identical, therefore they are both capable 

of “seeing” the same portents which result from the direction towards which Western 

Civilization steadily heads; alarmed by what results they understood the trajectory would invite, 

they wrote so as to alter that calamitous trajectory, Lewis explicitly and Poe implicitly. Poe 

derided the contra-biblical and anti-biblical trends and movements of his day, as did Lewis; the 

fears anticipated by Poe were realized in Lewis’ day, in the Holocaust, the event on the horizon 

for Poe and the event as immediate for Lewis. Poe realized that the confluence of anti-biblical 

currents in Western societies could lead to an Auschwitz, and Lewis realized that the contagion 

of the mindset which led to Auschwitz could infect the rest of the World. Slow poison is poison 

nonetheless, and Poe and Lewis sought to provide biblically-derived antidotes to an ailing 

World, hellbent on a trajectory of self-wrought destruction.  

     Importantly, both authors realized that the destruction of mankind requires first the 

destruction of the concept of humanity, and that the destruction of that concept is achieved only 

in seeking first the destruction of the God who conceived it, for Man is not a conception of Man, 

but of God. 30 Poe’s tales are a challenge to those who seek to ground their ethics on anything 

but the Law of God given in Scripture, just as Lewis’ essay presents a challenge to those who 

seek to ground theirs on anything but the God of Scripture. Both men understood that evil which 

is not resisted spreads, since it is the very nature of those who are evil to refuse to recognize 

boundaries. In fact, that is the very tell of an evil person, the one who disregards the Other to 
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such an extent that the Other is subservient to the wants of Self—this is the sin of Satan, in 

Christian tradition, who desired angelic adulation and the heavenly throne for himself, and who 

stopped at nothing in his attempt to obtain them. 

     In Lewis’ essay on the poison of Subjectivism (which just as easily could be called “The 

Perils of Postmodernism”), the British apologist writes: 

     God is not merely good, but goodness; goodness is not merely divine, but God. These 

may seem fine-spun speculations: yet I believe that nothing short of this can save us. A 

Christianity which does not see moral and religious experience converging to meet at 

infinity, not at a negative infinity, but in the positive infinity of the living yet 

superpersonal God, has nothing, in the long run, to divide it from devil worship; and a 

philosophy which does not accept value as eternal and objective can lead us only to ruin.31 

Nor is the matter of merely speculative importance. Many a popular “planner” on a 

democratic platform, many a mild-eyed scientist in a democratic laboratory means, in the 

last resort, just what the Fascist means. He believes that “good” means whatever men are 

conditioned to approve. He believes that it is the function of him and his kind to condition 

men; to create consciences by eugenics, psychological manipulation of infants, state 

education and mass propaganda. Because he is confused, he does not yet fully realize 

 that those who create conscience cannot be subject to conscience themselves. But he must 

awake to the logic of his position sooner or later; and when he does, what barrier remains 

between us and the final division of the race into a few conditioners who stand themselves 

outside morality and the many conditioned in whom such morality as the experts choose is 

produced at the experts’ pleasure? If “good” means only the local ideology, how can those 

who invent the local ideology be guided by any idea of good themselves? The very idea of 

freedom presupposes some objective moral law which overarches rulers and ruled alike. 

Subjectivism about values is eternally incompatible with democracy. We and our rulers are 

of one kind only so long as we are subject to one law. But if there is no Law of Nature, the 

ethos of any society is the creation of its rulers, educators and conditioners; and every 

creator stands above and outside his creation. (“Poison,” emphasis mine) 

 

     Here, made plain, is the basis of Poe’s objection to the Kantian-inspired ideologies which 

prize human agency (intuition, reason, emotion, imagination—all always subjective) as the 

grounding of ethics, seen most ostensibly in the theories of the German Idealists and the German 

Romantics having inspired both the American Transcendentalists and the German Nazis. All four 

groups rejected traditional revealed religion of Scripture as the basis for ethics, substituting them 
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instead with frameworks which Self-permitted and then Self-ennobled their egocentric pursuits, 

and each group stood outside biblically-derived morality with the intent of refashioning the 

world according to their own desires. What is one to make of Hitler’s famous remark that he 

wanted “to raise a generation of young people devoid of conscience—imperious, relentless, and 

cruel”? (Did he have in mind the biblical lesson of Proverbs 22:6, which says “Train up a child 

in the way he should go and when he is old, he will not depart from it”?) 

      In seeking to negate a conscience, he admits to its efficacy as a threat to his desires, and as 

desires never can be made wholly identical or universal, being always subjective and mutable, 

then might and not right is the determining standard for Nazism, for the German tenet was that 

the strongest wills would conquer those which were weaker, meaning the desires of the powerful 

would enjoy enforcement. Actually, to the Nazis, might was right; the definition of what “is” is 

was utterly dependent on the will of der Führer, thus truth was indexed to a cult of personality—

and personality is a wholly subjective thing. 

     Yet might also changes over time, as strength is not a constant, therefore might is no more 

reliable a candidate for standardization than is desire or will.  For all the progressivism and 

utopianism of German Idealism, and for all the disingenuousness and pretension of German 

Higher Criticism, and for all the bombastic blather and self-aggrandizement of German Nihilism, 

the inescapable truth and reality is that objective truth and reality are inescapably existent. Nazi 

society came crashing down to a reality denied by the Idealists, was judged by a moral 

accountability denied by the Higher Critics, and incurred a self-destruction denied by the self-

supremacy of the Nihilists. Denial amounts to Self-delusion, and Self-delusion is the hallmark of 

madness; the Self-delusion of the Germans had been the sin of the Garden of Eden, in that they 
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thought to be as the Most High God, to hold the ultimate power in deciding on matters of life and 

death, or worthiness and worthlessness, in short, to “know” (define, not discern) the difference 

between good and evil. Poe’s murderous narrators succumb to madness, but, importantly, the 

madness is a result of iniquity, and not the cause of it. 

     Lewis condemns explicitly that which Poe objected to implicitly; Poe distrusted Progressivists 

and Utopianists (“planners” who sought to “improve” God’s model for human society), and Poe 

understood the dangers inherent to a society when individuals (or groups) situate themselves 

outside or beyond the restrictions, rights, or responsibilities of the general population and then 

are not restrained in their zeal or held accountable to a power or being higher than themselves.32  

Lewis concludes this excerpt with a truth about human nature, but it applies equally to the 

relationship of the Divine to the mortal; the Potter stands above and outside His pot, thus Man 

(the Creature) and Nature (the Creation) are never equal to God (the Creator), who stands above 

(or transcends) them.  Poe understood that the Romantic (and Transcendentalist) elevation of 

Nature was merely a thinly-disguised means of elevating the Self to godhood, since the trend 

insisted that Man was part of Nature (as opposed to being a separate and distinctly different 

creation of God), therefore one could elevate the Self by elevating the group or category to 

which one belonged—this phenomenon is the sin of radical Nazi collectivism and, arguably, the 

ethnic and cultural Pan-Germanism movement which preceded and fed it. 

      Poe held to the biblical position that God, Man, and the World are discrete entities, and 

would have none of the radical “Democratization” or leveling of the three, as witnessed in the 

German embrace of the Eastern mystic Pantheism which he recognized for the apostasy it was, 

and which he lampooned in his 1848 “prose poem,” Eureka. It is also why, in his brief piece of 
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1841, “The Colloquy of Monos and Una,” he has the first character lament to the second one that 

the evil which wrought the end of humanity resulted from “wild attempts at an omni-prevalent 

Democracy” which it made. (God, Man, and the World, in fact, is the title of a collection of 

transcribed lectures and essays written by Jewish philosopher Franz Rosenzweig; this thinking is 

prominent in his book called Understanding the Sick and the Healthy: A View of World, Man, 

and God. The inversion of the order of these entities in the title of the work which deals with a 

mental disorder with physical manifestations actually reveals that to move from sickness towards 

health, one must orient and move oneself towards God; this is, of course, a sentiment likewise 

espoused by Poe, and his use of madness to signify moral imbalance or grotesquery parlays 

nicely with Rosenzweig’s work. In Understanding, Rosenzweig calls for living in accordance 

with a Judaic calendar which distinguishes between the sacred and the profane, in order to draw 

closer to God.)  

     As important as the ideas argued in his World War II essay are regarding his insistence on the 

existence of and adherence to objective (transcendent) truths is Lewis’ comparable insistence on 

recognition of the existence and authority of the originator of those truths, the Most High God of 

Judeo-Christian scriptures, a topic he tackles in God in the Dock.33  

     In this work, Lewis claims that modern man, rather than fearing an eventual fate which 

involves standing before God in judgment, prefers to put God on trial and to be judge of that 

which God has determined. The title of the work derives from the British common law practice 

of criminal courts, in which the accused party is placed by those in authority in a “dock,” an 

open-topped, wooden boxed area whose walls run up in height to the average person’s 

midsection. This practice is a means of confining a defendant while at the same time exposing 
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him, thus he is simultaneously restricted in his action but at liberty to speak within the confines 

established for him by the arbiters and dispensers of civil jurisprudence who scrutinize his 

conduct and any allegations levelled against his character.34 In British jurisprudence, one is 

guilty until found innocent, therefore in his essay from which the anthology takes its name, “God 

in the Dock,” Lewis suggests that God is presumed guilty even before His trial begins: 

     The ancient man approached God (or even the gods) as the accused person approaches 

his judge. For the modern man, the roles are quite reversed. He is the judge: God is in the 

dock. He is quite a kindly judge; if God should have a reasonable defense for being the 

god who permits war, poverty, and disease, he is ready to listen to it. The trial may even 

end in God’s acquittal. But the important thing is that man is on the bench and God is in 

the dock.35 (God 244) 

 

      Mankind, having put God on trial, thinks at times to sentence Him to death for its own 

misdeeds; however, try as he might, mere Man is not in a position to execute God (although the 

Nazis certainly tried), thus the fruitlessness and folly of its conduct will eventually backfire on it 

when the tables are turned and God assumes the bench of the Supreme Court of eternity. But 

modern man goes even further than judging God’s conduct and character; he judges God’s 

fitness to rule and he questions His value judgments, in the same way that the Interregnum 

Puritans passed judgment on the legality and propriety of King Charles I’s rule of England, 

before Oliver Cromwell saw to it that the regent was beheaded in 1649. Man seeks to define that 

which is good and evil, not merely to discern between the two.  

     Man is not content to be merely judge (who passes sentence), jury (who decides on the 

truthfulness of facts), and jailer or executioner (who carries out sentence pronounced), but also 

desires to be victim (who makes the allegations against the accused), policeman (who files the 

charges against the defendant), barrister or prosecuting attorney (who argues for the defendant’s 

guilt, duplicity, complicity, and intended malice), and, most importantly, legislator (who writes 
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the laws intended to be enforced)—but he does not cast himself as defendant; God is left to 

defend Himself pro se, or by able apologists. In his book, in the initial essay (“Evil and God”), 

Lewis writes: 

     In what sense can the one party said to be right and the other one wrong?  If evil has the 

same kind of reality as good, the same autonomy and completeness, our allegiance to good 

becomes the arbitrarily chosen loyalty of a partisan.  A sound theory of value demands 

something different. It demands that good should be original and evil a mere perversion; that 

good should be the tree and evil the ivy; that good should be able to see all around evil (as 

when sane men understand lunacy) while evil cannot retaliate in kind; that good should be 

able to exist on its own while evil requires the good on which it is parasitic in order to 

continue its parasitic existence. (God 5) 

 

     In this analysis is reflected Poe’s understanding of vice as the deformation or grotesquery of 

virtue, a perversion of the good. Also, Poe’s equation of madness with evil, and the reason why 

his murderous narrators seem unable to demonstrate full comprehension of the events at which 

they have become the epicenters, for sane men (such as the narrator in “Usher”) can recognize 

madness, but madmen (such as Roderick in “Usher”) cannot recognize sanity—hence the 

narrator’s ability to discern that Roderick is insane when Roderick begins to argue that the estate 

was sentient , as well as Roderick’s false accusation that the narrator is a madman. Moreover, the 

upright aspect of the tree as goodness is contrasted to the twisting of ivy as the wickedness of 

evil, comparable to the central idea behind Poe’s Lucifer-figures as being those characters who 

kick away the planted stakes or restraints which prevent them from collapsing on themselves (in 

having taken on too much and in twisting inwards) and bearing bad fruits (evil deeds). So, too, 

here is Poe’s biblically-derived notion that evil is not a creation of God, but is a separate 

product of the Self which must acknowledge the good in seeking to destroy it.  

     Scripture relates Satan was perfect and free from sin from the day he was created, but iniquity 

was “found” within him, not placed within him by God.36 Evil, therefore, requires a 
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foreknowledge of the good which is then disregarded; sin is always rebellion against God, and 

always involves choice or free will. 37 Poe’s Lucifer-figures all choose to be evil, and none are 

victims of ignorance, error, illness, or dire circumstance which might mitigate their guilt or 

negate their malice of forethought. Lewis and Poe appear to be in agreement on this point: “The 

consequences of neglecting this are serious.  It means believing that bad men like badness as 

such, in the same way that good men like goodness” (Lewis 5). Indeed, in “Cask,” Montresor 

gloats even some fifty years after he murdered Fortunato, as he relates the event with apparent 

delight and without a trace of repentance. 

     Of course, this is not to discount the fact that there are bad men who pretend to goodness, and 

who, having become so twisted in their thinking, desire to deceive others into thinking that the 

bad is good, hence the need for sound judgment in the estimation of values. Gilbert Keith (G.K.) 

Chesterton, in his collection of World War I essays first re-published in 1922, Eugenics and 

Other Evils: The Argument against the Scientific State, illustrates perfectly the extent of the 

warped duplicity which Utopianists and Progressives were willing to entertain and promulgate, 

namely the sacrificing of lives of persons in the present for some allegedly benevolent cause of 

the future. In speaking of visiting Malthusian horrors on the living for some fantastic ideal or 

self-glorified dream of the future, he writes:38 

     Most Eugenists are Euphemists. I mean merely that short words startle them, while long 

words soothe them. And they are utterly incapable of translating the one into the other, 

however obviously they mean the same thing. Say to them “The persuasive and even coercive 

powers of the citizen should enable him to make sure that the burden of longevity in the 

previous generations does not become disproportionate and intolerable, especially to the 

females”; say this to them and they sway slightly to and fro like babies sent to sleep in cradles. 

Say to them “Murder your mother,” and they sit up quite suddenly. Yet the two sentences, in 

cold logic, are exactly the same. Say to them “It is not improbable that a period may arrive 

when the narrow if once useful distinction between the anthropoid homo and the other 

animals, which has been modified on so many moral points, may be modified also even in 
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regard to the important question of the extension of human diet”; say this to them, and beauty 

born of murmuring sound will pass into their faces. But say to them, in a simple, manly, 

hearty way “Let's eat a man!” and their surprise is quite surprising. Yet the sentences say just 

the same thing. (Chesterton 20) 

   

     One must recognize wickedness for what it is, if one hopes to pre-empt evil, the first 

pertaining to thoughts (wickedness) and the second involving deeds (evil). Poe recognized 

wickedness in several of the movements, trends, and ideologies of his day, and he sought to 

combat them in his writings. The problem for Poe, though, is that he could not divest himself of 

his love for the complex and the cryptic, therefore the moral content of his tales largely went 

unnoticed; one’s effectiveness is limited if one’s message is not patently obvious. Still, Poe’s 

tales have been able to stir something within his readership, some sensation which defies 

description but which retains its agitating presence—this is the reason why Daniel Hoffman 

names his unconventional biography of the author Poe Poe Poe Poe Poe Poe, intending to mimic 

the slow dripping of water, as Poe’s works seep into his consciousness as a constant source of 

cognitive irritation which cannot be denied. 

     Poe realized that sin brings its own consequences (the wages being death, and wages are 

earned), therefore the bad end to which his unrepentant murderers come is directly the result of 

their own willful bad behavior; foolish decisions invite tragedy and destruction of the Self, which 

is why God repeatedly entreats the ancient Israelites to choose life with Him or death without His 

loving protection. What is more, Poe was keenly aware of the fact that contra-biblical and anti-

biblical movements or ideologies needed to be confronted whilst still in their germination (or 

German-nation) stages, before they could take root and spread in the same way which invasive 

vegetation usurps all the nutrients and space in a given area where it takes root, eventually killing 

off surrounding plants with which it competes for attention and resources. (Sin is seen as a 

https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Eugenics_and_other_Evils/Part_1/Chapter_2
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contagion by Poe and Lewis, and one more biblically-oriented social and literary critic next 

addressed, David H. Hirsch.)  

     Poe was quite beholden to the biblical stance regarding the inherent tendency of Man is 

towards wickedness, being an inwards orientation, a bending or twisting proclivity, always 

towards the Self, if not restrained or held upright by the Law of God written on the human heart 

and in His Word: “It’s not a question of God ‘sending’ us to Hell. In each of us there is 

something growing up which will of itself be Hell unless it is nipped in the bud” (Lewis 155). 

Poe was writing in anticipation of the Holocaust, and Lewis was writing as it was unfolding, but 

one more author must weigh in on this continuum of the biblical perspective, one whose work 

was written in the wake of the Holocaust; it is needful now to turn to David H. Hirsch’s 1991 

collection of essays, The Deconstruction of Literature: Criticism after Auschwitz, and especially 

to his essay which specifically treats of Poe, “Postmodern or Post-Auschwitz: The Case of Poe”. 

     Hirsch elected to dispense of the term “Postmodern” since he thought it should be jettisoned 

for being an “indeterminate, pseudohistoricist term,” and chose instead to employ what he called 

a “more focused and more accurately historical designation, the Post-Auschwitz age,”  which he 

went on to define as being “one in which the nineteenth-century prophecies of Marx and 

Nietzsche have been realized in the Soviet gulag, on the one hand, and in the Nazi death camps 

on the other” (Deconstruction 245).39 Marxism is atheistic to the core, and Nietzscheism is a 

celebratory call for the utter inversion of biblical ethics, therefore they both constitute extreme 

rejections of traditional Western values which derive from Judeo-Christian scriptures. They are 

both decidedly anti-Semitic ideologies as well, rejecting not merely the Jewish people, but also 
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seeking to destroy the values of the religion which defines the Jews, the values for which YHVH 

chose them to preserve and obey, so as to be a light unto the Gentiles [non-Israelites].  

     The Nazis sought to extinguish that Light, and the only way to rid the world of it, so they 

believed, was to deny and destroy the source of those values— the texts, the languages, the 

lands, the religious and cultural traditions, and the very lives of the Jewish people; it is as if they 

sought to murder God by destroying every last shred of evidence and testimony which pointed to 

His existence, authority, and supremacy.40  The Nihilism of Nietzsche smashes everything it 

cannot control, thus the Germans, in their desire to wrest from God the control of meaning for 

God, Man, and the World, furiously sought to destroy anything or anyone which resisted 

subjugation to their collective will—and nothing is more enraging than a recognition of one’s 

own impotence, which is why Scripture relates that the Devil rages and that there is a wailing 

and gnashing of teeth when he is finally confronted with the reality of the penalty of his divine 

recompense, a consequence of his own sinful will. The desire to control meaning is the very sin 

of the Garden of Eden, to decide (define) the differences between what constitutes good and evil, 

to think to be as the Most High God. 

     In short, the very existence of the Jews served as a constant reminder to the Nazis that there 

was a Most High God to whom they were ultimately accountable (one whose Law demanded 

accountability to their fellow men), and so long as this truth lingered before the Nazis, their 

desires to usurp His place as supreme authority remained challenged. The Jews were murdered in 

an effort to do away with God, YHVH being the principal target of the Holocaust.  The delusion 

of Communism denies that God exists, but Nazism recognized fully that He does, and wickedly 

sought to murder Him, because, as will be argued in discussion of Poe’ Lucifer-figures, those 
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who succumb to the seduction of their own wickedness cannot bear the sight of those who strive 

to resist it; put another way, those who are Self-righteous cannot bear the sight of genuine 

righteousness, or, rather, evildoers cannot bear the sight of the Good.  Auschwitz, therefore, was 

the result of attempted deicide, and the genocide was incidental to that struggle to commit 

regicide.41 

     All three authors—Poe, Lewis, and Hirsch—lament the Self-mortification of human 

sympathy which results from the rejection of the Most High God and of His Law founded on 

love for the Other. Poe, alarmed by the zeitgeist of his age, is concerned with its trajectory, 

which led him to conclude that, if pursued unchallenged, Man would grow to not care for either 

God or his fellow men, that he would come to “despise those that are good”. Given the apathy of 

the Gentile world for the evil it wrought against the Jews, Lewis was concerned that people had 

arrived at the point on that trajectory foreseen by Poe where they did not care about God or their 

fellow men, and understood that, whereas the Nazis sought to seize control of meaning, the post-

Holocaust world would follow a destructive trajectory of razing meaningfulness or collapsing 

distinctions altogether, that being the slow poison of Subjectivism. Hirsch, writing after the 

horrors of the Holocaust, is troubled by the fact that the trajectory eventually results in people 

not caring that they don’t care about God or Man, or about meaning or about truth (or about 

love)—in essence, that they are approaching a terminal point which ends in the ultimate horror of 

mankind’s incapacity to be horrified by its own evil, denying even the source of that wickedness 

as being inherent to mankind. When mankind is no longer horrified by its own deeds, then it 

permits itself everything and denies itself nothing, the very supreme or radical villainy 

contemplated by the builders of the biblical Tower of Babel, and by the character [appropriately 
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enough, a bastard son] who murders his own father in one of Fyodor Dostoevsky’s most famous 

novels, The Brothers Karamazov. 

     The ultimate transvaluation of values (the inversion of good and evil), Hirsch appears us to 

want to understand, is not the worst of all possible worlds, which is to be found in the 

Postmodernist (Post-Auschwitz) denial that such things even exist: To move “beyond good and 

evil” does not simply involve sweeping them aside (which would still acknowledge they exist as 

categories), but is to annihilate or collapse the idea that any such distinctions exist; as 

Dostoevsky put it, if God does not exist, then everything is [self] permitted. One cannot be evil 

or good if one is left without a transcendent means by which to gauge such concepts, and if one 

has no desire to secure such a gauge, then one has embraced, at last, the madness which is a 

hallmark of the collapse of distinctions, whether between fantasy or reality, or between good and 

evil.  

     The Nazi code, reprehensible and warped as it was, nevertheless was recognized as a code of 

ethics; the Post-Auschwitz age is not characterized by the death of meaning (the source of which 

is God, and therefore eternal), but by the death of care about the (merely apparent) death of 

meaning. A “post-truth” world is one in which facts are irrelevant, where people spout personal 

“truths” which are based on nothing more than volatile sentiment and fickle inclinations, and 

where nothing can be held to be good, true, beautiful, or holy since everything is permitted and 

equally valued, so long as it is centered on the “authenticity” of the intuitive, or emotional, Self.  

     And authenticity was the cry of the Romantics and the Transcendentalists; Hirsch is 

concerned with the Postmodernist poison which exceeds the Subjectivism against which Lewis 

wrote—that not only is everything permitted, but that eventually no one will even care that 
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nothing is denied. Decent people are horrified at the barbarism of others, but when we become 

apathetic to the horrors committed by apathetic people, we have mortified human sympathy past 

the point where we can be redeemed. If the infection takes hold and spreads to all of humanity, 

then there is no contrast or standard by which to even gauge the notion of barbarism, and the 

world is destroyed by a destructive tendency which God speaks of in regard to the wicked people 

who built the Tower of Babel, who also wanted free reign to rebel against the Most High God 

and be free to commit sin.  

     What did He say of them? That nothing would restrain them after they had reached that level 

of corruption, perversity, and rebellion, and therefore nothing could redeem them (on an earthly 

plane) if left unchecked on the path to destruction. The apocalyptic vision for the entire World 

was part-and-parcel to the annihilation of Man because he thought to do away with God, hence 

Poe’s attributing the seed of destruction to the “cant” (Kant) of the day, Self-determined morality 

espoused by German Idealism. 

     Is it no wonder, then, that Poe railed against reliance on human agency as had been Self-

glorified by the German-inspired Transcendentalists, and against the prioritizing of Self-centered 

authenticity by the German-led Romantics, and against the primacy of place the human mind or 

reason held with the German Idealists, the lattermost of whose philosophical ideas worked in 

tangent with the German Higher Critics to tear down the textual integrity of Scripture so as to 

raze its authority. (To say nothing of the German embrace of an apostasy which was egregiously 

obvious to Poe, Eastern mystical Pantheism, an embrace which enabled them to maintain claims 

to spirituality while at the same time Self-permitted them to indulge in any form of rebellion 

against God’s Law they so chose, since Pantheism makes no demands on its devotees, and there 
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are no eternal consequences attendant to departing from it. Pantheism does not mandate that we 

love one another, therefore there can be no adverse results in failing or refusing to do so.)  

     The disintegration of the individual and of human society is the result of the corrosive ideas 

which ferment in Poe’s era, foment in Lewis’ day, and reach fruition in Hirsch’s age. Poe (who 

would resort to chemical analogies, as he does in “The Rationale of Verse”) surely realized that 

any substance of a highly corrosive nature eventually corrodes the never-emptied container itself, 

and not merely the objects onto which it is poured out—this is the reason why he wrote to 

counter the immorality of the highly corrosive sentiments and ideologies of his day, and also 

why his unrepentant murderers eventually are consumed by their own wickedness.  

     Because Poe subscribed to the biblical attestation that human nature is inherently wicked 

(prone to Self-justification, Self-satisfaction, Self-righteousness, Self-glorification, Self-

destruction), he understood that the container (Man) is never Self-emptied of the corrosive 

substance (a wicked will), and therefore needs the hand of God to negate/neutralize it, since God 

alone is incorruptible. Poe fully fathomed the lessons of Scripture, and recognized the trajectory 

which it outlined for an apostate humanity: 

     Professing themselves to be wise, they became fools, And changed the glory of the 

uncorruptible God into an image made like to corruptible man, and to birds, and four-footed 

beasts, and creeping things. Wherefore God also gave them up to uncleanness through the 

lusts of their own hearts, to dishonour their own bodies between themselves: Who changed 

the truth of God into a lie, and worshipped and served the creature more than the Creator, 

who is blessed forever. Amen. (Rom 1:22-25) 

 

     The influence of vain (proud or futile) philosophers against whom Scripture warns (and of 

whose precepts it counsels rejection), the glorification of Man instead of God (worship of the 

Creature instead of the Creator), the surrender to the lusts of their own hearts (subjectivity), the 
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elevation of Nature (World)—are these not all the qualities of the German Idealists and German 

Higher Critics, the German-led Romantics, and the German-inspired Transcendentalists? Poe 

regarded them as anathema to the glory of the “uncorruptible God,” whose Word is likewise 

proclaimed to be impervious to man’s subversive efforts to diminish its authority, as had been 

attempted by the German Higher Critics (1 Pet. 1:23).  

     Poe resisted the deceptive allure of the Progressivism and Utopianism to which Ralph Waldo 

Emerson and others of his ilk without a proper biblical orientation succumbed, for he never 

forgot either that Scripture weighs in on the inherent wickedness of Man or the reality of 

memento mori, that one shall die, and in death, come face to face with one’s Creator. The God 

whose Law is founded on love never aspired to have mankind face Him in light of dread or 

terror, but to respond to Him in love, so that it would be a joyful occasion to be in His presence; 

that joy is precluded when man seeks to supplant God, for there can be no happy reunion when 

the divine Other is devalued or pushed out of the picture entirely. As Hirsch notes: 

     Whatever postmodernism may be, the post-Auschwitz age is one of total war, mass 

murder, and genocide; an age of the death of God and of the eclipse of Western culture and 

Judeo-Christian values; as an age that has witnessed the end of illusions about human 

potential and about the indomitable goodness of the human spirit; an age of the breakdown of 

the concept of the Renaissance concept of the human form as that Judeo-Christian fusion of 

flesh and spirit. (Deconstruction 245) 

 

     The ancient Jewish world understood the sinful nature of man, as did the Christian ages of 

pagan antiquity, the Medieval Period, the Renaissance, the Reformation, the Neoclassical, and all 

other periods in the history of Western Civilization since the Judeo-Christian scriptures were first 

introduced to the world by the ancient Israelites. Poe had no illusions about human potential or 

about goodness being the innate and inherent quality of the human spirit, and this, because he 
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maintained a traditional biblical moral outlook which understood the perpetual nature of 

mankind to be the innate tendency to wickedness, and not improvement or progress.  

     The human condition is intimately bound to human nature, and any human nature which kicks 

away the restraints provided by God (the Law of love for Others, God and Man)— restraints 

provided, not as a means of punishment, but for mankind’s own protection and welfare—is one 

in which the fruits of that action will result in the wretchedness of the human condition, such as 

witnessed in the anti-world of the Nazi death camps; Poe, no less than Hirsch, realizes that the 

entire world becomes a Holocaust in the absence of mankind’s being relationally tethered to 

God, buffered by His Law, and ordered by accordance with His will, which is why the entire 

world is destroyed in Poe’s three apocalyptic dialogical fictions.42  (God floods the world in 

Noah’s day because men were perpetually violent towards their fellow men.)  

     It is also why everything is annihilated by the conclusion of Eureka, in which there is a total 

collapsing into each other of God, Man, and the World, that work being Poe’s supreme example, 

using the language of German physics, of the dangers inherent to subscribing to German 

speculative metaphysics. Hirsch writes: 

     Although Poe obviously could not have known the writings of either Marx or Nietzsche, 

his imagination somehow gained access to a vision of the disintegration of the human form 

that was enacted in the death camps and the gulag, a disintegration that we, in the latter half 

of the twentieth century, have been witness to.  While Emerson was preaching what became 

the mainstream American message of the glories of the organic unity of form and the 

infinitude of the human spirit and of human potential, Poe already had perceived the 

beginnings of disintegration of the self. (Deconstruction 246)43 

 

     It cannot be overstated that Poe, again and again and again, faults the Germans for 

introduction of the noxious strains he perceives as being the most fundamentally contra-biblical 

threats to humanity, spiritually first and then physically, for wickedness (which is internal) leads 
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to evil (which is external), which is to say, thoughts lead to deeds, or as Scripture would say, as a 

man thinketh, so he is (does); you become or are evil if your actions are evil, for by your fruits 

are you known. The Germans, to be sure, are not to be faulted exclusively for the burgeoning 

collapse of Western Civilization and humanity’s descent into barbarism, but Poe clearly 

understood that Germans were at the forefront of the assault on classical humanism and 

traditional biblical moral values—as did Lewis, as did Hirsch. If, as Hirsch asserts, “the 

questioning of values is also a basic strain in Poe’s writing,” it is chiefly a questioning of 

German values (Deconstruction 249).  

     Although standing in different places chronologically speaking, in that Poe writes before, 

Lewis writes during, and Hirsch writes after the Holocaust, all three authors are situated in the 

same place, in terms of  the parallax of their biblical perspectives, meaning their understanding 

of the proper relationships between God, Man, and the World. Poe would see any distortion of 

such a scriptural worldview as a grotesquery, since vice is the result of disproportion, whether 

that deformity be the result of elevating Nature (World) above God, elevating Man above God, 

elevating Nature above Man, equating Man with Nature, equating Man with God, or equating 

Nature with God. Proportion is always concerned with the relationship which one thing has to 

other things, thus metaphysical disproportion invites calamity just as great as does physical 

disproportion. The biblical and the classical model happen to align, for as Karen Swallow Prior 

explains in a talk given to promote her book which deals with the classical notion of virtue as 

being excellence, “Justice is a right ordering of relationship in a community.”  

     Poe has been classified by some literary critics as a being a member of the sect of “Dark 

Romantics,” most notably by G.W. Thompson and John E. Reilly, editors of the critical journal 
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devoted to Poe studies, aptly titled Poe Studies/Dark Romanticism (founded as Poe Newsletter in 

1968, and issued under the later title from 1971-1985). The term “Dark Romanticism” was 

coined by literary theorist Mario Praz in his 1930 essay, “The Romantic Agony,” and the traits 

he associated with it were works which treated of the themes of insanity, criminality, 

melancholia, euphoria, mania, paranoia, and the supernatural—in a word, with the irrational, 

whether mental, emotional, or phenomenal. Thompson, in his 1974 book, Gothic Imagination: 

Essays in Dark Romanticism, writes that “the Dark Romantics adapted images of 

anthropomorphized evil in the form of Satan, devils, ghosts, werewolves, vampires, and ghouls,” 

figures which he says were intended by the authors to be emblematic of human nature (Gothic 

6). He also summarizes what he believes to be the hallmarks of this alleged subgenre of 

Romanticism: 

     Fallen man's inability fully to comprehend haunting reminders of another, supernatural 

realm that yet seemed not to exist, the constant perplexity of inexplicable and vastly 

metaphysical phenomena, a propensity for seemingly perverse or evil moral choices that had 

no firm or fixed measure or rule, and a sense of nameless guilt combined with a suspicion the 

external world was a delusive projection of the mind—these were major elements in the 

vision of man the Dark Romantics opposed to the mainstream of Romantic thought. (Gothic 

5) 

 

     Can these definers apply to Poe, though? Poe does not anthropomorphize evil—he 

understands that evil is anthropocentric already, therefore his Lucifer-figures are always human, 

too human.  With the exception of the supernatural horse in the over-the-top “Metzengerstein,” 

he almost never writes about Satan, devils, ghosts, werewolves, vampires, and ghouls in the 

manner which his peers and predecessors do; when the Devil does appear in his tales (as in 

“Never Bet the Devil Your Head” or “Bon-Bon”), it is always with decidedly comic and satiric 

intent. Poe refused to succumb to a habit of relying on what he thought was a schlocky (cheap 
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and easy) supernaturalism, which is why his preface to the 1840 Tales of the Grotesque and 

Arabesque insists that he will rely only on “legitimate causes” and include only “legitimate 

ends,” with the word “legitimate” meaning specifically that which can be logically explained by 

natural phenomena in the Lockean sense of experience of sensate phenomena.  

     G.R. Thompson posits that these “legitimate ends” are instead internalized mental 

imbalances, not external phenomena to which the imbalanced minds respond, offering: “What 

source these ‘legitimate results’ have, clearly, is human psychology, Poe’s subject is the 

precariously logical human mind which is capable of gross misconception, unreal construction, 

and instant irrationality. Poe’s significance in this cannot be overemphasized” (Romantic Irony 

103). In other words, Thompson argues that the madness is real, even if that which the insane 

mind imagines is not; for the reader, this means that the conclusions of the madmen must be 

suspect as reliable, for they are speaking after they have been impacted. The legitimacy of the 

causes rests in their being part of the Lockean, observational, sensate world of phenomena, as 

opposed to the schlocky supernaturalism which Poe thinks characterizes the sources of terror in 

German Gothicism.  (The term “schlocky” itself derives from the Medieval German word “slak,” 

mutated into the Yiddish word “shlak,” signifying something which is wretched or a nuisance, in 

short order, an example of shoddy workmanship.) 

     According to Thompson: 

     Thus, by Poe’s own account of his method and intent in “The Raven,” and elsewhere, and 

by his practice in his most famous works, it is clear that his major concern was to make “real” 

circumstances seem strange or supernatural through unusual décor, through careful 

consideration of the connotations and dramatic suggestiveness of words, through ludicrous-

grotesque contrasts, through careful psychological rendering of an emotionally self-indulgent, 

distraught, or mad protagonist. The effect of ambiguously real psychological supernaturalism 

that Poe said he sought in “The Raven” is the same kind of ambivalent effect note by Cairns 

in the writings of Poe’s immediate predecessors, Charles Brockden Brown and Richard Henry 
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Dana, Sr. The reader is left to choose between the supernatural and the psychological, or for 

the strongest effect, to think one theory and feel the other. (Romantic Irony 102-103). 

 

     Indeed, the readers are free to choose a supernatural explanation or cause, but Poe seems to 

urge readers that they shouldn’t. Even the characters which populate his three apocalyptic 

conversation pieces are not ghosts in the traditional sense, but are spirits or entities whose 

existence is confined to another dimension or realm wherein they do not interact with living 

human beings. (True, in one of his other works, a deceased former lover confronts and forgives 

her faithless partner, but she is a spirit, not a ghost; the first entity is biblical in origin, the other 

is attributed to superstition.) For Poe, Romanticism was associated with the Self-glorifying 

rebellion against God promulgated by the German-led Europeans, or the Nature-worshipping 

British poets, or even the members of the so-called “Satan School” at which Robert Southey 

placed Lord Byron in the preeminent position; Romanticism itself was darkness to Poe, for it 

rejected or minimized the Light of God. 

     What, then, is one to make of Thompson’s assertion about the chief characteristics of the 

work of the Dark Romantics, a category in which the authors Poe, Hawthorne, and Melville have 

been placed by critics? Certainly, each of these authors rejected the perfectionist beliefs and the 

solipsistic tendencies of Transcendentalism as a result of their adherence to the biblical 

description of man as being constantly prone to sin, forever infallible, inclined to self-

destruction, and inherently resistant to utopian and progressivist attempts at social reform. 

Moreover, certainly each of them held to the biblically-derived notion of the fallen state of Man. 

But is their vision of Man characterized by “an inability fully to comprehend haunting reminders 

of another, supernatural realm that yet seemed not to exist”? (Just what these “haunting 

reminders” are to which Thompson refers remains unclear.) If anything, these writers held 
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perfectly able comprehension of a supernatural realm (God’s throne is in Heaven), and they were 

ever mindful of its existence. What of Thompson’s claim that writers in this category were 

typified by “the constant perplexity of inexplicable and vastly metaphysical phenomena”?  

     Surely, he cannot mean that the authors were perpetually perplexed by metaphysical 

phenomena, for any Christian with as solid a familiarity with Scripture as these three authors 

exhibited surely would know that God has created and has charge over the things which are 

unseen in this world, those things intended to be our focus, no less (2 Cor. 4:18). None of these 

authors would have denied miracles, prophecy, divine inspiration, or revelation, those four 

metaphysical phenomena all rejected by the German Higher Critics, whose ideas infected the 

American Transcendentalists against whom Poe so ardently battled. 

     What of Thompson’s posit that their works share “a propensity for seemingly perverse or evil 

moral choices that had no firm or fixed measure or rule”? Nothing could be further from the 

truth. That their works contain characters who exhibit these traits assuredly is true, and in this 

sense alone could Poe be said to be a Romantic—except that these American authors roundly 

condemn the villains who exhibit this propensity, thus the authors hold them to a biblically-fixed 

measure or rule. (The actions are evil, in part, because they hold to no fixed rule, and rely on a 

radically wicked subjectivity.) The figures which feature in the mainstream of Romanticism are 

celebrated for satisfying this propensity to wickedness, because it is no longer considered wicked 

to do so; if perversity is still acknowledged as such in Dark Romanticism, then is it not better 

described as moral literature? 

      Mainstream Romanticism celebrates the devilish, but Poe, Hawthorne, and Melville are 

repulsed by it; how, then, can they be Romantics? Simply the inclusion of evil characters or 
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themes does not make one a Romanticist, one’s attitude about them does, and many Romantics 

were all about being in rebellion to the Creator, either by elevating or equating Nature (World) or 

Man to God. It is downright absurd to even suggest that any of those three American authors 

would presume to adopt the attitude of their European counterparts—that is what they faulted the 

Transcendentalists whom they opposed of doing.  

     Finally, what of Thompson’s qualifier that they shared “a sense of nameless guilt combined 

with a suspicion the external world was a delusive projection of the mind”? This, above all other 

claims, is a patently absurd position for an otherwise respectable Poe scholar to take. As for 

nameless guilt, the American trio in question readily would have identified it as original sin, the 

Christian doctrine delineated in the religious writings of the man commonly known as Saint 

Augustine of Hippo. (In the Protestant understanding of Poe’s day, the term does not mean that 

the sin originated with Adam and its consequences are inherited by mankind, but that the 

capacity for and tendency towards sinfulness originates within each human being, Adam 

commonly thought to have been the first member of mankind.)  

     Moreover, none of them would have suspected the world was a projection of a deluded 

mind—only a deluded mind would do that! Poe especially would refute the idea that the world 

was an idea, hence his persistent derision of the Kantian German Idealists; he never would have 

subscribed to a notion that the world was merely will (mind) and representation (projection). 

Regardless of how many critics have identified these authors as Romantics, if the above-listed 

factors constitute the criteria for that designation, the designation must be rejected outright, for 

Romanticism is anathema to all that these American authors held to be true, beautiful, good, and 

holy.44 



49 

       But does Poe have anything in common with the British authors associated with 

Romanticism? (Thompson’s qualifiers do not indicate an emphasis on the emotive trait which 

typifies the normative strain of the genre.) Those authors in the British Camp reckoned by critics 

as being Dark Romantics typically include Lord Byron, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, and Mary 

Shelley, largely because their works are characterized by the featuring societal outcasts, and are 

populated by protagonists who are plagued by moral doubts, tormented by proverbial personal 

demons, and wrestling with issues which pertain to salvation or damnation. 

      It is a highly questionable move to lump Coleridge and Shelley together with Byron, for 

Byron was an unrepentant and unapologetic libertine, and Coleridge and Shelley both held to the 

preservation of traditional biblical morality (at least in their works): Shelley’s depiction of Victor 

Frankenstein is a warning to mankind to not attempt to play at being God (whether by claiming 

an ability to create or improve upon His work), and the creature does turn on his creator in the 

end, which is to say, the pot attempts to hold the Potter accountable to itself: “Woe unto him that 

striveth with his Maker! Let the potsherd strive with the potsherds of the earth. Shall the clay say 

to him that fashioneth it, What makest thou? or thy work, He hath no hands [handles]?” (Isa 

45:9)  

     Even the name Shelley gives to her famed protagonist significantly alludes to the above-given 

verse from Scripture. The name “Victor” signifies one who triumphs, or at least he thinks to 

triumph over death, whom God is said to do, swallowing up Death in victory (1 Cor. 15:54). The 

name “Frankenstein” is a compound of “Franken,” suggesting the German Gothic (the Germans 

are Frankish), and “stein,” which usually is understood to mean “stone,” but which 

etymologically suggests a drinking mug called a stein in the German tongue, a vessel 
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traditionally made of earthenware, thus alluding both to the clay from which Adam was said to 

have been made and the pottery analogy given by the biblical prophet. (The full title of Mary 

Wollstonecraft Shelley's novel is Frankenstein; or the Modern Prometheus. Prometheus was a 

Titan of pagan mythology, credited with creating the human race, and he endured torments as a 

result of disobeying the “most high god” of the pagan pantheon, Zeus; he is also credited with 

bringing man knowledge and enlightenment.  

     Shelley herself subsequently admitted that there are two monsters in her work, the creature 

and Victor.) Can Shelley even be a Romanticist, then, if her work points to the biblical morality 

which Romanticism often refutes or rejects? Perhaps yes, because not all Romantics rejected 

Christianity, as some embraced romanticized notions of Medieval Roman Catholicism—but, 

arguably, she cannot meet Thompson’s definition of a Romantic, nor would she have been an 

advocate of Roman Catholicism, having been a fierce and unabashed critic of that religion. 

     Poe, Hawthorne, and Melville each seem to have something in common with Shelley, but it is 

not Romanticism of any kind. Thompson—and any other critic who accepts his definition—seem 

to be confusing themes with attitudes as the qualifying distinction for what is considered the 

subgenre of Romanticism; what he calls Dark Romanticism are stories which deal with sin, evil, 

and self-destruction, although none of those topics are new to moral literature. (In fact, they are 

the stuff of which moral literature consists.) Romanticism largely (though not entirely) celebrates 

rebellion against God and disproportion in relations between God, Man, and the World; for Poe, 

there is no such thing as Dark Romanticism, because all Romanticism is dark, in that it rebels 

against the Light of God.  
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     What Thompson and other critics call Dark Romanticism is nothing more than traditional 

moral literature dressed in Gothic trappings instead of Puritan garb, Renaissance tapestries, or 

British Neoclassical vestments. The works of Poe, Hawthorne, and Melville are firmly rooted in 

conventional biblical values, and all resoundingly condemn rebellion against God; arguably, as 

traditional biblical moralists, they are the least Romantic of American authors, and do not belong 

in any subgenre of Romanticism. Is Hawthorne a moralist? Undoubtedly. Is Melville a moralist? 

No question about it. Is Poe a moralist? Assuredly so. 

     It is precisely because Poe is a traditional biblical moralist that he is able to foresee the 

disastrous consequences which will ensue if mankind pursues the trajectory of the zeitgeist of his 

age; he understood the fixity of the ruler, the authority of the Ruler, the uprightness of the stake, 

the inherent human tendency to twisting downward and inward (wicking), and the results of 

kicking away those restraints given to Man by God for mankind’s own benefit— the corrosion of 

the individual, followed by the corrosion of the human community, and finally, the corrosion of 

the concept of humanity itself which permits unrestrained barbarism. Scripture relates that God 

did not desire to wipe out mankind in the Great Flood because it failed to serve Him in religious 

rites or afford Him due worship, but because mankind filled the world with hamas, with violence 

against his fellow man, continually thinking to be evil towards one another; mankind had 

reached a state of nearly total and utter reprobation. As Hirsch writes: 

     Having knowledge of the Nazi death camps and the Soviet gulag, as [D.H.] Lawrence did 

not, we can see, now, that Poe was not recording “the disintegration-process [only] of his own 

psyche” but of the collective psyche of some Western culture.  The uncanny accuracy of 

Poe’s prophetic vision of the disintegration of the human psyche, as noted by both Lawrence 

and Tate, is attested to by Bruno Bettelheim, a Viennese psychologist who spent a year in 

Dachau and Buchenwald (before 1939). The “most dedicated followers” of the Nazi state, he 

wrote, “were destroyed as persons in our sense, as may be seen from…the story of [Rudolph] 

Hoess. Commander of Auschwitz…he had to divest himself so entirely of self-respect and 
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self-love, of feeling and personality, that for all practical purposes he was little more than a 

machine functioning only as his superiors flicked the buttons of command.” (Deconstruction 

247). 

 

    Hoess is the consummation of Kantian “Self-love,” a mechanical and physical existence 

devoid of the requisite moral or metaphysical dimension which can come only from relationships 

based on due and loving regard for the divine and mortal Others; he is the waiter, not the lover, 

who ladles out the soup, or, rather, who even chooses to withhold it, if it serves his motivated 

Self-interests. Poe, Lewis, and Hirsch are situated at different points in time along the same 

continuum, but they are grounded at the same moral standpoint from which they view God, Man, 

and the World, and this latter positioning is one which is grounded on biblical authority and 

veracity.  

     Poe’s vision anticipates or dreads the confluence of anti-biblical and contra-biblical 

ideologies, sentiments, and movements which pave the way to Auschwitz; Lewis’ vision, 

experienced while the terror of the Holocaust was immediate, comprehends greater dangers, 

because the deadly ideas of Karl Marx, Friedrich Nietzsche, Charles Darwin, and Martin 

Heidegger (authors whose works become influential after Poe’s death in 1849) have been added 

to the mix, thus enlarging the potential for expanse of the perversion of Nazi ideologies; and 

Hirsch’s vision speaks to the horror which will result from the impact which the ideas of Jacques 

Derrida, Michel Foucault, and Jacques Lacan will bring about when heaped upon those of the 

others, namely that there will be no force to counter these noxious and deadly ideologies if they 

become the accepted norm everywhere in Western Civilization and beyond. In Poe, Lewis, and 

Hirsch are seen the emphases on the temporal chronology of dread, terror, and horror, which is to 

say the anticipatory, the immediate, and the reflective or revelatory.  



53 

     In Poe’s day, spiritual corruption leads one to choose evil over good, thus it is a matter of 

axiology; in Lewis’ period, the corruption manifests in the transvaluation of values, in which 

perceptions about good and evil are inverted, thus it is a matter of epistemology; and for Hirsch’s 

time, “the Post-Auschwitz age,” the corruption consists in the apathetic confusion which 

collapses the ability or the desire to distinguish between what good and evil are, thus it is a 

matter of ontology. We have moved from knowing what ought to be done (according to revealed 

Scripture), to questioning how do we know what ought to be done (Kantian categorical 

imperative), to debating what constitutes existence (subjectively-determined, merit-based Nazi 

eugenics, abortion, infanticide, euthanasia, genocide). We have moved from ethics, which should 

be the first concern of philosophy, to mere existence, prioritizing “is” over “ought,” a prioritizing 

which nonetheless denies the inherent sanctity of human life as determined by and derived from 

the objective standards handed down by an authoritative, transcendent, and holy God. 

     The mortification of human sympathy which accompanies a rejection of God follows a 

distinct trajectory or chain of events: (1) choose evil over good; (2) invert the associations or 

values attendant to evil and good; and (3) disregard any distinctions between evil and good. Put 

another way: Spurn the truth, transform the truth into a lie, argue there is no difference between 

the truth and a lie. The regression of mankind means that the focus has gone from what is right 

[axiology] to what is merely true [epistemology] to the merest what is [ontology]: Can there be 

any wonder why the philosophy of German Nazi Party enthusiast and member Martin Heidegger 

puts so great an emphasis on “Being,” but the philosophy of Lithuanian-born Jewish philosopher 

Emmanuel Levinas insists that ethics must the first philosophy?  
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     Heidegger’s emphasis is ontology, but Levinas’ is axiology—hence the great chasm between 

German and Jewish thinking in the world, bounded in a nutshell, and the real reason why the 

Nazis sought to destroy Jewishness itself, and not merely Jews. (Of course, the Nazis believed 

Jewishness was inherent to the blood of the Jews, therefore murdering them was crucial to 

ridding the World of any worldview which restrained human will to do whatever one wanted to 

do to others in an attempt to satiate one’s own desires. Self-restraint is as repugnant to German 

philosophy as it is fundamental to Jewish religious thought, for Judaism teaches that even God 

is believed to have contracted or limited Himself to make room for the creation of Man and the 

World.) 

       Mankind starts by being concerned with what he should do, as regards his relationships with 

God and his fellow man, and ends by being reduced to conditions which compel the question put 

forth by Primo Levi when he asks, “If this be a man”; left to his own devices, Man will not be 

content with seeking to re-define God, but will also stoop in his endeavors to re-define Man, as 

did the Nazis. The Torah is substituted with Nazi propaganda, thus presenting an epistemological 

challenge to the Scriptures which declare the sanctity of human life (the disintegration of 

scriptural authority being the intended goal of the German Higher Critics, and not merely its by-

product); as a result of the influence of Heidegger’s obsession with “Being,” our concern has 

shifted from the religious emphasis on “ought” to the mere philosophical “is”. If one is focused 

on the Self, then one is free to disregard the welfare of the Other implicit in frameworks which 

emphasize “ought”; it is much easier to “be me” than it is to behave, for to “behave” means to 

“have to be” mindful of others.  
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     Contrary to popular belief, the so-called “Postmodern” age does not begin in the latter part of 

the twentieth century, post-Holocaust/World War II—it merely buds in it. The seeds of 

destruction which plague contemporary Western Civilization were planted in Poe’s day, budded 

in Lewis’ day, and have begun to come to fruition in Hirsch’s day: the egocentrism; the social 

rebellion; the valuation of emotion and subjectivity at the expense of logic and objectivity; the 

embrace of anarchy and chaos over law and order; a spiritualism emptied of its relational 

qualities; an untenable and almost rabid insistence on the exclusively material constitution of 

God, Man, and the World; the willful denigration of the authority of Scripture—all of these ideas 

arguably have their roots in the ideas of the Germans, to wit, in the Sturm und Drangers, 

Romantics, Higher Critics, Idealists, Pantheists, Nihilists, Utilitarians, and Utopian Communists 

(Marx and Friedrich Engels were Prussian)— perverse (or grotesque) ideas which then blew 

onto foreign soil and took root in America, France, and Great Britain.45 (German cultural soil is 

fertile, indeed, but its marvels in art, music, and literature aside, it has a tendency to propagate 

and cultivate toxic ideological seeds which bear bad fruits, what Scripture would deem “very 

naughty figs,” so bad that one should not partake of them.) 

     To this category, one might very well add German Materialists, since Poe also mocks the 

Pythagorean-inspired Monadism of the mathematical genius and polymath Gottfried Wilhelm 

Leibniz (1646-1716). The trajectory of Materialism was first to see the World as mere matter, 

and then Man, so why not extend that framework to eventually include God? Poe’s 1848 Eureka: 

An Essay on the Material and Spiritual Universe. is a mocking of the ideology which reduces 

God to mere matter, for as a traditional biblical Christian, he would have never departed from the 

belief that “God is a Spirit, and they that worship Him must do so in spirit and in truth” (Jn. 
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4:24). Understood properly, Poe is saying in Eureka that, just as God is not mere matter, neither 

is Man, the latter being of both flesh and spirit—the traditional humanist belief. Man is not 

merely matter because he is a child of the living God, and stamped with His image and likeness; 

Nature (the World) is not described in Scripture as having this type of relationship with God, 

thus to suggest sentience and will on the part of the natural world (as Roderick does in “Usher”) 

is to pervert Reason and afford Nature a disproportional importance or attribute, for Poe,  a sign 

of madness signifying deformed logic and perverse morality.  

     In the Book of Genesis, God speaks to Man, but He does not speak to the World (Nature), 

therefore the relational distinction is quite pronounced and hence significant. Sane people only 

speak to sentient creatures; Man is the sentient Creature to whom God speaks, but the World is 

merely Creation, not Creature. Those of us who speak to our pets do so because we recognize in 

their hearts and faces some stamp in image and likeness of ourselves, which is a recognition of 

intelligence in them and their ability to afford and return affection. And, yes, sometimes people 

think us crazy for doing so, admittedly justified when one reaches the point of treating them as if 

they really were on par with human beings. 

      For a truly perverted philosophy confusing the Creation with the Creature (which denies the 

Creator, and therefore the biblical distinctions), look no further than the Australian Utilitarian 

philosopher of German extraction, Peter Singer, who, this century, has been awarded honorary 

degrees from around the world for insisting that animals are entitled to the same civic rights as 

human beings—but he also contends that human beings are not entitled to live, as openly 

advocates infanticide [murder of babies] and euthanasia [for the elderly and the ill], instead of 

merely abortion.46 His is yet another example of the Nazi-era self-determined, merit-based 
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definition of existence, in which self-awareness on the part of the individual being assessed for 

termination (murder) is the test of worthiness; as infants and Alzheimer patients cannot 

demonstrate the level of mental proficiency which he desires as qualifier, there should be no 

compunctions, he argues, in killing them. His standards may slide in due time, and expand, just 

as they did for the Nazis, being no standards at all, then, in being wholly subjectively 

determined, as Kantianism permits. 

     In a May 2015 interview with the magazine Neue Zuricher Zeitung (NZZ) is revealed how 

great the extent of Nazi-embraced Utilitarianism, mortification of human sympathy, and 

transvaluation of values has gained global acceptance—precisely Hirsch’s fear in a Post-

Auschwitz age, seen as the spread of contagion of sin (rebellion against God’s Law of love), 

against which Poe and Lewis warned. Here is an excerpt from the interview, which is most 

telling: 

NZZ: You do not consider an infant to be more worthy of protection than an embryo. On the 

other hand, you do not necessarily ascribe a higher status to humans than to animals. [One can 

only wonder if Singer considers an oak tree to be more worthy of protection than an acorn, for 

without the acorn, there can be no oak tree.] 

Peter Singer: Belonging to the human species is not what makes it morally wrong to kill a living 

being. Why should all members of the species homo sapiens have a right to life, whereas other 

species do not? This idea is merely a remnant of our religious legacy. For centuries, we have 

been told that man was created in the image of God, that God granted us dominion over the 

animals and that we have an immortal soul. 

NZZ: If you were standing in front of a burning house with 200 pigs and one child inside, and 

you could choose to save either the animals or the child, what would you do? 

PS: At a certain point, the animals' suffering becomes so great that one should choose to save the 

animals over the child. Whether this point occurs at 200 or two million animals, I don't know. 

But one cannot let an infinite number of animals burn to save the life of one child… 

NZZ: How about yourself: are you useful enough? [Who decides? Answer: Qui bono?] 
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PS: Considering the influence I've had, my choice of profession is justified. I have motivated 

people to think about reducing animal suffering and helping people who live in extreme 

poverty… 

NZZ: Would you go as far as to torture a baby if this were to bring about permanent happiness 

for the whole of mankind? 

PS: This question is from Dostoevsky's The Brothers Karamazov; Ivan poses it to his brother 

Alyosha. I may not be capable of doing it, as it is in my evolutionarily developed nature to 

protect children from harm. But it would be the right thing to do. Because if I didn't, thousands 

of children would be tortured in the future. (Cook) 

      What is especially instructive are Singer’s comments about the biblical religious tradition 

which contravenes his intentions; it is, after all, the Decalogue handed down to the ancient 

Israelites which forbids murder, and which attests to the irrefutable, non-negotiable inherent 

sanctity of human life, therefore it is specifically the biblical “religious legacy” which he 

summarily dismisses, and not that of Moslems, Hindus, Buddhists, etc. He cannot prove in the 

slightest that we do not possess immortal souls, or that there is no divine authority which 

mandates an immutable regard for God or man, yet he wants all the world to conform to his 

notions (the Kantian categorical imperative) which conveniently permit and encourage barbarism 

for the sake of expedience or subjective desire.47 Moreover, he wants the world to recognize him, 

in gratitude, for propounding these noxious and deadly ideas, as he openly declares that society 

should acknowledge the utility he provides to it as a result of the mode of thinking he 

promulgates. Can there be any wonder as to why Poe would reject the Utilitarian mode of 

thinking, being utterly contrary to traditional biblical mandates regarding both the divine and 

mortal Others? Utilitarianism, given its abject disregard for both of the two greatest 

commandments given in Scripture, surely had no appeal for Poe, thus it represents another 

noxious strain of German philosophy whose currents he sought to thwart. It is important to note 
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that Singer’s equation of pigs with children is a perfect example of the sort of “radical 

Democracy” (grotesque collapse) against which Poe warned, wherein Man is collapsed into 

Nature, and Nature is elevated to the same status as Man. (Of course, Darwinism collapses Man 

into Nature/World and denies God altogether, and Singer is a Neo-Darwinist. All Neo-Darwinists 

are atheists or anti-theists.) 

     But wait, you say, is not Utilitarianism a British-born ideology? It is certainly most associated 

with Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill, prominent English thinkers, and it is most probable 

that it is from the British whom Poe learns of its tenets. No, that ideology, too, is a German 

intellectual strain which infects Western Civilization with its contagion; its German origin is 

shown in Joachkim Hruschka’s 1991 essay, “The Greatest Happiness Principle and Other Early 

German Anticipations of Utilitarian Theory”.  In that work, Hruschka points to Leibniz’s work as 

having inspired the Scottish (Presbyterian cleric) moral philosopher Francis Hutcheson’s An 

Inquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of Beauty and Virtue (1725), as Hruschka credits the 

German mathematician for having provided the formula on which Hutcheson had relied at least a 

full quarter of a century before the British cognoscenti took up the idea.48 Heiner F. Klemme and 

Manfred Kuehn, in the book they edited, Reception of British Aesthetics in Germany: Seven 

Significant Translations, 1745-1776, point to Hruschka’s essay, in which Hruschka quotes and 

translates from Leibniz’s original Latin. In Reception, they note: 

     Hutcheson is regarded by many as being the first to have stated the greatest happiness 

principle with clarity.  But it was really Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz who formulated it as early 

as 1700: “To act in accordance with supreme reason is to act in such a manner that the 

greatest quantity of good available is obtained for the greatest multitude possible and that as 

much felicity is diffused as the reason of things can bear.” (Klemme and Kuehn vi) 
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    (This, at bottom, in reliance on human reason instead of revealed religion, is but a variation 

of Kant’s categorical imperative, merely with a quantitative aspect added to the qualitative one.) 

The maxim proposed by the German philosopher is at fundamental odds with the Judeo-

Christian principle which recognizes the inherent sanctity of all human life; the wickedness of 

the Pharisees in Jesus’ day was that they were willing to sacrifice an innocent man for the cause 

of the masses (to prevent civil unrest and the wrath of the Romans), as Caiaphas reasoned with 

them that it was expedient that one man should die for the sake of the people—not just, but 

expedient (Jn. 18:14). It was a violation of both mortal and divine justice, and especially was in 

violation of the Jewish law (as given by YHVH) which mandates recognition of the sanctity of 

human life, without qualification or exception, and which expressly forbids murder, as 

commanded in the Decalogue (Exod. 20:13).  

     The needs of the many do not outweigh the needs of the one, when it comes to the sanctity of 

human life, for all souls are precious to God; a person may choose to sacrifice himself for the 

good of others (as Spock and James Kirk do, in the Star Trek films), but he never has the right to 

“sacrifice” the lives of others. In fact, he cannot sacrifice them, because a sacrifice involves the 

surrender of something or someone of value to the Self; to kill other people could never be a 

sacrifice, unless the Self is cognizant of some loss which results in the act (as in the near-

sacrifice of Isaac by Abraham)—and the murder of others is always for personal desire or gain. 

(Of course, something of value is lost in the act, one’s membership in the brotherhood of man, 

but dispassionate or malicious would-be murderers, including Utilitarians such as Singer, are 

cognizant of no such loss.)  
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     For proof of this claim, one need only look to the murder of 1,600 Jews in Poland in the town 

of Jedwabne, at the hands of the Poles—not the Nazis—on July 10, 1941, a Jewish sabbath day, 

no less. In his 2002 book which examined the Holocaust atrocities visited by half the members of 

one town on the other half, Neighbors: The Destruction of the Jewish Community in Jedwabne, 

Poland, Jan Tomasz Gross documents perfectly the human tendency towards wickedness, which, 

if left unchecked or unrestrained by God’s Law of love, results in evil acts. (The term “neighbor” 

suggests moral sympathy warranted on the basis of common humanity, despite religious, 

political, or genealogical differences, as underscored in Jesus’ parable of the Good Samaritan, in 

which a fellow Jew had asked of him “Who is my neighbor?” The man finally reaches the 

conclusion “He that sheweth kindness” to the savaged traveler.)  

     That it was an act of murder is not a matter of dispute, for murder is defined in Western 

Civilization as pre-meditated killing of another human being, and the Poles held a town meeting 

before they massacred their Jewish neighbors, in which one of the first questions put to the 

German forces in the town reportedly was: “Is it permitted to kill the Jews?” (Will). Permitted by 

whom? Certainly not the Most High God, the very same God to whom the murderous Poles were 

beholden, for even their Christianity acknowledges the authority of the Decalogue’s prohibition 

against murder. But were they Christians? In name only, for another text which examines the 

account, Polish Jew Ann Bikont’s 2016 The Crime and the Silence: Confronting the Massacre of 

Jews in Wartime Jedwabne documents what took place: 

     The Jews were rounded up in the market place, where they were beaten and humiliated. 

First the younger men and the old rabbi were killed one by one with axes and other farm 

tools. Then the whole population, the elderly, women, and children — families often with 6 or 

8 children — were herded into a barn, and the barn was set on fire. The Polish inhabitants 

killed and robbed as much as they could; then they washed themselves, went to mass [church 
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services], and finally drank vodka, as if they forgot what had happened. (National Book 

Review) 

 

     Here, too, the “as if” mentality that God shall not hold the villains accountable is in 

operation. Gross’s book, which includes eyewitness testimony, gives a chilling account of the 

extent of human depravity exhibited on the part of the Poles at the town meeting, when 

discussing the bloodied hands they desired in determining the fate of their neighbors: 

     Gross quotes a witness: “When the Germans proposed to leave one Jewish family from 

each profession, local carpenter Bronislaw Szlezinski, who was present, answered: We have 

enough of our own craftsmen, we have to destroy all the Jews, none should stay alive. Mayor 

Karolak and everybody else agreed with his words.” The mayor coordinated the killing, but 

otherwise, Gross says, “people were free to improvise.” Peasants from nearby villages got 

word of the planned pogrom and came to town as to a fair. A Pole recalls that “the Jewish 

population became a toy in the hands of the Poles.” The Holocaust has been called a 

manifestation of modernity because of its industrialization of murder. But in Jedwabne hooks 

and wooden clubs were used. A head was hacked off and kicked around. To escape the 

killers, women fled to a pond and drowned their babies, then themselves. But most were 

burned alive in a barn while the town was searched for the surviving sick and children. A 

witness: “As for the little children, they roped a few together by their legs and carried them on 

their backs, then put them on pitchforks and threw them onto smoldering coals.” (Will) 

 

     Gross admitted to being at a loss for words to explain the phenomenon, but another scholarly 

historian did not mince words as to its cause. Disallowing the possibility of Poles falling under 

the spell of Nazi propaganda (they Germans had only been in that area for two weeks prior to the 

slaughter), and even discounting the impact of centuries of Easter sermons by Roman Catholic 

clerics which vilified the Jews as demonic swine, Christopher Browning, author of the 1992 

book Ordinary Men: Reserve Police Battalion 101 and the Final Solution in Poland (an 

examination of the “average” middle-class German men who murdered tens of thousands of 

Jews in Poland), states the unsettling truth, that it must be attributed to “‘those universal aspects 

of human nature that transcend the cognition and culture of ordinary Germans.’ Or ordinary 

Poles. At bottom, the explanation is not in this or that national history but in humanity as it 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/the-national-book-review/qa-hundreds-of-jews-locke_b_8540678.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/the-national-book-review/qa-hundreds-of-jews-locke_b_8540678.html
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quickly becomes when severed from social restraints” (Will).49 The inherent wickedness of man, 

in other words, is responsible, which, when left unchecked and fearing no accountability to any 

authority but itself, results in barbarism. The German Sturm und Drangers and Romantics led 

the cry to abandon social restraints and to reject the Law of God (which is a Law of love for 

others), and added to the post-Kantian embrace of his Self-based, Self-willed categorical 

imperative, these ideological ruptures have continued to infect the world with their slow poison, 

the disastrous effects of which were experienced more immediately for many Jews.  

     People who readily dismiss the villainy visited upon the Jews— simply because it was done 

to Jews—do not realize that the barbarism will soon be visited upon themselves by those whom 

they know, and that they will be led to it as well against those whom they know, for the 

contagion of sin spreads and grows in virulence if not checked by human sympathy; this is the 

message of Poe’s anti-Kantian apocalyptic fictions, Lewis’ condemnation of Subjectivism, and 

Hirsch’s critique of Post-Auschwitz literary theorists.  To position any group beyond the 

confines of the definition of humanity is to play at being God; as only God created Man, only 

God can define humanity, and He did not qualify or exclude Jews from that category. In point of 

fact, it is the ancient Israelites to whom He handed down His definition, which is why the Nazis 

strove so ardently to stamp it out by eradicating the both His Word and the caretakers having 

received His holy Word, for once removed, the Nazis would be free to act “as if” they had a right 

to re-define that which they did not create—no less than literary critics who think they have the 

right to ignore, deny, or override the meaning authors have imparted in their texts: Postmodern 

or Post-Auschwitz critics act “as if” they are creative lords, able to wield transformative power 

over the works they receive. 
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     There is a lesson to be gleaned from British poet Alexander Pope’s advice that no man can 

expand the meaning of an author’s work, since that meaning constitutes what rightly may be 

“encompassed” in the work, and nothing more. The same precept can be said of attempts to 

diminish the expanse of meaning an author imparts in his work; God, as supreme Author of 

humanity, alone reserves the right to exclude Jewish people from the brotherhood of man, an 

exclusionary power He has never, does not, and shall never grant to mankind, or even exercise 

Himself.  

     Poe understood all too well what happens when people forget the God having made them, in 

that they fear no divine consequence simply because no mortal consequence might ensue—hence 

Poe’s concern with supernal justice in his “Lucifer-figure” tales, as the characters think to escape 

justice in this world for having indulged their wicked desires without restraint, never fearing that 

they will be held accountable in the next. Why did the Poles murder their Jewish neighbors in 

such calloused methods and cold-blooded manner? The answer stuns those of us possessed of 

compassionate sensibilities: “Because it was permitted. Because they could.” (Will). Permitted 

by whom? It was a permission mankind gave to itself, which Man has no authority to do, for the 

standard cannot be a standard at all if it does not remain fixed and transcendent, thus all the town 

hall meetings in the world cannot claim justification for murder if categories of people are on the 

chopping block, for those categories can change—expand, contract—at any given moment, 

without notice, when new forces stronger than they gain the upper hand, forces which can target 

them next; this is the lesson of the pastor Martin Niemöller’s famed poem which begins “First 

they came for the Communists”. 

http://www.newsweek.com/july-10-1941-jedwabne-154767
https://www.hmd.org.uk/resource/first-they-came-by-pastor-martin-niemoller/
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     I asked Holocaust scholar David Patterson once why he thought the Poles murdered their 

Jewish neighbors in Jedwabne, and his answer quite literally sent shivers down my spine. 

Without missing a beat, he looked right into my face and offered the unsettling reply: “Because 

they always wanted to do it.” It is an answer which does not refute the lesson of Scripture given 

by the prophet of human doom, Jeremiah, which attests: “The heart is deceitful above all things, 

and desperately wicked: who can know it?” (Jer. 17:9).  That it cannot be known by us is meant 

that the extent of human depravity is so boundless when unrestrained by the Law of God (which 

is the law of love for others), that it cannot be fully fathomed, by which is meant a depth or 

capacity to resort to evil and barbarism so profound that it is beyond our capacity to discern or 

measure it.  

     Poe recognized the danger inherent in mankind as given in Scripture, and he recognized the 

danger of the German ideologies which would erode acknowledgement of that attestation of 

Scripture, an erosion or disintegration or mortification of human sympathy which, left 

unchallenged, would pave the road to Auschwitz. Poe’ great opposition to the Germans, 

therefore, must be understood as his supreme challenge to German metaphysical ideologies 

which presumed to dare to challenge the grounding of human ethics on anything other than the 

revealed religion of Scripture and the authority of the Most High God. Poe’s adamant-albeit-

subtle insistence on the biblical code of ethics irrefutably makes him a traditional biblical 

moralist: Scripture, he repeatedly infers, is the moral exemplar by which Man must abide. 

     Klemme’s and Kuehn’s work spells out the international connection between the 

Utilitarianism borne of and embraced by the Germans and that of its original British proponent: 

     Whereas the title pages of the second and third editions [1729, 1738] are identical, only 

the first edition’s title page mentions three objectives of the Inquiry.  These are, firstly, the 
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explanation of Lord Shaftesbury against Mandeville’s Fable of the Bees (1714); secondly, 

the explanation of our ideas of moral good and bad according to ancient moralists; thirdly, 

the presentation of a mathematical method to calculate moral problems.50  The first and until 

now only complete German translation of the Inquiry was published in 1762 as 

Untersuchung unsrer Begriffe von Schonheit und Tugend in zwo Abhandlungen. I. Von 

Schobeit, Ordmung, Ueberinstimming und Absich. II. Von dem moralischen Guten und 

Uebel, Aus dem Englischen ubersetzt. The translator was Johann Heinrich Merck (or Merk). 

His identity is revealed in his dedication of the translation to the physicist Johann Christian 

Arnold. Because Merck’s translation follows the text of the fourth edition, the German reader 

was seemingly kept in ignorance about the three objectives of Hutcheson’s work […] 

[Hutcheson] also leaves out for the first time the passages in which the mathematical calculus 

is developed.  The reason for this was, as Hutcheson states, that it was misunderstood and 

regarded a superfluous by many readers.51[…] Hutcheson’s preface to the Inquiry gives a 

first indication of why his work was welcomed in Germany. Being dissatisfied with the 

rationalistic Leibniz-Wolffian metaphysics, empirical and psychological investigations into 

human nature became the central concern of philosophers after the death of Christian Wolff 

in 1755, even in Germany. Hutcheson declared in the first sentence of his Preface the 

fundamental importance of the knowledge of human nature and its powers.  He promised to 

give a substantial account of the nature of our ultimate goal and the way in which we can 

realize it.  Our most durable and largest pleasures are not to be found in reason, but in our 

senses.  It is feeling and internal sense, which constitute aesthetic and moral pleasure, not 

reason.  [Anticipatory shades of Romanticism!] In sharp contrast to Shaftesbury, Hutcheson 

rejects all neo-platonic elements and the concept of innate ideas on Lockean grounds, trying 

to maintain a strictly empirical and sensationist account of aesthetics and moral philosophy.  

According to Hutcheson, there are many sensual pleasures that are not based on external 

senses and thus not caused by material objects or their qualities, be they primary or 

secondary. Basically, all these pleasures are derived from two different senses, namely our 

ability to sense the beauty of regularity [symmetry], order and harmony in objects, and our 

ability to approve of affections, actions or characters as virtuous. [Anticipatory shades of 

Neoclassicism!] The first is called inner sense, the second moral sense. Inner sense and moral 

sense are immediate determinations of our mind, independent of our volition.  Because 

reason is much too weak to be the source of our moral approval, the author of our being has 

implanted strong affections towards virtue in us.  Our moral sense is a sense of the moral 

beauty of actions and affections. (v-vi, vii, emphases mine, citations omitted)52 

 

     That there were traces of such ideas elsewhere is not the point for Poe; grotesquery is vice, 

and vice is disproportion for Poe. The German tendency toward excess results in grossly 

distorted metaphysics, which somehow retain a manageable sense of proportion (lessening of 

cultural impact) in other cultures, thereby keeping the damage to a minimal. As with any native 

plant, it thrives best in its own soil, thus the virulence of German intellectual movements is most 
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potent within the confines of its own culture, which nourishes, and prunes, and waters, and 

manures its own bad fruit. The Postmodern Age of Western Civilization is the invention of the 

Germans, as their ideas fully realized—the proclivity to claim “that’s my truth,” to assert that all 

conduct is permissible if  emotionally “authentic,” the rampant anti-theism (as opposed to 

atheism), the self-glorification of social tumult, the death of shame which enables moral 

decadence and civil license without restraint, and the consummate mortification of human 

sympathy in the quest to satiate self-willed desires at the expense of others outside one’s self-

determined “in group“ (made plain in the Nazis and Singer’s Utilitarianism): Can there be any 

doubt that Poe was a traditional biblical moralist in seeking to deride the impact of German 

intellectual and cultural currents? 53 

     Poe’s consistent employ of German trappings (names, phrases, allusions, Gothicism) was not 

merely intended to capitalize on the craze for German literature, but was also his means of 

seeking to counter and curb the contra-biblical and anti-biblical ideological forces assaulting the 

biblical grounding of ethics; the ideas of the Germans were attacking American soil and Western 

sensibilities, and if left unchallenged, then eventually all of humanity itself would be prone to 

catastrophe for having succumbed to their deadly charms. Sin always must be alluring in order to 

triumph over an individual or a nation, for it must present so great a pleasure in its gratification 

that one is tempted to lose an eternal life in loving relationship with God and one’s fellow men, 

and be willing to forego or risk an earthly life in peace and harmony with other persons or 

nations—hence the “seductive” nature of sin, as seduction is predicated on the fulfillment of 

pleasure and desire. And because pleasure and desire are always subjective and particular 
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matters, they cannot admit to the existence of standards of objective Beauty, Truth, Goodness, 

Holiness, or Reality.54 

     Poe was an American, but in his traditional Christian moral values, he was also a humanist, 

which is to say, a man very much concerned with human spiritual and material welfare 

everywhere, for all of humanity is impacted by the health and propriety of both the individual 

and the collective. Given that Poe modelled his tale “Cask,” in part, on John Donne’s 

“Meditation XVII” (as will be shown), with its dramatic illustration of the individual man’s 

relationship with the whole of humanity, this is a reasonable argument to make about Poe, and a 

premise for the contention that he was a traditional biblical moralist, deeply troubled by the 

trajectory of human thought and action.55 Hirsch offers: 

    In his powerful, authoritative account of the historical, cultural, sociological, psychological, 

and literary developments that led up to the Nazi death camps, Erich Kahler cites [Charles] 

Baudelaire as having started a chain of literary events, carried on by [others] […] in all of 

whom we can observe the symptoms of the same psychic disease. Of the European authors 

who formed the late nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century links in this chain, 

including Nietzsche, [Henrik] Ibsen, and Dostoyevsky, Kahler writes: None of these men 

stood for their counterparts alone.  What else did these great authors express, most of them 

with the help of a newly developed psychological perception, but the deep unrest, uneasiness 

and alarm at the effects of our modern middle-class civilization: the increasing hollowness 

and precariousness of conventional values, the derangement of human relations?  What else 

did they voice but the rumblings of revolutionary forces, a whole underground level of reality 

that burst into the open in the various crises of the twentieth century? (Deconstruction 249) 

 

     Kahler should not be faulted for recognizing the similarity of themes taken up by these 

authors, but these authors had very different attitudes about those themes, even if they shared 

comparable goals in addressing them. It should be here pointed out that Baudelaire celebrated the 

undoing of modern middle-class “bourgeoisie society,” and lamented the dissipation of will; he 

never sought to hold accountable to biblical standards those members of society whose 

orientation was towards the satanic; he did not long to stamp out “les fleurs du mal”. Ibsen 
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sought to rattle convention and tradition (a favorite dramatist of James Joyce, for that very 

reason), although, same as Baudelaire, he was concerned with exposing bourgeoise hypocrisy (as 

witnessed, for example, in his dramas Ghosts and An Enemy of the People, the latter of which is 

based on the biblical account of Jesus and the Gadarenes, no less).   

     Nietzsche ardently desired the transvaluation of conventional values, thus his attitude stands 

in stark contradiction to Dostoyevsky’s, and, if anything, the impact of his work hastened the 

increase in hollowness and precariousness of conventional values. If Baudelaire and Ibsen can be 

considered moralists in the same camp as Dostoyevsky, then it is only on the condition that the 

exposure of hypocrisy is meant to shame the party exposed, as shame is intended to lead to 

repentance; this, however, was not a goal they shared with their Russian counterpart, for merely 

faulting persons or pointing out their shortcomings is not synonymous with calling them to 

repentance and reconciliation with God and their fellow men, as do Dostoyevsky’s works. 

     Where the authors do intersect, though, is in a realization that the camel who gets free of its 

protective tether, whose activity and direction is not buffered by the ministrations of others at 

hand, and whose steps are not ordered towards safety, is one who nose eventually makes it into 

the tent it will soon overtake, and then it will not be content until he has rent the structure 

asunder and trampled it down entirely, trapping any others within its confines while at the same 

time bringing it down upon his own head. The revolutionary forces which “burst into the open in 

the various crises of twentieth century” were not “underground,” they were ostensibly German in 

the eyes of Poe, and the “derangement of human relations” (deformity/grotesquery) which 

resulted in the Holocaust was a direct result of the extremity of German metaphysics in its many 

attempts to disfigure or distort the proper proportions of the values or relationships between God, 
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Man, and the World—vice which results from distortion and disproportion—grotesquery, as Poe 

would reckon it.  

     The camel which is not restrained invites destruction not only for itself but for others (a camel 

can suffocate if it remains trapped in the collapsed fabric of the tent); it is an ill-tempered but 

dispassionate brute, able to wreak great havoc without being motivated by a destructive desire. 

Mankind, however, can make no such claim, therefore his dispassionate state is a transformation 

of his natural one, the Law of God written on the human heart, which is the law to love one 

another as one’s self. Hirsch speaks to this self-willed mortification of human sympathy when 

discussing the astonishing diary entries of a Nazi camp doctor named Johann Kremer (who held 

degrees in medicine and philosophy): 

     The disassociation of [moral] sensibility and the atrophy of human conscience detectable 

in the Nazi Kremer’s matter-of-fact depiction of the atrocity of his own ‘horror’ are 

anticipated in the narrator’s description, in ‘The Tell-Tale Heart,’ of why he has 

[dispassionately] murdered his victim […] The narrator’s conscience here reflects one of 

Tate’s observations about Poe that can be applied without missing a beat, not only to Kremer, 

but also to postmodernist criticism: ‘We get the third hypertrophy of a human faculty: the 

intellect moving in isolation from both love and moral will, whereby it declares itself 

independent of the human situation in the quest for essential knowledge.’ But Poe, to do him 

justice, knew that his narrator was mad.  Kremer, like the narrator in Poe’s story, thinks he is 

sane. (Deconstruction 253-254) 

 

     This, of course, is the danger against which Poe warns (and of which Piers Plowman speaks), 

when Reason is divorced from Love and therefore does not fulfill moral duty, acts rendered out 

of lovingkindness and not motivated self-interest. Hirsch’s is a loaded paragraph. It speaks to the 

Nazi valuation of “the life of the mind” over the Jewish priority of “the life of the heart” (the 

former being a concept discussed elsewhere in this essay, in reference to Barton Fink, a dark film 

written and directed by the Jewish Cohen brothers about a man who loses everything of value to 

him when he removes himself from his connection to the common man). It also connects one of 
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Poe’s better-known murderous narrators to the Nazis, although I would argue that Poe’s narrator 

did have motive, even if the victim provided none, in the sense that the Lucifer-figure is 

motivated by pride, envy, and the fact that evildoers cannot bear the sight of the good, thus they 

must do away with the constant reminder of their own relative impotence, inferiority, 

perverseness (i.e., moral grotesquery). 

      In fact, it is only in this sense that the Nazi assault against the Most High God and the 

witnesses of His supremacy and authority, the Jews, must be understood; the Germans simply 

could not bear the sight of the Jews whose very existence served as a constant reminder of the 

God to whose Law they were accountable, a law which testified to the inherent and inviolable 

sanctity of human life in its non-conditional twin and parallel commandments of “I AM the 

LORD thy GOD, thou shalt have no other gods before me” and “Thou shalt not commit murder”. 

The Nazis may be said to have acted out of pride, envy, and a rage brought about by cognizance 

of their own inferior status and impotence following World War I, and, same as Lucifer, 

necessarily strove to do away with the Moral Lawgiver, in order to supplant His rule. 

     What the critic refers to as hypertrophy of the intellect is what leads to the phenomenon 

which other Poe critics (starting with Tate) refer to as “the disintegration of personality,” but 

which I prefer to call “collapse,” being Self-wrought destruction due to over-inflation by means 

of magnification of the Self’s importance and will. In Goethe’s literary masterpiece, the quest for 

knowledge was Faust’s, and when this alone was his pursuit, he knew no happiness and enjoyed 

no communion with his fellow man, having only the company of demons and the fantasies they 

created; it was not until he sought to care for the needs of others that his was a heavenly fate. Poe 

understood full well that “Pure Intellect” is insufficient to meet the needs of “Moral Sense” 
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(called moral will in the quote above), for the very reason that it is divorced from “the human 

situation,” meaning the situation which involves a due regard for other human beings.  

     The only qualification which should be added to Hirsch’s statement that Poe knew his 

narrator was mad is that the madness of Poe’s narrators is always the result of their murders, not 

the other way around; for the Nazis, too, the murders they committed were the result of a type of 

madness, the madness which resulted from a collective Self-willed embrace of German literary, 

religious, philosophical, and social phenomena which flowed from fundamentally anti-biblical 

and contra-biblical currents. (Hans George Artur Viktor Schenk, in his superb 1979 book titled 

The Mind of the European Romantics: An Essay in Cultural History, documents the actual 

mental illnesses and suicidal tendencies and attempts of many famous Romantic authors, artists, 

and critics.  

     The book approaches their biographies through the lens of their lapses or losses of faith in 

traditional Judeo-Christian beliefs, suggesting a causal link, as do Poe’s fictions. What becomes 

of a society once it embraces the ideas and values of such warped or wicked persons? It is sets 

itself on the path of suicide, a notion which Poe illustrates in his apocalyptic fictions. Schenk’s 

work is discussed in greater detail elsewhere in this paper.) The Germans were not innocent 

casualties of these currents, but instead created them by blowing up the dykes which would have 

restrained such troubling waters; the dams they burst themselves, and, not content to be swept 

away by the currents, they leapt in full force and did not struggle against the currents whose 

confluence led to their own destruction. In seeking to drown out the Others, they could not save 

themselves.  
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     The shock and dismay to be experienced in reading some of Kremer’s diary entries cannot be 

overstated, for any genuine humanist would be traumatized by the callous disregard of human 

life they illustrate, and the ease with which Kremer shakes off his own sense of horror is perhaps 

the most troubling aspect, for it demonstrates the mortification of horror, the ultimate death of 

heightened moral sensibility in that one becomes numbed not merely to barbarism, but even 

indifferent to our own lack of shock and dismay—the farthest trajectory point which troubles 

Hirsch in the continuum first foreseen by Poe and subsequently anticipated by Lewis; it is the 

identical trajectory which resulted in the Noahide flood of Genesis, which likewise invited self-

wrought annihilation. The supreme horror is that we are no longer horrified by anything, which 

means we are on a course of action in which we deny ourselves nothing by way of desire or 

design in committing unfathomable malice against our fellow man, or as Scripture says of the 

builders of the Tower of Babel (built in defiance of God and as a challenge to His authority, with 

the intent to escape punishment for their sins if the land again flooded), “and now nothing will be 

restrained from them which they have imagined to do” (Gen. 11:6).  

     The Kremer entries which Hirsch utilizes to demonstrate the prophetic quality of Poe’s fiction 

are taken from the September 5th and 6th ones from 1942, wherein Kremer writes of the first date 

that he visited a woman’s death camp at which he had seen what he himself calls “the most 

horrible of all horrors,” the particularly “unpleasant” gassing of weeping and emaciated women 

in full daylight. He adds: “Being an anatomist I had seen many horrors, had to do with corpses, 

but what I saw then was not to be compared with anything seen ever before” (Deconstruction 

253). Twice Kremer uses the word “horror” to describe his unease or heightened moral 

sensibility at the sight of the living corpses; it is a description which echoes the words Joseph 
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Conrad puts in the mouth of his narrator, Marlowe, when, in Heart of Darkness, the hired man 

first encounters the African natives whose religious sensibilities Kurtz has corrupted, and whose 

bodies have been beaten and starved and as stripped down as the women described by the 

Auschwitz physician. But on the very next day, Kremer writes: “Today an excellent Sunday 

dinner: tomato soup, one half of chicken with potatoes and red cabbage (20 grammes of fat), 

dessert and magnificent vanilla ice-cream.  After dinner we welcomed the new garrison doctor, 

Obersturmfuhrer Wirths…” (Deconstruction 253).  

       The cool, medical precision in his record (of fat consumption) underscores the high disparity 

between the starvation of the victims against the sumptuous feasting of their oppressors, the 

murder of women and mothers being overseen by obstetricians, and the fact that the Jewish 

women were murdered on their day of religious sabbath—all of these things speak to the 

transvaluation of values which constituted the “anti-world” of the Nazi death camps.  

     But more than transvaluation has occurred, for within the space of a mere day, Kremer has 

accustomed himself to the barbarism to which he is party, and he brushes off with indifference 

his own sense of horror, as if it were nothing more than the ashes of his Jewish victims on a lab 

coat lapel. And that mortification of horror was not a thing which the world had never seen 

before, because Conrad wrote so as to expose the depraved indifference of British and Dutch 

colonialists to their fellow man, to show how they calloused or desensitized themselves to their 

own barbarism so as to perpetuate it. And so did Harriet Beecher Stowe, with Uncle Tom’s 

Cabin, written the year after Poe’s death, regarding the American slave trade. The major shift is 

the contagion of sin in a Post-Auschwitz world which becomes so virulent that readers no longer 

are horrified by the actions of horrible people; Poe’s readers vilified the fictional murderers who 
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populated his tales, and Conrad’s and Stowe’s audiences were greatly moved by the novels 

which recounted such abuses, but in a Post-Auschwitz world, humanity has become so 

increasingly desensitized to actual violence committed against others that when it reads of it, it 

refuses to take a moral stance which acknowledges the villainy of its perpetrators, since it no 

longer has a clear understanding of the demarcations which distinguish good and evil from one 

another. 

     The Self-originating standard established by Kant’s categorical imperative against which Poe 

preached, the poison of Subjectivism against which Lewis preached, and the Postmodern or Post-

Auschwitz collapse of distinctions against which Hirsch preached—all of these are one and the 

same, in terms of their logical conclusion in the eventual and utter self-wrought annihilation of 

Man and the World, for having rejected the standards handed down by God in the revealed 

religion of Scripture. Kremer’s diary entries are startling because the author himself admits to 

initial horror, and because of the rapidity and ease with which he overrides it, as no emotional or 

spiritual struggles appear to ensue, as is the case with characters who slowly or suddenly come to 

realize the extent of their depravity, of which they repent once they do. It is not that his mind has 

come to invert good and evil which startles the reader, but his casual and immediate disposal of 

conscience. What is remarkable about Hirsch’s inclusion of these entries is that, out of the entire, 

vast corpus of Holocaust literature, Hirsch selects the very same textual excerpts which my own 

mind directly went to when seeking to write this dissertation, for we both seem to recognize that 

they represent the ultimate horror, that being the death of horror at barbarism.  

    Evil persons do not repent, therefore we do not expect them to be horrified by their own deeds, 

as horror is the mark of a sane and compassionate human being who would never deign to 
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murder another. It is when we, as witnesses, are no longer horrified by such barbarism that such 

callousness is guaranteed to gradually infect all of humanity, for we will not refrain from 

committing acts which we ourselves do not condemn; as such, left unchecked, the microcosm of 

Nazi mentality infects the macrocosm of humanity. One can be quite logical and sane and still 

commit murder—all of Poe’s Lucifer-figures are sane when they murder their victims, which is 

how we know they are evil and not mad. But, regardless of claims to the contrary, one cannot be 

compassionate and commit murder, for the term “compassionate” denotes an identification of the 

self with the other.  

     Compassion, then, is the ultimate source of sanity, and madness the ultimate consequence of 

murder. Is it not madness to think that Man is able to be as the Most High God, deciding 

[defining] distinctions between good and evil? Was it not madness on Satan’s part to rebel 

against his king and creator, to think to do away with Him and act “as if” he could assume the 

throne of Heaven? Just as virtue is original and vice is its corruption, compassion is meant to 

originate within us, and murder is a corruption of that compassion, in that it removes the other as 

Self from the equation,  leaving only the Self, a Self whom is untethered or unmoored to anyone 

in a relational capacity. 

     For Poe, an early recognition of the toxicity of German speculative metaphysics, as well as its 

gross and fundamental incompatibility with the revealed moral code of Judeo-Christian 

scriptures, sets the controversy in high relief. Poe depicts the disastrous consequences visited 

upon the individual who rejects the two greatest commandments, always understanding that 

human welfare and compassion are themselves at risk. Scripture is replete with examples which 

demonstrate that God is equally concerned with the welfare and deeds of both individuals and 
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communities, and that their fortunes are intertwined with one another. Lewis is writing at a time 

when the apostasy has been embraced by an entire society (Germany’s), and the disastrous 

consequences are no less guaranteed to individuals within it (such as Kremer and Hoess) as they 

are for that entire country as an official entity; suffering is always personal, even when it is 

similarly communal.  

     Lewis wants his audience to understand that distinctions between the Nazi line of thinking 

and the biblical one are quite pronounced and unequal, in order that his readers resist a collapse 

of the distinctions and the levelling of the hierarchy. Hirsch is concerned that the ideologies 

which sprung from such anti-biblical dictates will, left unchecked, infect the rest of the world, 

therefore his text aims to poke holes in the contra-logical claims made by Postmodernists in the 

advance of their Self-prized, Self-vaunted, and Self-justified atheistic (and anti-theistic) causes 

and theories. The connection of Heidegger’s philosophy to Nazism and Postmodernism could not 

be clearer—all three seek to do away with the Jewish God, the authority of His Word, the Jewish 

claim to the Promised Land, and even His Chosen People who continue to witness the 

Decalogue,  that sacred text which declares His existence and His authority per invocation of the 

inviolable prohibition against murder.56 

     Hirsch’s book was meant to take to task the public intellectuals he believed responsible for 

having a corrosive and confusing impact on Western Civilization, especially those of the Franco-

Prussian ideologies which emerged from the late 1930s up through the late 1980s; Poe’s works 

likewise sought to counter intellectual currents from across the Atlantic Ocean, especially those 

which were native to or most fevered in German culture, and which surfaced in American 

thought and society in the initial half of the nineteenth century (especially among the American 
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Transcendentalists), roughly a full century before the more contemporary onslaught against 

traditional humanist and biblical values.57 Hirsch is not correct in all of what he asserts, but then 

who amongst us is without sin?58 Still, some stones are called for, because there are ideologies 

which, left unchallenged, will murder all humanist endeavors, in literary studies and beyond; we 

will be merciful to the offenders, in that we will permit them to “live” through their works, but 

we will not allow them to go unchallenged, even if these critics cannot be shamed into 

repentance.  

     Poe provides the flashpoint of resistance to the dangers inherent to German speculative 

thought (both its religious and philosophical strains), albeit his attack is subtle while at the same 

time obvious. Lewis pointedly exposes the illogic, impracticality, and the impiety of ascribing to  

subjective models for the basis of a society, in which is given an argument for the logical 

necessity of a fixed and transcendent moral authority; as human beings, we never can wholly 

escape our subjectivity, and chaos and barbarism ensue when subjective models are pursued, for 

both victims and victimizers. Hirsch is concerned, not with proving the logic of the appeal to 

biblical truth and morality, but with proving the illogical aspects of the arguments put forth by 

Franco-Prussian Postmodern theories used by them to substantiate their own claims for 

subjective standards, accusing their proponents of having been wholly seduced by Heidegger’s 

anti-biblical and contra-biblical spell.  

     As this essay hopes to demonstrate, Poe thinks the Germans at fault long before “old Marty” 

is on the scene, and it would be suspect to contend that Heidegger was influenced significantly 

by the German contra-biblical metaphysical traditions which he inherited when formulating his 

own ideas, some of which will be addressed hereafter. Hirsch and Lewis, via their criticism, 
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argue explicitly that which Poe contended implicitly via his fictions; the Postmodern relativism 

or Post-Auschwitz proclivity of the Franco-Prussian theories which Hirsch descries, the poison 

of Subjectivism which Lewis condemns, and the supremely impious subjectivity of Kantianism 

which Poe denounces are all linked to one another, and have their roots especially in German 

Idealism, but also in German Sturm-und-Drangism, German Romanticism, German Higher 

Criticism, German Utilitarianism, and German Pantheism, to name a few of the more ostensible 

contributing factors. There is a confluence of these strains in the ideas propounded by American 

Transcendentalism, which is why Poe targets it for at least the final decade of his life.  

     The next section of the paper will examine specific contra-biblical and anti-biblical aspects of 

each of these “isms,” as well as those of others which are not limited to German origin, in order 

to provide at least a nominal basis for Poe’s objections to them as a traditional biblical moralist. 

1.4 The “Isms” Versus The I AM 

 

“To pass now to the matters canvassed in the following essay. The whole scope of the essay is 

to recommend culture as the great help out of our present difficulties; culture being a pursuit 

of our total perfection by means of getting to know, on all the matters which most concern us, 

the best which has been thought and said in the world, and, through this knowledge, turning a 

stream of fresh and free thought upon our stock notions and habits […] Certainly we are no 

enemies of the Nonconformists; for, on the contrary, what we aim at is their perfection. 

Culture, which is the study of perfection, leads us, as we in the following pages have shown, 

to conceive of true human perfection as a harmonious perfection, developing all sides of our 

humanity; and as a general perfection, developing all parts of our society. For if one member 

suffer, the other members must suffer with it; and the fewer there are that follow the true way 

of salvation the harder that way is to find. And while the Nonconformists [...] have developed 

one side of their humanity at the expense of all others, [they] have become incomplete and 

mutilated men in consequence. Thus falling short of harmonious perfection, they fail to follow 

the true way of salvation. Therefore that way is made the harder for others to find, general 

perfection is put further off out of our reach, and the confusion and perplexity in which our 

society now labours is increased by the Nonconformists rather than diminished by them.”59 

 

     The nineteenth century in America was a period of considerable chaos, upheaval, and reform: 

waves of immigrants began to strain the generally homogenous character of the nation and to 
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invite ethnic and cultural conflicts; modern industrialization drastically altered working 

conditions and the distribution of wealth; mass urbanization significantly impacted living 

conditions; and economic instabilities, combined with political unrest, contributed largely to 

increases in violent crime, alcoholism, prostitution, petty theft, counterfeiting, the spread of 

diseases, and the breakdown of traditional familial, religious, and social conventions. As a result 

of these crises of faith, income, and identity, idealism and activism flourished during this 

tumultuous time, and hundreds of schemes for utopian societies and “experimental communities” 

sprung up in response to the evils of a disintegrating American society.  

     This spirit of Utopianism—the urge to build a better world— was combined with the zeitgeist 

of Progressivism, the belief that human nature and conduct could be improved by altering (and 

regulating) the physical and social conditions under which people lived, a sort of proto-

Darwinian faith which preached that individuals and groups respond to the circumstances of their 

environment in the same manner as do smaller organisms; if people’s circumstances could be 

controlled (or self-controlled), then it would result in the creation of improved beings and 

society, leading to the civilizing “sweetness and light” towards which Matthew Arnold was 

inclined.  

     To these strains of Utopianism and Progressivism must be added the influence of European-

bred others, being predominantly German, British, and French in origin, including the 

phenomena of Pantheism, Romanticism, Utilitarianism, Positivism, Higher Criticism, and 

German Idealism, many of which conflate in American Transcendentalism, the lattermost being 

a movement which Poe adamantly and ostensibly opposed.60 Against all of these cultural trends, 

Poe railed (both subtly and not), reserving his most intense disapproval for the German-born 
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ideologies which he recognized as being highly detrimental and eventually destructive to both 

the individual and the collective, the collective being not merely American society, but all of 

humanity itself. Poe’s decade-long literary feud with the American Transcendentalists (inspired 

by a host of those intellectual currents) is best understood as the adoption on his part of an anti-

Kantian moral stance, in that the grounding of ethics must rest on biblically-derived truths of 

revealed religion. For Poe, the God of Judeo-Christian scriptures—YHVH—alone must define 

that which is good, true, beautiful, and holy; mankind must defer to His prescriptions for human 

conduct, submit to His standards of justice, and strive to fulfill His mandates, concisely 

conveyed in the divine Decalogue (Exod. 20:1-17) and the two greatest commandments given in 

the Holy Bible, those involving love of God and one’s fellow man as one’s self (Deut. 6:5, Lev 

9:18, Mt 22:36-40).  

      Poe’s objections to the contra-biblical and anti-biblical ideological influences of his day 

(whether philosophical or religious) inform the moral undercurrent which flows throughout his 

tales, being a counter-current to the other currents taking hold in America. What characterizes 

each of these ideological currents as being contra-biblical and/or anti-biblical (and therefore 

immoral) differs somewhat, although they share a common thrust in their challenging the 

authority of Judeo-Christian scriptures to prescribe the determinant model for human behavior 

and to be regarded the sole and supreme source of moral truth. A brief exposition of these 

currents should suffice to demonstrate Poe’s objection to them, on biblical grounds. Two things 

must be born in mind herein.  

     The first is that one does not need to point to direct statements made by Poe which vilify or 

oppose these movements, in order to offer proof of his condemnation, whether published in his 
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lifetime or made known in personal letters; directness is entirely antithetical to Poe’s proclivities 

for subtlety and complexity, and his tales are a principal means of conveying his disdain for 

these movements. The second thing is that the pro-biblical thrust of the Lucifer-figure tales is the 

means by which one can discern that Poe was a traditional biblical moralist; anyone who holds to 

biblical tenets and standards should be able to recognize the apostasy of these contra-biblical and 

anti-biblical currents, which would include Poe. One can conclude that Poe was opposed to them 

on the basis of this standard alone, even in the absence of specific, direct citation; Poe’s tales 

speak for him on these matters, or, rather, he speaks to them through his tales.  

     Because Utopianism is the cultural phenomenon which enjoyed the largest circulation 

ideologically and the most widespread embrace (in that it provided the greatest physical 

manifestation, given the hundreds upon hundreds of experimental communities it produced), it 

shall be treated of first and in greater examination than most of the others, with detailed 

examples culled from two nineteenth century communes which rested at opposite ends of a 

spectrum of philosophical pretensions. 

Utopianism 

 

“The urge to save humanity is almost always a false front for the urge to rule.” 61 

 

     Utopianism, according to Webster’s Dictionary of 1913, is defined as “impracticable schemes 

of human perfection; optimism” (“Utopianism”). The American Heritage Dictionary of the 

English Language, in its most current entry for “Utopia” includes the following descriptions: 

“An ideally perfect place, especially in its social, political, and moral aspects” and “An 

impractical, idealistic scheme for social and political reform” (“Utopia”). It seems clear that the 

basic characterization of Utopianism has not altered in more than a century; it is altogether 
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reasonable to surmise, therefore, that the concept carried the same connotations in Poe’s lifetime, 

even though both terms are excluded from Noah Webster’s 1828 American Dictionary of the 

American Language.  

     Of course, hindsight typically is clearer than foresight, thus the pejorative associations which 

modern lexicons include when describing Utopian schemes would have been neither apparent to 

nor embraced by those idealistic experimentalists of nineteenth century America. Utopianism is 

contra-biblical in the sense that it typically (albeit not always) seeks to establish human 

communities based on principles other than those espoused by Scripture; the Decalogue given in 

the Book of Exodus (Exod. 20:1-17) provides a superbly-crafted outline for the establishment of 

the ancient Israelite community, the group intended (per Scripture) to serve as an exemplar for 

humanity, one called to be “a light unto the Gentiles,” i.e., non-Israelite peoples (Isa. 49:6).  

     In the divine Decalogue, the authority and the exclusivity of YHVH are established in the 

initial commandments (Exod. 20:1-5); His inducements to wrath, His mercy towards those who 

obey Him, and the adverse consequences which ensue from non-adherence to His 

commandments are declared (Exod. 20:6-7); His mandates for that which benefits mankind both 

spiritually and physically are conveyed, as well as the justification for establishment of their 

sanctification (Exod. 20:8-11); His directive to preserve parental authority by not challenging it 

(modelled after His parentage of humanity), and to bring no shame upon one’s progenitors by 

means of one’s conduct is plainly stated, along with the blessings which are attendant to such 

mindful obedience (Exod. 20: 12); and the most fundamental means by which a just and moral 

society may be established are declared—prohibitions against murder, sexual license outside the 
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confines of biblical marriage, thievery, falsified testimony, and covetousness (Exod. 20: 13-17). 

Justice, recall, is defined as the right ordering of relationships in a community. 

     If the Decalogue is adhered to, then there is proper regard demonstrated for both God and 

one’s fellow men. There is a definite hierarchy established, wherein YHVH assumes primacy of 

place, followed by the biblical emphasis on the traditional nuclear family, and which concludes 

with mandates for fair, loyal, and kind treatment and humane regard for others in the general 

community. YHVH, as Goodness itself, is the ultimate and original source of authority to 

determine goodness from which the commandments commence; however, Utopianism construes 

that hierarchy in reverse, ascribing to human society (Man) the power to decide the means by 

which human communities are to be established, thereby either negating or usurping the 

authority of God, He being either relegated to a tertiary status or outright consigned to the 

dustbin. The biblical model emphasizes God and then Man, whereas Utopianism emphasizes 

Man and then God (or Man alone) in determination of human conduct; in this, it resembles the 

Kantian categorical imperative.62  

     If Utopianism is rightly characterized as an optimistic attempt to re-engineer “social, political, 

and moral aspects” of human communities, then, from a biblical perspective, any attempt to re-

shape them along lines which run counter to the divine Decalogue actually constitute deformity 

(grotesquerie, to Poe), instead of merely reform; deformity leads to dysfunction, and dysfunction 

eventually leads to disastrous consequences, first for the individual and then for the collective 

intended to benefit from the apostate attempts at reform. Nineteenth-century Utopianists often 

sought to establish new moral parameters; these newly-invented moral codes did not necessarily 

align with biblical directives, and, in fact, frequently departed from them intentionally. For a 
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traditional biblical moralist such as Poe, Utopian drives are fueled by human desires to Self-

justify mankind’s own bad behavior when contrary to scriptural ethics—and even well-meaning 

individuals were prone to the folly which invites self-destruction.63 One need only to examine 

one of the hundreds upon hundreds of Utopian centers birthed in the nineteenth-century America 

to comprehend Poe’s objections, the grossly contra-biblical Modern Times commune (1851-

1853) situated on Long Island and led by Stephen Pearl Adams, an anarchist and atheist whose 

ideas were circulated in Poe’s lifetime but were only realized shortly after Poe’s death at the end 

of 1849. 64 It adopted contra-biblical constructs based on the ideas of Charles Fourier (a pagan 

and a proto-socialist), representing quite well the apostate and immoral trajectory which Poe 

anticipated: Adams increasingly sought to introduce and enforce his own ideas, which were no 

less radical or apostate than were Fourier’s.65  All Fourier-based model societies proved to be 

dismal failures, and they migrated to America from Europe in 1840, having become somewhat of 

a cultural sensation for the entire final decade of Poe’s life. 

     “Fourierism” is named for a bizarre French philosopher of the period, Charles Fourier (1772-

1837), and his ideas caught the American and European imaginations and longings like wildfire; 

he was a contemporary of Poe’s, therefore Poe, being a devourer of both foreign and domestic 

journals, undoubtedly was well aware of the phenomenon associated with Fourier’s queer 

ideology, especially as one of Poe’s contemporaries, Horace Greeley, devoted numerous 

columns to it in his Tribune. To offer that Fourier was a highly-delusional and eccentric 

character would be quite an understatement66; delusions of grandeur aside, he held outright 

fantastic ideas in addition to his merely radical ones67. Albert Brisbane, an eighteen-year-old 
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American studying in Germany, chanced upon Fourier’s self-published works, and 

enthusiastically delved into the business of translating the bizarre texts from French into English: 

     In 1837 a depression caused widespread unemployment in the industrial centers in the 

East. It was the biggest modern industrial crisis in the United States and its impact was felt 

most in social classes.  After high expectations of the prosperity years, frustration followed 

among the workers and lower-middle-classes in the cities and in rural areas. The economic 

and social depression caused the various reform movements to become more radical and to 

propose far-reaching solutions to society’s ills […] In the electrifying atmosphere of 

economic depression, social frustration, spiritual upheavals, and millenary expectations there 

was spiritual readiness mainly among the intelligentsia to absorb the new social ideas.  In the 

late 1830s Albert Brisbane introduced his ‘new gospel,’ which he hoped would cure all social 

ills. It was a revision of Fourier’s ideas which he learnt as the discipline of the socialist 

philosopher during his stay in Europe. The feeling of frustration that was prevalent in 

American society following the depression persuaded Albert Brisbane that the time was ripe 

to introduce the message he brought from Europe. He began his propaganda campaign in 

1837 and by 1839 managed to acquire a strong following, mainly in the populated urban areas 

of New York and Philadelphia. When Brisbane’s versions of Fourier’s ideas were published 

as a book, The Social Destiny of Man, in 1840, it soon became evident that this book fell on 

fertile ground and had an enormous impact on the period. (Oved 129-130) 

 

     Brisbane, although enthusiastic about the organizing principles outlined by Fourier, 

nevertheless omitted the more radical and apostate positions and postulations which would have 

branded Fourier an ostensibly heretical candidate for an asylum instead of transforming him into 

a champion of futurity having outlined a complex plan of earthly salvation for the human race. 

Famed pressman Horace Greeley regularly featured articles and a column dedicated to the 

discussion of Fourierist philosophy in his New York Tribune (written by Brisbane, no less): 

several members of the Brook Farm commune, founded by the American Transcendentalist (and 

former Unitarian preacher) George Ripley, read these features with great interest, and began 

attending local lectures about Fourierism. Over time, Ripley and Brisbane developed a 

relationship through their common acquaintance, Greeley.68  

     Proponents publicly painted a rosy and ennobling spirit driving the motives of the Fourier- 
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patterned Utopias: 

 

     [The] nineteenth-century flowering of cooperative communities organized for the express 

purpose of enhancing the quality of life of everyone here on earth through abundance, 

education, equality, and culture: that indeed was something new. Their mere presence in an 

era drifting towards insensitive materialism raised issues that raised the humanistic spirit. And 

on the broad stream of democratic concepts that carried our nation forward, they set afloat 

some worthy ideas. (Kesten 6) 

 

     Although in the general ballpark, this is a grandiloquent and misleading assessment, as many 

communities were not formed for the “express purpose” of enhancing the quality of material life, 

promoting equality between the sexes, or for accessing and developing culture; anarchist groups 

claimed to have separated themselves from the alleged corrupting influence of government and 

capitalism, but really sought to surrender themselves to the desires and lusts of their own hearts. 

     Under the leadership of former Unitarian minister Ripley, the founding members of the Brook 

Farm commune for the most part held a shared vision, the ideals of which were extensively 

discussed via a series of letters exchanged between future and hopeful members, analyzed in 

published editorials, produced over the course of many lengthy conversations and a multitude of 

conventional meetings, especially in the informal parlor discourse of the pre-formative, so-called 

“Transcendentalist Club”. (This common public circulation of their output provided Poe with 

access to their ideas and helped to identify his targets, most notably Emerson.) Not so the case 

with the Modern Times commune, which was largely the brainchild of a singular visionary, a 

failed, former attorney named Stephen Pearl Andrews, who, despite having been mocked and 

derided in his lifetime, nevertheless aptly represents the reformative (and self-indulgent) spirit of 

his age: 

     Throughout his life he was the reformer incarnate, eccentric, almost but never quite 

succeeding. Always he attacked whatever infringed upon individual freedom, from the 

slavery of the Negro to the oppression of the laborer, from the monopoly in land to 



88 

currency regulations, from arbitrary spelling to rigid marriage laws, from censorship of the 

press to orthodoxy in religion. In place of inequalities he tore down, he built—or tried to 

build—new systems.  The freedom of the slave could be bought, he argued; unionization 

would lift labor’s oppression; the labor dollar would make cost, not profit, the limit of a 

price; a universal language, based upon phonetics, would unite mankind; free love would 

loosen the restrictions of marriage; free debate would unite all sects. His gods were 

freedom and unity. Everywhere he saw analogies—between science and religion, between 

mind and matter. He envisioned a United States of the World in which all men spoke the 

one language he discovered and lived out their lives as individual sovereigns who needed 

no government but his own Pantarchy.69 (Stern 3-4) 

 

     Although Andrews certainly thought of himself as an innovator, in terms of devising a system 

for orderly and harmonious existence, he by no means considered himself radical in either his 

goals or motives, as the opening of his only celebrated text during Poe’s lifetime, his 1848 The 

Science of Society, traces his ideological strain to a genealogy which begins with the religious 

reformer of Protestantism, Martin Luther. The text asserts a common thread uniting three of the 

major streams of thought impacting American consciousness at that juncture of time: 

     In what great feature are Protestantism, Democracy, and Socialism identical? I will 

answer this interrogatory first, and demonstrate the answer afterward. Protestantism, 

Democracy, and Socialism are identical in the assertion of the Supremacy of the 

Individual,--a dogma essentially contumacious, revolutionary, and antagonistic to the 

basic principles of all the older institutions of society, which make the Individual 

subordinate and subject to the Church, to the State, and to Society respectively. Not only 

is this supremacy or SOVEREIGNTY OF THE INDIVIDUAL, a common element of all 

three of these great modern movements, but I will make the still more sweeping assertion 

that it is substantially the whole of those movements. It is not merely a feature, as I have 

just denominated it, but the living soul itself, the vital energy, the integral essence or 

being of them all.” (Andrews 4-5)70 

 

     Andrews’ book is published the same year in which Poe publishes Eureka, and due to the 

considerable publicity which Andrews’ work generated, it seems impossible that Poe was not 

aware of it; the supreme sovereignty of the individual declared by the anarchists would have 

been an especially offending doctrine to Poe, as it runs entirely against the hierarchical grain of 

the divine Decalogue, and smacks of the Kantian radical subjectivity.  
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     Ironically, Andrews would endeavor to “liberate” mankind by seeking to impose a 

cumbersome amount of bureaucratic regulations onto a global society, the rules of which, if 

followed, would permit individuals to live as “rule-free” as possible. (It seems to have escaped 

his grasp that the defining principal of Socialism involves wholesale subjugation of the 

individual for the sake of the collective, and that Democracy is essentially mob rule, in which 

arena no individual is ever guaranteed free exercise.) Even more preposterous, he insisted that he 

alone necessarily oversee this perfect system, as no others could be counted worthy enough to 

rule this society of exceedingly great liberation—in essence, he would be as the Most High God. 

     Andrews attempted several careers—lawyer, abolitionist, phonologist, publisher, educator—

but nothing appealed to his inflated sense of missionary zeal quite so much as the prospect of 

leading mankind. True, the other professions indulged his oratory predilections and his burning 

desire to captivate adoring (albeit mostly female) audiences; however, inspiring men and leading 

by example surely must have seen paltry compensations for a soul as enlarged and as enlightened 

as Andrews’, thus the opportunity to spearhead an experimental community based on the 

principles he so long exhorted (done whilst Poe still lived) must have presented a temptation he 

simply was unable to resist.  

     In 1851, with the blessing of philanthropist Josiah Warren,71 Andrews determined to establish 

an “anarchical” commune (which nonetheless had rules); although greatly publicized by the local 

press, it never exceeded a population of two hundred, in part due to the vilification it received at 

the hands of the local press. Although the Modern Times residents held some things in common 

with their culturally-minded peers at Brook Farm, life on the commune in Long Island could not 

have been more differently organized than the operations of many others.72 Modern Times 
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members refused to dictate societal mechanisms or matters of conscience, as there were no rules 

of constitution: “Members were allowed almost complete freedom regarding their personal lives, 

in terms of whom they chose to live with and whether or not they practiced any form of religion” 

(Sreenivasan 25).73 In short, they were each idolaters of the Self. 

     The eccentricities of the commune, formerly perceived by outsiders as curious, intriguing, and 

amusing, soon earned it scorn, disapproval, and vilification; local press and organizations began 

to heap derision upon it, eventually excoriating the community for its shortcomings. Andrews’ 

treatise, Love, Marriage, and Divorce, and the Sovereignty of Individualism: A Discussion 

Between Henry James, Horace Greeley, and Stephen Pearl Andrews, would not appear until 

1889 (a good quarter century after the commune’s collapse), and the ideas which it promulgated 

were in effect at the commune during its heyday: 

     The arrangements of marriage were left entirely to the individual men and women. 

They could be married formally or otherwise, live in the same or separate houses, and 

have their relation known or unknown. The relation could be dissolved at pleasure 

without any formulas...Privacy was general; it was not polite to inquire who might be the 

father of a newly-born child, or who was the husband or wife of anyone. (Stern 85)74 

 

     To insist that arrangements of this nature could persist were both impractical and improbable; 

if mere conventions of politeness preclude inquiry, how to prevent abuses of child molestation? 

Was incest, too, taboo? How could one determine the responsibility of raising children if readily-

dissolved romances were the norm, especially in a society which still practiced private property 

which could be legally inherited within and beyond the confines of the commune? How would 

disputes between former paramours be addressed, in which instances personal possessions or 

assets were at issue? To simply speculate that everyone would always exist amicably with 

everyone else defies logic, human history, and human nature, thus the absence of fixed standards 
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of conduct and limited self-governance automatically invites an escalation of discontentment, 

frustration, and dissent. 

     The internal consistencies were compounded by external pressures exerted on the commune 

by outside forces, most notably those of the presses: 

     [Robert] Owen, it was said, “begat New Harmony; New Harmony (by reaction) begat 

Individual Sovereignty; Individual Sovereignty begat Modern Times; Modern Times was 

the mother of Free Love [a euphemism for sexual promiscuity].” Obviously, there was 

much begetting. Certainly no theory [of licentiousness] Andrews had ever preached had 

taken hold so promptly […] To the newspapers, individual sovereignty meant nothing 

more than ‘No questions asked.’ The equity village of Long Island was excoriated as ‘a 

stench in the nostrils of all lovers of morality,’ and the ‘Free Lovite,” Pearl Andrews, was 

castigated as ‘notorious.’ […] When he [Owen] visited Modern Times after the free love 

furor, he found it besieged by fanatics and faddists. A blind German paraded naked in the 

streets. A single-minded woman insisted upon living on beans until she died. […] The 

whole tenor of the village was changing. It was becoming the refuge for lovers not of 

equity and freedom, but of the bizarre. Pearl Andrews watched Modern Times 

disintegrate. (Stern 85-86) 

 

    This, of course, is Poe’s moral to his readers; radical subjectivity, or supreme Self-ishness, the 

hallmarks of individuals and societies which depart from the biblical model and ethical 

standards, are guaranteed to result in madness and death—“disintegration” being the “modern” 

focus, as Allen Tate rightly noted, of many of Poe’s works. Modern Times sought to create a 

society which would permit the individual to preserve his or her autonomously-derived values, 

even at the expense of one’s sanity, general health and welfare, and cohesive participation in a 

community; the fellowship of God being cast aside, the fellowship of men assuredly follows suit, 

resulting in moral and mental disintegration of the Self, and eventual destruction of the 

collective. 

     In a Utopian construct, the will of Man supersedes or supplants the will of God, and therefore 

a dangerous grotesquery arises, a severance from God resulting in a distortion which, if indulged 
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without biblical checks, only can lead to disintegration of the individual, the dissolution of the 

family, the devastation of society, and eventually the destruction of all mankind.  The anarchist 

creed of the “sovereignty of the individual” is nothing more than Self-license to unmitigated 

spiritual and corporeal corruption, a rejection of the two greatest commandments pursued in 

order to Self-indulge one’s rebellious desires at the expense of the welfare of others, eventually 

leading to Self-ruin. Poe’s fiction focuses on the individuals who think they know better (and 

think they are better) than God, whereas his peers concentrated on the communal aspects and 

consequences.75 Charles Brockden Brown’s 1798 novel Wieland; or The Transformation, 

revolves around a small coterie of American intellectuals fascinated with paganism and German 

culture (itself fascinated with paganism)76; their communal experiment proves deadly, and 

relationships which survive are harrowed when it is still intact, able to flourish only once the 

accursed and apostate “cult of culture” (typified in Brook Farm) is ended.77 The fictitious group 

in Brown’s novel forsook the company of both God and Man, after which murder and madness 

ensue…in that order.  

     Nathaniel Hawthorne mocked his experiences at the Brook Farm failed experiment in his 

1852 novel The Blithedale Romance, which so closely paralleled his rendering of the account 

that one (anonymous) literary review in the Christian Examiner of that same year wrote, “so 

vividly does [Hawthorne] present to us the scheme at Brook Farm, to which some of our 

acquaintance were parties, so sharply and accurately does he portray some incidents of life there, 

that we are irresistibly impelled to fix the real names of men and women to the characters of his 

book (293).78  
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     Of course, Hawthorne’s time there corresponded to the period when the majority of residents 

were Transcendentalists, but Poe had harsh disapproval of that ideology as well, given its 

celebration of the Self, witnessed in its emphasis on intuitive reliance in discerning moral truth 

instead of one which rested on revealed religion; whereas the German Idealists emphasized the 

role of human reason, the German Romantics emphasized the role of human intuition and 

emotion, and the American Transcendentalists bought into both tendencies—and either way, the 

Self was sovereign source in determining morality. The glory rightly attributed to God is instead 

ascribed to Man, and their emphasis on Nature (the World) was distasteful to Poe as well, 

representing another grotesque ideology. In the American Transcendentalists, Poe recognized a 

conflated parentage of Germanism—the Idealism born of Immanuel Kant [1724-1804], the 

pantheistic nature worship of the German Spinozist Romantics, and the biased shortcomings of 

German Higher Criticism which sought to undermine the authority of Scripture on the pretext of 

scientific objectivity (rooted in Primitivism, Rationalism, Materialism, Positivism, and 

Naturalism).79 

     The commonest term the Brook Farm founders employed in describing life on their commune 

in its halcyon days is “pleasant”; the multitudes of pageants, recitals, dances, music receptions, 

dramatic reenactments, and clever repartees (in addition to the bucolic location) doubtless 

contributed to this collective memory. (This is the precisely the same lifestyle which characterized 

the pursuits of the doomed German-focused commune in Wieland.) All the dreams and 

indulgences of sweetness and light in the world, however, cannot counter the harsher realities of 

life which are bound to intrude. Intellectual idealism certainly has its place in planning any 

community, but no society should expect to succeed without the divine Decalogue for its 
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foundation: To quote George Herbert’s 1640 first entry of Outlandish Proverbs, “Man proposeth, 

God disposeth”.  

     It is an unalterable fact that human nature cannot be escaped; the energetic egoism of four 

wildly influential men and their grand schemes—George Ripley, Charles Fourier, Albert 

Brisbane, and Stephen Pearl Andrews—may have given rise to these communes, but the 

elements of human vanity, pettiness, envy, misplaced enthusiasm, willful blindness, misguided 

optimism, opportunism, laziness, and all of the other tendencies, foibles, and frailties which have 

plagued mankind for centuries are not easily rooted out or regimented, regardless of how 

perspicacious, magnanimous, or rigorous mortal schemes are regimented or enforced.  

     Famed and innovative twentieth-century behavioral psychologist B.F. Skinner studied the 

Utopian craze of the period examined. 80 In the preface to a book written by the woman who 

founded an actual commune on his writings (Kathleen Kinkade), Skinner offered the following 

observation: 

     Contrary to popular belief, most nineteenth-century communities were economically 

successful. If Utopia continued to mean impossible, it was because there were other 

problems to be solved. The important ones concerned personal relations—relations among 

the members of a community or with its neighbors.  The Oneida community in central New 

York State was an imaginative social experiment, but its sexual practices, designed to further 

a well-planned eugenics program, could not be tolerated by the surrounding countryside.  As 

John Humphrey Noyes, the founder of Oneida, pointed out, the sense of possession 

associated with sex is in conflict with the very idea of communal ownership, and it caused 

trouble for most of the nineteenth-century experiments. It is not only in experimental 

communities that relations among people are troublesome. No matter where people live, a 

great deal depends on whether or not they live together peacefully, happily, and 

productively. A failure to do so is often obscured by apparent successes in other fields.81 

(Walden Two vi-vii)  

     

    This is an illuminating revelation, for it underscores the importance of the relational aspect 

requisite both to justice and to the harmony of a society which acknowledges love as crucial to its 
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welfare and self-preservation, both aspects which are treated of in the divine Decalogue. Poe 

understood that the best laid plans of men do not come to fruition precisely because they are the 

creations of mortal practitioners, and that it seems certain that Utopian societies never will become 

a reality unless one is able to assume god-like powers to regulate, not merely one’s environment 

or system of governance, but the human mind and heart as well, the latter being a mission 

impossible. 82 Poe’s disdain for Utopianism is bound up with his negative attitude about 

Progressivism, an ideology which is foolhardy enough to believe that it can undertake successfully 

that impossible mission. 

Progressivism 

“And the Devil did grin, 

for his darling sin 

         Is pride that apes humility.”83 

 

      The idea that one could model and “improve upon” the design of society established by God 

(and the attendant mores instituted by Him) is one inextricably linked to the phenomenon of 

social Progressivism, itself increasingly dependent on the concept of human evolution: Marxism 

may be said to be the marriage of Darwinism and political theory, and although Marx’s doctrines 

are published in the final years of Poe’s life (1848-1849), the ideas which informed them had 

circulated during Poe’s heyday. According to the most recent online Oxford Dictionary entry for 

the adjective “progressive,” the term applies to a group, person, or idea “favoring or 

implementing social reform or new, liberal ideas” (“Progressive”).  

     Progressivism clearly is tied to social reform and the embrace of non-traditional standards 

pertaining to morality, residency, commerce, etc.; Progressivism’s genealogy includes a 

parentage of Enlightenment optimism and rationalism, later combined with Malthusian-minded 

policies and Darwinian-based theories of human evolution (including eugenics).  
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     Setting aside the conventional use of the word “Progressive,” as applied to the American 

political party which forms in 1912, the more general sense of the ideology would have been 

anathema to staunch biblical moralists, not because Progressives allegedly or actively sought to 

improve the quality of the lives of their fellow citizens, but because the idea that mankind 

somehow improves (or progresses) his moral nature given enough time and manipulation of the 

conditions of his existence is a notion which flies in fundamental opposition to what Scripture 

teaches about the consistency and constancy of human nature.84  

     Poe’s objections to Progressivism rested on its philosophical underpinnings: “Out of the 

Enlightenment in Europe came the idea that both knowledge and economic growth would 

advance civilization and the human condition. The philosopher Kant talked about progress from 

barbarism towards civilization,” therefore Progressivism contains within its nucleus the belief 

that human conduct would improve when human mastery of the material world increased in 

tandem with an increase in knowledge and wealth (Lewis). In short, the philosophical posit 

contends that when mankind makes incremental gains in scientific understanding and economic 

endeavors, the improved conditions will result in improved human beings, meaning they will 

behave more humanely towards one another in their enlightened and enriched state—i.e., more 

knowledge of and control over the material world and more money would result in a more moral 

world.85  

     As both the Americans having suffered the agonies and horrors of the U.S. Civil War (1861-

1865), as well as can the citizens of many countries having experienced the trauma and tragedy 

of the First World War (1914-1918) readily could attest, as well as the victims of the Holocaust 

and World War II (they are not synonymous events), to maintain such a postulate is incredibly 

https://www.thoughtco.com/progressivism-definition-4135899
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foolish, since the barbarism only escalated to senseless and unprecedented heights with the 

advancements made in weaponry, for great instances of cruelty, brutality, and insensitivity 

transpired during these protracted military campaigns.86  

     But another major problem with Progressivism is that, in its worship of the future, it is willing 

to visit untold miseries upon those persons it targets in the present, and it is all too willing to 

sacrifice the welfare of the individual in the name of the benefit of the collective. Progressivism, 

in essence, demands forsaking one’s obligation to help meet the needs of the Other immediately 

before one by claiming a benefit for an Other in the distant future whom one never can face, 

therefore it ignores the second greatest commandment. Moreover, since it posits Man as the 

modeler of human society and ethics, it defies the first greatest commandment as well. Poe 

understood very well that theory leads to praxis, therefore if the ideology is inherently 

dangerous, then that danger will manifest itself eventually, if the trajectory is permitted to move 

towards its logical conclusion.  

     For example, there are six principal tenets of the new, globalist “religion” the progressive 

H.G. Wells (1866-1946) specifically enumerated in his 1928 text, The Open Conspiracy: 

Blueprints for a World Revolution. (Yes, as an alternative “religion” to traditional Judeo-

Christianity is how the new political ideology had been defined by its own proponents.) Wells 

was a founding member of the British Fabian Socialists, who borrowed many of their ideas from 

the British pastor having inspired Charles Darwin, Thomas Malthus (1766-1834); Malthus’ 

controversial and sensational 1798 work, An Essay on the Principle of Population, proposed 

some rather barbaric measures in the name of human progress. These six Progressivist goals 

enumerated by Wells are as follows: (1) establishment of a global government; (2) establishment 
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of a global economic system; (3) the abolition of private property and the establishment of a 

global “world directorate serving the common ends of the race,” in terms of resource 

management (credit, transport, staple production); (4) the establishment of a global minimum 

standard of freedom and welfare; (5) “the practical recognition of  the necessity of world 

biological controls” (e.g., global population control and disease control); and (6) “the supreme 

duty of subordinating the personal life to the creation of a world directorate capable of these 

tasks and to the general advancement of human knowledge, capacity, and power” (Wells 113-

114). It is important to note that these goals pertain to increase of powers over the material 

world, which is said to include other human beings; there is no stated desire to increase 

happiness, justice, morality, kindness, or any other humane qualities or conditions of life, and no 

recognition of Man as anything other than a physical, or mechanical, or material entity to be 

manipulated at will by the powers which would be. 

     There is also no regard for the individual in this collective scheme, for Wells contends that the 

individual’s interests must give way to the interests of the collective. As Wells was a Fabian 

Socialist, this should come as no surprise, but it should be pointed out here that Socialism, 

according to Marx himself, is but the transitional stage leading to Communism, therefore what 

Wells and other modern political Progressives are advocating is actually a form of global 

Communism (sometimes referred to as Communitarianism). Why that is an important point to 

raise is because even the Communists do not live in a classless society, for there are always 

individuals who rise up to form an elite group who assume control, just as the Russians were led 

by the Politburo whose original members included Vladimir Lenin, Leon Trotsky, and Joseph 

Stalin. There never can be such a thing as a classless society because one cannot have everyone 
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steering the ship of state any more than one can have no one steering it. Whereas it is true that 

these political ideologies are seeded only at the very conclusion of Poe’s lifetime, and are only 

made manifest after it, it is necessary to bear in mind that they are inspired by controversial 

discourse during his lifetime, for Malthus was a contemporary of Poe, the first dying in 1834 and 

the latter in 1848. 

     According to the Turkish (Moslem) anti-Darwin scholar Haran Yahya:  

     Malthus wrote that rapid population increase could be checked by such means as war, 

famine, disease and the killing of newborn babies, to balance population and food resources. 

Anyone with common sense and a conscience will agree that such a claim is irrational, 

illogical, and horrendously brutal […] Furthermore, increasing the number of wealthy 

individuals is, by itself, not enough for a society to progress. If those wealthy people lack 

such religious moral values as honesty, altruism, modesty, patience, and tolerance, their 

industry will damage a society instead of benefiting it. Plans aimed at advancing societies 

can achieve their objective only if that society reinforces its spiritual values at the same time 

as it makes material progress. (Yahya 572-573) 

 

      All of the elitists’ progressive discussions revolve around power and practicality, and are 

liberally peppered with discussions of utility, benefit, efficiency, and pragmatism—but useful to 

whom? The elitist groups, of course. The course of action which Malthus advocates during Poe’s 

lifetime, which shocked most readers of their time, is openly and unapologetically advocated by 

Peter Singer, except, just as Poe feared the trajectory would play out, instead of readers being 

horrified by such measures, society would come to embrace these perversions as norms, 

evidenced in Singer’s boast that he has been awarded numerous marks of recognition for his 

advocacy of such reprehensible ideas. 

     Malthus posited that poverty and starvation were avoidable outcomes in the advent of 

population control and improved agricultural methods, although this sentiment did not enjoy 

much support with his fellow would-be social reformers, who thought organized social support 



100 

systems would prove more beneficial in eradicating the ills which befell mankind. In the second 

chapter of his work, Malthus attributed the degenerate “misery and vice” of his day to three 

decisive factors: (1) too many children being born; (2) sustenance resources (so he thought) 

becoming increasingly disproportionate to the growing population; and (3) moral 

irresponsibility, especially of those he deemed belonged to “the lower classes,” herein loosely 

construed so as to signify poor, landless, and uneducated folks lacking aristocratic ancestry. (See, 

e.g., Malthus 21-26.)  

     To combat the postulated catastrophe, Malthus suggested that the lower classes not be 

permitted to have more children than they could support.87 Permitted by whom? By the elites in 

charge of the progressivist institutions they brought about through holding economic, political, 

and social power. Largely influenced by Malthus’ work, England’s 1834 “Poor Law Amendment 

Act” established special “workhouses” for the poor, and passed a law under which married 

couples in workhouses were forcibly separated, in order to preclude conjugal relations as a 

means to reduce the rise in their demographics.88  

     Malthus prescribed unofficial tactics and proposed official legislation which he believed 

would provide checks to the expanse of the lower classes, many of which are shockingly 

inhumane, considering they were penned by a so-called Christian minister. Malthus proposed 

deliberate withholding of sustenance resources to the impoverished masses, as well as 

intentional, unhygienic worsening of their living conditions, practices which would adversely 

impact their environments and their overall health. He also blamed charitable acts on the part of 

churches, physicians, and orphanages with plaguing humanity for mitigating the misery and 

general welfare of those victims his essay targeted for disposal, writing: 
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     Instead of recommending cleanliness to the poor, we should encourage contrary habits. In 

our towns we should make the streets narrower, crowd more people into the houses, and court 

the return of the plague. In the country, we should build our villages near stagnant pools, and 

particularly encourage settlements in all marshy and unwholesome situations. But above all, 

we should reprobate [strongly condemn] specific remedies for ravaging diseases; and those 

benevolent, but much mistaken men, who have thought they were doing a service to mankind 

by projecting schemes for the total extirpation of particular disorders […] [We] are bound in 

justice and honour formally to disclaim the right of the poor to support. To this end, I should 

propose a regulation to be made, declaring, that no child born... should ever be entitled to parish 

assistance... The [illegitimate] infant is, comparatively speaking, of little value to the society, 

as others will immediately supply its place... All the children born, beyond what would be 

required to keep up the population to this [desired] level, must necessarily perish, unless room 

be made for them by the deaths of grown persons.” (Malthus xx, emphasis mine) 89 

 

     (Malthus’ sentiments are echoed in the mid-twentieth century by both Adolf Hitler and 

George Bernard Shaw, both Social Darwinists; Shaw actually even called for death panels, 

which is to say, the creation of bureaucratic committees before whom one would need to appear 

every half-dozen years for the specific reason of “justifying” one’s existence, since one’s 

continued life could not be of value to the general society if one no longer could pull his or her 

own weight and a little extra. He also called for the chemists to create a “humane gas” to mass 

murder those deemed worthless and undesirable—the very same words used by the Nazis to refer 

to Zyklon B, the gas used in the chambers to murder their victims.)  

     It does not require a stretch of the imagination to discern that Darwin’s “struggle for life” 

between organisms is evidenced in Malthus’ attestation that weaker specimens “must necessarily 

perish” to the gain of the stronger. (These are the same words used by Marx, in speaking of a 

“revolutionary holocaust” which must see the destruction of inferior cultures. In the Marxist and 

Nazi utopian visions, Jews are the demographic which must necessarily perish, therefore their 

utopias are dystopias to Jews.) Neither is there much left to speculate in terms of the connection 

between natural selection and Malthus’ discourse on the impact environment has on the 
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successful survival of organisms. Moreover, certainly the prescription for controlled conditions 

on which eugenics relies is witnessed in Malthus’ work. But then there are Darwin’s own words 

which almost mirror Malthus’ in the very passage afore-stated:  

     ‘With savages, the weak in body or mind are soon eliminated; and those that survive 

commonly exhibit a vigorous state of health.’ Not so, lamented Darwin, in regard to his 

fellow European. Civilized men ‘check the process of elimination; we build asylums for 

the imbecile, the maimed, and the sick; we institute poor-laws; our medical men exert 

their utmost skill to save the life of every one to the last moment.’  Indeed, the very 

progress of medicine brings about evolutionary regress, for ‘there is reason to believe that 

vaccination has preserved thousands, who from weak constitutions would formerly have 

succumbed to smallpox.’ The unfortunate result is that ‘the weak members of civilized 

societies propagate their kind.’ Such interference against the severity of natural selection 

is manifestly foolish, as ‘no one who has attended to the breeding of domestic animals 

will doubt that this must be highly injurious to the race of man’. Such injury demands 

that we redefine the meaning and goal of charity. ‘It is surprising how soon a want of 

care, or care wrongly directed,’ lamented Darwin, ‘leads to the degeneration of a 

domestic race; but excepting in the case of man himself, hardly anyone is so ignorant as 

to allow his worst animals to breed’. (De Marco and Wiker 82-83) 

 

     (Note Darwin’s use of the word “allow,” the implication being that some men think 

themselves superior to and plan to set themselves up as lord and masters over their fellow men, 

in deciding whom they will permit to have children; that is eugenics, in a nutshell.) Malthus’ 

essay enjoyed multiple republications over the following twenty-eight years of its initial 

appearance, the sixth edition dating to 1826. During Poe’s lifetime, therefore, in the name of 

human welfare, Malthus campaigned for disabuse and neglect of his fellow man, clearly a 

violation of the second greatest commandment. And, of course, to disregard the second 

commandment is also to disregard the first, for if one truly loves God, one seeks to obey His 

second commandment with great gladness, and without resentment. The political movement 

must be understood as having its fount in the non-political ideology which informs it; the ideas 

precedes the policies pursued. And the ideas of sacrificing those in the here-and-now for those in 
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the future, and for disregarding the welfare and happiness of individuals subjugated by such 

policies in the name of a future collective, have their basis in the contra-biblical proposals of 

Poe’s contemporary, Malthus, whose work precedes Wells’ by 130 years, and Marx’s by a full 

half-century. 

     Mostly, though, the contra-biblical aspect of ideological Progressivism involves its rejection 

of the biblical description of human nature, and of the biblical insistence that mankind is 

incapable of bringing about its own salvation, whether spiritually or materially. Moreover, part-

and-parcel to the ideology is the belief that man is inherently good, but social and cultural factors 

contribute to his moral corruption; this belief may be attributed directly to the Enlightenment-

rooted ideas of philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) and his conception of the “noble 

savage”.90 Again, in other words, improve the conditions or circumstances, improve the man. 

(The behavioral scientists such as B.F. Skinner adopt this position.) According to Scripture, 

though, mankind is inherently given to wickedness (twisting justification of means to serve its 

own ends), and therefore relies on the corrective measures of God in order to remain upright 

(righteous). Of human nature, Scripture has the following to declare: “The heart is deceitful 

above all things, and desperately wicked: who can know it?” (Jer. 17:9), and “For out of the heart 

proceed evil thoughts, murders, adulteries, fornications, thefts, false witness, blasphemies” (Mt. 

15:9). Add to that the litany of offenses which run in direct opposition to the mandates of the 

divine Decalogue, which are attributed to self-indulgence and rejection of God’s will (Rom. 

1:18-32), and this is a veritable recipe for guaranteed disaster.  

     The word “wicked” derives from the word “wicking,” a process in which twine is twisted 

upon itself for utilitarian purposes, such as to be used in the making of candles. Its use in 



104 

Scripture when describing the human heart is meant to indicate that human beings, in seeking to 

indulge their own Self-ish desires, twist (or corrupt) logic to the point that they self-justify their 

own bad behavior, twisting it to make it useful to that end. All human beings are wicked (have 

this tendency to foolish self-indulgence), but not all are evil, for evil consists in the willful, 

defiant indulgence of that wickedness: Wickedness is a proclivity, yet evil requires performance 

(or fruition); in other words, there must be fruits (deeds) to be gauged before human judgment is 

possible, hence Jesus’ statement that by their fruits shall we know people (Mt. 7:16). YHVH has 

the ability to read hearts, and does not rely on deeds to discern our characters, per Scripture (Jer. 

17:10, 1 Sam. 16:7, Rom. 8:27). 

     If mankind is thought to be innately good instead of wicked, then it need only be exposed to 

human-derived conditions which bring its latent goodness to the surface. But, if Man is 

inherently given to wickedness, then all the machinations of mankind can do nothing to mitigate 

that moral weakness, for the corruptible cannot be corrected by the equitably corruptible, or as 

Scripture puts it, the blind lead the blind and they both fall into the pit (Mt. 15:14): That we are 

all prone to such a propensity for wickedness is declared by the prophet Isaiah, who attests: “All 

we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned every one to his own way” (Isa 53:6). 91 Because 

Scripture declares that God changes not (Mal. 3:6), that His Word will stand forever (Isa. 40:8), 

and, importantly, that His judgments endure forever (Psa. 119:160), from a biblical moralist’s 

standpoint, that which Scripture attests of mankind’s inherent wickedness is pertinent to all of 

humanity for all of mortal time; no amount of human coordination, or manipulation, or 

regulation of institutions, services, or conditions based on mankind’s own schemes will effect a 

righteous individual or a just society.  
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     Utopian and Progressive visions which reject the revelations and directives of Scripture, in 

terms of both human nature and human conduct, would have been understood as foolishness by 

Poe, and therefore resisted and mocked by him for their contra-righteous egotism and their 

contra-beneficial results. Does not the royal psalmist twice denounce as fools those who deny 

God, associate them with corruption and iniquity, and call their works abominations? (Psa. 14:1, 

53:1)92 Poe would have agreed with King David, who confessed that he delighted in God’s Law, 

and sings the praises of it in Psalm 119, seeing it for the beneficial gift God always intended it to 

be for Man’s welfare and preservation. 

Pantheism 

 

“The Prophets Isaiah and Ezekiel dined with me, and I asked them  how they dared so roundly to 

assert, that God spoke to them; and whether they did not think at the time, that they would be 

misunderstood, & so be the cause of imposition. Isaiah answer'd, I saw no God, nor heard any, 

in a finite organical perception; but my senses discover'd the infinite in every thing, and as I was 

then persuaded, & remain confirm'd; that the voice of honest indignation is the voice of God,  

I cared not for consequences but wrote.” 93 

 

 

     Also objectionable to Poe would have been the grossly apostate Pantheism tangential to 

German-spawned Romanticism, the former itself the product of a relatively late German 

fascination with the ideas of Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677), himself ex-communicated from his 

former synagogue in the Netherlands for the offense of apostasy. After noting that “Spinoza 

believed that everything that exists is God,” the home page for the World Pantheism web site 

succinctly summarizes the connection: 

     Significantly, Spinoza titled his chief work The Ethics. He derived an ethic by deduction 

from fundamental principles, and so his ethics were closely linked to his view of “God or 

nature” as everything. The highest good, he asserted, was knowledge of God, which was 

capable of bringing freedom from tyranny by the passions, freedom from fear, resignation to 

destiny, and true blessedness.  At first Spinoza was reviled as an atheist - and certainly, his 

God is not the conventional Judeo-Christian God. The philosophers of the Enlightenment  
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ridiculed his methods - not without some grounds. 94 The Romantics, attracted by his 

identification of God with Nature, rescued him from  oblivion. (Harrison) 

 

     Is not his deriving an ethic by deduction from fundamental principles a proto-Kantian 

variation of the categorical imperative? To state that Spinoza’s deity is not the YHVH of 

Scripture is an understatement of considerable magnitude. To quote just a few Ethics’ excerpts 

gleaned from the web source, Spinoza spouts such contra-biblical opinions as: 

 “The human mind has ideas from which it perceives itself and its own body and external  

 

bodies as actually existing; therefore it has an adequate knowledge of the eternal and  

 

infinite essence of God. [ii.47]”; 

 

 “He who clearly and distinctly understands himself and his emotions loves God, and so  

 

much the more in proportion as he more understands himself and his emotions. [v.15]”; 

 

 “Strictly speaking, God does not love anyone. [V.17]”; and 

 

 “God is the indwelling and not the transient cause of all things. All things which are, are  

 

in God. Besides God there can be no substance, that is, nothing in itself external to God.  

 

[I.17].” (Harrison)95 [This means that God only can be matter—“substance”—and not 

spirit in any sense but rarified matter.] 

 

     Absolutely nothing above-asserted by Spinoza corresponds to Scripture. The human mind 

could not be a sufficient means by which human beings had gained knowledge of God, for He 

necessarily revealed Himself to mankind; more to the point, God speaks to and commands the 

first human beings upon creating them, thus eliminating the need to rely on the human mind to 

detect His presence, power, or authority (Gen. 1:28-30). Also, human perception is unreliable, 

and Scripture declares that the wisdom of the world of men is but foolishness to God, for men 

succumb to their own craftiness (1 Cor. 3:19). To contend that to “know thyself” leads to 

https://www.pantheism.net/paul/history/spinoza.htm
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knowledge of God, aside from smacking of paganism (that being the inscription at the Grecian 

“Temple of Apollo” at Delphi), is to pave the way for the reliance on human agency instead of 

divine revelation to determine moral truths; it leads to the Kantian “sovereignty of the 

individual” under the pretext of recognizing the sovereignty of the LORD. And, importantly, 

according to Scripture, God, Man, and the World are distinct and separate entities, as outlined in 

the creation account of Genesis 1; how can Man be made in the image and likeness of God if he 

is a part of God instead of being apart from Him? Logic dictates that one cannot be both the 

thing and the thing like the thing on which one is modelled, therefore one cannot resemble or be 

similar to an other person and also be the other person on whom one is modelled. 

     The emphasis on emotions will be embraced by the Romantics, wherein feelings, not facts, 

will assume primacy in gauging the merits and propriety of human actions, thus Romanticism 

entails abandoning objectivity for subjectivity (the sovereignty of the Self), or passion at the 

expense of reason. The disastrous consequences of so radical an ethos is witnessed in the highly 

self-destructive tendencies of the Sturm-und-Drangers who precede and inform the German 

Romantics. (The irony, of course, is that Spinoza thought his method would free the individual 

from the “tyranny” of passions and resignation, when the inverse proved to be true, as droves of 

wild and rebellious youth became suicidal following the 1774 publication of  Johann Wolfgang 

von Goethe’s freshman novel The Sorrows of Young Werther, errantly copying the recklessly 

self-indulgent, impious, and malevolent titular character.)  

     For a traditional biblical moralist the likes of Poe, the glorification of the Self, in terms of 

mental ability and emotional indulgence, could be seen in no terms but as contra-biblical. That 

God does not love anyone is perhaps the most contra-biblical statement proffered by Spinoza. 
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Even if, having been raised in the Talmudic tradition of Judaism, he did not acknowledge the 

New Testament verses which declare that God is Love (1 Jn. 4:8, 4:16) and those which 

repeatedly speak of “the love of God” when not indicating love for God (Lk. 11:42, Rom. 5:5, 

8:39, 2 Cor. 13:14, Eph. 2:4, 3:19, 5:2, Tit. 3:4, 1 Jn. 3:16, 4:9, 4:11, 4:16), and that which is 

summarized neatly in John 3:16 (which declares that God so loved mankind that He sent it a 

savior), the Old Testament attests that those who love and obey Him shall “rest in His love” 

(Zeph. 3:17, emphasis mine).  

     The two greatest commandments given in Scripture – in both Testaments – mandate love of 

God and one’s fellow man (Deut. 6:5, Lev. 9:18, Mt. 22:36-40); God clearly prizes and 

prioritizes loving communion, therefore it would be illogical to surmise that He did not value 

that quality in Himself, demanding it of others, for He is no hypocrite. It is most probable that 

Poe’s murderous villains deny the two greatest commandments because they Self-glorify their 

mental prowess and self-indulge their reckless emotions; they love neither God nor their fellow 

man, thus they typify the Spinozist heroic. 

    As for the pantheistic credo of “God or Nature,” that belief would have contravened the very 

biblical understanding of the tripartite distinctions between God, Man, and the World (Nature), 

which is also a hierarchical framework, in that God is supreme, Man (created in His image and 

likeness, Gen. 1:26) is beneath His sovereignty, and the World is beneath that of them both, in 

the same way that a prince has rule over a territory or dominion in which the king still reigns 

supreme (for God gave Man dominion over the planet, Gen 1:28). (In Christianity, God the 

Father is the Most High God, in that He rules supreme over Son and Holy Spirit, cf. 1 Cor. 

15:28.)  
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     Moreover, if God were merely indwelling and not the cause of things (transient or otherwise), 

He could not be Creator, and without a Creator, there is neither Creature (Man) nor Creation 

(World), for in the absence of volition and purpose, things merely exist in an abiogenic state: 

Logic demands that God cannot be in all things which exist if there is nothing which defines Him 

as God—for surely His authority stems from His ability to occupy the role of mankind’s divine 

progenitor, whether loving or not. In order to be an author, one must create a work which is 

separate from the Self, and this holds true for the deity as well, thus the Potter is not the pot any 

more than the pot is the Potter. 

     Add to this the logical claim that there must be something external to God, in order for there 

to be holiness, for holiness requires a separation of something (or someone) from the profane or 

mundane; in both Testaments, separation is required in order to attain holiness (Lev. 22:2, Ezek. 

42:13, Acts 13:2, Heb. 7:26). Where the actual word “separate” is not employed as a verb in the 

Old Testament, the word “divide” is used (Exod. 26:33, Ezek. 45:1). In the New Testament, the 

directive is given to come out and “be ye separate” from evildoers, in order to be holy (2 Cor. 

6:17, Rev. 18:4), and Christians are commanded to be holy, even as God is holy, meaning they 

must distinguish themselves or set themselves apart from the ungodly (1 Pet. 1:15-16).  

     This leveling of Nature with Nature’s God (and the subsequent Romantic association of Man 

with Nature, and therefore with God) is criticized sharply in Poe’s lampoon of the “radical 

Democratization” of the Universe in his satirical derision of German metaphysics in the language 

of physics, his 1848 essay Eureka, subtitled a “prose poem,” a sarcastic titular blending of genres 

to further mock the ideological tendency to conflate God, Man, and the World, being the most 

radical, contra-biblical grotesquerie of all.  (Poe was firm in his distinctions of genres, else he 
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would not have so ardently prized poetry as the form in which he most desirably pursued 

excellence.) 

     In Eureka, the entire Universe becomes atomized, and Lockean personal identity is 

annihilated (by which he suggests an apostate eradication of specificity/separation/distinction). 

When God is equated with Nature, and Man is equated with Nature, then Man is equated with 

God –and this is precisely the idiocy and blasphemy which Poe conveys in his dripping-with-

sarcasm text, which is also called a “Romance” (a slam at the Romantics), and which is 

dedicated to “those who put faith in dreams as the only realities” (a jab at the German Idealists 

and pagan-inclined Neo-Platonists), and which is subtitled “An Essay on the Spiritual and 

Material Universe” (a poke at the Pantheists, who combine that which Scripture declares is 

divided).96 Per Scripture, the material (carnal) world is at enmity with the spiritual, therefore they 

cannot be united, for sinfulness is associated with the flesh, and sinlessness with the spiritual 

God.97 (Of course, this is also likely a mocking of the German obsession with unity and 

Leibniz’s Pythagorean/pagan-inspired Monadism, as indicated by Poe’s fictitious tale from 1841, 

“The Colloquy of Monos and Una”.98) The closing, sardonic lines of his 1848 magnum opus are 

as follows: 

     Think that the sense of individual identity will be gradually merged in the general 

consciousness -- that Man, for example, ceasing imperceptibly to feel himself Man, will at 

length attain that awfully triumphant epoch when he shall recognize his existence as that of 

Jehovah. In the meantime bear in mind that all is Life -- Life -- Life within Life -- the less 

within the greater, and all within the Spirit Divine. (Poe Eureka 128) 

 

     What else can this be but a romanticized description of Pantheism? In this work in particular, 

Poe is actually deriding this wholly contra-biblical ideology, yet Poe critics consistently take it at 

surface value instead of recognizing the satirical and parodic bent of the text, with the exception 
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of one critic (Harriet R. Holman), whose identification of the work as satire and whose nominal 

analysis of its mocking tone  has been unjustly ignored and belittled, as, since its initial 

publication in 1969, it remains almost wholly uncited in other critical explorations of Poe’s body 

of work. 

Romanticism 

 

“Once, in a saintly passion, I cried with desperate grief: 

‘O Lord, my heart is black with guile, Of sinners I am chief.  

’Then stooped my guardian angel, And whispered from behind: 

 ‘Vanity, my little man, You’re nothing of the kind.” 99 

 

     Intimately bound up with Pantheism is German-led Romanticism; it surfaced in Great Britain 

in a less-rebellious strain, elevating a regard for Nature but not advocating outright apostacy, 

possibly due to the lengthy British tradition of the “natural philosophers” (such as Francis Bacon 

and Isaac Newton) who sought to understand God through his handiwork—Nature—as opposed 

to equating them or conflating the two. The German variety very often (but not always) sought to 

negate God, and it may well be characterized by a contra-biblical defiance manifested as Self-

glorification and Self-indulgence. 100  

      Romanticism began as a late eighteenth-century movement in the fine and performing arts 

and literature; it emphasized and prized inspiration, subjectivity, and emotions, and sought to 

valorize and legitimize the supremacy of the individual, what Stephen Pearl Andrews might well 

call “the sovereignty of the Self”.101 Fiercely oppositional to the French philosophes, it was a 

challenge to the Enlightenment combined ideal of reason and order assuming primacy of place, 

and was meant to countenance the extreme collectiveness vaunted by the French Revolution 

(1789-1799). The German Romantics rejected reason, order, and collectivism in favor of 

imagination, chaos, and radical individuality; process was lauded more than product, and 
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wildness was associated with fruitful possibilities, not destruction. The Rationalist and 

Empiricist demands for cold, hard logic and observable phenomena was supplanted by a desire 

for irrational and internalized (non-sensory) hyper-emotionalism, and its adherents, no less than 

those of Enlightenment Positivism, engaged in a form of idolatry wherein they also worshipped 

at the temple of the Self.102  

     That European Romanticism should be associated with rebellion may be better understood 

upon recognition of the fact that it arises in the in the wake of major political revolutions: the 

English “Interregnum” period (1649-1660) witnessed the 1649 execution of the monarch King 

Charles I at the command of Parliament; the American colonists succeeded in their break from 

the stranglehold of King George II as a result of the American Revolution (1776-1793); and 

King Louis XVI’s beheading in 1793 at the hands of “the People” heralded the end of the French 

monarchy. (In fact, during the final weeks of his life, the Gallic masses began to refer to him 

simply as “citizen Louis Capet”.) Despite the final French regent’s efforts to rule his country in 

greater accordance with Enlightenment principles (which the French nobility thwarted), the 

combination of his own profligate spending and poor regulatory decisions visited undue hardship 

on the lower economic and social classes, and led to the collapse of the Ancien Régime, causing 

the people to revolt.  

     Because Nature abhors a vacuum, the need to replace traditional institutions being torn down 

assumed greater importance. In England, the Restoration of 1660 (King Charles II’s assumption 

of the crown, wrested from his beheaded father) helped to settle matters there, and the Americans 

responded by drafting and ratifying the U.S. Constitution to form a cemented foundation for their 

biblically-grounded vision of a new representative republic. For the French, this substitutional 
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drive demonstrated itself in the revolutionary efforts to do away with religious apparatus and 

sentiments (cathedrals were converted to “Temples of Reason,” and there was an attempt to alter 

the means by which time is measured). The French sought to restructure the political apparatus 

along democratic lines, and to institute new economic reforms; hostility towards ruinous and 

corrupt Roman Catholic influence in France led to an overreaching and unwarranted outright 

rejection of Christian culture in general. The Germans, having just weathered the Sturm-und-

Drang movement which comparably sought to do away with traditional values and social 

structures, instead rather curiously sought out a societal reformulation which manifested itself in 

personal and cultural rather than economic and institutional (church or state) venues.  

     Man as a universal would not be emphasized or valorized, but particular individuality instead 

would be glorified—a tendency towards Self-glorification which, taken too far, denied the glory 

of God. Even Romantics not ostensibly given to be apostate might be seen in such light, for 

writers such as Novalis, for example, embraced the Roman Catholicism of the Medieval Age, 

and Roman Catholicism was anathema to Poe, as it was to most American Protestants of Poe’s 

day. (The Romantics’ embrace of Medievalism is thought by some critics to be a reactionary 

rejection on their part of the Neoclassicism touted and exemplified by the British, along with 

refutation of an emphasis on Renaissance rationalism celebrated by the French devotees of 

reason.  

     The Medieval period is one which many Roman Catholics believed exemplified a unity of 

European culture.) One of the principal lessons or morals to be gleaned from Poe’s tales is 

sinfulness begins in the wickedness of the individual human heart, and that sinfulness, left 

unrestrained by the Law of God (which is love for others), spreads as a contagion which 
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eventually infects all of mankind, resulting in the Self-wrought annihilation of humanity. The 

charge of impiety of Romanticism, at least in the eyes of Poe, surely rested on its dual emphases 

of rebellion against traditional morality and its elevation of the Self, both aspects which, pursued 

without restraint, produce disastrous effects on human society writ large. (To these two 

tendencies must be added the Romantic worship of Nature instead of Nature’s God, an 

orientation which Scripture could never support, since Creature is never to elevate Creation 

above the Creator, any more than he has the right to elevate himself above the Creator; see, e.g. 

Isaiah 45:9-12 and Romans 9:20-21.) 

     Such impious Self-idolatry would have been utterly distasteful to Poe, and he utilized 

conventions of German literature and aesthetic theories to inform his works which actually mock 

and deride those conventions, a somewhat appropriate tactic since the Romantic movement was 

founded in the textual and artistic humanities disciplines, and was not born of a philosophical or 

religious school proper. In terms of literature, Romanticism is an umbrella term under which 

several subgenres or themes may be covered, including Gothicism of the non-supernatural 

variety (e.g., doomed love affairs, dangerous interlopers), notions of the sublime (through horror 

or beauty), sentimentality, symbolization of Nature, psychological traumas, spiritual crises, and 

tragic clashes between civilization and its discontents.103 Too often, immoral persons are 

depicted as beacons of ideality, and depraved persons or evil characters are celebrated as though 

they are heroic figures to be envied and emulated; it is from Romanticism that the literary 

inventions of both the evil genius and the Byronic hero arise (being mad, wicked, arrogant, 

willful, boastful, mysterious, destructive, selfish, isolated/ exiled, unrepentant, and any 

combination therein). 
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     Romanticism dethroned Reason as queen, and once that facet was diminished in stature, it 

substituted a demon on the right for a demon on the left; in de-emphasizing intellect, passions 

were stressed—and in in rejecting traditional order (whether of mortal society or divine 

issuance), human and individual will instead was championed. Regardless of the human source 

(head or heart, reason or passion), all that was considered to be true, good, beautiful, and holy 

had its origin in the sovereignty of the Self. Beauty came to be  judged according to 

tempestuousness, sincerity of emotion trumped objective reality, and rebelliousness was 

advocated and lauded, as the biblically-derived mores and cultural institutions of the past largely 

were disparaged, rejected, and abandoned.104 According to the entry for “Romanticism” from 

one famous and respected encyclopedic compendium, the Encyclopædia Britannica: 

     Romanticism emphasized the individual, the subjective, the irrational, the imaginative, the 

personal, the spontaneous, the emotional, the visionary, and the transcendental. Among the 

characteristic attitudes of Romanticism were the following: a deepened appreciation of the 

beauties of nature; a general exaltation of emotion over reason and of the senses over 

intellect; a turning in upon the self and a heightened examination of human personality and 

its moods and mental potentialities; a preoccupation with the genius, the hero, and the 

exceptional figure in general, and a focus on his passions and inner struggles; a new view of 

the artist as a supremely individual creator, whose creative spirit is more important than strict 

adherence to formal rules and traditional procedures; an emphasis upon imagination as a 

gateway to transcendent experience and spiritual truth; an obsessive interest in folk culture, 

national and ethnic cultural origins, and the medieval era; and a predilection for the exotic, 

the remote, the mysterious, the weird, the occult, the monstrous, the diseased, and even the 

satanic. (“Romanticism”) 

 

     What, in Poe’s estimation, could possibly be contra-biblical about an estimation of those 

values? Even those aspects which do not seem to be negative in-and-of themselves would be 

objectionable on the basis of their emphases; to Poe, emphases on incorrect values would 

constitute grotesqueries, unhealthy distortions which invite destruction. (To Poe, vice is a 

distortion of virtue, therefore the vices associated with the Roman Catholic tradition of the seven 
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deadly sins each represent a distorted indulgence of some human weakness which disfigures the 

soul of the person in which it is exaggerated. Sloth is a distortion of rest, envy is a distortion of 

jealousy, etc.)  

     As God cherishes loving relationships, the development and exercise of emotions is not to be 

condemned; the problem arises when one focuses on one’s own emotions at the expense of those 

of others, and when there is a Self-indulgence of malevolent emotions. Similarly, to develop an 

appreciation for the natural world which God created would not merit a traditional biblical 

moralist’s disapproval (the British natural philosophers had done so); however, to elevate its 

importance (or to ascribe sentience or divinity to it) disrupts the hierarchy instituted in Scripture 

in which it occupies the lowest position, as the ranking given in the creation account of Genesis 1 

is God, Man, and the World. (World is created prior to Man, in order for Man to be able to 

occupy it.) Man should not seek to model his behavior after Nature, nor Self-justify his conduct 

by claiming obedience to the hostile “laws of Nature”; Man should model his conduct after God, 

and should seek justification from the Law of God, which is love, not competition.  

     The exaggerated emphasis on the personal, the subjective, and the individual? Disregard for 

the Other, whether mortal or divine, and therefore a rejection of the two greatest commandments 

given in Scripture, being the ultimate apostasy; the “turning in upon the self” is done at the 

expense of loving and harmonious communion with others, and Poe’s villains exemplify the 

consequences of such a tendency, for the soul cannot make itself righteous any more than a weak 

plant can make itself upright. To focus on mental potentialities and be preoccupied with genius is 

to pursue “the life of the mind” instead of “the life of the heart,” a grotesquerie which invariably 

leads to murder, madness, and self-wrought annihilation; it is for this reason that the Jewish 
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filmmakers typically referred to simply as the Coen brothers (Joel and Ethan) repeatedly 

associate this phrase with the fictional murderer in their 1991 movie, Barton Fink. It is also why 

the successful playwright in the film who was expected to have a brilliant screenwriting career 

ahead of him (“the artist as supremely individual creator”) ultimately struggles with writer’s 

block and spectacularly fails in his intended career once he forsakes being in touch with the 

common man, in the process also inviting the murders of the family members he left behind at 

home, so as to join the ranks of a superficial, recklessly self-indulgent, and heartless Hollywood 

crowd.  

       Poe, Hawthorne, and Melville have been identified by literary critics as “Dark Romantics,” 

and this is a misnomer, for Romanticism itself is characterized by darkness. Literary iconology 

typically involves the study of recurrent visual elements in works of fiction, and the practice has 

been employed to illustrate the point that Romanticism itself is dark and populated by disturbed 

and disturbing themes, figures, and characters. Jerome McGann, in his 1972 analysis of the 

groundbreaking work by Mario Praz, in The Romantic Agony (1960), when speaking of Praz's 

methodology involving the comparison of “images, themes, and motifs which preoccupied 

Romantic minds,” offers: “Sympathetic theorizers on things Romantic tend to avoid the 

uncomfortable revelations of the Italian professor, who constantly records suicidal, sadistic, and 

otherwise perverted aspects of Romanticism. Even the most respected writers of the period do 

not escape his severe and meticulous scrutiny” (3).  

     Praz's work begins with a discussion of Shelley and Goethe, and somewhat boldly (perhaps 

flatly) summarizes: “Romanticism is the fascination with the abominable” (McGann 3). If 

Romanticism itself involves romanticizing human darkness, then the category of “Dark 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/25599824?seq=1
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Romanticism” is redundant. Moreover, it is the authorial attitude or literary tone conveyed 

towards such human darkness which rightly separates Romantic works from Moralistic ones. 

The celebration of the inward human murkiness so prevalent in Romanticism is precisely what 

Poe despised and derided; his figures make manifest the wickedness of the human heart the same 

as do the Romantics, but Poe refuses to glorify their “creative” destructiveness. The Romantics 

portray their protagonists as heroic and solitary figures, not as men to be shunned by a polite, 

decent, god-fearing society for indulging their excessive Self-absorption, pride, and lusts.  

     Whereas many of the European Romantic writers celebrated this darkness and apostasy, the 

American authors who borrowed elements from their European peers condemned it, therefore it 

is the attitude about the aspects which makes all the difference in the world between the two 

camps. (In fact, in Christianity, darkness is outright associated with Satan, as when Paul instructs 

those sent out to impact their audiences to “open their eyes, and to turn them from darkness to 

light, and from the power of Satan unto God” (Acts 26:18).) The Americans—Brockden Brown, 

Melville, Hawthorne, and Poe— were traditional biblical moralists, and the Romantics were, for 

the most part, rebellious to the hierarchy established by God, and lauded instead willful defiance 

of the Law of God by elevating Man to a grotesque disproportion. In both camps, the despicably 

Self-centered and Self-indulgent characters act as if with impunity, but they are vilified by the 

Americans, not vaunted, as by their European counterparts, whose foreign works romanticize 

their characters’ impiety and folly. 

     Certainly, an unhealthy obsession with the occult, the monstrous, the diseased, and the satanic 

belies a heart and mind drawn to darkness, chaos, violence, deformity, and apostasy, all of which 

are antithetical to biblical exhortations and prohibitions pertaining to such things.  In Scripture 
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are given specific condemnations of witchcraft, fortunetelling, necromancy, and other occult 

practices (Exod. 22:18, Deut. 18:11); God is given to be a proponent of peace and order, and 

chaos is punishment for defiant iniquity (1 Cor. 14:33, Gen. 11:5-9); the health of the body, both 

individual and collective (which excludes notions of deformity), is emphasized (Jer. 30:17, 

33:6); the consequence for apostasy is being cut off from one’s people and from God, whether 

that be exile or stoning in the Old Testament (Exod. 9:15, 12:19, 31:14, Lev. 17:4, Num. 15:30), 

and any embrace of or alliance with Satan incurs eternal damnation, per the New Testament 

(Rev. 20:10-15). 

Utilitarianism 

 

“Upon the present theological computation, ten souls must be lost for one that is saved.  

At which rate of reckoning, heaven can raise but its cohorts while hell commands its legions. 

This surely must be most damnable arithmetic.” 105 

 

      Numbers should never be confused as being the basis for justice or righteousness, whether 

mortal or divine. Utilitarianism was fully in swing in America whilst Poe lived. Of this ideology, 

the online Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy writes: 

     [Utilitarianism] is generally held to be the view that the morally right action is the action 

that produces the most good […] One thing to note is that the theory is a form of 

consequentialism: the right action is understood entirely in terms of consequences produced. 

What distinguishes utilitarianism from egoism has to do with the scope of the relevant 

consequences. On the utilitarian view one ought to maximize the overall good — that is, 

consider the good of others as well as one's own good. The Classical Utilitarians, Jeremy 

Bentham and John Stuart Mill, identified the good with pleasure, so, like Epicurus, were 

hedonists about value. They also held that we ought to maximize the good, that is, bring about 

“the greatest amount of good for the greatest number” (Driver). 

 

     Utilitarianism was born of the Utopian spirit, in that it sought to institute sweeping legal and 

political reforms for the betterment of human society. The discourse necessarily included an 

examination into the matter of ethics, because policies, ideally, are ones which are morally 
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correct, since justice is intimately bound up with the concepts of righteousness and propriety. 

Bentham (himself a jurist) thought laws bad if they were not useful, by which he meant they 

should be gauged as to whether or not they alleviate misery and promote happiness; in short, if a 

law, policy, or action doesn’t accomplish any good, then it isn’t any good itself, the ultimate test 

of its propriety being that the majority would most benefit from its enforcement.106 (In a 

Utilitarian construct, there can be no legal protection for any minority population, or concept of 

individual rights, which is surely why our Founding Fathers rejected it as the basis of the 

American form of government.) 

     What could be contra-biblical about such tenets? In the first place, they do not seek to 

establish laws in accordance to that which Scripture has declared constitutes righteousness and 

justice. Admittedly, the Decalogue certainly may be said to have its utility in the establishment 

of a just society, but Utilitarianism would never concede the necessity of acknowledging (and 

enforcing) the first commandments listed in it, which are hierarchical, no less—the second five 

commandments, perhaps (which condemn murder, adultery, theft, bearing false witness, and 

covetousness of persons or possessions), but not the first five (which forbid the worship of any 

God but YHVH, prohibit the manufacture of idols, forbid taking the Lord’s name in vain, 

mandate observance of the Sabbath, and compel honoring one’s parents.) Utilitarianism, 

therefore, would do away with half of the Ten Commandments, nominally. Moreover, if 

condoning adultery would make the majority of the population happy, would its legality 

constitute its ethicality? Abortion is now legal; does it acceptance by the majority of people (who 

now appear desirous to lead or tolerate lives of reckless sexual promiscuity which invites 
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unwanted pregnancy) mean that it conforms to biblical ethics which declare the sanctity of 

human life?107 Assuredly not. 

     Utilitarianism rests on the idea of usefulness, meaning which largest demographic best can 

make the most use of the law is what counts, and it seeks to please, not punish; already, there is a 

distortion of biblical Law inherent to the ideology, for God puts before His children choices 

which invite consequences, some of which involve blessings and some of which involve curses 

(both as means of reinforcement, one as incentive, the other as corrective). Granted, 

Utilitarianism may pass corrective or punitive laws thought to contribute to the welfare of the 

majority population, but this practice leaves minority populations exposed to great uncertainty 

and risk; the Nazis, after all, passed all sorts of legislation which seriously “punished” the Jews 

within German society, and they also sought to “correct” imbalances in certain professions 

wherein Jews had dominated them by barring scores of Jews from practicing their chosen 

careers. 

     According to Scripture, the law must apply equally to all persons, and no person’s rights or 

life should be sacrificed for political expediency or the benefit of a majority—extensions of the 

biblically-founded assertion of the universal sanctity of human life. In the Old Testament, when 

God lays down the law for the ancient Israelites, many times He instructs that adherence to His 

directives and punishment for disobeying them must be visited equally on the Gentile stranger 

dwelling within their midst as it is on an offender from the ranks of His Chosen People: “One 

law shall be to him that is homeborn, and unto the stranger that sojourneth among you.” (Exod. 

12:49).   
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     In the New Testament, the acting high priest of the Sanhedrin (a governing religious body)—

who, in his capacity as leader, should have best known the unethical manner in which he 

proceeded legally—determined that it would be in the best interest of the Jews, politically, to 

prevent a revolt against the Roman Empire then dominating ancient Judea by seeing to the 

murder of a man (Jesus of Nazareth) whom that legal body knew to be innocent of any political 

wrongdoing (hence their reliance on two false witnesses to prosecute him): “Now Caiaphas was 

he, which gave counsel to the Jews, that it was expedient that one man should die for the people” 

(Jn. 18:14).108 Jewish law mandated strict observance of the rights of the accused (and still 

arduously strives to preserve the life of the accused), therefore the interests of the majority never 

outweigh the welfare of the individual; justice is not a matter of expedience or utility to God, but 

one of righteousness and innocence. Under Bentham’s brand of justice, the material benefit of 

the majority population is prioritized over meeting the legal protections regarding the universal 

sanctity of human life, instituted by God.  

Positivism 

 

“Science unrolls a greater epic than the Iliad. The present day teems with new discoveries in 

Fact, which are greater, as regards the soul and prospect of men, than all the disquisitions and 

quiddities of the Schoolmen. A few fossil bones in clay and limestone have opened a greater vista 

back into time than the Indian imagination ventured upon for its Gods: and every day turns up 

something new. This vision of Time must not only wither the poet's hope of immortality,  

it is in itself more wonderful than all the conceptions of Dante and Milton.” 109 

 

     Positivism’s pronounced and adamant anti-theism would have caused Poe to bridle.  

According to the Encyclopædia Britannica: 

      More narrowly, the term designates the thought of the French philosopher Auguste Comte 

(1798–1857) […] The basic affirmations of positivism are (1) that all knowledge regarding 

matters of fact is based on the ‘positive’ data of experience and (2) that beyond the realm of 

fact is that of pure logic and pure mathematics […] On the negative and critical side, the 

positivists became noted for their repudiation of metaphysics—i.e., of speculation regarding 
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the nature of reality that radically goes beyond any possible evidence that could either support 

or refute such “transcendent” knowledge claims. In its basic ideological posture, positivism is 

thus worldly, secular, antitheological, and antimetaphysical. Strict adherence to the testimony 

of observation and experience is the all-important imperative of positivism. That imperative 

was reflected also in the contributions by positivists to ethics and moral philosophy, which 

were generally utilitarian to the extent that something like “the greatest happiness for the 

greatest number of people” was their ethical maxim.110 It is notable, in this connection, that 

Comte was the founder of a short-lived religion, in which the object of worship was not the 

deity of the monotheistic faiths but humanity111 […] The proximate roots of positivism, 

however, clearly lie in the French Enlightenment, which stressed the clear light of reason, and 

in 18th-century British empiricism. (Feigl) 

 

     Positivism derives its name from the belief that “all knowledge regarding matters of fact is 

based on the ‘positive’ data of experience” (Feigl). Positivism denies the possibility of miracles 

(an argument picked up by the Naturalist-bent, Rationalist-minded German philologists of 

Higher Criticism), and as one cannot compel YHVH to step onto a scale to be weighed or to 

stand against a wall to have His height measured with a ruler, Positivism asserts that He cannot 

exist, simply because we have no human means by which to garner data about His actual person. 

In essence, Positivism is an ideology which denies the power, personality, and presence of God 

because of human limitations in collecting material evidence of spiritual realities; it is a denial of 

the divine because of limitations imposed by mortal ignorance and inaccessibility.112  

     Poe would have held to the biblical position that the heavenly and earthly realms are so 

dissimilar that human perception is inadequate to grasp the magnitude of difference; human 

experience and reason, therefore, are inadequate means by which to discern heavenly realities 

(Isa. 64:4, 1 Cor. 2:9). 113 Additionally, he would have understood Positivism’s role in terms of 

its feeding into Higher Criticism, the Enlightenment-generated movement which led to denying 

the supernatural (and supranatural) events and persons described in Scripture, a philological 

enterprise ultimately working to degrade the authority of Scripture as the sole and supreme 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/positivism
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course of moral truths, a position latterly adopted by the American Transcendentalists, against 

whose beliefs Poe vociferously objected for more than a decade.114    

     Although Positivism is largely associated with the French atheist philosopher Comte, it, too, 

has its relation to German thought, as briefly outlined by one contemporary philosophical critic 

whose own studies include that of the Germanic “Vienna Circle” which promoted what he calls a 

“self-confident movement” of logical positivism following World War I. Their foundational 

formulations were the result of the ideas which began in Poe’s day, and therefore they share 

some of the same basic tenets postulated by Comte, and the same debt to strains of British 

Empiricism: 

     There seems little doubt that logical positivism took over and developed, in terms of 

modern logic and linguistics, the tradition of empirical immamentism associated with the 

names of Mach, Avenarius, and Cornelius, in the German-speaking world, and linked it still 

more with the Anglo-American empirical tradition of Hume, Mill, and James. Comte, 

Poincare, and Duhem were regarded, I take it, as having a certain general kinship […] The 

point is that logical positivism conserved this original, empirical immamentism and gradually 

added new logical and linguistic techniques as a consequence of further contacts […] What 

immanentists were excluding was the transcendent as something outside “experience”. 

(Sellars 13, 14, 16)  

 

     It would be more accurate to state that what they were excluding was the transcendent as 

someone beyond the pale of immediate physicality, for God is a person and not a thing, a “Thou” 

and not an “It”.115 (It was for this reason that the Positivism of Poe’s day led to a German 

obsession with the historicity of the person of Jesus of Nazareth and the German-led controversy 

regarding the factuality of miracles. The latter issue was a matter of particular interest to the 

Higher Critics and eventually lead to the rift between the Unitarians and Transcendentalists in 

America. Emerson’s discomfiture regarding the sacrament of communion was directly related to 

this controversy, and ultimately led to his resignation from the Unitarian ministry.) Who are 
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these men, the “they” of whom Roy Wood Sellars writes, and what ideas did they hold and 

promulgate? They appear immediately following Poe’s lifetime, but the ideas which helped 

formed their own were in circulation during Poe’s lifetime. 

     Of the German-minded philosophical camp, there is to be counted Ernst Mach (1838-1916), 

Richard Avenarius, (1843-1896), and Hans Cornelius (1863-1947). Whereas it is indisputably 

true that these thinkers came after Poe, it is helpful to examine their theories, as they are borne of 

the ones which Poe rejected for their contra-biblical import: It cannot be overstated that Poe’s 

objections to the contra-biblical intellectual and cultural movements of his day were based on 

his ability to master trajectory thinking, which is to say, on his talent for anticipating the 

disastrous consequences to ensue in their adoption and execution.   

     This is a crucial key to understanding Poe— his mindset, his metaphysics, and the moral bent 

of his works. Poe’s moral literature is something new, in that it does not simply reiterate biblical 

platitudes in the same manner that his Neoclassical predecessors and their Medieval counterparts 

did. Poe’s tales must be read as if they are jeremiads, foretelling doom which results as a matter 

of self-wrought and prideful folly and iniquity; they are eminently concerned with divine justice, 

which can involve both dispassionate recompense (logical consequence) and deliberate punitive 

(corrective) measures. Poe’s apocalyptic fictions must be read as an extension of his Lucifer-

figure tales, in that the sinfulness which begins within the wickedness of the individual human 

heart, allowed to proceed without restraint, eventually destroys not merely the individual in 

whom the “canker worm” of sin germinates, but also spreads and leads to the destruction of all of 

humanity, ultimately destroying Man and the World. 
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      Poe foresaw the logical conclusion of Positivism, which began with Comte and others of his 

ilk, then proceeding to so-called “logical positivism”; where would such a trajectory lead? Well, 

if logical positivism is the fruit of the seed of Comte’s Positivism, then the fruit of logical 

positivism led to an affinity with Nietzscheism: 

     In his Knowledge and Error [..] Mach discoursed on the psychology of enquiry, but 

always from a psycho-physiological baseline: “Ideas gradually adapt to facts by picturing 

them with sufficient accuracy to meet logical needs […] Although Nietzsche approached 

philosophy from philology, and not, like Mach, from physics, both can be described as 

epistemological phenomenalists. Both were hostile to metaphysics and  agreed that the 

ultimate objective of science was the satisfaction of human need116[…] The jargon-ridden 

variety of positivism developed by Avenarius was called ‘empiro-criticism’ […] Although a 

monist and a phenomenalist like Mach, Avenarius was an even more radical empiricist; like 

Cornelius, who restricted science to the study of the ‘immediately given’”. (Young 84)117 

 

     The philosophical notion that all the world consists merely of immanent material—including 

mankind, reduced by Darwinism to being a product of the natural world—is outright dangerous, 

because without a transcendent origin or overseer (a divine Creator and Lawgiver), i.e., without 

God, there is nothing to restrain Man’s abuse of Man and the World. When men no longer are 

seen to possess transcendent or immaterial souls, and when there is no attendant belief in moral 

culpability before a transcendent authority, and when mankind is reduced to being a product of 

the immanent, natural world (of Nature), the scenario is set for gross abuse of one’s fellow man: 

To do away with a transcendent God invariably invites disregard of the second greatest 

commandment’s prohibition against murder, for human life has been stripped of the sanctity 

which that God has given it: ““But where Mach situated the satisfaction of needs in a social and 

moral context, Nietzsche urged that each ‘superior’ individual should attend to his own 

biological imperatives and disregard existing Judeo-Christian values” (Young 84).  

https://books.google.com/books?id=exybtauCBQwC&pg=PA84&lpg=PA84&dq=cornelius+empiricist+avenarius&source=bl&ots=KLczW26NFK&sig=e-JRzXh_pUO15VjRkoIybwpY4G8&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwivrMOGk7vaAhUwja0KHfDABoEQ6AEIJzAA#v=onepage&q=cornelius%20empiricist%20avenarius&f=false
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     The wickedness of the individual heart is one which chooses (or wills) to disregard Judeo-

Christian values, hence Poe’s Lucifer-figure tales. The inherent tendency of corruption is 

contagion, therefore entire societies may be infected by such toxic ideologies, hence Poe’s 

apocalyptic tales; the corruption of logical positivism tied to Nietzsche’s way of thinking 

eventually gave rise to the unparalleled barbarism of nihilistic Nazism. 

     Of course, the compatibility of logical positivism and Nietzscheism did not necessarily 

guarantee Nazism, but it made it possible, for the Nazis were radically hostile to metaphysics as 

well, especially in light of their (anti-theistic) pro-Darwinian application of Nietzschean tenets, 

in terms of their enforcement of pseudo-scientific racial theories. If more than one kind of fig is 

possible to be grown, then Nazism is a type for “the very naughty figs” of Scripture which are 

given to be so bad (“evil”) that they were not merely unpalatable, but inedible (Jer. 24:1-3).  

     Poe would see such toxic fruits nipped in the bud, as it were, instead of fertilized, and 

therefore his objections to the Positivism of his own day. The “very evil” figs are associated with 

destruction brought about as a result of human wickedness, in which God declares: “And I will 

send the sword, the famine, and the pestilence, among them, till they be consumed from off the 

land that I gave unto them and to their fathers” (Jer. 24:10). The fate of the Kingdom of Judah 

corresponds to the annihilation of Poe’s apocalyptic fictions, and jeremiads were a popular 

convention in American literature, albeit I daresay Poe has never been thought of as belonging in 

the ranks of authors in this literary tradition. Reading the trajectory backwards to its source, one 

can begin to understand Poe’s objection to this intellectual current. 

     The poison of Positivism contributed greatly to the spiritual crises resulting from the German 

obsession with Higher Criticism, for Positivism relies on empirically-driven Scientism and 
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Materialism: “The question remained, however, as to whether empirical statements could be 

framed which had meaning, although none of the recognized sciences had methods of testing 

them. Can we think of a life after death, of a transcendent God, etc.? If we can, then meaning 

extends beyond ‘scientific’ testability” (Sellars 22-23).  

     The crux of the problem rested on determination of the true, for if Scripture cannot be proven 

to be true (or if it can be proven to be untrue), then its authority is impugned, and if impugned, 

then once discredited, one may feel free to act “as if” there is no Most High God, and therefore 

indulge the Self by surrendering to the seductive desire of Genesis 3. One scholar summarizes 

the matter succinctly: 

     Let me turn next –and very briefly—to the question of truth. Now empirical statements, 

whether referring to future experiences or to physical things, observable through sensory 

contents, must be testable or verifiable, directly or indirectly […] It is the predictional, nomic 

side of science which has been added to the more qualitative and classificatory outlook of 

Aristotle. As is to be expected, logical phenomenalism, or positivism, is quite in touch with 

logic and scientific methodology […] To give the gist of the matter, the adjective ‘true’ 

applies to empirical propositions, or meaningful statements, which are claims to known 

referents […] To say that a statement is true is to say that it can correctly be asserted, that it is 

such that it can perform its cognitive function, that it will express facts about the referent, that 

it will disclose, or give knowledge about, the referent, that it will tell us what is, or was, the 

case. (Sellars 24-25) 

 

     The incompatibility with the claims of Christianity should be apparent; God is a spirit (Jn. 

4:24), and science, which is concerned with predictable, measurable, quantifiable physical 

phenomenon, is hardly suited to deal with establishing the existence, limitations, nature (or 

predictability) of an omnipresent, omniscient, and omnipotent  metaphysical God.118 If the God 

of the Holy Bible were to be discredited, it would necessarily be through the historical person of 

Jesus of Nazareth, recognized as Christ to followers of the New Testament, for the existence, 

limitations, and nature of the man could be scientifically examined. If God the Son (Yehoshua) 
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could be subjected to the methodologies of Positivism and proven to be a fraud, then the veracity 

of God the Father (YHVH) and God the Spirit (Ruach), the other two aspects of Christianity’s 

divine triune, automatically would be suspect.  

     Positivism attacked the authenticity of Scripture on the basis of material grounds, and Higher 

Criticism denigrated it on the basis of highly suspect and biased textual analysis. Positivism 

strove to explain away the metaphysical undergirding of miracles by seeking purely natural 

causes for the actions described in Scripture, and Higher Criticism “reasoned” the metaphysics 

right out of them, granting them only textual (narrative) significance but denying them factual 

(functional) existence; the latter phenomenon was a result of the former, hence their affinity on 

the non-possibility of the miraculous.  

     It should be here noted that the assumption of an anti-supernaturalist position is just that—an 

assumption.119 It is not a scientifically-derived position, but a position willfully adopted from 

whence one pursues scientific enterprise; somewhat ironically, in lacking a scientific foundation, 

it shares the very non-materialistic or non-corporeal aspect of the spiritual faith which it seeks to 

sabotage and discredit. Positivism is but a faith of a different variety, one which relies on the 

worship of man’s abilities; can there be any wonder that Comte sought to establish a human 

religion which posits man in the place of the Most High God? 

Higher Criticism 

 

“Or else perhaps he may invent 

A better than the poet meant; 

 As learned commentators view 

            In Homer more than Homer knew.” 120 

 

     It is necessary to address Higher Criticism to a greater degree than some of the other cultural 

phenomena touched upon in this essay, for two reasons, the first being that it is in some measure 
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the result of Positivism, and the second being that it (paired with German Idealism and 

Pantheism), resulted in American Transcendentalism, the latter being the bane of Poe’s 

controversy with the so-called Boston “Frogpondians” with whom Ralph Waldo Emerson is so 

greatly associated.  It is a bridge, therefore, which connects the European continent to the 

burgeoning American society. Higher Criticism is essentially concerned with the denigration of 

Scripture. Poe believed that the denigration of biblical authority would have significant, massive, 

and long-term consequences for humanity, whether individually or collectively, hence our 

extended examination on this intellectual and cultural movement.  

     The affinity shared between Positivism and Higher Criticism is based on their mutual 

emphasis on Naturalism, which is to say, in the belief that everything should be understood 

through the lens of being part of the natural world. In a philosophical context, it may be said to 

be the belief that only natural laws and forces are operative in the world, disallowing the 

possibility of supernatural events (such as miracles or divine inspiration), and denying the 

possibility of a supranatural Creator. (The website which serves as a resource for the naturalistic 

worldview, called Naturalism.org, bears the slogan: “Nature is Enough”.)  

     Moreover, since there can be no metaphysical God having created Man and the World, 

Naturalism embraces the concept of Existential Absurdism, which contends that life is 

meaningless, since the natural world is devoid of divine purpose.  So, too, if there is only the 

natural world, then nothing is beyond the pale of mankind’s ability to know and control it; 

eventually, everything can be known by means of scientific inquiry, therefore there is no limit to 

man’s knowledge or power, for knowledge is power. If everything can be known and done, then 
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mankind will be as the Most High God; in fact, Comte himself expressed such a belief. The 

trajectory can be summarized as follows: 

     In the Early Modern Period, debates about the respective roles of reason and the senses in 

knowledge were especially prominent. They had long been important, but there was a revived 

interest in skepticism and the possibility of knowledge. Also, debates concerning determinism 

and free will attained high visibility. In both cases, the explanation had to do, in part, with the 

impact of dramatic developments in scientific theorizing. Those developments led to large-

scale revisions in the conceptions of many things, including human nature and human action. 

In the twentieth century a focus on questions of meaning and semantic issues played a role in 

many different philosophical movements (from logical positivism to ordinary language 

philosophy).121 (Jacobs, emphasis mine) 

 

          To get an idea as to just how far afoul this trajectory would lead, one need only consider 

the introductory paragraph for the online Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy’s entry for the 

term “Naturalism,” when speaking of the philosophical debates in America within the first 

hundred years following Poe’s death in the mid-nineteenth century. Citing pragmatist John 

Dewey and Roy Wood Sellars (whom this essay quotes), it offers of these self-proclaimed 

Naturalists: “These philosophers aimed to ally philosophy more closely with science. They urged 

that reality is exhausted by nature, containing nothing ‘supernatural,’ and that the scientific 

method should be used to investigate all areas of reality, including the ‘human spirit’ (Papineau).  

     Yes, even the human spirit must be scrutinized and assessed by materialistic, scientific 

means—enter the new breed of Utopianists, the psychological conditioning Behaviorists and the 

social science engineers, whose efforts were pioneered by Ivan Pavlov (1849-1936) and B.F. 

Skinner (1904-1990). Both men were psychologists, and given Sigmund Freud’s belief in 

diseased minds being the sole source of depravity instead of the wickedness of the human heart, 

it is not difficult to see why modern psychology continues to refuse anything other than organic 

(biological) or external (environmental) causes to explain perverse conduct: There is no such 
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thing as evil in a naturalist world, for evil implies volition, and volition implies purpose, and the 

natural world is purposeless.  

     Naturalism is where Positivism and Higher Criticism intersect; importantly, all three 

ideologies are assumptive, and all three are inherently biased in their assumptions—and all 

three begin from a contra-biblical position instead of concluding on one. Nothing in science can 

lead to the conclusion that there is nothing but science as a means to determine truth or reality; 

no scientific method pursued can lead to the conclusion that nothing but scientific methods are 

suited to determine truth or reality; and nothing observable in the natural world can lead to the 

conclusion that there is nothing but the natural world. The contra-biblical bias inherent to these 

intellectual currents assuredly shapes their conclusions, which means any claims of sincerity and 

objectivity they offer already must be suspected.  

     Naturalism says there is only the natural world, and Positivism says that science is the only 

means by which this wholly natural world can be known; Higher Criticism (buying into these 

fabricated, assumptive tenets) says that since the natural world can only be explained by science, 

there must be a natural explanation for the miracles of Scripture and a testable way to determine 

the historicity of the life of Jesus. Higher Criticism pretends to cling to notions of the divine, yet 

at the same time it embraces ideologies which disallow it; it is, therefore, a form of metaphysical 

schizophrenia which seeks to reconcile the split-aspects of religion with philosophy, being a 

product of the German obsession with unity which characterized many of the intellectual trends 

of Poe’s day. 

     Higher Criticism confronts traditional biblical morality on two fronts: (1) in questioning the 

supernatural claims of Scripture (miracles, prophecy, revelation, and divine inspiration); and (2) 
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in questioning the historical claims regarding the person of Jesus of Nazareth. One of the best-

known overviews of the cultural phenomenon (at least amongst Protestants) is Dyson Hague’s 

essay believed to date to 1905, “Who Are the Higher Critics, and What is Higher Criticism ?,” 

written by a Canadian canon (presbyter) of the Anglican Church with roughly forty other 

scholarly religious works to his credit; it will serve as the basis of our examination, since it is 

eminently on point and concise enough to serve our needs here. In his text, he asserts that the 

men who dominated the movement held strong biases against the supernatural, attesting of this 

assessment: 

     This is not an ex-parte statement at all. It is simply a matter of fact, as we shall presently 

show. Some of the men who have been most distinguished as the leaders of the Higher 

Critical movement in Germany and Holland have been men who have no faith in the God of 

the Bible, and no faith in either the necessity or the possibility of a personal supernatural 

revelation. The men who have been the voices of the movement, of whom the great majority, 

less widely known and less influential, have been mere echoes; the men who manufactured 

the articles the others distributed, have been notoriously opposed to the miraculous […] Then 

the higher critical movement has not followed its true and original purposes in investigating 

the Scriptures for the purposes of confirming faith and of helping believers to understand the 

beauties, and appreciate the circumstances of the origin of the various books, and so 

understand more completely the Bible?  No. It has not; unquestionably it has not. It has been 

deflected from that, largely owing to the character of the men whose ability and forcefulness 

have given predominance to their views. It has become identified with a system of criticism 

which is based on hypotheses and suppositions which have for their object the repudiation of 

the traditional theory, and has investigated the origins and forms and styles and contents, 

apparently not to confirm the authenticity and credibility and reliability of the Scriptures, but 

to discredit in most cases their genuineness, to discover discrepancies, and throw doubt upon 

their authority. (Hague 6)122 

 

     But what is Higher Criticism? Whereas it would not be uncharitable or untrue to call it an 

attempt to criticize the Most High God (not unlike putting him on trial or in the dock), it has a 

definite and historical meaning (as opposed to merely a definite, historical meaning—take that, 

Derrida and Walter Benjamin!) Our religious historian offers: 
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     It is simply a term of contrast. It is used in contrast to the phrase, “Lower Criticism.” One 

of the most important branches of theology is called the science of Biblical criticism, which 

has for its object the study of the history and contents, and origins and purposes, of the 

various books of the Bible. In the early stages of the science Biblical criticism was devoted to 

two great branches, the Lower, and the Higher. The Lower Criticism was employed to 

designate the study of the text of the Scripture, and included the investigation of the 

manuscripts, and the different readings in the various versions and codices and manuscripts 

in order that we may be sure we have the original words as they were written by the Divinely 

inspired writers.  The term generally used now-a-days is Textual Criticism […] The Higher 

Criticism, on the contrary, was employed to designate the study of the historic origins, the 

dates, and authorship of the various books of the Bible, and that great branch of study which 

in the technical language of modern theology is known as Introduction. It is a very valuable 

branch of Biblical science, and is of the highest importance as an auxiliary in the 

interpretation of the Word of God. By its researches floods of light may be thrown on the 

Scriptures. The term Higher Criticism, then, means nothing more than the study of the 

literary structure of the various books of the Bible, and more especially of the Old Testament. 

Now this in itself is most laudable. It is indispensable. It is just such work as every minister 

or Sunday School teacher does […] to find out all he can with regard to the portion of the 

Bible he is studying; the author, the date, the circumstances, and purpose of its writing. 

(Hague 2, citations omitted). 

 

     Hague proceeds to point out examples of Higher Criticism which strengthen Scripture instead 

of undermining it, most notably evidenced in works by the German (Lutheran) theologian Ernst 

Wilhelm Hengstenberg (1802-1869) and the English (Anglican) minister Thomas Hartwell 

Horne (1780-1862). Horne’s 1818 work titled Introduction to the Critical Study and Knowledge 

of the Holy Scripture (the Introduction to which he earlier refers) is a behemoth, a cumbrous 

work which Hague says in ordinary book form would be the equivalent of ten volumes 

consisting of 400 pages each. (It was later edited down to a manageable size by Samuel 

Davidson (1807-1898), an Irish biblical scholar of some renown.) 

      A handful of biblical scholars Hague credits with fortifying the Christian faith by their efforts 

in this field, but the enterprises of most others he associates with it he says were undertaken with 

irreverent subjectivity, and therefore their works are not the products of Christian exegesis or 

scientific scholarship: “They have based their conclusions largely upon the very dubious basis of 
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author’s style and supposed literary qualifications. Everybody knows that style is a very unsafe 

basis for the determination of a literary product. The greater the writer the more versatile his 

power of expression” (Hague 3).123 This may certainly be said of Poe, who excelled in some 

measure in each genre of literary criticism, fiction, and poetry. (He did not seek to pursue more 

traditional British genres of moral literature, such as the novel, dramas, or prose essays.) 

     Even a cursory gleaning of literary giants would prove Dyson’s argument to be true: Dante’s 

Vita Nuova is nothing like his Divine Comedy; James Joyce’s novels are nothing like each other; 

and Goethe’s works span not one but three important literary movements in German culture—

Sturm-und-Drang, Romanticism, and Weimar Classicism. And what of our “myriad-minded 

Shakespeare”? But it is not merely the shakiness of relying on the German fascination with 

philology which Hague faults, as he credits their subjectivity as owing to a sort of flawed and 

impious methodology in the approach to Scripture:  

     The Bible, as has been said, has no revelation to make to unbiblical minds […] The 

qualification for the perception of Biblical truth is neither philosophic nor philological 

knowledge, but spiritual insight. The primary qualification of the musician is that he be 

musical; of the artist, that he have the spirit of art. So the merely technical and scientific mind 

is disqualified for the recognition of the spiritual and the infinite.124 (Hague 3-4) 

 

     This is an argument similar to the advice given by Paul Mann to the readers of his wildly-

successful and critically-acclaimed 1924 novel, The Magic Mountain, in which he recommends 

that readers endeavor to undertake a second perusal of the girthsome text, in order to better 

appreciate it; Mann rightly reasons that one appreciates a musical performance better once one 

has a familiarity with the score and therefore an expectation of pleasure when it is properly 

rendered, and he thinks great works of literature should be encountered in like manner. (Refined 

tastes, after all, are cultivated, not the result of happenstance.) Dyson’s position, of course, 
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squares with Scripture, which itself attests that the fear of (reverence for) the Lord is the 

beginning of wisdom, and that God is both author and finisher of our faith (Prov. 9:10, Heb. 

12:2) Without a proper reverence for the Lord, it is impossible that one should be able to move 

from knowledge to understanding, and finally on to wisdom.  

     Knowledge, understanding, and wisdom are the three stages of comprehension given in 

Scripture, and they are hierarchical, moving from lowest to highest. (The Higher Critics had 

knowledge of the Holy Bible, but they lacked both understanding and wisdom; in light of their 

apostasy, wisdom was unattainable to them.) The accumulation and retention of scientific data 

would be the secular equivalent of the first step, followed by an ability to interpret that data 

successfully; wisdom involves a practical and sound application of the results interpreted. For 

example, knowledge involves memorizing the names and functions and locations of bones, 

nerves, muscles, and organs of the human body; understanding how these aspects of the human 

body interact and are impacted by biological and external factors enables one to become a 

physician; and wisdom involves either innovating medical equipment, techniques, or 

pharmaceuticals to improve the diagnosis and treatment of the human body. The perfection of 

the health of the body is the ultimate goal.  

     Similarly, the study of Scripture ultimately should be concerned with the perfection of the 

health of the metaphysical soul. Scholars who approach the Holy Bible with only a knowledge of 

its text are operating at the very lowest level (philology), and those who endeavor to understand 

it (philosophy) will never achieve the ultimate goal of teasing out its scriptural truths since they 

do not genuinely revere God, the act from which wisdom derives; as a result of their 

disingenuousness or their subjective bias, they can no more be sagacious metaphysicians than 
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can be those physicians stuck at the understanding phase of intellectual development. Competent 

metaphysicians preach health to the soul, just as competent doctors preach health to the body; 

Higher Critics are metaphysicians who pretend to sagaciousness when they are really, at best, 

nothing more than competent preachers, and, at worst, hypocrites. 

     It should come as no surprise that the major figure first associated with Higher Criticism is 

none other than the apostate Dutch philosopher by whom the Germans were so utterly fascinated 

and with whom they were enamored (including Goethe), the rationalist and pantheist Baruch 

Spinoza, whose 1670 treatise titled Tractus-Theologico-Politicus really got the proverbial ball 

rolling (and balls which roll downhill pick up speed).125 As Hague rightly points out: “Spinoza 

came out boldly and impugned the traditional date and Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch and 

ascribed the origin of the Pentateuch to Ezra or to some other late compiler” (Hague 7). 

     The Anglican canon identifies three broadly-construed phases for Higher Criticism, those 

being, in chronological order, the French-Dutch, the German, and the British-American. Citing 

minor figures from the French and Dutch branch, Spinoza, of course, is the principle player 

representing the Dutch camp. It would be impossible to expose here the gross extent of fraud and 

error which typify Spinoza’s seminal tract, but in the words of Persian poet Omar Khayyam (as 

translated by fellow poet Edward Marlborough FitzGerald), “The Moving Finger writes; and, 

having writ,/Moves on: nor all your Piety nor Wit/Shall lure it back to cancel half a Line,/Nor all 

your Tears wash out a Word of it” (Rubáiyát).126  

     In the wake of Spinoza’s astonishingly unsound attempt at biblical exegesis (really eisegesis 

of the worst sort), French and other Dutch clerics and theologians built on his blatantly biased 

and baldly unfounded assertions. Of the French ranks, he points to a physician named Jean 



138 

Astruc (1684-1766), who, in 1753, based merely on the use of two different words for God in the 

Pentateuch (“Jehovah” and “Elohim”), contended that it was consisted of different documents, 

and therefore, by implication, different authors: “Astruc may be called the father of documentary 

theories. He asserted there are traces of no less than ten or twelve different memoirs in the book 

of Genesis. He denied its divine authority, and considered the book to be disfigured by useless 

repetitions, disorder, and contradiction” (Hague 8).  

     Because, Hague says, the preoccupation with Rationalism had not yet swept over Germany, 

the works of these faulty philologists did not much capture public or intellectual attention there; 

the onset of the German obsession with Higher Criticism began with the 1780 publication of 

work on the Old Testament by Johann Gottfried Eichhorn, a professor at the university in 

Gottingen (1752-1857). Of Eichhorn, he writes: “Eichhorn’s formative influence has been 

incalculably great. Few scholars refused to do honor to the new sun. It is through him that the 

name Higher Criticism has become identified with the movement” (Hague 8).127 

     Hague points to  Heidelberg theologian Wilhelm Martin Leberecht de Wette (1780-1849), 

whose early nineteenth-century work on the Old Testament (the two-volume Beiträge zur 

Einleitung in das Alte Testament from 1806–1807) adopts Eichhorn’s position and provides an 

addendum which includes an assumptive hypothesis that the Book of Deuteronomy was written 

during the time of King Josiah (2 Ki. 22:8, 648 B.C.E. - 609 B.C.E.), noting that it went through 

six editions in four decades. (The wealth of information gleaned from modern archeological digs 

proves that the Pentateuch actually dates to 1400 B.C.E., therefore de Wette’s assumption is off 

by a good eight centuries, kind of a large margin of error, I’d say.) From there on, the Germans 

just snowballed their assumptions; soon after de Wette’s monumentally influential albeit 
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unsubstantiated, dubious, and untenable assertions, Wilhelm Vatke and Leopold George (whom 

Hague identifies as Hegelians) went on to declare a post-Mosaic and therefore non-prophetic 

origin for the other four books of the Pentateuch (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, and Numbers).  

     Increasingly, in the hands of the Germans, multiple authors were credited with fabricating (or 

redacting) the entire Book of Moses, much later dates were assigned to its origin, and it was 

accused of being a collection of falsehoods, frivolities, and errors. Of the other theologians of 

which he writes, our religious historian concludes: “It will be observed that nearly all of these 

authors were Germans, and most of them professors of philosophy or theology” (Hague 9).128 

    The Continental critics share three common traits, which Hague writes may be confidently 

asserted of them: (1) they denied the possibility of the miraculous, believing miracles to be either 

legendary or mythical accounts of events or phenomena explicable by natural causes; (2) they 

denied the possibility of prophecy, and therefore disbelieved the validity and veracity of 

prophetic statements, believing them to be conjecture, fiction, imposture, or coincidence; and (3) 

they denied the possibility of divine revelation and inspiration, believing that Scripture could be 

nothing more than the product of many men.  

     In essence, all of their assumptions begin with disbelief in Scripture’s claims for itself; Higher 

Criticism operates from the foundational position that Scripture is false, and then works to 

substantiate or self-justify propositions having no foundations themselves. Spinoza repudiated 

supernatural revelation; Eichhorn discredited the authorship of Genesis; Vatke and George 

insisted that the remaining books of the Pentateuch were mythical and later creations. As if all 

that were not bad enough, Dutch theologian Abraham Kuenen (1828-1891, a naturalist atheist) 

disavowed Judaism as being an entirely human-fabricated religion (instead of revealed by 
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YHVH to the ancient Israelites), being nothing more than an evolutionary offshoot from pagan 

idolatry to semi-pagan monotheism.129  As our presbyter puts it: “Unbelief was the antecedent, 

not the consequent, of their criticism” (Hague 13, emphasis mine). 

     It should be noted that the assault against Scripture begins with an attack on the Old 

Testament; although not merely the result of German anti-Semitism (although it certainly might 

have contributed to it), this attack speaks to the fact that the Pentateuch especially is of 

paramount importance in establishing what Hague calls “the basic substratum of the whole 

revelation of God”. In essence, it provides the foundation of biblical authority on which Judaism 

and Christianity rely; it is where God declares His role as Creator and Lawgiver, and where He 

defines what good and evil are for Mankind.  

     Importantly, it is also where His person is first shown to be prophetic, miraculous, and 

revelatory—the very three aspects of Scripture which Higher Criticism denies from its starting 

point in its analysis of Scripture. The discrediting of the Old Testament has serious, serious 

consequences for New Testament believers; the way to undermine the moral authority of 

Scripture was to attack the integrity of the Old Testament so as to disprove the existence of 

YHVH, and to disprove the miraculous existence of Jesus of Nazareth so as to discount the 

moral law of the New Testament which reinforces its predecessor. 

     In traditional Christian understanding of the Old Testament, Jesus (and his disciples) believed 

every word of it to be true, from Genesis to Malachi. Jesus believed and emphatically affirmed 

the Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch (Mt. 5:17-18; Mk. 12:26-36; Lk. 16:31; and Jn. 5:46-

47).130 For traditional Christians (such as Poe), the attitude of Christ regarding the Old Testament 

Scriptures surely must determine their own. To argue, therefore, that the Old Testament is little 
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else but a humanly-derived collection of lies, myths, and errors (possibly with truths or historical 

facts contained within it) means that it is not the divinely revealed Word of God. Attendant to 

that conclusion is that Jesus was unable to recognize its fraudulent nature and origin; how can 

Christianity rest on belief in a Christ who is duped into falling for a mishmash of unreliable, 

subjectively-driven drivel, blunders, and falsifications?  

     The answer is clearly that it cannot, therefore if the Old Testament can be shown to be false, 

then one may readily dispense with the man who the text identifies as being Son of God; reason 

YHVH out of the picture, and His Messiah is consequently gone from it as well—and so is the 

Moral Law which Scripture mandates: 

     Men used to think that forgery was a crime, and falsification a sin. [E.B.] Pusey, in his 

great work on Daniel, said that “to write a book under the name of another and to give it out 

to be his is in any case a forgery, dishonest in itself and destructive of all trustworthiness.” 

But according to the Higher Critical position, all sorts of pseudonymous material, and not a 

little of it believed to be true by the Lord Jesus Christ Himself, is to be found in the Bible, 

and no antecedent objection ought to be taken to it. Men used to think that inaccuracy would 

affect reliability and that proven inconsistencies would imperil credibility. But now it appears 

that there may not only be mistakes and errors on the part of copyists, but forgeries, 

intentional omissions, and misinterpretations on the part of authors, and yet, marvelous to 

say, faith is not to be destroyed, but to be placed on a firmer foundation […]The ordinary 

Christian, however, will say: Surely if we deny the Mosaic authorship and the unity of the 

Pentateuch we must undermine its credibility. The Pentateuch claims to be Mosaic. It was the 

universal tradition of the Jews. It is expressly stated in nearly all the subsequent books of the 

Old Testament. The Lord Jesus said so most explicitly. (John 5:46-47) (Hague 22-23, 

citations omitted). 

 

     In short, regarding the Pentateuch, the unanimous determination of the Higher Critics was that 

is consists of a combination of material which is: (a) possibly true; (b) certainly doubtful; and (c) 

positively spurious. Their aim, contrary to any claim otherwise, was to denigrate and then 

destroy the integrity of Scripture, and therein do away with its authority. That a majority of these 

men were themselves pastors does not mean that they were not wolves in sheep’s clothing, and it 
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seems only fitting to recall one of Ralph Waldo Emerson’s own statements applicable to 

hypocrisy and deceit: “What you are stands over you and thunders so, that I cannot hear what 

you say to the contrary.” Once one manages to do away with its authority (or at least pretend “as 

if” one has done so), then one is free to rationalize good and evil for one’s self, to be as the Most 

High God one so ardently has sought to discredit and deny:131 

     For the Bible is either the Word of God, or it is not. The children of Israel were the 

children of the Only Living and True God, or they were not. If their Jehovah was a mere tribal 

deity, and their religion a human evolution; if their sacred literature was natural with mythical 

and pseudonymous admixtures; then the Bible is dethroned from its throne as the exclusive, 

authoritative, Divinely inspired Word of God. It simply ranks as one of the sacred books of 

the ancients with similar claims of inspiration and revelation. Its inspiration is an 

indeterminate quantity and any man has a right to subject it to the judgment of his own critical 

insight, and to receive just as much of it as inspired as he or some other person believes to be 

inspired. When the contents have passed through the sieve of his judgment the inspired 

residuum may be large, or the inspired residuum may be small. If he is a conservative critic it 

may be fairly large, a maximum; if he is a more advanced critic it may be fairly small, a 

minimum. It is simply the ancient literature of a religious people containing somewhere the 

Word of God; “a revelation of no one knows what, made no one knows how, and lying no one 

knows where, except that it is to be somewhere between Genesis and Revelation, but 

probably to the exclusion of both.” (Hague 24, citations omitted) 

 

     Hague very ably reasons that the Higher Critics’ claims to being Christian were just that—

claims, whether pastors or not. How could anyone but a hypocrite or a liar preach Scripture if he 

truly believed that the accounts given of Sodom and Gomorrah, or Jonah’s encounter with the 

Ninevites after being swallowed by a whale, were merely allegorical stories? If he believed that 

the prophecies of Daniel were fabulous and never to be fulfilled? If he believed that the events 

surrounding the Mass Exodus were but parts of an elaborate myth? If he believes, as Hague says, 

that Abraham is merely an eponymous hero and Joseph but an astral myth?  

     Can there be the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob if Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob did not 

really exist? If the patriarchs are legendary figures, then so is their God. A Jesus unable to attest 
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to the veracity of such things is neither trustworthy nor good (in that he disingenuously promoted 

them for personal gain), and certainly could not be associated  in Christianity with the Most High 

God who is both beneficent and omniscient. Jesus is either morally or intellectually fallible as the 

Pharisees and scribes he accused, if that were the case, for it means that he either knew the Old 

Testament to be false and taught “as if” it was true, or he did not know it was false and yet 

believed it to be true.132  

     The problem which Higher Criticism introduces to traditional Christianity is that it essentially 

propounds that Christians choose to follow either a dishonest god or an ignorant one. (This same 

paradox would apply with equal measure to the Jews who insist on the accuracy, validity, and 

authority of the Old Testament authors.) Did Jesus lie when he said to his disciples: “If it were 

not so, I would have told you”? (Jn. 14:2) What belief system could possibly be predicated on 

acknowledgment that one’s deity is a liar? If, for Christians, Jesus is Lord, but Higher Criticism 

contends that the only sacred text on which he had to rely was unreliable, in terms of its 

historicity, revelation, prophecy, and supernaturalism (record of miracles), how, then, can He be 

followed as the Son of God who proclaims the truth and revelation of God the Father if he did 

not know that the Old Testament text was unreliable?  

     The inherent incompatibility of Higher Criticism with Scripture would have been ostensible 

to a keen mind such as Poe’s, and in addition to its apostasy, he surely recognized the disastrous 

consequences which would ensue if their posits were embraced by human society, for such 

woefully radical subjectivity displayed in spiritual matters parlayed into the same tendency 

towards human wickedness (corruption of reason and will) which fed into his apocalyptic 

disintegrations of Man and the World. In short, Poe and other Biblicists easily could reach the 
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same conclusions regarding the German Higher Critics that Hague opines, namely that their 

theories were unscientific, unhistorical, unscholarly, and impious, despite the fact that they 

pretended to contrary on all four accounts. The American Transcendentalists whom Poe 

vociferously opposed failed to grasp this truth. Together with the German Idealism which fed it 

(which itself fed the German Romantic emphasis on the individual), Higher Criticism greatly 

impacted the American Transcendentalists against whose contra-biblical ideas Poe railed for a 

full decade.  

      In 1778, Gotthold Ephraim Lessing (1729-1781), whom the Victorian Web refers to as the 

Enlightenment “Father of German Literature,” offered up the first historical conception of a 

“life” of Jesus, in his The Object of Jesus and his Disciples, as seen in the New Testament. David 

Friedrich Strauss admitted to having been much influenced by this work in particular, and it is 

Strauss’ own 1835-1836 two-volume work, Das Leben Jesu (The Life of Jesus), which, for many 

traditional religious adherents, was the straw which broke the camel’s back, in terms of being 

considered outright apostasy. His argument against miracles was at the forefront of the mostly 

generational split of the American Transcendentalists from their Unitarian predecessors.  

     Of this text, a repeat contributor to the scholarly-run site offers: “This work, which overturned 

the historical validity of the Fourth gospel in favour of the Synoptic gospels […] [and] Strauss 

encountered immediate fame and antagonism, losing his Tubingen and later posts, though the 

Higher Criticism and the Liberal approach to the lives of Jesus received a major boost” (Dyer). 

Per the impressive chronological outline of the Higher Critics which Ray Dyer has prepared for 

the Victorian Web, Johann Gottfried Herder (1744-1803), whom it rightly identifies as being “a 

leading German literary, Romantic and philosophy figure,” in 1796 publishes works in which are 
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first claimed existent incompatibilities between the Synoptic Gospels and the Gospel of John, 

being the important precursors to these other texts. In 1840, Strauss published Christian 

Theology in Its Historical Development and in Its Antagonisms with Modern Science, to augment 

and bolster the claims made in his earlier Das Leben Jesu. In this later work, he not only ascribes 

fictional/mythical status to both Jesus and miracles, but also outright denies the doctrine of 

personal immortality. (Kant published his Critique of Practical Reason in 1788, which features 

the now-famous discourse on morality and the “categorical imperative” by which good and evil 

are to be humanly defined instead of divinely decreed.) 

      In 1839, Ludwig Feuerbach (1804-1872), who studied both theology and philosophy with the 

post-Kantian G.F.W. Hegel, published his The Philosophy of Christianity, which he followed 

with the 1841 Wesen des Christentums, (translated into English by George Eliot/Marian Evans as 

The Essence of Christianity). His ideas were to have a (disastrous) impact on European 

intellectuals, as “Feuerbach influenced Strauss, Bruno Bauer, Karl Marx, and Sigmund Freud, 

who adopted Feuerbach's theme of ‘illusion’ in religion” (Dyer). (Need it be here said that all of 

these authors were virulently anti-Semitic anti-theists, with no interest whatsoever in protecting 

either Jews or preserving the ethical mandates first handed down to the Chosen People of 

Scripture?)  

     In 1844, Constantin von Tischendorf (1815-1874), a professor of theology at Leipzig, 

discovered the so-named Codex Sinaiticus, the most complete Greek uncial manuscript of the 

New Testament. (Dating to the fourth century of the Common Era, and now housed in the British 

Library of London, it derives its name from its discovery at St. Catherine’s Monastery, Mount 

Sinai, Egypt. “Uncial” is a type of majuscule script consisting of rounded, unconnected letters, 
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common from the fourth through eighth centuries in Latin and Greek manuscripts; “majuscule” 

indicates large lettering in which all characters are of a uniform height.) Tischendorf used the 

manuscripts (as well as the Codex Alexandrinus and Codex Vaticanus) for his critical editions of 

the New Testament based on early Greek text, Novum Testamentum Graece, first appearing in 

1841 and republished in 1849, both during Poe’s lifetime. 

      (It is far, far too protracted and detailed a matter to address here the controversy which still 

rages amongst biblical scholars as to the blasphemous content of the texts on which he had 

relied, as most ardent biblical scholars have and still do reject these codices and favor instead the 

Textus Receptus. The Textus Receptus is the historical source on which the King James Version 

Bible of 1611 relies, as well as does the so-called “German Luther Bible,” William Tyndale’s 

edition of the New Testament, and most Reformation-era translations of the Greek scriptures 

throughout Central and Western Europe, including the Geneva Bible, the Quaker Bible, the 

Coverdale Bible, and even the Roman Catholic Douay-Rheims Bible.) 

     Within months of Poe’s death near the end of 1849, in 1850, Bruno Bauer began doubting, 

publicly, that any historical Jesus ever existed, as expressed in his two-volume Kritik der 

Evangelien und Geschichte ihres Ursprungs (Criticism of the Gospels, and History of their 

Origin) of 1850-1851. In the same year that his second volume appeared, London held its “Great 

Exhibition,” which brought curious onlookers and celebrated intellectuals from across the globe, 

and the scientific and technological achievements featured there did much to bolster empirical 

and materialist Positivism, Progressivism, and Scientism. British author T. H. Huxley referred to 

it as “the great Temple of England,” where modern “worshippers” marveled at the feats of 

mankind instead of being awed by the creative power of the Almighty: “He then drew the 
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Biblical comparison: ‘They come to it as the Jews came to Jerusalem at the time of the Jubilee’” 

(Dyer).  Where the Romantics and the Transcendentalists had equated Man with Nature and 

therein elevated both (but artists and poets especially above all others), the “new priests and 

prophets” equated Man with Science, and therein elevated them both (but scientists especially 

above all others). 

     In 1859, Charles Darwin (1809-1882) published On the Origin of Species by Means of 

Natural Selection, or the Preservation of Favoured Races in the Struggle for Life, leading many 

people to believe: “Homo sapiens had finally acquired a rigorously demonstrable lineage that 

challenged the Bible and religious views of the creation” (Dyer). Within a year, T.H. Huxley and 

Bishop Wilberforce of Oxford held their watershed debate at Oxford, at the annual meeting of 

the British Association for the Advancement of Science, which drew considerable attention and 

attendance: “The Bishop castigated the seven breakaway Anglican theorists and recent 

contributors to Essays and Reviews, including Benjamin Jowett, the Regius Professor of Greek, 

for his ‘The Interpretation of Scripture,’ which denied verbal inspiration and the scriptural 

account of the creation” (Dyer). 

     Here, then, is witnessed the danger of trajectory, and Poe’s predilection for taking ideological 

germs to their logical conclusions, in order to illustrate their inherent dangers. Within a mere 

decade of Poe’s death, even in the minds of allegedly Christian ministers, Man was no longer 

considered a special creation of God, being reduced to part of the World, and then even the 

World was no longer considered created by God; the next logical step would be to deny even the 

existence of God, which Friedrich Nietzsche, only some forty years after Poe’s death, would do 

in his parable of the madman who proclaims that God is dead, and we have killed Him (or at 

http://www.victorianweb.org/victorian/science/darwin/darwin5.html
http://www.victorianweb.org/victorian/religion/essays.html
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least we act “as if” we can do so). The Rationalism of the Enlightenment fed into the Higher 

Criticism which began to sabotage the authority and integrity of Scripture, bolstered by 

Materialism, Positivism and Scientism, which each outright forgot the God who made Man and 

the World—and even the study of Man and the World—possible. 

German Idealism 

 

“And only the Master shall praise us, and only the Master shall blame; And no one shall work 

for money, and no one shall work for fame, But each for the joy of the working, and each, in his 

separate star, Shall draw the Thing as he sees It, for the God of Things as They Are!” 133 

 

“Out of the crooked timber of humanity,  

no straight thing was ever made.”134 

 

     According to the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Idealism has a long and convoluted 

history, not the least of which involves the actual defining of the term and the sometimes-

controversial identification of its proponents.135 According to the site’s contributors, though, 

there are basic, agreed upon tenets which characterize it, at least for the purposes of this essay: 

     It nevertheless seems safe to say that within modern philosophy there have been two  

fundamental conceptions of idealism: something mental (the mind, spirit, reason, will) is the 

ultimate foundation of all reality, or even exhaustive of reality, and although the existence of 

something independent of the mind is conceded, everything that we can know about this 

mind-independent “reality” is held to be so permeated by the creative, formative, or 

constructive activities of the mind (of some kind or other) that all claims to knowledge must 

be considered, in some sense, to be a form of self-knowledge. (Guyer and Horstmann) 

 

     Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) was the first philosopher to self-identify as an Idealist. Idealism 

may be said to be “immaterialist” or “metaphysical” in the first construct, as it does not rely on 

the senses, in that all things which exist are believed to be ideas in the mind, whether that mind 

be mortal or divine. This is the position of the Irish cleric and philosopher associated with 

solipsism, George Berkley (1685-1753), even though he did not refer to himself as an Idealist. 

Naturally, this poses a tricky question as to whether or not minds themselves are material 
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(consist of matter); can an idea think itself into existence ex nihlio? Are Man and the World 

merely ideas in the mind of God? The traditional biblical understanding of those discrete entities 

is that they were both conceived by and created by God as physical, material realities, distinct 

and apart from Himself, and distinct and apart from each other. And necessarily so, for holiness 

requires separation, in that be holy is to “be set apart,” just as God is said to be set apart in His 

holiness (Lev. 20:7).  

     Man and the World also must be construed as distinct material realities, for God gives Man 

dominion over the World (Gen. 1:26-30), and God (YHVH) has dominion over Man and the 

World (1 Cor. 15:28). (In an extended sense, the World may include the heavens, which is to 

state both the spiritual realm and the entire cosmos, which Scripture says will be entirely 

subdued by YHVH; see, e.g., Psalm 91 in its entirety.) That twinning provides an important 

distinction, for to be merely conceived by God would mean that both Man and the World are 

nothing more than ideas which exist in the mind of God (just as our ideas do not have material 

substance, and remain within our minds), being never apart from Him and remaining always a 

part of Him. If both merely were created by Him, then He would have no hand in their design, 

merely their substantiation. The biblical position is that both were conceived by and created by 

God, therefore we merely perceive them…and God. (See, e.g., Genesis 1, Psa. 33:6, Prov. 3:19, 

Isa. 44:24, Jer. 10:12-13, Col. 1:16, Acts 17:26, Mt. 5:45, Jn. 1:1, and Rev. 4:11.) 

     Dispensing of the arguments put forth by Berkley and either advanced, opposed, or modified 

by his successors, the second sense is the one associated with Kant, which he articulated initially 

in his 1781 philosophical treatise, The Critique of Pure Reason. Kant contends that Idealism is 

not concerned with “the existence of things,” instead stressing merely what he termed our 
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“modes of representation” of them, which he asserts are not “determinations that belong to things 

in themselves,” but are instead features of our own minds: Kant referred to his position  as 

‘transcendental’ and “critical” idealism.(Guyer and Horstmann).  

     Put another way, Kant does not dispute that the material world exists, yet he insists that 

whatever we know about it, we must know from our own perspectives, as our experiences bear 

the stamps of our minds, to put material reality into order in ways which serve us: the World is 

not simply as it is, but is also whatever my will re-presents it as, hence the “and” in the title of 

post-Kantian philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer’s most famous work, The World as Will and 

Representation. 136 (Schopenhauer (1788-1860) was a contemporary of Poe; the work was 

initially published in 1818 and re-issued in 1844, both editions appearing during Poe’s lifetime.)  

     Whereas René Descartes and Baruch Spinoza both understand cognition to be the result of a 

process wherein we discern or discover reality as objective and independent of ourselves, Kant 

contends that our subjectivity is elemental to the process, and therefore the truly objective reality 

of the world never can be known, since our understanding of it is never entirely free of being 

tainted by the influence of our own consciousness. In short, where other philosophers 

acknowledge that we merely perceive the world, Kant claims that we also conceive it, by means 

of superimposing our perception on it.  

     Kant is clearly confused, for putting things into order is not the same thing as creating them; 

to alter things from a state of chaos is not synonymous with creating them ex nihlio, for things 

must first exist in a state of disarray before they can be ordered.137 (Although the argument might 

be made that the ordering of ingredients creates something entirely new which is more than the 

sum of its parts, this ordering does not constitute creation, which is always an act ex nihlio for 
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Poe and fellow Scripture believers, and is merely formation, which involves the use of 

previously-established materials. The analogy reflects Poe’s own distinctions between creativity 

and originality, for creativity arises de novo from the mind of the author or artist, and originality 

is the work of cleverly modifying or arranging disparate, pre-existent elements into some new 

and/or better form.)  

     Descartes and Spinoza understand that our inability to uncover the truth about a matter (or 

about matter itself) is contingent upon misguided beliefs and errors in logic, but Kant sees the 

stamp of our consciousness itself as an obstacle. According to John Locke, that there are 

limitations on our ability to understand the world fully is simply a matter of human nature, and a 

view which aligns with Scripture, since our abilities are to be sufficient for our existence, and 

one of the lessons of the Book of Job is that we shall never rival God in power or 

understanding.138  

     For Lockeans, regardless of how much we can learn about objective reality, we are still 

limited by our human perspective, and that is a perfectly acceptable and pietistic attitude to hold. 

The radical aspect of Kant’s position is that, in constructing reality instead of merely ordering it 

(in that he thinks superimposition of ordering is a means of construction), we in some way 

become creators, essentially becoming as the Most High God—and this is the desire which led to 

the fall of mankind (Gen. 3:5), as well as the desire which led to the downfall of Satan (Isa. 

14:14). Scripture attests that life is the glory of God (Isa. 43:1-7); it also avers that He will not 

share His glory (Isa. 42:8, Isa. 48:11). 

     Kant conceded the existence of both objects and subjects, but he spoke of objects in terms of 

their having appearances to the subjects which experience them, as our imposition of notions of 
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spatiality, causality, substantiality, and other forms of experience modify these objects; since we 

have knowledge of these forms a priori, they must exist independent of ourselves and do not 

serve merely as representations of ourselves or of the objects onto which they are superimposed 

—and this belief he referred to as “transcendental idealism”.139 (Kant disbelieves that we even 

have a right to suppose that our minds themselves are as they appear to us; objective reality 

exists, yet our knowledge of it is indeterminate.140)   

     Human reason can form what he refers to as “transcendental” ideas or concepts about 

unconditioned subjects (Man), unconditioned objects (the World), and an unconditioned source 

of both (God) (Guyer and Horstmann). In other words, human reason alone is sufficient to 

discern the truth about God, Man, and the World, and by logical extension, the truth about what 

God requires of mankind, morally-speaking. Reason, he thinks, is “pure” because it does not rely 

on subjective overlays of the objective, physical world encountered by our senses, or to put it 

another way, utterly abstract rationality is free of the taint of sensate-bound empiricism.  

     Kant claims that only his philosophical view permits one to avoid paradoxes and 

inconsistencies encountered in traditional metaphysics. Yet Kant fails to grasp the paradox of his 

own theory, and in more ways than one, not the least of which is that his ground assumption 

reduces God to an idea in the mind of Man, which can be conditioned to suit his own subjective 

criteria; how objectively real can a deity be whom is but the product of one’s own 

subjectivity?141 Kant’s premise assumes that human reason itself is an objective phenomenon or 

mental apparatus, even though there is no evidence or logic which can substantiate such an 

assumption, and the biblical position is that all of human nature is tainted by the wickedness of 
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the human heart as our overarching quality (Jer. 17:9). In other words, Reason is never wholly 

pure because it is never divorced from the subjectively-willed Self. Moreover: 

     Kant concludes, in order to be necessarily true throughout their domain, the synthetic a 

priori propositions about space and time—and this includes not just the specific propositions 

of geometry or mathematics more generally but also the general propositions derived in the 

metaphysical expositions, such as that space and time are infinite singular wholes with parts 

rather than instances—must be true only of the representations on which we impose our own 

forms of intuition, and cannot be true of things as they are in themselves. (Guyer and 

Horstmann)  

 

     Scripture poses a major challenge to this position, for Scripture never taught that space and 

time are infinite, as the very opening line of the Holy Bible reads: “In the beginning, God created 

the heaven and the earth” (Gen. 1:1). For something to have a beginning means that it is not 

infinite, for there is a finite point of time in creation. To be infinite also means to be beyond 

measure, but it is precisely because space has been measured with new methods (red shift and 

background radiation calculations, e.g.) and technology (powerful telescopes and cameras) that 

the scientific community late realized, at long last, that the Universe did have a beginning. Bible 

believers understand that the Universe is not created in time and space, but that both come into 

existence as part and parcel of the creation of the Universe; an eternal God creates time and 

space, but can exist outside of it, just as a Potter does not reside in the clay pot which He has 

made. (So, too, a carpenter may build a mansion but not dwell in it, choosing instead to merely 

visit it instead of inhabiting it; this is the Christian understanding of the incarnation of Jesus as 

Christ, who enters the world he has made; see John 1:1.)  

     As such, the propositions never were universally embraced, and in never having been 

universally embraced, neither could they have been universally-derived from human reason, as 

Kant theorizes; the biblical position was made known by revealed religion, but the longstanding 
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assumption was that the Universe always existed. Need it be here said that one’s conclusion can 

have no guarantee of accuracy if one’s premise is false and assumptive? The biblical belief that 

the Universe (and time and space, in which it must be occupied) was created could not be said by 

Kant to constitute an error in logic, and because the biblical attestations (now proven to be 

factual) contradict his assumptions about the very “modes of interpretation” which he assumes to 

be universal, pure (non-empirical), and a priori, his philosophy is founded on fallacious claims, 

which therefore cannot stand as true. It beggars belief that a flawed foundation or skewed basis 

could guarantee yield of a correct result. 

     It was not until the data discoveries made in the mid-twentieth century by the Hubble deep 

space telescope that the scientific community first conceded that the Universe necessarily had a 

beginning (the belief dating back to antiquity was that it was infinite and eternal), but Scripture 

declared this truth as far back as 1400 B.C.E., the most likely date archeological evidence 

indicates when the Pentateuch was written. Kant had no need of the Hubble discoveries to 

disprove his metaphysical theory, since Scripture was available in his lifetime, had he only 

believed it. This “tell” is not insignificant, for, per the law of non-contradiction, one cannot 

contend, simultaneously, that one is a Bible-believing Christian and that human reason leads one 

to accept the a priori conclusion that time and space are infinite: For Kant to offer arguments 

which utilize the false notion of infinite spatiality and temporality implies that he did not really 

believe that which Scripture declares. And what is the point of believing in God if one does not 

also believe Him by taking Him at His own word? No belief is predicated on disbelief, which 

means that Kant claimed to be a Christian, but his arguments prove the contrary, when 

scrutinized. 
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      Scripture declares that one may not serve two masters, for one will love the one and hate the 

other; either he was beholden to the Genesis attestation of the finite aspect of time and space, or 

he was beholden to the pagan and secular (Enlightenment) notions of spatial and temporal 

infinity (Mt. 6:24, Lk. 6:13). His writings unwittingly reveal the same sort of hypocrisy of the 

German Higher Critics who claimed their purposes were to establish the truth of Scripture, but 

who actually aimed to undermine it under pretense of sincerity, as they operated from contra-

biblical ground assumptions that prophecy, miracles, revelation, and divine inspiration were 

impossible phenomena. Kant’s famed “categorical imperative” is just as contra-biblical from 

conception to conclusion as are the posits of the German Higher Critics, and it is as grossly 

assumptive and erroneous as are his claims regarding the “synthetic a priori” aspects of time and 

space. 

     Kant’s categorical imperative states: “Act only in accordance with that maxim through which 

you can at the same time will that it become a universal law.” Put another way, and more simply, 

the maxim supposes that one need do nothing but appeal to one’s own reason in order to be as 

morally justified before the Law of God as if one were living in obedience to revealed religion—

the assumption being that universal human reason always will yield an identical conclusion to 

the two greatest commandments. This is nearly the very same argument put forth by the 

murderous narrator of Poe’s 1845 tale “The Imp of the Perverse,” which begins with a 

philosophical argument about appealing to one’s own heart before proceeding to the confession 

of a character awaiting his execution on the morrow. If the same fallacious logic which applies to 

Kant’s categorical imperative cannot rightly apply to our understanding of the physical world 
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(finite time and space), how could it possibly apply to our understanding of a metaphysical God 

or the metaphysically-derived morality He requires?  

     Kant’s understanding of the temporal and material cosmos was assumptive, erroneous, and 

contra-biblical; what basis is there for trusting that he is not being equally assumptive, erroneous, 

and contra-biblical in his understanding of ethics? While experience might teach us to recognize 

the validity and necessity of the two greatest commandments (as even renowned anti-theists 

Sigmund Freud and Bertrand Russell were compelled to confess), no amount of human reason 

has ever nor could ever (ever!) lead Man to a logical conclusion which would witness the 

creation or institution of the two greatest commandments, for love is illogical, or rather, it does 

not rely on logic.  

     Logic condemns us, and the gracious love of God redeems us—this notion is driven home 

especially in Christianity. All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God (Rom. 3:23); so, too, 

the wages of sin is death (Rom. 6:23). Logic dictates that, in all being sinners, all are deserving 

of death.  (Wages are earned, whereas grace is unmerited favor.) Stated as a logical syllogism, 

the formula may be understood as follows: 

All of mankind sins. 

The wages of sin is death. 

All of mankind, being sinful, merits death. 

 

     Being all condemned for our iniquities, we may be saved only by a Redeemer, and God so 

loved the world that He sent His only begotten son to save mankind from the penalty of death, as 

famously declared in John 3:16. This is not merely a core teaching of Christian faith, it is the 

core teaching of it. Not only is love not dependent on logic, but it is also superior to it. Kant’s 

model relies on logic, and logic never leads to love. (In fact, when people are in love, they are 
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described as being madly in love or crazy about others, for they often act in ways which are 

contra-logical, or do and tolerate things which seem to others to make no sense. Love is not 

earned, as are wages, for babies have done nothing to earn the love of their parents.)  

     This is not to say that logic and love are incompatible, merely that the former will never 

guarantee a result of the latter—yet Kant seems to think otherwise, as he believes human reason 

is sufficient to rival God’s supreme mandate of moral conduct, love of God and of one’s fellow 

man as one’s self. Poe appears to have grasped the incompatibility of the outcomes, for if Kant’s 

maxim were correct, then the grounding of human ethics would yield not merely comparably 

equal but identical results as those handed down by God in the revealed religion of Scripture; 

since Poe depicted an embrace of Kantianism as being personally destructive and societally 

apocalyptic, clearly, he did not see that the results would be identical. 

     At best, Kant would have us believe that the categorical imperative is sufficient to determine 

a form of ethics coequal to that handed down in revealed religion, but coequal is not synonymous 

with identical, and God does not allow for counterfeits or substitutions. Rendered as a graphic, 

one could posit Kant’s human reason as a sufficient source on the one side and YHVH’s divine 

directive on the other side, with parallel lines projecting from them as initial bases, gradually 

arcing until, at some point, their trajectories would converge at a single point, reaching the same 

logical conclusion, the universal Law of Love which constitutes the two greatest commandments, 

“universal” because God intends that they apply to all humanity for all times.  

      That is the diagram below left, and the argument implied by Kant. Poe understood that finite 

and “tainted” human reason, even running parallel to God’s infinite and “pure” reason, could 

never reach the same logical conclusion, as illustrated by the diagram below center, being the 
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accurate model, as a morality which derives from the Self (human reason, inextricably tied to the 

innate wickedness of the human heart) only can lead back to the Self (the wicking effects twists 

one back onto the Self), and never attains to loving regard for God or one’s fellow man; the plant 

of humanity collapses backwards onto itself, eventually rotting entirely, first in the individual 

and then spreading to all of human society. The only model which works is God’s, illustrated 

below right (Fig. 1.1): 

    KANT’S Idealism                         HUMAN Reality                       BIBLICAL Position 
 

Universal Law of Love                               Universal Law of Love                         Universal Law of Love 

                                                                                                                                    

                                                        ---Human Nature---                                                                 

                                                                            

                                                                                                                                             

                                                                                                                                  

                                                                                                                           
Human Reason   YHVH’s Reason          Human Reason                                             YHVH’s Love                                                                                                          

                                                                                  tainted w/ 

                                                                               Human Desire 

 

 Figure 1.1: A Trio of Models of Ethical Grounding 

 

     Human reason is colored by human desire, and if relied upon as the grounding of ethics, then 

it eventually collapses back into human desire which disregards human reason altogether, 

causing humanity to sink lower than the point at which it began—which is precisely what 

Scripture relates about the corrupted state of the World at the time of the flood of Noah, which 

had known the peace of Adam’s day but which descended into chaos and lawlessness, a period 

when “GOD saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every imagination 

of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually” (Gen. 6:5).   

     Kant would have us believe that human reason could ever be “pure,” which is to say, that it is 

not colored by human desire in ways so subtle that we deceive even ourselves that we are 

capable of behaving along purely rational lines at times; at no time is Man able to extract his 



159 

innate and overarching inherent propensity for wickedness, and it is precisely for this reason that 

God instead provides Man with the means by which to correct that which cannot be extracted, 

for free will is requisite to the possibility of love. Everywhere the diagram in Figure 1.1 lists 

“Human Reason” may be substituted with “human emotion” (Romanticism) or “human 

intuition” (American Transcendentalism”), or “human imagination” or anything else in which 

the grounding is declared to be found in humanity. 

     Without God, mankind always falls short of the mark. The biblical definition of a lawless 

time is when every man did that which was right in his own eyes, instead of obeying the Law of 

God (Jdg. 17:6, 21:25). Importantly, the only type of love which features in Kant’s discussion of 

the categorical imperative is what he refers to as “Self-love,” by which he means motivated self-

interest, as all the examples he provides to substantiate the logic of his claims are motivated by 

self-interest, being purely utilitarian and pragmatic scenarios and justifications, at that. Love as 

an emotion involving extreme affection and due regard for God or others enters nowhere into the 

discussion, and, in a shockingly cavalier and baselessly false declaration, he even contends that 

Scripture does not signify this definition of love (extreme affection for others) when it says God 

commanded us to love Him and one another. In short, he has the audacity to declare that God 

does not mean what He says when He says it, whether it is the God of the New Testament (Jesus) 

or the Most High God of the Old Testament (YHVH), to whose words Jesus points.        

      Kant’s model is never the case, nor can it ever be, for Man does not and cannot reason the 

same way as does God, if God is to be taken at His Word, being so incredibly superior in His 

thoughts and ways (Isa. 29:16, 45:9, 55:8-9, and Job 40:1-2). Why disbelieve a God in whom 

one professes to believe? More importantly, human reason did not even lead to this identical 



160 

conclusion for Kant, since Kant himself does not point to the direct centrality of love as 

fulfillment of duty—love is the “moral” component which God ties to performance of duty; love 

is not merely the sentiment which should inform the activity, it is the activity itself, from which 

all other actions flow or derive.  

     (It is important to bear in mind that when Kant uses the word “moral,” he means “moral law,” 

which one is duty-bound to fulfill or obey; it is devoid of a relational aspect.) Because Man is 

not so inclined to love God above all or others as oneself, God must demand that love be the 

moral Law—it is a commandment, not a duty.142 Crucially, appeals to duty are made precisely 

because duty involves doing that which we do not desire for ourselves (obeying the Law of 

love), therefore we must be required to do that which would serve our best interests in matters 

for which we have no natural inclination.  

     To be clear, love is the commandment, and it is our duty to obey the commandment, just as 

when serving in the military, one is prescribed regulations, and it is one’s duty to fulfill them.  

Law and duty, therefore, are not synonymous, as the latter involves fulfillment of the former. 

What Kant’s categorical imperative does, essentially, is collapse law and duty into one another, 

resulting in either one becoming a law unto one’s self, or a blind devotion to duty, both 

phenomena witnessed in in Nazism, no less. If law (commandment) simply equals duty, then I 

must do (duty) only that which I think or reason or desire is to be done (law), thus the Self 

corresponds only to the Self, whether that be a collective notion of Self (Nazism) or an individual 

sense of Self. For all his claims of “pure” reason, Kant’s theory collapses into an extreme form 

of non-empirical subjectivity, a “wicking” of the human heart in which the Self doubles-back on 

itself so that my duty (“Self-love”) now corresponds to my desires (“moral duty”)—and radical 
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subjectivity results in radical evil, because the Self is not tethered to either an objectively-

constituted God or to others. Kant’s categorical imperative transforms the notion of “moral” into 

a self-derived inclination, therefore to do one’s duty no longer becomes unpleasant if it involves 

doing something which we naturally desire: All “good Prussians” desired to do their duty, which 

essentially means that desire and duty become folded into one another, just as do law and duty.  

     And if our desires are evil (by their fruits are they known) according to the standards 

established by the Most High God, then perversity of the human heart (self-motivated interests or 

desires reckoned as laws) will corrupt or twist (wick) our reason into believing that they are 

good, because we are acting as our own standard—despite the fact that a ruler is incapable of 

measuring itself. It is because of this innate tendency towards wickedness, absent the stakes or 

restraints to prevent it from wicking (the two greatest commandments of Scripture meant to keep 

us upright or righteous), that the phenomenon arises in which men will call good evil and evil 

good (Isa. 5:20-24). This phenomenon does not merely involve a transvaluation of values but a 

collapse of distinction between the two, a logical outcome which ensures that barbarism will 

ensue in the absence of a fixed notion of the good, and, in fact, such acts will not even be 

considered barbarism by those who practice it, once they have succumbed to the seductive 

argument that law and duty are synonymous. Kant is aware of the distinction, though, yet he 

proceeds to pervert it: 

     Duty is the necessity of acting from respect for the law. I may have inclination for an 

object as the effect of my proposed action, but I cannot have respect for it, just for this reason, 

that it is an effect and not an energy of will. Similarly, I cannot have respect for inclination, 

whether my own or another's; I can at most, if my own, approve it; if another's, sometimes 

even love it; i.e., look on it as favourable to my own interest. It is only what is connected with 

my will as a principle, by no means as an effect-- what does not subserve my inclination, but 

overpowers it, or at least in case of choice excludes it from its calculation-- in other words, 

simply the law of itself, which can be an object of respect, and hence a command. Now an 
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action done from duty must wholly exclude the influence of inclination and with it every 

object of the will, so that nothing remains which can determine the will except objectively the 

law, and subjectively pure respect for this practical law, and consequently the maxim that I 

should follow this law even to the thwarting of all my inclinations. (Metaphysics 17-18)  

 

     Here, he reasons that acting as a matter of “pure” duty, disregarding both self-interest and 

inclination (emotional motivation), is superior to acting out of love for others or “Self-love”. It is 

a preposterous claim, and one which wholly denudes our actions of the relational quality which 

God intended. Kant argues: 

    [It] is not sufficient to do that which should be morally good that it conform to the law; it 

must be done for the sake of the law […] Likewise, in another of Kant's carefully studied 

examples, the kind act of the person who overcomes a natural lack of sympathy for other 

people out of respect for duty has moral worth, whereas the same kind act of the person who 

naturally takes pleasure in spreading joy does not. (McCormick) 

 

     Kant acknowledges that duty is to the law, but then makes duty a law unto itself; he reasons 

that acts which are committed or performed absent lovingkindness are superior to those which 

are, yet God’s law is to love Him and to love one’s fellow man. Nowhere in Kant’s discourse 

does he address how his categorical imperative could possibly apply to the first and greatest 

commandment, loving God with all our hearts, minds, and souls. (The second greatest 

commandment is actually a derivative of the first one, for if one does love God above all else and 

others, s/he will obey His commandment to love others.) What actions could one possibly take 

which would meet his criteria? What theoretical scenarios could he concoct to demonstrate the 

soundness or applicability of the categorical imperative as applicable to one’s relationship with 

the Most High God?  

     The commandment or law is to love, not to act out of love; Kant’s categorical imperative, his 

notion of “self-love,” and his concept of “moral duty” entirely discount this fundamental truth. 

Kant argues that the best acts are those devoid of affection, done for the sake of obligation 

https://www.iep.utm.edu/kantmeta/
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alone—yet the obligation of the law is to love. The commandments are to love God and one’s 

fellow man as one’s self, therefore our duty rests in fulfilling those commandment. To do 

something merely “for the sake of the law” is conduct fraught with peril, especially when the 

Self has positioned itself on the Judgment Seat and seen as both the source of that law and its 

arbiter. To act “for the law’s sake” in his construct is not to act “for the love of God”—which is 

precisely why Montresor ignores and even mocks this very plea of his victim Fortunato while 

acting out the murder in Poe’s “Cask,” because the murderer supplants God’s Law with his own, 

and posits himself as both source and arbiter of the law by which he acts. (It is obedience to the 

first and greatest commandment, love of God, which compels us to obey the second, which is 

why the plea is made for “the love of God”.)   

     A contemporary law firm specializing in dispute resolution has emblazoned on its website the 

following quote attributed to Kant: “In law a man is guilty when he violates the rights of others. 

In ethics he is guilty if he only thinks of doing so” (Expert Evidence). This is not a bad slogan for 

litigators, but it is a terrible maxim for moral standards, which cannot be rightly said to be 

standards at all, if a man’s guilt is tied only to his own reasoning; that is Kant’s argument, and it 

is the same proposition put forth by the murderer in Poe’s “Imp of the Perverse” tale, who argues 

that guilt is contingent on appealing to one’s own heart. Whether human reason or human heart, 

the locus, if the Self, is not merely an invitation to disaster, but a guarantee of it, when the 

trajectory is taken to a logical conclusion. 

     The law is an “It,” and not a “Thou”; when we are not beholden to a “Thou,” but only to an 

“It” of our own construction, our feet will slide in due time into the murkiness of eventually 

permitting everything to ourselves and forbidding ourselves nothing, a descent into the barbarian 

http://expert-evidence.com/ethical-standards-for-mediators/
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lawlessness which characterizes radical evil and the profound perversity of the murderer in The 

Brothers Karamazov. Kant himself posits: “Give a man everything he wants and at that moment 

everything will not be everything” (Cole). Put another way, “Hell and destruction are never full; 

so the eyes of man are never satisfied” (Prov. 27:20). It is crucial to bear in mind that there are 

no “Its” (as objects) without persons (subjects, or “Thous”) who perceive or make them, 

therefore any law must have a maker capable of issuing it and of enforcing it, whether that 

person be a “Thou” or an “I”; when we are accountable only to ourselves (to the “I” instead of 

the “I AM”), we end up as the murderous Montresor.  

     And, when we are accountable only to ourselves in the collective sense as humanity, we 

descend into the violence and iniquity of the pre-Noahide flood, the hubristic callousness and 

iniquity associated with the Tower of Babel, and the iniquitous catastrophic apocalyptic vision of 

Poe’s “Colloquy of Monos and Una,” which the tale attributes to the logical conclusion of the 

trajectory of Kantian German Idealism—the willful Self-mortification of love for God and one’s 

fellow men.  

     God’s commandments are handed down because they preserve us, both morally and 

materially; in point of fact, our material welfare relies on our biblically-mandated morality, thus 

love is a matter of practical necessity, and not merely inclination or will. Kant’s philosophy, on 

the other hand, claims no regard for the consequences or results of our actions, having only 

concern that they be motivated by duty alone:  

     Finally, there is an imperative which commands a certain conduct immediately, 

without having as its condition any other purpose to be attained by it. This imperative is 

categorical. It concerns not the matter of the action, or its intended result, but its form and 

the principle of which it is itself a result; and what is essentially good in it consists in the 

mental disposition, let the consequence be what it may. This imperative may be called 

that of morality. (Metaphysics 36) 
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     Actions are therefore evaluated as divorced from their consequences, being considered good 

if merely dutiful, regardless of what that duty entails—even including the slaughter of innocents 

in the interest of the Prussian State or the Nazi Pan-Germanic ethnicity serving as identifying 

notions of a collective Self to whom one is beholden, meaning it is still the Self (as individual) 

being beholden to the Self (as member of a collective), which is a form of wickedness (twisting 

inwards on the Self) resulting in evil done to others, all for “the sake of duty” instead of acting 

“for the love of God”. German Idealism can only lead to Self-destructive Self-idolatry. Kant’s 

argument is absurdly tautological: “A truly good will always acts from duty alone, and only a 

will that acts from duty is a good will” (Wood). 

     Kant’s categorical imperative, again, states: “Act only in accordance with that maxim through 

which you can at the same time will that it become a universal law.” Kant’s imperative is 

focused on action, in the externalized physical sense, whereas God’s Law commands that love 

itself, as internalized and non-physical activity, be the supreme qualifier. In this sense, love, then 

is as “pure” as Kant contends human reason is, since it does not rely on empirical sensation but 

exists in human interiority. Importantly, all of the action which informs Kant’s examples for the 

soundness of his maxim are motivated by self-interest, which Kant refers to as “self-love,” being, 

therefore, utilitarian and pragmatic; moral maxims which rely on pragmatism and utilitarianism 

can never be universal, for Self-interest (Self-love/desire) is a wholly subjective phenomenon 

and therefore always intimately bound up with the particular. Kant fails to acknowledge that 

there can be no such thing as a marriage of individual human will and universal human law, for 

they are inherently incompatible constructs.  

https://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:8K0tD3ZLZO0J:https://web.stanford.edu/~allenw/webpapers/GoodWill.doc+&cd=17&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=us&client=firefox-b-1
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     “Moral” conduct, as the very Prussian Kant frames it, involves fulfilling duty to a moral 

mandate, but God’s Law commands more than mere physical actions which may be performed 

empty of sincere devotion or human compassion. Scripture itself speaks to the possibility of both 

these phenomena, when God says of His Chosen People that their lips praise Him but their hearts 

were far from Him (Isa. 29:13),  a complaint echoed in Jesus’ words and his accusations of 

hypocrisy against the scribes and Pharisees of his day (Mt. 15:8-9), and most notably when the 

Apostle Paul writes that if he has not charity (charitas =love) that he gains nothing, even should 

he donate his goods to the poor—and, moreover, even if possessed of all knowledge, he 

confesses that without love, he is nothing. (See 1 Corinthians 13 in its entirety). 

      So, Kant’s theory leads only to a “Prussianized” deadened and dispassionate performance 

(stripped of human compassion), whereas God’s commandments vivify those acts with genuine 

humble worship and reciprocal lovingkindness. The model for Kant’s theory appears in the left 

diagram, and the Most High God’s is shown in the one on the right; because Kant’s grounds for 

determining morals must fail, it would be better understood that by “moral law” he really only 

meant “bodily” motivated self-interest or “self-love”. Kant would have us believe the following 

are equivalencies of moral worth (he is not concerned with consequence), when human reality 

irrefutably disproves his contentions, thus we should realize the truth of the diagram given 

immediately below (Fig. 1.2): 

KANT’s Idealism                          BIBLICAL Position 

 

“Moral” Conduct                             Universal Law of Love 

                               (activity devoid of love)      ≠             (love as activity) 

 

Figure 1.2:  Unequivocal Models of Moral Inequalities 
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     Kant’s categorical imperative does not only make men to believe that they can be as the Most 

High God (coequal or identical to Him), but makes God extraneous in determination of good and 

evil. Who would choose to bother to worship and obey a needless deity when human reason 

suffices? The categorial imperative is an invitation to Self-idolatry and rebelliousness; when one 

worships the Self instead of God, humility is forsaken, and when one disobeys God, one has 

transgressed the Law, the very definition of sin. The categorical imperative can only be contra-

biblical and anti-biblical, from start to finish— from start, since it renders YHVH superfluous, 

and to finish, since the fruits of that disregard result in the direct converse of what Scripture 

relates: “He hath shewed thee, O man, what is good; and what doth the Lord require of thee, but 

to do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly with thy God?” (Mic. 6:8)  

     One cannot “do justly” if one defines the law for the Self; just as no man should be permitted 

to be his own judge (or appeal to his own heart, as the murderer in Poe’s “Imp” advocates), 

neither should the collective Man be permitted to judge itself. One cannot “love mercy” if mercy 

is understood to mean the allowance of compassion or forgiveness shown toward someone 

whom it is within one's just power to punish or harm, for if the law is not fixed by some measure 

beyond ourselves, everything may be permitted, and therefore nothing can be beyond absolute 

Self-license: Mercy cannot exist without justice, for mercy involves the practice of that which is 

above and beyond the requirements of justice. One cannot walk humbly with God if one has 

deemed Him superfluous, for humility involves self-recognition of inferior ability in comparison 

to another.  

     God has shown Man what is good, meaning that conduct which is required of him—doing 

justice, loving mercy, and walking humbly are all actions, in that they all utilize action verbs. The 
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Hebrew word for “good” in this verse means “beneficial” (to Man) as well as “pleasing” (to 

God), therefore that which is prescribed by God is that which benefits Man, and God is pleased 

when His prescriptions are followed, for He loves His children; presumably, that is why they are 

prescribed to Man.  

     The Hebrew word for “righteousness” is bound up with biblical justice; as justice is a legal 

construct, it is therefore innately bound to the notion of lawfulness.143 Kant’s construct is limited 

to defining conduct which may be seen as good or evil, but it can never result in righteousness in 

that it fails to point to God’s Law, for one cannot be righteous if one does not meet God’s 

standards of justice. What does God’s Law entail? Love of God and Man, commandments which 

Kant’s maxim cannot guarantee will be met since “pure” human reason has never and could 

never reach this logical conclusion. God’s Law is characterized by love for others, whereas 

Kant’s moral law is characterized by “self-love”; that they are fundamentally incompatible and 

diametrically opposed to each other should be patently obvious. 

      Kant’s ideological seed is as faulty as its fruit is bad, and Poe quickly recognized the dangers 

inherent to Kantian philosophy, tracing its germination in apostasy to a trajectory concluding in 

eventual Self-annihilation. Nazi Germany was but a first bloom of this deadly plant, for it 

represents a society in which the collective Self refused to do justice, love mercy, and walk 

humbly before God, having instead bought into the argument put forth by Poe’s “Imp,” who 

murdered as a result of appealing to his own heart, and who sought to exonerate himself by that 

means as well.  

     Poe understood the invitation to disaster Kant’s maxim guarantees, taken to its logical 

conclusion, which is why he connects Kant’s name to the apocalyptic vision in his fiction, in 
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which Man and the World are wholly destroyed—by Man, not God. As Poe was responding to 

the culture of his day, in being fiercely pro-biblical in a world rapidly opposing Scripture, might 

Kant not also have responded to his own culture when conceiving his apostate categorical 

imperative? The answer seems to lie in his Prussian heritage. 

      It seems strange to think that Poe, who entered the world in 1809, was born within a mere 

five years of the death of Kant in 1804, given the metaphysical chasm which separates their 

thinking. Kant was a Prussian professor of philosophy, the so-called “sage of Königsberg” whose 

writings the British Romantic poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1772-1834) claimed took 

possession of him, as if with “a giant’s hand”; what attracted Coleridge, though, repulsed Poe. In 

fact, Poe waged a decade-long literary feud against the kind of transcendental thinking proffered 

by the German author, whom he disparaged in his tales, both in ostensible satire (“How to Write 

a Blackwood Article”) and apocalyptic vision (“The Colloquy of Monos and Una”), in which 

both works he sneaks in the word “cant” in a pejorative sense.144  

     Whilst merely mocking Kantian transcendentalism in the initial title, in the latter-named tale, 

he is outright deriding the post-Kantian ideology promulgated by Friedrich von Schiller (1759-

1805), another German metaphysician , one who believed Man could redeem and preserve 

humanity by means of his own actions—for Schiller, through “the Arts,” which is to say human 

agency made manifest in the cultural artifacts of paining, literature, drama, and music.145 (But if 

Kant is to be taken at his word—that nothing straight was ever carved from the crooked timber 

of humanity—then even the artifacts Man produces are tainted and skewed by Man’s moral 

deficiencies.) Poe firmly believed Kantianism to be utterly destructive, first to the individual by 

whom it is embraced, next spreading outwards to human society, and eventually leading to Self-
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wrought utter annihilation of Man and the World—a fate invited and achieved by first thinking 

God out of the picture.146 

     Poe’s tone when alluding to Kant as “cant” alters drastically, for it is somewhat playful in 

“Blackwood,” which dates to 1838, yet is clearly disparaging in “Colloquy,” penned in 1841; in 

the first tale, the use of the word “cant” denotes a saying or belief enjoying current fashion, but 

in the second tale, it refers to moral or religious parlance which is sanctimonious and which 

pretends to erudition. What Poe sees at the outset as mere buffoonery which no sane, traditional 

Christian would contemplate is then rapidly comprehended as leading towards a dire and 

disastrous logical conclusion: Poe’s trajectory thinking explains his seismic shift, and accounts 

for his moving from lampooning Kantian thought as a fad to the issuance of prophetic jeremiad 

as rebuttal to the postulates put forth by the Prussian philosophy professor. Kant’s ideas 

presented a radical rupture in traditional biblical thinking, despite Kant’s upbringing in a 

decidedly Christian home and culture; his family members were Lutheran-derived Pietists, and 

the Prussian monarchy insisted upon Calvinist virtues. 

     Poe’s refutation of Kantian thought rests on their advocacy of pole opposite means by which 

moral truths are known, therefore the controversy boils down to one involving the matter of the 

grounding of ethics; for Poe, morality is determined by the God of the revealed religion of 

Scripture, and for Kant, the human mind is its Self-sufficient locus of origination. In a nutshell, 

Poe believed that the Most High God, alone, should be absolute definer of good and evil, and 

Kant believed God to be an extraneous factor in the decision-making process. To Poe, 

transcendental philosophy represents succumbing to what Nathaniel Hawthorne referred to as 

“the Bosom-Serpent,” a hybrid creature consisting of human pride and wicked willfulness, 
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tendencies which lead men to seek to be as the Most High God, the original sin of the Edenic 

serpent, who is Satan in a Christian context.  

     The sin of the Garden involves the seduction of humanity by the Devil, who tempted mankind 

to disobey God with the assurance that such disobedience would result in the ability of its 

members to “be as gods, knowing good and evil” (Gen. 3:1-5). It must be understood that by 

“knowing” is meant not an ability to discern between the two qualities (perception), but the very 

power or authority to define them (conception); to be “as gods” is not simply to be “like gods,” 

for, importantly, the first descriptor is categorical in denotation, but the other signifies mere 

mimesis.147 It is needful to provide a cursory overview of Kant’s development of what he 

referred to as the “categorical imperative,” in order to grasp the main source of Poe’s lengthy and 

ardent objections to transcendentalist philosophy, for Kant influenced the British Germanophile 

Thomas Carlyle (1795-1881), and he, in turn, greatly influenced the Unitarian youths who would 

become the American Transcendentalists with whom Poe took such great issue for so long. (In 

fact, Carlyle and Emerson enjoyed a lengthy period of correspondence with one another.)  

     John Nichol, a scholar and professor of American literature based in Scotland, in his 1882 

book which approaches major figures and works through the lens of cultural historicity 

(American Literature: An Historical Sketch, 1620-1880), makes clear the connective tissue 

which unites Carlyle and Emerson, not merely respectively as emitter and receiver, but also in 

terms of the two luminaries being the vanguards having vivified the embrace of Germanism. In 

speaking of what he refers to as “the new doctrine,” he writes: 

     Its votaries had laid hold of a faith, sincere though obscure […] and reasserted the 

principle that the formulae of one age are inadequate to meet the wants or express the feelings 

of another; but their " fine frenzy" might have soon faded into common day, or, like the Art-

worship of Frederick Schlegel, ended by subsiding in the [Roman Catholic] Church, had not 
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their best aspirations been concentrated and vitalised by an original thinker, who took upon 

himself the task of nationalising and giving a fresh practical turn to the old idealisms. English 

“Hero-worship” would have been vague without Carlyle; American “Transcendentalism” 

vapid without Emerson. (Nichol 258). 

 

     This “new doctrine” is Transcendentalism, in which the Most High God is superfluous in the 

grounding of ethics; Emerson’s votaries are devotees of Kant’s internalization for the foundation 

of morals. Of course, Kant does not speak of appealing to one’s heart, as Poe’s murderer in 

“Imp” does, but to one’s reason instead; however, according to Kant’s posit, Man is still the final 

arbiter in judgments involving his own conduct, despite the fact that nothing in Man’s reason 

ever leads humanity to the identical conclusion to that which God’s Law mandates—love of God 

and love for one’s fellow man as one’s self.  

     Again, the term “wicked” derives from the wicking of twine for candles, and its use in 

Scripture means to twist upon the Self for the interests, desires, or purposes of the Self; it 

precisely because the inherent wickedness of man’s heart precludes his reason from reaching an 

identical conclusion that YHVH must hand down His Law to mankind.148  When Man perverts or 

twists his reason/feelings/desires in attempts to Self-justify conduct which does not conform to 

the Law of God (which is love), iniquity and evil result—and the wages of sin is death. It can be 

argued that the American Transcendentalists’ affinity with Carlyle is understandable, for they 

were all rejecting the more gloomy and heavy-handed Calvinism of their day, casting off its 

mental and emotional chains in favor of a breath of autonomy and individual happiness which its 

more severe and oppressive forms did not afford to its practitioners as a matter of normative 

doctrine. But against what was Kant reacting? The Prussian notion of duty also has its origin in 

the gloomy, lovelessness of radical Calvinism. 
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     Kant was raised in a Pietist family. Pietism is usually defined as a sub-movement within the 

Lutheran religion, and it was not unconcerned with many of the problems associated with 

philosophic inquiry, therefore it very easily could have appealed to the philosophically-inclined 

Kant.149 As one scholar puts it: 

     The emphasis on free will, on the role of conscience, and the general moral pessimism 

which characterize Pietism furnished the basis upon which the rational-demonstrative 

methods of dogmatic philosophy were criticized […] For a proof cannot substitute for the 

inner discipline of the subject his recognition of an authority higher than himself which 

morality requires. But this conviction poses a problem of philosophical communication. How 

do you employ methods which are rational but non-demonstrative to persuade your reader, 

not that he lives in a world regulated by Providence, or indeed that any other proposition is 

the case, but to submit himself to this moral discipline? Clearly this cannot be done directly, 

for any such effort only leads to circularity from the standard, demonstrative point of view. 

Kant cannot prove that the form of morality is deontological rather than based in clannishness 

and sympathy, unless he can prove that God exists, while, according to the surface scheme of 

his presentation, he cannot prove that God exists unless morality really does take this form. 

(G. Thomas)150  

 

     If we choose to be charitable in ascribing motive to Kant’s philosophical treatises, they might 

very well be construed as endeavors to reconcile difficulties presented by a theological 

dilemma—but the end result actually helped to establish a means by which biblical authority 

itself would come to be abandoned. Pietism is believed to be the reaction to what many German 

Lutherans perceived to be cold formality and increasing apostasy in their religion, which was 

seen as placing too great an emphasis on duty to the more officious aspects of Lutheranism than 

to fulfilling the commandments of Scripture. As the two greatest of all commandments require 

loving God and one’s fellow man as oneself, Pietism “emphasized heartfelt religious devotion, 

ethical purity, charitable activity, and pastoral theology rather than sacramental or dogmatic 

precision. The term now refers to all religious expressions that emphasize inward devotion and 

moral purity” (Noll).151 

https://philosophy.stackexchange.com/questions/45745/was-pietism-an-influence-upon-kants-moral-thoughts
http://mb-soft.com/believe/txc/pietism.htm
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      In many ways, Pietism advocated a “practical” form of vigorously carrying out biblical 

values, in that great emphasis was placed on charitable works, peaceful coexistence, gracious 

evangelism, missionary efforts, and humble servitude in meeting the needs of others—in 

essence, it adhered more closely to the mandates of Scripture, the action verbs which the prophet 

Micah records are God’s hallmarks of doing good. (Here “practical” should be understood as 

meaning “in practice,” and not mistaken for pragmatic, by which mere expedience and utility are 

indicated.) In Christianity, Jesus said that those who loved God would obey His commandments, 

therefore both Old and New Testaments require that one do them, and not simply believe in God.  

What are the commandments which are to be obeyed? To love God and one’s fellow man as 

one’s self; all of the regulatory policies given in God’s Law are meant to habituate this practice.  

     When the New Testament states that God speaks of evildoers “giving heed to seducing spirits 

and doctrines of devils,” they are those persons having “seared over their consciences” with a hot 

iron (1 Tim. 4:1-2) To sear something over with heat means to cauterize and desensitize it; the 

nerve endings, although still present, are damaged, so that they no longer are capable of feeling 

anything when exposed to sensate phenomena. In like manner, a conscience which is seared over 

is still present, although it has been damaged; the mind which no longer can differentiate 

between good and evil on a basis other than Self-determination is no longer capable of feeling 

moral sensitivity and compassion for others, hence radical subjectivity utterly prevents 

fulfillment of the two greatest commandments of Scripture. 

     It must be understood that Poe did not advocate any formal religion, but biblical ethics 

instead, as the two things are not always synonymous, for religions often stray from the practice 

and advocacy of what Scripture requires. It is in such a context, perhaps, that Poe writes: “My 
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own faith is indeed my own” (“Edgar”).152 Jesus’ admonition of the Pharisees and scribes of his 

day was the result of the Sanhedrin’s drastic departure from Old Testament Mosaic law, 

witnessed in their greedy devouring of widows’ houses and defrauding the estates of orphans 

(Mk. 12:40, Lk. 20:47), also evidenced in the presence of the moneylenders in the Temple at 

Jerusalem, which was to be a house of prayer, and not a den of robbers (Isa. 56:7, Jer. 7:11, Mt. 

21:13).153 It was comparably witnessed by Martin Luther in the Roman Catholic Church’s selling 

of indulgences to pardon iniquity without requiring repentance, and then eventually even in the 

conduct of Lutheran pastors: 

     The German Lutheran Church at the end of the seventeenth century labored under 

manifold difficulties. Its work was tightly confined by the princes of Germany's many 

sovereign states. Many of its ministers seemed as interested in philosophical wrangling and 

rhetorical ostentation as in the encouragement of their congregations. And the devastating 

Thirty Years War (1618 - 48), fought ostensibly over religion, had created widespread 

wariness about church life in general […] in many places these signs of life were obscured by 

the formalism and the insincerity of church leaders. This situation was altered by the 

unstinting work of Philipp Jakob Spener, known often as the father of pietism, who was called 

in 1666 to be the senior minister in Frankfurt am Main. There he appealed for moral reform in 

the city […] Most importantly, he also promoted a major reform in the practical life of the 

churches. A sermon in 1669 mentioned the possibility of laymen meeting together, setting 

aside “glasses, cards, or dice,” and encouraging each other in the Christian faith […] Spener 

criticized nobles and princes for exercising unauthorized control of the church, ministers for 

substituting cold doctrine for warm faith, and lay people for disregarding proper Christian 

behavior. (Noll) 

 

     (That this proclivity manifests itself in the Jewish Pharisees, the Roman Catholic clergy, and 

the Protestant pastors should come as no surprise, if Scripture is understood to be correct in its 

description of wickedness being the universal trait of the human heart.) Spener’s 1675 Pia 

Desideria (Pious Desires) lamented the spiritual decline in Protestant Germany, and he outlined 

a small number of proposals he believed would reform it; it was an instant sensation, albeit it 

departed somewhat from Reformation teaching, in that it understood salvation as a regenerative 
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matter (new birth making possible being made right by God), rather than justification (being 

made right by God), as the Reformers had emphasized the latter doctrine.  

     Pietists, in a nutshell, earnestly endeavored to fulfill the whole of the Law and the Prophets, 

crystallized in the two greatest commandments of Scripture; the Law pointed to Man’s obligation 

to reciprocate love for his fellow man, and the Prophets pointed to Man’s need to reciprocate the 

love of a superior loving God (Mt. 22:34-40). Worshipfulness (internal, not ceremonial), 

evangelism, and provision of aid to those in need were seen as the prescriptive remedies for the 

sterility into which the Lutheran religion had lapsed, having “waxed cold” in demonstrative 

affection and in falling short of the mark in fulfillment of “the great commission” to spread the 

Gospel (Mt. 28:16-20).  

     Spener’s text proffered the basic half-dozen tenets of the movement, consisting of: (1) “a 

more extensive use of the Word of God among us,” both in and beyond the confines of weekly 

sermons and home-held study sessions, seen as the chief means of reforming the individual and 

human society; (2) a renewal of “the priesthood of all believers,” in which all Lutherans are 

called to a general active ministry; (3) an urging for greater Christian practice, in which 

Christianity is argued as being more than merely a knowledge of Christ and Scripture; (4) a call 

for restraint, amicability, modesty, and adoption of moderate tone in debates pertaining to 

religious controversies, in which prayers were called for on behalf of unbelievers and errant 

minds; (5) a stress on reformation of ministerial education, so as inculcate piety and make 

manifest devotion, instead of merely proficiency in academic subjects; and (6) a plea to Lutheran 

ministers to preach edifying sermons readily comprehended by the general populace, rather than 
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indulgence on their parts in technical and theological discourses which were beyond the purview 

of most congregants’ interests or abilities to follow (Noll).154 

     This, then, is the familial and cultural climate in which Kant was raised and was expected to 

act; if de rigeur Calvinism may be thought of as a religion which stressed the “don’t,” then 

Lutheran Pietism may be characterized as a religious movement which stressed the “do,” the first 

religion being restrictive and prohibitive in its litany of restraints on conduct and individual 

expression, and the latter movement encouraging proactive community building by means of 

personal expressions of loving regard for others. Whereas Carlyle and Emerson sought to cast off 

the doom and gloom, and isolating aspects of the morose and strict Calvinism they inherited, 

Kant was instead casting aside a tradition which advocated fulfillment of moral duty as acts of 

lovingkindness.  

     Of course, it was a comparable form of Calvinism which Friedrich Wilhelm I insisted be 

superimposed onto Prussian society in Kant’s lifetime, perhaps not as gloomy, but eminently 

practical, one devoid of human warmth but characterizing human efficiency. Prussian Calvinism 

stressed responsibility, but not love, yet it is love which God demands, and not mere mechanical 

obedience. Kant’s theories are a direct reflection of this emphasis on mechanical performance, 

absent metaphysical affection. What all three men wanted to do, though –Kant, Carlyle, and 

Emerson—was to do whatever they wanted to do instead of what God requires, therefore there 

was a need on Kant’s part to try to philosophically Self-justify the inherent human tendency 

towards Self-ishness (“Self-love”), while at the same time preserving the manifest Prussian 

obsession with duty.  
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     Revealed religion understands “moral” to pertain that which YHVH deems righteous, a 

definition with which Kant tinkers. Kant’s “categorical imperative” should be understood as an 

attempt on his part to redefine the understanding of “moral” (from “that which God demands of 

me” into “that which appeals to me”), in order to make it conform to the understanding of 

“duty” (“that which appeals to me”).   

     The word “appeal” as used in the first sense signifies human desire or attraction, and the word 

“appeal” as used in the second sense signifies a request, plea, or demand for some action to be 

fulfilled, such as when one appeals to a higher court when petitioning for injunctive relief. 

Worded differently, Kant sought to alter the definition of “moral duty” so that desire and duty 

correspond to one another (an oxymoronic collapse), allowing one to fulfill a moral duty which 

conforms to personal desire: As Kant could not alter the Prussian understanding of duty, he had 

to alter the Prussian understanding of moral, achieved by altering the foundation and locus of 

law: 

 

 Biblical standard: that which God demands of me [moral], and my acting so as to fulfill  

 

His demands which have been made known to me by Him [duty] (i.e., acting out of love  

 

for others via revealed religion); and 

 

 Kant’s distortion (grotesquery): that which I demand of myself [moral], and acting so as  

 

to fulfill my demands which have been made known to me by myself [duty] (i.e., acting  

out of “Self-love” via human agency). 

 

     In the biblical model, there is always a divine Other to whom we are accountable, but in 

Kant’s, there is always only the Self; Poe’s Lucifer-figures always think they are beholden only 

to themselves. In Kant’s construct, one is really only beholden to the Self, and the Self will 
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continually grant itself license to greater and greater freedom until everything is Self-permitted 

and nothing forbidden—the very sentiment expressed by the atheistic murderer in Fyodor 

Dostoevsky’s novel from 1880, The Brothers Karamazov.  Kant does not see that human reason 

is inextricably linked to and therefore warped by the wicking (twisting inwards or Self-ishness) 

of human desire, thus human reason bears on it the indelible stamp of human desire, in precisely 

the same way Kant thinks human consciousness stamps itself on objective reality, never to be 

entirely free of it. As such, human reason can never be said to be either pure or universal—not 

pure, since it is always tainted by human desire (the wickedness of the human heart), and not 

universal, since desire always is subjective, and therefore particular.  

     What Kant’s categorical imperative really boils down to, so far as moral duty is concerned, 

may be stated as follows: Doing that which I determine by human reason (stamped with human 

desire, or the innate wickedness of the human heart to fulfill its own Self-ish desires), because 

my Self-ish desires demand to be fulfilled. I want what I want, and so I Self-justify my own 

desires so that my demands on myself conform to my desires for myself; in this way, I may 

retain fulfillment of duty (performance of something to which I am not normally inclined) by 

altering it to align with or correspond to something to which I am already inclined.  

     If I cannot change that I must do something, then I must change the something which I must 

do into something I want to do anyway. Duty and desire collapse into a unified code of conduct 

which simultaneously Self- justifies and facilitates my performance; in fact, it is facilitated 

because it has been Self-justified, thereby sweeping away all objective objections which might 

invite hesitation in fulfillment of duty. But that is not the end of his perversion, for the collapse 

of the law and duty into one another eventually leads to the aspect of duty being elevated above 
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that of law; the hybrid monster has two heads, and Kant crowns the one which not only allows 

for mortification of human sympathy, but actually promotes it as being most desirable and 

constituting “true” moral value. Kant argues that, because we have attached value to the idea of 

duty, the result is that doing what we don’t want to do for others becomes the ideal standard of 

conduct. God’s model, though, instructs Man that we will do things for others gladly when we 

are motivated by love; Kant wants us to love Duty, God wants us to love Love. Put another, 

simpler way, Kant wants us to change our minds, whereas God wants us to change our hearts.  

     The differences are profound and far-reaching, for to know something is not the same thing as 

to experience it: To be able to discern the properties of the sun’s light as perceived through a 

glass window is not anywhere near to being the same thing as to be bathed in its warmth. To 

merely idealize conduct absent the warmth of human compassion might bring one 

“enlightenment,” but that light is and can only be an inferior substitute for the love which God 

intends to inform Man’s existence—Man requires both light and heat to persevere. After 

outlining a small handful of scenarios in which Self-interest motivates one’s conduct (as proof of 

his categorical imperative), Kant offers: 

     [There] yet remains in this, as in all other cases, this law, namely, that he should promote 

his happiness not from inclination but from duty, and by this would his conduct first acquire 

true moral worth. It is in this manner, undoubtedly, that we are to understand those passages 

of Scripture also in which we are commanded to love our neighbour, even our enemy. For 

love, as an affection, cannot be commanded, but beneficence for duty's sake may; even 

though we are not impelled to it by any inclination-- nay, are even repelled by a natural and 

unconquerable aversion. This is practical love and not pathological-- a love which is seated in 

the will, and not in the propensions of sense- in principles of action and not of tender 

sympathy; and it is this love alone which can be commanded. (Metaphysics 16) 

 

     By “practical love” he still only can mean motivated Self-interest (“Self-love”), being a Self-

interest to act but not to love—identifying perfunctory activity divorced from human compassion 
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is seen by him as most ennobling because there is no personal (immediate) gain to be had in 

surrendering to the call of duty, other than the boast that one has done so, which he fails to see as 

being pride. To accept Kant’s insistence that love can be seated in human will, it is necessary to 

pin down his definition of will.  It is clear that he understands what it is to will something: “To 

will, therefore, is (at least) to direct one's powers to an end by way of some means” (Wood). In 

short, one wants something and one acts to make it so—but to want something is to desire it. If 

will is bound up with human desire (which is always subjective), then it is never “pure,” and 

according to Scripture, in being never free of wickedness (motivated Self-interest) as its most 

prevalent aspect, being tied to the human heart.  

     God must command us to love precisely because it is not our first, natural inclination; we 

need not be compelled to do that which comes to us naturally, and what comes to all naturally is 

a “wicking” concern for our own (human) desires and wants and needs and interests. This 

wicking is not a guarantee of evil; evil occurs only when this inherent tendency is permitted to 

proceed without check, as do plants which twist inward on themselves and rot on the ground 

without bearing good fruit. The growth is naturally-derived (absorption of soil nutrients, water, 

sunshine), but the upright tendency is not, thus the plants require staking by external 

strengtheners (the twin greatest commandments).. 

      In being Prussian, Kant could not alter the notion of “duty,” already decidedly fixed in 

Prussian culture, therefore he undertook to alter the notion of “moral,” in order to retain the 

Prussian obsession with duty but divorce it from the lovingkindness which characterizes God’s 

Law. And it is such a divorce from human sympathy and humility before God which led to the 

Nazi’s dutiful-yet-immoral ability to act without hesitation or remorse in the slaughter of 
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innocents, having Self-severed their proper connection to both God and Man. In essence, Kant 

endeavored to retain the signifiers but redefine what they signified, which amounts to a Self-

defining of good and evil (the sin of Genesis 3), itself an act of great wickedness, for God 

already has made plain that which is required of mankind, in Micah 6:8: “He hath shewed thee, 

O man, what is good; and what doth the Lord require of thee, but to do justly, and to love mercy, 

and to walk humbly with thy God?” Can man improve upon God’s directives? Kant, in thinking 

his reason leads to a match of them, does not make so bold a claim outright, but his theoretical 

formulation excises God from the decision-making process altogether.  

     We have said that to be charitable, one may consider Kant’s conception of the categorical 

imperative as an earnest and sincere attempt to reconcile religion and philosophy; however, it 

seems more likely that is was an act of that brand of egocentrism which is concerned with 

shirking one’s responsibility in seeing to the welfare of others, coupled with an impiety which 

refuses to acknowledge the authority of the God who imposed that responsibility, achieved by re-

defining what that responsibility entails. The desire to resist submission to the will and absolute 

authority of God is inherent in Man, being the wickedness of the human heart which constantly 

seeks to wrench itself free from accountability to the Divine Other, who holds us accountable for 

the loving care of our fellow man.  

     This is not an uncharitable accusation of mean-spiritedness on Kant’s part, but, cast in the 

light of his upbringing, a shadow is presented which speaks to a Self-ishness in which there is a 

deliberate effort to make allowance for the Self-justification of the exercise of mere perfunctory 

duty (a longstanding and very Prussian ideal), a tendency which enables the divorce of emotion 

from action, to wit, the severance of lovingkindness in consideration of one’s deeds. And it is 
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lovingkindness which Scripture mandates as one of the highest of all duties, the second 

commandment being the one meant to ensure due regard for the sanctity and welfare of one’s 

fellow man, without distinction or differentiation.155 

     Whereas the Transcendentalists in America sought to indulge in unfettered abandon to 

emotionalism, imagination, expression, and the ardor of youth (which explains, in part, their 

being drawn to the German Romantics), Kant and the German metaphysics who followed in his 

footsteps (Fichte, Hegel, Schelling, Schiller, e.g.) were clearly more interested in developing 

autonomous (auto=self, nomos=law) philosophic constructs which would eventually permit an 

abandonment of pietistic moral obligations while at the same time inventing a counterfeit or 

substitution of them which would preserve the German obsession with unity, order, and 

mechanical duty. In short, any claims that Kant sought to rationalize and thereby reconcile 

matters of reason with those of faith must be regarded as suspect, in precisely the same way the 

German Higher Critics’ claims to religious orthodoxy must be, for that disingenuous lot was 

motivated by a desire to undermine biblical authority, not underscore it. 

     It is reasonable to surmise this motivation on Kant’s part, for two reasons: (1) there is a 

longstanding tradition of the promotion, prioritization, and praising of almost slavish devotion to 

mindless and pitiless (heart-less) duty in German culture (and Prussian thought in particular), 

thus it may be said to be something of its national character156; and (2) there is a noticeable lack 

or marginalization of discourse on love in Kantian and post-Kantian philosophical texts.  (By 

“national character” is meant cultural proclivity, and not the racial essentialism of the Nazis.) 

The fact that, per Scripture: (a) God is Himself given to be Love (1 Jn. 4:8); (b) love is axiomatic 

to the two greatest commandments by God (Mt. 22:36-40);  (c) God so loved the World that He 
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sent His only begotten Son as a sacrifice to reconcile humanity to Himself (Jn. 3:16); (d) we are 

called to love one other because God first loved us (1 Jn. 4:11); (e) Jesus commands that his 

disciples love one another even as he loved them, that being the mark of discipleship (Jn. 13:34-

35); and (f) Jesus declares that love for God rests on obedience to his commandments (Jn. 

14:15), Kant’s disregard of love’s centrality to Judeo-Christianity in general and Pietism in 

particular must be seen as deliberate and not accidental.  

     Love, for Kant, is peripheral, but Scripture declares that all the Law hangs on it; what Kant 

endeavors to do is retain the Prussian ideal of duty, but modify the notion of morality to such an 

extent that it is divorced from love—mere activity lacking compassion which Kant refers to as 

“beneficence”: “Unquestionably. It is just in this that the moral worth of the character is brought 

out which is incomparably the highest of all, namely, that he is beneficent, not from inclination, 

but from duty” (Metaphysics 15).  

     By “inclination” he means motivated Self-interest, or “Self-love,” and not even the love for 

others God has commanded, in essence, arguing that the highest moral nature is one which acts 

against Self-interest purely out of a sense of obligation, perfected when one is reduced to a 

dispassionate slave of duty and not beholden to the Moral Law of love. This is an untenable 

proposition, for one cannot be a Christian and argue that one must separate love from the Law of 

God when it is the Law of God; as demonstrated by the Nazis, the severance of love from duty is 

possible, but it can never be godly. As the law of non-contradiction must apply, Kant’s 

perversion of the Most High God’s Law of love can only be rightly understood as being 

consummately contra-biblical; to Poe, it would be seen as grotesquerie, a vice resulting from the 

corruption of virtue. 
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     What has been often dubbed “the Prussian obsession with duty” reaches back into Kant’s 

lifetime, for Kant was born in 1724, and Friedrich II (called “Frederick the Great”) was King of 

Prussia from 1740 until his death in 1786, having reigned longer than any Hohenzollern royal. 

Frederick II, therefore, was on the throne by the time Kant was aged sixteen, and he remained on 

it until Kant was aged sixty-two, being the larger portion of the philosopher’s adult life. It is 

impossible that Kant, especially as a young man, could have avoided the influence of the 

considerable and lasting reforms brought about by Frederick II, who acted as an absolute 

monarch, meaning without sharing his power with a constitutional constituency. The drive in 

Prussian society was towards slavish and uncritical devotion to the powers which be, were 

thanks in large part to Frederick the Great’s having greatly enlarged Prussia’s territories by 

means of shaping Prussian troops into the foremost military power in Europe.  

     The rigorous and strict discipline he demanded be exercised over his soldiers (introduced by 

his grandfather, Frederick I) made them a force with which to be reckoned, and he insisted on the 

primacy of the State over personal interests, advocating a form of “enlightened despotism,” 

which he nevertheless would not recognize as such.157 Yet he also believed that kingship was a 

duty to the people, and that even his own interests must be sacrificed for the benefit of his 

subjects; he saw himself as a model on which they were to pattern themselves: 

     It was his duty to protect his subjects from foreign attack, to make them prosperous, to 

give them efficient and honest administration, and to provide them with laws that were 

simple and adapted to their wants and their particular temperament. In order to achieve 

these objectives, the ruler must sacrifice his own interests and any purely personal or 

family feeling. Raison d’état, the needs of the state, took precedence over these and also 

over the immediate comfort and happiness of his subjects. The ruler could carry out his 

duties effectively only if he kept the reins of government firmly in his own hands […] 

Personal rule alone could produce the unity and consistency essential to any successful 

policy. Building on the foundations laid by his father, he consolidated a Prussian ethos of 
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duty, effort, and discipline that, despite some serious negative features, was to become for 

several generations one of the major political traditions of Europe. (Anderson) 

 

     Frederick II’s death in 1786 means that two decades had passed by the time the Germans 

were handily defeated and the Prussians humiliated by Napoleon’s troops at the battle of Jena in 

1806; the popular assumption was that the dissolution of military discipline which characterized 

the former king’s rulership was elemental to the defeat, as Prussian soldiers were accused of 

thinking for themselves instead of blindly following orders.158 Strict regimentation and absolute 

social conditioning were called for as remedy and preventative medicine for the weakened 

German State; in 1807 and 1808, post-Kantian Prussian philosopher Johann Gottlieb Fichte 

(1762-1814) penned his “Addresses to the German State” in the wake of what should have been 

a humbling defeat, wherein he advocated promotion of the State above all concerns as means to 

stave off social and moral decay, and not merely tactical defense. 

      In point of fact, the absolute conditioning of the German population to serve the needs of the 

State would be the means by which it should become militarily invincible and therefore able to 

stave off further defeats and rise again to successful future conquests: 

     Using the basic philosophy prescribing the “duties of the state,” combined with John 

Locke’s view (1690) that “children are a blank slate” and lessons from Rousseau on how to 

“write on the slate,” Prussia established a three-tiered educational system that was considered 

‘scientific’ in nature.159 Work began in 1807 and the system was in place by 1819. An 

important part of the Prussian system was that it defined for the child what was to be learned, 

what was to be thought about, how long to think about it, and when a child was to think of 

something else. Basically, it was a system of thought control, and it established a penchant in 

the psyche of the German elite that would later manifest itself into what we now refer to as 

mind control. The educational system was divided into three groups. The elite of Prussian 

society were seen as comprising .5% of the society. Approximately 5.5% of the remaining 

children were sent to what was called realschulen, where they were partially taught to think. 

The remaining 94% went to volkschulen, where they were to learn “harmony, obedience, 

freedom from stressful thinking, and how to follow orders.”160 (Majordomo)161 

 

https://feltd.wordpress.com/2010/09/16/the-prussian-german-educational-system/
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     Fichte’s plan to ensure Frederick II’s duties of the State (protection against foreign attack, 

prosperity, efficient and honest administration, provision with simple laws adapted to their wants 

and their particular temperament) was to brainwash every young German so that they would be 

utterly conditioned to respond to the demands of the State once they reached adulthood, 

eventually attaining a desired goal that every man, woman, and child act without independent 

conscience in dutiful service to dictates of the State. The State is always nothing more than other 

people, therefore Fichte’s system demands the formation and sustenance of an elite, ruling 

class.162 People are always subjective in their desires, and Fichte’s dream was inherited by Hitler, 

who claimed he wanted to raise a generation devoid of conscience, the perfect cogs for a 

conquest-minded dictatorship. 

     Still, as the Prussian defeat at Jena takes place two years after Kant’s death, we need not here 

consider Fichte’s particular role in furthering the Prussian obsession with duty, and may instead 

recognize it merely as further development of trajectory which had its genesis prior to Kant’s 

lifetime, and which reared ugly, deadly results by the rise of the Third Reich. If the argument is 

to be made that the Prussian emphasis on duty to the State was supreme during his formative 

years and therefore greatly impacted Kant’s psyche, it is necessary to point to examples which 

bear witness to that claim; fortunately, this is not a difficult task, for such examples abound, and 

may be traced in entire texts devoted to the nature of the Prussian military and the Prussian 

conception of the State, for the two are inseparable, even prior to Fichte’s diabolical 

prescriptions.163 

     Frederick I (1657-1713) became King of Prussia in 1701, and ruled until his death in 1713, 

after which time his son, Frederick Wilhelm I (1688-1740) assumed the throne; Kant was born in 
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1724, and therefore inherited the society which the eldest monarch had shaped and the younger 

one had strengthened—one cemented by the rule of Frederick II, grandson of Frederick I, the 

monarch for the majority of Kant’s life. The Prussian obsession with discipline applied first and 

foremost to its army, but extended generally to Prussian culture writ large, which itself was 

highly militarized; both were ultimately intended to serve the demands of the State. In fact, 

Prussian society had been so well-known for how permeated it was with militant preoccupation 

that a quote attributed to the French Marquis de Mirabeau (1749-1791), an early leader of the 

French Revolution, famously remarked: “Where some states have an army, the Prussian army 

has a state.”164  

     Frederick Wilhelm I was called “the Soldier King,” which, at the time, was a pejorative 

appellation, for it denoted that his civil manners were as condemnatory as those of the 

commonest troops, as he never fought in any major wars. Prussian soldiers had a poor reputation, 

and he sought to correct that ignominy. His ardor for his militia was well known, as was his 

interest in superimposing Protestant (Calvinist) virtues on both his troops and the country—

especially those of  self-discipline, industriousness, austerity, subordination, loyalty, self-denial, 

and a keen sense of duty. In fact, the lattermost virtue has been so prioritized by Prussian society 

that German novelist Theodor Fontane (1819-1898) puts into the mouth of one of his characters 

(a Prussian officer): “What lies upon us is not the joy of life, not even love, the true one, but only 

duty. It is that, which is specifically Prussian”165 (Kartoffelplotz).166 Not joy, not love, only duty; 

this undercurrent of Prussian society cannot align with the Law of God, in which the duty is to 

love God and Man as God as commanded. 
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     When Frederick the Great, the son of the “Soldier King,” assumed the throne, he made 

decided use of the highly-drilled and greatly-disciplined army he inherited from his father, using 

it to defeat Austria in the Seven Years’ War (1756-1763): “ In that war, the fabled Prussian 

discipline really became what the Prussians were known for, since they would, in line with the 

Prussian virtues, almost blindly follow every order. In German, this brought forth the term 

“Kadavergehorsam,” which translates to ‘following orders as if you were a dead body with no 

own will whatsoever’” (Kartoffelplotz). Because these virtues were associated with 

Protestantism, it was also a matter of religious devotion to fulfill them, and since the Prussian 

State (and the expansion of its territories) was seen as the sanctioned handiwork of God, slavish 

devotion to duty to it ranked supreme; as Prussia was a thoroughly Protestant nation at the time, 

“Protestant virtues” came to be branded “Prussian virtues,” when evidenced in extremis. And 

Frederick II was an example of in extremis: 

     He became even more obsessed with discipline than his father. He tried to control 

everything and was known for scolding the kitchen staff for buying too expensive ingredients. 

He apparently had decided that he had to surpass his father - and that he had to be the ‘better 

Prussian’ to do so. Also, he was fond of complex offensive military maneuvers such as the 

tilted advance, which required extraordinary amounts of discipline to keep every soldier in its 

place. So he would drill his army relentlessly (also, this was one of the first examples of a 

standing army in contrast to the common practice of pressing soldiers into service in the event 

of a war only) as to achieve the amount of discipline the army got fabled for. So much for the 

army, the foundation of the almost mythical ‘Prussian discipline’. But Friedrich II also 

heavily influenced civilian life. He ordered so many decrees, some of which heavily shaped 

Germany even today […] This man was obsessed with imbuing the population with the 

Prussian virtues. He would go to great lengths to ‘discipline’ his people.167 (Kartoffelplotz) 

 

     The emphasis on duty during Kant’s lifetime is documented in the articles of engagement and 

discipline issued by Frederick II to his troops, “The King of Prussia’s Military Instruction to His 

Generals” (which, by 1818, Poe’s lifetime, already was circulating in its fifth edition), which 

include the following dictums and observations: 

https://www.reddit.com/r/AskHistorians/comments/1nx54n/prussian_discipline_is_a_term_that_comes_up_quite/
http://www.au.af.mil/au/awc/awcgate/readings/fred_instructions.htm
http://www.au.af.mil/au/awc/awcgate/readings/fred_instructions.htm
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 “An army is composed for the most part of idle and inactive men and unless the general  

 

has a constant eye upon them, and obliges them to do their duty, this artificial machine,  

 

which with the greatest care cannot be made perfect, will very soon fall to pieces, and  

 

nothing but the bare idea of a disciplined army will remain.” 

 

 For my own part, I am determined never to attack by night, on account of the confusion  

 

which darkness necessarily occasions, and because the major part of the soldiery require  

 

the eye of their officers, and the fear of punishments, to induce them to do their duty.” 

 

 “Nevertheless, I am persuaded that a general ought not to be inattentive to the advice of  

 

even a subaltern officer, as it is the duty of a good citizen to forget himself when the  

 

welfare of his country is at stake, and not regard who furnishes the advice that may be  

 

productive of happy, wished-for consequences.” 

 

 “If the recruits are furnished voluntarily by the states of the country, so much the better;  

 

if not, compulsive methods must be used. They ought to arrive very early, that the officer  

 

may have time to drill them and make them fit for duty the following spring.” (Allen  

 

“King of Prussia”) 

 

     What should be obvious from each of these excerpts is that duty involves performing some 

activity which does not appeal naturally to a person, that it does not involve self-inclination and 

therefore must be insisted upon, enforced by compulsory means, or appealed to, in order to bring 

about the action. This denotation is underscored in his instructions to his Cavalry officers: 

     There is no necessity for attending to a soldier's grumblings, who is naturally never 

satisfied; on the contrary, he should be convinced, that the situation which he occupies 

requires all such cautions, as the least negligence might prove of material advantage to the 

enemy. If, notwithstanding all these attentions, any misfortune should happen, (which will 

seldom be the case), the satisfaction will remain of having exerted our utmost endeavors to do 
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our duty […] In a word, every part of his duty must be strictly attended to, and executed with 

the utmost exactness. (E. Allen “Particular Instruction”)168   

 

     This slavish devotion to duty was not merely preached to his official servants and private 

subjects, but embraced as the ideal for the personal practice of rulers themselves, as indicated by 

a letter Frederick II wrote to famed French author Voltaire in July of 1759, wherein the Prussian 

king stated: “Philosophy teaches us to do our duty, to serve our country faithfully at the expense 

of our blood and of our repose, to commit our whole being to it” (Letters).169 He cannot mean 

Kant’s work here specifically, given that the letter is written a few decades prior to Kant’s now-

infamous arguments, but likely points to secular Enlightenment philosophy in general, which 

Kant eventually embraces himself. 

     If there is any need to remove all doubt the link between heartless barbarity, radical evil, and 

the trajectory results of German Idealism, and specifically the perniciousness of Kantian thought, 

then one need only look to the work of the Nazi “Ministry of Popular Enlightenment and 

Propaganda”; how fitting that the department should bear the stamp of the increasingly godless 

Enlightenment in its name, in service of furthering godless acts.  

     Whereas Poe could not have foreseen the Third Reich’s monstrous machinations of the 

Holocaust with any specificity, he could, tracing the arc of German Idealism through Kantian 

“transcendentalist” philosophy, manage to foresee generally comparable results, and given full 

license to develop, guaranteed identical results extended to all of Man and the World, as 

prophesized in his jeremiad to humanity, the anti-Kantian (and anti-post-Kantian Schiller) 

“Colloquy”. It is not by accident or coincidence that Holocaust discourse repeatedly crops up in 

literary criticism about Poe, especially in the works of New Critical scholars such as Allen Tate 

http://www.au.af.mil/au/awc/awcgate/readings/fred_cavalry.htm
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and David H. Hirsch, in which it provides an important and prevalent framing element in the 

analysis of his tales. 

     Joachim Fernau (1909-1998), a German Nazi journalist, had his words reproduced as a 

“special article” (attributed to B. St. Fjöllfross) in a 2003 edition of the Preußisch Landbote, 

(Prussian Nation), in an item titled “Preußen war immer militärisch, niemals aber 

militaristisch!” (“Prussia was always military, never militaristic!”). The piece makes quite plain 

and assertive the connection between Kant’s categorical imperative, Prussian duty, and Nazism, 

a connection which Poe readily could have discerned by plotting out that the trajectory of 

German Idealism logically concludes in barbarism and Self-idolatry, or more accurately, 

guarantees a descent into madness characterized by barbarism resulting from Self-idolatry. 

Fernau was assigned by the Nazis to be a propagandist, specializing in “perseverance articles”.170  

     Fernau early on quotes a poem by Eberhard von Mackensen about Prussia, which includes the 

lines: “Preußen ist wed er Stamm noch Rasse, Preußen ist Haltung und niemals Masse, Preußen 

ist Pflicht nach Immanuel Kant,” which may be translated as: “Prussia is neither tribe nor race, 

Prussia is attitude and never mass, Prussia is duty according to Immanuel Kant.”171 By means of 

a bizarre and contorted stretch of the imagination, a culture which, evidenced by earlier quotes, 

previously clearly distinguished between joy and duty (and rightly so), performing one’s duty 

now becomes a joy, thus desire and duty are collapsed into one another—perfectly in keeping 

with Kant’s categorical imperative, wherein one has freedom only to choose obedience to the 

Self or to the State (as collective Self): “Freedom, in Prussia, means to do things with joy what 

duty demands from its citizens. Freedom, in Prussia, means obeying the commandments of God 

https://translate.google.com/translate?hl=en&sl=de&u=http://www.landbote.com/sonderveroeffentlichungen/preussen.html&prev=search
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and reason, of humanity and decency, and yet of the Kantian imperative, rather than ignoring it 

for the sake of its own pleasure or convenience” (Fernau).172  

     That a propagandist should include an appeal to God as well as to human reason, or that he 

should equate Kant’s grounding of ethics with YHVH’s, should come as no surprise when one 

recalls that Fernau’s official job description was to appeal to the masses with falsehoods if 

duplicity meant bolstering German morale and Self-justification during the war effort. Any Nazi 

talk of “humanity and decency” in light of what is well-documented regarding Nazi brutality and 

devastation must be discounted entirely, and so must Fernau’s equating the morality of revealed 

religion with that derived from human reasoning; it was human reasoning which resulted in the 

Holocaust, on the part of both perpetrators and bystanders.  

     Surely it can be no coincidence that the most ardent and vocal advocates for the moral code of 

revealed religion of Scripture, the victimized Jews, were also the Nazi’s prime targets, for Jewish 

insistence on its validity and veracity posed the ultimate constant witness against and threat to 

the contra-biblical and anti-biblical claims of German Idealism’s transcendentalist philosophical 

premises, essentaially that Man could be as the Most High God in deciding between good and 

evil, and that Man could do as Man wills, acting “as if” with impunity. 

     The Nazi propagandist expands on the idea that Prussia is an idea, again drawing Kant into 

the equation as the Idealist which informs that idea, again drawing a comparison to the binding 

authority of Scripture, again stressing duty (demanded conduct), and again noting the spillover of 

Prussian military mentality into everyday life as the overarching habit controlling both thought 

and deed: 

     It is not birth by birth, for it is not a hereditary nobility, but an attitude that one must 

acquire for life, which one must fight and wrestle day after day […] This idea remained 
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administratively mostly unspoken - it is therefore no canon, or a binding scripture or the like 

assigned, apart from the only exception of the regulations of the Prussian Army and the 

General Prussian Landrecht. This idea manifests itself in the thoughts, actions and lifestyle of 

those who feel connected to it. Remember Kant's famous categorical imperative, which 

demands that everyone behave in such a way that their conduct can be elevated to the 

fundamental principles of a community.173 (Fernau)  

 

      He confesses to having the portraits of the successors to the Prussian crown hanging in his 

workplace, as a “constant present memory” and as a source of inspiration. Speaking of “the 

Solider King,” whom he admirably credits with stoically fulfilling his duty to the people despite 

suffering from tremendous gout, he offers: 

     This king felt personally responsible to each of his subjects before his God! I wish nothing 

more than that his spirit would be dealt with in Berlin, Potsdam, Brandenburg and the 

provinces and the local acting potentates and mandarins with his notorious stick, until they 

wake up sweat-bathed and realize what their office is. But not only these should be addressed 

by his life, but every single Prussian - no matter where he is located in the social hierarchy, 

where he lives and what he does!174 (Fernau) 

 

     As lavish as his praise is on Frederick Wilhelm I, it is nothing compared to that which he 

heaps upon the Prussian monarch’s son, Frederick II, whom he sees as the standard bearer of 

Prussian dutifulness to the State, attributing the inheritor’s success to the model superimposed on 

him by his predecessor: 

     What I have to say of him? He is my binding authority par excellence. A contradictory 

life, subjected to inhumane hard tests, formed him the standard format of the Prussian 

character. This ‘prime standard’ of Prussian thought and action makes it possible to read 

invariable behavioral norms even today for a Prussian. The famous Prussian virtues were 

decisively shaped by his father and him. And the key is, both have lived their own 

specifications too! They were of iron discipline and harshness against themselves before 

demanding this from their subjects. (Fernau)175 

 

     The article nearly concludes with the prophecy that, despite the depiction of the true Prussian 

spirit having been perverted by foreigners, its true meaning will rise again—and the words 

actually exhibit the pride of a propagandist of a Third Reich author, for the Nazis themselves 
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thought of themselves as resurrecting restorers of German purity, albeit racially as well as 

culturally: 

     It was the “Prussians” whom the Allies, in their stupidity and delusion, sought to put an 

end to in 1947 when they dissolved it by a decision of the Control Council. They could not 

reach our Prussia. For his idea was already buried and buried under enormous layers of 

perverse idiocy and megalomania, as it was so well described in the “subject” of Man 176 […] 

Our goal is to point the finger at the rascals and blame them for the crime they did to Prussia, 

tainting it with their low-mindedness and outrages, and ruining their reputation in the world. 

(Fernau)177 

 

     As despicable and indefensible as Fernau’s Nazism is, he is not entirely incorrect when he 

speaks of Prussianism as a mindset, a sentiment somewhat reflected in a speech given in 

Potsdam on May 3, 2006 by Jörg Schönbohm, the Minister of the State of Brandenburg, he being 

also a state chairman of the “CDU,” the Christian Democratic Union of Germany. (Current 

Chancellor of Germany Angela Merkel is the party’s present leader. “CDU” stands for 

“Christlich-Demokratische Union,” and the party was formed in 1945, immediately after the 

defeat of the Third Reich.) The title of his speech was “Prussia’s Heritage—Brandenburg’s 

Future?,” and he begins his address to the Konrad Adenauer Foundation with a quote made by a 

famous Germanophile: “Madame de Stael, a French writer who traveled to Germany in 1803, 

said about Prussia: ‘Prussia has a double face, like the Janus head: a military and a philosophical 

one’” (Schönbohm). There is nothing in this statement which disagrees with Fernau’s position 

(Fernau’s article title stresses the Prussian military aspect), and the philosophy to which the 

German minister refers is the same as Fernau’s, German Idealism, in all its permutations—

Kantian and post-Kantian (Schelling, Fichte, Hegel, e.g.).  

     He continues by noting that the powerful Prussian army “had a lasting effect on social 

consciousness,” and that, after 1806 (the defeat at Jena at the hands of Napoleon’s troops), it 
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proceeded to become increasingly militaristic, and that regimentation was associated with 

progress (Schönbohm). He then launches into the principal thrust of the speech with the 

exclamation “Let’s talk about ‘Prussian virtues’!,” and offers a definition of virtue as being “an 

ability acquired through action to do the morally good” (Schönbohm).  

     This is an odd definition, to be sure, for the normative understanding of the term is that it is a 

quality which enables one to actively pursue the morally good, not being seen as a property 

gained or acquired by such activity; the standard notion sees it as a means to an ends, the 

German notion sees it as the ends itself—but in a culture where consequence is to be disregarded 

in fulfillment of duty, such a posit comes as no surprise. The biblical model instructs that a 

virtuous person undertakes actions because of being motivated by goodness, but the German 

model insists that by doing good we become virtuous. What motivates us to act, then, if not 

virtue? Duty—which then becomes a virtue, thus habitual deference to it becomes a mark of 

being virtuous. Perfunctory dispassion eventually trumps compassionate relatability, thus when 

doing something for someone, the shift in emphasis is placed on the something and not the 

someone.  

     There is no loving relationship required in focusing on the things done instead of on the 

someones for whose benefit they are intended; the obligation is not fulfilled in the deed, but the 

stress is on preserving the reciprocity of relationship, which is neverending—for the sake of the 

benefactor as well as that of the beneficiary. Schönbohm proceeds by contending that what is 

considered “morally good” depends on subjective values of the people, relative to the times in 

which actions are deemed good or evil; this, of course, is Darwinian cultural relativism, and what 

C.S. Lewis referred to as “the poison of Subjectivism”. (It also smacks of Nietzsche’s 
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Perspectivism, itself Kantian-inspired in that it holds that the truth of the objective world must 

remain indeterminate since our understanding of it is affected by our Postmodernist personal 

ideations imposed on it, allowing for multiple or “countless meanings”.) To contend that the 

standards for good and evil are relative and determined by the people as suits their time-relative 

desires is to refute the claims of revealed religion, in essence, to believe that one could be as the 

Most High God, “knowing good and evil”—the very temptation of the Serpent in Genesis 3. If 

what things are deemed good or evil depends on where and when I live, then they are always 

subjectively-crafted determinations and necessarily have their origin in the human Self. 

     After listing such Prussian virtues as selfless service, diligence, thrift, modesty, and “duty 

above all to the State,” and praising “the Soldier King and Frederick the Great” for their 

modernity, all of which contributed to excellence in military and civil state performance (the 

exact same sort of praise evidenced in Fernau’s rhetoric), he concedes that undesirable 

consequences might ensue as a result of unflinching devotion to duty; after first noting the 

German propensity to promote and submit to “uncritical subordination,” he offers: “Even good 

things can have a disastrous effect” (Schönbohm). (The “disastrous effect” to which he alludes is 

the Holocaust, an historical event which he never openly acknowledges, despite the fact that it 

forever altered the population and politics of Europe, parts of Asia, the Middle East, and the 

Americas, if emigration is taken into account, to say nothing of the res-establishment of the 

Jewish homeland.) 

      What is the “good thing” in this context? A good will, which according to Kant, is one which 

situates duty divorced from “inclination” in primacy of place as rule of conduct,  the will which 

acts allegedly above “self-love” or motivated self-interest. This action is described in the words 
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of Poe’s murderous narrator in “Imp”: “In the sense I intend, it is, in fact, a mobile without 

motive, a motive non motivirt”. This is quite literally the tale’s definition of perverseness, and 

such thinking is a perversion or grotesquery of the Most High God’s mandamus which directs 

love to be the “primum mobile” which the narrator perverts, the wickedness of his reason 

conforming to the wickedness of his heart. (For to Poe, as argued by Lewis elsewhere, vice is a 

corruption of virtue, and necessarily so.) The murderer of “Imp” expounds on his definition: 

     Through its promptings we act without comprehensible object; or, if this shall be 

understood as a contradiction in terms, we may so far modify the proposition as to say, that 

through its promptings we act, for the reason that we should not. In theory, no reason can be 

more unreasonable, but, in fact, there is none more strong. With certain minds, under certain 

conditions, it becomes absolutely irresistible. (Poe 272). 

 

     What argument is this except Kant’s supreme valorization of activity which contradicts our 

own Self-interest (“Self-love”), impelling us to act for the very reason that we should not? What 

development can it lead to but blind, uncritical, slavish devotion to duty—the propensity in 

certain minds and under certain conditions, in which denial becomes senseless, irrational, and 

yet “absolutely irresistible”? It is not for no reason that Claude Lanzmann, the Jewish filmmaker 

responsible for the justly-celebrated and moving 1985 documentary about the Holocaust (Shoah) 

habitually quotes fellow survivor and author Primo Levi’s description of Auschwitz: “Here there 

is no why” (Romano). Orders handed down are not questioned, motives are not surmised, 

ramifications are not contemplated—activities demanded are carried out, absent considerations 

of compassion, consequence, or complicity.  Kant’s own words reflect the argument of the 

murderous narrator of “Imp”: 

     I may have inclination for an object as the effect of my proposed action, but I cannot have 

respect for it, just for this reason, that it is an effect and not an energy of will. Similarly, I 

cannot have respect for inclination, whether my own or another's; I can at most, if my own, 

approve it; if another's, sometimes even love it; i.e., look on it as favourable to my own 

https://www.chronicle.com/article/Portrait-of-the-Artist-as-a/131093?cid=cr&utm_source=cr&utm_medium=en&elqTrackId=b71529188b5d4e319f2189555c89984c&elq=d1a187b7dcd242f89e3f1331f9a62eff&elqaid=19752&elqat=1&elqCampaignId=9132
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interest. It is only what is connected with my will as a principle, by no means as an effect- 

what does not subserve my inclination, but overpowers it, or at least in case of choice 

excludes it from its calculation- in other words, simply the law of itself, which can be an 

object of respect, and hence a command. Now an action done from duty must wholly exclude 

the influence of inclination and with it every object of the will, so that nothing remains which 

can determine the will except objectively the law, and subjectively pure respect for this 

practical law, and consequently the maxim that I should follow this law even to the thwarting 

of all my inclinations.  Thus the moral worth of an action does not lie in the effect expected 

from it, nor in any principle of action which requires to borrow its motive from this expected 

effect. For all these effects- agreeableness of one's condition and even the promotion of the 

happiness of others- could have been also brought about by other causes, so that for this there 

would have been no need of the will of a rational being; whereas it is in this alone that the 

supreme and unconditional good can be found. The pre-eminent good which we call moral 

can therefore consist in nothing else than the conception of law in itself, which certainly is 

only possible in a rational being, in so far as this conception, and not the expected effect, 

determines the will. This is a good which is already present in the person who acts 

accordingly, and we have not to wait for it to appear first in the result. (Metaphysics 17-18) 

 

     Need it be here stated that “Imp” begins with what appears to be a rational discourse on 

ethics, and then descends into the prattling self-justification of a murderous madman? He has 

succumbed to his Self-driven and Self-oriented philosophy, which led him to murder; the murder 

then resulted in madness and just condemnation. Although literary criticism on Poe’s tales 

uniformly discuss the murders contained in them as if they were the results of madness exhibited 

on the parts of the murderers, as will be demonstrated subsequently in this essay, all of the 

murders (yes, all) took place when the Lucifer-figures were compos mentis and the madness set 

in afterwards, the ultimate result of their Self-willed divorce from loving regard for both God and 

Man: The collapse into insanity results from the Self-willed consumption of the supreme “poison 

of Subjectivism” of which Lewis writes, the pursuit of which leads to a loss of able perception of 

objective reality, a connection to shared humanity, and damnation as a result of unrepentant 

rejection of God.  
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     Acting solely in response to the demands of law is seen by Kant as ideal conduct; all well and 

good perhaps, except when that law derives from the Self, then the Self becomes a law unto 

itself, which denies itself nothing and permits the Self everything. It is important to bear in mind 

that every heinous thing which the Nazis did to their victims, they self-legalized first. 

     Kant concludes that the goodness of an individual is already present in the person who 

decides to value dispassionate duty above love (“inclination”), regardless of the result, since the 

goodness lies solely in the decision to act “motive not motivert”. (Again, our duty is to love, per 

Scripture.) The problem with Kant’s line of reasoning, though, is that it utterly disregards the 

biblical position that the wickedness of the human heart reigns supreme, and that human reason 

is not queen but handmaid to it, meaning there is always self-motivated interest present and 

influencing our decisions to act; the two greatest commandments are meant to counter that 

propensity towards wickedness, and without their constant presence, man succumbs to the 

depravity of human desire and wicking inclination comes to disregard human reason altogether. 

The two greatest commandments serve as restraints to keep us upright (righteous).  Our wicked 

propensity (human depravity) is kept in abeyance by love of God and Man; kick the restraints 

away, and evil results (murder and barbarism), which, left unchecked, leads to chaos 

(“lawlessness” signifying the ultimate evil state of affairs, manifested as madness in the mind of 

the individual and anarchy in human society).  

     Jeremiah 17:9 declares authoritatively: “The heart is deceitful above all things, and 

desperately wicked: who can know it?” The heart is so desperately wicked that it is deceitful 

above all things, meaning this deception is willful and overriding, tainting even the human 

reason which Kant presumes is “pure” simply because it is abstract and not reliant on the human 
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physical senses (Lockean empiricism); human reason is always stamped with human desire, and 

is therefore can never divorce itself from human subjectivity—hence the need for a fixed and 

transcendent Moral Law and Lawgiver. These words written by the prophet of doom are 

attributed directly to YHVH, and they are preceded by this resolute attestation: “Thus saith the 

Lord; Cursed be the man that trusteth in man, and maketh flesh his arm, and whose heart 

departeth from the Lord” (Jer. 17:5). 

      It is impossible, according to the biblical standard, for Kantian ethics to be identical to that 

which God demands of us, for God Himself declares that the man who puts his trust in Man 

(human agency, effort, might, etc.) is not praiseworthy or acceptable to God but is actually 

worthy of being cursed, not blessed. Kantian ethics are fundamentally contra-biblical, and Poe 

surely recognized German Idealism for the apostacy and anathema it truly represents. The 

categorical imperative invites a curse, not a blessing, therefore it is impossible for Kant to rightly 

contend that it guarantees the same moral outcome as that outlined in Scripture—where 

consequences do matter. 

     In a shockingly dismissive display of rhetoric, Schönbohm, without so much as even 

mentioning the words “Nazism,” “Third Reich,” or “Holocaust,” makes the most subtle and 

understated reference to the greatest horror in recent human history, an event characterized by 

the radical evil which results from the philosophy espoused by German Idealism (continued and 

advanced by unrepentant Nazi Martin Heidegger, whom Hirsch rightly faults for infecting 

literary criticism and the humanities in general). He glosses over the Holocaust simply by 

absolute merest allusion: “Even good things can have a disastrous effect.” But it should not be 

overlooked here that he acknowledges that the Holocaust is an effect of slavish devotion to duty, 
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or that he is oxymoronically calling it a disaster while at the very same time praising the 

ideology which led to that disaster. He demonstrates circuitous logic in order to broach the 

subject, while at the same time distancing Germany from culpability for it, adding: 

      The Prussian idea has, as the scholar Hans-Joachim Schoeps has said, “nothing intoxicating” 

in itself, for “above Prussia the sun of the South does not laugh, but it has always been immersed 

in the rough air of the fulfillment of duty.” […] Some Prussian ideals became the tools of a 

criminal and inhumane ideology. Our historical experience that virtues turn out to be abusive 

does not mean that they are evil in their essence. It is important that we approach them with care. 

(Schönbohm) 

 

     Stated otherwise, or to speak more plainly:  The “Prussian ideal” of desire to do one’s duty 

(here to the Prussian State) became the tool of “a criminal and inhumane ideology” (Nazism). 

“Our historical experience” (the Third Reich) that “virtues” (Kantian-argued devotion to duty) 

“turn out to be abusive” (result in the horrors of the Holocaust) does not mean that they are “evil 

in their essence”. (Per Kant, “Thus the moral worth of an action does not lie in the effect 

expected from it, nor in any principle of action which requires to borrow its motive from this 

expected effect […] The pre-eminent good which we call moral can therefore consist in nothing 

else than the conception of law in itself, which certainly is only possible in a rational being, in so 

far as this conception, and not the expected effect, determines the will. This is a good which is 

already present in the person who acts accordingly”).  

     It is important that “we approach them with care” (we retain our Kantian-derived ethics as the 

basis of our future actions, divorcing ourselves from acknowledgment of the “disastrous effects” 

which such ethics led to in the first place, and, in our desperate wickedness, deceive ourselves 

that embrace of them will not guarantee a lead to future like “disastrous effects”). In short, it is 

our will to continue to do that which we will to do. Or as the German minister puts it: “Virtues, 

like power, are a means and not an end in themselves; It always raises the question of what they 
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are used for. The Prussian virtues were oriented to the kingship and the state at the time - both no 

longer exist. The question of the priority values and the objectives they serve must therefore 

always be answered anew” (Schönbohm). (This statement is actually a contradiction of his 

earlier statement, in which he posits that virtue is the ends, since his definition of virtue is “an 

ability acquired through action to do the morally good,” those actions being the means by which 

the ends are achieved—but that a politician should be given to doublespeak and equivocation 

should surprise no one.) 

     The perverted Kantian-defined supremacy of “moral worth” as being characterized by activity 

which is “motive not motivirt”—the “priority value” of Prussian slavish devotion to duty 

divorced from human compassion (which is the duty itself, per Scripture) remains a virtue which 

need only be channeled to serve new German objectives. What are these new German 

objectives? The German minister flatly asserts: 

      Our Basic Law gives a clear answer: Article 1 of the Basic Law provides the framework: 

“The dignity of men is inviolable. To respect and protect them is a duty of all state authority”. 

It also embodies Prussian-German traditions as well as virtues that extend beyond our 

national culture. In the long run, our democracy will only be viable if the people who make it 

are not based on egoism but on the common good. What sense do basic values, what sense do 

human dignity or tolerance, what sense do freedom or peace make, if no one makes them 

compulsory? To put into duty means to act. (Schönbohm) 

 

     All well and good, perhaps, except that “Our Basic Law” is a manmade law, and manmade 

laws can and do change to suit the needs or desires of the lawmakers. Because, of course, the 

Nazis made all of the horrific acts and the murderous atrocities they committed “legal” before 

carrying them out, whether that be: conscription into manual labor; rationing of foodstuffs; 

mandating dress codes, curfews, and segregation; herding people into camps; forcing Jews into 

ghettos of extreme poverty, filth, and cramp; stealing their goods and their properties; separating 
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family members; barring Jews from access to education or employment; prohibiting Jews to 

worship; confiscating and destroying their religious artifacts; razing their sacred synagogues; 

torturing, starving, and conducting medical experiments on Jews; and murdering millions of 

Jews and many other persons and groups, en masse.  

     The perversion of this “basic law” was that the Nazis simply deemed Jews to not be human 

beings, and therefore to contend that the dignity of men is inviolable affords no protection to 

those whom are deemed by elitist and biased powers-which-be to be non-human and therefore 

not protected by the law. And, of course, he ends with an appeal to duty, but it is a duty which is 

backed with the threat of compulsion or the exercise of power, might to compel right instead of 

the lovingkindness which biblical ethics stipulate. Kant’s categorical imperative permits one to 

be a law unto one’s Self, whether that be the individual Self or the collective Self, aka the 

Prussian State or the Third Reich. Of course, when “Our Basic Law” is handed down to Man 

from the Most High God, who, in fact, possesses the authority (and the might) to deem human 

dignity inviolable, then that law does not change according to the needs or desires of Man, and 

therein lies our universal safety. 

     In an unconvincing declaration touting freedom as allegedly being the foundation of all future 

German objectives (or at least those of Brandenburg, given the speech title), the German minister 

concludes his speech by quoting a Prussian philosopher who was a contemporary of Kant’s,  

Friedrich Wilhelm Christian Karl Ferdinand von Humboldt (1767-1835), also a linguist, 

government functionary, diplomat, and founder of the Humboldt University of Berlin. The quote 

is gleaned from the 1792 work “Ideas for an Attempt to Determine the Limits of the State,” 
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somewhat of an ironic title, given that German Idealism (both Kantian and post-Kantian) assured 

the aggrandizement of the Prussian State and fed the expansionist aspirations of the Nazis.  

     Kant’s peer offers: “The true purpose of man - not that which the varying inclination, but 

which the eternally immutable reason prescribes for him - is the highest and most proportionable 

formation of his powers into a whole. Freedom is the first and indispensable condition for this 

education” (Schönbohm). And German Idealism, in fact, does link freedom to ethics, as Kant 

pointedly asserts: “We have finally reduced the definite conception of morality to the idea of 

freedom” (Metaphysics 73).  Can this freedom be anything more than Self-license to act? Kant 

confuses freedom to make the Moral Law with freedom to obey or reject it. Freedom is the same 

thing as autonomy, or the right to Self-rule.  Breaking down this quote, it is not difficult to 

discern that the development of power is the ultimate goal of “true” human purpose, not loving 

regard for God and Man.  It is formation of Man’s powers which must assume primacy of place, 

and power is actually antithetical to freedom, unless that be the power to choose freedom, for 

freedom is self-rule and power is exercised over others.  

     Moreover, there is no reason to assume that Reason is “eternally immutable,” for according to 

Scripture, our inherent tendency is always stamped with human desire, the wicking effect of 

Self-ish interest, and therefore always subjective and mutable. Kantianism values subordination 

and Prussianism valorizes duty, therefore the power to choose must only be to choose obedience, 

or to be a slave to duty—which is still a form of slavery, so for all its talk about freedom, how 

much freedom can German Idealism truly afford anyone?  

     Kant thinks he has reasoned out a solution to the inherent tendency towards human 

wickedness, which is the universal human desire for autonomy (Self-law), to be as the Most 
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High God in defining good and evil. In the third and final section of his argument, under the 

heading of “The Concept of Freedom is the Key that Explains the Autonomy of the Will,” Kant 

speculates: 

     What else then can freedom of the will be but autonomy, that is, the property of the will to 

be a law unto itself? But the proposition: “The will is in every action a law unto itself,” only 

expresses the principle: “To act on no other maxim than that which can also have as an object 

itself as a universal law.” Now this is precisely the formula of the categorical imperative and 

is the principle of morality, so that a free will and a will subject to moral laws are one and the 

same […] an absolutely good will is that whose maxim can always include itself regarded as 

universal law. (Metaphysics 71-72, emphasis mine) 

 

     Autonomy was the temptation to human desire of Genesis 3, for to be autonomous means that 

one may define good and evil for one’s Self, and to disregard the definitions and standards of 

conduct established by the Most High God; not being held accountable to God, one may act, as 

the murderous Montresor in “Cask” thinks possible, as if with absolute impunity, meaning 

without fear of recompense because one is beholden only to the Self.  Kant argues that this 

temptation is overridden by the counterforce of the categorical imperative, essentially reasoning 

that the Self will never surrender to its own human desires if only it is checked by human reason. 

Put even more simply, the Self will resist becoming a law unto itself if only it relies on a law 

which derives from the Self. To say that the good will is that which meets its own approbation is 

akin to the murderous narrator in Poe’s “Imp” tale, who thinks himself guiltless because he 

appeals to his own heart. Kant would have us appeal to our own minds. 

     Kant’s argument, at bottommost, is one in which the heart battles with the head, and since 

Scripture declares the heart to be “desperately wicked” and “deceitful above all things,” what 

chance does even stick-straight, honest reason stand to triumph over a force which is in a state of 

perpetual perversion or wickedness? The categorical imperative is too weak to contain mortal 
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perversion, and no weak (or weak-willed) plant can be staked and kept upright by itself. The only 

Law strong enough to provide the stakes necessary to keep mankind upright (righteous) is God’s, 

which is why Man is to be bound by them, just as plants are bound by and sustained by objects 

which are stronger than themselves; the stakes are the two greatest commandments, which keep 

the “plants” of mankind upright, so that instead of drooping to the ground by bending inwards on 

the Self, men are able to see into the faces of God and their fellow men.178 

     If God’s ethical commandments involve love but Kant’s categorical imperative discounts it 

altogether, how can their results be identical? How can one admit to effects being “disastrous” a 

posteriori while at the same time making the argument that an a priori regard for effects is 

irrelevant? That is the sort of Kantian madness echoed in the murderous narrator of Poe’s tale 

“Cat,” in which the Lucifer-figure unconvincingly states that the murder of his wife (murder is 

always premediated) amounted to nothing more than a “series of mere household events” taken 

to their logical conclusion (or as he puts it, “nothing more than an ordinary succession of very 

natural causes and effects”): The death of his wife is the a posteriori  “disastrous effect” which 

he does not tie to his own a priori premeditation.  

     The choice seems clear; one can choose a form of slavery which results from German 

Idealism, which can lead only to death and destruction (“disastrous effects”), or one can choose 

to serve the Most High God and live, as Scripture relates that He has put life and death before us. 

The choice which Joshua set before the ancient Israelites, to choose between YHVH or idolatry 

(German Idealism being a form of Self-idolatry), was understood by Poe to be no less applicable 

in Poe’s day or our own, and the consequences of that choice remain just as valid as they were of 

old:  
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     Now therefore fear the Lord, and serve him in sincerity and in truth: and put away the gods 

which your fathers served on the other side of the flood, and in Egypt; and serve ye the Lord. 

And if it seem evil unto you to serve the Lord, choose you this day whom ye will serve; 

whether the gods which your fathers served that were on the other side of the flood, or the 

gods of the Amorites, in whose land ye dwell: but as for me and my house, we will serve the 

Lord. (Josh. 24:14-15) 

 

     The Law of love which German Idealism impiously excises is therefore best understood as a 

necessity to even the physical possibility of human existence; removing God from the equation 

in the grounding of ethics leads to the utter self-wrought annihilation of Man and the World, as 

indicated by Poe’s “Colloquy”. When God is reasoned out of the picture, Man is left with only 

Man and the World (Nature) as models from which to choose on which to base one’s conduct.  

     Choosing Man results in German Idealism or Nihilism; choosing the World (Nature) leads to 

Materialism, Positivism, or Utilitarianism; and choosing Man conflated with the World (Nature) 

results in Romanticism,  Pantheism, or Transcendentalism. (Because Man is considered part of 

Nature in Darwinism, it, too, constitutes a grotesquery of the biblical model.) We are called, by 

God, to model ourselves on God.   In fact, the very same words in Scripture which inform Man 

about the character of God are also the very same words which describe the attributes of the 

Moral Law which He has given to Man, as indicated by the chart which follows (Fig. 1.3), which 

is a slight modification of itinerant Christian evangelist David E. Machado (utilized with his 

permission and blessing). The inference is clear; the Law of God is a reflection of the character 

of God, and therefore to rebel against His Law is to rebel against Him and all of the beneficial 

and admirable qualities which He desires Man to model. Poe’s insistence on the Moral Law of 

God, therefore, as a traditional biblical moralist, is a call to readers to turn again to God and 

therefore choose life, not annihilation; it is also an acknowledgment of “supernal Beauty”. 
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                             GOD                                                                 GOD’S LAW 

  Luke 18:9                 Good                      Romans 7:12 

                        Isaiah 5:16                                  Holy                      Romans 7:12 

                        Deuteronomy 13:4                     Just                        Romans 7:12 

                        Matthew 5:8                               Perfect                   Psalms 19:7 

                        1 John 4:8                                   Love                      Romans 13:10 

                        Exodus 9:27                               Righteous              Psalms 119:72 

                        Deuteronomy 32:4                     Pure                       Psalms 119: 42 

                        1 John 3:3                                  Truth                      Psalms 19:8 

                        John 4:24                                   Spiritual                 Romans 7:14 

                        Malachi 3:6                                Unchangeable       Matthew 5:18 

                        Genesis 21:33                            Eternal                   Psalms 111:7-8 

                        Ezekiel 16:14                             Beautiful               Matthew 23:27* 

 

Figure 1.3: Scriptural Adjectives Describing Both God and God’s Law 

 

(* In Ezekiel 16:14, God speaks of His own “comeliness” bestowed upon the people; “comely” 

derives from the Old English word “”cȳmli,” meaning beautiful. See also Isaiah 28:5, Isaiah 

52:7, and Zechariah 9:17, which likewise speak of the beauty of God. Matthew 23:27, in the KJV 

Bible, reads “scribes and Pharisees,” but other versions of the same text specify the function or 

role of the group, rendering the verse instead as: “Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, 

you hypocrites! You are like whitewashed tombs, which look beautiful on the outside but on the 

inside.” The implication is that the true Law of God is beautiful, and the counterfeit of it seeks to 

pass it off as if possessing the characteristics of the original and authentic model which it 

perverts in imitation or substitution.)  

     The two greatest commandments do not feature prominently in any of these intellectual 

movements; in fact, they do not feature in them at all. If these twin pillars are  an absolute 

necessity for the possibility of the continued sustenance of the mere physicality of Man and 

World, then their embrace can only lead to the sort of “disastrous effects” witnessed by Nazism 

and prophesied against by Poe in his apocalyptic visions which followed such disastrous ideas to 
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their logical conclusions, emphatically driven home in his 1848 satire of (mostly) German 

religious and philosophical metaphysics, Eureka, a work published within the last year of his 

sorrowful life, which Poe said represented the pinnacle of his achievement.  

     Poe’s disdain for the other ideologies was palpable, but his chief opposition was levied 

against Kantian-derived American Transcendentalism, most likely because the targets were 

within striking distance and infecting his home turf, the United States. And he was right to attack 

Kant’s arguments regarding the grounding of ethics because he understood that it was 

fundamentally contrary to YHVH’s Law of love as the basis for human relationships and society. 

An electronic survey of an English-language translation of Kant’s Metaphysics of Morals yields 

these revealing results: 

 the word “love” is employed nineteen (19) times, ten (10) instances of which appear in  

 

the term “self-love,” by which he means motivated self-interest, and some others of  

 

           which he disparages or disputes the word’s intended meaning of Scripture; 

 

 the word “God” is employed only four (4) times; twice referring to Jesus’ words  

 

regarding the second greatest commandment, once in reference to fear of God being in  

 

the admixture of motivating our conduct, and once in reference to the will of God as  

 

being a determinate cause of human will; and 

 

 the word “duty” is employed an astonishing eighty-one (81) times. 

 

These results hardly depict the biblical foundation or framework established by God in Scripture,  

 

in which a comparable survey of the King James Version Bible contrarily reveals the following  

 

counts: 

 

 the word “love” is employed 310 times (in 280 verses); 
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 the word “God” is employed 4,458 times (in 3,878 verses), and the more biblical term  

 

            “Lord” is employed 7,888 times (in 6,888 verses), for a total of 12, 346 times; and 

 

 the word “duty” is employed a mere eight (8) times. 

 

     (Granted, some of the instances in which the terms “Lord” and “God” are employed do not 

apply to the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, but the overwhelming majority of them do.) The 

Kantian grounding of the metaphysics of morals, therefore, witnesses almost a complete 

inversion of the biblical emphases, which certainly can be construed a grotesquery or radical 

perversion of Scripture, surely being the light in which Poe came to understand it. What seems 

abundantly clear from the biblically-derived results is that the personhood and the authority of 

God are conveyed as being of supreme importance—and this revelation should come as no 

surprise, from a logical point of view, for the emphasis on personhood stresses the relational 

aspect which is meant to most characterize the revealed religion of Scripture (you can only enjoy 

loving relationships with persons, not mere ideas), and the emphasis on authority stresses the 

foundation on which the inviolability of that Law of love is based.  

     Understood in this framework, one may read the twin tablets of the Decalogue across instead 

of downwards, to wit, “I am the LORD thy God [therefore] Thou shalt not commit murder.” The 

force of the commandment rests on the authority of the person who both issues it and who can 

execute final judgment when it is not carried out according to His will.   

     It is needful here to recall that the commandments of God are not duties; commandments are 

the laws which one must strive to fulfill as a result of duty (action which conforms to the law); 

the first is the object, the second is the subject seeking to correspond with the object—not 

collapse into it, as German Idealism vaunts.179 The Law of love, that being the Law of the Most 
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High God, requires the preservation of discrete entities in order to effect the preservation of Man 

and the World; if Man is accountable only to Man (as he is in German Idealism), then he will 

gradually succumb to his Self-idolatry, and, same as the murderous Montresor of Poe’s tale 

“Cask,” seek to act as if with impunity, thinking himself accountable to nothing and no one 

outside of himself, as once distinct entities have been collapsed into the sort of “radical 

Democracy” against which Poe railed, there can be nothing perceived outside of the Self, and 

one will succumb, at last, to the slow “poison of Subjectivism” against which both Poe and C.S. 

Lewis warned. 

   To be sure, Kant does include the barest mention and discussion of God and love in his 

Metaphysics of Morals, but scrutiny of his employ of the terms reveals the blatantly contra-

biblical (and anti-biblical) basis of his philosophy, thus inviting Poe’s lambasting of 

“transcendental” ideologies. Kant flatly and untenably asserts, immediately after arguing that 

“true moral worth” derives from acting from duty and not “inclination” (loving regard for others 

or motivated self-interest), that surely God cannot mean lovingkindness or intense affection 

when He commands us to love one another, and must only mean mechanically acting on the 

behalf of others out of a sense of duty: 

     It is in this manner, undoubtedly, that we are to understand those passages of Scripture 

also in which we are commanded to love our neighbour, even our enemy. For love, as an 

affection, cannot be commanded, but beneficence for duty's sake may; even though we are not 

impelled to it by any inclination— nay, are even repelled by a natural and unconquerable 

aversion. This is practical love and not pathological—a love which is seated in the will, and 

not in the propensions of sense- in principles of action and not of tender sympathy; and it is 

this love alone which can be commanded. (Metaphysics 16) 

      

     A major premise of German Idealism is built on this lie. And it is a lie, and one easily proven 

to be so when one examines both the New and Old Testament verses in which this 
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commandment is stated. One need only look to the original Hebrew context and the subsequent 

Greek one (which actually points back to the Torah, as Jesus constantly did in his teachings, 

most noticeably in his queries which begin with the phrase “Have ye not read?” and “As it is 

written”). In the Pentateuch are found the following verses (emphases mine): 

 Gen. 29:18: “And Jacob loved Rachel; and said, I will serve thee seven years for Rachel  

 

thy younger daughter.” 

 

 Deut. 6:5: “And thou shalt love the LORD thy God with all thine heart, and with all thy  

 

soul, and with all thy might.” 

 

 Deut. 5:10: “And shewing mercy unto thousands of them that love me and keep my  

 

commandments.” 

 

 Deut. 10:12-13: “And now, Israel, what doth the LORD thy God require of thee, but to  

 

fear the LORD thy God, to walk in all his ways, and to love him, and to serve the LORD  

 

             thy God with all thy heart and with all thy soul, To keep the commandments of the  

   

              LORD, and his statutes, which I command thee this day for thy good?” 

 

     According to Strong’s Exhaustive Biblical Concordance, the original Hebrew word employed 

in each of the afore-shown quotes from Scripture is a perfect match of the reference’s entry 

“H157,” meaning the exact same term is used in each verse, the entry of which reads:“ָאַהב ʼâhab, 

aw-hab'; or ָאֵהב ʼâhêb, a primitive root; to have affection for”. Jesus, even if one does not 

acknowledge him as being Son of God, nonetheless was referring to the Old Testament in his 

discussion of the two greatest commandments, for he would not have asked the man to identify 

them had they been not known to both men raised in the Jewish faith.  The relevant New 

Testament verses are as follows (again, emphases mine): 

https://www.blueletterbible.org/kjv/deu/6/5/s_159005
https://www.blueletterbible.org/lang/Lexicon/Lexicon.cfm?strongs=H157&t=KJV
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 Mt. 22:37-40: “Jesus said unto him, Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart,  

 

and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind. And the second is like unto it, Thou shalt  

 

love thy neighbour as thyself. On these two commandments hang all the law and the  

 

prophets.” 

 

 Mk. 12:30-31: “And thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy  

 

soul, and with all thy mind, and with all thy strength: this is the first. And the second is  

 

like, namely this, Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself. There is none other  

 

commandment greater than these.” 

 

 Lk. 10:26-27: “He said unto him, What is written in the law? how readest thou? And he  

 

answering said, Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul,  

 

and with all thy strength, and with all thy mind; and thy neighbour as thyself.” 

 

     In each of these verses, Strong’s shows that the same term is shared by all of them, given 

under entry “G25,” also signifying to love dearly: “ἀγαπάω agapáō, ag-ap-ah'-o; perhaps from 

ἄγαν ágan (much); to love (in a social or moral sense):—(be-)love(-ed). Compare G5368,” with 

that number designating “φιλέω philéō, fil-eh'-o; to be a friend to (fond of (an individual or an 

object)), i.e. have affection for (denoting personal attachment, as a matter of sentiment or feeling; 

while G25 is wider, embracing especially the judgment and the deliberate assent of the will as a 

matter of principle, duty and propriety”. It is G27 which is employed in the New Testament 

accounts of the second greatest commandment, and that the term is one which speaks to 

affection, the will, and duty is hardly surprising. 

     Kant insists that God can mean nothing more than mere “beneficence” by the commandments 

to love. The definition of that term, according to Noah Webster’s 1828 dictionary (that of Poe’s 

https://www.blueletterbible.org/lang/Lexicon/Lexicon.cfm?strongs=G25&t=KJV
https://www.blueletterbible.org/lang/lexicon/lexicon.cfm?Strongs=G5368
https://www.blueletterbible.org/lang/lexicon/lexicon.cfm?Strongs=G5368
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lifetime), indicates that it is a Latinate noun signifying “The practice of doing good; active 

goodness, kindness, or charity” (“Beneficence”). In essence, it consists of external activity 

intended to demonstrate internal activity; “active goodness” is a manifestation of an interior 

disposition, not its substitute. Love is the source of origination from whence beneficence derives 

its impetus, being a “motive con motivert,” to paraphrase Poe’s “Imp”.  

     Kant’s categorical imperative is a model which must fail to be true because all objects in 

motion have attributed to it some type of force or agent external to the object itself which set 

them in motion; Poe calls for an appeal to duty (which is compassion, or “Taste”) in order to 

mitigate inertia, or the failure to act with lovingkindness, which relies on love itself as the 

motivating agent. German Idealism argues that Man motivates Man (human reason compels 

human acts of beneficence), but this cannot be the case for two simple reasons: (1) Kant’s 

categorical imperative can point to no external force of agency which would compel motion, 

herein to act benevolently; and (2) any “pure” product of a substance must correlate to the 

properties of the substance from whence it is derived, i.e., goodness must derive from the good, 

saltiness must derive from salt, luminescence must derive from a luminary, and lovingkindness 

must derive from love. Does Scripture declare as much? In point of fact, yes: “As saith the 

proverb of the ancients, Wickedness proceedeth from the wicked” (1 Sam 24:13). Any ethical 

code which has its origin in the Self can only emanate from and result in selfishness; because 

God, as original source of the moral Law, is Love itself, the Law which emanates from Him is 

characterized by lovingkindness. 

     The actions, in some sense, are emanations of the parent source, which is why Scripture 

rightly declares that one does not gather grapes from thorns, and that one cannot expect to yield 

http://webstersdictionary1828.com/Dictionary/beneficence
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figs from thistles (Lk 6:44). The Gospels make the matter quite plain: “Ye shall know them by 

their fruits. Do men gather grapes of thorns, or figs of thistles? Even so every good tree bringeth 

forth good fruit; but a corrupt tree bringeth forth evil fruit. A good tree cannot bring forth evil 

fruit, neither can a corrupt tree bring forth good fruit” (Mt 7:16-18). So German Idealism has no 

“Prime Mover” but Man, and the laws of physics apply to the laws of metaphysics, in that Man 

cannot set himself into motion, therefore absent love to compel one to fulfill one’s duty to the 

divine Moral Law, Man remains inert.  

     For all his pro-Enlightenment valorization of science and human reason, Kant and the other 

German Idealists habitually fail to see that science (physics) and human reason themselves 

dictate that the prime mover must be external to the human Self. If the Self is the source of 

origination (as Kant’s categorial imperative insists), whether that be the human heart, or human 

reason, or human intuition, the only motivating agent or prime mover is the Self, which means 

the only emanation or eventual and ultimate concern of that trajectory will be the Self, for the 

product of a necessity must correspond to the parent source from whence it is derived, which is 

why God is described as being Love itself (1 Jn. 4:8), in order for love to be the “pure” 

differentiated or diffused product of that undiluted parent source. 

      German Idealism is based on Kant’s lie that the Most High God did not mean intense 

affection when He commands us to love Him and one another, instead claiming God insists on a 

mechanical and dispassionate code of conduct which must even fail to meet the definition of 

beneficence since that term involves the manifestation of internalized affection. Kant has 

corrupted reason in defense of reason; surely the irony was lost on him, and here is witnessed a 

seminal attempt to alter the definition of what “is” is, because once one tinkers with the 
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established meanings of words such as “love” and “beneficence,” can the alteration of the 

definitions of good and evil be far behind? 

      No, their modifications are a necessarily and naturally resultant or attendant phenomenon, 

and Man, yet again, succumbs to the slow poison of Subjectivism and thinks to be as the Most 

High God. Kant does not solely reveal audacity on his part by arguing that the Most High God 

did not mean what He said when He said it, not merely altering the biblical definition of “love,” 

but he also has the temerity to alter the secular definition of the term “beneficence,” in order to 

correspond to the perversion of the biblical definition of the word “love”. The perversion is 

radical and results in radical evil, and represents the severest form of “grotesquery” to Poe, 

which is why he spent too much time and energy seeking to counter German Idealism in general 

and Kant’s impact in particular. In legal proceedings, when one “cheats” (by suppressing 

exculpatory evidence, tampering with evidence, falsifying testimony, forging exhibits or 

signatures, etc.), one does so typically when one is trying to support a losing case, one in which 

the verdict might be challenged; Kant’s entire argument about superior moral worth rests on his 

“cheating” by re-defining the meanings of the terms “love” and “beneficence,” which means it is 

a losing and untenable position to support, able only to proceed because of the subterfuge. 

     In an online essay by Daryl J. Wennemann bearing the intriguing title of “The Role of Love 

in the Thought of Kant and Kierkegaard,” the profound disparity existent between German 

Idealism and the revealed religion of Scripture are made manifest, illustrating the great chasm 

between the grounding of ethics vaunted by the apostate Kant and it antithesis so adamantly 

contended for by the traditional biblical moralist Poe. The abstract for the piece reads as follows: 

     Following Ronald Green's suggestion concerning Kierkegaard's dependence upon Kant, I 

show how Kierkegaard drew upon Kant's The Metaphysics of Morals in order to develop his 
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own doctrine of divine love.180 Where Kant saw only a peripheral role for love in the moral 

life, we will see how Kierkegaard places love at the center of human life in Works of Love. 

The leap of faith requires that every aspect of life be informed by love in response to God's 

love for us. (Wennemann) 

 

     The only issue to be taken with this proposition is that Kant does not see a peripheral role for 

love in moral life, he excludes it from the equation altogether; “self-love” is no more true love 

than self-recommendation is sure recommendation, or self-justification is righteous justification. 

Kant openly declares that the performance of deeds which ignore motives of “inclination” 

(affection or self-interest) for the sake of duty alone are those which have “true moral worth,” 

but lovingkindness only can proceed from love, in the same way that wickedness only can 

proceed from that which is wicked. Kant’s definition of duty as being mere acts of beneficence is 

fundamentally flawed because beneficence is the result, and not the source of morality; 

beneficence involves the works of love, and are therefore tied to duty which seeks to meet 

commandment, and not commandment itself (which is to love). He has confused an end for a 

means, or worse, collapsed them into one another. Faulty premises lead to faulty conclusions, or 

in the words of the Brandenburg minister, the “disastrous effects” wrought by German Idealism, 

an ideological current which still carries currency in German political thought, and one still 

intimately bound up with the Prussian conception of duty, even in the advent of the twenty-first 

century.  

     Kant’s Prussia, it seems, as argued by Fernau, is an idea, and it is one to which the Germans 

apparently still cling, if Schönbohm’s speech is any indication of that phenomenon. 181 Love 

never can flow from logic, since the product must evidence a correlation with its parent source, 

thus human love cannot flow from human reason; in Kant’s philosophical framework, it doesn’t 

have to. Following the logic of this argument, love results in acts of lovingkindness (true 
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beneficence), and human reason results in acts of what—reasonability? The murderous Nazis 

thought their acts reasonable, and so did the murderous Lucifer-figures in Poe’s tales, most 

notably those in “Cask,” “Cat,” and “Imp”. 

   In his discussion of Søren Kierkegaard’s (1813-1855) debt to Kant, the critic sets up the 

problem he intends to address: “I would like to suggest that the real fault in Kant's philosophy in 

this regard lies in the fact that there seems to be no important role for love to play in human life” 

(Wennemann). He adds:  

     My view is that Kierkegaard's leap of faith introduces the transcendence of divine love. 

This not only brings the moral law down to earth, so to speak, but it does so paradoxically by 

introducing a demand to love which is beyond human possibility. But this is the paradox of 

faith that Kierkegaard insists upon. We are unable to live with the abstract [philosophical] 

demand of the moral law which is of our own making [i.e., the categorical imperative]. By the 

same token, we are unable to live without it. Kierkegaard shows that whether we adopt the 

ethical sphere of existence or refrain from doing so, by living the life of an aesthete, we fall 

into despair. It is only because the demands of divine love lie beyond human possibility that 

our existence is raised beyond the spiritual death of despair. (Wennemann) 

 

     Yet we are able to live without the categorical imperative, and, more importantly, we must 

live without it, if we are to live at all, given the apocalyptic trajectory depicted in Poe’s 

“Colloquy,” and Eureka, and the Lucifer-figure tales examined in this paper. One cannot abide 

both by the Law of love which is handed down by the Most High God and the moral law of 

human reason which disregards it altogether, for one cannot serve two masters without hating the 

one and loving the other; we must always choose between the guarantee of life with God or the 

certainty of death without Him, because this choice is ever before us, no less than it had been 

when God set life and death before the ancient Israelites after giving them the commandments 

He intended they fulfil—commandments which apply with equal force and measure to all of 

humanity for all of human existence.  
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     The refusal to meet this duty to God can only lead to “disastrous effects,” just as the desire to 

meet the duty to Kant’s categorical imperative can do. Moreover, this Law of love is not 

transcendent, per se, but is immanent, in having been lovingly handed down in revealed religion, 

albeit in strictness; love without discipline is as harmful as discipline without love, therefore 

there is nothing incongruent about this situation. Following the Mass Exodus from Egypt, Moses 

declares to the ancient Israelites:  

     If thou shalt hearken unto the voice of the Lord thy God, to keep his commandments and 

his   statutes which are written in this book of the law, and if thou turn unto the Lord thy God 

with all thine heart, and with all thy soul. For this commandment which I command thee this 

day, it is not hidden from thee, neither is it far off.  It is not in heaven, that thou shouldest say, 

Who shall go up for us to heaven, and bring it unto us, that we may hear it, and do it?  Neither 

is it beyond the sea, that thou shouldest say, Who shall go over the sea for us, and bring it 

unto us, that we may hear it, and do it?  But the word is very nigh unto thee, in thy mouth, and 

in thy heart, that thou mayest do it.  See, I have set before thee this day life and good, and 

death and evil;  In that I command thee this day to love the Lord thy God, to walk in his ways, 

and to keep his commandments and his statutes and his judgments, that thou mayest live and 

multiply: and the Lord thy God shall bless thee in the land whither thou goest to possess it. 

But if thine heart turn away, so that thou wilt not hear, but shalt be drawn away, and worship 

other gods, and serve them; I denounce unto you this day, that ye shall surely perish, and that 

ye shall not prolong your days upon the land, whither thou passest over Jordan to go to 

possess it.  I call heaven and earth to record this day against you, that I have set before you 

life and death, blessing and cursing: therefore choose life, that both thou and thy seed may 

live: That thou mayest love the Lord thy God, and that thou mayest obey his voice, and that 

thou mayest cleave unto him: for he is thy life, and the length of thy days: that thou mayest 

dwell in the land which the Lord sware unto thy fathers, to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob, 

to give them. (Deut. 30:10-20). 

 

     German Idealism is a form of Self-idolatry, or at least enables it, for one worships at the 

temple of the Self, or at the “Temple of Reason,” that name being given by bloody, anti-theist 

French revolutionaries to the churches and cathedrals they overran during the French Revolution 

(1789-1799). To turn from the commandments of the Most High God leads to curses and death, 

as Moses attests that “ye shall surely perish”—not even as a form of punishment, but as a logical 
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result of consequences which develop when Self-idolatry becomes the accepted, nay, desired 

norm, as it does in Prussian Kantianism /Kantian Prussianism.  

     Importantly, the catastrophic events which are recounted in Poe’s fictions do not attribute the 

destruction of Man and the World to divine wrath, but to the folly and impiety of Man; the 

tragedy is a logical working out of events over time, based on human reason gaining sway, and 

not the outcome of God hurling thunderbolts or causing fires, floods, pestilences, and 

earthquakes to be visited upon the planet. The lesson seems clear: We are our own worst enemies 

(whether victims of human desire or human reason), and the hope of the salvation of the world—

a saving us from ourselves—must rest with the Most High God. The problem with Man acting 

“as if” he is God in being the foundation of ethics is just that—“as if” does not mean “is,” and 

“if” is a term which signifies the probable or the theoretical, not the definite or the actual, the 

subjective fantasy and not the objective reality. 

     As the popular saying goes, truth is truth even if no one believes it, and a lie is a lie even if 

everyone believes it. Or, rather, in the words of St. Augustine of Hippo, “Right is right even if no 

one is doing it; wrong is wrong even if everyone is doing it.” All lies eventually crash to the 

ground, just as Nazism came crashing to the ground because of the lies of German Idealism 

which built it, just as Poe envisioned the entire world would come crashing down if that 

philosophical strain were to move without restraint and be embraced by human society in favor 

of the tenets of biblically-derived revealed religion. The words “Vi Veri Veniversum Vivus Vici” 

are attributed (falsely) to Goethe’s Faust in the 2005 Warner Brothers’ film V for Vendetta, and 

are translated as: “By the power of truth, I, while living, have conquered the Universe” 

(Wachowskis). 182 Jesus identifies himself as being Truth itself (Jn. 4:16), but even in the Old 
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Testament, God is associated with the true, notably in Psalm 119:30 (“I have chosen the way of 

truth: thy judgments have I laid before me”), and Psalm 33:4 (“For the word of the Lord is right; 

and all his works are done in truth”). What can truth conquer but lies? If the word of the Lord is 

right, how can the word of Kant, which defies it, be anything but wrong? If the judgments of 

God laid before us are the way of truth, how can human reason be anything but the way of Self-

deception—stamped as it is with the “desperate wickedness” and “deceitful above all things” 

aspect of the human heart from which it is never entirely free or “pure”?  

     Wennemann’s essay offers: “The intensity of Kierkegaard's reflections on Christian love has 

the effect of releasing love from the constraints of moral law,” yet this statement simply cannot 

be true when one stops to reflect that love is the moral law of Scripture. After noting that 

Kierkegaard draws on the Gospel exchange of Matthew 22:39 for his discourse of the second 

greatest commandment, as he opines: 

     Kierkegaard depicts Christian love as a duty that derives from a divine command to love 

our neighbor as ourself [sic]. It is only because love of neighbor is a duty, according to 

Kierkegaard, that we are able to overcome despair. For the duty to love overcomes the 

selfishness of human love, treating all others equally. “Only when it is a duty to love, only 

then is love eternally and happily secured against despair.” (Wennemann) 

 

     Kierkegaard’s position squares both with Scripture’s and with Poe’s: (1)  the duty is derived 

from the command, and is not synonymous with it, for law and duty are not interchangeable 

terms; (2) it is only because the command is divine that it is one’s duty to obey it; (3) it is only 

because the command requires us to focus on others that fulfillment of that duty precludes 

inherent selfishness from gaining sway; and (4) it is only because the command is to love that 

obedience precludes the sort of cataclysmic cause for despair depicted in Poe’s apocalyptic 
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vision. The prophetic pessimism of Poe’s jeremiad-ism is but a representation of the angst about 

which the anxious and fearful Kierkegaard wrote, rendered in fiction instead of prose essay. 

     Wennemann’s essay moves into an examination of Kierkegaard’s ideas regarding the 

infinitude of love which characterizes God and which enables its practice in Man, contrasting the 

Danish philosopher’s philosophy with that of his German counterpart, in that the debtor is the 

giver in Kierkegaard’s model but the recipient in Kant’s. In the Danish construct, the giver is 

humbled by acknowledgement of this divine and everlasting duty to be met, but in the German 

construct, the giver comes to be Self-satisfied with his activity and his worth, which is seen in 

terms of the fulfillment of finite deeds and not, per the biblical model, as one of perpetual duty. 

For Kierkegaard, this duty is sacred, but for Kant, whose authority is the autonomous (“self-

law”) human reason, it can be nothing more than mundane; there can be no holiness when the 

Self cannot divorce itself from its own being, and the absence of a Holy One means that Man has 

no debt to anyone but himself, which he freely discharges according to his finite desires and 

infinite wickedness. 

     The critical and comparative analysis of the two philosophers succinctly summarizes the 

disparity in their views: 

     An interesting comparison between Kierkegaard's treatment of love and that of Kant may 

be found in the last section of part one of Works of Love. Here Kierkegaard describes our duty 

to be in the debt of love to each other. Kierkegaard begins by noting that we normally want to 

relieve ourselves of debt. While it is the easiest thing in the world to be in debt, we all find it 

difficult to dispose of a debt. But love has the peculiar characteristic that the one who loves 

places himself in debt. Unlike Kant's benefactor who places the other in debt by an act of 

kindness, Kierkegaard supposes that the one who loves has an infinite debt because they are 

gripped by love. “One can therefore say that this is the essential characteristic of love: that the 

lover by giving infinitely comes into – infinite debt. But this is a relationship of infinitude, 

and love is infinite.” [,,,] Kierkegaard notes that it is only in a finite relationship that it is 

possible to give an accounting of the act. […] The transcendence of divine love, in 

Kierkegaard's view, fulfills the law by creating a new relationship based on the infinite […] 



224 

Kant's concern was that an act of love places the benefactor in a position of priority so that the 

one who receives the kindness is in debt. For Kierkegaard, the lover is in the debt of love 

because s/he has already received the love of God. (Wennemann) 

 

     Both Poe and Kierkegaard seem cognizant of the truths declared by Scripture: (1) God is 

Love; (2) God is infinite; (3) God’s love for us is infinite; (4) our ability to love others is infinite; 

(5) our duty to obey the commandment to love God and Man is infinite; and (6) our 

responsibility (acting in lovingkindness) to our fellow man is infinite—all are of a related whole. 

In direct contrast, in the concepts of German Idealism: (1) Man is finite; (2) God is finite; (3) 

God’s love does not involve affection; (4) our ability to love others is finite; (5) our duty to obey 

the commandments to love God and Man is not just finite, but non-existent, being supplanted by 

a duty to duty instead; and (6) our responsibility to others is finite.  This cannot even be a duty to 

beneficence (acts of lovingkindness), for the love which is the parent source of lovingkindness is 

denounced in favor of merest mechanical obligation; beneficence is a byproduct of love, 

therefore it can never result from its absence, contrary to all Kant’s claims otherwise.  

     German Idealism, then, is built on the lie that God did not mean love as genuine affection 

when He used the term as such, and no small wonder, for Scripture itself speaks to the 

unrighteousness of ungodly men, who, professing themselves wise became as fools, and who, in 

their corrupted wills, “changed the glory of the uncorruptible God into an image made like to 

corruptible man,” being those who “changed the truth of God into a lie, and worshipped and 

served the creature more than the Creator, who is blessed forever. Amen” (Rom. 1:22-25). 

     Death is the ultimate expression of finitude, and God, who is Life itself, is the ultimate 

expression of infinity. It is because of the finitude, nihilism, apostasy, blasphemy, and absence of 

holiness inherent to German Idealism that Poe makes Kantianism so great a target for so long in 
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his works (the American Transcendentalism he battled for ten years is borne of it), and it is why 

his apocalyptic visions draw on German metaphysics to illustrate the surety of self-destruction 

which they guarantee if not wholly supplanted by the two greatest commandments of the 

personal, infinite, and loving God by whom they have been handed down to Man in the revealed 

religion of Scripture.  

     Poe would remind his readers that God has put life and death before them, either the infinite 

love of God as the grounding of ethics, or the finite and dispassionate duty grounded in human 

reason which Kant offers. As an American prophetic voice, he calls his readers to reject the 

wickedness of German Idealism and to choose life in righteousness, so that they (and we) should 

not will to die. In the words recorded by the prophet Ezekiel, “Say unto them, As I live, saith the 

Lord God, I have no pleasure in the death of the wicked; but that the wicked turn from his way 

and live: turn ye, turn ye from your evil ways; for why will ye die, O house of Israel?” (Ezek. 

33:11) 

American Transcendentalism 

 

“And we are right, I think you'll say, to argue in this kind of way. And I am right,  

and you are right, and all is right, too-loo-ral-lay!” 183 

 

     Transcendentalism may be thought of as being the offspring of an orgiastic mob of foreign 

parentage, borrowing, as it does, certain elements, minimally, from German Pantheism, German 

Idealism, German Romanticism, and German Higher Criticism; for Poe, this would make it the 

ultimate “naughty fig,” so evil that it should not be eaten—the forbidden fruit in the Christian 

garden of American society.184 Many of the American intellectuals associated with the 

movement (Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, Margaret Fuller, George Ripley,  

Bronson Alcott, Orestes A. Brownson, e.g.) were impacted by their introduction to the literature 
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of German authors e.g., Ludwig Tieck, E.T.A. Hoffman) and the works of German philosopher 

Immanuel Kant, especially through the writings of the Scottish author Thomas Carlyle, via his 

journal articles having appeared in the British-published Blackwood’s Magazine:  

     Kant concluded that the mind, through intuition, could transcend the experiences of the 

senses, and so he called this philosophy ‘transcendental’ […] Although the Transcendentalists 

did not share a common belief system—they believed in freedom of thought more than 

anything else—in general. Transcendentalists opposed slavery, war, and class distinctions and 

were in favor of challenging the male domination in society […] Bronson Alcott [who 

founded the failed Fruitlands commune] was an educational reformer […] Alcott himself told 

the students that ‘all truth is within. My business is to lead you to find your own Souls.’” 

(Sreenivasan 369-370)  

 

     Carlyle’s impact on the Transcendentalists cannot be overstated, as they themselves confessed 

their admiration for him and the influence he had on them; for all of Emerson’s blather in his 

famed speech addressed to Harvard divinity school graduates (“The American Scholar”) about 

being loosed from undue subjugation by foreign influences, one of his peers, James Freeman 

Clarke (1810-1888) both sang Carlyle’s praises and confessed the monumental Transcendentalist 

debt to him. Clarke was grandson to James Freeman, second only to William Ellery Channing in 

helping spearhead the movement: Freeman was responsible for leading the King’s Chapel in 

New England, where he ministered unto Unitarians, and Clarke graduated from Harvard 

University’s Divinity School in 1833 (P. Miller 43).  

     The young Clarke established the Church of the Disciples (in Boston) in 1841, becoming one 

of the chief spokesmen for the movement, while at the same time always insisting he was a 

Christian, in the Unitarian sense.185 According to Perry Miller (easily one of the most-respected 

scholars of early American culture and literature, and rightly so), “Clarke, repeatedly, in his old 

age, paid tribute to the arousing effect of Carlyle on the generation of 1830. He made for us, said 

Clarke, ‘a new heaven and a new earth, a new religion and a new life’” (43). How perfectly 
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summarized is the temptation of Genesis 3, and how directly exposed is the ultimate wicked goal 

of Kantian-inspired Transcendentalism!  

     In the March 1838 edition of the Cincinnati journal he helped to found as a means of 

promoting the tenets of the movement (The Messenger), Clarke removes all doubts about 

Carlyle’s instrumental role in injecting German aesthetic and metaphysical ideas into American 

culture.186 In speaking of the young Unitarians stumbling, by chance, on back copies of the 

Foreign Review journal which featured Carlyle’s writing while they were rooting around for 

reading materials in the Boston Athenaeum (co-founded by Emerson’s own father), Clarke 

gushes about the role Carlyle had and the high esteem in which the young Transcendentalists 

held him.187 He confesses: 

     There was a freshness and unworn life in all he said, new and profound views of familiar 

truths, which seemed to open a vision for endless speculation. It was if we saw the angels 

ascending and descending in a Jacob’s dream. It was, as it sometimes happens when we are 

introduced to a person with whom we have strong affinities—in ten minutes we are wholly 

intimate—we seem to have known him all our life […] When he began to write, eight or ten 

years ago, what did we know of German writers? Wieland’s Oberon, Klopstock’s Messiah, 

Kotzebue’s plays, Goethe’s Werther, a dim notion of his Faust, and what could we learn from 

Madame de Stäel’s L’Allemagne,-- this was the substance of what well educated Englishmen 

understood as constituting the modern masterpieces of German genius. Of the massive and 

splendid structure of philosophy, which Kant had founded, and men of like talent built up, we 

had only to say “mystical,” “transcendental”—and having pronounced these two pregnant 

words, we judged ourselves excused from all further examination […] Richter, Novalis, 

Tieck, and a whole crowd of master-spirits, had carved out for themselves a home in the 

intellectual community.  But of all this we knew little.  Much praise then, to Mr. Carlyle, for 

having introduced us to this fair circle of gifted minds. (P. Miller 44) 

 

     And therein lies the crux of Poe’s objection to what he called the “cant” (Kant) of the day, as 

stated in “How to Write a Blackwood Article” (where it is lampooned) and “The Colloquy of 

Monos and Una” (where it is blasted); they judged themselves excused, not merely from all 

further examination of other reading materials, but from the traditional tenets of biblical 
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authority, forsaken for “new and profound views on familiar truths”. In short, they succumbed to 

the same wickedness of the narrator in Poe’s “Imp”—an appeal to one’s own heart which crowds 

out the authority of the Most High God and the “familiar truths” of Scripture. The fact that 

Clarke must resort to biblical analogy to cast off biblical truths is paradoxical, and even more 

quizzical is his justification of Germanism because of its embrace by Englishmen—the very 

same demographic Emerson went to great pains to argue a divorcement from, in order to 

establish a native national literature free of British influences.   

     Transcendental precepts clearly clashed with traditional Judeo-Christian doctrine, and 

advocates of the new philosophical trend were viewed by many of their colleagues and neighbors 

as heretics; even the Unitarians denounced them as being apostate, which is really saying 

something since Unitarians themselves were often considered heretical in their denial of the 

Triune godhood of traditional Christianity. The most notable Transcendentalists were themselves 

former Unitarians, and ministers at that, including Emerson, the figure most often associated 

with the movement. It was almost entirely a New England-derived phenomenon, one which 

involved a considerable and conscious effort to cast off the British models of literature and 

philosophy, as well an effort to shake free of the inherited constraints of that region’s Calvinist-

Puritan heritage.188  

     Understood as a reaction to the severity and gloom of traditional Calvinism, and in the not-

too-distant wake of the American Revolution, its manifestation might be better understood: That 

something can be explained does not mean that it can be excused, unless one is a true Freudian, 

which Poe assuredly was not. Critical assessments of Poe’s work sometimes see his beef with 

New Englanders as a matter of regional rivalry, given Poe’s roots as a Southerner; this is a 
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serious mistake, for the real bone of contention existed in the dispute over the grounding of 

ethics.  

     Poe’s critical assaults against the poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow and his fictive 

denigration of Emerson’s crowd were the result of Poe’s literary principles in the former 

instance, and the result of his moral ones in the latter. The New Englanders were practically 

obsessed with wiping the slate clean and formulating a new national religion (one of secular 

humanism and democratic ideology), as well as a new national literature, seeking to utterly free 

America from a reliance on British models of society and literary accomplishment; just as the 

U.S. Declaration of Independence was a call for national sovereignty, Emerson’s 1837 speech 

“The American Scholar” was intended to be a declaration of independence which called for a 

national literature. (In fact, Oliver Wendall Holmes, Jr. referred to it as the American 

“Intellectual Declaration of Independence,” due to its emphasis on Emerson’s call for the “Man 

Thinking” during the so-called “Age of Reason”.)  

     Seen in this context, Transcendentalism may be construed as declaration of independence 

from the traditional biblical grounding of Truth, Beauty, Goodness, and Holiness.  Poe rejected 

all of Emerson’s propositions (and God calls for “Man Loving”). (Holiness is not synonymous 

with Sacredness, although the first concept is tangential to the second; to be holy means to be set 

apart, and to be sacred is to be dedicated to God for purposeful reverence. In order for something 

to be sacred, it must first be set apart from the profane/mundane/secular modes of apprehension 

and utility. Sacredness involves that which is sacrosanct, meaning deemed of such tremendous 

value that its original worth, integrity, or function cannot be tampered or interfered with without 

serious damage.) 
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     In his 1837 speech to the Phi Beta Kappa Society of Harvard University, Emerson begins by 

expressing his disapproval for American reliance on foreign influences, for he argues that they 

must be unsustainable: “Our day of dependence, our long apprenticeship to the learning of other 

lands, draws to a close. The millions that around us are rushing into life cannot always be fed on 

the sere remains of foreign harvests” (“American Scholar”).  

     Of course, it is impossible for him to make his points without relying on examples which 

name British scientists (Isaac Newton, Francis Bacon, John Flamsteed, William Heschel, and 

Humphry Davy), or mostly “the genius” British authors of Oliver Goldsmith, Robert Burns, 

William Cowper, William Wordsworth, and Thomas Carlyle. (Even the “cold and pedantic” 

models he points to as those whose style should be avoided are all British authors—Alexander 

Pope, Samuel Johnson, and Edward Gibbon.) Other British authors whom he draws into the 

speech include Andrew Marvell, John Locke, John Dryden, Geoffrey Chaucer, and William 

Shakespeare (the most famous English Bard being able to rise above his “barbarian” heritage). 

Even his example of noble character is the regent Alfred the Great (848 C.E. - 901 C.E.)  a king 

of the West Saxons in England, said to have done much for intellectual improvement of his 

people by founding schools and providing for the translation of Latin texts into English.  

     The so-named “Treaty of Paris” which made official the British surrender to the American 

colonists, and which officially ended the American Revolution, took place on September 3, 

1783, therefore the United States of America was an undisputed new nation as of that date. 

Emerson’s speech was on August 31, 1837—just a few days shy of being a full fifty-four years 

since our founding fathers brought forth, upon this continent, a new nation…yet Emerson does 

not cite a single American scientist or author to make his case for Americanism!  Not even 
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Benjamin Franklin, who was critical in the formulation of the new democratic Republic, who 

was an innovative scientist (and philanthropist), and who was acclaimed as an author and 

publisher.  

     He does not point to American heroes who improved the intellectual lot of their people, which 

again would include Franklin, who established scholarships and left inheritances to cities which 

have been used to found universities. He makes no mention of Noah Webster, either, whose 

efforts to distinguish the American form of English language from its British ancestry were 

evident by publication of his famed 1828 Dictionary of the American English Language, which 

had been in circulation nearly a full decade by the time of Emerson’s speech. (Given that such a 

break was entirely in keeping with Emerson’s thrust, it seems altogether odd that he would 

exclude Webster.) 

     Emerson, in seeking to convey erudition, simply chose to ignore examples which he could 

have culled from his own country (in existence for more than half-a-century by the time he 

addressed the crowd gathered), no doubt because he could not be seen as arguing for something 

new if it already could be proven to exist. The pretension to innovation was actually a pretext for 

the call to reject British influence, which he euphemistically refers to as “foreign”; his embrace 

of German Pantheism, German Idealism, German Higher Criticism, and German Romanticism 

clearly demonstrates that he had no intention of casting off the Germans, who clearly also must 

be recognized as being “foreign” influences.  

     Of course, it may be argued that Emerson “merely” wanted new literary models, and not new 

metaphysical ones; that argument must be rejected if we are to take the words of James Russell 
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Lowell to be true. After lavishing praise on the Scottish conduit of Germanism, Carlyle, he 

offers:  

     The Puritan revolt had made us ecclesiastically, and  the revolution politically, 

independent; but we were still socially and intellectually moored to English thought till 

Emerson cut the cable and gave us a chance at the dangers and glories of blue water. No man 

young enough to have felt it can forget or cease to be grateful for the mental and moral nudge 

(!) which he received from the writings of his brave-spirited countryman. That we agree with 

him, or that he always agrees with himself, is aside from the question; but that he arouses in 

us something that we are the better of having awakened, — that he speaks always to what is 

highest and least selfish in us, — few Americans of the generation younger than his own will 

be disposed to deny. His oration before the Phi-Beta-Kappa Society at Cambridge, some 

thirty years ago, was an event unprecedented in our literary annals, a scene to be always 

treasured in the memory for its picturesqueness and inspiration. What crowded and breathless 

aisles, what windows clustering with eager heads, what enthusiasm of approval, what grim 

silence of foregone dissent! It was our Yankee version of a lecture by Abelard, our Harvard 

parallel to the last public appearance of Fichte. (Nichol 259) 

 

     Emerson had to tear down the British, in order to build up the Germans, and he had to 

denigrate British literature as a “subtil” means of advancing German (and Germanic) 

metaphysics, whether speculative philosophy or religion. (He praises the Swiss theologian whose 

works are astonishingly heretical, Emanuel Swedenborg; Poe mocks the apostate Swiss author’s 

ideas in his fiction.)  

     For all its finery of speech, “The American Scholar” is the germ of schizophrenic, 

Postmodern anarchical thought in America, born of Post-Kantian and Romantic emphasis on the 

subjective Self. How else to explain Emerson’s oversight of Franklin, that advocate for 

democratic equality in society, that “great souled” philanthropist, scientist, and man of letters, 

that champion of freedom of conscience and abandoner of New England Calvinism? The great 

irony in all this, of course, is that Emerson embraced the Germans via his familiarity with works 

of the British Germanophile Thomas Carlyle (and certainly those of British Germanophile, 

https://archive.org/stream/americanliteratu00nichuoft/americanliteratu00nichuoft_djvu.txt
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Samuel Taylor Coleridge); it is through the Transcendentalist embrace of British agency, 

therefore, that America becomes poisoned by German metaphysics.  

     In this, Emerson can be said to be true neither to his rejection of the Brits nor to that of 

foreign influences; if this is not a matter of simple irony, then it is surely one of supreme bias and 

duplicitous hypocrisy on Emerson’s part. The paradox has not gone unnoticed by historical 

critics, as Patrick J. Keane succinctly notes, in reference to “The American Scholar” being 

favorably received: 

     We can still appreciate the rapture with which Carlyle read such words: “Out of the West 

comes a clear utterance, clearly recognizable as a man’s, and I have a kinsman and brother: 

God be thanked for it! I could have wept to read that speech; the clear high melody of it went 

tingling through my heart…My brave Emerson!” Even the retrospective assessments of 

Emerson’s own countrymen capture the drama of the moment […] “This grand oration,” said 

Oliver Wendell Holmes in 1885, “was our intellectual Declaration of Independence,” 

probably the most inspired and inspiring address “among all the noble utterances of the 

speaker” and one that “no listener ever forgot.” Yet Perry Miller has noted in pointing up the 

familiar paradox: “In this spirit he announced the day of our dependence on the learning of 

other lands was drawing to a close—just in the very day that he and his contemporaries were 

finding a resolution to achieve independence in a voluminous absorption of the new learning 

of Romantic Europe!” For all its greatness, “The American Scholar” is both belated and 

derivative. Not only had Emerson’s declaration of independence been anticipated by [James 

Fenimore] Cooper and [William Ellery] Channing but it also depends, as Richard Gravil 

notes, “so much” upon “the major figures of English Romanticism” as to amount to a 

“comprehensive raid on Romantic articulations. (Keane 187) 

 

   So, Emerson and his group were advocating a break away from reliance on English models by 

constantly resorting to quoting those English models and patterning their works and words after 

those very same English models. By “foreign,” surely Emerson meant British and not German, 

but there is a double irony herein, in that many of the German models touted and embraced by 

Emerson and his kind were themselves actually born of English models which the Germans had 

taken to extremities; that Carlyle would call to reject English models should come as no surprise, 

https://books.google.com/books?id=XTBxctWpRH8C&pg=PA187&lpg=PA187&dq=We+were+still+socially+and+intellectually+moored+to+English+thought,+till+Emerson+cut+the+cable+and+gave+us+a+chance+at+the+dangers+and+glories+of+blue+water&source=bl&ots=e7VhC0TETv&sig=LgXPmcTnFji3DTR6L5tSYEzfWYc&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwi6_unhw5PbAhVtpVkKHZI6D4gQ6AEIPzAI#v=onepage&q=We%20were%20still%20socially%20and%20intellectually%20moored%20to%20English%20thought%2C%20till%20Emerson%20cut%20the%20cable%20and%20gave%20us%20a%20chance%20at%20the%20dangers%20and%20glories%20of%20blue%20water&f=false
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for he was a Scotsman, and the Scots have no special love for their historical oppressors, the 

English. 

     Poe refused to reject his British predecessors, for he clearly borrowed from the works of the 

moral satirists and those of other Brits (John Donne’s famous sonnet “Mediation XVII,” for 

example), and he built on the Neoclassical traditions of moral literature, criticism, satire, and 

scholarly journals, even when he shaped them into novel forms. (In that sense alone, he truly 

may be said to have helped formulate a distinctly new type of American literature.) Poe did not 

believe in tossing the proverbial baby out with the bathwater, adhering to the biblical adage that 

one must “prove” (or critically examine) everything and hold fast to that which is good, 

including the best of British literature. He refuted the idea that foreign antecedents should be 

rejected simply because they are foreign or antecedent, and why not?  

     Poe was an admirer of British Neoclassical satirists, and no less than Pope’s famous An Essay 

on Criticism (Part III) itself advocates retaining proper respect for and emulation of worthy 

foreign and antecedent authors, including, of course, the classical “Ancients”. (Pope wrote this 

justly-celebrated work at age 23, after being much impressed with the works of Aristotle, 

Quintilian, and especially Horace’s Ars Poetica, from which it draws its inspiration. It offers the 

qualities of a proper critic, including discouragement of indulging a proclivity to superimpose 

one’s own template over another’s work, the very literary crime of the Postmodernist brood, 

stating of poor critics: “‘Tis with our judgments as our watches, none / Go just alike, yet each 

believes his own.”) 

     But it is his quarrel with the German-bred Transcendentalism which most warranted Poe’s ire 

and rancor, for it was a multi-headed chimera which sought to vanquish the traditional biblical 
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grounding of ethics in revealed religion, and which distorted into grotesque proportions the 

proper biblically-established hierarchy and relations between God, Man, and the World: From 

Pantheism, there was an unholy elevation of Nature, and Man’s equation with it; from German 

Idealism, there was a blasphemous insistence on the human grounding of ethics; from 

Romanticism, there was a corrupting, idolatrous emphasis on the Self, even at the expense of the 

welfare of others; from Higher Criticism, there was a desire and concerted effort to do away with 

the authority of Scripture.  

     All of these intellectual currents swept one away into a raging river of apostasy, a confluence 

of streams which cleared the ground for the establishment of a new landscape—a garden of 

Man’s designs instead of the perfection of Eden, which the Most High God sanctified with His 

holy presence as He walked in the garden of His own creation. It is for this reason that we may 

be sure that Mr. Ellison, the obsessive gardener in Poe’s 1842 tale “The Landscape Gardener” –

later reworked into the 1846 tale “The Domain of Arnheim”—is a Lucifer-figure…and  even 

though the name of the character is British, the name of the tale alludes to the Germans.189  

     All of these German bred, led, and fed cultural movements were brought together in 

American Transcendentalism, and Poe provided the countercurrent; the moral undercurrent 

which feeds into his works fought the disastrous tides of the times. Might they have been more 

effective had he not been so concerned with clever subtlety and artistry? Perhaps, but then his 

works would have been of an entirely different nature, and we would not have the Poe canon we 

have today. He could not suppress the tendency to subversive satire any more than he could his 

moral bent; a nation which had tired of Puritanism would hardly have embraced his tales had 

they been directly didactic, and Poe could no more give himself up to the sentimentalism which 
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was burgeoning in American literature any more than Lawrence Sterne could resist parodying (in 

1768) Tobias Smollett’s 1766 Travels Through France and Italy. 190 

    Perry Miller very neatly crystallizes the antagonism between the older Unitarian (and more 

traditional) crowd and the headstrong, zealous, disdainful younger Transcendentalist camp: 

     Hence it is not difficult to sympathize with the distress, the bewilderment, and then with 

the rage, of the older generation when they heard themselves consigned by ungrateful and 

unnatural children to the party of the Past. To them, the Transcendentalists seemed all too 

clearly a generation of vipers; they bit the hands hat nourished them […] To sober, judicious, 

rational Brattle Street and Harvard College, Transcendentalism was really ‘infidelity’; it was a 

betrayal of the citadel from within, it was a rebellion against the fathers […] Nothing is more 

illustrative of a recurrent unfolding in American society than the complaint of these good 

Unitarians that the younger generation of Transcendentalists were arrogant, self-opinionated, 

precious, and censorious. (11) 

 

     And, of course, they were all those things, but it is almost a universal, natural tendency of 

youth to rebel; in the words of Henry Adams, “Young men have a passion for regarding their 

elders as senile.” The wicking away (or twisting into corruption) of youth mirrors the mortal 

inclination to turn from the decrees of the Most High God and create their own grotesque notions 

of Truth, Beauty, Goodness, and Holiness. The apostasy and impiety which characterizes the 

youthful Transcendentalists having broken free of their Unitarian progenitors may be thought of 

as an exorcism of the spirit of Calvinism which haunted their fathers.  

     But, because they did not separate the Puritanical element from the genuinely godly truths 

revealed in Scripture, they were as the possessed man in the biblical account whose demon 

vacates the person he had tormented, and, in finding the soul empty (in that it did not fill itself 

with righteous godliness), the original demon returns with seven devils more wicked than 

himself, thereby the man ends up worse off than when he started (Lk. 11:26). In Poe’s eyes, the 
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evils of Transcendentalism were, well, to cite another powerful band of demons, legion (Mk. 

5:9). 

Who Is Like Unto Thee, O LORD? 191 

 

“No weapon that is formed against thee shall prosper; and every tongue that shall rise against 

thee in judgment thou shalt condemn. This is the heritage of the servants of the LORD, and their 

righteousness is of me, saith the LORD” (Isaiah 54:7) 

 

     Brian M. Barbour, in his 1978 essay “Poe and Tradition,” offers no direct, sustained textual 

analysis of Poe's works, but he correctly reasons that Poe's moral undercurrent is reactionary to a 

number of unsettling trends of the nineteenth-century, specifically citing Utilitarianism and 

Transcendentalism, both ideologies possessed of tenets which ran counter to the biblical 

prescriptions which Poe's tales adamantly espouse.7 He also rightly situates Poe within the same 

moralist camp as his contemporaries, Hawthorne and Melville8; all three authors utilized themes 

characteristic of the Gothic and Romantic literary strains of their time, but it is their shared 

biblical attitude about the sinfulness of their characters' conduct which sets them apart from the 

frequently impious, Self-absorbed, Self-destructive Romantic counterparts which people the tales 

and novels of European writers. Moreover, their refusal to rely on indisputably supernatural 

elements to populate and propel their plots is what sets them apart from their Gothic cousins, be 

they British, German, or American.  

     Barbour contends that Poe's writing is very much in response to the literary, philosophical, 

social, cultural, political, and religious sentiments circulating during his lifetime (as opposed to 

being merely the product of his gauging the prurient tastes of a fickle public). Barbour makes a 

seismic claim, the posit of which somehow has been overlooked or undervalued in Poe criticism 

for more than a century-and-a-half. Barbour contends that a more abundant comprehension of 
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Poe's tales is to be gleaned by discerning a moral intent inherent to them, in that they are greatly 

opposed to the Utilitarianism and American Transcendentalism then enjoying their heyday (and 

the gross materialism and irreverent devaluation of the deity and human life which they 

fostered), which Barbour insists should be seen as the backdrop against which Poe wrote his 

stories.  As this essay briefly demonstrates, there were several contra-biblical movements and 

trends sweeping the America of Poe’s day, and Poe assuredly was digging in his heels against 

them by challenging them though mockery and derision, a common tactic of moral satire.  

     Poe appears to have preferred Horatian satire to the Juvenalian variety; Horatian satire is the 

gentler of the two, in that it relies often on humor and subtle jest, most often lampooning human 

foibles and folly, whereas Juvenalian satire is harsher and biting, and typically more direct in 

attacks made against its intended targets, sometimes being cultural institutions. (The British 

Neoclassicists whom Poe admired were fond of both varieties, and they excelled at both.) Poe is 

most direct and harsh when he operates in his capacity as a literary critic, but in his fiction, he 

has a predilection for subtlety and sardonic (grim or cynical) humor. 

     In a startlingly original analysis, Barbour offers the following assessment in this necessarily-

included, somewhat lengthy, ellipted passage, crucially relevant to the argument put forth in this 

essay: 

     Values and ideas lie at the center of tradition. “The central value of American culture in 

the early nineteenth century,” John William Ward has argued, “was the assertion of the worth 

of the totally liberated, atomistic, autonomous individual.” The strongest tradition shaping 

society, in other words, denied both the efficacy of tradition and the reality of  society.192 If 

this was sometimes a paradox, the times had given it proof. The resulting tendency was to 

locate the experience of being in the exercise of the will; making straight the way was a 

certain utilitarian sense of mind, a kind of didactic rationalism that  emphasized the 

immediate solving of practical  problems and derided speculation. The drive was  

      towards domination by the self rather than towards  integration with other selves and the  

     consequent modifications of ego-assertion. Means usurped ends and rather easily, for the  
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     moral consequences of the will-to-dominate of the autonomous self were kept  

      conveniently obscure by the utilitarian theory of mind. It is against these features of the    

     prevailing tradition  that Poe needs to be seen […] His most valuable stories  embody a  

     critique of this tradition […] In the practical and material realm what Ward calls the central  

     realm was well established, having received its classical expression in Franklin's  

     Autobiography. Now in the spiritual and intellectual realm Emerson was striving to  

      redefine the opportunity offered by the American experience, but with the same emphasis on  

     the atomistic, autonomous self. As Professor Ward has noted […] “Emerson held a vision of  

     the good society which had at its center the atomistic individual, moving freely and without  

     constraint through space and society, dependent upon nothing but his own personality and  

     unaided self.” The strongest moral voice within the culture was divided in its effect. Emerson  

     was attacking American materialism, but he possessed no coherent social theory; by exalting  

     atomism and individual will,  he unwittingly strengthened the development of society along  

     lines in which materialism and will-to-dominate were increasingly normative and morally  

     reputable. There was, in short, no effectively established critical position  even identifying the  

     fundamental problems. None, that  is, outside the great fiction of the period, for the creators  

    of Hurry Harry, Aylmer, Ahab,  and Montresor were not  deceived about the nature of the self- 

     willing, means-obsessed, atomistic individual.193 But this fiction had not  yet established itself  

     as part of a tradition, for Americans were not yet sophisticated enough to see that profound  

     moral insight was available in 'stories'.” (64-65, latter emphasis mine) 

 

     This is as astonishingly insightful a contention as it is singular, and Barbour's historical 

contextualization of Poe's tales in reaction to the flow of the more disturbing ideological tenets 

of his age lends credibility to this paper's claim of the intentional, inherent morality possessed by 

these stories. 

     If, as Barbour opines, Poe was distressed by the developments such streams of thought invite, 

in terms of consequences bound to wreak havoc on the individual and the human collective writ 

large, then given Poe's adamant desire to preserve individual character (importantly, not to assert 

it against divine will), it is impossible to surmise that he was not alarmed by the prospect of what 

a deleterious impact such ideologies might prove to be to those individuals whom and to those 

societies which indulge them.194  

     Poe's murderous Lucifer-figures are the embodiment of Self-willed, atomistic individuals 

having Self-justified their means to Self-desired ends; they typify those souls who willfully have 
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Self-severed themselves from the fellowship of God and men, thereby leading them to break the 

two greatest commandments given in Scripture and to see themselves eventually cursed in life or 

damned in the afterlife. Close reading of these tales reveals that Poe condemns these 

protagonists, surely conveying, albeit subtly, his disapproval of such grossly misguided, Self-

indulgent, and Self-destructive intellectualized values. The fact that these are intellectualized 

values is also of considerable importance, for as Scripture teaches that God is Love, it is the life 

of the mind which is of a demonic nature: The two greatest commandments given in Scripture 

involve love of God and love of mankind, thus it is the life of the heart (one which willfully 

submits to divine will and the Moral Law) which best aligns with the well-being of the soul and 

human society.195 Love is always concerned with the Other, and it is always relational. 

     The murderers which populate Poe’s tales are heartless, and they are typically either 

hypersensitive emotionalists or extreme rationalists led astray by obsessive thoughts brewed in 

relative Self-imposed isolation; proximity invites opportunities to show regard for others, and is 

not synonymous with being in relationship with them, thus even those characters who come into 

physical contact with their victims and others, if wholly absorbed in the expenditure of Self-

willed mental energies (manifested as mad obsessions), end up as condemned figures; they 

demonstrate neither sympathy nor empathy with their intended victims . 

      The acts of the villains in Poe’s tales belie a condemnation of Utilitarianism’s emphasis on 

the ends justifying the means; there is a Self-indulgent pragmatism witnessed in ridding one’s 

Self of an antagonizing rival (as in “William Wilson” or “Cask” or “Heart”), even when the 

antagonism is purely the invention of the murderous protagonists. 196 As Poe disapproves of the 

actions of his murderous protagonists, he is providing lessons to his readership about the 
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deleterious and destructive outcomes to be anticipated when contra-biblical schemes are carried 

through to their logical conclusions, if unmitigated by the constraints imposed by God's Law: 

The tales are trajectory warnings, jeremiads of a sort, and they are tales with moral content 

intended to instruct society as to that which is to be pursued as goodness and avoided as 

wickedness.  

     As Barbour correctly notes: “These narrators, caught in the grip of a will-to-dominate, 

recognize no such limits while yet insisting on their own virtue” (81). The refusal to accept 

limiting principles (such as God's Law) or bounds of common decency is a hallmark of the 

Lucifer-figure, the individual whose knee will not bow to God or man, but who instead rises up 

to strike like the rampant serpent in the Montresor family crest in “Cask”. God is associated with 

limiting principles (the Decalogue) and delineating powers; He has reminded Job that He has set 

the boundaries of the seas, but the rebellious spirit of a Self-absorbed, Self-willed person refuses 

to abide by the limitations set for him or her by Nature, by Nature's God, or even by a fellow 

man. Poe's horror tales involve narrators or victimizers whose reaches exceed their grasps, thus 

Poe would disagree with poet Robert Browning's contention that such reach is a heavenly 

pursuit, inviting instead a hellish fate.   

     The impiety of Poe's characters is stark and definite – even the narrator of Poe's 1841 short 

story “A Descent into the Maelström” features a narrator whose shipmates (including his 

brethren) dared to defy the limits of Nature as set by Nature's God, and paid the ultimate price; 

when his brothers go mad and/or drown, he narrowly escapes the shipwreck, wherein the craft is 

swallowed up in a whirlpool.197 How is he saved? He instinctively cries out to God when humbly 
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awed by the natural phenomenon; neither Man nor the World can rescue him from the verge of 

oblivion, hence mankind’s reliance on God when Man and the World fail him.198  

     Matthew Arnold warned about the deleterious consequences to ensue for the human collective 

when “Nonconformists” insist upon their schemes for humanity—and he sought to reform 

(“perfect”) the reformers themselves.  Yet Arnold no less spelled out Utopian and Progressive 

aspirations in his celebrated 1875 treatise, and his were no less reliant on humanity paving the 

way to mankind’s “true way to salvation” than were the others whom he’d criticized for 

contributing to the increase of “confusion and perplexity” for which he faulted them. Poe would 

have understood that what Arnold’s work terms “our present difficulties” are always present, 

because they are human problems created by the constancy of the wickedness of the human heart 

and the ever-present tendency to Self-corrupt human reason with desire, so as to serve our own 

ends.  Contrary to Arnold’s estimations, mankind will never achieve “total perfection” on the 

basis of acquired knowledge or refinement, as sweetness and light has not been the realization of 

Enlightenment-propounded theories—in fact, the obverse has proven to be the case, as barbarism 

has increased in relative proportion to the ability to actualize it.  

     The shock which the Modernists experienced upon confronting the reality of the hitherto 

unforeseen levels of carnage and devastation of World War I was the result of their inability to 

fathom how their progressivist, Enlightenment ideals could have gone so far awry: American 

poet Gertrude Stein called them “a lost generation,” because the rug was pulled out from under 

their feet, disorienting them completely and leaving them to ponder in what they should place 

their faith in the pursuit of peace, as they were generally without a sense of purpose or 

orientation—hence the conclusion of Ernest Hemingway’s 1929 novel A Farewell to Arms, in 
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which the protagonist (Frederic Henry) simply walks off  without direction or purpose in the 

rain, in a strange land, to a hotel (which is not a home), immediately following the stillborn birth 

of his child, and the death of its mother by hemorrhage following a difficult labor. Life has 

become meaningless for him without a relational dimension, and he has no Other in his life 

towards whom he should direct his steps and to whom he should dedicate his time, attention, and 

affection.  

     Life without connection to others is, as war, all sound and fury, signifying nothing; Poe 

understands that God never wants such a World for Man, hence the Moral Law which demands a 

loving relation with others, for Man’s own safety and well-being, and for the preservation of the 

World. It is for this reason that Poe persistently challenges the contra-biblical and anti-biblical  

“isms” of his time, especially those which laud the sovereignty of the Self, for in his trajectory 

thinking, he foresees what their ends will be, if taken to their logical conclusions—the self-

wrought annihilation of Man and the World; in the Lucifer-figure tales, it is Man as an 

individual, and in the apocalyptic visions, it is Man in the collective sense of humanity. 

     Poe would not have disagreed with Arnold about everything, as Poe’s own fictions illustrate 

precisely Arnold’s point is that the collective suffers when the individual members suffer—and 

why not? It is, after all, one of the lessons of Scripture that the health of the body is preserved by 

discarding an offensive organ or limb, in the same way that the soul is preserved by casting off a 

sinful habit which jeopardizes the entirety of its haleness (Mt. 5:29, Mk. 9:47). Poe would have 

agreed with Arnold that harmony and wholeness are crucial, for they disallow deformation or 

grotesquery; without the checks of Scripture, when contra-biblical ideologies are embraced, the 
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Self-indulgent aspirations, schemes, theories, and actions resulting from them mutilate humanity, 

coming first at the expense of the adherents and afterwards ultimately affecting all others.  

     The divine mandates are not meant to be punitive, but are first and foremost corrective 

measures intended to preserve the lives, the welfare, and the righteousness available to mankind 

by the maintenance of properly-proportioned relationships between God, Man, and the World. 

Poe understood well that without acknowledging the hierarchy established by YHVH in the 

divine Decalogue (in which He is sole and supreme authority of moral truth), and the crucial 

subjugation to His will and Law (which is a law of love, per the two greatest commandments), 

mankind is doomed to utter self-wrought annihilation, that being the fate visited upon the Earth 

in Poe’s three apocalyptic  “conversation” fictions.  Poe realized that it is only through revealed 

religion that moral truths and standards of conduct may be obtained, never being derived from 

human reason (the Idealists), human intuition (the American Transcendentalists), or human 

imagination and emotion (the Romantics). 

      Scripture declares the following: that confidence should be placed in God, not Man (Psa. 

118:8); that Nature should not be worshipped in lieu of Nature’s God, nor conflated with Him 

(Deut. 29:17, Rev. 9:20); that Man should not strive against God (Isa. 45:9); that the way to 

achieve “the true way to salvation” involves adhering to the prescriptions plainly and expressly 

outlined for individuals and societies (Mic. 6:8, Prov. 3); and that the mighty strength of God is 

eternal, therefore He is the only person capable of countering the constancy and the universality 

of human wickedness (Isa. 26:4).  

     The American journalist, satirist, and fiction author Ambrose Bierce (1842-1914) was a self-

admitted admirer and imitator of Poe, on several levels; he directly borrowed from Poe’s plots, 
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themes, and narrative constructs in the penning of his own tales, many of which are also satirical 

and/or horrific.199 So, too, both men also were known to have their more caustic sides when it 

came to criticism of their contemporaries, and both had a fascination with precision in language 

and concision in relating their tales.200 Both authors also had a fiercely moral underpinning 

which demanded righteousness and propriety, as informed by the dictates of Scripture.201 In the 

1984 foreword of a compilation of Bierce’s short stories, one literary critic speaks to the other 

editor’s assessment in a grouping of Bierce’s approximately twenty stories as “tall tales,” 

wherein she notes Ernest Jerome Hopkin’s rationale behind the categorization. Cathy N. 

Davidson offers: 

     Not surprisingly, these works, too, challenge generic boundaries and formal conventions. 

Employing the broadly exaggerated humor typical of tall tales, they create a vision of a 

grotesque, absurd world in a fashion that especially foreshadows the North American black 

humorists of the 1960s as well as the contemporary South American magical realists.  These 

tales also illustrate most fully Bierce’s suspicion that the ego is desperately committed to a 

refusal to recognize its own limitations and that pervasive social disorders such as prejudice, 

corruption, and even war are not aberrations but logical extensions of the individual’s 

incorrigible infatuation with the self […] The tall tales may at first seem distinctly different 

from the stories of horror and of war.  But as Professor Hopkins rightly observes, all of 

Bierce’s fictions are satires devoted to exposing both the large and the small foibles of 

humans and the failings of society that humans have created in their own image.  Thus the 

grotesque exaggerations of the tall tales emphasize the already distorted egotism of their 

protagonists. In the horror stories, we similarly see how egotism, self-delusion, and a 

complicated belief in one’s rationality (often in the face of ample evidence to the contrary) 

generally result in self-destruction, while in the war stories the same egotism and consequent 

misperception lead the individual and often a whole host of attendant victims to massive 

annihilation (3-4) 

 

     The foreword makes no mention of Poe, but the genealogy should be apparent, for 

Davidson’s remarks constitute an apt description of the nature of Poe’s murderous “Lucifer-

figure” characters, and directly speaks to the motivation behind  his apocalyptic visions and the 

tall tales contained his 1840 anthology of the grotesque and arabesque. The emphasis on the 
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sovereignty of the Self, a sovereignty which upends and disregards the hierarchy established by 

YHVH in Scripture, was anathema to Poe, just as it was to his self-avowed imitator, Bierce, for 

both realized the disastrous consequences guaranteed to ensue for individuals and human society 

when such biblical moral standards are abandoned. 

     The host of ideological currents circulating in Poe’s day led him to write tales through which 

a counter-current of biblical moralism runs, albeit it is an undercurrent: Utopianism, 

Progressivism, Pantheism, Romanticism, Utilitarianism, Positivism, German Idealism, Higher 

Criticism, American Transcendentalism – all of these intellectual movements contain within 

them a disruption, distortion, or denial of the distinctions of God, Man, and the World, and 

therefore they each represent human grotesqueries of: (1) a divinely-given model for human 

society; (2) a divinely-mandated code of human conduct; and (3) and a deity-determined 

description of human nature. God not only defines Himself (“I AM”), but also defines Man (a 

sacrosanct definition which identifies mankind as being His children, stamped with a shared 

divine parentage and therefore brotherhood with our fellow men). 

     The truths about human nature; about the hierarchy of God, Man, and the World; about the 

ideal model for human society; about the nature of reality and the source of wisdom; about the 

supernatural, prophetic, historical, and revelatory character of God; about the limits of mankind 

to comprehend and control the natural world (a lesson from the Book of Job); about the code of 

mortal conduct, the standards of justice, and the sanctity of human life—all these, for Poe and 

any other traditional biblical moralist—are directly revealed in the Scriptures, and all mortal 

schemes or philosophies which contradict, refute, or discredit them are fair game for Poe to 

mock or savage them. American Transcendentalism was a conflation of multiple noxious 
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ideologies, principally German Idealism, German Higher Criticism, German Romanticism, and 

German Pantheism; it hit closest to home and, therefore, as the most clear and present danger, 

constituted Poe's biggest target for the greatest length of time.  

     For a traditional biblical moralist such as Poe, all such schemes would come to naught, hence 

his satirical endeavors were intended to expose the flaws inherent to the embrace of such 

disastrous ideas, for satire, in the eighteenth-century British tradition from which Poe drew, was 

meant so serve as a moral corrective, not merely a social one.202 The valuable lesson which Poe 

would have his readers discern, therefore, by means both playful and subtle, by humor or horror, 

is plainly stated in Scripture: “Except the LORD build the house, they labour in vain that build it: 

except the LORD keep the city, the watchman waketh but in vain” (Psa. 127:1). 

1.5    O, For a Thousand Tongues to Sing203    

 

“Let those find fault whose wit’s so very small, 

They’ve need to show that they can think at all; 

Errors, like straws, upon the surface flow; 

       He who would search for pearls, must dive below.”204 

 

     As careful analysis of Poe’s tales reveals, Poe is a traditional biblical moralist. But simply 

because a person is a biblical moralist does not mean that s/he is a regular attender of church 

services or an official member of a specific religious denomination. Many Christians become 

dissatisfied with their local church offerings or the national religion (Kierkegaard was upset with 

and targeted the Danish State Church, e.g.), and choose either to worship in home services or 

study Scripture independently, rather than compromise their beliefs and practices. What of Poe 

and overt demonstrations of his religiosity? On the official web site of the Edgar Allan Poe 

Society of Baltimore, there is one page specifically devoted to the subject, given how much 

interest the topic appears to have generated over the years—“Edgar Allan Poe and Religion” . 
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The essay is uncredited, therefore it is logical to surmise that it is a compilation of ideas cobbled 

together by the Society’s editors, in cooperation with the English Department of the University 

of Maryland in Baltimore, which runs the site. (The grave, church, and cemetery where Poe is 

buried currently belong to the University of Maryland, and are maintained by the Westminster 

Preservation Trust.)  

     The opening line of the article attests to the prevalent opinion held by critics and the general 

public regarding the question of Poe’s spiritual nature: “A common, almost automatic, 

assumption about Poe is that he was an irredeemable atheist […] Unfortunately, nowhere in 

Poe’s writings do we find a straightforward and definitive statement of his position on this topic. 

(Nor, perhaps, should we expect one.) We are, therefore, left to divine it for ourselves” (“Poe and 

Religion”).  

     And divine it one can, as this paper endeavors to do. The article goes on to point out that the 

gross assumption of Poe’s atheism (for he never shows himself to be anti-theist, either implicitly 

or explicitly) is chiefly based on “negative evidence,” in that Poe refrained from “overt moral 

preaching,” and the belief that there is “relatively little mention of religion in his writings” (“Poe 

and Religion”) If by religion one means an official denomination, then, true, very true, Poe never 

openly advocated for any such church, although his works evidence disdain for the Roman 

Catholic Church and the Swedenborgians. (Although there are no rabid diatribes or major 

mockeries of the Unitarian Church on his part, he would go on to adamantly oppose the 

American Transcendentalists having abandoned their Unitarian roots.)  

     Poe never advances the cause of Anglicanism, or Methodism, or Calvinism, or Lutheranism, 

or Episcopalism, or Quakerism, etc., but religion should not be confused for spirituality, nor 



249 

should spirituality be confused for religion; in Poe’s day, there were a number of “New Age” 

movements underway, most notably Spiritualism and Theosophy, neither of which met the 

traditional definition of a religion. (This is the Theosophy associated with Emmanuel 

Swedenborg, not the late nineteenth century variety associated with the fraudulent Madame 

Blavatsky. Blavatsky’s incarnation claims knowledge of “divine wisdom,” and the term first 

appears in the writings of Porphyry, a Neo-Platonic, Alexandrian philosopher famous for 

alleging that the Book of Daniel is a fraud, arguing that its prophecies were written some two 

hundred years after events recounted in it, and in that regard, he has since been proven to be in 

error many times over.  

     Scripture declares that the beginning of wisdom is the fear of God, therefore one cannot be a 

Bible-believer and hold to Theosophical tenets which exclude this requisite. Theosophy actually 

confesses to worship Lucifer, whom it views as a martyred hero to mankind.) One must also not 

confuse religiosity or spirituality with faith, for Poe admitted only to the lattermost, famously 

claiming in an 1844 letter to his friend Thomas Holley Chivers, “My faith is indeed my own,” a 

statement which suggests that he did not feel beholden to any particular man-made, institutional 

religion, but only the personal ethic of the “true religion” of Scripture. 

     The essay goes on to inform that Poe’s religious upbringing was quite typical for his lifetime; 

his foster-mother, Francis Allan, was known to be a “pious and deeply religious woman,” and the 

very fact that she had compassion on Poe’s mother and took Edgar into her home and heart 

demonstrates that she was a model of Christian charity; when the Monumental Episcopal Church 

was erected in 1814, Poe’s foster-father, the stern and loveless John Allan, purchased a family 

pew there, and mother and son were known to have attended services regularly, albeit it is 
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thought that the ever-practical patriarch (who had been raised a Scotch Presbyterian) attended 

only occasionally, for the purposes of maintaining business associations (“Poe and Religion”). 

As Poe was quite attached to his mother, it is very reasonable to surmise that his formative years 

under her guidance significantly shaped and solidified his Christian faith, and that the love they 

bore for one another only underscored the positive association.  

     Allan was an adulterer, and fathered a child with another woman; upon the death of Francis, 

he married the other woman and left his entire inheritance to his new family, not allocating even 

one red cent to Poe. His own child he supported financially even when still an official bastard, 

but Poe he left to his own devices when a teenager, for within roughly a month of turning 

seventeen, Poe was reduced to gambling at the University of Virginia and compelled to drop out 

after one semester when Allan refused to even provide him with an amount to cover basic 

necessities. Poe’s only foray into gambling, then, was one into which he was pushed as a youth 

by his scoundrel paternal figure Allan, who refused to meet his legal responsibilities as adoptive 

guardian.  

     Of the selfish and calloused indifference shown to his first wife and Edgar, the essay contends 

that the failings of John in these regards should not lead one to rush to judgment so as to “negate 

all possibility that Allan sincerely believed in God or morality,” as even “the best of intentions 

sometimes fail to control our actions, a theme Poe would enshrine in several stories”(citing as 

examples “Cat” and “Imp”) (“Poe and Religion”). The essayist(s) either do not know or do not 

recall that a Christian is known by his fruits, and that mere belief in God or morality does not 

make one a Christian; faith in God signifies faith in His promises, not merely His existence, and 

His promises include rewarding men according to their deeds and forgiving them if repentant. 
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Repentance requires a change of heart which results in a change of behavior; John Allan’s 

actions indicate that he had only changes of plans, not of heart, for he never did right by Edgar, 

nor did he ever attempt to do so; he died without ever seeking reconciliation, and he did not even 

make restitution upon the occasion of his death. The essayist(s) point to “Cat” and “Imp” as 

examples which should exonerate Poe’s foster-father, which is rather ironic, considering the 

narrators who seek to mitigate their guilt are Lucifer-figures and share in Allan’s unrepentant 

nature, even unto death. 

     It is known that Poe was baptized when he was three years old (having been taken in by the 

Allans when he was two), and his foster parents also served as his godparents, which means that 

they officially and publicly assumed responsibility for his spiritual welfare and guidance. (It is at 

this time that the surname of “Allan” is affixed to “Poe”.) It is believed (as suggested by Poe 

scholar Thomas Ollive Mabbott) that Poe was confirmed at the church at which the Allans 

sponsored a family pew, and the essay correctly notes that one should not underestimate the 

dominant role of Christianity in nineteenth century life in the United States, as Poe lived before 

either Charles Darwin’s evolutionary theory or the U.S. Civil War shifted the American 

consciousness to darker and starker contra-biblical realities (“Poe and Religion”).  

     Poe attended school in England when a child, and while a student in London, he was educated 

in the “Catechism of the Church of England” (Anglicanism, the American variation of which is 

Presbyterianism), studies which were supplemented by his school days at Bransby’s Manor 

House School, on which the tale of “William Wilson” is said to be based, which suggests that 

religious services were mandated twice every Sunday: Regular chapel attendance was required 

during Poe’s stint in the U.S. military, for Poe’s subsequent refusal to attend them was the means 



252 

by which he determined to get himself kicked out of West Point (suggesting that he had dutifully 

attended services prior to that decision) (“Poe and Religion”). Poe and Virginia Clemm were 

married by a Presbyterian minister instead of merely a town clerk, which indicates that either he 

or she, or both of them, were still religious-minded; Virginia’s mother (also Poe’s aunt) is known 

to have given Poe a copy of the Holy Bible as late as 1846, which at least suggests that he was 

still receptive to its teachings, if only on account of his well-known great love for her.205 

     The essay quotes Poe’s l848 letter of the Reverend J.H. Hopkins to Mary Louise Shew, in 

which Hopkins claims to serve up Poe’s opinion about the neighboring Jesuits whose 

acquaintance Poe had made when he moved to the cottage near what is now Fordham University 

in the Bronx (still a Jesuit institution of higher learning); it points out that Hopkins and Poe 

“disliked each other intensely,” being rivals for the approbation of Mrs. Shew, with whom Poe 

attended church services that year. It is this same Mrs. Shew to whom lamented “Why I was not 

a priest is a mystery, for I feel I am now a prophet” (“Poe and Religion”). 

     But these are not extraordinary displays of religious sentiment, and for a man who led an 

exhausting life, between working long and thankless hours slaving away in the publication 

business, and in the compassionate and tender ministrations of an ailing wife, there would have 

been little enough time, energy, or opportunity to attend church regularly. Importantly, the essay 

inquires:  

     What clues do we find in Poe’s own writings? […] As has often been noted, Poe knew his 

Bible well, at least as literature. Forrest and Mabbott both contain long lists of Biblical 

quotations and, far more numerous, allusions. These occur in a few of the poems and many of 

the tales. It has also been argued that, contrary to popular opinion, there is a strong sense of 

morality behind Poe’s works. Here one must be careful not to confuse the views of Poe’s 

fictional characters (including the narrators) with those of Poe himself. (“Poe and Religion”) 
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     The essay very credibly supports this last contention by saying of the mad narrator of “Heart”: 

“He may not feel that killing the old man was wrong, but we certainly should. That he is to be 

hung in the morning suggests that justice will be served” (“Poe and Religion”).) And regarding 

“Cask,” regardless of whether or not one believes Montresor is gloating or humbly confessing 

out of a sense of genuine remorse, the essay offers: “At any rate, Poe almost certainly does not 

expect us to identify with Montresor. If we did, where would be the horror of the tale?” (“Poe 

and Religion”) The essay goes on to state that if Poe’s “sense of morality” at times appear to be 

imbalanced, then “Hop-Frog” surely must be the hallmark tale in which such imbalance is 

evidenced, for it acknowledges that there can be no justification of the titular protagonist’s 

burning alive the nine members of the royal court having mistreated him. The conclusion 

offered?  

     Errantly, the article suggests: “Perhaps it is not the specific act, but the habitual abuse of 

power that is being punished there” (“Poe and Religion”). The tale is not concerned with 

justifying the punishment meted out against the victims, but in illustrating its non-justifiable 

disproportion, being an extreme perversion or grotesquery of justice, which is injustice, for the 

punishment far exceeds the crime, and is not carried out dispassionately. Revenge is always 

emotionally driven and subjective in its desire to torment the victim, whereas justice is 

dispassionately administered and does not involve any intentional torture; Poe’s villains, his 

Lucifer-figures, are hell-bent on revenge, and not the least bit interested in justice, the latter of 

which is executed openly, as opposed to revenge, which is performed in secret, because the 

villains are well aware that their deeds would not meet the criteria for justice and would instead 
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see themselves damned. This awareness is another means by which readers may be certain that 

the murders precede the madness in Lucifer-figure tales, and not the other way around. 

     Most of the remainder of the essay pertains to Poe’s baffling and truly unique “prose poem” 

of 1848, Eureka, which the essay describes as being a spiritual and esoteric little book. 

Unfortunately, the essay treats of it as a serious representation of Poe’s religious beliefs and not 

as he intended, as a moral satire which is parodic of the very ideological and spiritual movements 

which were anathema to him, and which are actually lampooned in the work. In the year before 

he died, Poe expressed a sentiment that the text represented the culmination of his literary career, 

and this conclusion comes from a man whose youthful initial publication effort was rejected for 

being too rarified and clever for average readers. 

      In a July 1849 letter to his mother-in-law (Maria Clemm), Poe confessed to her: “I have no 

desire to live since I have done ‘Eureka.’ I could accomplish nothing more” (“Poe and 

Religion”). There is good reason to think this an accurate sentiment on Poe’s part, for the work 

continues to puzzle readers, and contains, as James Joyce once boasted in a letter to his brother 

Stanislaus regarding his comic novel Ulysses, riddles and puzzles enough to keep the scholars 

guessing for centuries. (In fact, there is an entire web site dedicated to publishing internationally-

offered critical theories about Eureka, although I have not yet encountered one which posits that 

which my essay contends, to wit, that the work is actually a satire of German metaphysics 

disguised in the language of German physics, including Leibniz’s monadism and Kepler’s 

astrophysics. Because Poe admired the British natural philosopher and mathematician Sir Isaac 

Newton, who was an arch rival to Leibniz, Leibniz would have been an appealing target to Poe.)  
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     The essay concludes by offering that any person who had been beset by the tribulations and 

sorrows which constituted the norm for the majority of Poe’s brief life could be seen as grounds 

for loss of faith in the Divine, but Scripture teaches that souls are refined by such things and 

therefore made purer, for those who survive the flames which try men’s souls without forsaking 

God are surely counted as golden treasures by Him. Even though poverty, illness, hardship, loss, 

disappointment, frustration, and momentary lapses of despair typified his life, the essay reasons: 

“The most realistic view is that Poe’s religious inclinations changed greatly back and forth 

during his lifetime, but were never seriously abandoned” (“Poe and Religion”).  

     But there is no evidence provided anywhere that Poe’s religious inclinations changed greatly 

during his lifetime, and if the tales and Eureka are any indication, then they were never 

abandoned at all.206 The essay’s final determination? No less than this: “Certainly, Poe’s 

religious views were unconventional, though they may seem considerably less so today, with our 

dizzying array of groups preaching a virtual cornucopia of spiritual possibilities” (“Poe and 

Religion”) Yet Poe’s religious views were in perfect keeping with conventional or traditional 

(Protestant) Christianity, and the “dizzying array” of religious traditions which resulted from the 

abandonment of that tradition is the very reason for Poe’s ardent and protracted attacks against 

newer metaphysical views which sought to challenge biblical truths and morality, most notable 

German Idealism, Swedenborgism, and American Transcendentalism (the latter most ideology 

being informed by the other two). This dizzying array is the product of Postmodernism, what 

C.S. Lewis termed the “poison of Subjectivism,” and which Poe understood had its root in the 

relativism of the Kantian categorical imperative against which he railed most insistently, albeit 

not always most overtly. To discern Poe’s true faith, his insistence on biblical morals and 
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Scripture as the grounding of ethics, one must look to his tales, especially those of the Lucifer-

figures (which deal with the consequences of the sinful individual) and his apocalyptic visions 

(which deal with the consequences of the sinful society). 

     The essay points to the work of two other essays which specifically speak to Poe’s religiosity, 

those being Jay L. Halio’s 1968 “The Moral Mr. Poe” and C. Alphonso Smith’s 1920 “Poe and 

the Bible”; both are quite brief, but each raises a point or two worth mentioning. Halio’s piece is 

almost exclusively devoted to analyses of “Morella” and “Ligeia,” but he sneaks in at the fag end 

of the work a few comments on “Masque” and “Descent,” and these lattermost opinions prove to 

be the most fruitful and accurate. But first his opening statements: 

     One would think Edgar Allan Poe would be the last to claim a moral for his tales or 

poems: he is well-known in the annals of literary criticism for his dicta on “the heresy of the 

didactic” and other anti-moralistic strictures. But Poe comments that a moral undercurrent is 

not undesirable. Poesy, he says, “is not forbidden to moralise — in her own fashion. She is 

not forbidden to depict — but to reason and preach, of virtue.” […] His actual work in fiction 

is thus not without its moral basis, and in several stories on the will — “Morella,” for 

example, and “Ligeia” — Poe offers variations upon a theme which cannot be called other 

than moral. (Halio) 

 

     Halio is correct in pointing out that Poe never precluded a moral aspect from poetry, he 

simply didn’t believe it should be mandated for poetry, as Beauty is the natural province of the 

poem. And he is correct in indicating that one may look to the tales to discern a moral 

undercurrent, for the tale is the natural province of Goodness, just as criticism is the natural 

province of Truth. What are the moral themes Halio thinks are to be found in “Morella” and 

“Ligeia”? He spends the next ten paragraphs (out of fourteen) outlining the events of both tales, 

and culling what he believes to be key excerpts before offering his conclusions in the twelfth 

one, to wit: 
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     It is at this conclusion, at the point of its greatest emotional impact, that Poe’s story also 

points its moral. Abetted by her husband’s own infected will, or longings after her, Ligeia has 

brought about her resurrection through the sheer force of her will not to yield unto death 

utterly. But the effect, astonishing and powerful as it is, is also one of great horror. Far from 

making Ligeia God-like, her reincarnation — like Morella’s — makes her demonic. 

Furthermore, her distraught husband, as we are told at the beginning, is finally left with 

redoubled loss, with “much suffering” — not joy. The super- or suprahuman “intentness” of 

Ligeia demonstrates a great will, surely; but the results are impious, impious in the extreme. 

Hence the horror of the conclusion, and its moral: the emotional effect, the horror, is the 

moral. (Halio) 

 

     Well, yes and no. The human will which seeks to thwart God’s mandates by studying 

forbidden occult practices and endeavoring to defy mortality (which both female protagonists do) 

is demonic, not righteous; it rebels against God’s will in the same way Lucifer had, and the 

wages of sin (defined as rebellion against God) is death, therefore even the individual who 

succeeds in defeating death momentarily ultimately shall succumb to death as the penalty for that 

very impious act of rebellion; the punishment trumps the crime. But horror is no moral, for a 

moral is a lesson which seeks to improve one’s conduct according to some external standard, as 

it has not been learned intrinsically: Horror is the emotional effect which conveys the moral, but 

it cannot be the moral itself. (The medium is not the message.)  

     But readers are not horrified by these two tales, merely the husband-narrators are horrified 

within them; even terror does not typify these two works, for at no point does the reader ever feel 

that the titular protagonists are being threatened by some dangerous, external entities. And this 

case is true for good reason, being that they are the Lucifer-figures in the tales which bear their 

names, thus they constitute the dangers posed to the other characters. If there is a moral to be 

gleaned from these tales, it is that, ultimately, the will of God shall prevail over all, therefore it is 

best to abide in His Word and not seek to thwart it with occult studies—in short, memento mori, 

and that you will face the Judge whose pronouncements are final and inescapable. The truly 
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horrifying memento mori situation is the one in which the soul sits in judgment and one’s eternal 

soul may perish as a result of unrepentant impiety (Mt. 10:28). 

     In the thirteenth paragraph, Halio gets much closer to the truth in discerning the moral aspect 

of Poe’s short fictions. He writes:  

     Again, the moral basis for “A Descent into the Maelström” depends, at least in part, upon 

the hubris of the three brothers who make their fishing “a matter of desperate speculation — 

the risk of life standing instead of labor, and courage answering for capital.” Despite repeated 

warnings of near disaster, they persevere in their recklessness, until the fateful tenth of July. 

At last their defiance of God’s natural wonder — the maelström — meets with catastrophe. 

But what saves, or redeems, the surviving brother? Surely, as with Melville’s Ishmael, there is 

something here beyond the literal necessity for a teller of the tale. I submit that his 

acknowledgement of God’s grandeur as they approach the gulf, and his submission to it, 

along with a recovery of hope (contrasted to his brother’s despair) are what save him. His new 

hope, importantly, derives from a recognition of natural laws and his willingness to trust his 

life to them rather than resist them (again, as his desperate brother does). Nor is his “hurried 

prayer to God,” as they begin their descent, to be overlooked. In short, like others of Poe’s 

heroes, the fisherman pays for his hubris, but unlike many of them, he is given an opportunity 

for some saving insight before it is too late. (Halio) 

 

     Well, mostly true. What saves the narrator of “Descent” is not his willingness to trust his life 

to the laws of Nature, but to put his trust in Nature’s God, before whom he has humbled himself 

in marvel and recognition; the prayer should not be overlooked because it is the means by which 

the readers are to discern the humility of the mariner, added to his compassion and selflessness 

on behalf of his brothers. (He jumps into the briny deep to save the one having fallen overboard, 

surrenders a position of assumed safety to him, and grieves for the maddened selfishness his 

brother exhibits.) Halio points to the Joseph Glanville epigraph affixed to the tale, in which “the 

ways of God in Nature” are beyond man’s ability to fathom them—an important clue to the tale 

which suggests that God both punished the unrepentant sinful brothers and saved the pious and 

selfless one, for God herein acts in Nature, as opposed to instead of Nature.(For God to act 

through Nature involves miracles.) Halio thinks there is moral content to be discerned in Poe’s 
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works, but he fails to recognize its proper signification, and he offers no pattern or semantic 

clues which help to decipher the moral code across the span of the tales—that is something 

which this paper hopes to achieve, in part. 

     Smith’s essay begins by pointing out a deficiency in Poe scholarship which still stands. He 

states: 

     In spite of the vast amount of literature that has grown up at home and abroad about the 

name of Edgar Allan Poe, there has never been published a treatment of his attitude to 

religion and religious problems. The question is important, not only because Poe is more 

widely read in foreign lands than any other American writer, but because his stories and 

poems either leave us in the dark on the great question or hint as attitude of apathy or denial 

which does not represent Poe’s own convictions. As in the case of Hawthorne, one must 

beware of confusing Poe with his own fictive characters. (C. Smith) 

 

     At the time of Smith’s words (1920), Poe had been dead for nearly three-quarters of a 

century; it has been nearly another full century since they appeared, and it is the aim of this paper 

to help remedy that deficiency. Smith is decidedly in the very small camp of those critics who 

believe unequivocally that Poe was, unequivocally, a biblical moralist, for he states in the second 

paragraph of his work that: (1) there is an abundance of evidence indicating Poe regularly 

attended church with his foster mother; (2) God and the Bible were “fundamental and central to 

his thinking”; (3) despite living in the age of the ascendancy of scientific validation, Poe 

“remained untouched by current forms of unbelief”; and (5) Poe was “a positive force” against 

skepticism in the reestablishment of hope and faith (“Poe and the Bible”). He is entirely correct 

in these statements. 

     Smith waxes eloquent about Poe’s great familiarity with Scripture and about the level of 

intimacy with it requisite to successfully imitating its style in works such as “Shadow—a 

Parable” and “Silence—a Fable”. But he falters when he offers: “Poe’s interest in the discoveries 
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that were beginning to throw new light upon many perplexing problems in the Bible was not the 

interest of the antiquarian. There was little of the antiquarian in his nature. It was the interest of 

one who feels an instinctive fellowship with all forms of progressive thought” (C. Smith). Poe 

was anti-Progressivist because he understood that ideology to be contra-biblical, as argued 

elsewhere in this paper. Smith regains his fumble somewhat when he lists the dizzying array of 

cultural phenomena which characterized Poe’s day, saying of them:  

     Landscape gardening, mesmerism, cryptography, metaphysical speculation, the nebular 

hypothesis, the new science or pseudoscience of aeronautics, the explorations then making in 

the Pacific Ocean and the South Seas, Maury’s additions to marine lore, the latent results of 

the gold excitement in California […] They were frontier subjects and out of each of them he 

wrought literature. (“Poe and the Bible”) 

 

     Importantly, he was not merely aware of such things, but understood them, grasping the main 

ideas and manners of articulation associated with them, necessary to successfully satirize and 

parody them. Even more importantly, though, Smith points to textual evidence from Poe’s 

literary criticism which clearly reveals that Poe believed in the veracity of Scripture in matters of 

prophecy, a belief which betrays reliance on it for more than mere literary utility; Poe’s belief in 

the supernatural would have put him directly at odds with the anti-supernaturalist German 

Higher Critics and the American Transcendentalists eventually impacted by their foreign 

counterparts. In a review of John Lloyd Stephens’ Incidents of Travel in Egypt, Arabia, Petraea 

[Petrus], and the Holy Land, Poe writes: 

     We look upon the literalness of the understanding of the Bible predictions as an essential   

feature in prophecy — conceiving minuteness of detail to have been but a portion of the 

providential plan of the Deity for bringing more visibly to light, in after-ages, the evidence of 

the fulfilment of his word. No general meaning attached to a prediction, no general fulfilment 

of such prediction, could carry, to the reason of mankind, inferences so unquestionable, as its 

particular and minutely incidental accomplishment. General statements, except in rare 

instances, are susceptible of misinterpretation or misapplication details admit no shadow of 

ambiguity. That, in many striking cases, the words of the prophets have been brought to pass 
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in every particular of a series of minutiae, whose very meaning was unintelligible before the 

period of fulfilment, is a truth that few are so utterly stubborn as to deny. We mean to say 

that, in all instances, the most strictly literal interpretation will apply. (C. Smith, emphases 

Poe’s) 

 

     Stephens’ book was published in 1836, just two years before Poe undertakes his decade-long 

feud with the Transcendentalist “Frogpondians” of Boston. Emerson resigned his position as a 

Unitarian minister in 1832, influenced by the German Higher Critics who were actively working 

to undermine the authority of Scripture by attacking its veracity. (The Higher Critics denied 

divine inspiration, divine revelation, and divine intervention.) At the time Poe writes that there 

are only a few who stubbornly deny divine revelation, the infectious impact of the Higher Critics 

had not yet mushroomed, hence his naïve belief that the validity of prophecy would not be 

challenged. Poe sobers up rather quickly, though, once he discerns the threat of foreign contra-

biblical trends taking root in his homeland; Poe wrote “Blackwood” in 1838, and just three years 

later, he serves up “Colloquy,” in 1841.  

     In the first tale, Kantian philosophy is merely derided as nonsense, but once Poe realizes the 

deadly consequences of the Kantian trajectory, he conveys that it is the cause of utter self-

wrought destruction of Man and the World in the second tale. A man who unequivocally 

believes in the literal fulfillment of biblical prophecy is not an atheist, an anti-theist, or a 

pantheist; he is, of a necessity, a theistic biblicist; believing the Word of God to be true, he must 

also therefore subscribe to the Moral Law of God and therein acknowledge God as the grounding 

of all ethics, making him a traditional biblical moralist. 

     Poe would have been right at home with the “natural philosophers” of British tradition (most 

notably Sir Isaac Newton), for Smith informs that in other critical reviews, Poe speaks of “our 

divine faith,” “moral mechanism,” “our holy religion,” and , often, that our knowledge of Nature 
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adds to our knowledge of God; in fact, Poe even points to that scientific giant when he writes 

that the words of “the prophetic Newton are felt to be true, and will be fulfilled” (“Poe and the 

Bible”). Poe’s use of the term “our” suggests that he includes himself in these descriptions, but 

for an irrefutably clear expression of his faith, Smith informs: “Poe’s belief in the Bible, his 

aversion to skepticism, and his assurance of the immortality of the soul find frequent assertion in 

his less known works. He commends the inaugural address of the President of Hampden-Sidney 

College because it shows ‘a vein of that truest of all philosophy, the philosophy of the 

Christian’” (“Poe and the Bible”). This statement can only be understood to be a direct 

profession of biblical morality on Poe’s part. 

     The bulk of the remainder of Smith’s essay is devoted to culling excerpts from Eureka as a 

means of providing evidence of Poe’s spiritual nature, but Smith fails to realize that Poe is 

mocking German metaphysics principally via the language of German physics, therefore there is 

little use to be made of the rest of his essay, other than his closing sentiments: 

     Summing up, may we not say that Poe’s work will enter upon a still wider stage of 

influence when it is regarded, not as allurement to doubt and despair, but as an outcry against 

them? Is it not unjust to call him the poet laureate of death and decay in the sense in which we 

call Shelley the poet laureate of love, Wordsworth of nature, Tennyson of trust, or Browning 

of resolute faith? Poe did not love death, he did not celebrate the charms of doubt or of 

darkness or of separation. He abhorred them. The desolate lover in The Raven does not 

acquiesce in “Nevermore.”’ It flouts and belies every instinct and intuition of his heart. And 

in every poem and story of Poe’s over which blackness seems to brood, there is the 

unmistakable note of spiritual protest; there is the evidence of a nature so attuned to love and 

light, to beauty and harmony, that denial of them or separation from them is a veritable death-

in-life. Poe fathomed darkness but climbed to the light; he became the world’s spokesman for 

those dwelling within the shadow, but his feet were already upon the upward slope. Out of it 

all he emerged victor, not victim. (“Poe and the Bible”) 

 

     As the biblical adage goes, “A word fitly spoken is like apples of gold in pictures [pitchers] of 

silver!” (Prov. 25:11)207 Although Smith does not support this claim by pointing to specific 
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examples within Poe’s fictions (relying instead on his criticism, and referring to his poetry), he 

must be given credit in being entirely on point in his assessment of Poe’s general personality and 

intentions, as well as in directing readers to the source of Poe’s strength, hope, orientation, and 

moral content—Scripture: “A man hath joy by the answer of his mouth: and a word spoken in 

due season, how good is it!” (Prov. 15:23)  

     Contemporary Poe critics such as Daniel Hoffman and Kenneth Silverman, along with the 

legions of other psychoanalytic interpreters of Poe’s works, are entirely in error when they 

contend that Poe’s own nature is surely characterized by “mournful and neverending sorrow”; 

that it might be an apt description of the circumstances of his life is one thing, but Poe always 

managed to rise above such personal tragedies in never losing sight of the love of God which 

sustained him, in that it gave him strength to persevere; his last reported words were “Lord, have 

mercy on my poor soul,” indicative of a hope in the promises of the divine love of God, which 

persisted until his very last breath. 

   1.6    The Devil’s Dictionary 208 

 

“In ev’ry work regards the writer's end,   

            Since none can compass more than they intend […] 

 Most critics, fond of some subservient art,  

Still make the whole depend upon a part:  

They talk of principles, but notions prize,  

And all to one lov'd folly sacrifice.”209 

 

     In addition to our undertaking an evaluative discussion of the content’s significance, an 

analytical argument for authorial intent, and an examination of cultural influences on Poe’s 

work, it is highly advisable to scrutinize the terminology (highly-specialized words with 

particular meanings) which contribute to his aesthetic theory, and which should be considered in 

order to understand his work correctly.210 Formalism is a critical school of literature which is 
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closely linked to New Criticism (one of its outgrowths), in that they both insist that the text is the 

speaker apart from the author, and both significantly reduce the relevance of biography and 

cultural context: Formalism does not outright reject external considerations when analyzing 

texts, instead merely minimizing or “bracketing” (ignoring) them, so as to focus discussion on 

the inherent aspects which help to give shape or form to the ideas and sentiments expressed in 

the content.211  

     This method includes analysis of a text’s use of grammar, syntax, meter, rhetorical devices, 

motif, trope, and vocabulary. To say that the text is the speaker does not mean that the author’s 

personality, or biographical circumstances, or historical phenomena should be discounted 

entirely (only the most radical proponents would argue as much), so much as it means that the 

reader does not require anything outside of the text itself to reach a correct reading of the work. 

Many people believe, for example, that the Holy Bible speaks for and interprets itself, by which 

is meant that Scripture can be rightly understood by connecting the dots contained within it; of 

course, biblical concordances and historical texts help shed light on its contents, therefore 

lending credence to the contributions of Cultural Historicism and sound philological pursuits. 

     Formalism is understood by critics to be a rejection of Romanticist theories which have been 

deemed to place entirely too much focus on the authors instead of on their texts, and which have 

been thought to overemphasize attention to the creative process in lieu of concentration on the 

product. Formalism turns the spotlights back onto the texts, and also seeks to demonstrate how 

certain works are indebted to works which came before them (whether patterned after, 

parodying, modifying, or outright rejecting them). It is in the second regard that Formalism is 

distinguished between its outgrowth called New Criticism, as the latter critical school eventually 
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abandons focus on the relationship between a work and predeceasing texts (it has little interest in 

the inspirational genealogy of a work), insisting of any text, as the children's song goes, that the 

cheese stands alone.  

     Two distinct branches of critical thought developed from Formalism, the relatively short-lived 

Russian Formalism, and the later-popularized American New Criticism; this essay relies on and 

speaks only to the latter development.212 Granted, as this essay does, to some extent, point to 

other works which informed Poe’s own (especially those of the British Neoclassicists), it very 

well could be considered to have adopted a later Formalist approach; however, in its 

concentrated analysis (close reading) of the Poe works proper, it is better understood to adopt the 

methodology of New Criticism. 

     As a matter of special consideration herein, Poe practiced intensely deliberate use of specific 

vocabulary in order to convey his meanings with the greatest precision and concision possible, 

albeit not necessarily with the intent of being ostensibly apparent. Before a proper analysis of his 

tales can be undertaken, it is prudent to scrutinize a handful of words sometimes carelessly 

bandied about by Poe critics, the consequence of which has resulted in some frightfully 

erroneous (and dull!) exposition. This subsection of the essay, therefore, will examine in some 

detail the following half-dozen terms: (1) tale; (2) arabesque; (3) grotesque; (4) dread; (5) terror; 

and (6) horror. It also will speak to the correct understanding of the oft-quoted and apparently 

largely misunderstood phrase of Poe’s— “the heresy of the Didactic”— as well as will speak 

both to Poe’s conception of “sympathy” with the audience and his hair-splitting distinctions 

between originality (creativity, ex nihlio) and novelty (innovation through clever re-combination 
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or formation of pre-existent materials), since these important factors seem to have been 

overlooked or glossed over by Poe scholars in general.  

     In the words of Maria von Trapp (à la Julie Andrews), let’s start at the very beginning, a very 

good place to start. As all of the tales which are analyzed and evaluated in this essay were 

intended to fall under the rubric Poe intended for his 1840 anthology named Tales of the 

Grotesque and Arabesque (without actually being included in it), a close reading of the title 

selected by the author is warranted, for he consciously chose these words and therefore rejected 

others. 

     It is essential to bear in mind when examining Poe’s works that a “tale” is a short story which 

purports to relate the incredible features or exploits of its characters, often for humorous effect, 

since that is the term which Poe himself specifically employs to describe many of his works; all 

tales are short stories, but not all short stories are tales. In American folklore tradition, perhaps 

the best-known tales (called “tall” because of their heightened absurdity, and exaggeration of 

feats or features) are those which treat of the “legends” involving Johnny Appleseed, Pecos Bill 

and Slue-Foot Sue, John Henry, and the gigantic lumberjack Paul Bunyan and his blue ox, Babe. 

As an American who lived during the time when such tales were at the height of their popularity, 

it is inconceivable that Poe would not have been aware of this tradition, especially in light of  

James Fenimore Cooper’s widely-circulated Leatherstocking Tales and Washington Irving’s 

success in this area. (Poe, in fact, even critiqued Irving’s works, nonetheless finding them to 

have fallen short in the originality department, since Irving chiefly migrated European folk tales 

to American soil and added American color to them.) 
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      Poe could have named his anthology of 1840 Stories of the Grotesque and Arabesque, and it 

would still would have been an apt title, but to refer to the stories as “tales” involves a greater 

degree of specificity in word choice, something it is well-known had been of great importance to 

Poe, given his pointed combing over of other authors’ works in his criticism, and as explicitly 

stated in his philosophy regarding composition, wherein every word must be contemplated 

carefully—an attestation which is very reminiscent of French nineteenth century novelist 

Gustave Flaubert’s insistence on the precise employment of le mot juste.213 

     The very specificity of the hallmarks which typify this sub-genre of short stories seems to 

have escaped the attention of the overwhelming majority of Poe’s critics from his own day right 

up until the present, and it is an oversight which has tremendous implications for analysis of 

Poe’s oeuvre, for the term hints at: (a) a humorous intent; (b) the inclusion of events which are 

deliberately incredible; and (c) some element or character typified by exaggeration, oftentimes in 

order to achieve both the humor and the incredulity intended to characterize the stories.214 Of 

course, exaggeration is associated with grotesquery. Instead of merely seeking to analyze Poe’s 

work by reading the ideas espoused in his 1848 “prose poem” Eureka backwards into the tales 

(the disastrously superficial, contemporary critical trend), it is crucial to assess his tales in the 

same vein of the particulars of the literary tradition of the tale.215  

     Are the tales humorous? Certainly, the ostensible satires are, as well are the parodies of folk 

tales, such as “The Angel of the Odd”. There is humor (seldom acknowledged) even in the 

stories which have been taken altogether too seriously (also satires, actually), such as the 

exchange in “Mesmeric Revelation,” in which the mesmerist allegedly dialogues with a man’s 

spirit (or that of a demon’s). In that tale, the mesmerist inquires of the body before him, “Are you 



268 

asleep?” and the man eventually responds “Yes,” and “If I were awake I should like to die, but 

now it is no matter. The mesmeric condition is so near death as to content me” (Poe 507). (He 

then proceeds to scold the mesmerist for failing to question him properly.) Think of this scene as 

if played out on the stage in an exaggerated theatrical sense, and it becomes highly comical—

something right at home in the chuckle-inducing cheesiness of the Bud Abbott and Lou Costello 

monster flicks, when their characters become hypnotized. 

     Do the tales feature the incredible? Surely the acknowledged hoaxes do, and some of the 

creepier tales deal with exploits which seem incredible (at least to adherents of Western Christian 

tradition), such as the mesmerism which frames the above-named tale, the metempsychosis 

implied in “Morella” and “Ligeia,” the sentient pantheism alleged in “Usher,” or the trans-

vivification suggested in “The Oval Portrait,” ideas which Poe actually lampoons in depicting 

them with heightened seriousness or gravitas; Poe’s own definition of the burlesque involves the 

heightening (or exaggeration) of the witty, making it “tall,” per se.  

     In Poe’s day, “witty” did not merely signify humorous or clever, but also wisdom, as the term 

derives from the Old English word “witting,” meaning “to have wisdom”. In other words, the 

term could apply to anything which was considered reasonably intelligent discourse of sound, 

practical value. The entry for “witty” at the Online Etymological Dictionary associates the word 

with the intellect, sagacity, and being sane, i.e., “in one's right mind”. Perhaps just as importantly 

for Poe, though, would be the use of the term as defined by the national reference resource 

widely employed in his own lifetime, Noah Webster’s 1828 American Dictionary of the English 

Language, for which the digital format of the entry for “witty” includes the designations of 

“judicious; ingenious; inventive” and “sarcastic; full of taunts”. Poe could treat of serious 

http://www.etymonline.com/index.php?term=witty
http://webstersdictionary1828.com/Dictionary/witty
http://webstersdictionary1828.com/Dictionary/witty
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subjects or of those which seemed plausibly scientific, nonetheless with intended jocularity or 

satiric derision, since the comic aspect of the burlesque is the result of an elevated treatment of a 

topic in high mock seriousness.  

     Eric W. Carlson’s professed disbelief, therefore, in “Ligeia” or Eureka being intentionally 

parodic on the untenable or misguided grounds that Poe never would have treated such serious 

subjects with such flippancy just goes to show that he is ignoring or forgetting Poe’s own 

definition of the burlesque. The gravitas with which those works (and “Mesmeric Revelation”) 

are rendered, in that they treat of apparent quack pseudoscience, highly speculative metaphysics, 

and ostensibly dubious physics, should be the “tell” of incredulity of these tall tales, in terms of 

their parodical or satirical bents. What are Alexander Pope’s 1712 The Rape of the Lock, 

Lawrence Sterne’s 1757 The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman, Jonathan Swift’s 

1729 A Modest Proposal, and even Henry Fielding’s 1742 Joseph Andrews (itself a spoof of 

Samuel Richardson’s 1740 novel, Pamela, or Virtue Rewarded), if not the consummate 

examples of high burlesque, in that they treat of very serious matters in trivializing tones, or of 

very trivial matters in serious tones? 216Arguably, Poe was simply taking his cues from the very 

best of the British Neoclassical tradition in humor.217 

     Eureka, Poe said, was more important than the discovery of gravity, a bit of levity on his part,  

as the work takes its title from the excited exclamation of the Greek polymath Archimedes, upon 

his having discovered the law of buoyancy in relation to density; just let that observation sink 

in.218 Buoyancy is the antipode of gravity, so the seriousness with which others of his day 

entertained the veracity of highly speculative metaphysics is subtly mocked by Poe via 

disguising his derision in the language of actual physics.  Poe admired Sir Isaac Newton. In 
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Newtonian physics, the determination of the specific gravity of an object or artifact entails a 

formula in which mass (the amount of occupied space) and density (determined by weightiness) 

are considered in compound relation.  Eventually, allowing for the gravitational concept of 

building momentum once a thing is in motion, the “denser” (more reliant on scientific, 

philosophical, or religious jargon and detail) and more protracted or expansive the treatment of a 

topic in Poe’s hands (the greater the amount of space it occupies), the greater his intended degree 

of derisive disparagement—buoyancy in relation to density, in order to counter its gravity.219 (In 

other words, the greater the amount of time and energy and space Poe affords a topic, the greater 

his intent to mock and deride or make light of its seriousness.) 

     Nodding again to Newton (in relation to another theory of motion, his so-called “third law of 

physics”), every action instigates an equal and opposite re-action; the sizable circulation of 

contra-biblical movements in America necessitated a sizeable, reactionary text up to the task of 

lampooning them: By couching the tenets of his adversaries in unvarnished scientific terms, Poe 

aimed to expose just how absurd and dangerous these views and habits were, if pursued to their 

logical conclusions. The German obsession with the quest for unity is illustrated by the 

dissolution of the material into the spiritual, and by the argument for the spiritual being nothing 

more than the gross attenuation of the material.220  (This is but a mocking variation of Leibniz’s 

rarified matter of Monadism.)  

     Eureka, therefore, is the pinnacle of Poe’s derogatory, satiric and parodic style (it is the work 

which he confessed, near the end of his life, which he could not top), for in pseudoscientific 

garb, he mocks all those who, à la Hans Christian Andersen’s witless emperor, have no 

proverbial clothes (substance to their arguments) – the German Idealists, the European 
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Romantics, the American Transcendentalists, the radically pro-atomistic individualists, the 

Positivists, the Materialists, the devotees of Scientism, the Progressivists – in short, the very 

contra-biblical groups with whom he had taken issue in the long, previous years of his literary 

career.  

     How can the contemporary critical trend of treating Eureka as a serious exposition of Poe’s 

metaphysics be taken seriously itself? Do these critics honestly believe that Poe would do a 

complete knee-jerk reaction and counter everything he had railed against in the final decade of 

his life, ultimately adopting the positions of his adversaries? Carlson himself penned the essay 

regarding Poe’s ten-year “Frogpondian War” of 1839-1849; Eureka was penned and published in 

1848, thus it should be construed entirely within the context of this protracted controversy 

against the American Transcendentalists and their foreign influences, especially those of the 

Germans. But back to the third commonest trait of the genre of tales. 

     Do the tales portray characters with exaggerated traits or exploits? Indeed, they do, for what 

else could Roderick Usher’s malady be considered, except an exaggerated state of mental, 

emotional, and neurological existence? What of the heightened hazardousness and extremity of 

natural elements manifest in the narrator’s adventures of “Descent” in encountering the 

maelström”? What of the elevated intellect, will, and interest in the occult of the titular figure in 

“Ligeia”? What of the excessive cunning witnessed by the murderous narrators of “Imp” and 

“Cask”? Or the extent of the pride in the ingenuity or execution of their impious treachery, as 

evidenced by the narrators of “Cat,” “Heart,” and “Cask”?  

     What of the murderers’ extreme Self-induced isolation, physically and/or morally, from their 

fellow men? It seems clear that Poe, in his own fashion, employed the term “tales” so as to 



272 

convey that he was working within an established literary tradition, even if he was modifying (or 

modulating) it for the purposes of distinction and variety. True to his own fashion, just as he 

once claimed “my religion is my own,” he does not employ the obvious associations with the 

term “tales,” but re-imagines them in newer forms, creating a modified hybrid which owes its 

existence to a parentage derived from British Neoclassicism (moral satire) and American folk 

tales (exaggeration and humor). 

     The title of the 1840 anthology herein discussed contains additional clues for construing the 

tales in the light in which Poe intended they be seen. The characteristics of the American tale 

have been touched upon (the German “folk tale” shares the element of the fantastic with it, 

although it is most typically devoid of humor and is characterized more by heartache and fright), 

but the meanings traditionally signified by the term perhaps should be considered as well. 

According to the online version of Webster’s 1828 dictionary, the term “tale” denoted a few 

things, determined, of course, by context; in commerce, it could stand for a weight of measure 

for precious metals (gold or silver, as in a talent), or for a reckoning of accounts, or it could 

relate to the “disclosure of anything secret,” with its primary signification being “a story; a 

narrative; the rehearsal of a series of events or adventures, commonly some trifling incidents; or 

a fictitious narrative; as the tale of a tub. Marmontel's tales; idle tales” (“Tale”).221  That the 

word could signify the disclosure of a secret thing lends itself well to Poe’s love of the cryptic, 

and, importantly, if there is something in his work to be uncovered, then what might it be? The 

moral undercurrent; his narrator writes in Eureka that he has stolen the secret of the ancient 

Egyptians, that being secretive writing in plain sight. 

http://webstersdictionary1828.com/Dictionary/tale
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     The literary examples to which the lexicographer refers are French author Jean-Francois 

Marmontel’s 1895 Moral Tales and Irish author and minister Jonathan Swift’s 1704 satirical A 

Tale of a Tub, Written for the Universal Improvement of Mankind, a prose parody dealing with 

moral and ethical issues pertaining to English society. It should be here pointed out that both 

uses of the word “tale” here specifically pertain to moral literature. The title of Swift’s work 

hearkens to that of British author and critic Ben Johnson’s play from 1633, A Tale of a Tub: A 

Comedy, which is subtitled with a motto gleaned from a saying of the Latin poet Catullus (whose 

work influenced pagan authors prized by the British Neoclassicists—Ovid, Virgil, and Horace), 

“Inficeto est inficetior rure,” an excerpt from a stated opinion about the rather absurd, self-

indulgent nature of authors.222   

     (“A tale of a tub” was a colloquial phrase in British vernacular at that time, used to indicate a 

cock-and-bull story, therefore suggesting its incredulous nature, as it was meant to signify a tub 

of lard, something associated with “chewing the fat,” an expression which suggests killing time 

with amusing conversation. A cock-and-bull story shares with the tall tale connotations of 

embellishment and humor; there is no definitive origin acknowledged for the term, although it is 

usually believed to have stemmed from the animal-based adventures of Æsop’s fables.) 

     The excerpt apparently was well-known to the literati of Great Britain, for Joseph Addison 

and Richard Steele use it as an epigraph in their April 25, 1710 edition of their periodical for 

gentlemen readers, The Tatler (No. 163). The item to which it is appended is a comical exchange 

between the fictitious narrator (Isaac Bickerstaffe) and “so very odd a fellow” as Ned Softly (to 

be soft in the head is to be a dimwit), a poetry enthusiast whose abilities, judgment, and tastes are 

https://books.google.com/books?id=mPk7AQAAMAAJ&pg=PA59&lpg=PA59&dq=Inficeto+est+inficetior+rure+simul+poemata&source=bl&ots=2eucLxl_Z3&sig=vAIBEgNr9ly5C-HuVW4dfAA9GEY&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwiq6eep4JbVAhUT7mMKHbyXDmkQ6AEINjAG#v=onepage&q=Inficeto%20est%20inficetior%20rure%20simul%20poemata&f=false
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somewhat suspect, per the estimation of the narrator. 223 As unavoidably engaged by the intrusive 

dullard, Bickerstaffe says of Softly: 

     Ned is indeed a true English reader, incapable of relishing the great and masterly strokes 

of this art; but one wonderfully pleased with the little Gothic ornaments of epigrammatical 

conceits, turns, points, and quibbles, which are so frequent in the most admired of our 

English poets, and practiced by those who want [lack] genius and strength to represent, after 

the manner of the ancients, simplicity in natural beauty and perfection. (Addison 59)  

 

    (The “ancients” referred to here would be the pagan, Classical writers whom the British 

Neoclassicists sought to emulate. Poe would have appreciated the disdain expressed here 

regarding the common reader’s inability to appreciate the finer points of language, as he mocks 

such simpletons in “Some Words with a Mummy” and in his detective fiction, per the words of 

C. Auguste Dupin; so, too, the jibe at Gothic inadequacy would have appealed to him.) Softly 

proceeds to recite a sonnet to a lady which he composed, attesting that he has read the Earl of 

Roscommon’s translation of Horace’s Ars Poetica (Art of Poetry) thrice before attempting 

versification, assuring the hapless narrator that observation of every line of his own poem surely 

will meet with Bickerstaffe’s approbation.224  

     After a tortured metaphor is noted, the intended effect of musicality, an obligatory nod to the 

Muses, and the ridicule of Cupid, perhaps most interesting are Softly’s comments to the 

comically-named Bickerstaffe which speak to the deliberate inclusion of language which appeals 

both to those readers of highly-educated gentry and those of common intellect: “Phoebus (says 

he) was the god of poetry. These little instances, Mr. Bickerstaffe, show a gentleman’s reading.  

Then to take off from the air of learning, which Phoebus and the Muses have given to this first 

stanza, you may observe, how it falls all of a sudden into the familiar; In petticoats!” (Addison 

60)225  
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     After boasting that his good friend (Dick Easy, a name which suggests that he is readily 

excited by any fare) declares that he prizes the paltry sonnet above Virgil’s epic poem the 

Aeneid, he hurriedly conceals it upon the entrance of a half dozen judicious literary critics 

“whose faces he did not like,” with a promise to regale the unwilling narrator at a subsequent 

date. (Physiognomy enjoyed some popularity in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 

centuries, being an ancient practice which purported the ability to analyze a person's character 

based solely on their facial features; Lawrence Sterne spoofs the fad in his discourse on noses in 

Tristram Shandy.)  

     Softly, in his concern for writing for both popular and educated audiences, is reminiscent of 

Poe’s concern for meeting comparable demands when writing for and editing the periodicals of 

his own day, and Softly’s comments remind one of the advice given to Suky Snobbs/Psyche 

Zenobia by the editor “Mr. B” in Poe’s comical work of 1838, “How to Write a Blackwood 

Article”.226 In that work, the magazine editor instructs the witless woman that she can give her 

work the appearance of learning by including random classical allusions in it: “It is not to be 

supposed that a lady or gentleman either has been leading the life of a bookworm. And yet above 

all things it is necessary that your article have an air of erudition, or at least afford evidence of 

extensive general reading” (Poe 324).227 

       Although I am presently unaware of any serious or in-depth treatment of the matter, Poe’s 

debt to the British Neoclassicists should not be underestimated for a few reasons, not the least of 

which is their adopted position that Man is inherently flawed, a position entirely in accord with 

Scripture and which Poe himself held, in direct and drastic contrast to the anti-biblical and 

contra-biblical Utopianists and Progressivists of his day. Moreover, among the commonest 
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literary conventions of the Neoclassicists are to be found poems, parodies, satires, essays, 

periodicals, fables, tales, and melodramas, all genres familiar to and employed by Poe, albeit 

some more than others. Additionally, Neoclassical writers stressed common sense, self-restraint, 

harmony, and humility, all themes which would have appealed to Poe and which are resonate in 

Poe’s works.228 Poe’s debt to Addison and Steele (as well as Samuel Johnson) is of greater 

significance when one stops to consider that these forerunners are often credited with being the 

seminal successful editors of periodicals in Great Britain, and Poe with being the American 

counterpart in that regard.229   

     Most relevant, though, is the continuity of traditional humanist emphasis on the moral aspect 

of life which draws its strength from and to which it owes its origination from Judeo-Christian 

scriptures. The British Neoclassicist tradition inherited by Poe is markedly characterized by 

humor, common sense, and morality, the combined aspects of which are most manifest in satire, 

for as Vladimir Nabokov points out, parody is a game, but satire is a lesson. Moral tales are those 

which have lessons, and they can be possessed of both comic and critical elements, calling for 

the exercise of common sense; Poe’s very specific employ of the word “tales” should be 

understood in light of this humanist (and humorous) British tradition which did not care to brook 

nonsense when it came to spiritual matters, even when it indulged in comic treatments.  

     If Poe’s work is to be understood properly, it must be read through the personality of Poe, 

through a constant mindfulness of his innate, inherent, and irrepressible sense of humor and 

moral inclination, for those aspects of his personality and psyche are so integrated and ingrained 

in him (internal factors) that even the ceaseless barrage of disappointments, heartaches, 

alienation, frustration, poverty, pettiness, slander, and unwarranted malice directed against his 
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person  having contributed to the “mournful and never ending sorrow” of the circumstances of 

his life (external factors) could not wholly eradicate those twin sails by which he navigated the 

rough waters of his life, regardless of the ocean of salted tears they warranted. Walt Whitman 

famously related a dream in which he imagined Poe adrift at sea in a violent storm, in which the 

figure in the dream was clearly unafraid. It would not be preposterous to suggest that Poe would 

have shared the opinion of many bible-believers: When a man lashes himself internally to the 

mast of God—the source of his strength and his refuge—then, buffet and batter though they may, 

all the storms of life can never sink the soul of his tiny ship or lose him to the briny deep.  

   Poe’s non-poetic career begins with comic and moral intent, and it also ends with comic and 

moral intent; Poe could no more extinguish those fundamental aspects of his character than 

James Joyce could wring every last drop of the River Liffey’s impact from his own 

consciousness, or than Dante Alighieri could relent of being a product of Florentine culture, 

regardless of where his misfortunes took him.230 One devotee of Poe has summarized the onset 

of Poe’s writing career quite succinctly : 

     When Poe's three volumes of poetry from 1827 to 1831 went largely unnoticed and when 

he failed in his applications for editorial work and teaching, he turned to humorous and satiric 

fiction, then in demand. In June 1831 he submitted five stories to a contest sponsored by the 

Philadelphia Saturday Courier with one hundred dollars offered as a prize for the best work 

of fiction. Although Poe did not win the prize, his five tales were published by the Courier 

from January to December 1832. “Metzengerstein,” the first of these stories, has been 

appreciated for its unity of tone and effective suspense. It is better read as a powerful allegory 

than a parody, burlesque, or hoax. Its Gothic devices and plot support a serious moral theme: 

the evil of pride and arrogant power brings about self-destruction by retributive forces from 

within. In “The Duc de L'Omelette” [the name suggests scrambled brains] and “The Bargain 

Lost” (republished as “Bon-Bon,” Southern Literary Messenger, August 1835) the Devil 

appears as the antagonist in the form of a mysterious stranger. The first story neatly satirizes 

French aristocratic vanity, hauteur, and cunning so clever as to outface and outwit the Devil 

himself. In part it satirizes the French affectations of Nathaniel Parker Willis, editor of the 

American Monthly Magazine. “The Bargain Lost” is the colorful account of Pedro Garcia, a 

Venetian chef and metaphysician of sorts.  The satiric treatment of the character types widens 
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into a tour de force of wit and erudition at the expense of classical philosophers, tyrants, 

authors, and the conventional figure of the Devil himself. “A Tale of Jerusalem,” based on an 

old theme and episode found in Horace Smith's long novel, Zillah, a Tale of the Holy City 

(1828), is largely a play on words. “A Decided Loss” (revised as “Loss of Breath,” 

Messenger, September 1835) satirizes "the extravagances of Blackwood," that is, the tales of 

“sensation” published in Blackwood's Magazine. When the protagonist expresses a “wild 

delight” in analyzing his sensations, Poe adds a note linking this analysis with “much of the 

absurd metaphysicianism of the redoubted Schelling.” The reliance on grossly implausible 

events, comic details, historical allusions, humorous word play, and caricature in the story of 

a man who loses his “breath” (his voice), who is hanged but does not die, gives humorous 

support to the playful subtitle, “A Tale Neither In Nor Out of 'Blackwood,” appended to the 

piece upon its revision. (Teuber)231 

 

     Poe’s work cannot be read as through the lens of psychoanalytic blather, or preposterous 

Postmodern theory, or even through a working backwards of Eureka as if it were a genuine 

cosmological treatise having culminated the sentiments of earlier works allegedly informed by it. 

In point of fact, all of these tendencies are exhibited by those critics guilty of the charge laid 

against them as summarized in the expression of Alexander Pope which serves as epigraph to 

this section.  In essence, these critics add more than what Poe intended his work to encompass, 

thereby violating the work and wresting control from the speaker, which is grossly impolite 

conduct in any civilized society (Stanley Fish’s damnable Reader-Response bulė-shudas).  

     Or they read the whole oeuvre as if dependent on or subservient to a part of it (such as 

pushing the entirety of it through the alembic of Eureka). Or they sacrifice all legitimate analysis 

to a beloved folly (Deconstructionism or Freudianism, e.g.), in which there is much posturing 

about the application of principles in their critical assessments, but what they value most is 

vindicating their prized ideological notions; they would rather make the case for their theory than 

make sense of Poe’s work.  Just as Dante’s works can be understood only through his Florentine 

politics and Roman Catholicism, just as Joyce’s works can be understood only through his Irish 

http://people.brandeis.edu/~teuber/poebio.html
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humor and irreligiosity, Poe’s works can be understood only through the comic and moral 

aspects of his personality. 

     Poe does make one think of Joyce: both authors managed to write works of lasting value, 

despite being at perpetual odds with their homelands; both men were known to be voracious 

readers; both writers were fascinated by archaic literary works and conventions, and then sought 

to transform or break them; both authors insisted on precision in the use of language and labored 

attentively over word choices to denote or connote intended meanings; both men were given to 

alternating bouts of peevishness and gregarious civility; both men were plagued by uncertain 

finances, grinding poverty, educations which did not equal their intellectual excellencies, and 

familial illnesses; and both authors intended to write comical critiques of their native 

compatriots.232 Most telling, though, is the fact that both men never could entirely manage to 

escape either their own wry senses of humor or the influence of their British predecessors, nor 

did they want to do so, for their own works are informed and shaped by the weight and wealth of 

the traditions from which they drew, and from the boundless fonts of their own devilish wits.  

          The Neoclassicists are identified as such because they were enamored by the works and 

aesthetic tenets of the ancient classical world; obviously it is only the paganism of the ancient 

Greeks and Romans which would have been antithetical to their Christianity. Horace’s Ars 

Poetica was held in nearly as high esteem as Aristotle’s Poetics, and both had been 

recommended by John Milton in his 1644 tractate “Of Education,” in which the Puritan reformer 

stated the goal of instruction should be to cultivate in individuals the valuation of civic and moral 

responsibilities. The aspiration was to reconcile individuals to God and their fellow men, 
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perfectly in keeping with the dictates of the biblical Decalogue and the two greatest 

commandments given in Scripture. 

          Per The Art and Popular Culture Encyclopedia web site: “Milton's desire to marry scholarly 

pursuits to the commitments of professional and public nature is […] an overriding characteristic 

of Renaissance humanism. Briefly stated, the humanist educational agenda of the fifteenth and 

sixteenth centuries included ‘a clearer consciousness, among teachers and students, of education 

as a discipline for active life,’ combined with ‘an insistence on the more extensive reading of 

ancient writers both classical and Christian as a means of securing this discipline’ and ‘an 

attitude of severe criticism, and hostile toward medieval education and culture’”233 (“Of 

Education,” citations omitted) 234. In this lengthy tradition of humanism, Poe surely is to be 

situated, an argument put forth by Hirsch in his 1991 essay, “‘Postmodern’ or Post-Auschwitz: 

The Case of Poe,” in which Hirsch roundly condemns the anti-humanist proclivities of literary 

criticism with the advent of the German Heideggerian-inspired theories spawning from the latter 

half of the twentieth century, especially as promulgated by French linguists.235 But back to 

Horace. 

     The June 7, 1711 issue of The Spectator (No. 85) has for its epigraph an excerpt from 

Horace’s Ars Poetica (to which Pope is indebted, his Essay on Criticism appearing the same 

year), which includes the phrases “speciose locis” and “nugaeque canorae” (Addison Vol. I  

136).  Given Poe’s immersion in periodicals and Neoclassicist literature, as well as his 

excellence in classical studies whilst still at university, it is extremely probable that this epigraph 

(even this very issue) was known to him, for it neatly summarizes some of Poe’s own sentiments 

about the sonorous qualities intended for his own poetic works, which were considered “trifling 

https://translate.googleusercontent.com/translate_c?depth=1&hl=en&prev=search&rurl=translate.google.com&sl=la&sp=nmt4&u=http://www.artandpopularculture.com/Of_Education&usg=ALkJrhhKnf2LgKcr41xJB3QN3vrYf6Ymlg
http://www2.scc.rutgers.edu/spectator/text/june1711/no85.html
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melodies”— “nugaeque canorae”— by some critics, as Emerson referred to him as a “jingle 

man” (likely alluding to Poe’s much-celebrated poem “The Bells”), as well as argues for the 

necessity of moral content (speciose locis).236  

     Classical drama was rendered in prosody, but Horace states that even a play devoid of beauty, 

force, or art still could warm the heart by reason of its moral content. Many of Poe’s tales 

certainly can be said to be ugly (in that they depict the ugliness of human nature and ugly deeds), 

but even devoid of beauty, they are able to affect the audience by means of their moral import; 

they unsettle the reader, and the reader is compelled to contemplate the source of that agitation—

human wickedness. By recognizing the source of the disturbance, readers can see themselves as 

being prone to such ugliness, and hopefully the mirror held up to human society will inspire 

readers to correct their flaws—the true aim of all worthy satire, humorous or harsh.237  

     In the words of German poet Friedrich von Schiller: “Man defines himself by his deeds - and 

what kind of image of man do we see in the mirror of our present times?” (Book Depositry) This 

is but a variation of the biblical adage which states that by our fruits shall we know others…and 

by ours shall we be known (Mt. 7:16). (The crux of the problem is that Man thinks he can define 

himself, when that right belongs only to God, whom Scripture attests created Man.) Poe saw that 

an ungodly age, such as that manifested in the Holocaust, is the product of the seeds which are 

planted well before they come to fruition, thus his ardent opposition to the ungodly strains of 

thought and practice in his own day, which he recognized as harbingers of evil times to come.238  

     There is a song from the Harvey Schmidt and Tom Jones 1960 musical comedy The 

Fantasticks called “Plant a Radish, Get a Radish,” which includes the lyrics, “Plant a carrot, get a 

carrot, not a Brussels sprout,” a line which calls to mind the biblical lesson that one does not 

https://www.penguin.com.au/books/on-the-aesthetic-education-of-man-9780141396965
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plant thorns and expect figs (Lk. 6:44). Poe realized that nothing good would come of the contra-

biblical and anti-biblical movements and sentiments of his day, thus despite all their proponents’ 

talk of benefit to mankind, they instead were planting what Scripture would deem “very naughty 

figs,” evil fruits of apostasy which would prove so bad that they could not be eaten—and Poe 

simply wasn’t swallowing them (Jer. 24:2-3). Poe realized the inherently dangerous ideological 

thorns which sought to pass themselves off as goodly figs, and knew that what they planted 

would not yield what they contended would be their end results. 

         It might be worth noting that Horace’s text was first translated into English by Ben Johnson, 

and subsequently by Lord Byron, both authors with whom Poe was familiar; Johnson was known 

for his jocularity (a quality of the arabesque) and Byron for his brooding “dark romanticism” (or 

grotesque character), hence British author Robert Southey’s identifying Byron with the so-called 

“Satanic School,” headed by Byron and Percy Bysshe Shelley. Southey (poet laureate of England 

from 1813 until his death in 1843) was himself associated with the Romantic “Lake Poets,”  and 

classified Byron’s works as being characterized by satanic pride, arrogance, and impiety—an 

accusation which actually amused Byron.239  

         Although Roderick Usher has been thought to be a depiction of Poe himself, or of German 

authors E.T.A. Hoffman or Ludwig Tieck, it seems probable that he is a caricature, at least in 

part, of Lord Byron, if one reads the description of Byron as given in Hans Georg Artur Vicktor 

Schenk’s superb book from 1969, The Mind of the European Romantics: An Essay in Cultural 

History.240 (A main focus of the book is the irreligious nature of many of the leading proponents 

of the movement, linking their abandonment of traditional faith to the more destructive and 
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suicidal consequences of that radical departure.) In fact, Byron’s own words from his 1814 poem 

“Lara: Canto the First, XVIII” call to mind many aspects of Roderick’s character: 

Too high for common selfishness, he could 

          At times resign his own for others’ good, 

          But not in pity, not because he ought, 

          But in some strange perversity of thought, 

          That sway’d him onward with a secret pride 

          To do what few or none would do beside; 

          And this same impulse would, in tempting time, 

          Mislead his spirit equally in crime; 

          So much he soar’d beyond, or sunk beneath, 

          The men with whom he felt condemn’d to breathe, 

           And long’d by good or ill to separate 

           Himself from all who shared his mortal state.  

                                                                         (Byron 20)241 

 

    (Roderick is said to indulge in “repeated deeds of munificent yet unobtrusive charity” early in 

“Usher,” but he spurns human companionship in his radically Self-isolated existence.)  

Elsewhere in the poem, the protagonist is described as a stranger to this world, and an erring 

spirit who was “hurl’d” from another plane of existence, one called a “thing of dark imaginings” 

who by his own choice and free exercise of will shaped the dark circumstances of his life.  If 

Roderick is not modelled on Byron, then he surely echoes the protagonist of Byron’s poem, who 

also is described as follows: “But haughty still and loth himself to blame, /He call'd on Nature's 

self to share the shame, /And charg'd all faults upon the fleshly form/ She gave to clog the soul 

and feast the worm;/ Till he at last confounded good and ill,/ And half mistook for fate the acts of 

will” (Byron 20, emphasis mine).   

     In these descriptions are hints of satanic allusion, as Lucifer is cast down to Earth from his 

former estate, and evil was found within him, meaning born of his own mind and heart (“dark 

imaginings”), therefore he is responsible for the evil choices he has made as a result of his own 
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will. So, too, there is a nod to Roderick’s blaming his villainy on a familial and “constitutional 

evil” (his bodily ailments, or “fleshly form”), and his projecting blame for it onto the influence of 

the estate; his being “loth to blame” himself eventually results in him blaming externals for acts 

of his own willful evilness—a trait shared by the other Lucifer-figures as well, for projection 

disallows repentance. 

     What is instructive for our purposes here, though, is the thread of continuity which connects 

Poe to the moral literature on which he consistently draws, especially as it pertains to beauty and 

poetry; for Poe, Taste mediates between the Intellect and the Moral Sense, thus these three 

faculties are construed in the same manner in which traditional Christianity thinks of the Holy 

Trinity—separate, equal, and related. Dwelling on Horace’s Ars Poetica is instructive, for it links 

Poe not merely to Pope, but to Coleridge (whose aesthetic theories he’d entertained, but with 

which he had not entirely agreed), and in more ways than one.242 All three authors (Horace, 

Coleridge, Poe), for example, speak of a shipwrecked mariner, faint and on the brink of 

despair—Horace’s narrator has commissioned an artist to paint such a figure, having survived a 

terrific and unexpected storm; Coleridge’s “Rime” features a despondent sailor, lost and adrift 

but finally in harbor; and Poe’s “Descent” revolves around a seaman’s unlikely escape from a 

horrifying maelstrom.  

     Also, all three authors penned treatises on the art of writing poetic works—Horace in his Ars 

Poetica, Coleridge in his “Theory of Poetry,” and Poe in his triple essays of “The Poetic 

Principle,” “The Rationale of Verse,” and “The Philosophy of Composition”. And all three 

authors were committed moralists, even if Coleridge held some rather unorthodox views as a 

result of his hero-worship of Immanuel Kant, the German philosopher whom he called “the 
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illustrious sage of Königsberg”: Kant’s reliance on the human-derived (as opposed to divinely-

revealed) ethical code by means of the categorical imperative, and his notions of the autonomy of 

the will constituting highest moral ground, are ostensibly apostate posits, and were clearly 

anathema to the biblical tradition embraced by Poe.243 

     One Neoclassical translation of the verse in which the Horatian epigraph is embedded 

(George Colman’s 1783 version, dedicated to two ministers he had befriended) is given as 

follows:  

               In Wisdom, Moral Wisdom, to excell,                              

   Is the chief cause and spring of writing well. 

   Draw elements from the Socratick source, 

  And, full of matter, words will rise of course. 

   He who hath learnt a patriot's glorious flame; 

   What friendship asks; what filial duties claim; 

   The ties of blood; and secret links that bind 

   The heart to strangers, and to all mankind; 

  The Senator's, the Judge's peaceful care, 

  And sterner duties of the Chief in war! 

   These who hath studied well, will all engage 

   In functions suited to their rank and age.244  

 Respicere exemplar vitae morumque jubebo 

   Doctum imitatorem, et veras hinc ducere voces. 

  Interdum speciosa locis, morataque recte 

   Fabula, nullius veneris, sine pondere et arte, 

   Valdius oblectat populum, meliusque moratur, 

   Quam versus inopes rerum, nugaeque canorae.   

                                                                             (Colman) 

 

     What can be gleaned from even this brief exposition is that moral wisdom is the chief cause 

and spring which informs well-written literature, and the desire to excel therein is a sentiment to 

which Poe is perfectly attuned; in traditional Judeo-Christian context, this wisdom comes only 

from God, as wisdom dwells with Him, and fear (reverential awe) of Him is given to be the 

source of it (Prov. 2:6-8 and Prov. 8:22, respectively). What does this moral wisdom entail? The 
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“secret links that bind/ The heart to strangers, and to all mankind,” meaning the non-

phenomenal/non-physical/non-sensate (emotional) ties which inextricably bind us as human 

beings to do our duties to God in seeing to the welfare of others, even the stranger being 

understood as a part of the self; this emotional dimension, of course, is love, which is the Moral 

Law of Scripture given in the two greatest commandments. 245 These are the dictates of Scripture 

to which Poe was beholden, and which he sought to promulgate and defend; as one who “hath 

studied well” these divine mandates, he ardently endeavored to engage his “rank and age,” the 

fellow Christians of his day. 

     Philip Francis, a British cleric dating to the Neoclassic Period, in his commentary on the 

segment of Horace’s Ars Poetica scrutinized in this section of the paper, offers a small handful 

of annotations (#317-318) which help shed further light on Poe’s affinity with the British 

Neoclassicists and their tradition of moral literature. After commending Horace for insisting that 

good moral sense ( “Taste” for Poe) is the first and foremost requirement of poet (as Horace 

writes, “recte sapere fons,”suggesting that all good writing stems from it), and for directing them 

to the “Moral Writings” of the Socratic disciples to develop this good sense, Francis writes, in 

relation to the Latin phrase “Respicere exemplar vitae morumque”: 

     By this Model of Life and Manners, Horace designs [designates] Nature that only Original 

of all the different Manners we see on the Stage of the World.  Therefore a good Imitator, a 

good Poet when he draws a Character for the Stage, does not consider particular Persons, but 

he enquires what they ought to do, or what Nature directs them to do.  He paints after Nature, 

not after any particular Copy, which is often confused and imperfect […] A Painter, who 

draws the Picture of a beautiful Woman after the most beautiful Life cannot pretend to draw 

the Picture of Beauty.  His Piece is only a Copy of another Piece, an Imitation of an Image, 

not of Life.  He should have confused the original Ideas of Beauty.  Thus in Poetry; a Poet, 

who would represent a Miser, cannot be said to draw the Character from the Life, if he paint 

only the Avarice of a single Person.  He should cast his Eye upon Nature, and contemplate her 

Idea of Avarice, for that is the true Original. (Francis 468)246 
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     Here, then, is a hint as to Poe’s distinction between the original and the novel; originality, for 

mankind, can consist only in the imagination, which is not understood to possess physical 

properties.247 As only Nature is truly original, in that it is the product of the Creator (Nature’s 

God), all else to which mankind aspires cannot be truly original when it comes to physical 

artifacts in the real world (artworks, literary texts, musical compositions), since mankind only 

can form artifacts by use of pre-existent materials he did not create; Adam is formed of the dust 

of the ground, which pre-existed before he is given life.248 Music is thought to come closest to 

true creation, in that it is intangible, but as it still relies on notation in its composition, it is not 

entirely free of being object-bound.  

     Here also is a possible source of inspiration for Poe’s 1842 tale “The Oval Portrait, “ in which 

story an artist endeavors to paint the picture of a beautiful woman in an attempt to “capture” her 

life in producing a portrait which is eerily life-like; in the tale, her life is captured by the artwork, 

in the sense that she expires the moment it is completed (as a result of her husband’s neglect), 

and the artist having painted it (her negligent husband) declares the work to be no less than “Life 

itself!”—clearly he is confused. But since only God can create a human being (body, mind, 

heart, and soul), then the most life-like painting is still but a copy of an image (the image and 

likeness of God with which the Creator has stamped mankind), and not of Life itself, which 

Scripture says is none other than God Himself (Jn. 11:25,14:6). The poet who creates his 

characters by thinking about the attributes of a particular individual (Adam, as man) instead of 

those which inform the universal (Adam, as mankind) confuses his focus, and should instead 

consider the natural (human nature) in seeking to be imaginatively original, for then he does not 

discount the Original of God, who created mankind.249  
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     A poet can be original, but only if he is imaginative, for imagination is not a creation of God, 

coming forth, instead, ex nihilo, from the mind of the man He created. Poe credits writers more 

with ease in novelty than with originality, since novelty involves the presentation of pre-existent 

elements in unique and never before seen combinations—hence his defense against the charge of 

plagiarism on his part when borrowing from other sources, which he did regularly. What Poe 

borrows, he also combines in new and interesting ways, thus his sources can be detected, but his 

tales are never slavish duplications, nor can they be slavishly duplicated. 

     One more focus on Horace is warranted before moving on, though, which helps to explain his 

great appeal to the British Neoclassicists and to Poe, all of whom were greatly interested in satire 

as a means of inviting moral improvement. In the introduction of his text, Satires and Epistles: A 

Modern English Verse Translation (first published in 1959), Smith Palmer Bovie, speaking of 

the Satires, offers: 

     As in the Odes and Epistles, a dedicatory address to Maecenas inaugurates the work and 

established the tone on an ethical and dignified level.  The first satire is philosophical and 

argumentative, “with a moral view designed / To cure the vices of mankind” by subjecting 

them to analysis.  Both the ethical inquiry and the analysis of misconduct are complementary 

sides of Horace’s philosophy, a philosophy of life, as conventional as it is true.  He thinks that 

a moderation of desire, according to a reasonable standard of attainment, is the best and 

happiest direction for human energy to take. (Bovie 13, emphasis mine)250 

 

     The tone of the ethical being a dignified one accurately describes the tone of Eureka (which 

also is dedicated to a prominent authority figure, albeit in science—Johannes Kepler), as well as 

of any other self-respecting satire.  Poe’s satirical work is also philosophical and argumentative, 

and it, too, has a “moral view designed,” in that it seeks to expose the apostasy of the German 

metaphysicians in the guise of a treatise on physics, thereby subjecting the Germans to proper 

analysis. Moreover, the ethical inquiry and the analysis of misconduct (apostasy) are 

https://books.google.com/books?id=gMiDX7IQ9wEC&pg=PA13&dq=%E2%80%9CEst+modus+in+rebus,+sunt+certi+denique+fines,/Quos+ultra+citraque+nequit+consistere+rectum.%E2%80%9D&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwiukNuX47TVAhXJrVQKHXacCosQ6AEILDAB#v=onepage&q=%E2%80%9CEst%20modus%20in%20rebus%2C%20sunt%20certi%20denique%20fines%2C%2FQuos%20ultra%20citraque%20nequit%20consistere%20rectum.%E2%80%9D&f=false
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complimentary sides to Poe’s philosophy of life, and Poe is just as much a conventional moralist 

as had been his predecessors and peers.  

     In terms of the “moderation of desire, according to a reasonable standard of attainment” as 

constituting the best and happiest course of action in human affairs, that position is precisely 

what Poe suggests in the Lucifer-figure tales, as all of the villains, same as the biblical figure 

having inspired them, desire to attain more than is lawfully theirs, the end result of which is 

much unhappiness—madness and death; even Satan will weep and gnash his teeth when final 

divine judgment is meted out to him (Mt. 22:13), and, as stated in the Book of James, “the devils 

also believe, and tremble” (Jam. 2:19). In Jewish religious tradition, even God limits Himself, in 

that He makes room enough to create Man and the World by “contracting” Himself to allow for 

the existence and needs of those whom are Other to Himself. 

     Bovie’s statements about the classical notions regarding moderation are especially 

illuminating, especially given Francis’ own notation referring to avarice and the fact that Poe’s 

understanding of grotesquery relies on disproportion, which includes excess and deficiency. It is 

needful to quote Bovie’s words here in full, for they are applicable to Poe’s Lucifer-figures and 

his aestheticism: 

     In the analysis of greed which forms the main part of Horace’s first satire, Aristotle’s view 

of ethical progress as the habit of arriving at the central point equidistant from the extremes of 

deficiency and excess is appropriated for Roman purposes.  Avarice, furthermore, well 

epitomizes the doctrine of the mean, for it shows us man gripped simultaneously by both 

extremes, morally confused by mistaking “too much” for “too little,” and blind to the fact of 

“enough”.  As avarice in general mirrors inconsistency in action, so Horace’s miser 

Ummidius, who has so much money he had to measure, not count it, is correspondingly 

insecure and fearful, impoverished and nerve-racked by his rampant compulsion.  The main 

body of the poem follows expertly on the introductory lines which probe into that formidable 

inconsistency in the directing of their energies to which all men are prey.  It is consistent to 

want to be what we are not.  The drive to acquire more than we have carries us swiftly past 

the point of what we need into the region of excess, and the only reasonable solution is 



290 

provided in the doctrine of the mean: we must skillfully, reasonably, and willfully discern the 

point at which we can make optimum use of what we have. This counsel, furthermore, holds 

good for spiritual resources as well as for material: our inconsistency oscillates so violently as 

to shatter our peace of mind when we fail to recognize and enforce the proper use of 

ourselves.  The arc of human action, when it describes a course from nothing to everything, is 

more like a falling star than like a measurable sine wave.  As for the idea that unlimited 

acquisitions or the boundless exertion or undirected energy can confer happiness or 

satisfaction on man, Horace would say that this is the sort of idea that needs to be cured, not 

refuted.  The skinflint gazing in bittersweet solitude on the gold pieces in his strongbox is a 

miserable miser.  Tantalus will always be thirsty, and Horace intends us to take the story to 

heart: mutate nominee de te fabula narrator. 251(Bovie 13-14) 

 

     The Latin phrase is understood to mean “with the name changed, the story applies to you”—

in essence, the tale is intended to convey a moral lesson, just as applicable to you as to the 

character depicted. The statement which brings most to bear on Poe’s moral inclination, though, 

is: “This counsel, furthermore, holds good for spiritual resources as well as for material: our 

inconsistency oscillates so violently as to shatter our peace of mind when we fail to recognize 

and enforce the proper use of ourselves.”  

     What is the proper use of ourselves which Poe would have his readers recognize? Living in 

accord with the two greatest commandments. Our inconsistent nature is the inherent wickedness 

of man constantly twisting his will into violence (which is Self-violence), to which man 

succumbs without adherence to the Law of God written on the human heart— to love one 

another, stranger or kinfolk, with the same due regard one must afford the Self. Poe’s arc is bent 

towards divine justice, yet he fears that, without divine guidance and correction, the star of 

humanity is falling as did Lucifer’s (he described as the fallen morning star, Isa. 14:12), the 

consequences of which will be dire damnation and annihilation—for Christians, including that of 

the eternal soul. 
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      We have taken the long way around by encompassing part of the rich tradition of the 

admixture of humor and morality which characterize the historical conventions associated with 

tales; whereas the French tradition of moral tales (such as those by Martel or even the fables of 

Jean de La Fontaine) does not rely on the incorporation of humor, the British Neoclassical one 

did, and it is with the Brits whom Poe is best aligned. Moreover, Poe was a Southerner, and the 

tall tale, spun for green and naïve visitors in order to tease them, was also part of his American 

tradition; the events recounted in such tales would start off as reasonable and feasible, and then 

gradually descend into such exaggeration as to constitute nonsense—as with Poe’s tale 

“Mesmeric Revelation.” The term “tales” now examined, next in the title of the Poe’s 1840 

collection are the words “of the,” to signify the group or groups to which the tales belong---that 

is group or groups.  

     Poe criticism consistently falls into the trap of trying to situate particular tales within one or 

other of the two categories suggested by the title; what should be remembered that whatever 

seems obvious in Poe might actually be a red herring or distraction, much in the same way a 

magician employs sleight of hand in his stagecraft, in order to achieve the effect of illusion.252 

The word “and” acts as a polysyndeton, which means that it connects or incorporates all which 

came before it with all which came after it. In thinking of the prose essays of Francis Bacon, for 

example, his collected opinions, as given in the 1597 Essays, Civil and Moral, can focus on 

moral values or civil virtues, but they need not be mutually exclusive, for they also may dwell on 

how moral values translate into civic virtues.  

     In fact, Poe clearly is indebted to Bacon, not because Bacon is considered by many literary 

historians to be the so-called “father of the modern prose essay,” but because Poe’s aesthetic 
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theory borrows directly from at least two of Bacon’s essays from the above-titled work, the one 

entitled “Of Beauty” and its immediate successor, “Of Deformity”. 253 Poe’s debt to Sir Walter 

Scott, Edmund Burke, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, and Friedrich Schlegel have been well-

documented, but, as will be shown subsequently, Poe’s conception of beauty as being slightly 

peculiar, and his incorporation of the grotesque in his depiction of the Lucifer-figures, are reliant 

on these two much-celebrated essays by Bacon. Whereas Poe critics occasionally make mention 

of Bacon’s “Of Beauty,” I have yet to encounter one which speaks to the impact his “Of 

Deformity” essay had on Poe’s moral grotesqueries. 

      Poe critics typically rely on the signification of the word “and” to include works of disparate 

natures (as in the idea that two varieties appear together within the same anthology), but they 

tend to ignore the signification which posits that the anthology consists of tales which each 

feature both characteristics, albeit possibly in different ratios of admixture. To be sure, the latter 

claim mandates an exorbitant amount of scrutiny practiced on all twenty-five tales included in 

the 1840 anthology, which simply lies beyond the scope of time, energy, and funds allowable for 

this paper. It is characteristic of Poe to be intentionally nebulous, therefore the possibility of the 

dual-pronged signification should not be summarily dismissed; perhaps wiser and more patient 

souls than yours truly remain to tease out that mystery, although G.R. Thompson’s chapter 

“Grotesque and Arabesque” in his 1973 book Poe’s Fiction: Romantic Irony in the Gothic Tales 

makes an excellent argument for regarding the anthology’s tales as hybrid creations, given the 

impact of German literary criticism on Poe. Yet even without Thompson’s impressive 

documentation of the shifts in meaning of the two terms ranging from the sixteenth through 

twentieth centuries, Poe gives his readers a clue as to the merged singularity of the tales’ nature 
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when he speaks in the prefatory statements of “the tenor” which categorizes them—that is 

“tenor,” not “tenors”.254 

     Much has been written as to what Poe meant by the words “grotesque” and “arabesque”. (He 

capitalized the latter term, as in his 1840 satirical piece, “The Philosophy of Furniture,” a work 

which has been taken at surface value—always a risky proposition with Poe—about the 

aesthetics of décor, but which really is a sarcastic estimation of the literary trends embraced 

domestically and abroad. For example, he scolds his countrymen’s taste for “carpets” which are 

bedazzled with the riotous colors and motifs of the Native Americans, most likely actually taking 

them to task for their fascination with sensationalist captivity narratives which were popular in 

earlier times.) Whereas all critics seem to be conformed in the acknowledgement of the two 

terms hailing from the world of the fine arts, there is some disagreement as to what those terms 

signify even in aesthetic lexicons. For example, some critics offer that the term “arabesque” 

derives from the Islamic prohibition to represent humans, and others credit it to a dictum 

reputedly issued by the Moslem prophet Muhammad which prohibits the artistic depiction of 

humans and animals; the truth of the matter is that it all depends on what century is involved, 

and which “denomination” or subset within the major divisions of Islam (e.g., Shia, Sunni, Sufi, 

Salafi, Wahhabi).  

     Contrary to popular contemporary notions, humans, animals, and even Mohammad himself 

have featured prominently in Islamic art in days gone by; it is only more recent religious 

orthodoxy which contends that calligraphy is the sole means to convey the spiritual and historical 

aspects of the Moslem Koran and Hadith, and which forbid any depictions of Mohammad. As 

commonly understood today, the term “arabesque” is most frequently associated with complex 
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floral or geometric designs rendered in a pattern of uniform repetition, foregoing the use of any 

figurative forms. But what would the term have signified to Poe?  

     Poe, as is well known, took some of his cues from varied sources— the aesthetic theories of 

the German philosopher Friedrich Schlegel, the critical assessments of the Scottish novelist Sir 

Walter Scott, and the myriad musings of British poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge; as is typical for 

Poe, he recombined the ideas he gleaned from these authors, and made them distinctly his own. 

Before addressing what Poe likely meant by the words “arabesque” and “grotesque,” it is 

advisable to examine the connection of these tales to the Baconian essays aforementioned.  

     In “Of Beauty,” Bacon opines: “There is no excellent beauty that hath not some strangeness 

in the proportion” (Essays 304). For Poe, beauty was not an idealized property of an artifact but 

was the result of an elevating experience, in which the motion was always upwards, towards a 

supernal realm of which mankind is capable only of glimpsing while bound to the mortal sphere. 

Whereas one might be tempted to suggest that this is Poe’s affinity with the Platonic notion of 

Ideal Forms, wherein the objects of this world are thought to be inferior imitations of some 

permanent, godly models, Poe nowhere asserts that the eternal realm in any way resembles that 

of the earthly counterpart. Logic begs at least two questions: (1) What need is there to strive to 

see the original if the replica or simulacrum so strongly resembles it?; and (2) What joy is there 

to be found in the attainment of an original design whose counterfeit already closely resembles 

it?  

      If Heaven were but an improved version of Earth, it would simply be better, and not radically 

dissimilar; mankind already can imagine improved conditions (that is the chief thrust of 

Utopianism and Progressivism), therefore there is no exquisite ecstasy to be had in being 

http://www.bartleby.com/3/1/43.html
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elevated to such an extent that one can glimpse supernal beauty.255 Supernal beauty, therefore, 

must include some element which is otherworldly, for it must be connected to this realm but 

possessed of some aspect or characteristic by which it is set apart from it—it must be both 

natural and hint of the supernatural.  Given the requisite dissimilarity of that which is heavenly 

and that which is earthly, and a dissimilarity which human imagination cannot even begin to 

fathom or muster (as noted in Scripture itself, cf. Isa. 64:4, 1 Cor. 2:9-10), Poe’s notion of 

supernal beauty cannot be construed as being Platonic. 

     The strangeness in proportion can be a physical manifestation, in which case the artifact or 

person possesses an incommensurable feature among features which are well known (such as 

eyes or skin beyond compare), or the manifestation of a metaphysical or emotional state which 

defies ready comprehension or comparison; the narrator’s description of his bride’s strange, 

exquisite loveliness in “Ligeia” is an example of the first type, and the exaggerated quality of her 

will is an example of the second. (The narrator’s description of the love he shared with his 

deceased sweetheart in “Annabel Lee” is also an example of the second type.) When Bacon 

suggests that excellent beauty must possess some “strangeness in the proportion,” he has given 

Poe a hint at what he must contribute to his own tales and poems if they are to excel, for it is by 

exaggeration of some feature, some strangeness in the proportion, that one work or one character 

is distinguished from all others, the practice of which lends itself to the great variety of which 

Poe boasted regarding the tales. As Poe did not exclude or disassociate the terrific from the 

beautiful (nodding to Edmund Burke’s theories on the sublime), Bacon’s statements are still 

particularly relevant to Poe’s aesthetic theory; there is some exaggeration featured in each tale, 

even the terrifying ones, which lend to its singular beauty, which is to say its aesthetic quality. 
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    In his essay “Of Deformity,” what Bacon offers must here be quoted at length, for it speaks 

directly and emphatically to the grotesquery (i.e., exaggerated deformity, whether physical or 

moral) of Poe’s Lucifer-figures: 

     DEFORMED persons are commonly even with nature; for as nature hath done ill by them, 

so do they by nature; being for the most part (as the Scripture saith) void of natural affection; 

and so they have their revenge of nature. Certainly, there is a consent between the body and 

the mind; and where nature erreth in the one, she ventureth in the other. Ubi peccat in uno, 

periclitatur in altero. [To offend on one point is to risk jeaporady of the other.] But because 

there is in man an election touching the frame of his mind, and a necessity in the frame of his 

body, the stars of natural inclination are sometimes obscured by the sun of discipline and 

virtue. Therefore it is good to consider of deformity, not as a sign, which is more deceivable; 

but as a cause, which seldom faileth of the effect. Whosoever hath anything fixed in his 

person that doth induce contempt, hath also a perpetual spur in himself to rescue and deliver 

himself from scorn. Therefore all deformed persons are extreme bold. First, as in their own 

defence, as being exposed to scorn; but in process of time by a general habit. Also it stirreth 

in them industry, and especially of this kind, to watch and observe the weakness of others, 

that they may have somewhat to repay.  Again, in their superiors, it quencheth jealousy 

towards them, as persons that they think they may at pleasure despise: and it layeth their 

competitors and emulators asleep; as never believing they should be in possibility of 

advancement, till they see them in possession. So that upon the matter, in a great wit, 

deformity is an advantage to rising. Kings in ancient times (and at this present in some 

countries) were wont to put great trust in eunuchs; because they that are envious towards all 

are more obnoxious and officious towards one. But yet their trust towards them hath rather 

been as to good spials [spies] and good whisperers, than good magistrates and officers. And 

much like is the reason of deformed persons. Still the ground is, they will, if they be of spirit, 

seek to free themselves from scorn; which must be either by virtue or malice; and therefore let 

it not be marvelled if sometimes they prove excellent persons (Essays 308-309, emphasis 

mine). 

 

     Bacon’s opinions, here stated, exercised tremendous influence on Poe’s tales which treat of 

Lucifer-figures. Who can read them and not think immediately of “Hop-Frog,” in which tale the 

titular, deformed court jester cruelly murders the king and members of the court by setting them 

aflame? Surely the wicked and vengeful Hop-Frog waited “to watch and observe the weakness of 

others,” that he could have somewhat to repay for their taunting jibes. (Their punishment did not 

fit the crime, in that burning someone alive as repayment for insults and pushing one about is 

http://www.bartleby.com/3/1/44.html
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excessive recompense.) Is not Roderick Usher’s sickly body and constitution a reflection of his 

sick mind, which speaks to the “consent” (agreement or correspondence) between the two? Are 

not the murderers of the tales, who suffer from deformities of character, “void of natural 

affection”? Are they not bold, as is the case with the narrators of “Heart” and “Cat,” and the 

Inquisitors in “Pit”? Are they not scornful, as is Montresor in “Cask”? Do they not enviously plot 

against their superiors and benefactors, lulling them into a false sense of security (laying asleep), 

as in “Heart”? Do they not exercise deformed reason, as in “Heart,” “Hop-Frog,” “Cat,” “Usher,” 

“Cask,” and “Imp”? 

     These are grotesqueries of character, and whereas Poe (with the exception of Hop-Frog) does 

not render his Lucifer-figures in stereotypical physical deformities as a “tell” (much too evident 

for his taste), he nonetheless utilizes Bacon’s descriptions of grotesquery in crafting personality 

traits for them. Importantly, Bacon argues that deformity, with its inherent attributes or 

proclivities towards evil, can be overcome by volition of the individual affected by the 

deformity, as the individual soul contains “a perpetual spur” to choose and adhere to the good in 

order to avoid damnation. Poe’s Lucifer-figures choose malice instead of virtue to “free 

themselves of scorn,” although with the exception of Hop-Frog, they have no viable source of 

scorn, having become so deformed or warped in their malevolent imagination that they even 

invent motives as pretexts to do away with their innocent victims, acting on what the narrator of 

“Imp” calls a “motive non motivert,” acting without motivation (by which is meant just or due 

recompense). The ability to choose to become an “excellent person” is dependent entirely on the 

exercise of free will, meaning all of the Lucifer-figures examined in this essay did choose their 

courses of action, and therefore are beholden to the consequences of those choices. (The classical 



298 

notion of virtue was excellence, therefore the excellent person was the virtuous person, 

underscoring the moral aspect of Poe’s tales.) Lucifer-figures tend to fabricate and project blame 

for their deeds onto other sources (the estate in “Usher,” the spirit of perversity in “Imp,” 

alcoholism in “Cat”), so as to cling to their Self-deluded professed pretexts for committing 

murder. 

     As for what Poe had meant by “the heresy of the Didactic,” the emphasis should not be on the 

word “Didactic,” but on the word “heresy”. Webster’s dictionary of 1828 defines the word 

“heresy” as an untenable or unsound opinion in politics, or an error in religious practice or 

doctrine which invites strong disapprobation. It also offers: “In Scripture and primitive usage, 

heresy meant merely sect, party, or the doctrines of a sect, as we now use denomination or 

persuasion, implying no reproach” (“Heresy”). Poe extends the use of the term to apply to errors 

in literary orthodoxy and what he deems to be unsound opinion in critical assessments, thus he 

does not subscribe to the doctrines of that literary faction or “sect” which insists on moral import 

in poetry. In the opening lines of his 1848 essay, “The Heresy of the Didactic,” he summarizes 

the doctrinal error of the adversarial sect: “It has been assumed, tacitly and avowedly, directly 

and indirectly, that the ultimate object of all Poetry is Truth. Every poem, it is said, should 

inculcate a moral; and by this moral is the poetical merit of the work to be adjudged. We 

Americans especially have patronized this happy idea; and we Bostonians, very especially, have 

developed it in full” (Poe “Heresy”). 

     Poe was a committed Christian moralist; he would insist on didacticism, but he would not 

insist on it being foundational to effective poetry, which, for him, was solely concerned with the 

elevation of the soul and with supernal beauty. He recognized, for example, the value of “the 

http://webstersdictionary1828.com/Dictionary/heresy
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True,” but at the same time called for a limitation on “its modes of inculcation” (Poe “Heresy”). 

The heresy, therefore, was that a poem must contain a moral, which is not saying the same thing 

as that it should never contain moral import. Poe thought it heretical to insist that a poem must 

include a moral concern, but he did not condemn poetry which did—he could not have, given his 

clear admiration for the British Neoclassicists, whose poems were chock full of moral 

instruction: Famously, Pope’s 1711 Essay on Criticism instructs: “Good nature and good sense 

must ever join; To err is human; to forgive, divine.” Poe did not insist that poem must exclude 

didacticism, he simply thought it ill-advised to insist that it must include it.  

     A poem, then, is created for its own sake (ars gratia artis), only in the sense that it need not 

always be beholden to inclusion of moral instruction or concerned with expressing some rational 

truth; it is the province of Beauty, and therefore Beauty should ever remain its focus, at least in 

Poe’ opinion.256 If it must be concerned with Beauty, then it cannot be said to be created for its 

own sake, for there is still some attendant concern to be met—Beauty as a means of glimpsing 

the supernal. If the elevation of the soul is the supreme aspiration or function of poetry, then that 

art is motivated to some end, and is not created gratia artis; a poem must not be burdened with 

imparting truth or morality when those considerations impede its sense of beauty, but it may 

allow for both truth and morality in its concern with beauty. The heresy which offended Poe was 

that poems should be contorted to convey moral import, when, left to themselves (their “own 

sake, per se”), they could take whatever shape best suited their needs. Superimposing a moral 

standard on poetry could disfigure or mar its beauty, resulting in a grotesquerie of that genre’s 

best formulation. 



300 

     Poe did not argue that poetry must exclude concerns about Goodness or Truth, as aspects of a 

poem which speak to such things may underscore the beauty of the poem; Poe merely made an 

argument for Beauty as the primary focus in poetry. Sometimes the interests overlap.257 There is 

criticism which calls for goodness or which faults its absence (moral import in the works of other 

authors), and there are tales which render critical truth about matters (“Thingum Bob, Esq.” is a 

scathing expose of the publishing industry, and “Blackwood” is a bit softer in its critical take on 

the fare it generated). Certain forms of writing lent themselves best to certain aims, but 

admixture certainly was not ruled out by Poe. Of the three forms of writing for which Poe is 

known—his criticism, his poetry, and his tales—are to be discerned the respective, focal 

priorities for each genre: Truth is the province of criticism, Beauty is the province of poetry, and 

Goodness is the province of the tale, hence the consistency of the moral content in Poe’s tales. 

This is a logical claim, when one takes into consideration what Poe had written about the 

distinctly-divided-yet-related functions or faculties of the human mind: 

     Dividing the world of the mind into its three most immediately obvious distinctions, we 

have the Pure Intellect, Taste, and the Moral Sense. I place Taste in the middle, because it is 

just this position which, in the mind, it occupies. It holds intimate relations with either 

extreme; but from the Moral Sense is separated by so faint a difference that Aristotle has not 

hesitated to place some of its operations among the virtues themselves. Nevertheless, we find 

the offices of the trio marked with a sufficient distinction. Just as the Intellect concerns itself 

with Truth, so Taste informs us of the Beautiful, while the Moral Sense is regardful of Duty. 

Of this latter, while Conscience teaches the obligation, and Reason the expediency, Taste 

contents herself with displaying the charms:—waging war upon Vice solely on the ground of 

her deformity—her disproportion—her animosity to the fitting, to the appropriate, to the 

harmonious—in a word, to Beauty. (Poe “Heresy”) 

 

     (Note Poe’s nod to the British Neoclassical tenet of harmony, as opposed to the German 

obsession with unity; harmony reconciles, whereas unity subsumes.) Criticism allows for the 

greatest directness and is best suited for conveying rational truths of reason (Pure Intellect), and 

https://www.poets.org/poetsorg/text/heresy-didactic
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the tales are best suited for inculcating moral truths of revealed religion (Goodness, Duty, Moral 

Sense). Criticism is explicit clarification, and the tales are implicit instruction; the tales work best 

for inculcating morality since their narrative form illustrates for readers the circumstances in 

which they might find themselves, thus inviting the effective application of the Horatian adage, 

“mutate nominee de te fabula narrator.” If rendered as a chart of associations, Poe’s aesthetic 

moral theory may be read as indicated as outlined below (Fig. 1.4), although, admittedly, it spells 

them out in a merely rudimentary framework, the details of which must be foregone for the 

present: 

Pure Intellect  Taste   Moral Sense 

Truth   Beauty   Goodness 

Mind   Heart   Soul 

Sensibility  Sensation  Sentiment 

Reason   Emotion  Conscience 

Expediency  Charm   Obligation 

Rationale  Appeal   Duty 

Criticism  Poetry   Tales 

 

     Figure 1.4:  Tripartite Associations of Poe’s Moral Aestheticism (Poetic Sentiment) 

 

     Taste should not be mistaken for Moral Sense. Moral Sense is conscience, thus we act out of  

 

conscience; Taste is the apparatus or faculty which stimulates and appeals to our conscience  

 

by perceiving injustice or dissonance in order and harmony—it is the faculty sensitized to human  

 

compassion and the beautiful (moral aestheticism), which provides the Moral Sense the means  

 

by which to discern good from evil, or right from wrong, good from bad, correct from incorrect,  

 

since Pure Intellect only tells us what is, and not what ought to be; Taste informs Moral Sense, so  

 

that it does what ought to be done, thus the two are inextricably and necessarily closely linked.  

 

To put the distinctions very simply: Pure Intellect tells us what is, Taste tells us what ought to  

 

be, and Moral Sense tells us what must be done, in order to make the change from “what is”  
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to “what ought to be”. Taste invokes the moral imperative, Moral Sense meets its demands, in  

 

the form of our moral duty to others. 

 

     “Charm” here may be understood to signify the “charm of proportion,” which herein 

determines proper context (moderation) and therefore sound judgment; sound judgment is crucial 

to Moral Sense, since one must be able to discern—not define—the difference between good and 

evil, hence Poe’s admittance that Aristotle was correct to maintain the close relationship between 

Taste and Moral Sense. Charm of proportion can be understood to mean that it is the aspect 

which balances the elements in relation to each other, in essence “mediating” them. Once a 

rationale is determined, there is a faculty which appeals to Moral Sense (Duty tied to conscience) 

to meet that rationale; the fulfillment of duty is not a guarantee, thus Taste necessarily mediates 

or intercedes between Pure Intellect (Reason) and Moral Sense (Duty): To know what must be 

done (rationale) does not guarantee that it will be done (Duty), hence the requisite intercessor 

(appeal to Duty) to bring the thought to action.  

     Vice is here characterized by deformity, by disproportion, by grotesquery of character, since 

grotesquery is hostile to harmony, which, being the antipode of vice, is virtue.258 As harmony (a 

musical term) is most closely associated with virtue, and virtue with beauty, and beauty with the 

supernal, and the supernal with poetry, and poetry with elevation of the soul, then the harmony 

of beautiful poetry is the virtue by which vice is countered—and this belief is why Poe has 

Monos lament to Una in the colloquy which bears their name that a proper sense of Taste could 

have saved mankind, for Taste, involving sound judgment, is bound to moral sense since one 

must first recognize (not designate) distinctions between good and evil before one can choose 

which to embrace or repel: If one is not able to distinguish between a poison and a medicine, 
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then the elixir set before one will prove either toxic or beneficial. (Of course, he is still mocking 

Schiller’s claim that the Arts alone could have saved us, for Taste involves the emotional 

aspect—love—which God instructed would save Man from self-wrought utter annihilation of 

Man and the World; love motivates us to do that which we know is right and must be done.)  

     The term “charm of proportion” is very likely apt, in terms of Poe’s notion of Charm, for it 

has historical associations with Neoclassical art, architecture, music, and literature. For example, 

in a 1921 bulletin of the New York Metropolitan Museum of Art is included a description of 

period furnishings featured in one of its collections, wherein the editor wrote: “True it is that 

these would appeal when arranged in any room, but the features of the eighteenth century rooms, 

with their dignified mouldings, the white mantels, and everywhere the charm of proportion, all 

give added emphasis to the spirit of the furniture” (Rowe 23).  

      In a 1918 bulletin for the Detroit Museum of Art, in describing a new gallery, the editor 

writes that it has “all the charm of proportion, and the simplicity of a severe Romanesque 

chapel” (G.A.G. 31). (The eighteenth century is the Neoclassical period in Great Britain, and 

Romanesque architecture is stylized after Roman classical models.) The term also applies to 

musical compositions. From a web site devoted to Igor Stravinsky’s so-termed “Neoclassical 

Period” comes the following information: “Neoclassical artworks are those that revive some or 

all of the characteristics of the artworks of classical antiquity established by the ancient Greeks 

and Romans between 700 and 30 B.C. These include the following: simplicity; symmetry; 

balance; order; objectivity; regularity; structured; rational; clarity of design; intellectual; 

universal or timeless appeal; and emotional and intellectual forces in balance” 

(“Neoclassicism”). (The site then links to examples of Stravinsky’s Neoclassical operas, 

https://books.google.com/books?id=9FFNAQAAMAAJ&pg=PA248-IA23&lpg=PA248-IA23&dq=%22charm+of+proportion%22+in+art&source=bl&ots=cqh8nVB7Jx&sig=Po4K0Cw_2kEeA1O9_GrHDmZqkFo&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwi4rZCMhKzbAhVm_4MKHeaVA3oQ6AEIJzAA#v=onepage&q=%22charm%20of%20proportion%22%20in%20art&f=false
http://www.dalnet.lib.mi.us/dia/collections/dma_bulletins/12-5.pdf
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including Oedipus Rex and The Rake’s Progress; the first musical score is based on the tragedy 

written by the Grecian dramatist Sophocles, and the latter is inspired by an eighteenth-century 

series of engravings by British artist William Hogarth, warning against excessive indulgence of 

vices.)  

     Francesco Berger’s article, “The Charm of Proportion in Music,” appears in the 1920 

collection edited by Theodore Presser, Etude: The Music Magazine, wherein Berger waxes 

poetic about comparative works of famous composers, e.g., Beethoven, Schumann, and  

Mendelssohn (592). The phrase appears in Walter Bagehot’s ten-volume collection of essays 

dating to 1915, in discussion of Shakespeare, wherein he writes of the world-renown bard and 

dramatist’s “irregular genius, in which all the powers exist in the mind in a very high, and almost 

all of them in the very highest measure, but from which a slight excess in a single one, the charm 

of proportion is lessened” (McCrae 421). Certainly, the traits listed which define the 

Neoclassical style must have appealed to Poe, for he preferred objectivity to Kantian (and 

Spinozist) subjectivity, as well as preferred limited Lockean rationalism, while he disparaged the 

excesses of emotionalism vaunted by the German Romantics, and he championed clarity, 

faulting Emerson and the British Utilitarians many times for obscurity in use of language. 

     But to really comprehend the theoretical aspect of “the charm of proportion” as linked to 

virtue, or supernal beauty with morality, and disproportion being associated with vice, one must 

turn to the superb chronology outlined in highly-esteemed art historian and history of philosophy 

scholar Wladyslaw Tatarkiewicz’s multi-volume History of Aesthetics, first published in Polish 

in 1926 to great acclaim, and subsequently translated into English in 1970. Tatarkiewicz’s work 

traces aesthetic theory in Europe from the ancient Greeks up to the eighteenth century. In the 

https://books.google.com/books?id=neQxAQAAMAAJ&pg=PA592&lpg=PA592&dq=%22charm+of+proportion%22&source=bl&ots=MWdPY1n_c2&sig=0WRLTuka7PwKC5gpiVqB3nJTnWA&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwios6TygazbAhVE74MKHayCBbkQ6AEIJzAA#v=onepage&q=%22charm%20of%20proportion%22&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=Qne6ZOgLyT0C&pg=PA202&lpg=PA202&dq=charm+of+proportion&source=bl&ots=eUlix5MbGo&sig=2PmXp-bu7uzKA234M1xXTUmNlWo&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwj73YPhgazbAhXp7YMKHZnXBMMQ6AEIQDAD#v=onepage&q=charm%20of%20proportion&f=false
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section devoted to discussion of the sixteenth century theory of the visual arts, he outlines the 

metaphysical connotations associated with terminological denotations. The crucial pages relevant 

to Poe (200-204) cannot be duplicated in their entirety here, but their perusal is heartily 

recommended. There are detailed distinctions provided for the Italian artistic concepts and terms 

as they apply to the irrational and metaphysical, and it spells out differences in Platonic and 

Aristotelian perspectives on these concepts. For our purposes here, a few points must be gleaned 

from this greatly condensed, excerpted portion of the text: 

     Perfect proportions were sought for architecture as well as for painting and sculpture.  

Their perfection was proved in various ways: mathematically, theologically, cosmologically, 

musically, anthropologically, and psychologically. It was assumed that certain simple 

proportions and geometrical figures are obligatory because they are perfect in themselves; 

also because they are a picture of God, because they constitute universal laws, because they 

are the same proportions which we hear in music as harmony, because they correspond to the 

human form, and because they suit man’s inclinations and habits […] The view emerged that 

beauty cannot be reduced to rational, numerical relationships, that there is something 

irrational in it.  

      How might this something be called? Someone thought of Petrarch’s phrase non se ché 

for something which cannot be expressed, or defined. This expression now became a formula 

[…] There was one further, related, development. Traditionally, beauty had been combined 

with proportion, and proportion with measure (misura). Now measure was replaced by 

judgment (giudizio) […] The term “judgment” had a much narrower meaning than it does 

today: it only meant a judgment that was individual and direct in contrast to general 

judgments, rules, and principles […] it was thought that it was based on innate ability, and 

therefore universally valid, not personal […] Anyone familiar with the subsequent history of 

aesthetics up till Kant and the 18th century will realize that this idea was not unimportant […] 

Earlier in the history of art one general concept had been enough: beauty (combined with 

proportion); now a second concept was found alongside of it: grace. Bellezza and grazia were 

thus distinguished […] The expression “grazia,” which had meant “grace” or “charm” in 

antiquity and “grace” or “divine favour” in the Middle Ages, now returned to its ancient 

meaning. In the Middle Ages grace had been valued and sought for in life and art, but the 

concept had no place in theory. Castiglione was largely responsible for spreading the concept 

in the Renaissance; he used it to describe a certain manner of behavior and appearance in a 

man. Thus the concept entered into the theory. Here, however, it had a somewhat fluctuating 

meaning: some saw in grace a feature of every beauty, others only that of irregular beauty 

[…] If beauty does not consist in the arrangement of parts, then it must consist in the form of 

the thing: form in the Aristotelian sense, i.e., in the essence of a given thing. The form of a 

man is the soul: from it is derived the grace and beauty of a man. Dell’anima viene all’uomo 
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tutta quella bellezza che noi chiamamo grazia: from the soul comes that beauty which we call 

grace. This spiritualistic view of beauty was in keeping with the contemporary view that the 

essential element of art is design, which is the work of the soul […] The spiritual beauty of 

nature has its source in nature, while the spiritual beauty of art stems from the soul of the 

artist [,,,] Bembo wrote that a body is beautiful when its members are proportional, and a soul 

is beautiful when there is a harmony between its virtues […] During the course of the century 

an important historical process occurred: there was a gradual departure from the view that 

beauty is a material characteristic. This process ran parallel with a second one: the gradual 

departure from the traditional view that beauty consists in the proportion of parts.  In positive 

terms, one can say that the opinion developed that beauty is a quality, not a relationship; that 

the artist discovers it and is not guided by an idea, not by imitation; that it is discerned by the 

eye, not by reasoning. (Tatarkiewicz 201-204, emphasis mine) 

 

     (That beauty is discerned by the direct and individual judgment of the eye is Michelangelo’s 

position, and that it is determined by reasoning is Kant’s.) From this remarkable piece of 

scholarship in the history of ideas as they relate to artistic terminology, one should be able to 

discern Poe’s use of such concepts in the creation of his own works, especially since the terms 

“grotesque” and “arabesque” themselves derive from the world of art. James Joyce thought of 

himself as an artist, and not merely an author, given the title of his semi-autobiographical novel, 

his bildungsroman from 1916, The Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. It is a portrait, for in it, 

we are presented not only with a visual representation of a person, but also the very individual 

qualities which make it personal, which is to say, which render it a portrait and not merely an 

image; ideally, portraits render the characters or personalities of the sitters, and not merely their 

physical properties. In reading Poe, we are able to detect very pronounced individual qualities in 

the murderous narrators, which is why, even though the Lucifer-figures have traits which are 

shared in common, they are nonetheless quite distinct from each other, as no one would confuse 

Montresor for Roderick, despite their shared backgrounds of ancient and aristocratic lineage and 

fortunes, or their “profane” Roman Catholicism.  
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     Neither would one expect readers to confuse the murderous narrators from “Imp,” “Cat,” or 

“Heart,” for Poe has rendered portraits of these villains, in that they retain a sense of personal 

identity in their depictions, whilst at the same time signifying all of humanity—a trait shared by 

the best of canonical literature, in which the particular sheds light on the universal. Artists, 

according to artistic standards traditionally associated with Classical (and therefore Neoclassical) 

works were crafted so as to be reliant on the “Golden Mean”. In ancient Greek philosophical 

tradition, this signifies the Aristotelian  “golden middle way,” the achieving of a desirable middle 

position found between two extremes, the one being excess, and the other being deficiency. In art 

and architectural traditions, it involves a mathematical ratio of precision which provides 

harmony to a work, for which reason it is often referred to as the “golden ratio”.  

     (It is symbolized by the Greek letter phi, ϕ, and has a numerical value approximated to 1.618. 

It is of special utility in determining proportion of objects and relative distances, and two 

quantities are said to be in the golden ratio if their ratio is the same as the ratio of their sum to the 

larger of the two quantities.)  

     This striking of the perfect balance in the most moral and beautiful (morally beautiful) 

persons was key to classical aesthetics, and also to that of the Italian Renaissance which drew 

upon classical themes; think of Robert Browning’s chilling poem, “My Last Duchess” as a 

perfect illustration of this notion. In that work, which suggests that the conversation takes place 

during the Italian Renaissance, the duke speaks to an unnamed visitor about negotiating 

arrangements to marry his next wife. The reader is made to understand that his former wife has 

been executed by command of her husband, having been found guilty in his eyes of having a 

heart “too soon made glad”. Everything and everyone delighted her, which he found distasteful, 
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as she treated everyone with kindness and patience and respect. He faults her for never 

“stooping” to quarrel with, complain about, or insult others; in short, she suffers from an excess 

of human kindness, whereas he suffers from a deficiency of it. Both characters, therefore, 

represent grotesqueries, although, clearly he is the villain and she the victim. True to the pattern 

evidenced in many Lucifer-figure tales, evildoers cannot bear the sight of the good, for the 

goodness of their victims only magnifies, by contrast, their own wickedness. (Especially heinous 

is that he keeps her life-like portrait hidden behind a drape, so that only he and whomever he 

permits are able to see the smile whose access to he now utterly controls; he has made no room 

for the “Other,” and he has reduced her to an object.) 

     This philosophical tenet of striking a perfect or golden moderation informs not only the 

Renaissance thinking suggested by the poem, but is one which Homer advocates as well, as 

discussed elsewhere in this paper; as Horace’s Ars Poetica was of extreme importance to the 

British Neoclassicists admired by Poe, its tenets are therefore of extreme importance to Poe’s 

work as well. Importantly for the purposes of our inclusion of Tatarkeweicz’s words here given, 

though, is the linking of harmonious proportion to the divine, since perfect proportions “are a 

picture of God,” or better stated, it is through them that the portrait of the divine Creator is 

rendered, thereby charm of proportion leads to glimpses of supernal Beauty, which originates 

from and is God Himself.  

     Moreover, knowledge of God (who is Beauty, just as He is Goodness and Truth, per 

Scripture) is based on the irrational (emotional), in which case He cannot be known by Kantian 

or Spinozist human reason or Romantic and Transcendentalist human intuition. And as He is also 

Love (again, per Scripture), as loving is irrational, in being connected to emotion and not reason, 
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it is only through loving others, per the very dictums of the two greatest commandments, that we 

may enter into the relational aspects He has intended to preserve our collective lives and 

individual souls. God is the ultimate Petrarchan non se ché, being the someone for whom we 

cannot find adequate expression or articulate full description, hence our ability to merely glimpse 

at His supernal fullness—once again, a principal lesson of the Book of Job, and one which calls 

for mortal humility.  

     The truest and most accurate critics, by this reckoning, are those endowed with an innate 

ability to recognize Beauty directly encountered in their individual capacities (giudizio), as 

opposed to those who rely on the Kantian notion of adhering to impersonal rules and standards, 

and it is in the contra-Kantian conception of Beauty wherein Poe found himself, since that is the 

one which wedded religious morality and supernal relation to the understanding of beauty 

(grazia). Bellezza can speak only to the physical forms, the “Arts” which Friedrich von Schiller 

thought would save humanity from itself, but to Poe, merely mortal bellezza without the 

attendant grazia (connection to the divine) could only lead to its self-wrought destruction, in 

divorcing itself from the divine. (It may appear somewhat ironic that Poe thought poetry the best 

means of elevating the soul but at the same time derided the heresy that a poem should be 

didactic, but it really shouldn’t be seen as such; not every poem need abide by the prescription 

for a moral, and the sublimity of a poem relies on its ability to disregard such an intent, for when 

we are overly-conscious of our doings, we are prone to suffer from the self-inflicted paralysis 

described so tellingly in Jewish thinker Franz Rosenzweig’s analogous work from 1921, 

Understanding the Sick and the Healthy: A View of World, Man, and God. In essence, we are 

immobilized by hyper-attentiveness to our own movements, thereby impeding our ability to 
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move with any success towards that which or those whom we desire. In like manner, then, 

artistry requires conscious effort, but hyperconsciousness [prescription] destroys artistry) 

     From the art historian’s attributing the idea of a man’s behavior and appearance to his moral 

or spiritual character, then, especially regarding irregular beauty (for all of man’s creative efforts 

cannot hope to match the peerless and precise qualities of God’s), derives the individuality of our 

human portraits, and in their self-willed disfigurement of their souls (“the form of a man” being 

the soul), one can understand how Poe utilizes grotesquery of character to illustrate human 

depravity and wickedness, for lacking in “charm of proportion,”  bearing in mind this 

“spiritualistic view of beauty,” their souls become grotesqueries, not unlike the Medieval notion 

of the seven cardinal sins consisting of grotesqueries of character.259 

      Bembo’s contention that a soul is beautiful when there is harmony of virtues existent within 

it, construed in the obverse by Poe, means that the soul is ugly (lacking both bellezza and grazia) 

when vice, the corruption of virtue (as argued by Lewis), has introduced a disproportion in this 

harmony, thereby destroying the “charm of proportion” which leads first to collapse of the 

individual (as in architectural flaws), and then eventually to the whole structure of humanity and 

his dwelling; Man and the World are crushed into annihilative particles of dust when the 

collapsing corruption spreads, just as they are in the conclusion of Poe’s metaphysical tract 

which utilizes materialist theories to convey this catastrophe, Eureka. 

     Grotesquery is characterized by disproportion or deformity, thus the grotesque in Poe’s tales 

is manifest in deformity of character, especially in his Lucifer-figures. Harmony, or “charm of 

proportion,” is typified by order, balance, and symmetry—the same traits so very prized by the 

British Neoclassicists whom Poe admired and sought to emulate, in part. True enough, the 
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Germans later embraced classicist aesthetics (again Goethe is at the forefront), but, as seems 

typical of the Germans, whatever they embrace they eventually deform by excess, thus Poe likely 

came to see their speculative philosophies, their literary tendencies, their aesthetic theories, their 

religious propensities, and their philological obsessions all as grotesqueries which 

disproportionately elevated the worth of Man by means of distorted proper judgment, witnessed 

as attempts on their parts to do any of three things—to equal, to outdo, or to reject God.  

     For man to equal God would be to negate Him as God, therefore harmony would be lost, 

since harmony necessitates the cooperation of at least two distinctly different entities, and not 

merely dual entities; in a chorus of nothing but mezzo sopranos, none can sing in harmony, only 

in unison.  For man to outdo God would be to invert the source and accuracy of the scales of 

justice, therefore man’s balance would be lost; one cannot endeavor to be both the weight 

measured and the instrument of measurement without risk of gross errancy and faulty 

execution.260 And for man to reject God would be to cast Him out of the picture altogether, 

therefore symmetry would be lost, as there would be no “Other” available against which 

mankind could measure the mirrored conformity which symmetry requires; without a model on 

which to gauge the efficacy of a pattern, there can be no standard, and without a standard, no 

deviance (or asymmetry) can be detected.   

     Were not the Nazis, then, guilty of all such excesses, or grotesqueries? (Poe critic David 

Hirsch edited the text of a Holocaust victim who wrote about her experiences from 1944-1945, 

Sara Nomberg-Przytyk, and the title of the 1985 book is Auschwitz: True Tales From A 

Grotesque Land.)261 They demanded unity (German rule) and sacrificed harmony (peaceful 

coexistence) for the sake of pride, greed, and power; they demanded control of the scales of 
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justice, and sacrificed truth and righteousness for the sake of propaganda, theft, and expediency; 

they demanded that the Most High God, the Holy One of Israel, be cast out of men’s hearts and 

minds, and sacrificed the Jews for the sake of remaining unchallenged, unrivaled, and 

unrepentant.  Poe seems to suggest that, like it or not, Man requires God to prevent sliding into 

barbarously solipsistic and unjust chaos; without God as supremely transcendent and loving 

Other establishing the objective world, mankind cannot attain the “charm of proportion” 

involving the harmony of order, balance, and symmetry; the deformities invited by attempts to 

equal, outdo, or reject God are an invitation to vice, and a preclusion to the attainment of virtue 

or the supernal. (Is it a great historical irony that the commonest of German credos is “alles in 

ordnung,” a cultural mindset which might belie a grotesque/disproportionate obsession with 

order? Or that their national anthem is “Deutschland über alles,” in which Germany is over all, 

and does not advocate a state of harmonious balance with other countries?) 

     As for the tendency of critics and editors to group Poe’s tales, two common categories under 

which they are headed are those of “tales of terror” or “horror tales”; the use of the terms is 

freely interchanged in the literary criticism which examines his work. But, there is a very distinct 

difference between the terms, which his critics largely seem to have overlooked. At least one 

contemporary author of some renown has addressed the distinctions between the two psychal 

phenomena, Orson Scott Card (author of the immensely successful science fiction novel Ender’s 

Game). In the introduction to his sizeable 1990 anthology of several dozen stories, Maps in a 

Mirror: The Short Fiction of Orson Scott Card, he informs his readers: 

     Which brings us to the most potent tool of storytellers. Fear. And not just fear, but dread. 

Dread is the first and strongest of the three kinds of fear. It is that tension, that waiting that 

comes when you know there is something to fear but you have not yet identified what it is. 

The fear that comes when you first realize that your spouse should have been home an hour 
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ago; when you hear a strange sound in the baby's bedroom; when you realize that a window 

you are sure you closed is now open, the curtains billowing, and you're alone in the house. 

Terror only comes when you see the thing you're afraid of. The intruder is coming at you with 

a knife. The headlights coming toward you are clearly in your lane. The klansmen have 

emerged from the bushes and one of them is holding a rope. This is when all the muscles in 

your body, except perhaps the sphincters, tauten and you stand rigid; or you scream; or you 

run. There is a frenzy to this moment, a climactic power—but is the power of release, not the 

power of tension. And bad as it is, it is better than dread in this respect: Now, at least, you 

know the face of the thing you fear. You know its borders, its dimensions. You know what to 

expect. Horror is the weakest of all. After the fearful thing has happened, you see its 

remainder, its relics. The grisly, hacked-up corpse. Your emotions range from nausea to pity 

for the victim. And even your pity is tinged with revulsion and disgust; ultimately you reject 

the scene and deny its humanity; with repetition, horror loses its ability to move you and, to 

some degree, dehumanizes the victim and therefore dehumanizes you. As the 

sonnerkommandos in the death camps learned, after you move enough naked murdered 

corpses, it stops making you want to weep or puke. You just do it. They’ve stopped being 

people to you. (3) 

 

     Not surprisingly, the Nazis are drawn into Card’s analysis. Poe would agree with Card’s 

distinctions in part, chiefly in terms of their temporality; both writers recognize that dread is 

anticipatory, terror is experiential or immediate, and horror is reflective. Put another way, dread 

is expectant of the future, terror resides in the present, and horror points to the past. Whereas Poe 

might agree with Card in terms of the order of potency, since dread heightens the attentiveness of 

the reader who cannot experience the terror of the characters (terror always involves immediacy), 

he would have thought the order of their relevance to be inverted. Poe was interested in writing 

morality tales, which means the moral is the matter towards which the story is building; 

heightened attentiveness on the part of the reader (dread) moves to heightened experiences and 

sensations on the part of the characters (terror), resulting finally in heightened awareness on the 

part of character and reader—which to say, a heightened sense of moral sensibility (horror).262  

     The narrator in “Usher” is horrified because he has come to realize his complicity in the death 

of the Lady Madeline (this is the means by which we are to realize that he is sane). As readers, 
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we are meant to be horrified by Roderick’s cruel and calculated murder of his sister; it is not the 

actual murders which horrify us in the Lucifer-figure tales, for there are untold numbers of 

stories, both factual and fictive, which do not horrify readers. In daily news reports of violent 

crimes, we have become desensitized to accounts given of murders, but every now and then, the 

grossness of cruelty and the villains’ utter indifference towards their victims still manages to 

shock our moral sensibilities.  

     Who has not read, for example, Shirley Jackson’s short story from 1948, The Lottery, and 

been horrified by the casual attitude borne by the superstitious mob which commits perfunctory 

murder at its conclusion? What is genuinely horrifying about “Cask,” “Cat,” “Heart,” “Usher,” 

“Imp,” and “Pit” is the depraved indifference to human suffering and death which the villains 

visit upon their victims, coupled with their callously unrepentant natures; it is not merely the 

deeds which horrify us, but the attitude of the murderers, for in their radical lovelessness, 

regarding neither God nor their fellow men, they have removed themselves from the pale of 

humanity by the wickedness of their hearts, not just the blackness of their evil deeds. 

     It seems germane to bring up Joseph Conrad’s 1899 work, Heart of Darkness (originally 

serialized in Blackwood’ Magazine), especially since it appears, on occasion, in Poe criticism, 

most ostensibly due to the most famous of its lines touching upon horror.263 Whereas the story 

deals with the troublesome issues of the elitist racism and imperialism of colonial exploitation, 

its central theme is often considered to be the calling into question the making of distinctions 

between so-called  “civilized” societies and their allegedly “savage” counterparts.  

      In the novel, readers are confronted with atrocious deeds undertaken by the members of 

Western Civilization which are no less heinous or barbarous than the acts of their tribal heathen 
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peers in the non-modernized Africa, whom the Europeans were colonizing and subjugating. In 

previous centuries, Africa had been referred to by Europeans as “the dark continent,” a name 

meant to signify both the skin color of its residents and their lack of knowledge about 

Christianity and modern technology. As the story is concerned with a disastrous business venture 

undertaken on behalf of the British Empire (though based on Dutch exploitation), one which 

takes place deep in the heart of the continent, a surface reading of the title suggests that it alludes 

to the geographical location and the dark deeds committed there.  

     The narrator, Marlowe, is dispatched to Africa on behalf of an ivory-trading company, where 

the biggest blackguard of characters, Kurtz, has descended into what some might term madness 

but which Conrad’s readers were intended to count as evil.264 (Francis Ford Coppola’s 1979 film, 

Apocalypse Now, was based on the story, with Martin Sheen as the type for Marlowe and Marlon 

Brandon as the type for Kurtz, albeit the modern version is a U.S. military guerilla mission in 

Viet Nam instead of a colonial expedition.) To grasp the fullness of the indulgent wickedness of 

Kurtz, one must come to terms with Marlowe’s description of his first encounter with the 

condition of the African natives which Kurtz and his company men have visited upon the 

aboriginal population, whose lives they have made a living hell. The scenario must be quoted 

nearly in full, in order to make the point, as well as to illustrate the stark hypocrisy of Kurtz’s 

mindset and the desperate wickedness to which he has succumbed. (In the Coppola film, the 

renegade leader has succumbed to madness, subsequent to his murderousness, in keeping with 

the tradition of the Lucifer-figure.) In the original work, Marlowe observes: 

     At last I got under the trees. My purpose was to stroll into the shade for a moment; but no 

sooner within than it seemed to me I had stepped into the gloomy circle of some Inferno. The 

rapids were near, and an uninterrupted, uniform, headlong, rushing noise filled the mournful 

stillness of the grove, where not a breath stirred, not a leaf moved, with a mysterious sound -- 
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as though the tearing pace of the launched earth had suddenly become audible. Black shapes 

crouched, lay, sat between the trees leaning against the trunks, clinging to the earth, half 

coming out, half effaced within the dim light, in all the attitudes of pain, abandonment, and 

despair. Another mine on the cliff went off, followed by a slight shudder of the soil under my 

feet. The work was going on. The work!  And this was the place where some of the helpers 

had withdrawn to die. They were dying slowly -- it was very clear. They were not enemies, 

they were not criminals, they were nothing earthly now -- nothing but black shadows of 

disease and starvation, lying confusedly in the greenish gloom. Brought from all the recesses 

of the coast in all the legality of time contracts, lost in uncongenial surroundings, fed on 

unfamiliar food, they sickened, became inefficient, and were then allowed to crawl away and 

rest. These moribund shapes were free as air -- and nearly as thin. I began to distinguish the 

gleam of the eyes under the trees. Then, glancing down, I saw a face near my hand. The black 

bones reclined at full length with one shoulder against the tree, and slowly the eyelids rose 

and the sunken eyes looked up at me, enormous and vacant, a kind of blind, white flicker in 

the depths of the orbs, which died out slowly. The man seemed young -- almost a boy -- but 

you know with them it's hard to tell. I found nothing else to do but to offer him one of my 

good Swede's ship's biscuits I had in my pocket. The fingers closed slowly on it and held -- 

there was no other movement and no other glance […] Near the same tree two more bundles 

of acute angles sat with their legs drawn up. One, with his chin propped on his knees, stared at 

nothing, in an intolerable and appalling manner: his brother phantom rested its forehead, as if 

overcome with a great weariness; and all about others were scattered in every pose of 

contorted collapse, as in some picture of a massacre or a pestilence.  While I stood horror-

struck, one of these creatures rose to his hands and knees, and went off on all-fours towards 

the river to drink […] I didn't want any more loitering in the shade, and I made haste towards 

the station. When near the buildings I met a white man, in such an unexpected elegance of 

get-up that in the first moment I took him for a sort of vision. I saw a high starched collar, 

white cuffs, a light alpaca jacket, snowy trousers, a clean necktie, and varnished boots. No 

hat. Hair parted, brushed, oiled, under a green-lined parasol held in a big white hand. He was 

amazing, and had a penholder behind his ear.  I shook hands with this miracle, and I learned 

he was the Company's chief accountant, and that all the book-keeping was done at this 

station. He had come out for a moment, he said, 'to get a breath of fresh air.' The expression 

sounded wonderfully odd, with its suggestion of sedentary desk-life. I wouldn't have 

mentioned the fellow to you at all, only it was from his lips that I first heard the name of the 

man who is so indissolubly connected with the memories of that time. Moreover, I respected 

the fellow. Yes; I respected his collars, his vast cuffs, his brushed hair. His appearance was 

certainly that of a hairdresser's dummy; but in the great demoralization of the land he kept up 

his appearance. (Conrad 14-16) 

 

     Marlowe confesses that he stood “horror struck” until his eyes met with those of a young 

male lying in close proximity to where the narrator is positioned; he instinctively offers life-

saving bread to the boy, and watches, in despair, as another seeks life-saving water—the very 
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symbols in Scripture associated with both Jewish and Christian calls for compassion and the 

means of a life in loving communion with God. Marlowe is appropriately horrified because, on 

some deep level of consciousness, he recognizes that these very different creatures owe their 

existence to the same Creator and are still, therefore, of the brotherhood of mankind; he is 

cognizant in his own heart, where the Moral Law of God is written, that, even in their ignorance 

of Western religious strictures, they are human beings and thus entitled to the same humane 

treatment which all human beings are beholden to grant one another, per the divine Law of Love. 

      His own inherent humanity is witnessed in his innate desire to alleviate the suffering of the 

Other whose face he encounters directly, just as God intends Man to reach out a lending hand to 

his fellow men, even when the trouble is visited upon a stranger—this is the biblically-derived 

custom and commandment which Kurtz has disregarded. Kurtz has set himself up to be as the 

Most High God, and, same as Lucifer, according to Christian doctrine, Kurtz, too, is reserved 

unto damnation in hellfire. Marlowe is horrified because horror is characterized by heightened 

moral sensibility, in that it pertains to a recognition of inhumane treatment which shocks the Self 

into revulsion of the deed and then the perpetrator of the deed. Horror is tied to deed, for evil is 

the manifestation of unrestrained wickedness; in what is commonly referred to as “the Lord’s 

Prayer,” Jesus teaches man to pray that he be delivered from evil, not from wickedness, for 

wickedness is inherent to man, but evil involves falling into the hands of impious others or 

succumbing to committing acts of hamas (violence) against others. 

      In the words of Holocaust victim Primo Levi, author of Survival in Auschwitz: “Monsters 

exist, but they are too few in number to be truly dangerous. More dangerous are the common 

men, the functionaries ready to believe and to act without asking questions” (Levi 228). Whereas 
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Marlowe initially respects the company accountant for managing to remain so “civilized” among 

the “savages,” he eventually grows disgusted with the blind eye turned to the horrific treatment 

on the part of the other employees while “the great demoralization” (not demolition) of the land 

was underway—a demoralization process which is the result of the machinations of the 

“civilized” world. In the novel’s accountant, we have a prophetic type of Adolf Eichmann, the 

bureaucratic paper-pusher who dispassionately arranged to have Jews pushed onto boxcars and 

then into gas ovens because it was his job, and a job which necessitated the mortification of 

human sympathy; the banality of evil does not begin with the Nazis, but its mass production very 

nearly is perfected by them. 

     After looking to the source of Marlowe’s horror –that being Kurtz’s depraved indifference to 

the death and suffering he has visited on his fellow men—it is needful to examine the source of 

Kurtz’s horror, the account of which is far better known than Marlowe’s. According to one 

website devoted to literary analysis:  

     During his time spent in Africa, Kurtz becomes corrupt and writes the words “Exterminate 

all the brutes!” Here he refers to his own and his comrade’s brutality in Africa which was 

carried out in the name of progress and civilization. He induced native Africans to worship 

and adore him, set up rituals worthy of a brute or a tyrant. Therefore, by the end Kurtz reflects 

on his life, which is basically flashing before his eyes in the last moment and let the readers 

think about the meanings of “the horror.” (Literary Devices) 

 

     But Kurtz does not simply reflect on his life, as if flashing before his eyes; he lived a life 

which held no surprises for him, yet his dying moments are characterized as if he is responding 

to some other-worldly sight never before encountered or anticipated. His personality traits 

suggest the type of life he led, and the very final lines suggest what awaited him as a result of 

that life. Here is Marlowe’s famous description of the infamous, dying Kurtz: 
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     Anything approaching the change that came over his features I have never seen before, and 

hope never to see again. Oh, I wasn't touched. I was fascinated. It was as though a veil had 

been rent. I saw on that ivory face the expression of sombre pride, of ruthless power, of 

craven terror--of an intense and hopeless despair. Did he live his life again in every detail of 

desire, temptation, and surrender during that supreme moment of complete knowledge? He 

cried in a whisper at some image, at some vision--he cried out twice, a cry that was no more 

than a breath: The horror! The horror!” (Conrad 65)  

 

     Note that Kurtz is not experiencing the normative phenomena associated with terror, in that 

the source of his fear is not based on bodily sensations; terror is experienced in the immediate, 

but it is assuredly tied to the physical world. Horror is non-tangible, in that it is the experience of 

heightened moral sensibility, after-the-fact of the physical deed. Kurtz, because he had thought 

himself entitled to act so barbarously against his fellow man, in not ever having feared the 

recompense of a just God, had not experienced dread leading up to the moment of his death. It is 

a heightened sense of moral sensibility which evokes in him a sense of horror, for horror, 

especially for Poe and other writers of his age, involves a realization of some inhumanity, 

whether it be on the part of a character or a reader.  

     Conrad suggests that the dying Kurtz is not merely having his life flash before his eyes, which 

would not have troubled his conscience in the slightest, as he dies unrepentant to the very last, 

but, rather, Conrad implies that Kurtz has had a vision of what awaits him in the eternity, behind 

the veil which is rent. If Kurtz has had a vision of the Hell which awaits him, then the horror is a 

recognition what his recompense will be for having led an evil life per the gross mistreatment 

and lack of regard for the welfare of others, habitual violation of the second greatest 

commandment which results from a blatant disregard of the first and greatest commandment. 

      If Kurtz has a vision of Heaven, in which is revealed to him God on His throne of judgment, 

then he is still horrified by his realization that he shall be held accountable to an authority higher 
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than himself and the society of like-minded men (for what else were the Nazis, if not in 

agreement to grant themselves license to increasing evil), and that he shall be held accountable 

for crimes committed against humanity. Either way, when one faces “the four final things” in the 

Roman Catholic tradition in which Conrad had been raised—Death, Judgment, Heaven, and 

Hell—there is no escaping a recognition of one’s own conduct as measured against the standards 

set by the Most High God whom shall mete out His justice and mercy.  Kurtz, as unrepentant, is 

not horrified by his deeds, but is horrified by realization of the consequences which await him as 

a result of his depraved indifference to both God and his fellow man; he is not to be granted 

mercy because of his unrepentant nature, therefore only justice (recompense) is available to him, 

per traditional Christian doctrines. 

      Judeo-Christian scriptures teach that it is the human heart which is the source of all evils, 

thus that itself is the heart of darkness, meaning such darkness lies within every human heart in 

need of the corrective and protective Law of God written on it: “For from within, out of the heart 

of men, proceed evil thoughts, adulteries, fornications, murders, thefts, covetousness, 

wickedness, deceit, lasciviousness, an evil eye, blasphemy, pride, foolishness: All these evil 

things come from within, and defile the man” (Mk. 7:21-23). Scripture also teaches that the 

human heart “is deceitful above all things, and desperately wicked” (Jer. 17:9); human beings 

can deceive themselves even to be blind to their own sinful conduct, so hell-bent on fulfilling 

their own desires at the expense of others that they surrender to their own wickedness. God says 

of the ancient Israelites that they honored Him with their lips, “but have removed their heart far 

from me” (Isa. 29:13)— in essence, all their claims to moral propriety and piety were nothing 
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more than lip service, in the same way that the Europeans’ claim of moral superiority over their 

African pagan counterparts was nothing more than that, a claim.  

      As readers, our moral sensibilities are heightened by recognizing just how detached the 

murderers are from common human decency, and for many of us, just how brazenly impious 

they are.  Tales which include physical torments certainly invite terror on the part of the victims, 

but the readership only can imagine the agonies of the circumstances in which the victims find 

themselves—and there is a moral to be gleaned from that tactic. This method invites 

contemplation of the situation of the Other, thus if unpleasant for the Self, one should refrain 

from imposing such conditions upon or acting against one’s fellow man in like manner—an 

invoking of the “golden rule” to do unto others as one would have done unto the Self, by 

extension meant to avoid doing to others that which one would not care to have done to the Self. 

Poe’s aim was horror, not terror; terror on the part of the character is simply a means by which 

he invited the reader to consider mutate nominee de te fabula narrator. 

     In 1847, in his third review of Nathaniel Hawthorne’s oeuvre, Poe set out to clarify a 

distinction between literary originality and novelty, in which he contended that originality was 

the higher achievement of the two, also being the rarer, as he offers: 

     “[True] originality ... is that which, in bringing out the half-formed, the reluctant, or the 

unexpressed fancies of mankind, or in exciting the more delicate pulses of the heart's passion, 

or in giving birth to some universal sentiment or instinct in embryo, thus combines with the 

pleasurable effect of apparent novelty, a real egoistic delight,” leaving the reader to feel that 

he and the author “have, together, created this thing.” Even allegory—which is usually to be 

avoided—if “properly handled, judiciously subdued, seen only as a shadow or by suggestive 

glimpses” may fulfill the function of the tale, namely to stimulate the reader to intense, 

psychic excitement. (Teuber) 

     Novelty, for Poe, rested in the unique and never-before seen combinations of pre-existent 

materials (such as the many sources from which he drew and merged in innovative ways), but 
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originality involved drawing out something in the human psyche which was universal or 

instinctive to man, the effect of which was a pleasurable perception of newness on the reader’s 

part since it could not be tied to an appreciation of other works from which it borrowed (style, 

content, conventions, etc.). Originality was egotistically-derived in the sense that it brought to 

the surface something latent and inherent within the reader—something which originates in the 

human heart—a universal sentiment or instinct, thus the Self was seen as touchstone by which 

the work could be gauged; since the author was no less a member of this universal brotherhood 

of man, he and the reader develop a bond of sympathy with one another, that commonality being 

the togetherness which allows them to jointly have “created this thing”.  

     Poe never meant to suggest that the reader creates meaning (as in the defining of values), 

merely that s/he has a share in creating meaningfulness (the agreed recognition of values). The 

difference between meaning and meaningful is significant, and it is perhaps best illustrated in 

famous dramatist David Mamet’s 2006 collection of essays entitled The Wicked Son: Anti-

Semitism, Jewish Self-Hatred, and the Jews. 

     In the Mamet text, the author points to the Jewish tradition of the Passover Seder, a ritualized 

special feast which commemorates the Mass Exodus from Egypt undertaken on the part of the 

ancient Israelites; the Pentateuch records that YHVH commands His chosen people to mark the 

occasion in perpetuity, directing families to teach their children of its significance habitually, 

serving as a constant reminder as to whom they were accountable and by whom they were 

created, loved, and freed. Each of four sons in the text asks a different question, and the query of 

the wicked son is this: “What does this ritual mean to you?” As he has been raised in accordance 

to the biblical custom mandated by God, the son clearly already is aware of what the annual feast 
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commemorates and is intended to signify; it is not a question stemming from ignorance, but one 

rooted in scornful derision. The inclusion and emphasis on the words “to you” indicate that, in 

his eyes, there is no personal meaning to be gleaned in the group act; for Mamet, the wicked son, 

then, represents either an atheist, an agnostic, or a self-loathing secularized (cultural) Jew, each 

of whom disdains the religious heritage which has given life and shape to his very being as a 

member of the Jewish community he spurns in his solipsistic pride.  

     The feast already has been imparted with fullness of meaning; YHVH ordained its 

observance and specified the manner in which it is to be observed (the particulars of who, what, 

when, where, why, and how are all delineated by God), thus the meaning already has been given 

definition or defined by Him. The Jews, then, receive a tradition which is already meaning-full, 

as God has filled it with meaning; all that is required of them thereafter is to preserve the 

meaningfulness which has been given to them by God.  In short, they are obligated to agree upon 

recognition of the tradition’s value, not to determine it, and in this agreement, they come together 

as a community to observe it, so as to preserve the fullness of the meaning which they had been 

given by God. (The word “tradition” comes from the Latin term “tradere,” which means “to 

hand over”; God “handed over” the meaning of the feast to His people, thus to “drop it” (drop 

observance) shows a reckless disregard for or willful defiance against Him—hence the 

wickedness of the son. 

      If the father is free to determine the meaning of the Passover Seder (“to you”), then what the 

son is really saying by phrasing his question that way is that he is entitled to do the same, and 

therefore he also can decide that it have no meaning; in essence, he retains the power to act as the 

Most High God, even to override the meaning which the Holy One of Israel has determined. 
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This, of course, is the sin proposed by the Serpent in the Garden of Eden in Judaism, and that of 

Lucifer in Christianity.  

     When Poe states that he and the reader create something together which is universal to 

mankind, what he means is that they are unified in creating a communal recognition of that 

which has given value to all mankind; innovation is merely “apparent” because only God creates 

truly ex nihilo, being the source of all shared meaning. Poe desires to create a sympathy between 

author and readers, based on the common moral sensibilities which God has placed instinctively 

and universally within the human heart; that he is not “Saint Edgar” is beside the point, for even 

the New Testament saints, with all their varied flaws – just as same as the patriarchs, priests, and 

prophets of the Old Testament— all ultimately acknowledged the authority of the Almighty God 

as the sole and final arbiter of what is meant by the designations of good and evil. 

      For mankind, then, the task of creation involves the creation of a community which jointly 

recognizes and preserves the values given by God to humanity; it is a type of creation, in the 

sense that this valuation [not evaluation] must originate in the Self, particularly in the individual 

will. Without the Self-restrained exercise of free will, love simply is not possible, for love makes 

room for and regards the welfare of the Other, whether human or divine; Poe’s Lucifer-figures 

do neither, for they engage in willful disregard of both God and their fellow men, crowding out 

both to such an extent that the expansion of their wills leads to an over-inflated sense of worth 

and entitlement which ultimately must collapse. When filling a balloon, unrestrained over-

inflation dictates that, eventually, it must burst; in like manner, a grossly over-inflated ego causes 

the mind to burst, or collapse into itself, resulting in madness—this is the “pattern” for Poe’s 

Lucifer-figures, as murder precedes madness, and is not the result of it. 
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     At last we come to an examination of what Poe implied by use of the terms “grotesque and 

“arabesque” in the title of his 1840 anthology; as stated previously, the chapter which Thompson 

devotes to the subject in his 1973 book, Poe’s Fiction: Romantic Irony in the Gothic Tales, 

seems to shed the most and clearest light on this somewhat thorny topic.  In this work, he gives 

an admirably concise etymology and a summary of historical currency of the terms in this work, 

the crux of which is encapsulated in fewer than a dozen pages (106-116). Although Poe is often 

referred to as a Romantic, the European strain of apostasy largely associated with that movement 

did not appeal to him—in fact, he was repulsed by it, and the Romantic trappings contained in 

his works are present to serve his mocking of Romanticism.  

     Thompson’s situating Poe in this tradition aside, his use of the word “irony” is less 

objectionable and more pertinent: “The principal literary philosopher of ironic mysticism, 

Friedrich Schlegel, between 1798 and 1800, linked the terms comedy, tragedy, irony, and 

grotesque and arabesque together under the banner of irony” (Poe’s Fiction 106). Thompson 

points to Schlegel’s 1800 Lectures on Poetry, in which the works of Shakespeare are praised 

since they “artfully regulated confusion, that charming symmetry of contradictions,” a structure 

which Schlegel termed “arabesque”. Thompson adds: 

     In Fragments 75, 305, and 389 Schlegel associated the ‘grotesque’ with a contrast between 

and form and content, with the explosiveness of the paradoxical antithesis and fusion of the 

ridiculous and the terrifying, and with sophisticated caricature.  Thus, although both terms 

are associated with irony (contrasts, discrepancies, mockery) in Schlegel’s view, again there 

is a curious inversion of the meanings of grotesque and arabesque as they are usually 

interpreted with reference to Poe: the grotesque suggesting a powerfully emotive fusion of the 

ridiculous and the terrifying.  Yet Friedrich’s brother, August Wilhelm, had at the same time 

associated the grotesque with charm, humor, tenderness, wantonness, and sublimity, a 

connection apparently derived from Goethe’s essay “On Arabesques” (1789) in which Goethe 

defended the grotesque-arabesque style (making no distinction) from the strictures of the 

classicists. (Poe’s Fiction 108, emphasis mine) 
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     (Thompson points to Goethe’s work from 1789, but the connection between terror and the 

sublime is addressed just over three decades earlier, in Edmund Burke’s essay from 1757.) Poe, 

it appears, is having his cake and eating it, too: he is making use of the term as defined by both 

brothers, and still respecting the opinion of Goethe, an author whose work he clearly modeled, in 

that Werther is very likely the original for the pattern of the Lucifer-figure archetype. (In one of 

his marginalia, Poe scribbles that he prefers the work of Voltaire to that of Goethe, but literary 

lions seldom desire to give credit to the authors to whom they are indebted, such is human 

vanity.) As regards the relationship supposed between form and content, this notion makes sense 

if one considers Poe’s identification of vice as the disproportionate exaggeration of character; the 

grotesque involves deformity (form) of character (content), although perhaps “contrast” is not 

quite the correct conception, and “interdependence” or “interrelation” better describes the 

phenomenon. Thompson raises a telling point, but also a curious one. Citing the work of another 

Poe critic, Thompson writes: 

     As Raymond Immerwahr points out, in Friedrich Schlegel’s thought the term grotesque is 

‘frequently synonymous’ with arabesque tends to merge with his concept of irony. Immewahr 

makes several important historical distinctions among the three terms grotesque, arabesque, 

and irony which yet underscore their similarity. He suggests that the origin of the Romantic 

concepts of arabesque is to be found in the ‘romances’ of the Middle Ages and the 

Renaissance, in which the author has, with full awareness, carefully insinuated into his 

narrative incongruity in detail and antithesis in character and structure. (Poe’s Fiction 108) 

 

     (He provides examples of this “playful” tradition, including  the British satirists Swift and 

Sterne, and the German authors Wieland, Jean Paul Friedrich Richter and Klinger.) Curiously, if 

Immerwahr is correct, then Schlegel freely interchanges the titular terms of Poe’s 1840 

anthology— but if they are synonymous, then conflation is not possible, for a thing cannot 

merge with itself; synonymity disallows hybridization. Similarity, though, might allow for 
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confluence, therefore there are likely some mistaken nuances of the German language, and 

Schlegel probably did not utilize the terms synonymously, relying on extended context to 

differentiate their close but not identical meanings; the German obsession with philology 

suggests that Schlegel was careful about his use of language.  

     It seems unlikely that Poe had insinuated incongruity in his own works, especially since he 

maintained that the plot be constructed so that no part of it could be altered or removed without 

damaging or destroying the structure or effect of a given narrative, and also that an author must 

begin with the end in mind; the inclusion of deliberate dead ends would work against this 

tendency in Poe. Where Immerwahr seems to veer close to Poe’s debt to the British 

Neoclassicists is in his inclusion of Swift and Sterne as fellow adherents to the “playful” 

tradition to which Poe rightly belongs. It seems precarious to position Poe among the Romantics, 

especially given Immerhwar’s conclusions (but not necessarily Thompson’s), as Thompson 

offers: 

     Immerwahr, from a wide historical perspective, thus defines arabesque, as the 

Romanticists came to know it, as a technique of ‘deliberate intricacies and inconsistencies in 

the handling of narrative frames and direct treatment within the narrative of the conditions of 

the narrative’ […] As Immerwahr, observes, arabesque is a term applicable to the ‘form of a 

narrative’ which is an ‘outward manifestation of irony,’ or a term signifying the ‘ironic 

potentialities inherent in the use of a narrative frame. Thus the constant element in the 

Romanticists’ usage of grotesque and arabesque, I suggest, is a carefully patterned union of 

ironic opposites giving rise to a transcendent vision of the true state of things […] Both 

suggest the struggle to understand the incomprehensible […] both focused on the tension 

between conscious control and subconscious fear and delusion. (Poe’s Fiction 109) 

 

     Whereas Poe’s tales include a dizzying array of deliberate intricacies, they exclude 

inconsistencies, the latter of which would have been anathema to Poe’s conception of plot; just 

as Scripture relates that all things work together for good to them who love God (Rom. 8:28), so 

all things work together for plot or singular effect for Poe. (Immerwahr’s definitions indicate that 
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the term “arabesque” can apply either to form or content, same as its partner term, the dual usage 

of which permits Poe even greater free play with both.) Thompson sees this interplay of tensions 

as a trademark of Romanticism, yet it hearkens all the way back to pagan theater of antiquity, 

and is prevalent in the works of the Renaissance period of Shakespeare, both of which included 

the three forms of narrative irony—verbal, situational, and dramatic.  

     One does not quite know what to make of the phrase “a transcendent vision of the true state of 

things” when applying irony to Poe; the only transcendence which concerned him was supernal 

beauty’s ability to permit one to glimpse the heavenly. The vision of the “true state of things” 

which Poe meant to give rise in his reader was not transcendent but imminent; perhaps by this 

phrase Thompson means that there is recognition on the part of a reader of truly horrifying 

conduct on the part of some of the characters.265 It seems odd to characterize Poe’s work as 

focusing on a tension between conscious control and subconscious fear and delusion when one 

considers the plots of his tales; the murderers of the tales are in perfect command of their mental 

faculties when they commit their crimes—the madness sets in only afterwards, when the events 

are being unfolded.  As a result of the chronology which applies to these tales, there can be no 

tension, since tension requires a contest between simultaneous elements, and madness 

subsequent to murder is a consequence, not a counterpart to sanity (conscious control). 

     Per Thompson, the term “grotesque” served as both noun and adjective when coined in the 

latter part of the fifteenth century, deriving from the Italian words “grottesca” and “grottesco,” 

gendered terms signifying an ancient Roman style in the fine arts of painting and sculpture, a 

style which he says Renaissance art critics recognized as that style disdained by Vitruvius in 

being typified by its rejection of realism and verisimilitude in favor of what he termed “bastard 
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forms”. These forms consisted of hybrids, the fusion of animal and human heads and bodies with 

plants, roots, tendrils, leaves, and other organic vegetation, the entanglement of which Vitruvius 

credited with creating, in Thompson’s words, “a sinister background of disorganization to a 

rationally organized foreground” (Poe’s Fiction 106).  Here, then, we have yet another clue as to 

the sanity of the narrator in “Usher,” as well as to the sinister nature of Roderick; the narrator is 

the rational voice of the tale, who serves as the foreground, in that it is through his perspective 

that the events are related, and the idea of a sinister background of disorganization speaks to 

Roderick’s secondary voice and his madness (in contending sentience of the estate controlling 

his conduct).  

     Thompson correctly notes that the term grotesque comes into coinage in the latter part of the 

fifteenth century, but, as he does not provide the historical context for its origination, he does not 

explain its original significance in relation to Poe. A grotto is a small cave, whether natural or 

artificial, in which humans reside, thus it involves human habitation and not merely space—mere 

animals live in caves. In pagan culture, grottoes are associated with the Underworld, and in 

Roman Catholic tradition, they are employed in gardens or groves which place statues of 

canonized saints in them, thereby serving as sites for devotional and intercessory prayers, or for 

meditation to members of that religion.266 

      In Italian, the word is “grotto,” but the Latin Vulgate form is “grupta,” and the Latinate form 

is “crypta,” from whence the term “crypt” derives, hence its use in the term “cryptography” as a 

form of furtive writing, or communication with an under-meaning.  (And, of course, Madeline is 

buried below ground, in a crypt.) The term “grotesque” became associated with the Underworld 

in the late part of the fifteenth century of the Common Era, when Roman builders on Palatine 
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Hill accidentally unearthed the “Domus Aurea” built by the “mad” emperor Nero, who reigned 

in the middle of the first century of the Common Era (54 C.E. – 68 C.E.).  

     The edifice consisted of a series of rooms replete with extravagant designs featuring animals 

and foliage; the entire structure had sunken underground over the lengthy course of time, the 

result of its own weight. (Shades of the Usher manor sinking into the family swamp!) Since the 

complex had been discovered below the surface, the Romans termed the wild and fantastic style 

“grottesche”.  The Underworld, in pagan antiquity, is ruled by Pluto (in Roman mythology) or 

Hades (in Greek mythology); Poe named the black feline in “Cat” Pluto, and also a dog in his 

unpublished tale “The Lighthouse”. (Poe “flips the script” and names the good cat after the 

hellish deity, possibly in order to remind us that we should not take things at surface level.) The 

Devil, in Christian tradition, is said to rule Hell (thought by some to be below the surface of the 

Earth), as made famous by Satan’s lines in John Milton’s epic poem of 1667, Paradise Lost, as 

to why he rebelled against God: “Better to reign in Hell, than to serve in Heaven.”  

     It may be that Poe’s use of the term “grotesque” nods to this association with the Underworld 

and the madness attributed to Nero, who murdered Christians. In 64 C.E., in his reckless 

indulgence, he ordered his soldiers to disguise themselves and set fire to the part of Rome where 

he wanted to build a new palatial structure, in order to clear the land; he then pretended outrage 

to the public, and even offered to take in a few victims of the blaze having lost their homes. He 

publicly blamed Christians, killing them on that pretext, thereby solving two problems in one fell 

swoop— he accomplished duplicitous destruction of property and human life for personal gain, 

and did away with what to him was a nuisance population. It is often said that he played fiddle 

(violin) while Rome burnt, but was this madness, in the sense of mental illness? It seems more to 
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be calculated shrewdness and a callous disregard for the sanctity of human life, precisely those 

qualities exhibited by Poe’s Lucifer-figures.  

     In addition to Satan being associated with fire, perhaps Roderick’s employ of stringed 

instruments in “Usher” hints to the madness of Nero, a madness associated with murder. And, of 

course, the term “grotesque” originates with the style to which Nero had been partial, a style 

which involved a fusion of the natural world with human beings—very much hinting at 

Roderick’s stated theory about the estate having an impact on his mental and moral qualities (a 

pretext as much as had been Nero’s), as well as the collapsed or hybrid signification of the name 

“Usher” for both manor and man. 

     Thompson goes on to say that the term came to signify the carelessly fantastic, the ominous, 

and the strange, as in divorced from reality, “a world in which the inanimate things is no longer 

separate from those of plants, animals, and human beings, and where the laws of statistics, 

symmetry, and proportion are no longer valid” (Poe’s Fiction 106). Madness may be defined as a 

divorce from reality, and Poe thought vice to be a deformity of character, thus the inapplicability 

of the laws of symmetry and proportion. Here also is suggested Roderick’s insistence in “Usher” 

that the inanimate matter of the manor and the vegetative aspects of the estate somehow exert 

influence over him. (It should be here pointed out that, even if that claim were true, influence is 

not synonymous with power, therefore Roderick is still to be held accountable for his actions, 

since he still exercises free will; sinning is always a matter of choice.)  

     For the fifteenth century Italians, the term grotesque suggested merely the bizarre 

hybridizations, but it came to signify sinister bizarreness for the Germans in the subsequent 
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century, and then for the French, it came to encapsulate ridiculous bizarreness in the centuries 

after that. Thompson relates: 

     Sixteenth-century German usage of the term grotesque referred to the monstrous fusion of   

human and nonhuman elements as the most typical feature of the style and connected this 

with the ‘infernal,’ with devils, tortures, and monstrosities from Ovid, Dante, Giotto, and 

others.  Seventeenth-century French usage, however, emphasized the ‘pleasantly ridiculous,’ 

equally applicable to a person, a manner, a face, or an action; and at the beginning of the 

eighteenth century (and lingering in the twentieth) the French dictionaries defined grotesque 

as “silly,” “bizarre,” “fantastic,” “capricious,” “ridiculous,” “comic,” and “burlesque”—

usages which are in accord with the usual, reductive, interpretation of Poe’s meaning (Poe’s 

Fiction 106). 

 

     By the time the term had been handed down to Poe, he could make use of all previous 

connotations, and make use of them he did; the satirical aspect of Poe’s work, therefore, could be 

classified as either arabesque or grotesque, given the French propensity for the latter term and 

Poe’s own fondness for the burlesque. Still, Poe seemed to have a constant eye on the Germans, 

who ultimately merged the sinister and the sardonic—and Thompson somewhat supports this 

assessment: 

     But in the eighteenth century, the two usages, the weirdly monstrous and the weirdly 

comic, developed side by side so that by the last quarter of the century the term grotesque 

was used to mean both simultaneously, and eventually it became a supportive element of the 

theories of irony developed by the Germans. Wieland, for example, writing on ‘grotesque 

caricature’ in his Conversations with the Parson of *** (1775), seemed to be disturbed by the 

possibility that the ‘grotesque’ had a hidden meaning of some kind and frequently returned to 

the strange impact of the works of the elder Brueghel and Bosch, who painted weird, infernal 

flying and creeping creatures, abstracted animate objects, and monsters with both human and 

animal parts, who seem […] indifferently to inflict torments on their victims.  The elder 

Brueghel, especially, made the sinister invade an otherwise normal world. (Poe’s Fiction 

106) 

 

     “Wieland” here is Christoph Martin Wieland (1733-1813), a German poet, novelist, and critic 

(and son of a pastor), who began life in pious devotion; he was given to precocity, and was fluent 

in Latin and French even at an early age. (Klopstock, whose poem “Messias” figures into 
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Goethe’s Werther, was amongst his favorite poets, and Goethe even satirized Wieland for his 

literary criticism in a farcical piece he titled “Götter, Helden und Wieland” [“Gods, Heroes and 

Wieland”], although Wieland reportedly took no offense by it.) He is credited by some scholars 

with writing the first Bildungsroman (Goethe and Joyce follow suit), translated roughly a dozen 

of Shakespeare’s plays, edited a literary periodical, and also wrote a satire on German 

provincialism.  

     Although he began his literary career penning moral and didactic verse, he eventually 

disregarded his religious upbringing and wrote works which mocked and derided the foundations 

of his former faith. Charles Brockden Brown’s 1798 novel is named Wieland, or The 

Transformation: An American Tale. (The use of the word “tale,” even though the work is not 

brief, should remind the reader that at least some of the events in the work are incredible—as in 

not to be believed—or that some characters possess some traits which are seemingly fantastic, 

such as ventriloquism or “biloquism”.)  

     In moral literature, the word “transformation” signifies someone who commits evil deeds, 

since Satan and his ministers are said to transform themselves so as to appear to be ministers of 

righteousness (“of light”); the title of the work hints to the reader both the fantastic nature or 

elements of the story, as well as signifies that some character will change so as to move from 

good to evil conduct—both of which are true for the novel. The character of Wieland forsakes 

the faith of his father and exchanges it for an enthusiastic embrace of German and pagan 

classical cultures, eventually succumbing to the deception of a Lucifer-figure named Carwin 

(suggested to be Roman Catholic, as were most of the fictive villains at this time), a traveler who 

tricks the man into murdering his wife and children;, horrified by his deeds once he realizes that 
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he has been deceived, he goes mad with grief and commits suicide. The fictitious Wieland moves 

from piety to apostasy, just as the original Wieland had (the real one fared much better), and as 

in Poe’s tales, there is madness and murder which leads to suicide, and per the pattern of the 

Lucifer-figure, the madness results from murder, and is not the source of it. 

     Pieter Brueghel the Elder (c. 1525-1569) and Hieronymus Bosch (c.1450-1516) were 

Dutch/Netherlandish painters whose works often tended to the bizarre, the ghoulish, the 

supernatural, or the disquieting. Brueghel, in addition to his many well-known paintings of 

peasant life, also painted many scenes culled from Scripture, including two depictions of the 

Tower of Babel, and works titled “The Fall of the Rebel Angels,” “The Slaughter of the 

Innocents,” and so forth. Poe would have his readers know that the sinister does invade an 

otherwise normal world, because evil exists in the world since the world is inhabited by men, not 

devils; the Lucifer-figure is human, all too human. 

      Brueghel’s works in this genre of the grotesque are typified by dense crowds, chaos, discord, 

tumult, violence, and dark colors, whereas his peasant scenes utilize bright tones and a sense of 

peacefulness, harmony, and pleasantries. Bosch’s works were concerned with the depiction of 

the indulgences and the attendant consequences of sin and moral folly: “Bosch used images of 

demons, half-human animals and machines to evoke fear and confusion to portray the evil of 

man. His works contain complex, highly original, imaginative, and dense use of symbolic figures 

and iconography, some of which was obscure even in his own time” (Hieronymous-Bosch.org). 

His best-known work is his triptych from the late fifteenth century to early sixteenth century, 

“The Garden of Earthly Delights,” in which male and female figures are shown shamelessly and 

riotously indulging in a wide variety of sensual pleasures (gustatory and sexual), and then being 
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tormented, devoured, and excreted by demonic creatures, no doubt the price eventually paid after 

divine judgment. The initial panel is of God introducing Adam to Eve in the Garden of Eden; the 

subsequent panel illustrates how the unrestrained wickedness of mankind increased; and the third 

panel depicts the hellish scenario of afflicted souls. It dates to right about the time the term 

grotesque was coined (1490-1510), and indeed, features many characteristics of the grotesque, 

such as florals, humans, hybrid stone creatures, and fantastical animals. 

     It seems that Poe also greatly relied on the eighteenth- century German perception of the 

grotesque, for, pointing to the work of literary critic Rudolf Kayser, one learns from Thompson:  

     With the German “Storm and Stress” movement and the beginnings of a clear Romantic 

movement, the concept of the grotesque as a literary form became quite important.  Of his 

play Confusion, or Storm and Stress (1776), F.M. von Klinger (1752-1831) wrote, “I have 

assembled the craziest characters, and the most profoundly tragic feelings frequently alternate 

with laughing and roaring.” Of the reaction of the first audience, he wrote, “There they sat 

and did not comprehend.”  What they did not comprehend […] was that Klinger’s play was 

neither comedy nor tragedy but a third genre—not a “confusion,” as they thought, but a 

“fusion” – the grotesque, which went beyond mere literary satire and caricature. (Poe Studies 

107) 

 

     The practice of including both comedy and tragedy in a work dates back to Plautus’ drama 

Amphytrion, therefore Klinger neither invented the genre nor first popularized it—Shakespeare 

must be credited with the latter of those accomplishments. This hybridity was surely known to 

Poe, if not by means of the tradition of the pagan tragicomedy or the Shakespearean and 

Neoclassical models he so admired, but also by way of a renowned French novelist. Says 

Thompson: “Only four years before Poe sent his first tales to a publisher, Victor Hugo, a writer 

to whom Poe has frequent reference, in the preface to Cromwell (1827) used the word grotesque 

to indicate an ambiguous comic genre, creating what is on the one hand “deformed and 

horrible,” and on the other what is “comic and farcical” (Poe Studies 109). Klinger, therefore, 



336 

did not invent the confluence (the ancient dramatist Plautus must be credited with that 

innovation), he merely helped to introduce it in the mainstay of German culture; everything old 

is new again, if one but waits long enough for it to be re-discovered. 

     Thompson makes the case that Poe intended for the terms to be employed in a hybrid sense, 

as if the “and” were a polysyndeton signifying their mutual inclusion in each of the tales, and not 

to suggest that the tales fell into either one or the other categories, offering: “The terms 

grotesque and arabesque frequently occur together in Poe’s writings in such a way as to suggest, 

predominantly, that they refer to a single psychological effect or response having to do with 

ambivalent tension between opposites, and a sense of the transcendent ironic vision” (Poe 

Studies 116-117). Thompson claims that one can sense, almost palpably, the smile behind Poe’s 

prefatory statement that the “epithets ‘Grotesque’ and ‘Arabesque’ will be found to indicate with 

sufficient precision the prevalent tenor of the tales here published” (Poe Studies 117).  

     The singularity of tense opposites working in conjunction is perhaps exampled in the biblical 

notion of fear of the Lord as being the beginning of wisdom (Prov. 1:7). The word “fear” in this 

verse signifies both reverence and awe, which is the combination of being humbled and afraid as 

a result of being overwhelmed by a power and magnificence which causes one to realize just 

how comparatively lesser one is, in terms of power and magnificence. There is a duality of 

emotion and cognition which is unified by the experience of exposure to something (here 

someone) greater than ourselves, in which we are mindful of the superiority and excellence of 

the Other while at the same time aware of our own position relative to that Other.   

     Given Poe’s clear admiration for the Neoclassicists, and their clear admiration for the 

classical writers of pagan antiquity, Poe’s combination of the grotesque and the arabesque is 
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likely his variation on the ancient dramatic tradition of the tragicomedy, a convention of 

Shakespeare’s writing, no less. Put simply, a tragicomedy contains elements which are both 

tragic and comic; the term itself derives from the Roman comic playwright Plautus’ description 

of his theatrical work (a burlesque), Amphytrion: “I will make it a mixture: let it be a 

tragicomedy. I don't think it would be appropriate to make it consistently a comedy, when there 

are kings and gods in it. What do you think? Since a slave also has a part in the play, I'll make it 

a tragicomedy” (Mukherji and Lyne 8-9).  

     Aristotle’s Poetics thinks of it along the lines of a serious play with a happy ending, although 

the convention can include a tragedy with comic aspects strewn throughout it, in order to 

modulate the mood—think of Hamlet’s interludes with Rosencrantz and Guildenstern or with the 

gravedigger, or with the court fop, Osric, or with Polonius, at the latter’s expense. The 

connection to the era of the author of Hamlet is even greater; Plautus’ play enjoyed popularity 

right up through Shakespeare’s day, and was performed quite regularly throughout the 

Renaissance British realm, being amongst the first of ancient plays translated into English. 

Thompson strongly hints at such hybdridization or fusion when he refutes the 1853 bifurcation of 

critic John Ruskin between the grotesque and arabesque, writing: “But I remain convinced that 

Poe did not mean to split apart the comic and the tragic, or the comic and the serious” (Poe 

Studies 105). 

     Thompson maintains that Poe’s conception of a single “effect” involves a spectrum or 

continuum of emotional involvement in which the two terms signify close proximity, such as 

laughter on the verge of tears, calmness at the point of frenzy, seriousness veering close to 

mockery, or genius bordering on madness; grotesque, then, could be seen as the arabesque taken 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tragicomedy#cite_note-3
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just a degree too far, resulting in its deformity. Although it cannot be accurate for him to claim 

that arabesque seems to be an alternative form for grotesque, there is some justification in his 

claim that, if arabesque and grotesque have any distinctness in what Thompson deems “normal 

Romantic usage,” then that division is to be found in the suggestion of arabesque as an “overall 

pattern which is yet intricate and symmetrical” (Poe Studies 105-106).  

     The initial claim must be in error, for it equates the terms; they might be of the same kind, but 

if alternative to one another, then the notion of degree is undone, and grotesque relies on 

deformity or disproportion. More to the point, if they are synonymous, then they cannot present a 

tension of dualities or be hybrid, for tragedy is not comedy, even if there are admixtures on the 

dramatic spectrum; one simply cannot have a continuum without antipodes which anchor it. As 

for the second claim, the arabesque is characterized in art by intricacy and symmetry of pattern, 

but what Poe offers readers is an arabesque of grotesqueries; each of the tales feature a figure 

possessed of a deformity/defect of character (whether mere foible and folly or more pernicious 

vice), hence that is part of the symmetry of the overall pattern of the anthology, its intricacy 

stemming from the wide variety of tales, the elaborate attentiveness to language, and the 

intertwining of Poe’s sources and his own imagination to create the stories.    

     Thompson summarizes his position on the function of this fused relationship as being 

psychological (a position which corresponds with the German literary criticism of the Schlegels): 

“Both terms have as a constant element a tension between opposites that somehow gives one 

insight, a transcendental vision resulting from the paradoxical fusion of opposing forces” (Poe 

Studies 106). This statement should be somewhat qualified: Poe had meant for a transcendental 

vision to be spiritual or religious, in the sense that he meant to heighten moral sensibility; we 
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look down, as readers, on the characters, and judge them from our superior vantage point, just as 

God looks down on Man. The severance is never complete because God has a relationship with 

Man, and Poe intends the reader to relate to the material, in order to perceive the moral: Mutato 

nomine de te fabula narratur. 

     After somewhat expertly detailing what Poe most likely intended by use of the two terms (his 

being the most likely correct postulation), Thompson speaks to not merely the unification of the 

two concepts (grotesque-arabesque), but the unity with which Poe intended for the tales 

themselves to be considered: “The terms grotesque and arabesque recur again and again in his 

tales, and the basis of the later stories, equally as much as in the earlier stories, is some kind of 

ironic twist.  Moreover, Poe’s defense of the ‘Germanism’ of his stories in the preface to the 

Tales of the Grotesque and Arabesque (1840) emphasizes the unity of the burlesque and the 

grotesque-arabesque point of view” (Poe Studies 137). 

      Here, Thompson speaks to the unity of the concepts, but in another work, he points out the 

harmonious design which Poe pursued in crafting the tales, meant always to be considered a 

single body of work in which the stories flesh out the complexity of his intended arabesque. Poe 

insisted on unity of plot and of effect, therefore the intended unity of his volume should come as 

no surprise: 

     He writes that he has written with “an eye to republication in volume form” and therefore 

desired “to preserve…a certain unity of design….These many pieces are yet one book.” As 

late as 1846, three years before the end of his career, after writing about two dozen more 

“Gothic” tales and fourteen more comic tales, Poe notes: “In writing these Tales one by one, 

at long intervals, I have kept the book-unity always in mind—that is, each has been composed 

with reference to its effect as part of a whole”. It is true that Poe goes on to say that one of his 

chief aims “has been the widest diversity.” But this diversity is within the limits of his chosen 

genre as he explained it in 1835: the ludicrous, grotesque, fearful, horrible, witty, burlesque, 

singular, and strange. “No two of these Tales,” he claimed, have the slightest resemblance to 

one another either in matter or manner—still however preserving the character which I speak 
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of.” This character, I submit, is that of Romantic Irony, as exemplified in Poe’s Tales of the 

Grotesque and Arabesque. (Romantic Irony 137-138, emphasis mine) 

     First, the actual use of the two terms appear with consistency within the tales themselves. 

Second, Poe offers that he has written them with a consistent design in mind. Third, he insists 

that they are meant to comprise a unified body of work. That the tales appear to differ so greatly 

is actually part of the design, for the human body consists of many parts which are necessarily 

distinct from one another. In fact, Scripture compares the diversity of members in a unified 

human community to the many parts or “members” of a human body, as the Apostle Paul writes: 

     For as the body is one, and hath many members, and all the members of that one body, 

being many, are one body: so also is Christ. For by one Spirit are we all baptized into one 

body, whether we be Jews or Gentiles, whether we be bond or free; and have been all 

made to drink into one Spirit. For the body is not one member, but many. If the foot shall 

say, Because I am not the hand, I am not of the body; is it therefore not of the body? And 

if the ear shall say, Because I am not the eye, I am not of the body; is it therefore not of the 

body? If the whole body were an eye, where were the hearing? If the whole were hearing, 

where were the smelling? But now hath God set the members every one of them in the 

body, as it hath pleased him. And if they were all one member, where were the body? But 

now are they many members, yet but one body. And the eye cannot say unto the hand, I 

have no need of thee: nor again the head to the feet, I have no need of you. Nay, much 

more those members of the body, which seem to be more feeble, are necessary […] God 

hath tempered the body together, having given more abundant honour to that part which 

lacked: That there should be no schism in the body; but that the members should have the 

same care one for another. And whether one member suffer, all the members suffer with it; 

or one member be honoured, all the members rejoice with it.” (1 Cor 12:12-26) 

 

     Thompson reminds readers of Poe’s boast that no two of the tales are identical, even though 

they are unified in character, and Thompson insists that this unifying character is Romantic 

Irony, which Poe’s consistently employs in the 1840 Tales. We shall soon address what 

Thompson means by “Romantic Irony,” but not before stressing the point that the design which 

Poe claims to have consistently had in mind hearkens both to the biblical analogy (the human 

body) and the biblical intent (a heightening of moral sensibility). It is of a necessity that the parts 
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(tales) are characterized by difference (“in particular”), in order for them to work together as a 

single body (collection), for as the Scripture-writer continues: 

     Now ye are the body of Christ, and members in particular. And God hath set some in the 

church, first apostles, secondarily prophets, thirdly teachers, after that miracles, then gifts of 

healings, helps, governments, diversities of tongues. Are all apostles? are all prophets? are all 

teachers? are all workers of miracles? Have all the gifts of healing? do all speak with 

tongues? do all interpret? (1 Cor 12:27-30). 

 

     That is the extent of the biblical analogy, which also speaks of the biblical intent—that there 

should be no schism in humanity, “but that the members should have the same care for another”. 

Gentile or Jew, stranger or family, neighbor or ruler, master or servant, male or female, young or 

old, healthy or sick, wealthy or poor, married or unmarried, widowed or orphaned, black or 

white, and any of the remaining variants which one can name—the Other is entitled to the same 

regard as a fellow human being, each person consisting of a part of the body of humanity. The 

weakest parts, “the feeblest,” are not only not to be reviled, but are necessary, because in our 

treatment of them is most revealed our true character: Willful bullies prey on the weak, and a 

society is generally gauged by the manner in which it treats its women, its children, its elderly, 

its sickly, and its disabled, and by the regard it affords its dead—in a word, for its recognition of 

the sanctity of human life and its care for its weakest members, those least able to repay us for 

our care. Can there be a greater disparity than this between the values of Judaism and Nazism? 

     And on whom did the Nazis prey first and foremost? Jewish women, children, elders, and the 

sickly and disabled; they denied the Jews proper religious burials, and they desecrated Jewish 

graves—the contrast of values could not be sharper, when it comes to a recognition of the 

sanctity of human life and denial of the second greatest commandment. It is not for no reason 

that Hitler and the Nazis have been compared by Jewish rabbis (Rashi, Baal Shem Tov, e.g.) to 
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the biblical king Amalek (a grandson of Esau, Gen. 36:12; 1 Chr. 1:36) and to his people, the 

Amalekites.  

     The Amalekites were the first people encountered by the ancient Israelites during the Mass 

Exodus (Exod. 17:8), and in their impious zeal to slaughter the Chosen People of YHVH, they 

were guilty of attacking the most vulnerable of the population, as Moses says to them:  

“Remember what Amalek did unto thee by the way, when ye were come forth out of Egypt; How 

he met thee by the way, and smote the hindmost of thee, even all that were feeble behind thee, 

when thou wast faint and weary, and he feared not God” (Deut. 25:17-18).267 The hindmost 

traditionally is comprised of the weakest members of any group on the move, with the strongest 

members at the forefront, in order that they be able best to fend off danger encountered on the 

way; the Amalekites attacked from the rear (the most dishonorable of military tactics), and 

endeavored to murder first those least in a position to defend themselves from assault. 

      Note that they have no fear of God, just as the Nazis had no fear (reverence) of Him; when 

one does not fear divine recompense, one will disabuse one’s fellow man without restraint. 

Amalek is associated with an eternally irreconcilable mortal enemy of God’s Chosen People, the 

etymology of which is commonly thought to signify people (“am”) who lick (“alek”)—blood, 

suggesting that they smack their licks in delight at the prospect of murder, licking their fingers 

until to the very last drop of the blood of their victims is gone (by which is simply meant a 

delight in carnage, not cannibalism).268 

     Thompson concludes this chapter by pointing to the fact that, as late as 1846, just three years 

before Poe’s death, during which interval from the initial anthology’s publication in 1840, Poe 

had composed another thirty-eight tales (what Thompson identifies as two dozen more Gothic 
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tales and fourteen more comic tales). Of these later works, Thompson says Poe had written: “In 

writing these Tales one by one, at long intervals, I have kept the book-unity always in mind—

that is, each has been composed with reference to its effect as part of a whole” (Poe Studies 138).  

The clue which this revelation provides to readers of Poe’s tales, then, is that there must be an 

overall pattern which unites the body of work (the Arabesque), even if the tales are somehow 

distinct from one another (the Grotesque); what unites them is the moral undercurrent they 

derive from Scripture, and what distinguishes them is their varied emphases on grotesqueries of 

character which work against the moral code of Scripture.  

     Poe considers vice to be characterized by disproportion of virtuous character, which is how 

grotesquerie is characterized in artworks; the call to moral virtue is the Arabesque which 

undergirds  the intended anthology, that which unifies it, but the tales highlight the exaggerated 

natures of their characters, thus mocking or condemning those who instead embrace vice; in the 

Classical construct, vice is one of two extremes (excess or deficiency), between which virtue is 

situated in perfect moderation—at the “golden mean” of perfect balance and harmony.  

      In Christian tradition, the so-called “seven deadly sins” are identified with individuals 

possessed of tendencies to over-indulge specific types of temptations, which include wrath, 

greed, sloth, pride, lust, envy, and gluttony; Poe’s tales feature characters possessed of these 

“moral deformities,” and, true to religious convention, a person need not exhibit all of them to be 

guilty of sinfulness. (One does not need to break all the laws to be sent to jail, just one. Lust, 

although sexually connotative in more recent usage, simply meant an abnormal fixation on or 

desire for the attainment of some object or objective, i.e., lust for gold or for power, and it often 

involves the covetousness prohibited in the biblical code of the Decalogue.) Poe explained that 
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he always meant to achieve “the widest diversity” in the construction of his tales, but as 

Thompson rightly notes, Poe himself establishes their parameters (burlesque, grotesque, 

arabesque, picturesque), and it seems, given the innate qualities of his own personality which 

ultimately produced them, they always prove moral and comic on some level or in some 

admixture; even the ghastly “Cask” includes the somewhat darkly humorous moment where the 

drunken Fortunato and the villainous Montresor share in a visual pun on the Masonic Order 

when the murderer unexpectedly produces a trowel.  

     And this moral-comic aspect which typifies much of Poe’s work is a characteristic of much of 

the British Augustan satirists whose works Poe clearly admired, a fact of which even Thompson 

notes: “The mode of such ironic works as Tieck’s early plays, however, was actually the logical 

development of eighteenth-century German admiration for [Miguel de] Cervantes, Swift, 

Fielding, and Sterne, in whom the Germans found ‘sportiveness’ and an overall sense of 

harmonious synthesis of contrasts and contradictions” (Romantic Irony 22). (Weimar Classicism, 

ushered into popularity by Goethe, Schiller, Herder, and Wieland, dates to the late eighteenth 

century in Germany, typically from 1772-1805.)  

     This mode, of course, is the synthesis of the grotesque and the arabesque, that being the 

underlying aspect of the concept which Thompson refers to as “Romantic Irony,” a term which 

has never caught on in the world of literary criticism, thanks, no doubt, in part to Eric W. 

Carlson’s disparagement of Thompson’s ideas. So even though the Schlegels are usually credited 

with formulating the idea of the synthesis of the grotesque and arabesque, in truth, the Germans 

learned it from the Neoclassical British authors having preceded them, and they, in turn, learned 
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it from the Classical authors having preceded them. (The Brits, though, rejected the paganism of 

the Classical world, whereas the Germans, in their longings for myth, did not.)  

     Thompso writes: 

     The concept of Romantic Irony is initially confusing. As a leading authority on the subject, 

Raymond Immerwhar, points out, the term Romantic Irony is rather different from the 

ordinary meanings attached separately to the two words that make up the phrase. As in 

ordinary usage of the term irony by itself, the Romantic Ironist ‘means something different 

from what he appears to be saying: His argument, creation, or representation is not to be 

taken solely at its face value or in dead earnest.’ But this is only part of his stance. The 

Romantic Ironist ‘does not mean simply the opposite of what he says’; instead, ‘he is likely to 

mean at the same time both what he seems to be saying and its opposite’[…] The simplest 

meaning of Romantic Irony is found in the technique of mocking or destroying dramatic 

illusion in the fiction and drama of certain German writers at the end of the eighteenth century 

and the beginning of the nineteenth. The technique is allied to satire and parody, and Ludwig 

Tieck’s youthful plays, in which the main interest is satire aimed at eighteenth-century 

rationalism and sentiment, contain some of the clearest examples of this technique. In Tieck’s 

hands, it reveals a development toward an ‘objective’ philosophy of irony through an 

increasingly ‘subjective’ treatment of reality. (Romantic Irony 20-21, emphases mine) 

 

     Something not taken in dead earnest is a good way to describe sarcasm. Satire is always a 

double-edged mode, for one either says something which one does not mean, or one means 

something other than what one says; more often than not, one says something which only those 

“in on the joke” can discern, because there will always be an audience which takes what is said 

at surface value, failing to recognize or comprehend the true import—Poe’s Eureka being the 

perfect example. Almost without exception, Poe critics read it as though it is a serious discourse 

on cosmogony when, in truth, it is a satiric parody of German metaphysics rendered facetiously 

in the language of German physics; it can be read both ways, but only those “in on the joke” are 

cognizant of its true purpose and meaning. The grotesque-arabesque, then, can be said to involve 

not merely a hybrid of the comic and the terrific, but also the serious and the satiric as they 

pertain to the moral content and tone; what Thomson terms “Romantic Irony” is actually better 
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aligned with or termed “Neoclassical Satire,” for it is the Augustans to whom Poe looks, in their 

superb tradition of moral literature, at times caustic, at times sardonic, and at times even 

bordering the fantastic. (Jonathan Swift is the perfect author embodying this diversity, per his 

texts A Modest Proposal, The Tale of a Tub, and Gulliver’s Travels, respectively.) And one must 

not forget Poe’s apparent debt to Samuel Johnson’s British periodicals of the eighteenth century, 

which assured readers of healthy doses of “obloquy and satire” (harsh public criticism and even 

vituperative insult), which Poe, indeed, served up in the American periodicals to which he 

contributed, mostly via his literary criticism and mocking tales.  

     This emphasis on opposites should help us understand Poe’s use of Lucifer-figures, because 

his depiction of villains is not meant to glorify violence or to pander to a cheap sensationalism, 

but is intended to counter as much. But, even though he borrows from the literary criticism of the 

Germans (themselves reacting to British models), Poe is not content to operate along identical 

conduits of practice: 

     In German Romantic fiction, multiplicity of points of view, such as in the double effect of 

creating a sympathetic but absurd hero, merged with philosophical theories of detachment and 

objectivity wherein, as mentioned, the superior mind transcends in human flaws […] It is this 

more philosophical development of Romantic Irony, emerging from the openly mocking 

irony we have just examined, that is Poe’s ‘tradition’ in his Gothic tales. It found its original 

literary form in the subtle duplicity of the distinctly German genre of the ‘grotesque’: a genre 

which slyly insinuated double and triple perspectives in a vision closely associated with 

Gothic horror. When we note how the mocking ironic literary tradition represented by Tieck 

gradually merged with the subjective idealism of Kant and his followers, we understand how 

Romantic Irony turned from simple mocking and took on those qualities of brilliant 

suggestion and confusing chaos that Poe saw in German critical theory. It was in this merger 

that Romantic Irony became intricately involved with metaphysical speculation on the 

objective and the subjective, on imagination, delusion, and reality, and on a transcendental 

mastery of the world and oneself through simultaneous detachment and involvement. 

(Thompson Romantic Irony 23, emphasis mine) 
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     And here is where Poe parts company with the Germans, for, in being a traditional biblical 

moralist and a Lockean, Poe never would have advocated a “transcendental mastery of the world 

and oneself,” action which is not merely anathema to Scripture, but also impossible to achieve, 

per Scripture. Poe will have no truck with Kant and his followers (the Transcendentalists), and 

Poe did not need to rely exclusively on a German conception of suggestion for his work since, as 

discussed previously in this paper, by the time the term “grotesque” is handed down to him, it 

has acquired several connotations with which he is free to play (and does). We must reject, 

therefore, what Thompson suggests when he fails to make this distinction, for, in seeking to 

clarify the definition of Romantic Irony, he argues: 

     What is rarely observed about German Romanticism, and about such writers as Hoffman 

and Tieck, is that one of its distinctive features was the development of a comic perspective, 

eventually reflected in Coleridge, Carlyle, and [William] Hazlitt, whom Poe read, along with 

the latest translations of German works as they became available in America. This 

apprehension of the comic, the ironic, and the absurd in an otherwise melancholy and even 

sinister world has come to be called, rather loosely, Romantic Irony. And what is striking 

about German Romanticism in relation to Poe, I submit, is not Gothic gloom and horror, but 

the theories of the Romantic Ironists about the subconscious mind, about ‘objective 

subjectivity,’ about the ultimate ‘annihilation’ of contradictions through an ironic art, and 

about the idealistic ‘transcendence’ of earthly limitations through the Godlike immanence and 

detachment of the artistic mind. These ideas can be found in two of Poe’s favorite German 

writers, the dramatist and novelist Ludwig Tieck (1773-1853) and the critic August Wilhelm 

Schlegel (1767-1845). These figures are those most clearly associated (outside of Germany) 

with the theories and practices of Romantic Irony” (Romantic Irony 20) 

 

     But this cannot be correct, for at least two reasons. In the first place, Thompson has the 

chronology of influence entirely incorrect, for the British authors (Coleridge, Carlyle, Hazlitt) 

did not garner their comic perspective from the Germans (Hoffman, Tieck), but, rather, the 

Germans garnered it from their British predecessors (Pope, Swift, Fielding, Richardson, Sterne, 

Addison, Jonson, and, arguably, Shakespeare).269 The Germans seldom innovate (Goethe is an 

exception), but they seem to excel at perversion, at taking things to extremes (and vice is always 
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situated at the extremes, in Classical notions of virtue)—or, when they do innovate, it is in 

perversity: German Gothicism is a perversion of British Gothicism, whereas British 

Romanticism is a less radical strain of German Romanticism. German metaphysics is a radical 

perversion of Scripture.  

     In the second place, Poe is adamantly opposed to the German obsession with collapsing 

subject and object into one another (“objective subjectivity,” not to be confused with Goethe’s 

thoughtful associating it with poetic sentiment, as discussed in Appendix A). And whereas Poe 

might put some stock in the popular artistic notion that the creative intellect is godlike, Poe 

would never advocate for “the detachment of the artistic mind,” for Roderick is the literary 

embodiment of such a thing (manifest via his ghastly, abstracted paintings), and Poe condemns 

him for this Self-severance, not merely from the sensate world of objects, but also from the 

human world of subjects which Lockean philosophy demands be experienced. (This detachment 

is not quite synonymous with twentieth-century German author Paul Mann’s insistence that the 

artist must in some way be disconnected with general society, in order to retain his artistry, for 

Mann was a humanist and therefore well understood that the artist is in a position to benefit 

human society, that being the traditional role of the humanities.) 

     Thompson does not here differentiate between the radical apostasy of the Transcendentalists’ 

notion of collapsing subject into object and Goethe’s Kantian-inspired but far more moderate and 

modest notion of the subject interacting with the object in a transformative way, as discussed in 

Appendix A (“Poe und die Deutschen”). In the Transcendentalist construct, the world is altered 

by the individual’s will—or re-presented—but in Goethe’s measured and thoughtful conception, 

the consciousness of the person is altered by his encounter with the phenomena he experiences. 
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The Transcendentalist framework is an invitation to impiety and hubris, whereas the Goethean 

one still permits one to experience wonder, awe, and pious humility. The Transcendentalist view 

leads one to think s/he is the creator of worlds, whereas the Goethean one enables the individual 

to be appreciative of them. Goethe’s notion of “objective subjectivity” is akin to Poe’s “poetic 

sentiment,” in that they both involve a complex matrix of sensation, intuition, imagination, and 

reason, in that order. Neither Goethe nor Poe speak of a requisite morality attendant to their 

conceptions, but Poe is concerned with catching glimpses of supernal beauty, while Goethe’s 

conception allows for spirituality, but it is not specifically concerned with awareness of biblical 

truth. 

.     Thompson mentions an interesting point which is not discussed in other Poe criticism, in 

which the term “arabesque” is specifically linked not only to cleverness but also to madness: 

     In this connection, we should recall that the term arabesque was used in the first three 

quarters of the eighteenth century primarily to indicate the later Gothic style of ornament in 

which there was much fret, lamentable imagery, and busy work that so confounded the sight 

that one could not consider where to begin or end—but which was yet conjoined with 

congestions of heavy, dark, melancholy, and monkish piles. Moreover, we have seen that one 

of the earliest literary applications of Gothic indicated inordinate wit and complexity. The 

historical and psychological association of inordinately complex wit, distraction, and more 

sinister elements receives one more turn of the screw with the information that he eighteenth 

century also used the term arabesque to mean a madman’s rhapsody. The ambivalence of this 

interlinking congeries is striking; yet a clear basis for the relationship is visible. It is human 

subjectivity: the extreme reaches of the mind in wit and madness, humor and fear, perception 

and confusion, the real and the unreal. (Romantic Irony 102-103, emphasis mine) 

 

     In this sense, the term appears to be indicative of that great observational truth noted by 

British poet John Dryden: “Great wits to madness are very near allied, and thin partitions do their 

bounds divide.” Poe included “Usher” in the 1840 volume of tales, a volume which exhibits 

complex wit, sinister elements, and the rhapsodies of a madman. In fact, a rhapsody is a musical 

work characterized by its irregular quality and its improvisational nature. Roderick has stringed 
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instruments strewn about his den in disarray, and following the entombment of his sister whilst 

she still lived, he is given to playing and singing impromptu, unsettling musical compositions 

which do not conform to regular harmonies. Moreover, Roderick is also given to recitation of 

odd and unnerving poetic works he has penned, and the term “rhapsodies” derives from the 

Greek word for a person who recites poetry (usually epic odes). Because Roderick does these 

things once he starts descending into insanity (after the murder is undertaken), his rhapsodies are 

those of a madman. The eighteenth century is, of course, the British Neoclassical period. Swift 

even pens, in 1733, a work titled “On Poetry: A Rhapsody,” which is a poem which recommends 

poetic pursuits and critical analysis. The work includes these lines:  

     “Consult yourself; and if you find 

      A powerful impulse urge your mind, 

      Impartial judge within your breast 

     What subject you can manage best; 

     Whether your genius most inclines 

     To satire, praise, or humorous lines, 

     To elegies in mournful tone, 

     Or prologue sent from hand unknown.” (Swift) 

 

     (Henry Fielding’s famed comical novel Joseph Andrews includes the following phrase, in 

reference to the character Barnabas, that he “had uttered nothing but a rhapsody of nonsense”.) 

Usher’s rhapsodies signify his mental deterioration, which are non-sensical, just as he is non-

musical. Swift’s Neoclassical poem utilizes the Classical notion of virtue as being excellence by 

describing poets who run to extremes—heights and depths—and therefore do not achieve the 

perfect moderation of the “golden mean”.)  

     Thompson, quoting Poe, provides his readers with an informative and revealing theory 

regarding the marriage of the grotesque and the arabesque, which is necessarily quoted 

somewhat at length herein: 

http://www.online-literature.com/swift/3515/
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     Such multiple mocking irony, I suggest, is the basis of the “rare” and “glowing” humor 

that Poe saw in the grotesquerie of some of the writings of Tieck and Thomas Hood. Yet, 

though Poe uses the word grotesquerie in his Marginalia comment on Hood to indicate an 

area of extreme imaginativeness and wit, involving puns and an “ideal” but wild comic sense, 

the association of the grotesque with the uncanny psychological effect of superstition and 

terror on the fancy hovers over the surface. Of Hood, Poe writes: “…his true province was a 

very rare and ethereal humor, in which the mere pun was left out of sight, or took the 

character of the richest grotesquerie; impressing the imaginative reader with remarkable 

force, as if by a new phase of the ideal. It is in this species of brilliant, or, rather, glowing 

grotesquerie, uttered with a rushing abandon vastly heightening its effect, that Hood’s marked 

originality mainly consisted:--and it is this which entitles him, at times, to the epithet ‘great.’” 

Again, the “rushing abandon” suggests the overstrained emotions of a madman, forcibly 

recalling Poe’s comment on the “wit and humor” of The Doctor, that seeming madman’s 

“rhapsody” which yet did not have “the proper evidence of madness.” The statement also is 

consistent with Walter Scott’s association of the grotesque and arabesque with “overstrained” 

feelings tending toward pain and madness, which, to his disfavor, certain German writers 

favored. The psychological import of the term grotesque, then, should be clear; moreover, 

Poe uses the term in just that ambivalent way that the Romantic Ironists in Germany did to 

fuse ironically the sinister and the comic, the weird and the absurd.  The association of the 

grotesque with the odd, bizarre, eerie, and disturbing impression of things on the overstrained 

human mind Poe links with the term arabesque […] The two terms are used together in such 

a way as to suggest a fusion of psychological meaning clearly connected with both sheer 

irony of events and with insinuated, mocking irony of tone and point of view. (Romantic 

Irony 120, emphases author’s) 

 

     Because Poe says this about the British humorist Hood, and is known to have subscribed to 

the British Scott’s literary opinions, it is to the British towards whom Poe turns, and not the 

Germans; it should be clear that Poe is not looking to Tieck for inspiration, but that both Poe and 

the Germans are looking to the Brits. Whereas it cannot be denied that the German Schlegel 

brothers did much to develop the idea of the hybrid grotesque-arabesque connotations in terms of 

critical theory, and that German authors helped to popularize it by means of ostensible extremity, 

still in practice and origin, one must award credit to the British, and Poe helped to reduce and 

refine the radical and obvious depictions embraced by the Germans into a more subtle and less 

“perverse” art form. 
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      Having now examined, at considerable length, what Poe means by use of words such as 

“tales,” “tenor,” “grotesque,” and “arabesque”; having looked to what is involved in his notions 

about originality, novelty, and the distinctions between the words dread, terror, and horror; 

having postulated as to in what sense Poe characterized his affinity with his readership as a type 

of “sympathetic creation” (shared meaning); and having made a nominal case of his apparent 

turning time and again to the moralizing and satirical British predecessors with whom he shared 

a decided affinity; and, lastly, having contended that it is through the lens of his personality, 

(particularly his irrepressible sense of humor and moral inclination) that his works should be 

construed, one is able to proceed to the review of the literature which, by and large, has failed to 

address these aspects, has glided over them, or has not yet put forth satisfying proofs for them.270   

     To be sure, not all of the critics get everything wrong, but there is still a prodigious amount of 

nonsense which results from careless exegesis (in which case better close reading would have 

proven the logical inconsistences of their assessments) or from blatantly self-indulgent 

ideological demagoguery (really nothing more than outright eisegesis).  Whenever possible and 

appropriate, credit due will be given, for there are many fine scholars and critics whose 

assessments are not to be wholly discounted (Mabbott, Carlson, Forrest, Reynolds, Hirsch, Tate, 

etc.), even when they fall a bit short. 271 To paraphrase one of Poe’s contemporaries, another 

great writer, Abraham Lincoln: You can disdain some of the critics all of the time, and you can 

disdain all of the critics some of the time, but you can’t disdain all of the critics all of the time.  

     Before turning to this overview of prior critical assessments of Poe’s work, though, it is 

necessary to define the characteristics or traits of the Lucifer-figure through whom Poe’s subtle 

biblical moralism often reveals itself. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

THE LUCIFER-FIGURE: HUMAN, ALL TOO HUMAN 

 

 

“Every one is worthy of love, except him who thinks that he is.  

Love is a sacrament that should be taken kneeling.”272 

 

2.1     The Archetype: Übermensch, Par Excellence 

 

“Berhaupten will ich fest mein starres Ich.                        “I wish to maintain my stubborn self, 

Mir selbst genug und unerschütterlich.                               Sufficient to myself and imperturbable, 

Niemanden hörig mehr und untertan                                  Nobody's slave and subject, 

Verfolg' ich in mich einwärts meine Bahn.”273                   I proceed inwards on my path.” 

                            

     As has been argued in the previous chapter, there are at least three principal reasons as to why, 

by and large, critics have failed to recognize the moral aspect of Poe's tales: (1) bias on the basis 

of biographical suppositions that Poe was immoral and therefore incapable of rendering moral 

content; (2) error in comprehension of Poe's literary theories; and (3) the subtly of the clues 

inherent to the tales, born of Poe's love for the complex, coupled with his disdain for passive or 

lazy readers.  (A fourth reason involves Postmodern criticism having no desire whatsoever to 

discern the meaning which Poe intended for his work, or outright denying it even exists; this 

lattermost phenomenon is addressed elsewhere in this paper.)  

     Having been raised in Christian society, and likewise having been extremely well-acquainted 

with the literary tradition of Western Civilization which promulgated and informed it, Poe 

rendered both Christ-figures and Lucifer-figures as masterfully as had his predecessors and his 

contemporaries, although he is nowhere credited with having done as much, something which 

this essay hopes to remedy. Poe's short story “Pit” contains ostensible examples of both 

archetypes, thus it will serve as the introductory model of his tales examined, as it demonstrates 

the incredible subtlety of Poe's narrative technique, also serving to illustrate the moral 
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undercurrent which informs the five tales addressed in detail in this essay. 

     Although the term is not to be found in J.A. Cuddon’s Dictionary of Literary Terms and 

Literary Theory, in the field of literary studies, the so-called “Christ-figure” is a well-established 

type of character, or archetype. As the Lucifer-figure is a variant of the Christ-figure (being, in 

many ways, its obverse and always its adversary), it is advisable to examine first the literary 

tradition of the Christ-figure: The presence of a Christ-figure always warrants the presence of a 

Lucifer-figure, the latter serving as an agent of affliction or persecutor of the former.  The fictive 

works examined in this essay, in fact, do contain both archetypes in each narrative, although they 

differ in emphasis.  It is clear that popular online compendiums cannot be trusted for precise and 

reliable definitions, as one of the most-utilized ones describes a Christ-figure in the following 

manner: 

     In general, a character should display more than one correspondence with the story of 

Jesus Christ as depicted in the Bible. For instance, the character might display one or more of 

the following traits: performance of miracles, manifestation of divine qualities, healing others, 

display loving kindness and forgiveness, fighting for justice, being guided by the spirit of the 

character's father, death and resurrection. Christ figures are often martyrs, sacrificing 

themselves for causes larger than themselves. In postmodern literature, the resurrection theme 

is often abandoned, leaving us with the image of a martyr sacrificing himself for a greater 

good.274 It is common to see Christ figures displayed in a manner suggestive of crucifixion as 

well. One recurring trend in modern fiction places the name “Shepherd” or has the same 

initials as Jesus Christ onto the Christ figure. (“Christ-Figure”)275 

 

     Popular culture has played fast and loose with the designation “Christ-figure,” as both self-

appointed web critics and commentators of dubious scholarly qualification have determined that 

just about any charismatic character who alludes to or quotes from Scripture and is killed will 

meet the criteria to be reckoned a Christ-figure. (Not that the scholars always get things correct; 

if they did, this essay would need not be written.) For example, WhatCulture.com's list of “10 

Greatest Christ Figures from Film” includes a few names which constitute more than a stretch of 
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the imagination: 

 Travis Bickle from Taxi Driver 

 Selma Ježková from Dancers in the Dark 

 Mufasa from The Lion King 

 Gandalf from The Lord of the Rings 

 The Extraterrestrial from E.T. 

 Klaatu from The Day the Earth Stood Still276 

 Cyrus from The Warriors 

 The Iron Giant from The Iron Giant 

            Luke Jackson from Cool Hand Luke 

 Randle P. McMurphy from One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest 

  

     The logic displayed for some of the justifications in the site's categorization are tortuous. 

Whereas it is true that a Christ-figure need not exhibit all of the qualities of, or experience all of 

the events comparable to those of Jesus of Nazareth in order to meet the classification requisites, 

most characters who simply do good for the benefit of others or who die as a result of their 

sacrifices, at best, are being good Christians, and do not sufficiently meet the test of being Christ-

figures. From the Western Canon, the less-arguable, better-known examples of fictitious Christ-

figures include: Uncle Tom from Harriet Beecher Stowe's novel Uncle Tom's Cabin; Aslan from 

C.S. Lewis's multi-volume novel series The Chronicles of Narnia; Simon from William 

Golding's book The Lord of the Flies; and the titular character from Herman Melville's short 

story “Billy Budd, Sailor”.277 

     A good, solid example of the Christ-figure from contemporary cinema would be the character 

of Neo from The Matrix Trilogy, a series of movies by American Jewish filmmakers Andy and 

Larry Wachowski, being, quite possibly, the greatest re-telling of “the greatest story ever told”.278 

There are numerous, subtle clues strewn throughout the narrative which point to Neo being a 

Christ-figure, and it is precisely the same sort of  incredible subtlety which scrutiny of the Poe 

tales will reveal.279 Yes, he sacrifices himself for the sake of others, performs astounding 
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(miraculous) feats, has his own “disciples” in a devoted following of close crew members and 

other survivalists (and he eventually parades around in a priestly cassock), but the Wachowskis 

signal his strong association with the Christian messiah by less patently obvious means. For 

example, when in the actual Matrix, Neo is identified by others as Mr. Thomas Anderson; the 

word “Anderson” is a Scandinavian surname meaning “Son of Man,” one of the titles in 

Scripture indicating the Messiah.280 (It is used in this way twice in the Gospel of Mark, twenty-

five times in the Gospel of Luke, eleven times in the Gospel of John, twice in the Book of 

Revelation, and once each in the Book of Acts and Hebrews.) The commemorative identification 

plaque in the hull of the ship called Nebuchadnezzar reads “Mark III No. 11” and “Made in the 

USA/Year 2069”. The Gospel verse of Mark 3:11 cements Neo’s identification as promised 

savior: “And unclean spirits, when they saw him, fell down before him, and cried, saying, Thou 

art the Son of God.” 281 

           Another “tell” is gleaned by combining the information from the plaque's inscription with the 

nominal information Morpheus provides to Neo upon Neo’s recovery under the auspices of the 

crew. Morpheus reveals that in the year 1999 (the supposed year within the Matrix cyberworld), 

mankind reveled in its creation of artificial intelligence (A.I., the entity which controls the 

machines with which the humans engage in mortal combat), at which point the deadly 

controversy begins. Seventy years from 1999 is 2069, and in biblical numerics, seventy is the 

limit of “days of one king” (Isa. 23:15). Herein it specifically refers to the Israelites’ prophetic 

deliverance and Babylon’s fate: “For thus saith the LORD, That after seventy years be 

accomplished at Babylon I will visit you, and perform my good word toward you, in causing you 

to return to this place.” (Jer. 29:10) Importantly, God says He himself will visit the Israelites and 
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deliver them back to the Promised Land, just as Neo visits the city of Zion at the center of the 

Earth (Jerusalem is where God centers Himself), and will deliver the humans enslaved by their 

machine overlords; in Christianity, Jesus is part of the triune Godhead.282 

     Moreover, in the elevator scene with Trinity and Neo, they stop the lift at the forty-first floor, 

which is to say “Level 41”; the number 42 is a Jewish mystical (cabalistic) association with God, 

and Neo stops just short of realizing his divinity at this point of the film. Moreover, all of the 

intersections listed for analog phone lines which serve as escape routes are actual intersections of 

streets of the screenwriters’ hometown of Chicago, and the old-timey, spaghetti western show 

down in the subway near the film's conclusion (including the nice touch of a newspaper blown 

across the path between Agent Smith and Neo, as if a tumbleweed) takes place on the fictitious 

“Purple Line” of the city transit system. 283 The color purple, however, is associated with royalty, 

and Jesus was clothed in a purple robe when mocked by the Roman soldiers as the “King of the 

Jews” (Jn. 19:5, Lk. 23:38). 284   

     Scripture relates that Jesus descended into Hell in order to be the liberator of souls, and Neo 

descends into the subway system before he does so; the biblical account is referred to as “the 

harrowing of Hell” in Christian tradition, although the verse specifically reads that Christ 

“descendenth into the lower parts of the earth,” which, of course, is where subway systems are to 

be found (Eph. 4:9). After Neo defeats the agents, the screen warps around Neo, flexing his 

muscles, as it were, as a sign of his might, as the Israelites will be saved by God's strong hand 

(Psa. 60:5, 108:6, 98:1, 138:7, and Lk. 1:71). Neo is “resurrected” by the kiss of life from Trinity 

(the room number of 303 alluding to the three days and nights in which Jesus laid in the tomb 

before being resurrected, Mt. 12:40), who orders him to come back to life; in being the character 
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representative of the Holy Spirit, which must be obeyed, he does.285 

     From an academic (and scholarly-substantiated) website available through the English 

department at Carson-Neuman University, there is a brief entry for this archetype, which reads: 

     In literary studies, the term Christological has been commandeered to refer to (1) an 

object, person, or figure that represents Christ allegorically or symbolically, or (2) any similar 

object, person, or figure with qualities generally reminiscent of Christ. Examples of 

Christological figures include the Old Man in Hemingway's The Old Man and the Sea, who 

after his struggle with the fish ends up bleeding from his palms and lying on the floor in a 

cruciform pattern; the lion Aslan in C. S. Lewis's The Chronicles of Narnia, who allows 

himself like the lion of the tribe of Judah to be slain in order to redeem a traitorous child; and 

the unicorn in medieval bestiaries, which would lie down and place its phallic, ivory-horned 

meekly in a maiden's lap so that hunters might kill it--which medieval monks interpreted as 

an allegory of Christ allowing himself to enter the womb of the virgin Mary so that he might 

later be sacrificed. Zora Neale Hurston creates a Christ-figure in Delia Jones, who in the short 

story “Sweat” suffers to support her ungrateful husband and “crawled over the earth in 

Gethsemane and up the rocks of Calvary many, many times . . .” and so on. (Wheeler 

“Christological Figure”) 

     As should be evident, the scholarly definition does not vary from the popular one, and the lists 

of examples they provide overlap. The university compilation of terminology, though, has no 

entry for “Lucifer-figure” (or any variance on that type, such as “Luciferean” or “Satanic”; 

entries under the letter “L” category skip from “long vowel” to “Luddite,” and entries under the 

letter “S” category skip from “sarcasm” to “Satem language”.)  

    Thomas C. Foster, in his 2014 text How to Read Literature Like a Professor: An Entertaining 

and Lively Guide to Reading Between the Lines, advises readers that the academic (i.e., more 

rigorous and substantiated) recognition of a Christ-figure in a work involves the practice of 

setting aside their respective belief systems, “at least for the period during which you read so you 

can see what the writer is trying to say” (120). This counsel suggests that Reader-Response 

Criticism (which essentially negates the author's participation in the matter of meaning) is duly 

http://web.cn.edu/kwheeler/lit_terms_C.html
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to be avoided, but not necessarily Freudianism (in which instance unlocking meaning in a work 

involves ascribing impetus to the author's experiences) or Cultural Historicism (in which 

instance unlocking meaning in a work involves ascribing impetus to the author's cultural milieu).  

      As New Criticism holds that the text stands alone as an artifact to be contemplated apart from 

either the audience's reactions (affective fallacy) or supposition of the author's inclinations 

(intentional fallacy), it seems that approach is closest to what Foster prescribes. New Criticism 

holds that the text itself is the speaker, and not the author; as propounded by the literary critic 

most associated with that school, T.S. Eliot, if the meaning of the work is revealed through close 

scrutiny of the text, then the author has succeeded in communicating his intended ideas (and in 

Poe's case, conveying the intended effect), but not in revealing himself. As Poe's Lucifer-figure 

tales each conform to a narrative pattern which employs consistent means of recognition of those 

characters, and a shared, moral undercurrent which may be discerned regardless of readers' 

awareness of the author's biography, Eliot's insistence is qualified that the text is the speaker; in 

point of fact, it is the goal of this paper, in part, to vindicate that claim and to petition for a return 

to New Critical methodology (focused on text), aided by Cultural Historicism (focused on 

context).286 

     As Foster points out, “Culture is so influenced by its dominant religious systems that whether 

a writer adheres to the beliefs or not, the values and principles of those religions will inevitably 

inform the literary work” (118).287 In this assessment, he lends credence to this essay's argument 

that Killis Campbell's disparaging, critical belittlement of the pioneering work done by William 

Menzel Forrest in his 1928 Biblical Allusions in Poe is as unfounded as it is uncharitable. 

Western Civilization (at least up until Poe's lifetime) is indisputably Judeo-Christian in 
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orientation, thus the values and principles traditionally promulgated by it derive from Scripture, 

and that shared religious text on which it has been based has been responsible for disseminating 

and inculcating divinely-prescribed moral imperatives.  

     Quite logically, as the text has been shared for millennia, many of the actual words and 

phrases in it have been adopted into normative speech and conveyed in typified imagery. 

Campbell, in his 1930 article “Poe’s Knowledge of the Bible,” takes issue with Forrest's 

inclusion of phrases or terminology utilized in Poe's tales and poems which clearly derive from 

Scripture, but which have become commonplace after centuries of use. Campbell contends that 

they should not be included in the list of allusions and references compiled in Forrest's appendix, 

having become part of the popular culture. Campbell's contentions are untenable on at least two 

counts. 

     First, the fact that some of the phrases have become commonplace does not negate their 

source of origination as being Scripture; a stream fed by a river whose current originates from 

the sea still owes its existence to the original source of the waterway. In literature, as in nature, 

the closer one is to a source, the easier it is to determine its derivatives, but at no point are the 

tributaries cut off from their parent source. (Scripture itself, no less, declares “All the rivers run 

into the sea” (Eccl. 1:7).) 288 Homer's Classical Odyssey, for example, is the parent of James 

Joyce's Modernist Ulysses, which, in turn, is the parent of David Foster Wallace's “Postmodern” 

novel, Infinite Jest; Wallace's work is closer to Joyce's, and therefore their parallels are easier to 

discern than are any existent between Wallace's and Homer's works.  

      If Campbell's critique held any water, then it could just as easily be applied to the works of 

William Shakespeare. Phrases from Hamlet, Romeo and Juliet, Julius Caesar, and Macbeth, such 
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as “Good night, sweet prince,” or “Parting is such sweet sorrow,” or “Friends, Roman, and 

countrymen, lend me your ears,” and even “Out, damn'd spot!,” continue to enjoy widespread 

circulation in Western Civilization, even centuries after they were first penned, which does 

nothing whatsoever to diminish their proper attribution to the fecund wellspring from which they 

nominally sprung. 

     Second, Campbell seems to forget the etymology of the word “culture”. Whereas the term 

owes its direct derivation to the Latin word cultura, signifying the cultivation of soil (as in 

tilling), eventually signifying cultivation of the intellect as a civilizing enterprise, cultura itself is 

related to the Latin word cultus, a term signifying care, labor, worship, or reverence, i.e., that 

which is tended to with great regard or consideration (“Culture”). It is from this root word that 

the term “cult” stems, signifying a group bound together by religious beliefs, rituals, and/or 

practices. A culture, therefore, is largely shaped, informed, and sustained by its religious (or 

cultic) nature, a posit which Foster correctly makes. If the religious text which fomented and 

framed Western Civilization imbues and informs an author's work, that in no way diminishes its 

importance, impugns its lineage, or disqualifies it as the source of origin. Importantly, works 

which are created in a traditional Judeo-Christian culture need not depict such societies, as 

science fiction is replete with Christ-figures who are not biologically human and/or who live in 

futuristic worlds. Another example from film will suffice to make this point, although it is not 

one which is included in normative lists of Christian-themed movies. 

     In the 1982 science fiction film Blade Runner, based on Philip K. Dick's story Do Androids 

Dream of Electric Sheep? (and directed by Ridley Scott), an artificial life form named Roy Batty 

escapes his owners and seeks out his manufacturer, in order to extend his lifespan and those of 
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his fellow androids (referred to as “Replicants”); the police character named Deckard is assigned 

the task of hunting down and destroying the four escaped Replicants, led by Batty. In the final 

chase scene of the film, Batty waxes poetic about the precious sanctity of existence and saves the 

life of his astonished, would-be assassin.  

     The visual clues in this climactic scene are plentiful, and they strongly hearken to imagery 

which traditionally depicts Christ; he releases a dove having appeared out of the rain which 

washes over him (mimetic of the symbol of the Holy Spirit lighting upon Jesus when baptized in 

the waters of the Jordan River, Mk. 1:9-10); Batty's head is ringed with light (as a halo effect, 

suggesting sanctity); and he has sustained visible injuries in his hands, in which instance there is 

a long nail embedded into his flesh (intentionally reminiscent of the wounds Jesus received from 

the Roman soldiers at the time of his crucifixion). Batty's chest is bare, and he is costumed in 

shorts, imagery which hints at the normative art tradition which illustrates Jesus as being 

crucified wearing only a loincloth. 

     When he speaks to Deckard, who is desperately clinging to a slippery ledge from which he is 

bound to slide in due time (Deut. 32:35), Batty tells his precariously-positioned pursuer that he 

knows what it is to live in fear, same as does Deckard, thus suggesting the human incarnation of 

Jesus as Immanuel, “God with us” (Isa. 7:14). He says he has seen things humans never have or 

could (reminiscent of the biblical verses in which is stated “eye hath not seen” the wonders 

which God has prepared for mankind, Isa. 64:4 and 1 Cor. 2:9), and his “tears in the rain” speech 

suggests that he is a man of sorrows (Isa. 53:3). He resigns himself with the phrase “Time to 

die,” a definite echo of Jesus' final submissive statement of  “It is finished” (Jn. 19:30). Upon his 

expiration, a vehicle with lights appears behind Batty and elevates out of sight, suggestive of 
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Jesus' ascension; even Batty’s first name, rendered as “Roi” in French, translates as “King,” an 

allusion to Jesus' identification as “King of Kings” (Rev. 19:16). Batty demonstrates mercy 

towards Deckard, as Jesus is reported to have demonstrated it towards his assailants (Lk. 23:34) 

– and God declares that He delights in mercy (Mic. 7:18).289 To what end is Batty a Christ-

figure? 

      In speaking of the archetype, according to Foster, “Perhaps the parallel deepens our sense of 

the character's sacrifice if we see it as somehow similar to the greatest sacrifice we know of. 

Maybe it has to do with redemption, or hope, or miracle” (123). The other Replicants murdered 

by Deckard have blended in with human society to the point that they are very nearly 

indiscernible from humans; they take low-level jobs to remain inconspicuous, and they pose 

threats to no one. The short-lived Batty shows that he can be more humane than the human being 

who tried to kill him, thus causing or reminding the audience to question its own morality and 

mortality, which they must not lose sight of if they hope to redeem their own humanity. 

     The presence of a Christ-figure naturally invites the presence of a Lucifer-figure, in order for 

dramatic tension  to be achieved, and for plots to unfold to their logical conclusion: for Uncle 

Tom, there is Simon LeGree; for Aslan, there is the White Witch (Jadis); for Simon, there is Jack; 

for Billy Budd, there is John Claggart; and for Neo, there is Agent Smith. (The Lucifer-figure in 

Blade Runner is not Deckard, who repents, but is his boss, Gaff, as the film suggests that he will 

not relent in his pursuit of escaped Replicants, hence Deckard's whisking away of Rachel to keep 

her safe from Gaff.) The presence of a Lucifer-figure, on the other hand, does not require the 

presence of a Christ-figure, and that is likely because Satan is given to be adversarial not merely 

to God, but to mankind as well (1 Pet. 5:8). In Poe's tales with Lucifer-figures, there must be, 
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therefore, if not Christ-figures proper, then at least innocent victims: in “Cask,” there is 

Fortunato, subject to the deadly machinations of the gloating Montresor; in “Cat,” there is the 

narrator's wife, who is killed by him in a premeditated fit of rage; there is Madeline, buried alive 

by her twin brother Roderick in “Usher”; in “Heart,” there is the old man suffocated by his 

boasting servant; there is the poisoned uncle in “Imp”; and in “Pit,” there is the narrator, who 

suffers at the hands of the murder-bent Inquisitors. Although the case could be made that some of 

the victims can be seen as Christ-figures, it is not necessarily the case with all of them, as the 

hapless wife in “Cat,” for example, is merely patient and longsuffering, as are far too many 

wives who suffer marriages to increasingly violent drunks, and readers are given no specifics as 

to the nature of the character of the victimized Madeline in “Usher” (although there are 

numerous hints to it, if she is foil to Roderick). 

     The Lucifer-figure is an archetype, but is not the equivalent of the Lucifer character. 

Importantly, in terms of simple distinctions, the former consists of figures which are human 

representations of the Devil, and the latter consists of characters which are not merely modeled 

after the Devil, but who appear in works as the Devil himself (often incarnate).  Famous 

examples of Lucifer characters include Satan in John Milton's Paradise Lost, the Devil in 

Stephen Vincent Benét's “The Devil and Daniel Webster,” and the same in the Irving Washington 

story from whence it was derived, “The Devil and Tom Walker”. (Although he is never identified 

as such, in Poe's tale “Never Bet the Devil Your Head,” the figure who actually makes off with 

Toby Damnit's head assuredly is meant to be Old Nick.)  

     In each of these examples, the Devil is treated as a full-fledged character who interacts with 

the other characters of the narratives. (Arguably, his ostensibly demonic servants, such as 
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Mephistopheles in Goethe's Faust and Mephistophilis in Christopher Marlowe's drama The 

Tragical History of Doctor Faustus, treat of the Devil as an actual supernatural being, and 

therefore attest to the Devil as a character proper with whom the servant demon interacts, even if 

the other characters do not do so directly.) A Lucifer-figure, on the other hand, is a human being 

who displays the more condemnatory traits, qualities, sentiments, and actions associated with the 

Devil (or shares like circumstances), but is not the Devil himself, per se.  In order to establish the 

Lucifer-figure as an archetype proper, it is first necessary to document its presence in works 

which both pre-date and which are contemporaneous with Poe's works; thankfully, this is not a 

difficult task, as examples gleaned from the works of Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Charles 

Brockden Brown, and Nathaniel Hawthorne will suffice to make the point. 

     It is necessary to establish that the Lucifer-figure is an actual archetype, and not merely a 

trope peculiar to Poe, as it must first be shown that Poe was working within a well-established 

literary tradition. Although Poe mastered depictions of Lucifer-figures, he did not, by any means, 

invent them, as examples can be culled both from the German and the American literary camps. 

One of the first authors to successfully have rendered this fictive archetype (if not the first) was 

German polymath Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749-1832), in his famed freshman novel, the 

semi-autobiographical and epistolary “Sturm und Drang” (“Storm and Stress”) sensation of 

1774, The Sorrows of Young Werther (Die Leiden des jungen Werthers).290 

      In that text, Werther, the central character, befriends a noble and kindly young couple (Albert 

and Charlotte/Lotte), eventually becoming obsessed with the other man's wife; when she rebuffs 

Werther's unwelcome advances, refusing to accept her rejection of him, he commits suicide on 

Christmas Eve, and is found by her greatly distressed husband and distraught children on 
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Christmas Day.  The story ends with his being discovered by a servant, wherein he has endured a 

painful, lingering death, having spent the long night all alone and on the floor, due to the botched 

job of killing himself; the text concludes with the observation that no one attended his funeral, 

and that he was denied a church burial. Goethe ingeniously depicts Werther as having a Christ-

complex, in that the highly-subjective language Werther employs to describe himself and his 

circumstances strongly suggests that he feels akin to “the man of sorrows,“ a Christian 

appellation for the Messiah.  

     But, in an equally brilliant fashion, Goethe employs the objective voice of an unknown 

narrator (the acquaintance to whom Werther's letters were addressed), and uses impartial, 

descriptive language for conveying the terrain and the other characters, both of which reveal 

Werther's truly wicked and demonic nature when the text is read in an extremely close manner; 

Werther sees himself as a martyr for others, but the narrator reveals the truth of Werther’s Self-

ishness. (Even Poe does not come close to matching Goethe’s brilliant and innovative structuring 

of the inverse phenomena.) 

     In Scripture, the Lord speaks the following words to the afflicted Job, from out of a 

whirlwind: “Who is this that darkenth counsel by words without knowledge? Gird up now thy 

loins like a man; for I will demand of thee, an answer thou me” (Job 28:1-3) Werther desires to 

be answerable to no one – to act as if with impunity, just as Montresor feels entitled to do so in 

“Cask” – and the Self-ish, inconsiderate, unrestrained willfulness of Lucifer-figures is a most 

telling, defining trait shared by them all, as Satan refuses to abide by the limits God has ordained 

for all His creation. Contemptuous stubbornness, defiant self-indulgence, foolishness (but not 

rashness), short-sightedness – all these traits likewise are hallmarks of the Lucifer-figure. The 
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hyper-emphasis on the emotional, subjective aspect of human nature is the very reason why 

Goethe grew to disdain the excesses displayed on the part of the Sturm und Drang movement in 

Germany, and it became a source of his disapproval against the exaggerated self-centered 

sensationalism of the later Romantic tradition.  

     Goethe gradually tended toward the classicism which tempered wild emotionalism with 

reason and maturity, recognizing the futility, despondency, and nihilism which accompany and 

are produced by an unchecked extremism which eventually leads to utter self-immolation: 

Arguably, Goethe’s embrace and promotion of Weimar Classicism is the mark of his intellectual 

and emotional maturity, albeit not necessarily his genius or creativity, which seems neither to 

peak nor wane but appears to remain constant throughout his career. Werther obeys only the 

dictates of his own heart, and this is a tendency (or at least a temptation) of men of every age, the 

desire to be as the Most High God, a bent which Scripture admonishes and pointedly ascribes to 

being fostered and pursued by the Devil (Genesis 3, Isaiah 14, and Ezekiel 28). According to at 

least one critical assessment of Werther: 

     An intellectual as well as an emotional motivation for the [suicidal] deed is built up. In 

the draft letter to Wilhelm, he [Werther] speaks of his brain being singed, but the paraphrase 

of Hamlet's soliloquy is quite clear.  Werther, however, is still compos mentis. He finds in 

suicide the extreme act of independent self-assertion, a limiting case of free-will which 

consists of voluntarily destroying itself. (White 131)291  

 

     That he is still compos mentis when he plots his malevolently-motivated suicide is important, 

for the Lucifer-figures typically do not become intellectually deranged until after they have 

worked to extinguish human life—here his own, no less valuable in the sight of God and 

righteous men and women such those whom find him and are grieved by his death, they being 

the very persons who showed him great lovingkindness, whom he even thought to murder.292 
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Typically, Lucifer-figures should be understood to be consummate betrayers of their benefactors.    

     Goethe, despite having helped spawn the short-lived and relatively-confined Sturm und 

Drang movement, displays none of the gross chaotic qualities that the titular figure does; in 

short, Goethe (same as Poe) experienced all of the very real emotions of an inflamed and 

despondent lover, but he exercises a superb amount of control and self-restraint in his craft, both 

necessary in order to ably convey that chaotic restlessness. This ability to partially detach ones' 

self emotionally in order to convey emotionalism (Goethe's intent) and to achieve an emotional 

effect`(Poe's intent) somewhat vindicates New Criticism's insistence that a text should not be 

considered entirely synonymous with the author, speaking instead for itself. Considered in that 

light, Poe cannot be read as being identical to the nefarious characters about which he writes, any 

more than one can make the argument that Werther is Goethe, instead of being merely based on 

him; if Werther, in fact, were Goethe, then the author would have killed himself instead of 

writing his masterful novel. 

     Poe's Lucifer-figures are ordinary men who deign to think themselves above the laws of man 

(nomos) and of nature (physis); what they fail to recognize in their great foolishness is that they 

cannot escape their own destruction, per the dictates of divine Law, as Scripture attests that the 

wages of sin is death—and wages are earned (Rom. 6:23). Suicide is not, therefore, an escape to 

death, as Werther mistakenly believes, but merely is a rushing towards the annihilation of the 

soul following the prohibited destruction of the body in which it is housed. Scripture warns that 

it is not the death of the body which should be feared, but the God who has the power to 

annihilate for all eternity one's everlasting soul (Mt. 10:28).   

     Because the divine Decalogue prohibits murder, murder eventually leads to suicide of the 
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eternal soul; to die by one's own hand is simply a more direct route to damnation, according to 

traditional Christianity, since it disregards both the will of God and the innate sanctity of human 

life He has decreed (Exod. 20). As Poe greatly disdained preachiness which was obvious, overt, 

and direct, in his love for the complex and the cryptic, it only makes sense that his Lucifer-

figures would be souls condemned by the more “indirect” means of murder, and not of suicide.293 

     Moreover, in relation to the judgment of the sins of the kingdom of Judah, the Lord declares: 

“Cursed be the man that trusteth in man, and maketh flesh his arm, and whose heart departeth 

from the LORD […] The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately wicked: who can 

know it? I the LORD search the heart, I try the reins, even to give every man according to his 

ways, and according to the fruit of his doings” (Jer. 17:5, 9-10).  It is for this very reason that in 

“Cask,” Poe has the hapless Fortunato rely on the arm of the murderous Montresor whilst 

proceeding to his premeditated doom in the catacombs. And because the Devil rages since he 

knows his time is short to accomplish his dastardly deeds (Rev. 12:12), Montresor grows 

gleefully impatient and finally “makes bold” and seizes Fortunato by the arm instead of merely 

offering his to the man he has condemned (Poe 194).  

     No less than in “Cask,” the setting in Werther's tale is also a clue. The description given in 

Jeremiah 17 is of hilltop tree groves where idolatrous practices were conducted by the ancient 

Israelites; Werther describes his idyllic Waldheim as being on a tree-topped hill, and he has fallen 

prey to idolatry of the Self, thus “his end shall be that of a fool” (Jer. 17:11). The end of a fool is 

death, and worse, the death of a fool is one in which his own folly (typically pride) makes him 

prey to or complicit in the act of extermination, Fortunato's drunken pride being an example of 

the former, and Werther's suicide being one of the latter.294 
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     What sort of actions are specifically attributed to fools, in Scripture? According to Proverbs 

10:18, “He that hideth hatred with lying lips, and he that uttereth a slander, is a fool.”  It is for 

this very reason that Montresor silently plots against Fortunato in “Cask,” whilst all the while 

greeting him with feigned sincerity; it is why the murderous servant in “Heart” hides with sunny 

greetings and well-wishes his true, malicious intent the entire week prior to the suffocation of the 

old man in whose service he'd been; it is why, in “Usher,” Roderick continues to deceive his 

guest in keeping up the charade that his sister Madeline is dead when he knows her to be alive; it 

is why the murderous narrator in “Cat” attempts to conceal his black deed by lying to the police 

in the very presence of the corpse he has entombed; and it is why the Inquisitors in “Pit” 

continue to be blind to their own inhumanity, having deceived even themselves that they had the 

divine authority to persevere in repeated attempts to dispatch their intended victim. 

     “Cask” presents an especially tricky treatment of the fool. Fortunato, the victim, is dressed in 

the role of a court jester, wherein he dons a costume consisting of a jangling, multi-belled cap 

and striped tights. (By means of contrast, in a superb display of foreshadowing Fortunato's death 

at Montresor's hands, Montresor sports a black mask and roquelaire, a variation of an 

executioner's hood combined with the Grim Reaper's shroud.) Some readers might be tempted to 

take Fortunato to be a Christ-figure. Indeed, he has been chained with outspread arms in the 

catacombs wherein he is buried alive, and just before Montresor echoes the wretched man's 

howls of despair, Poe writes, “'The Amontillado!' ejaculated my friend, not yet recovered from 

his astonishment. 'True,' I replied; 'the Amontillado'” (Poe 195). Montresor is echoing Fortunato's 

words (in a sense counterfeiting or imitating the godly), albeit it is to drive home a sick play on 

words.295 In Christian tradition, an ejaculation is an impromptu, heartfelt prayer, a supplication to 
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the divine for assistance or deliverance.296 Fortunato's crying out whilst chained with 

outstretched arms is intentionally mimetic of Jesus' having cried out on the cross (Mt. 27:46). 

(Jesus had before informed his disciples that no one could take his life from him, and that he laid 

it down willingly, thus he would not have asked to be delivered from the event which he 

submitted to in order that his heavenly Father's will be done; see, e.g., John 10:18 and Luke 

22:42, respectively. Jesus’ cries had an altogether different import than Fortunato’s.)  

     Scripture specifically relates that Jesus said to his disciples: “If any man will come after me, 

let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow me” (Mt. 16:24). Christians, therefore, 

are intended to mimic Christ in this manner, and, importantly, the key to this devotion is self-

submissive self-denial, and not the Self-willed, Self-indulgence which typifies the Lucifer-figure. 

In light of these considerations, Fortunato, then, is not a Christ-figure; at best, he is but a 

Christian whose own drunkenness has led him astray just as much as Montresor has, and 

therefore it has left him as vulnerable to death as a lamb being led to the slaughter by Montresor. 

(Isa. 53:7, Acts 8:32)297 The Christ-figure necessarily must be faultless, blameless, “without 

spot” of folly or sin, as it were, and a drunkard simply does not meet this criterion. (Not all 

drunkenness is indicative of wickedness, as it is in “Cat,” for it is the product of folly in “Cask”; 

in the victimizer it is a symptom of sinfulness, and in the case of the victim, it is the mark of 

foolishness or the result of carelessness.) 

     Fortunato need not be the Lamb of God therein, merely one of the flock of the messianic 

Good Shepherd who lays down his life for his flock, both titles pertaining to Christ (Jn. 1:29 and 

Jn. 10:11-14, respectively.) Neither is he a so-called “holy fool,” which, in Christian tradition, is 

a person whose conduct seems bizarre and unreasonable when compared to human standards; a 
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holy fool is willing to appear foolish in the eyes of the world if it means acting in accord with 

divinely-prescribed mandates. (A standard literary example of this archetype is Prince Myshkin 

from Russian author Fyodor Dostoevsky's 1869 novel, The Idiot, which postdates Poe's death by 

twenty years.) Of course, the argument can be made that Montresor's deliberate and sadistic 

mocking of Fortunato's cries for rescue, wherein Montresor echoes and amplifies them, is a 

depiction of Satan, that great counterfeiter, attempting to imitate and surpass God. Montresor 

both intensifies and maliciously exaggerates Fortunato's desperate cries, eventually surpassing 

them; the furious intensity with which Montresor mocks his chain-bound victim is intended to 

demonstrate the intensity of the murderer's degree of callousness, echoing the growing hardness 

of the pharaoh's heart when the ancient Israelites sought to escape their bondage from Egypt 

(Exod. 7:14, 8:19, and 8:32). 

      Hallmark characteristics readers should anticipate in the description of (and which they 

should utilize in identifying the comportment of) literary, artistic, or cinematic Lucifer-figures 

should conform to the usual titles, acts, and traits attributed to Satan in Scripture. In Christian 

tradition, biblical references to Lucifer are as follows: 

• Satan (55 times in 49 verses)298 

 

• Day-Star (Isa. 14:12)299 

 

• Son of the Morning (Isa. 14:12) 

 

• The Anointed Cherub (Ezek. 14:12) 

 

• The Devil (Mt. 4:1)* Called only in the New Testament; the word translates as  

 “slanderer,” which involves lies about the true nature or character of others 

 

• The Tempter (Mt. 4:3) 

• The Ruler of Demons (Mt. 9:34) 
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• Beelzebub (Mt. 12:24) 

 

• The Evil One (Mt. 13:19) 

 

• The Enemy (Mt. 13:39) 

 

• A Liar and the Father of Lies (Jn. 8:44) 

 

• A Murderer (Jn. 8:44) 

 

• The Ruler [Prince] of This World (Jn. 14:30) 

 

• The Son of Perdition (Jn. 17:12) 

 

• The God of This Age (2 Cor. 4:4) 

 

• Angel of Light (2 Cor.11:14) 

 

• Belial (2 Cor. 6:15) 

 

• Ruler of the Authority of the Air (Eph. 2:2) 

 

• The Man of Sin (2 Thess. 2:3) 

 

• The Adversary (1 Pet. 5:8) 

 

• A Roaring Lion (1 Pet. 5:8) 

 

• The Angel of the Abyss (Rev. 9:11) 

 

• Apollyon (Rev. 9:11) 

 

• Abaddon (Rev. 9:11) 

 

• The Dragon (Rev. 12:9) 

 

• The Old Serpent (Rev. 12:9) 

 

• The Deceiver of the Whole World (Rev. 12:9) 

 

• The Accuser of God's People (Rev. 12:10) 

 

     The identification of Lucifer as a liar is an incredibly important one, and one which seems to 
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have escaped critical assessments of Poe's tales (as well as those of Goethe's and Brockden 

Brown's novels, and Hawthorne's stories, to boot). None of the literary criticism encountered 

whilst researching this essay revealed critics who doubted the fidelity of that which Poe's 

murderers had “confessed”; if the Devil is a liar, then his testimony will be false, or at the very 

least, contorted in much the same way Satan tempted Jesus in the wilderness by misquoting 

Scripture, twisting it to conform to his own wicked designs (Mt. 4:5-7). For example, in “Cask,” 

readers do not doubt or dispute that Montresor is being truthful about his heinous deed, but none 

of the critics seem to take issue with the fact that the insult of which Montresor accuses 

Fortunato is most assuredly but a figment of the murderer's imagination – an utterly fabricated, 

entirely subjective pretext on which to predicate his “vengeance” for an unsubstantiated 

grievance. How can readers determine that the allegation is false and that the wrong is fictitious? 

By hearkening to the pattern established of the Lucifer-figure archetype, as informed by 

Scripture's description of him as an unscrupulous, unprovoked liar and murderer. 

     In Scripture, Satan turns on God without either provocation or justification, and decides to 

rebel against his superior, not because God is in any way at fault, or not because God is in any 

way responsible for Lucifer's Self-willed corruption and fallen state, but because the Devil feels 

that he is as the Most High God and is therefore entitled to indulge, as if with impunity, his 

furious envy, an envy of which Montresor is surely guilty as regards Fortunato's prestige and 

wealth. Feeling is associated with subjectivity, thus it is an unreliable source of objective truth, 

and Lucifer-figures often display hyper-emphasis of emotion to signify their radical remove from 

objective reality: Werther is excessively emotional and entirely misreads how Lotte would react 

to his impassioned importunity; the narrator of “Heart” “never before had felt the extent of [his] 
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powers” when having murdered his master; in “Usher,” Roderick feels the family estate is 

responsible for the development of his noxious personal character (despite the fact he has no 

credible data on which to base his assessment); in “Cask,” Montresor feels that he has been 

insulted (there is never a credible account provided to substantiate the allegation); and the 

narrator in “Cat” seeks to blame his vile conduct on an external force under whose influence he 

claims he feels he has fallen.  

     Often, Lucifer-figures are envious of their victims: Claggart is envious of Budd's popularity; 

Werther is envious of Albert's marriage to Lotte; the narrator of Poe's tale “Imp” is envious of his 

murdered benefactor's wealth; and Montresor is envious of Fortunato's prestige as a “man to be 

respected even feared”. (They are not always envious figures, as in the case of the narrators of 

“Cat,” “Pit,” and “Heart”; had Poe made his Lucifer-figures entirely consonant, his work would 

lack sufficient variety to modulate the theme successfully.)300  

     The irony herein is that this excessive amount of feeling is not projected upwards to the 

Divine, or directed outwards to their fellow human beings, but is summarily and habitually 

turned inwards to themselves; their love of Self is so magnified that it crowds out any possibility 

of due regard for either God or man. There is neither a horizontal nor a vertical presence forming 

a balancing axis in their lives, therefore without the intersection of God and Man, one is left only 

with a singular, concentrated point of Self-defeating paralysis; as brilliantly illustrated by James 

Joyce in his1914 collection of related tales, Dubliners, paralysis leads to atrophy, which 

ultimately leads to death. If the human heart is a muscle, then it is one which cannot be permitted 

to atrophy without risking one's own demise by a loveless-ness characterized by antipathy 

against or abandonment of the two greatest commandments of Scripture. 
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     At least two things should be discerned from this pattern: (1) Lucifer-figures frequently seek 

to project blame onto sources outside of themselves, in order to mitigate personal culpability and 

thereby Self-justify or exonerate themselves; and (2) Lucifer-figures always choose to do 

wickedly, in Self-willed opposition to the God having not created them that way.  As for the first 

point, the narrators in “Imp” and “Cat” blame their misdeeds on unspecified occult impulses (and 

even alcoholism); the narrator in “Heart” blames his murderous obsession on the old man's filmy 

eye; in “Usher,” Roderick blames the alleged influence of the estate for causing him to bury alive 

his own sister; in “Cask,” Montresor falsely blames Fortunato for instigating the deadly vendetta; 

and in “Billy Budd,” Claggart fabricates Billy's crime of mutinous solicitation.  

     The falsity of the claims made by Roderick and Fortunato, and the faulty pretexts offered by 

the narrators of “Imp,” “Cat,” and “Heart,” also speaks to their unreliability as narrators, a play 

on the non-truthful nature of the Lucifer-figure—because the Devil is a liar. (It is because of this 

very pattern that we may be sure that Fortunato has not wronged Montresor, any more than the 

murdered wife in “Cat” has wronged her husband or the murdered Madeline in “Usher” has 

wronged Roderick. The victims are always wholly innocent of the crimes committed against 

them, with the exception of the royal courtiers in “Hop-Frog,” in which tale their punishment far 

exceeds their crimes, indicating a grotesquery of justice—which is injustice—for grotesquery 

involves either deficiency or excess, according to the Classical pagan philosophical tradition on 

which Poe and the British Neoclassicists drew.) 

      As for the second point, in Christian tradition, Lucifer was created in the full pattern, as God 

says: “Thou wast perfect in thy ways from the day that thou wast created, till iniquity was found 

in thee” (Ezek. 28:15). That iniquity is later found in a being attests to the fact that God did not 
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create evil, but, rather, that Lucifer (and by extension Lucifer-figures) pervert the goodness of 

God in order to satisfy Self-willed, wicked desires; sin, same as worshipful devotion, always 

involves choice.  Iniquity was found in Satan, not placed within him by God, thus the Devil was 

not created evil any more than one is born a thief; one must choose to be a thief, a liar, a 

hypocrite, a murderer. If evil is found within, then it is not the result of external causes—and that 

is important to bear in mind when considering the unmitigated guilt of Poe’s Lucifer-figures, 

whom all seek to situate blame for their black deeds on factors external to themselves.  

     Violation of the two greatest commandments of Scripture as exhibited by Lucifer-figures 

always is the result of individual will, and not the result of psychological duress, temporary 

malady, disease pathology, social pressures, or other outside forces which compel individual 

activity or inactivity (sins of commission or omission); that Poe very cleverly employs language 

which borrows from medical, psychological, and occult terminology and phenomena does not 

mean that he in any way exonerates his Lucifer-figures or mitigates their guilt. Poe's use of such 

language is simply a means to lend verisimilitude to his narratives, which must seem plausible in 

the eyes of his reading audience in order to have their intended effect: It poses too great a 

challenge to discern an applicable moral from an implausible scenario, thus readers must be able 

to situate themselves within the hypothetical dramas which speak to human nature: As Horace 

put it, mutato nomine de te fabula narrator—change the name and about you the story is told.301 

     There is one more archetype definition which the Carson-Neuman University site provides, 

which is necessarily examined in order to sharply differentiate the Lucifer-figure from another 

well-known literary type, the so-called “Byronic Hero”. According to one online literary lexicon, 

that archetype is: 
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      An antihero who is a romanticized but wicked character. Conventionally, the figure is a 

young and attractive male with a bad reputation. He defies authority and conventional 

morality, and becomes paradoxically ennobled by his peculiar rejection of virtue. In this 

sense, Milton's Satan in Paradise Lost may be considered sympathetically as an antihero, as 

are many of Lord Byron's protagonists (hence the name). From American pop culture, the 

icon of James Dean in Rebel Without a Cause is a good example. Other literary examples are 

Heathcliff in Wuthering Heights and the demonic Melmoth in Melmoth the Wanderer. Byronic 

heroes are associated with destructive passions, sometimes selfish brooding or indulgence in 

personal pains, alienation from their communities, persistent loneliness, intense introspection, 

and fiery rebellion.302 (Wheeler “Byronic Hero”) 

 

     The Lucifer-figure is not a Byronic hero. The archetypes do share some features; both tend to 

be conventionally male, wicked, possessed of destructive passions, given to selfishness and self-

indulgence, are willfully alienated from their communities, and are intensely introspective. 

Nonetheless, they differ in significant ways. Lucifer-figures, for example, are either not given 

physical descriptions at all, or their beauty is described in terms of strangeness (in keeping with 

the Baconian prescriptive), or they are outright deformed (signifying their grotesquery of 

character). Readers are provided no clues, for example, as to what the murderers look like in the 

Poe tales “Cask,” “Pit,” “Cat,” “Imp,” or “Heart”; in “Ligeia” and “Morella,” the women possess 

peculiar attributes which both attract and repel their male counterparts; and Roderick in “Usher” 

and the title figure of “Hop-Frog” are painted in less-than-flattering and even undesirable 

physical terms.  

     Also, the “bad reputation” associated with Byronic heroes typically involves the traditionally 

frowned-upon activities of excessive drinking, gambling, womanizing or raping, cheating, 

stealing, embezzling,  and other forms of riotous living; not so the case with the Lucifer-figures, 

whose chief traits are their propensities to torture and secretive murder without provocation or 

justification. (The Inquisitors in “Pit” act in the open as a mark of the supremacy of their 

apostacy, thinking themselves fully justified before mortal and divine laws.) 

http://web.cn.edu/kwheeler/lit_terms_C.html
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     The Lucifer-figures who populate the works of Goethe, Brockden Brown, and Hawthorne 

exhibit none of these Byronic traits in the works of those authors—not Werther, not Pastor 

Hooper, not the unnamed “Ambitious Guest,” not Montresor, not Roderick, not the Inquisitors, 

and not the unnamed confessing murderers of “Imp” or “Heart”. The only exception to this rule 

among the tales examined would be the unnamed narrator of “Cat,” who admits to alcoholism, 

but he is countered by Hop-Frog, who cannot tolerate alcohol whatsoever, even in minute 

quantities. (Fortunato, in “Cask,” is the victim, not the villain, and at no point in the tale is it 

indicated that Montresor imbibed with him.)  

     Poe’s use of alcoholism in “Cat” is specifically meant to demonstrate, by means of contrast, 

the clarity of mind the murderer enjoyed when killing his first feline and wife, and to shoot down 

the confessor’s credibility for any pleading away his criminal accountability; it serves as a 

framing device, therefore, to lend the tale a degree of plausibility during the historical onset of 

criminal insanity defenses (“temporary insanity”), and is not intended to example a characteristic 

trait of the archetype. None of the other Lucifer-figures in the works of the American authors 

named indulges in the sort of dissolute lifestyles associated with the Byronic hero, and the 

alcoholic narrator of “Cat” cannot be said to be heroic in the least manner. 

     Moreover, the Lucifer-figure is not in any way romanticized; even if one feels sorry for 

Werther, no person in his or her right mind should want to be like him, for he is an earnest 

advocate for a convicted rapist and murderer, an individual who seeks to cause a judge to thwart 

justice and dishonor his name and profession, a person who sends hateful suicide notes to 

families with small children as Christmas tidings, and so forth. The callous and tormenting 

murderers of “Cat,” “Heart,” “Cask,” “Pit,” and “Usher” are not in any way painted in favorable 
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terms; Brockden Brown’s villainous Carwin and Clithero are outright depicted as caddish 

scoundrels, who merely claim noble traits for themselves in their roles as liars and hypocrites. 

Even Hawthorne’s Parson Hooper and his unnamed “Ambitious Guest” exhibit mere pretensions 

to goodness. In short, the Lucifer-figures do not possess any qualities which might be a source of 

admiration, such as sometimes witnessed with Byronic heroes; Roderick is depicted, perhaps, as 

the most refined, in terms of his interest in cultivation of the humanities (painting, music, 

literature), but all of his creations and proclivities are perverse, and betray a lack of talent or 

accomplishment on his part. (There is great irony in his interest in the humanities, in that he is 

quite, quite inhumane, and, in his extreme Self-isolation, he has separated himself from 

humanity.)303 

     Both archetypes defy authority and conventional morality, although for Byronic heroes, this 

defiance tends to be of secular nature, and need not include torment and murder; for the Lucifer-

figure, it always involves both, since the authority defied is that of the Most High God, who 

requires lovingkindndess (hence the perversion of torment) and sanctity of human life (hence the 

murder); the Nazi tactic of perverting the biblical Moral Law included both torturing and 

murdering their Jewish victims.  

     Lucifer-figures are guilty of violating the two greatest commandments of the Holy Bible, and 

are always described in ways which allude specifically to the Devil in Christian scriptures and 

tradition; the Lucifer-figure is never “paradoxically ennobled” by his rejection of virtue, and is 

instead damned in the here and/or the hereafter. (The damnation in the hereafter is meant to be 

assumed on the part of the readership, given the pattern of Christian doctrine, even when it is not 

given to be imminent in the stories themselves, such as in the conclusions of “Cask” and 
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“Heart”.) This condemnation is true even for acts of self-immolation (murder of one’s self), as 

Goethe’s novel ends with the young and tempestuous Werther’s casket being carried away by 

workmen instead of loved ones, and with his coffin being denied burial in the sanctified ground 

of a graveyard, evidenced by the absence of clergymen. (A graveyard is attached to a church, but 

a cemetery is not; anyone may be buried in a cemetery, but in Christian tradition, suicide 

partakers may not be buried on hallowed church ground, given the Decalogue prohibition against 

murder.)  

     In short, no sane or moral person would ever hope to admire or emulate the calloused cruelty 

of Montresor, Roderick, Hop-Frog, the Inquisitors, Clithero, Carwin, or the anonymous 

murderers of “Cat” and “Heart,” nor would they seek to imitate the vanity and misguided 

ambition of Parson Hooper or the unnamed ambitious guest in Hawthorne’s stories. 

     Just as one might feel sorry for Werther, one might be tempted to have sympathy for the Devil 

(as in Milton’s work or for Hop-Frog), but only the genuinely depraved mind and heart would 

want to be like him. Even if Christian readers allegedly are given insight into the Self-justified 

causes for Satan’s rebellion (and Self-justification is no more justification than Self-

recommendation is recommendation), that does not excuse his actions, nor recommend their 

mimesis. This is an important consideration to bear in mind when evaluating Lucifer-figures, all 

of whom are reprobate and unrepentant; they do not relent or repent because, in their state of 

radical or supreme subjectivity, they do not see themselves as being at fault. This is also why 

they lose sight of objective reality and cannot, as C.S. Lewis noted of madmen, accurately 

discern events or persons or situations the same as the sane persons with whom they interact. In a 

superb essay which deals with the problem of rendering and representing the Holocaust without 
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exploiting or cheapening it, Zsuzsanna Ozsváth and Martha Satz point to their analysis of a novel 

which offers Freudian justification for the Shoah, D.M. Thomas’ 1981 non-fiction book, The 

White Hotel: 

     The book takes a phenomenon—a young woman’s life, particularly her symptoms—and 

explores it by artistic means, poetry, dream, fantasy, and through psychoanalysis, the 

preferred intellectual tool of enlightenment. In order to illustrate this young woman’s soul, the 

novel thematically, stylistically, and imagistically interweaves diverse sections” (Ozsváth and 

Satz 207). 

 

     This delving into the psyche of the protagonist may be said as well of Goethe’s Werther and 

of Milton’s Satan. (The female character is victim, not villain in the Thomas text.) But does a 

comprehension of the alleged source of their wickedness mitigate their guilt? No, not unless one 

subscribes wholesale to Freudian philosophy regarding criminal accountability: “At the base of 

Freudian thought is the premise that to understand all is to forgive all” (Ozsváth and Satz 209). 

The female protagonist of Thomas’ novel (Lisa) comes to the same conclusion in her assessment 

of an unrepentant mass murderer (Babi Yar) whose childhood had been marred by an unhappy 

and unfortunate upbringing (a drunken father, sexual molestation by a female sibling, extreme 

poverty). She concludes of this man who murdered sleeping swans to drink their blood 

(vampirism), and who dug up the long-rotted corpses of his victims to sexually violate them (the 

grossest form of necrophilism) that, “his criminality was not his fault” (Ozsváth and Satz 209).  

     That one may understand the Lucifer-figure does not excuse his conduct nor exonerate him of 

legal culpability, whether in the courts of Man or in the mandates of divine justice. Freudianism 

seeks to blame externals for an individual’s conduct (that which has happened to one explains 

away that which one does), therefore removing not only culpability but also free will; if it is a 

guarantee that “A” shall do evil simply because it has been done to him by “B,”, then there is no 
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choice involved in the actions of “A,” being all simply conditioned responses to external factors 

and denying human free will. If Freud is to be believed (and he is not), then all evil is merely a 

conditioned response to external pressures….and by that token, so is all goodness.  

     In Anthony Burgess’ 1962 novel, A Clockwork Orange, the protagonist, Alex, undergoes the 

experimental “Ludovico Treatment” in exchange for having his prison sentence for murder 

commuted; the treatment includes multiple sessions of “aversion therapy,” in which great 

emotional and physical distress is visited upon him when scenes of violence are shown to him. 

He appears to be cured of his violent tendencies and is released from prison, even though the 

prison chaplain argues that Alex has been stripped of his free will as a result of the psychological 

processing. But then he is “un-conditioned,” and his violent propensities return with their full 

vigor.  

     Alex is a type of rubber band personality; apply pressures, and he assumes whatever shape is 

imposed onto him, but when the external pressures are removed, he snaps right back into his 

natural shape. Freud would have us believe that our characters are shaped entirely by our 

circumstances, instead of also being revealed by them. Alex, though, was miserable and wanted 

to commit suicide…because he could no longer enjoy being evil, because he could no longer 

derive pleasure from the cruel and violent crimes he still desired; he experienced a change of 

plans, but not a change of heart. His true character was not revealed after his “Ludovico” 

sessions, merely his conduct altered. Freud completely confused evil (deed) with wickedness 

(desire), and the problem of sin begins in the human heart, not the human mind. 

     But sin is defined as rebellion against God’s Law, and rebellion is always a matter of choice, 

of free will, and murder is always sinfulness, in the biblical context in which Poe and the other 
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authors wrote.  Freud, in being both anti-theistic and anti-Semitic, rejects the biblical construct 

of sin in favor of the notion of illness, but Poe adopts the exact opposite position, which is why 

Freudian analyses of Poe’s works must be outright rejected. The authors of this particularly 

astute analysis of Holocaust literature make a tremendously salient point as it pertains to Lucifer-

figures: 

     As Lisa decides that once one knows his background, one can only conclude that the 

murderer is not to blame for his crime, so Thomas takes great pains to trace the factors that 

have caused the Holocaust. The reader, in parallel fashion, can only conclude, as well, that no 

one is to blame for it.  Is it morally and philosophically acceptable to assert that no one is 

morally culpable for the worst crime of the century, perhaps of all centuries, that we are to 

accept the Holocaust as simply a consequence of the sickness of the century? […] Ultimately, 

in spite of the honest and powerful portrayal of Babi Yar, the Holocaust emerges as a symbol 

for the psychological degeneration of the century, a culmination of the sexual repression and 

psychological ailments with which the novel painstakingly deals. In the end, the work 

subsumes the horrors of the Holocaust under psychological illness and thus reduces moral and 

metaphysical atrocity to comprehensible human size. By doing so, it trivializes and debases 

the occurrence, making tawdry and cheap something that is incomprehensibly grandiose in its 

evil. (Ozsváth and Satz 209-210).304 

  

     A few points of note are of crucial relevance herein. First, even if we understand Werther’s 

pain, or Satan’s discontent, or Montresor’s indignation, we cannot pardon their conduct, for they 

are all the products of guilty, Self-willed destructiveness; reasons are not the same thing as 

excuses. Werther, as will be shown, does not commit suicide as a result of unrequited love 

(because he does not sincerely love Charlotte), but instead rages against her in that he is envious 

of her being “possessed” (conjugally) by her husband Albert, he being the closest to the Christ-

figure foil of Werther. (Not only because Albert is a good and gracious man who affirms life and 

descries the selfishness of suicide, but since Christ is described as a bridegroom in Scripture.)  

     It is envious and unwarranted rage which motivates Satan to rebel in Milton’s work (he would 

rule as the Most High God), and it is envious rage of Fortunato’s high place and regard which 
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drives Montresor’s murderousness—just as the guilty and evil Cain’s unwarranted rage is turned 

against the innocent and godly Abel. All of these villains turn on persons (Albert, God, 

Fortunato, Abel) who not only had done them no wrong, but even (per the pattern) whom had 

been good to and loving towards them. (Fortunato offers to do Montresor the favor of verifying 

the quality of the wine Montresor alleges he has purchased, really the pretext constituting the 

lure.) In essence, the pain, discontent, and indignation the villains contend are groundless, being 

nothing more than base (mean-spirited) and baseless (without foundation) Self-willed 

perversions of character, which means that, even if we comprehend the motives they allege, those 

motives themselves are not substantiated; they are, as the narrator of “Imp” describes, actions 

[mobiles] without motivation, each being “a motive non motivert”.305 That they are baseless 

pretexts on which to commit the murders confirms the innocence of the victims, Fortunato 

included. 

     Second, Poe does not want his reader to confuse mental illness with moral perversity. Mental 

illness is the result of murder in Poe’s Lucifer-figure tales, not the cause of it; it will be shown 

that the murderers are quite sane when they commit their dastardly crimes, being compos mentis 

during the deeds and “merely” evil. Lucifer-figures are no more to be exonerated of their crimes 

than is Babi Yar of his, regardless of the adverse circumstances they allege: Our characters are 

often revealed by our circumstances, and are not merely shaped by them. This maxim should be 

made superabundantly clear in this paper’s examination of Roderick Usher, who, same as the lute 

to which his wicked heart is compared, sounds out what is within him when pressure is placed 

upon him. (What “pressure”? That of a conscience, which knows the difference between good 

and evil, and that it is required to do justice, love mercy, and walk humbly before God, per 
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Micah 6:8.)  

     Importantly, Roderick’s heart is associated with the lute which responds to pressure, and not 

with the music produced by that pressure; the “music” which is produced when pressure is 

applied to Roderick’s heart is discordant, suggesting that it is out of tune, or perverse; this is how 

his own musical compositions (dirges) are described. A lute which produces discordant music is 

out of tune, or lacks proper proportion in the tautness and spacing of its strings, suggesting the 

disproportion which results in moral grotesquery. (Of course, the analogy cannot be perfect, 

since a lute cannot string itself incorrectly, but Roderick can choose to do wickedly: The lute is 

Roderick because he is the instrument of his own destruction.) 

     Third, Poe wants us to understand that these are crimes, because the murders violate the two 

greatest commandments of Scripture, being acts which involve spurning and flouting the system 

of divine justice, given as Moral Law. To contend that the murderous Lucifer-figures are not 

culpable for their deeds because they are simply mentally unwell is no more credible than to 

contend that the murderous Nazis were not culpable for theirs, an argument which Ozsváth and 

Satz ably eviscerate; criminality requires mens rea, malice of forethought precipitous to the 

heinous deeds being committed, and both the Nazis, with their Wannsee Conference to plot out 

“the Final Solution,” and the Lucifer-figures of Poe’s tales, devote protracted time and effort to 

murdering their innocent victims. (And true to the pattern, the victims must be innocent of 

wrongdoing, as had been Abel, hence we may be assured that Fortunato has no way wronged 

Montresor, contrary to the assumption of nearly every Poe critic of note.) As a rule, we do not 

condemn that which we cannot control, and mental illness involves compulsion, not willfulness: 

A just (and omniscient) God, one able to read the hearts and minds of men, would never 
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condemn to death individuals having shed blood as a result of genuine mental illness, and neither 

does Poe.  

    Nodding to Ozsváth ’s and Satz’s keen analysis, if Poe’s Lucifer-figure tales are read merely 

so as to subsume the horrors they depict under the rubric of psychological illness (with horror 

signifying heightened moral sensitivity), then they, too, same as works which pertain to the 

Holocaust, are prone to having their moral and metaphysical atrocities reduced, trivialized, and 

debased; critics who indulge in reading these tales through such a narrow and Procrustean lens 

likewise make tawdry and cheap the evil which men do in these works. Killings can be shocking 

and saddening, but when mental ward candidates undertake such acts, we are surprised or 

sorrowed when we learn of such things; we are only horrified when the actors enjoy compos 

mentis, since it is the moral perversity which incenses us, not mental frailty.  

     Satan, Cain, Werther, Carwin, Clithero, Roderick, Montresor,  Hop-Frog, and all the unnamed 

murderers in Poe’s Lucifer-figure tales (“Cat,” “Heart,” “Imp”)—none of them are shown to have 

experienced mental illness prior to their rebellion against God and Man, and none of them are 

shown to be repentant of their black deeds, therefore none of them are to be excused for their 

crimes. And the same may be said of unrepentant Nazis, for Adolph Eichmann, to his dying day, 

never recanted the villainy of his involvement in the murder of even Jewish children. (Whereas 

Goethe’s, Brockden Brown’s, and Poe’s Lucifer-figures are murder-minded, the mild-mannered 

Hawthorne is exceptional, in that he does not include this aspect in his depiction of the 

archetype.)  

     Importantly, Ozsváth and Satz point out precisely how untenable Freudian philosophy is when 

grappling with the question of evil; if everything which can be understood can be forgiven, then 
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would not an omniscient God best be in a position to condemn no one, and to mandate that no 

one be punished for violating His Moral Law? Yet Scripture abounds with mandated recompense 

for iniquity, including cutting off impious evildoers from their communities; murder and rape are 

punishable with death, no less. (Execution was a matter of justice, not reciprocal murder; murder 

involves premeditated malice, and justice, which does not involve revenge, is to be carried out 

dispassionately and sans personal motivation as a matter of righteousness. Revenge, on the other 

hand, is emotionally driven and personal.) Is Man superior to God, in terms of understanding 

human conduct? The atheistic Freud argued there is no God, but the works of the traditional 

biblical moralist Poe never can be in agreement with him on this subject, for the Book of Job 

makes plain that God’s ways are much higher than are mankind’s, and that His knowledge far 

surpasses mankind’s.  

     Especially problematic, though, is that to contend that there are no evil people, merely 

misunderstood, unwell ones, is akin to saying that there are no good people, merely understood, 

well ones. If one explains away evil in this fashion, then one must also explain away goodness by 

it as well, thus if Freud is correct, there are no such things as good and evil, or righteousness and 

wickedness, only mental wellness and illness. By this line of fallacious thinking, not only were 

the Nazis not evil, but the Gentiles who rescued Jews from torture and death at risk of the same 

being visited on them and their own loved ones cannot be counted “the righteous among the 

nations”. (Only a crazy person would insist that there is no such thing as goodness in the world, 

which means that Freud’s own sanity must be called into question, if not his logic.)  

     Even more troublesome, adopting a Freudian perspective—in real life or in reading of the 

texts—automatically requires one to situate all of mankind’s motivation and willfulness in the 
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locus of the human mind, and disallows for depravity of the human heart. (It also denies that man 

has a meta-physical soul, therefore, ultimately, the atheistic/anti-theistic and science-minded 

Freud propounds an entirely Positivist and materialist philosophy.) Whereas Freud surely held 

such beliefs, it cannot and must not be said to be true of Poe any more than it can of his 

American peers, the self-professed moralists Brockden Brown and Hawthorne, whose stories’ 

morals were intended to touch the hearts of mankind, not “merely” the minds of their readers. 

Morals conveyed in texts are intended to prescribe conduct which should be embraced and 

emulated, but they also prescribe conduct which should be shunned and avoided.  

     Goethe’s freshman novel, for example, renders a convincing portrait of a young man swept 

away to a doom invited as a result of his own unchecked Self-delusion and defiance, a 

consequence of his radical and supreme subjectivity; he is not tethered to either God or his 

fellow man, and does not return the love imparted to him by the both. Readers learn both what 

must and what must not be done in considering the indulgences and the rebelliousness of 

Lucifer-figures, thus the lessons they teach are moral in bent, for it is a primary function of 

religion to instruct and to edify individuals as to that which is acceptable conduct before God and 

that which is condemnable—in short, to discern (not define) differences between good and evil. 

2.2  Johann Wolfgang von Goethe: Gird Up Now Your Loins  Like a Man 

  

“I see a young man infatuated with illusions, satisfied with nothing,  

withdrawn from the burdens of society, and wrapped up in idle dreams.  A man is not superior 

because he sees the world in a dismal light.  Only those of limited vision can hate men and 

life....Presumptuous youth, you thought man sufficient unto himself. Know now that solitude is 

bad for the man who does not live with God.  It increases the soul's power while robbing it at the 

same time of every opportunity to find expression.”306 

      The Lucifer-figure very likely debuts with the German cultural movement known as Sturm 

und Drang, a short-lived, frenetic, and ideologically-driven period which precedes the onset of 
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the nineteenth century, and which is often credited with spawning the greater Romantic 

movements of Europe and the United States.307  Sturm und Drang was a veritable “youthquake,” 

spurred into action in the wake of threats (both real and perceived) emanating from France's 

political and cultural revolutions, most notably the unabashed celebration of Reason espoused by 

the philosophes of the Enlightenment, and in reaction to the inbridled collectivism touted by the 

revolutionaries. The German-born movement lauded “nature, feeling, and human individualism, 

and sought to overthrow the Enlightenment cult of Rationalism” (“Sturm und Drang”). 

     The Sorrows of Young Werther is a record of both the personal heartache of a failed love affair 

on the young Goethe's part, as well as documentation of the cultural stresses which ravaged the 

novelist's youth. As one literary historian puts it:  

     The last quarter of the eighteenth century was called in Germany the Sturm-und-Drang 

Zeit, because everyone seemed in a fever to shake off the shackles of government, custom, 

prestige, and religion. The poets raved in volcanic rant or sentimental moonshine; marriage 

was disregarded; law, both civil and divine, was pooh-poohed. Goethe's Man with the Iron 

Hand and Sorrows of Werther – [Johann Cristoph von Friedrich] Schiller's Robbers – 

[Friedrich von] Klinger's tragedies – [Gotthold Ephraim] Lessing's criticisms – the mania for 

Shakespeare and Ossian – revolutionized the literature; and the cry went forth for 

untrammeled freedom, which was nicknamed “Nature”.  As well go unclad, and call it nature. 

(Brewer 40)308  

 

     The name of the movement is derived from Klinger's 1776 drama by that title, and general 

scholarly assessment has discerned: “Self-discipline was not a tenet of the Sturm und Drang, and 

the movement soon exhausted itself. Its two most gifted representatives, Goethe and Schiller, 

went on to produce great works that formed the body and soul of German classical literature” 

(Encyclopaedia Britannica).309 In short, these great artists girded their proverbial loins and 

“manned up” when their countrparts did not; nihilistic trends and suicidal tendencies were fruits 

of the movement for which they lost their appetites as their emotional and intellectual palettes 
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matured. 

     Perhaps it is only fitting that our examination of the Lucifer-figure begins with Goethe; aside 

from the fact that it is impossible to deny either their immense popularity with American 

scholars, or the profound impact the Germans authors had on American literature of Poe's day, 

Goethe himself had been accused of a rampant immorality similarly projected onto Poe by his 

detractors. Whereas the details of Goethe's personal life were not common knowledge to his 

American audience (and therefore not the ready source of its stern disapproval), translation of his 

semi-autobiographical novel proved scandalous enough to warrant severe disapprobation in the 

minds of the Puritan-infused society.  

     Moreover, no less than as with Poe's fiction, critics have remained woefully blind to the 

conventional religious import of Goethe's freshman novel, brilliantly conveyed in the same 

subtle manner which Poe adopted in his moral tales. It is not altogether unreasonable to suggest 

that Poe even modeled his Lucifer-figures on Goethe's. Nor is it entirely preposterous to suppose 

that Goethe originated them; Goethe might not only have done them first, but also best, since he 

sustained the moral undercurrent for the entirety of a novel, arguably a much more difficult feat 

than Poe's products of a few pages each. Where Poe exceeds Goethe is only in the variety of 

modulations of the satanic theme, utilized in several of Poe's compositions.310 

     In fact, nearly every single page of the novel (at least in the English translation) contains 

subtle biblical allusions. (Please note that all quotes from Werther are gleaned from the English-

language version print edition listed in the works cited.) The novel innovatively employs 

contrary biblical allusions to demonstrate a disparity of percerption on the part of the titular 

character; Werther has a messianic complex, but there are also descriptions of him which betray 
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satanic overtones. This dual-pronged representation is a strategy of the fiction which not only 

posits imagination against reality, subjectivity against objectivity, and emotions against reason, 

but it is utilized also to convey madness against sanity; the deeper Werther descends into 

madness, the more pronounced become his misconceptions of the actual and the appropriate. 

There are obvious Christological overtones which pertain to Werther's self-deluded image of 

himself, a few of which are, to wit: 

• “I see that I have fallen into raptures, declamation, and parables” (Goethe 12);  

 

declamations are often associated with impassioned sermons, and Jesus, of course, spoke  

 

in parables (Mt 13:3).  Raptures are associated with the rhapsodies of madmen.  

 

• “I felt myself more than mortal” (Goethe 21)311; as the Son of God, Jesus is more than  

 

mortal (Mk. 1:1). Note that he merely feels that this is true, but as he kills himself by the  

 

novel's conclusion, he is most certainly mortal. 

 

• “I share Charlotte’s sufferings” (Goethe 6); Christians are called to cast their cares on  

 

Christ, since He, as God, cares for us (1 Pet. 5:7). 

 

• “I talked with Charlotte of the incredible blindness of men” (Goethe 37); the Israelites are  

 

accused of blindness in not recognizing the divinity of Jesus (Rom 11:25). 

 

      The work is also rife, though, with satanic and ungodly allusions, for that which is ungodly, 

in the Christian tradition, often originates with Satan,  and even but a few examples examined in 

some detail will suffice to prove this assertation. (In Christian tradition, Man wrestles with the 

World, the Flesh, and the Devil.) Goethe is so masterful in crafting subtle indications of 

Werther's demonic impulse (they leap from nearly every page) that it is simply not possible to 

address each of the deft clues within the confines of this essay; however, a few of the more 
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notable ones are touched upon herein. When penning his sinister suicide note, Werther writes “as 

if” he were Jesus/Messiah: “See, Charlotte, I do not shudder to take the cold and fatal cup, which 

I shall drink the draught of death. Your hand gave it to me, and I do not tremble […] But it is 

given to but a chosen few to shed their blood for those they loved, and by their death to kindle a 

hundredfold the happiness of those by whom they are loved” (Goethe 138).  

     When Jesus is in the garden of Gethsemane and preparing himself for the crucifixion he 

anticipates, in speaking to the heavenly Father, he mentions a cup which God has placed before 

him, which he will drink in accordance with God's will (Lk. 22:39-46).312 So, too, it is Jesus who 

stated: “Greater love hath no man than this: to lay down his life for his friends” (Jn. 15:13). And, 

of course, in Christian tradition, Jesus attests that there are only a few chosen for sanctified 

purposes (Mt. 22:14). Werther has appropriated the words of the Messiah because, in his 

perverted mental and moral state, he believes he also has appropriated the messianic identity, 

actually being the counterfeiter of Christ, Satan. 

     An extremely telling excerpt is to be found near the text's conclusion: “Sometimes I am 

oppressed, not by apprehension or fear, but by an inexpressible fury which seems to tear up my 

heart and choke me […] With arms extended, I look down into the yawning abyss, and cried 

'Down! Down!' For a moment I was lost […] My hour is not yet come'”(Goethe 111).  This 

particular passage is likely the best example of Goethe's genius ability to condense and present 

simultaneously both Werther's messianic delusions and his identification with the Devil. Satan is 

condemned to be chained in the bottomless pit for a millennium, after which time he will be 

loosed before his final destruction (Revelation 9); the outstretched arms are intentionally mimetic 

of the crucifixion of Jesus.  The fury and the delay of appointed fulfillment hearken to Satan's 
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raging because he knows his time is both set and limited: “Woe to the inhabiters of the earth and 

of the sea! For the devil is come down unto you, having great wrath, because he knoweth that he 

hath but a short time” (Rev. 12:12).   

     The words “Mine hour is not yet come” are spoken by Jesus himself (Jn. 2:4). 

     Werther, same as Satan, is loveless and despises limitations; that he posed a satanic danger to 

others is marked in his suicide note to Lotte: “O beloved! this heart, excited by rage and fury, has 

often had the impulse to murder your husband –you –myself!” (Goethe 138) In another passage, 

Werther declares: “To lift the curtain, to step behind it – that is all!” (Goethe 113)  (That he refers 

to Lotte as “Beloved” in the same sentence as rage and fury signals that he never really loved 

her, only the idea of her as she fit into his subjective realm.) Although his statement might be 

construed so as to refer to see beyond life by embracing death, it is more likely another 

indication of his Christ-complex; at the very moment Jesus died, Scripture relates that the 

Temple veil was rent entirely in twain (Mt. 27:51, Mk. 15:38, Lk. 23:45).  To remove the curtain 

and step behind it means to enter “the holiest of holies” in the house of worship and to occupy 

the role of high priest in Judaism (who alone was permitted by God to enter the most sacred area 

in the sanctuary of the Temple); the New Testament teaches that Christ became high priest 

forevermore after the rending of the veil takes place (Heb. 6:20).  

     The veil separated the people from the LORD, therefore its removal, in Christian tradition, 

signifies Messiah as the only lawful mediator between God and Man (1 Ti. 2:5).  The Gospels, 

pointing back to the Book of Daniel, called Satan “the abomination of desolation,” one who will 

stand in the holy place “as if” he were God (Mt. 24:15, Mk. 13:14), as Lucifer is charged by God 

with thinking “I will be like the most High” (Isa. 14:14).  His fate as a result of his indignant 
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pride? God declares to him: “Yet thou shalt be brought down to hell, to the sides of the pit” (Isa. 

14:15). 

     Werther describes his idyllic landscape at the onset of the text: “It is interestingly situated on a 

hill […] The chief charm of this spot consists in two linden trees, spreading their enormous 

branches over the little green before the church” (Goethe 10).  In fewer than thirty words is 

evidenced the incredible subtilty and complexity Goethe has mastered, in terms of both 

foreshadowing the final outcome and in establishing the moral undercurrent which sweeps 

throughout the novel. In Jeremiah 17, the prophet speaks of hilltop groves which were centers of 

pagan idolatry; Werther has fallen prey to idolatry of the Self, and, as the prophet warns, “his end 

shall be that of a fool” (Jer. 17:11).  

     The word “shall” is legally-binding mandate, meaning action unavoidably fulfilled, thus 

Werther has sealed his own fate in the extremity of his Self-centeredness, or “Self-ishness”. 

Jeremiah precedes this attestation with a conveyance of the divine judgment pronounced by God 

against the sinfulness of the kingdom of Judah, wherein the Lord declared: “Cursed be the man 

that trusteth in man, and maketh flesh his arm [on which to rely], and whose heart departeth from 

the LORD […] The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately wicked: who can know it? 

I the LORD search the heart, I try the reins, even to give every man according to his ways, and 

according to the fruit of his doings” (Jer. 17:5, 9-10). Werther is doomed to die an ignoble and 

isolated death; he has abandoned the LORD and therefore his fellow man as a result of it, for the 

act of suicide is surely an act of renunciation of fellowship with man, as well as a disregard of 

the sanctity of human life as stipulated in the Law of God. Werther's self-immolation, therefore, 

is a violation of the two greatest commandments given by YHVH, rendered in a single stroke of 
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ultimate defiance (Mt. 22:36-40).  Death is the recompense for iniquity—it is visited upon the 

characters “according to the fruits of their doings”. And what of the linden trees themselves?  

According to one biblical scholar's exposition: 

In the [Roman Catholic] Douay Version, Isaiah 6:13 contains the phrase: “as a 

turpentine tree, and as an oak.” In the King James Version this phrase became: “as a teil 

tree, and as an oak. ”  Teil is an obsolete English name for the linden or lime tree, related 

to our basswood, which is not native in Palestine. Undoubtedly, this passage refers to the 

Terebinth, a good-sized deciduous tree that is common on the dry lower slopes of hills in 

the Holy Land. All parts of it contain a fragrant resinous juice and turpentine is obtained 

from slashes made on the trunk and branches. (Heffron) 

 

     Werther specifically notes the presence of two trees in this holy and green landscape, 

nominally suggesting the two trees in the biblical Garden of Eden. Werther, in fact, alludes to the 

notion of his Self-godhood, wherein Goethe puts these words in the mouth of the apostate 

antagonist: “He who does not show these sensations has never enjoyed a cool rest at the side of a 

spring after the hard walk of a summer’s day” (Goethe 4).  Eden is a place sanctified by the 

presence of God, who had walked in it, the holiness of which is hinted at by the presence of the 

church; the spring surely alludes to the biblical waters of Life to be found in God's special 

garden, often construed as Jesus Christ in Christian tradition (Gen. 3:8, Rev. 22:1-2). 

     But there was a serpent who descended upon the paradisical setting, and in this instance, it is 

Werther who will tempt Eve (Lotte), albeit unsuccessfully; Werther even confesses almost at the 

very onset of the novel: “I shall soon be master of the garden” (Goethe 2).313 He also likens the 

very spot to paradise (Goethe 4). Who but God is master of Eden? And who but Satan seeks to 

displace God? Werther ultimately confesses to having endeavored to slither himself between the 

couple, but his envy poisons Werther's judgment, and he warps that which is positive in his rival 

(Albert) into that which is negative, or as Scripture would say, he calls good evil and evil good – 
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and it is tragedy guaranteed to those who do so (Isa. 5:20). Goethe writes of the impious, 

impertinent, and impetuous Werther: “He had disturbed the happiness of Albert and his wife […] 

On his way to Lotte, his thoughts dwelt on this subject. 'Yes, yes,' he said to himself, gnashing 

his teeth,'all this infinite, warm, tender and sympathetic love, this calm and lasting fidelity! What 

is it in reality but surfeit and indifference?'” (Goethe 109)  The gnashing of teeth is a very 

definite allusion to biblical descriptions of satanic Self-damnation, as it is reiterated seven times 

in Scripture.314  

     Moreover, the oak tree long has been a symbol of God in Christian tradition, not merely 

because of the magnificence of its size, but because it produces acorns (associated with 

evangilism and “the Great Commission” to spread the Gospel), and a single acorn, under the 

proper conditions, can seed an entire new forest.315 Oaks, therefore, represent fruitfulness of the 

Holy Spirit, as well as upright, godliness of spiritual strength or resolve. (Nazi propaganda 

approriated this symbolism.) In Scripture, oaks are associated with the Law of God and moral 

judgment; Joshua buries the Book of the Law under an oak tree (Jos. 24:26); when the ancient 

Isaelites put away their false idols, Joshua hid them under an oak in Shechem (Gen. 35:4); an 

angel of the LORD sits under an oak when Gideon is threshing on the winepress floor and tends 

to him (Jdg. 6:11); the rebellious son of King David, Absalom, has his long locks entangled in an 

oak tree, resulting in his eventual decapitation (2 Sam. 18:9); “the man of God” (Jeremiah) sits 

under an oak tree when departing from Judah (1 Ki. 13:14); and the body of King Saul, anointed 

of God, and his sons, are buried by valiant men under an oak in Jabesh (1 Chr. 10:12). 

     The other instances wherein the oak is mentioned in Scripture include the prophet Ezekiel 

recording YHVH's certain judgement against the hilltop idol worshippers (Eze. 6:13), and in 



398 

God's recounting the activity of foolish men who carve idols out of wood to make for themselves 

objects of worship (Isa. 44:14-15). The particular verse in which the oak and the teil (linden) tree 

are discussed together is meant to signify two things in Goethe's masterful stroke: Werther's 

valuation of the linden tree over the oak signifies his Self-corrupted nature, a bent for the wicked 

or satanic instead of that which God prizes, and it hints at Werther's self-deluded Christological 

complex, alluding both to the wooden crucifix as well as the wine and vinegar gall offered to 

Jesus on the cross. So too, lime trees have thorns, a nod to the crown of thorns which the Roman 

soldiers affixed to the head of Jesus (Mt. 27:28-29). Moreover, lime trees bow or bend with 

weight or pressure of good fruit, as opposed to strong and straight oak trees; Werther, being evil, 

cannot bear the good, thus he must finally break. 

     Conversely speaking, oak trees can weather strong winds and weight, and even though 

weaker branches might break off, because their roots run deep, oaks remain steadfast, retaining 

their upright position, allowing them to attain great heights. Oak trees are a prime example of the 

humble or small – the acorn – being exalted by God. Werther cannot be identified with the oak, 

as he admits at one point that, “all this conveyed to me the holy fire which animates all Nature, 

and filled and glowed within my heart. I felt myself exalted by this overflowing fullness to the 

perception of the Godhead, and the glorious forms of an infinite universe stirred within my 

soul!” (Goethe 53) Those who Self-exalt will be laid low by God, and Werther's Self-

identification with the Godhead speaks to the blasphemy of his Christ-complex (Mt. 23:12, Lk. 

14:11). 

     Werther more than once delights in that which “exalts my soul above itself” (Goethe 54). He 

also speaks of an “ardent celestial fancy” in his heart (Goethe 4). The particular use of the word 
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“glowed” by Goethe also signifies the satanic, a practice which will be echoed by Poe in his 

moral tales when depicting his own Lucifer-figures, since that which glows indicates a light 

lesser than that of Christ, whom Scripture identifies as being the Light of the world (Jn. 8:12). In 

Scripture, Satan elevates himself as though he were God (Isaiah 14). Nature abhors a vacuum 

(defined as the absence of matter), thus any Nature defined solely by the Self will prove Self-

destructive because it crowds out others (Lotte's entire family) and seeks to supplant the Divine, 

disposing of all which truly matters—loving regard for God and one’s fellow man. The fierce 

independence so vaunted and prized by Werther (in reality, Self-isolation resulting in Self-

immolation) assuredly will produce a vacuum which will not be able to withstand the forces of 

conventional morality, as defined by God and articulated by man.  

     If we are to take as verity the words disseminated by the prophet Jeremiah regarding the 

nature of the human heart, then the satanic glow of Werther's sacrilegious sentiments betrays 

both the extent and the authenticity of the perversity of his radically subjective perception and 

supremely Self-ish will. The biblical verse which speaks of the linden (or lime) tree in 

conjunction with that of the oak suggests that, in this sense, they serve as signifiers of opposites, 

and because turpentine (which is bitter as gall) and fruit are both associated with Jesus's 

crucifixion, Goethe's specific use of the linden trees (which overshadow the church) clues in 

readers of Werther's warped morality and skewed perception of reality, a spiritual malady of 

egoism which shall result in a death as ignoble as that assured to Satan in Christian tradition. The 

extreme egocentrism of Werther resonantes in Poe's Lucifer-figures, ultimately condemning them 

as well, and the complexity and ingenuity of Goethe's subtle moralism likewise is reflected in 

Poe's moral tales. 



400 

     Another tell-tale trait of the Lucifer-figure is the great extent of his pride, most often 

associated with vanity in Scripture, in both senses of its root word – vain, as in inordinately 

conceited, or as indicating fruitless and doomed endeavors. This excessive (and, importantly, 

baseless) proud nature is part-and-parcel to Werther's own aristocratic bent, as he confesses 

repugnant disdain for his fellow man: “People of rank keep themselves coldly aloof from the 

common people […] I know very well that we are not all equal, nor can be so […] I have also 

come across a few other curious fellows who are in every respect annoying and most intolerable” 

(Goethe 5-6, 8). Werther, therefore, avoids ordinary people and sets himself above them. When 

he meets her, Lotte is holding a loaf of dark bread in her hand, a rustic-yet-nutritious staple of 

German peasantry (Goethe 17).  The type of commoners bread (associated with the miracles and 

Word of God by which the righteous live, Mt. 4:4) signifies that Lotte does not hold the same 

supercilious views about her fellow man as does her acquaintance.316 Goethe (same as Poe) even 

directly employs the word vain in association with the desires of his Lucifer-figure, as Werther 

laments: “In vain do I stretch out my arms towards her when I awaken in the morning from my 

troubled dreams. In vain I seek her at night in my bed, when an innocent dream has happily 

deceived me” (Goethe 55). Werther is guilty of committing adultery, for he seeks out in his bed 

the wife of another man (Mt. 5:27-28), and adultery is sinfulness. 

     Magnified hypocrisy is also associated with the satanic and ungodly; Jesus condemns the 

Pharisees and scribes for their hypocrisy, and tells them that they are born of the Devil (Mt. 

23:14, Jn. 8:44-45). Werther, later in the course of the story, is obsessed with (unfounded) 

maudlin and morose lamentations when, same as a spoiled child, he does not get his way; 

however, early in the text, in a conversation between himself, Lotte, and the local vicar's wife, he 
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pronounces haughty platitudes which condemn that very conduct which he later indulges 

(revealing his hypocrisy), semonizing:  

     I could not resist the temptation to attack bitterly ill-humor. “We are apt,” I began, “to 

complain, but surely with very little reason, that our happy days are few, and our days of 

sorrow many.  If our hearts were always disposed to receive what God sends us every day, we 

should have strength enough to bear misery when it comes.'”(Goethe 31).317  

 

     Werhter’s heart, of course, is not disposed to or oriented receptively towards God, and Jesus, 

of course, does resist temptation, even when sore pressed after forty days in the wilderness (Mt. 

4:1-11). Werther inadvertantly reveals that his heart is not disposed towards the goodness of God, 

since he, same as the linden tree, will not be able to bear up when weighted down, a weakness 

and Self-willed inwardness manifested in his suicide: The man mindful of the world looks 

outward, and the holy man looks upward, but evildoers look only inward.318 

     Madness is another convetion of identifying the Lucifer-figure in the tales of Poe (and the 

scientists of Hawthorne), and that convention also appears to have its origin with Werther, as the 

titular character speaks of suicidal gloom and the madness which possesses him at times (Goethe 

38). Same as is seen with Poe's mad narrators, there is a significant level of Self-delusion, as 

Werther contends: 

     No, I am not deceived […] Yes, I feel it: and I can believe my own heart which tells me—

dare I say it?—dare I pronounce the divine words?—that she loves me! That she loves me! 

How the idea exalts me in my own eyes! And […] how I worship myself since she loves me! 

[…] I do not know the man able to supplant me in the heart of Charlotte, and yet she speaks 

of her betrothed with so much warmth and affection. (Goethe 37) 

 

     “And yet” is an important clue, for it signals that he is aware, on some level, of the 

distinctions between that which he desires subjectively and that which characterizes the objective 

reality of the situtation; in short, he has knowledge of the differences between good and evil 

(conscience), and yet chooses evil. He relies exclusively on his feelings (subjectivity), and 
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disregards facts (objectivity), indicated by the acknowledgement of Charlotte's beloved 

estimation of her husband-to-be Albert. Herein Lotte does not encourage him, but as the 

uprighted representation of Eve, her desire is only for her husband (Gen. 3:16). God is the god of 

the real, and not of fantasy.319 Werther exalts and worships himself, indicating both his inflated 

sense of pride and his disastrous Self-idolatry.320 Albert hints at the madness of Werther in an 

incident wherein Werther takes out an unloaded pistol and places it over his right eye, to Albert's 

horror: 

     “What are you doing? ” cried Albert, turning the pistol away. “It is not loaded, ” said I. 

“Even so, ” he asked with impatience, “what is the meaning of this? I cannot imagine how a 

man can be so mad as to shoot himself; the very idea of it shocks me” […] “But you will 

admit, ” said Albert, “that some actions are vicious, let them spring from whatever motives 

they may. ” I granted it, and shrugged my shoulders. (Goethe 47) 

 

     This conversation is concluded as follows, with Werther deriding the judicious wisdom of 

Albert: 

     “Passion! Drunkenness! Madness! You moral creatures, so calm and righteous! […] I have 

been drunk more than once, my passions have always bordered on madness; I am not 

ashamed to confess it. I have learned in my own way that all extraordinary men who have 

done great and improbable things have ever been decried by the world as drunk or insane” 

[…] “Here you go again, ” said Albert; “you always exaggerate, and in this matter you are 

undoubtedly wrong; we were speaking of suicide, which you compare with great actions, 

when actually it is impossible to regard it as anything but weakness. It is much easier to die 

than to bear a life of misery with fortitude. ” (Goethe 49) 

 

     (Albert associates the deficiency of weakness with exaggeration, aligning with Poe’s notion of 

grotesquery, as based on the Classical understanding of vice/non-excellence as one of two 

extremes, excess or deficiency; Werther grants excessive value to suicide, which Albert sees as 

indicating a deficiency of character. In describing others as moral creatures, he has both set 

himself apart from his fellow men, and revealed his own immorality.)  

     Within the opening scenes of the novel, Goethe has: (a) foreshadowed Werther's defiant and 
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sacriligious suicide; (b) revealed Werther's grossly delusional equation of madness with 

greatness; (c) displayed Werther's boastful tendency to inflate or exaggerate (in which instance 

he distinguishes himself as being apart from his fellow man): and, importantly, (d) cemented the 

trajectory which establishes the resulting, underlying viciousness of Werther's eventual suicidal 

act, a maliciousness which Werther concedes but disregards with a shrug.  

     And it is precisely because Goethe has inserted this discourse early in the novel that readers 

should understand that Werther's suicide is not born of heartache but of malice, thereby 

extinguishing any final sympathy for the Devil, who rages because he knows his time is short 

and his fate is sealed. Werther has contempt for moral creatures with whom he does not Self-

identify, and this excerpt reveals the transvaluation of values which characterized the more 

impious strains of eighteenth century German society embraced and vuanted by the Sturm und 

Drangers, later romanticized by the literature and arts of the subsequent Romantics, and 

eventually valorized by the Nazis. 

     Make no mistake about it, Werther's suicide is an act of ultimate rage, hypocrisy, and Self-

delusion, and is the culmination of his Christ-complex. Werther knows full well that his Self-ish 

act will hurt Lotte and the younger siblings in her tender care, noting: “There can be no doubt 

that in this world nothing makes us indispensable to each other but love alone. I know that 

Charlotte could not lose me without a pang, and the children will take it for granted that I should 

visit them every morning” (Goethe 52). In a crucial passage early in the text, in an exchange with 

Albert, Werther foreshadows not merely his suicide, but also the mean-spirited and hypocritical 

motivation which lies behind it, in that he declares: 

     Show me the man who has the courage to hide his ill-humor, who bears the whole burden 

himself without disturbing the hapiness of those around him. No; a discontent with ourselves 
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and an hostility towards others which foolish vanity engenders. We see people happy whom 

we have not made so, and cannot endure the sight […] “Woe unto those, ” I said, “who use 

their power over another's heart to destroy the simple pleasures it would naturally enjoy! All 

the gifts, all the attentions in the world cannot compensate for the loss of that happiness of 

those around him which that cruel tyranny within us has destroyed. ” My heart was full as I 

spoke. (Goethe 32) 

 

     Precisely that which he condems so roundly is precisely that which he enacts, and no small 

wonder, for the Pharisees were accused by Jesus of being hypocrites and the children of the 

Devil, whose lusts he said they would pursue. (He speaks of the envy which disallows evildoers 

to endure the sight of others, which is true of all evildoers who cannot bear the sight of the good; 

he reveals that he himself is a cruel tyrant of the emotional welfare of those persons who 

genuinely care for him, typical for the Lucifer-figure pattern.) Werther's malice is unbounded, as 

he shoots himself on Christmas Eve, having sent suicide notes for the genteel family to open, 

including the children, presumably before church services and gifts are exchanged, indicative of 

the grossness of his messianic delusions and of his abject disregard for the children whom he 

earlier had called quite precious to him (Goethe 27).  

     Werther Self-identifies with Jesus of Nazareth to such an extent that he plans to die on the 

anniversary of the night Christians celebrate Jesus's birth, thereby seeking to supplant him in the 

minds of those he leaves behind, as he writes in the suicide note to Lotte: “On Christmas Eve 

you will hold this letter in your hand”  (Goethe 118). Typical of the Lucifer-figure, Werther 

refuses to acknowledge his sinful nature and he projects blame onto an innocent victim of his 

mental machinations, as he writes to Lotte that she is responsible for his demise: “And when the 

last fatal illness seizes the being whose untimely grave you have prepared” (Goethe 32). 

     Werther's contempt for his fellow man and his woefully Self-deluded estimation of himself as 

being of a higher moral and intellectual stature than are they might seem to be somewhat at odds 
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with his contempt for social hierarchies; however, this is Goethe's subtle means of : (a) revealing 

the growing hypocrisy; (b) foreshadowing the escalating subjectivity and its attendent 

perverseness; and (c) conveying the increasing disregard for divine boundaries or civil barriers in 

which Werther indulges as the novel progresses.321 In a stroke of genius, Goethe has Werther 

state: “I cannot understand how human beings can so stupidly debase themselves […] What 

provokes me most is the extent to which distinctions of rank are carried” (Goethe 66).  

     Within the space of but a few sentences, the groundwork is laid, simultaneously, both for 

Werther's removing himself from the company of humanity and his trajectory to put himself 

“beyond good and evil,” in essence violating both the two greatest commandments. Who but 

God rightfully can judge man? Who but Satan seeks to transgress or disintegrate the boundaries 

set by God, as when he rebelled in Heaven or when he tempted Eve in Eden? This statement is 

also another clue which speaks to Werther’s hypocrisy, for whereas he claims to reject 

aristocratic hierarchies, he admits disdain of local peasants beneath him on the social spectrum. 

(At one point in the novel, he is rejected by members of German society whose social standing is 

greater than his own, an experience which feeds his own hypocritical resentment of a system 

which simultaneously allows him to look down on others but which he resents when others are in 

a position to look down upon him. Nothing is quite so enraging as recognition of our own 

impotence, or touches our pride so much as our perceived insignificance, hence the Devil’s 

enmity.) 

     Werther's satanic overtones are revealed quite clearly when he opines: “The silly creatures 

cannot see that it is not place which constitutes real greatness […] Who is the chief? He, it seems 

to me, who can see through the others, and possess strength or skill enough to make their power 
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or passions serve his own designs” (Goethe 68). Again, here is the belittling of his fellow men in 

language which sets him apart from them, as well as a subtle allusion to Lucifer's rebelllion 

against his appointed station or “place” as the “anointed cherub that covereth” the heavenly 

throne of God, a throne he coveted and sought to appropriate (Ezek. 28:14). So, too, only God is 

given to be able to see through others, “for the Lord searcheth all hearts, and understandeth all 

the imaginations of the thoughts” (1 Chr. 28:9).   

      Especially telling here, though, is Werther's associating strength with passion, of the will to 

power with the right to rule others; it is a position which flies in fundamental opposition to the 

words Jesus quoted in his Sermon on the Mount (cf. Psa. 37:11), in which meekness is cause for 

blessedness and approbation in God's sight (Mt. 5:5).322 Meekness is understood, in Christian 

context, to mean being genuinely humble, modest, or pious. Pride is the sin which most sharply 

contrasts it, and it is the egregious and exaggerated sense of Self-worth which results in Lucifer's 

being cast down by God as given in Ezekiel 28:17, which states: “Thine heart was lifted up 

because of thy beauty, thou hast corrupted thy wisdom by reason of thy brightness: I will cast 

thee to the ground”. It is the Self (“thou”) whom God declares responsible for the corruption of 

the Self, thus evildoers are so as a result of their own free will or volition. 

     The centering of the proud heart as the source of fallible truth (as opposed to the infallible 

Truth established by YHVH) is a hallmark of satanic iniquity in Christian tradition, and, sure 

enough, this tenet is not overlooked by Goethe, who has Werther, unabashedly, declare: “I am 

proud of my heart alone. It is the sole source of everything—all our strength, happiness, and 

misery” (Goethe 80). The increasing reliance on subjectivity as a substitute for an objective grasp 

of reality is Goethe's means of illustrating an escalating perverseness which divorces Werther 
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from the real and weds him to the fatal, erroneous ideal; escalated perverseness is a trait which 

will be revisited on numerous accounts for Lucifer-figures in the short fictions of Poe, resulting 

in utter madness. Werther believes his heart alone is arbiter of all that good, true, beautiful, and 

holy—when it is God alone who retains that right, and who is their source. Who but a madman 

would think he could take the place of God, the sole definer of good and evil and the final arbiter 

of life and death? 

     Also typical of the Lucifer-figure is the situating of blame outside the Self, as there is never an 

acknowledgement of the sinful state of the Self as being the causative factor in his downfall. 

Werther's contempt for his fellow men is palpable, as is his accusatory bent, as he informs in one 

of his letters that “every lovely day I have had here has been thoroughly spoiled by someone or 

other […] They destroy everything –health, reputation, happiness, amusement; and they do it 

through folly, lack of understanding or narrow-mindedness, and always, if you are to believe 

them, with the best of intentions”  (Goethe 70). 

      In short, it is other men who make a Hell of his would-be heaven, and not his own ill-

humored nature. (Ill-humor is the thing which Werther states he most despises, thus the fact that 

he is unable or unwilling to recognize it within himself signifies both his hypocrisy and his 

wickedness.) Of these other people, Werther states he could implore them “not to be so furiously 

determined to destroy themselves” (Goethe 70). This is clearly a subtle allusion to God's 

pleading with the ancient Israelites to choose life, asking “why will ye die, O House of 

Israel?”(Ezek. 18:31, 33:11) Importantly, Moses declares that life has been set before them: “In 

that I command thee this day to love the LORD thy God, to walk in his ways, and to keep his 

commandments and his statutes and his judgments” (Deut. 30:16)  The phrase “in that” means 
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precisely that doing as exhorted by Scripture is the key to choosing life; Werther chooses to do 

that which is contrary to it, thus he wills to die, and this choice reveals just how summarily at 

odds he is with divine prescriptions. Ironically, Werther is guilty of folly, lack of understanding, 

and narrow-mindedness…and yet he claims to act with the best intentions. 

     Late in the novel, once Werther's sense of propriety has spiraled out of control, and his 

perverseness is at its near peak, he sympathizes with a rapist and murderer, whose escape from 

justice Werther pleads for when a sentence of death is pronounced against the fiend, as Werther 

writes to his acquaintance Wilhelm: 

     He confessed, in fact he told me, with a sort of pleasurable recollection, that after my 

departure his passion for that woman grew daily […] till one day, knowing that the woman 

had gone upstairs, he had followed, or rather, had been drawn after her. She would not listen 

to him, and he had used violence […]; he loved her as sincerely as ever; that he had never told 

the story before and had spoken of it to me only to prove that he was not completely 

worthless and mad. (Goethe 85-86)   

 

     (Same as in Poe’s tales, the murderous fiend is concerned that his audience not think he is 

mad, and not merely innocent.) Despite the fact that the women had “fought him off,” the 

villanous ruffian blames the woman's brother for intereferng with their union, not the woman's 

rejection of him (Goethe 85-86).323  The unrepentant ruffian also endeavors to project blame so 

as to avoid culpability, in that he contends some unnamed force had drawn him after her, not that 

he went of his own free volition.  (Here the convict follows the pattern of the Lucifer-figure as 

well as does Werther, for he, too, attempts to project blame for his deed on some unknown force 

which drew him to the deed; not unlike the wholly unrepentant Montresor in “Cask, ” the 

unrepentant murderer relishes retelling his crime, much the same way Werther will relish 

recounting his position in the suicide notes.) Werther similarly takes advantage of Lotte when 

they are alone, but, impotent creature that he is, he flees when she rejects his advances, a sure 
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allusion to the Scripture which declares: “Resist the devil and he will flee from you,” and 

therefore a telling clue as to his identity as a Lucifer-figure (Jas. 4:7).324  

     Werther is not content with merely breaking civil laws or disobeying divine comandments 

established for him and all general human welfare, but he would see evildoers with whom he 

relates escape punishment. Importantly, Werther does not make a plea for mercy for the villain 

(mercy requires repentance), but rather prepares on his behalf an impassioned defense of the 

reprehensible conduct.  The elderly justice having befriended the titular protagonist refutes 

Werther's arguments to free the convicted louse, as Goethe writes of the judge: “He demonstrated 

that, if Werther were right, every law would be violated, and the public security utterly destroyed 

[…] Werther, however, did not give in, and even suggested to the judge to connive the flight of 

the prisoner“ (Goethe 109). In essence, Werther would have God break His own Law (just as 

Satan tempted Jesus in the wilderness, M.t 4:1-11), if the old judge is seen as a type for the 

heavenly Father and a representation of the Moral Law itself. 

     Goethe hints, several times, at the satanic serpent in the Garden of Eden: Werther discovers an 

earthly paradise in Walheim, and his representative Eve is found in Lotte; because Lotte already 

is engaged to “the very worthy Albert” before Werther arrives on the scene, Albert should be seen 

as the Adamic rightful mate, and Werther as the noxious and divisive interloper (Goethe 17).325 

Werther's suicide is not the result of his affection for Lotte (it more resembles unwarranted 

revenge), but is born of frustrated desires to obtain the Christ-like Albert's life for himself, in the 

same way Satan seeks to supplant God. The doomed (adulterous-minded) trajectory of Werther is 

cleverly foreshadowed in one of his earliest letters to Lotte, in which he makes use of the phrase 

“it set my teeth on edge,” in reference to sand in the ink of her letters he kissed (Goethe 41). The 
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phrase hearkens to Scripture, which foretells impending disaster resulting from severe envy and 

disappointment (both of which Werther will experience, as regards Albert and Lotte): “But every 

one shall die for his own iniquity; every man who eats the sour grapes [of wrath], his teeth shall 

be set on edge” (Jer. 31:29-30). This subtle clue is Goethe’s means of signalling to his readers 

that Werther shall die as a result of his own iniquity, and not from heartache. 

     Werther's Self-righteous delusions and his transgressions of moral conventions spiral out of 

control when he brazenly embraces and bestows kisses upon another man's wife, even when the 

recipient of his misguided affection rebuffs him herself326; this trespass is not merely against his 

friends and companions but is also against God, since it involves violation of the biblical 

commandments against adultery and covetousness given in the Decalogue (Exod. 20). When one 

no longer looks to his fellow man (society) to determine propriety, or to Heaven (God) as a 

means of determining righteousness, then one has made a god of one's Self327; Werther has called 

evil good and good evil, because his morals are determined solely by his own feelings, without a 

healthy regard for God and his fellow man, and by doing so, he seals the fate which Scripture 

declares for those who Self-indulge to an exorbiant degree.328 

     Werther progressively indulges his bouts of moral indignation, his wildly emotional delusions 

of grandeur, and his highly-miscounstrued notions of self-sacrifice, all the while employing 

language which is Christological in its overtones. Crucial, though, is Goethe's descriptions which 

allude to Satan when treating the impetuous and impertinent suicidal youth; Goethe's brilliant 

and ironic conclusion de-glamorizes, and even vilifies, the suicide which Werther romanticizes as 

being a form of self-sacrifice in the manner of the Christian messiah. In Werther, Goethe 

attempts (and succeeds) in painting the portrait of a troubled mind in a troubled time, situated in 
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a troubling predicament, but close examination of the novel reveals that Goethe intended that 

Werther's path was to be avoided, not emulated. Same as with Poe's moral tales, the subtely of 

Goethe's text was so deftly employed that ministers of Goethe's day appear to have greatly 

misread the novel's underlying message of life-affirming conventional morality: “Orthodox 

theologians in particular denounced the work for its alleged glorification of suicide as 'a lure of 

Satan,' calling for it to be censored” (Beutin et al 158). 

      Lotte's final plea to Werther is: “Be a man, and conquer this unhappy attachment towards a 

person who can do nothing but pity you […] let us enjoy together the happiness of a most perfect 

friendship” (Goethe 116). Pity, in addition to being far from romantic love, suggests that its 

recipient has fallen in circumstance or sentiment lower than its projector, thus Lotte's words of 

rejection surely must have infuriated the excessively proud Werther whose advances she spurns. 

German poet, dramatist, and novelist Bernd Heinrich von Kleist's (1777-1811) correspondence 

with his intimate friend, Prussian soldier Ernst von Pfuel (1799-1866), perfectly speaks to the 

themes and literary allusions in certain scenes of Werther. 

      In one of Klopstock's letters in particular, he refers to a series of literary allusions which 

utilize cultural authorities in an attempt to validate the exaltation of feelings. He writes to his 

close friend and confidant, Pfuel: “I shall never forget that festive night when, in the worst hole-

in-the-wall in France, you scolded me in a truly sublime way, almost as the archangel did to his 

fallen brother in the Messiah.  This allusion to Klopstock's Messiah refers to the thirteenth song, 

in which the archangel Gabriel has a dialogue with his 'fallen brother,' Satan” (Kuzniar 221). 

Lotte thinks to herself that she thinks of Werther as a brother, and certainly a fallen one after his 

descent into impious perverseness, an implosion resulting from the centering of himself as the 
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point of deadly gravity. 

     Although there are many readers and critics who might contend that Werther's suicide is 

merely the result of unrequited love, this should not be seen as the true motive for his Self-

immolation, as it is more likely the result of his envy of Albert. Satan was not the victim of 

unrequited love on the part of God, but, rather, the inverse is true. Lucifer, though, did envy God 

and therefore seek to take His place. Werther does not truly love Charlotte for herself, merely 

desiring her for his own Self-ishness:  

And what appeals to him in Charlotte is not the fire of love for him, but the natural 

kindness of her whole being. His growing attachment to her, self-centered, demanding, and 

naive as it is, is hardly the kind of love which counts on reciprocity. It is rather an expression 

of his craving for a relationship which allows him to live wholly (or egotistically) out of the 

exuberance of his own emotions […] The true reasons for the crisis in Werther's life and the 

cause of his collapse lie not ulitmately in the circumstances of this unfilled love but in the 

incongruities of his own paradoxical nature. (Lange vii-viii) 

 

     In essence, it is not merely a matter of our circumstances shaping our character, but one of  

our characters being revealed by our circumstances. The life-affirming quality and conventional 

morality of the text is underscored by the greatly de-glamorized and matter-of-fact description of 

Werther's final hours, which were anything but romantic or ideal: 

     When the surgeon arrived, Werther was lying on the floor, his pulse beat, but his limbs 

were paralyzed.  The bullet had entered the forehead over the right eye; his brains were 

protuding. He was bled in the arm; the blood came, and he breathed […] Albert arrived. They 

had laid Werther on the bed. His head was bandaged, and he pallor of death was on his face. 

His limbs were motionless; a terrible rattling noise came from his lungs, now strongly, now 

weaker. (Goethe 139) 

 

     After a no doubt excrutiatingly painful and miserable twelve hours spent mostly in solitude, 

once discovered by his servant, Werther finally expires from the botched suicide attempt; his 

death was neither as quick, nor as painless, nor as glorious as he had anticipated, thus he dies in 

error, just as he lived.  There is also the protracted and heart-wrenching observation of his 
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passing, witnessed by those who genuinely loved him, whose great sympathy for Werther 

therefore compelled them to likewise endure the agonies of his labored decline.  It is Jesus who 

promises to wipe away all tears and remove all suffering (Rev. 21:4); however,Werther visits 

unprecedented horror and tragedy upon those persons having known him best. (God Himself 

takes no delight in the destruction of the wicked.) The unidentified narrator (presumably the pen-

pal Wilhelm), in the very closing lines of the novel, attests: 

     Let me say nothing of Albert's distress or of Charlotte's grief. The old judge hastened to the 

house upon hearing the news; he kissed his dying friend amid a flood of tears. His eldest boys 

soon followed him on foot.  In speechless sorrow, they threw themselves on their knees by the 

bedside, and kissed his hands and face.  The eldest, who was his favorite, clung to his lips 

until he was gone; even then the boy had to be taken away by force.  At noon, Werther died 

[…] The old man and his sons followed the body to the grave. Albert could not. Charlotte's 

life was in danger. The body was carried by workmen. No clergymen attended. (Goethe 

140)329 

 

     That Goethe did not condone Werther's misguided notions regarding suicide is made evident 

by the author's making known the considerable harm which Werther both suffered and ultimately 

inflicted on the good people by whom every possible kindness had been shown to him; that the 

body was carried by neither family nor friends, nor attended by clergymen, suggests that Heaven 

itself disapproved of Werther's Self-ish actions, and that Goethe, in fact, was entreating 

adherance to conventional morality. (This is precisely the same sort of subtlety which will be 

repeated in Poe's short fictions, wherein the malfeasants assuredly meet with disastrous ends 

which do not contravene divine judgment; as their fates do not opposing Heaven, they affirm it.)  

     Moreover, the details of Werther's untimely demise confirms his Christological delusions and 

the dangers inherent to : (a) deeply excessive subjectivity; (b) hyper-glorified emotionalism; and 

(c) and a wildly-indulgent individualism so radical that it discounts both God and one's fellow 

man. Indeed, Goethe did not want his society to embrace what he saw as unhealthy sentiments, 
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nor to engage in immoral practices which result both in danger to the Self and extreme 

indifference to the general welfare of others, confessing that Werther represents a malady of 

mind and soul which he managed to weather in his own youth, conceding, “I dread lest I should 

once more experience the pathological state in which I produced it” (Lange xii).330 Goethe chose 

life, even if Werther did not. 

     The universal human quality of the work, the intentional Christological overtones, the 

immature indulgence of emotion and reliance on introspection, and the author's sympathy for his 

audience are elements captured in a largely on-point assessment of the text by literary critic 

Alfred D. White: 

The reception of the novel proves the existence of young men across a wide stratum of 

society with similar psychological disabilities and introspective tendencies, believing 

they are doomed outsiders. They project Werther's feelings into their own lives as he 

projects a Homeric idyll into Lotte's household […] Goethe's enthusiastic readers were 

his contemporaries. The post-adolescent has found a kindred spirit in that desert between 

childhood and maturity. Werther is a focus for exaggerated demands, unrequited passions 

and imaginary sufferings.  Manifold biblical references underline the idea of him as a 

secular Jesus whose passion and suffering might console others in a way hitherto only 

claimed for Jesus. For the first time literature is intended to unburden the reader's soul; 

the book is to become the friend of those tempted to suicide, as the introductory 

paragraph says, and even forms a blasphemous contrafacture of Christianity.  The title 

claims the passion of Christ, Die Lieden Christi, for the hero, who suffers, if not for the 

forgiveness of sins, at least as a representative of 'the suffering of a whole age'. (Choose 

Not 130, emphasis mine) 

 

     Where White errs is in failing to recognize that Goethe is painting Werther in an unflattering 

light, in that the counterfeit Christ is Satan, and therefore should not be emulated. He has 

correctly discerned that there are Christological allusions in the novel, but he has failed to 

discern the Luciferean ones which betray Werther’s true nature and comportment. Goethe's 

readers, as White describes them (and as Goethe himself noted in the preface to his second 
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edition), demostrated empathy with the Devil, which is taking matters even further than merely 

having sympathy for him – and Goethe resoundingly did not approve of the rash of suicides 

which resulted in the wake of publication of his premiere edition. Werther's suicide is an act of 

rage and contempt for both God and his fellow man; is not born of heartbreak, but of thwarted 

willfulness. As White correctly posits: 

     He finds in suicide the extreme act of independent self-assertion, a limiting case of free 

will which consists of voluntarily destroying itself [...]Werther stands in our context for the 

movement fanning out from a small Sturm und Drang circle to the Romantics in Germany 

and elsewhere, from literary groupings to philosophical and political forums, profoundly 

engaged in various ways in post-1789 upheavals: a movement to reject gradualism, optimism, 

rationalism  and Enlightenment and trust the prompting of the soul, however destructive in 

     ordinary terms. (Choose Not 131-132) 

 

     Satan is the ultimate intellectual rebellious figure; it is for this reason that Poe's Lucifer-

figures consistently pride themselves on their mental acumen, and it is why they set themselves 

above and apart from mere mortals, isolating themselves by means of boasting possession of 

exceptional skills, demonstrating extraordinary prowess, and even severing themselves from 

common traffic with their fellow men.  It is for this reason, in fact, that notorious Chicago-bred 

Communist activist Saul D. Alinsky dedicates his 1966 counterculture classic, Rules for 

Radicals, to Lucifer.331 Scripture demands that we live “the life of the heart, ” and not “the life of 

the mind”. 

      Goethe's freshman novel must be credited with having initially laid out many of the 

identifying traits which point to the archetype of the Lucifer-figure, including: (1) immense and 

unsubstantiated pride; (2) self-delusional madness, manifested as a divorce from reality; (3) self-

destructiveness; (4) unrepentant denial of responsibility, coupled with projection of blame; (5) 

wanton disregard for the welfare or happiness of others; (6) reckless abandon of social norms; 
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(7) callous and calculated disregard of the sanctity of human life; (8) unwarranted and 

unmitigated rage; (9) a false sense of righteous indignation; and (10) great  deception, whether 

via hypocrisy and/or in the form of lying.  

     Doubtless literature is heavily populated with characters which evidence these characteristics; 

however, it is when they are present in combination with one another, coupled with language 

which alludes to Scripture, that the multifacted presentation of these traits reveals that, indeed, 

the Devil is in the details, and that one is dealing with a Lucifer-figure. An examination of 

several of Poe's short fictions likewise reveals characters which exhibit careful grouping of these 

features, in combination with biblical associations. They similarly may be discovered in some of 

the novels of Charles Brockdon Brown and in a handful of tales by Nathaniel Hawthorne, both of 

which will be cursorily explored next, in order to establish, emphatically, that Poe was working 

well within a literary tradition pertaining to this archetype, even though critical assessments 

almost always position him as being at odds with his literary peers, most often being offered as a 

contrast to Hawthorne, despite the two authors sharing in the convention herein analyzed. 

2.3   Charles Brockden Brown: What Dreams May Come...332 

“Think'st thou that I, who saw the face of God, 

And tasted the eternal joys of heaven, 

Am not tormented with ten thousand hells, 

In being depriv'd of everlasting bliss?”333 

 

     According to the online edition of the Encylopaedia Britannica, Charles Brockden Brown 

(1771-1810) is “the father of the American novel”. Born and bred in a Quaker family from 

Philadelphia, his birth shortly precedes the American Revolution, and he dies the year after Poe 

is born. The entry for this seminal author is surprisingly scant, given his preeminence and the 

circle of contemporary luminaries with whom he was acquainted, as the web source offers little 
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more than the following information334: 

His gothic romances in American settings were the first in a tradition adapted by two 

of the greatest early American authors, Edgar Allan Poe and Nathaniel Hawthorne. 

Brown called himself a 'story-telling moralist.' Although his writings exploit horror and 

terror, they reflect a thoughtful liberalism […] His first novel, Wieland (1798), a minor 

masterpiece in American fiction, shows the ease with which mental balance is lost when 

the test of common sense is not applied to strange experiences. The story concerns 

Theodore Wieland, whose father died by spontaneous combustion, apparently for 

violating a vow to God. The younger Wieland, also a religious enthusiast seeking direct 

communication with divinity, misguidedly assumes that a ventriloquist’s utterances are 

supernatural in origin; driven insane, he acts upon the prompting of this 'inner voice' and 

murders his wife and children. When apprised of his error, he kills himself. (“Charles 

Brockden Brown”) 

 

     (Technically speaking, murder involves premeditated killing coupled with mens rea—malice 

of forethought— therefore Wieland kills his family, but does not murder them.) Even from this 

astonishingly brief summation, a few pertinent points may be gleaned which demonstrate 

continuity of the thread of the Lucifer-figure theme from Goethe to Brockden Brown, and from 

Brockden Brown thereon to Poe and Hawthorne: (1) there is a definite, recognized connection 

between Brockden Brown and his successors; (2) same as Poe, Brockden Brown's work also was 

interested in horror and terror; (3) Brockden Brown openly declared himself to be a moralist; (4) 

same as with Poe's tales, madness is an element of Brockden Brown's fictions335; and (5) the 

destruction of others (whether the result of foolishness or wickedness) ultimately leads to one's 

own demise, as is seen in Werther and some of Hawthorne's and Poe's tales.336 

     Although the encyclopedia entry refers to Wieland (which does contain a Lucifer-figure by 

name of Carwin, a character featured also in his prequel fragment, Memoirs of Carwin the 

Biloquist), another of Brockden Brown's novels will constitute the focus of analysis herein, 

chiefly because the biblical allusions which pertain to the Lucifer-figure archetype abound in it, 

sometimes at a dizzying pace of roughly a half-dozen per page. Brockden Brown's epistolary 
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novel of 1799, Edgar Huntly; or, Memoirs of a Sleep-Walker, revolves around a murder mystery.  

As the novel does not comprise part of the traditional literary canon studied by most students or 

scholars, a somewhat extended overview of the plot is necessitated, due to readers' general 

unfamiliarity with Brockden Brown's work. (All further page references for Brockden Brown are 

to be gleaned from the print version of this novel.) 

     The narrator’s close friend (Waldegrave) has been killed under mysterious circumstances, and 

the narrator endeavors to track down the killer. The story unfolds as if in letters written 

exclusively from the perspective of Huntly, the titular narrator (addressed to the deceased’s sister, 

Mary), and does not involve an exchange of letters, save for two issued by the narrator’s elder 

benefactor near the very close of the text (Sarsefield), in which is provided a reprimand to the 

narrator and a summation of the story's criminal character's whereabouts and activities. The 

titular narrator espies a man he perceives to be a somnambulist, who is burying a manuscript 

below the very tree under which his former friend had been murdered; Huntly surmises that a 

guilty conscience operates in the suspect (Clithero Edny), as prodigious, seemingly repentant 

tears are shed by the sleepwalking Edny.  

     Edny had been the adopted ward of a well-to-do lady (Euphemia Lorimer), intended to be a 

close and trusted companion to her own son, eventually engaged to wed her own niece (Clarice). 

This widow had a strong, superstitious belief that her destiny was ultimately and inextricably tied 

to that of her twin brother, the wicked and dissolute Alan Wiatte, who previously had thwarted 

his sister’s hopes of marrying her first true love (Sarsefield); Waite had abandoned his daughter, 

the niece raised by his twin sister and given in promise to wed Edny.337    

   Wiatte, following a lengthy disappearance, suddenly reappears, soon after Sarsefield comes 
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back into Euphemia’s life,  after an equally lengthy separation. Wiatte plots to separate the lovers 

once again, his villainy unabated. Moreover, because of his familial pride, he disapproves of 

Edny’s lower (natal) social status, and attempts to prevent Edny’s marriage to Clarice. Wiatte 

attempts to stab Edny, but Edny instead kills Wiatte, in an act of self-defense witnessed by 

others. Operating, he claims, under the dubious rationale that the grief of Euphemia will be too 

great to bear at the loss of her twin, Edny relates to Huntly an attempt to kill her before the news 

reaches her, and he almost murders instead his own fiancée, the latter being asleep in her 

mother’s bed. Edny flees, leaving the household in a state of alleged (self-professed) shock, but 

mistakenly thinking that he has killed his former benefactress. 

     Edny confesses these deeds to Huntly, but denies having murdered Waldegrave. Edny flees to 

the wilderness, with Huntly in secret pursuit. Huntly, who is wont to roam the countryside at 

night out of curiosity, experiences great tribulations in the wilderness, including encounters with 

a ravenous panther, inclement weather, and most dangerously, deadly hostile Native Americans 

whom he engages whilst rescuing a local girl taken captive.338 Huntly is reconciled to Sarsefield, 

as the elder man has traveled to assist in the search for Huntly, already absent from his own 

uncle’s estate for days. Edny is seriously wounded in a surprise Indian attack on the 

townspeople, and Sarsefield, the only surgeon in the vicinity, refuses to attend to the patient.339 

(Given that Edny attempted the murder of Sarsefield's sweetheart, his refusal is understandable.) 

Huntly takes pity on the injured outcast and fugitive (sympathy for the Devil), and endeavors to 

sway Sarsefield to do the same, arguing that Edny’s actions had been misguided but not evil, and 

that the seriously wounded man has suffered enough for a crime never fully executed.  

     Huntly returns to his home and receives a strange visitor, who makes a seemingly legitimate 
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claim on the fortune inherited by Waldegrave’s sister Mary (also Huntly’s fiancée), which would 

leave the pair destitute, as Huntly’s cousin intends to turn out Huntly and his two sisters once the 

narrator’s elderly uncle passes away---which the old man does, in defense of an Indian attack. 

Sarsefield and Euphemia take Huntly under their protective wing as if he were their own son, the 

result of the close friendship which had developed between the two men. Sarsefield discloses to 

Huntly that Huntly himself had fallen prey to sleepwalking, which is why Huntly could not recall 

where he had placed his precious correspondence with the deceased Waldegrave, which he had 

been transcribing and editing for his friend’s sister. 

     Edny has fled from “civilized” society to an abandoned cabin formerly occupied by a 

stubborn native American woman having organized and harbored the natives who'd murdered 

Waldegrave, due to a vow to kill the first white man they encountered. (Native Americans are 

portrayed as consummate savages, in keeping with the sentiments of most American readers at 

that time.) The mystery solved, Huntly’s sentimental side gets the better of him, and he visits 

Edny to inform him that Euphemia is alive, having survived the shock and having abandoned the 

superstition regarding her intertwined fate with her twin. Huntly foolishly informs Edny where 

Euphemia is to be found, and Edny dashes from the remote cabin “like a madman”.  

     Huntly, realizing too late the folly of his good deed, expediently writes to Sarsefield, to warn 

him of Edny’s maniacal departure for their home. Sarsefield intercepts the letter prior to 

Euphemia’s reading it, and arranges for the local authorities to capture Edny, and, in his 

physician's capacity, orders them to institutionalize him. The text closes with a letter from 

Sarsefield to Huntly, in which it is revealed that Edny, while being transported to his 

incarceration center, had been permitted to walk the deck and unexpectedly jumped ship, 
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plunging into the deep and out of sight. The novel concludes with Sarsefield surmising that the 

characters have seen and heard the last of Edny, despite the fact that no body was recovered by 

the crew. 

     The book makes frequent use of several tediously-repetitive plot machinations: lengthy 

disappearances followed by sudden appearances at less-than-fortuitous times; adversarial twins; 

fainting spells which are mistaken for death swoons; thwarted romances; superstitious beliefs; a 

dark cloud of possible financial ruin; and a conclusion which somewhat sermonizes (Sarsefield's 

gently scolding letter to Huntly), and in which the malfeasant is presumed to meet with a bad end 

as a result of his own doings. As the book is one of the very first American novels, perhaps the 

newly-fomented clichés can be forgiven, having not been exhausted yet (albeit they are 

exhausting). The text is a prime example of psychological exploration of characters, mimics the 

captivity narratives involving the initial encounters with the indigenous populations, and 

incorporates considerable amount of detail about the largely unknown (to Europeans) wilderness 

of America, in much the same vein as does James Fenimore Cooper's 1826 novel, The Last of the 

Mohicans.   

     Although not to the same extent as do Brockden Brown's other novels (notably Wieland and 

Memoirs of Carwin), it also somewhat deals with the controversy between the traditional 

(metaphysical) revealed religion of Christianity and secular (positivist) Enlightenment ideas, 

with its emphasis on Lockean sensation as a means of ascertaining the real and the true 

(although, admittedly, the senses alone are incapable of determining the good or the holy). 

     Waldegrave is the murdered friend of the narrator—the “Christ figure,” described by Huntly 

thusly: “Waldegrave was pure from all offence. His piety was rapturous. His benevolence was a 
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stranger to remissness or torpor. All who came within sphere of his influence experienced and 

acknowledged his benign activity. His friends were few, because his habits were timid and 

reserved; but the existence of an enemy was impossible” (Brown 8). Waldegrave’s name seems a 

combination of both “Waldenses” and “grave,” suggesting the slaughter of the innocent, in 

hearkening to the famous massacre by a faction of the Roman Catholic Church of the peaceful 

protest group, an event which had met with sharp criticism and disapproval by Protestant 

factions in Europe and America.  

     Waldegrave is given to possess characteristics and a fate comparable to those of the Christian 

Messiah, in that he is said to be free of sin, pious, benevolent, influential, peaceful (benign), 

timid (meek), and reserved (humble), with few friends (echoing the Apostles, the few elect of 

Christ’s company, in whom the meaning of the parables were confided). Moreover, Huntly 

faithfully seeks to record his exchanges with the deceased, in the same way the New Testament 

authors sought to record theirs with the crucified Jesus of Nazareth. The “impossible” is better 

understood to mean “inconceivable,” in that it is inconceivable to Huntly that Waldegrave should 

have an adversary. In Scripture, the Devil is referred to as the “adversary” of godly men (1 Pet. 

5:8); this inclusion frames two important points in Scripture, as well as in Huntly’s plot, which 

borrows heavily from Scripture. Huntly later reasons: “Methought that to ascertain the hand who 

killed my friend was not impossible, and to punish the crime was just. That to forbear inquiry or 

withhold punishment was to violate my duty to God and to mankind” (Brown 9). This is the 

primary motivation for the action of the tale, but it is related to the dual-fold bent of the novel.  

     First, the Messiah is referred to in Scripture as “Counselor” (Isa. 9:6), in which capacity he 

serves as defense attorney for sinners sent before God the Father, acting in His capacity as divine 
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judge (Psa. 96:13): Satan functions as the prosecuting attorney (which is why Scripture refers to 

him as the “Accuser,” Rev. 12:10), thus the legal framework for justice, in terms of both the 

earthly and heavenly realms, is at play in the novel. Huntly seeks worldly justice for the blood on 

the hands of the sinner, just as the Devil does in God’s court, wherein all humans, in being all 

sinners (Rom. 3:23), have blood on their hands and are sentenced to death (Rom. 6:23).  

     It is important to note that Huntly never contends to seek vengeance, for Scripture attests that 

vengeance is the Lord’s (Rom. 12:19), seeking merely to fulfill the scriptural penalty for murder 

as given in the Pentateuch. Second, the notion of satanic madness and barbarism is underscored 

herein; it is inconceivable to Huntly that anyone should seek to murder the innocent, pious, and 

benevolent Waldegrave, yet this scenario reflects (intentionally) the lunacy of Lucifer, who was 

fully cognizant of the Most High God’s goodness, and nonetheless sought to commit regicide 

and overthrow his benefactor. To have witnessed and experienced the magnificent goodness of 

God and then reject it is surely insanity, and we cannot conceive how such a thing would be 

possible—and yet Scripture declares that God has enemies (Heb. 10:13).   

      Lunacy has come to signify madness (lunacy is associated with nighttime, as in when the 

moon, or lunar force, is dominant), but, importantly, it is associated in Scripture with especially 

virulent and troublesome demonic possession (Mt. 4:24,17:15), thus the common associations 

with the moon and nighttime when the fictions of Gothic writers describe evil characters and 

villainous deeds. It is for this reason that Brockden Brown’s introduction of the dastardly figure 

of Clithero Edny transpires in the dead of night, in the moonlight.  

     Clithero has manifested murderous inclinations towards his benefactress, the same as has 

Lucifer; his logic is tortured as given in his unraveling of events to Huntly, and they are utterly 
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devoid of reason by the conclusion of the novel, in that Clithero flees from Huntly upon learning 

that his former mistress is still alive, providing no explanation whatsoever for his subsequent, 

murderous motives. In the absence of even a plausible reason for his desire to kill Euphemia 

Lorimer, it becomes evident that Clithero has descended into irresolute and murderous madness, 

and that there can be no sentence against him except incarceration and then death—the very 

pronouncements of God against Satan (Rev. 20:3-10). 

     The fact that Clithero escapes his confinement at the close of the novel suggests the period of 

time during which Satan is temporarily loosed from the abyss to once again wreak havoc prior to 

final execution (Rev. 20:3-10). Clithero is first discovered digging a pit into which he seeks to 

bury evidence of his crimes; Satan has dug his own pit by his murderous desires, yet Scripture 

declares that no sin will remain uncovered (Lk. 12:2, Mt. 10:26); there can be no salvation for 

Clithero or the Devil, as they both remain genuinely unrepentant, demonstrating merely changes 

in plans, and not in hearts. Had Clithero been sincerely repentant, he would not have sought by 

tale’s end to murder Euphemia. Scripture records that Satan is the father of lies (Jn. 8:44), thus 

readers should regard Clithero’s “confession” of guilt to Huntly as suspect, and his revealed 

motives as being fraudulent. The object which Clithero seeks to bury is a manuscript written by 

his former benefactress, suggestive of the Devil’s desire to do away with the Scriptures of the 

true God, his former benefactor.       

     The supposed remorse which Huntly witnesses on the part of Clithero at the digging incident 

is better understood as mimesis of scriptural accounts which associate the satanic with weeping 

and gnashing of teeth (Mt. 8:12, 13:42, 13:50, 22:13, 24:51, 25:30, and Lk. 13:28). Huntly 

offers: “A figure, robust and strange, and half naked, to be thus employed, at this hour and place, 
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was calculated to rouse up my whole soul. His occupation was mysterious and obscure. Was it a 

grave that he was digging? Was his purpose to explore or hide?” (Brown 10) Clithero is 

described as being half-naked, suggesting that he is not robed in glory or righteousness (Job 

29:14, Isa. 61:10), and he is intentionally reminiscent of the partially-clothed Adam and Eve 

after their fall from grace and expulsion from the Garden of Eden (Gen. 3:7). He is given to be 

robust, alluding to the might and uniqueness of Lucifer; his presence and appearance are given to 

have been designed to rouse up Huntly’s soul, just as Scripture attests that the Devil can 

determine to transform himself for the purpose of ensnaring unwitting souls (2 Cor. 11:14-15).   

      Of Clithero’s seemingly genuine lamentations, Huntly notes: 

     He cast aside his spade and sat down in the pit that he had dug. He seemed wrapped in 

meditation; but the pause was short, and succeeded by sobs, at first low and at wide 

intervals, but presently louder and more vehement. Sorely charged was indeed that heart 

whence flowed these tokens of sorrow. Never did I witness a scene of such mighty 

anguish, such heart-bursting grief. What should I think? I was suspended in astonishment. 

Every sentiment, at length, yielded to my sympathy […] I left the spot where I stood, and 

advanced within the verge of the shade. My caution had forsaken me, and instead of one 

whom it was duty to persecute, I beheld, in this man, nothing but an object of 

compassion.” (Brown 10-11, emphases mine)   

 

     There are clues for the reader strewn throughout this brief description of events; the use of the 

words “seemed,” “but,” and “tokens” suggest insincerity of grief and repentance on the part of 

Clithero, especially as the heart from which they flow merely give the appearance of sorrow (just 

as Werther thought himself “the man of sorrows”). These sobs increase in loudness and intensity, 

suggesting the Pharisees of Jesus' day, whom he accused of hypocritically broadening the borders 

on their garments so as to draw attention to their supposed holiness (Mt. 23:5). Huntly walks in 

the verge of the shade, suggesting the valley of the shadow of death skirted by those who choose 

to belong to God's flock (Psalm 23).  
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     In his folly, he chooses to engage the murderous fiend, thus Huntly foregoes acting with 

prudence, a practice frowned upon by Scripture. Instead of adhering to his “duty to persecute,” 

he instead develops a sympathy for the Devil; because man can be weak in holding evildoers 

accountable, God must rule with a rod of iron (Rev. 2:27). Human chains cannot bind the villain 

by the tale's end, therefore it is left to divine judgment to fetter him justly.340 

     For the purposes of this essay, what is essential to address is that Clithero Edny serves as the 

Lucifer-figure of the tale, and, importantly, Brockden Brown serves as the bridge, 

chronologically and culturally, between Goethe and Poe.  Same as with Goethe's epistolary novel 

Werther, there are, quite literally, biblical allusions on every single page of the text, but as 

Brown's writing sorely lacks the masterful sophistication of his predecessor (and his successor), 

the examination herein of the intermediate author simply will cull a few of the more pertinent 

excerpts from the novel, and then pair them with the relevant biblical passages or explanations:  

• “They have put the seal to my perdition” (Brown 35): “But the heavens and the earth, 

which are now, by the same word are kept in store, reserved unto fire against the day of 

judgment and perdition of ungodly men” (2 Pet. 3:7).341 The ungodly man of Satan 

specifically is called “the son of perdition” (Jn. 17:12, 2 Thess. 2:3). 

• “My misery has been greater than has fallen to the lot of mortals” (Brown 35): Here, the 

Lucifer-figure in some way distinguishes himself from mere mortals, suggesting Satan's 

former elevated state as an anointed cherub and his consequential, pronounced 

debasement as given in Ezekiel 28. 

• “Gladly would I bury in oblivion the transactions of my life” (Brown 35): The sinfulness 

of Israel shall result in the cry of the wicked, wherein “they shall say to the mountains, 
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Cover us; and to the hills, Fall on us” (Hos. 10:8).   

• “The demon that controlled me at first is still in the fruition of power” (Brown 35): The 

use of the word “still” indicates that the Lucifer-figure remains unrepentant, and, same as 

in the Poe tales to be examined, the Lucifer-figure projects blame for his misdeeds, in 

order to Self-justify, excuse, or rationalize his own bad behavior; by blaming his own 

conduct on a demonic force, he is never compelled to admit a need for repentance. This 

sort of psychological denial is a form of spiritual-vindicating Self-righteousness, which is 

no righteousness at all.  

• “I was born in the county of Armagh” (Brown 35):  Armagh was an important pagan, 

Celtic ritual site, and is the site where the patron saint of Ireland, St. Patrick (Padrig) 

founded his conversion ministry; in Ireland, it is considered the heart of the Roman 

Catholic Church (RCC), where the seat of religious authority officiates, the Archbishop 

of Armagh.  This is a slam at the Irish on Brockden Brown's part (or a play on popular 

sentiments of his day), a frequent convention of British and early American narratives, 

because it takes aim especially at Roman Catholics, often despised by Americans of 

Protestant persuasion and English ancestry. (There is even a small 2009 anthology of 

tales by Eddie Lenihan called The Devil is an Irishman.) The specific birthplace of 

Armagh is supposed to tip off Protestant readers of Brockden Brown's day that this 

person is a native of the allegedly wickedest place in all of Christendom, where Irish 

Catholicism is the most potent. Moreover, St. Patrick was said to have decreed that only 

those educated in the church at Armagh could spread the Gospel; this could have two 

meanings in the text.  First, it could be meant to signify that Edny merits no approval as a 



428 

positive representative of Christianity.  More likely, though, it is symbolic of the satanic 

perversion of Scripture, since Brockden Brown, having been raised a Quaker, would not 

think the RCC is the arbiter of Christian propriety or doctrinal authority. Edny also states 

that his parents were able to provide him only with “rudiments of knowledge,” meaning 

he had not even attained respectability within the disdained religion itself, thus he 

represents the lowest of the low (Brown 36).  Scripture attests that it is God in whom are 

to be found “all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge” (1 Col. 2:3). As the satanic is 

associated with the imitative, the inverse, and the inferior, the reference to rudiments or 

dregs infers the satanic nature of the character, one without access to the righteous 

knowledge of and from God. 

• “I know the retribution that is appointed for guilt like mine. […] Why should I 

procrastinate my doom and strive to render my burden more light?” (Brown 35): “Woe to 

the inhabiters of the earth and of the sea! for the devil is come down unto you, having 

great wrath, because he knoweth that he hath but a short time” (Rev. 12:12). The 

retribution appointed to him is the seal of perdition, of being cast into the Lake of Fire 

(Rev. 20:10). 

     (Bear in mind that each of the above-cited half-dozen examples have been culled from a 

single page worth of text from the novel. There are hundreds of biblical allusions in Brockden 

Brown's novels, just as there are in Goethe's freshman novel.) 

• “She had an only son of my age. Her design, in relation to me, was that I should be 

educated with her child, and that an affection, in this way, might be excited in me towards 

my young master, which might render me, when we should attain to manhood, one of his 
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most faithful and intelligent dependents. I enjoyed, equally with him, all the essential 

benefits of education. There were certain accomplishments, from which I was excluded, 

from the belief that they were unsuitable to my rank and station […]  In proportion as my 

views were refined and enlarged by history and science, I was likely to contract a thirst of 

independence, and an impatience of subjugation and poverty” (Brown 37): Of all of 

YHVH’s creation, Lucifer was greatest, being subservient only to God, and responsible 

for serving the Son and protecting the heavenly throne (the Mercy Seat).  

     Brown’s story plays on inversions, as Euphemia Lorimer is a heavenly mother meant 

to be the Heavenly Father, and her only “be-gotten” (adoptive) son is not the perfect 

Jesus, but an apostate Edny; in this inversion, Lucifer paints himself out to be the good 

and responsible son, supplanting the rightful heir. Ezekiel 28 and Isaiah 14 reveal: that 

Lucifer was meant to be the most faithful servant to God; that Satan is the most 

intelligent of all God’s creation; that he enjoyed almost limitless rank and privilege in his 

heavenly station;  that he became ungrateful for his assignment; and that he sought to be 

independent of God, which is why he led the angels to rebel against God, in an attempt to 

usurp the throne he was meant to safeguard (Rev. 12:7-17).  

• “[She] proposed to me to become a member of her own family. No proposal could be 

more acceptable. I was fully acquainted with the character of this lady, and nothing to 

fear from injustice and caprice. I did not regard her with a filial familiarity, but my 

attachment and reverence would have done honour to that relation. I performed for her 

the functions of a steward. Her estates in the city were put under my direction. She placed 

boundless confidence in my discretion and integrity, and consigned to me the payment, 
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and, in some degree, the selection and government, of her servants. My station was a 

servile one, yet most of the evils of servitude were unknown to me. My personal ease and 

independence were less infringed than that of those who are accounted the freest 

members of society. I developed a sort of authority and dignity from the receipt and 

disbursement of money. The tenants and debtors of the lady were, in some respects, mine. 

My servants were my inferiors and menials. My leisure was considerable, and my 

emoluments large enough to supply me with every valuable instrument of improvement 

or pleasure. These were the reasons why I should be contented with my lot.  

     These circumstances alone would have rendered it more eligible than any other, but it 

had additional and far more powerful recommendations, arising from the character of 

Mrs. Lorimer, and from the relation in which she allowed me to stand to her. How shall I 

enter upon this theme? How shall I expatiate upon excellencies which it was my fate to 

view in their genuine colours, to adore with an immeasurable and inextinguishable 

ardour, and which, nevertheless, it was my hateful task to blast and destroy?342 Yet I will 

not be spared. I shall find, in the rehearsal, new incitement to sorrow. I deserve to be 

supreme in misery, and will not be denied the full measure of a bitter retribution” (Brown 

39-40): Lucifer was second only to God in all of His creation, and was “a son of God,” 

the traditional designation for the members of the angelic host or other heavenly creatures 

in fellowship with God (Gen. 6:2-4, Job 1:6, 2:1, 38:7, and Psa. 89:6).343  

     The qualities ascribed to Euphemia are correlative to those of YHVH, whose steward 

Lucifer was intended to be. The angelic host is placed under Lucifer’s direction, God 

trusted him, and he had no want of anything when in his heavenly station; Lucifer 



431 

betrayed God’s trust, led a rebellion to replace Him, and deserves his eternal punishment, 

in having forsaken his great and selfless benefactor (Ezekiel 28 and Isaiah 14). 344  (In 

Dante’s “Inferno,” the greatest damnation is reserved for individuals having betrayed 

their benefactors, the ultimate insult to injury; Judas Iscariot (who betrayed Jesus), along 

with Brutus and Cassius (who betrayed Julius Caesar) are forced to spend eternity being 

tortuously devoured by Satan.) 

• “My doom was ratified by powers which no human energies can counterwork” (Brown 

79): The sentence of death against Satan has been pronounced by the supreme authority, 

God Himself, thus no mortal efforts can undo that seal of perdition (2 Thess. 2:3-4, 2 Pet. 

3:7). 

• “It was the demon that possessed me […] Were my hands imbued in this precious blood? 

Was it to this extremity of horror that my evil genius was determined to urge me? Too 

surely was this his purpose; too surely I was qualified to be his minister” (Brown 79): 

Here again, the Lucifer-figure projects blame so as to deny Self-culpability which leads 

to the repentance which can result in forgiveness of sins, the very same pattern of an 

intangible demonic force seen as an element of Poe's tales, most ostensibly “Cat,” “Imp,” 

and “Usher”. This projection of a spirit of perversity imitates the notion of demon 

possession, in which a veritable and foreign entity lays hold of one's interior, but the 

counterfeit does not excuse his actions (or those of Poe's murderous narrators), being 

contra-biblical, as (importantly) Scripture attests: “Wickedness proceedeth from the 

wicked” (1 Sam. 24:13). See also Mt. 12:35, Mt. 15:19-20, Mk. 7:21-22, and Lk. 6:45. 

• “Every new moment added to the sum of my inexpiable guilt. Murder was succeeded, in 
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an instant, by the more detestable enormity of suicide” (Brown 81): Satan's guilt is 

inexpiable, as he is condemned to eternal, infernal damnation (2 Th 2:3). As Satan is an 

unreliable narrator (given his propensity for error and duplicity, in being both foolish and 

a liar), the reader should not be misled into ranking into any hierarchy the sanctity of life, 

as murder and suicide (murder of the self) are equitably verboten per Scripture.345 (To 

rank the worth of any person's life is to play at being God, as did the Nazis.) Same as will 

be seen in “Cat” (in which a marriage “unifies” flesh) and as in “Usher” (wherein twins 

share a genesis and bond), the message should be gleaned that murder is associated with 

suicide, in that one severs his or her own humanity when disregarding that of any other 

person, and that severance from one's fellow man results in a severance also from God. 

Edny quite literally seeks to sever himself from the brotherhood of man, as he utilizes a 

dagger in his attempt to murder his former benefactress, an act for which Brockden 

Brown writes: “He that could mediate a deed like this was no longer man” (Brown 265). 

• “The wilderness and the cave to which you followed me, were familiar to my Sunday 

rambles […] This scene is adapted to my temper. […] The conduct that you have 

witnessed was that of a murderer” (Brown 85): Satan tempts Jesus in the wilderness, and 

that Edny repeatedly forays into the wilderness on Sundays (the traditional Christian 

sabbath day) indicates both his apostate and unrepentant nature.346 That he spends his 

sabbaths profaning them by communing with Nature instead of Nature's God suggests the 

pantheistic worship of the natural world on the part of European Romantics (what  Viktor 

Schenk refers to as “Nature mysticism”); that he rambles (wanders directionless) suggests 

the vagrancy imposed by God onto the first murderer, Cain (Gen. 4:12); that his temper 
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corresponds to the wild landscape is meant to suggest his affinity with the chaos, 

confusion, and lawless associated with Satan (and aspects celebrated by German 

Romantics); and that he frequents a cave implies both his association with darkness and 

ignorance, as well as hints at the Scriptures which relate that evil doers will seek to hide 

themselves in caves, in fear of judgment by God (Isa. 2:12-19).347 

• “Passing from one to the other of these, my attention lighted, at length, as if by some 

magical transition, on—a human countenance!” (Brown 99): The practice of magic 

(witchcraft) is forbidden in Scripture (Exod. 22:18, 2 Chr. 33:6, Gal. 5:19-21), and the 

word “transition” is meant to suggest the ministers of Satan and Satan himself, given in 

Scripture to be able to transform themselves in their appearances to seem goodly (2 Cor. 

11:14-15). 

• “During his residence with Inglefield, many specimens of mechanical ingenuity were 

given by his servant. This was the workmanship of his own hands” (Brown 110): Lucifer 

is given to be the most intelligent and “subtil” of all God's creations (Gen. 3:1), and 

Lucifer-figures, in some tales, attempt to counterfeit the Creator's abilities; however 

ingenious their mechanical (lifeless) devices might be, they are nonetheless inferior to 

God's organic creation, which is the glory of God (Psa. 19:1), and He will not suffer 

another to share His glory (Isa. 42:8, 48:11). 

• Sarsefield, speaking of Edny, says: “Unparalleled, unheard of, thankless miscreant! Has 

he told his execrable falsehoods here? […] The truth! Truth would prove him to be 

unnatural, devilish […] His deeds were monstrous and infernal. His motives were sordid 

and flatigious” (Brown 252)348 : That his misdeeds are unparalleled alludes the 
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unparalleled hubris of Lucifer as given in Isaiah 14 and Ezekiel 28. That Edny speaks 

“execrable falsehoods” (a nice way of saying “damned lies,” as Mark Twain would 

phrase it) alludes to Satan being a liar (Jn. 8:44), and Edny is outright associated with the 

Devil, an association underscored by the words “monstrous” and “infernal,” both of 

which point to Dante's description of Hell in the record of his spiritual journey, The 

Divine Comedy. 

• “He has immured himself in the desert. He has abjured the intercourse of mankind” 

(Brown 253): As is seen with Lucifer-figures, they remove themselves from human 

communion, just as with Roderick's Self-chosen isolation (physically and socially) in 

“Usher,” or in the narrator's drunken indulgences in “Cat” (wherein he should be home 

nights with his faithful, patient, and longsuffering wife). The desert, in Scripture, is a 

place of punishment for iniquity, as the ancient Israelites of the Mass Exodus (save 

Joshua and Caleb) were compelled to remain in the desert as a result of their 

rebelliousness against God when commanded to enter and possess Canaan (Num. 14:30-

38, 26:65). That Edny abjures fellowship with other human beings is another way to 

allude to Satan being set apart from mankind, in that he is supernatural, as well as 

demonstrates that, in isolation, he is not in a position to fulfill the second greatest 

commandment involving love of his neighbor. 

• “The chasm which severed us I knew to be impassable” (Brown 260): The deep divide 

which separates the righteous from the ungodly (Huntly from Edny) alludes to the great 

gulf which separates the sinful rich man from “Abraham afar off, and Lazarus in his 

bosom” in one of the parables of Jesus (Lk. 16:19-26).  
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• “There was somewhat in his narrative that was obscure and contradictory” (Brown 267): 

Jesus says that Satan is a liar (Jn. 8:44), and the ungodly are associated with babel, which 

is to say, confusion (Gen. 11:7, 1 Cor. 14:33).  

• Huntly, in sincere compassion, informs Edny that Euphemia is still alive, which prompts 

the surprised and enraged Edny to declare vehemently to him: “'Tis well! Rash and 

infatuated youth, thou hast ratified, beyond appeal or forgiveness, thy own doom. Thou 

hast once more let loose my steps, and sent me on a fearful journey […] I will fly to the 

spot which thou describe. I will ascertain thy falsehood with my own eyes. If she be 

alive, then am I reserved for the performance of a new crime. My evil destiny will have it 

so. If she be dead, I shall make thee expiate'” (Brown 276). In short, Edny swears an oath 

that he will murder Euphemia if Huntly is honest in his claim, and that he will murder 

Huntly if he has falsified it; Edny is unrepentant in his desire to murder innocents, but, 

typical of Lucifer-figures, he projects blame for his misdeeds onto innocent others (he 

even refers to it as his “evil destiny”), faulting Huntly for directing the deadly steps he 

pursues (disallowing repentance on Edny's part and therefore ensuring his damnation). 

That Edny sincerely believes that he is capable of making a determination of death which 

cannot be undone signifies that he is still playing at being God, as God alone has the 

power and the authority to pronounce the dread sentence of death which cannot be 

rescinded. Once again, Edny's sincerity of feeling does not amount to reality, for his plans 

are thwarted by Huntly's expeditious dispatch to Sarsefield; the European Romantics 

obsessive insistence that authenticity of feeling is the basis for truth once again is 

debunked by Brockden Brown.   
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• Sarsefield's final letter to Huntly relates that Edny's “strong but perverted reason 

exclaimed loudly against the injustice of his treatment. It was easy for him to out-reason 

his antagonist, and nothing but force could subdue his opposition,” and he refers to Edny 

as “the lunatic” and “the fugitive,” concluding with the farewell desire of “May this be 

the last arrow in the quiver of adversity!” (Brown 280).  The strength of his reason 

suggests the great intellect of Lucifer, and his exclaiming loudly alludes to the biblical 

verse which informs that the Devil rages because he knows his time is short, and his 

reason is given to be “perverted,” implying grotesquery (Rev. 12:12). References to Edny 

as a lunatic and fugitive suggests the madness which characterizes the Lucifer-figure, and 

the vagrancy of exile imposed by God on the murderer Cain, who becomes “a vagabond 

and a fugitive” (Gen. 4:14). The remark pertaining to the arrow surely is a nod to 

Hamlet's famous soliloquy, in which there are “slings and arrows” of outrageous fortune, 

accompanied by a sea of troubles. (And, yes, the troublesome Edny dives into the sea.) 

          From even this cursory examination of Brockden Brown's novel, several elements to be 

featured in Poe's work are evident, although, to his credit, Poe tightens and compacts his 

narratives, making them cleaner and more potent: Unlike Brockden Brown, Poe is able to 

heighten the unfolding drama without relying on an elaborate and unlikely conflation of 

conditions and circumstances to achieve his desired effectiveness. In Brockden Brown's work, 

the archetype of the Lucifer-figure features prominently, signified by the author's heavy, 

heavy reliance on Scripture to denote the man's satanic identity, alluding to many of the same 

biblical verses later employed by Poe in depicting his Lucifer-figures (and previously by 

Goethe in depicting Werther).  
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         These verses suggest: (1) madness; (2) immense pride; (3) great intelligence or cunning; 

(4) a former esteemed estate lost as a result of one's own doings; (5) a murderous and 

unrepentant bent; (6) projection of blame; (7) habitual lying; (8) vagrancy, exile, or some type 

of willful disassociation with or being set apart from one's fellow men; (9) subterranean 

environments and infernal accouterments; (10) supreme egocentrism; (11) a profanation of 

the sacred; and (12) magical transformation. These are the “tells” of a Lucifer-figure. 

       In Poe's hands, as in Goethe's, the treatment is more masterful because their plots are less 

contrived and far more plausible, but credit must be afforded to Brockden Brown for his 

ability to greatly extend the analogy by sustaining it for the duration of his novel. Brockden 

Brown's direct influence on Poe is more immediate and immeasurable because his works were 

readily available to Poe, and given Brockden Brown's considerable popularity in their shared 

native country, to say nothing of Brockden Brown's work being much closer to Poe's own 

lifetime, chronologically speaking. Brockden Brown is an important bridging author between 

Goethe and Poe, even if his works remain largely unknown to readers outside critical 

exploration of the period during which he wrote them. Elemental to this study is his role in 

establishing the archetype of the Lucifer-figure as being part of a literary tradition in which 

Poe was working, and that being one of moral literature. Brockden Brown was a self-

described moralist, an appellation he openly declared; how can Poe not be considered a 

moralist, when he relies so heavily on or mirrors so closely his most proximate predecessor? 
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2.4     Nathaniel Hawthorne: Yes, All Those Who Wander Are  Lost349 

 

 “I will not serve that in which I no longer believe, whether it call itself my home, my fatherland, 

or my church: and I will try to express myself in some mode of life or art as freely as I can and as 

wholly as I can, using for my defence the only arms I allow myself to use—silence, exile, and 

cunning […] Welcome, O life!  I go to encounter for the millionth time the reality of experience 

and to forge in the smithy of my soul the uncreated conscience of my race.”350 

 

     Nathaniel Hawthorne employed Scripture in two ways: (1) by depicting characters who acted 

in a manner utterly contrary to its mandates, and; (2) by depicting characters who typified 

biblical figures and tenets. In the first mode, he relied on the historical accounts of his New 

England heritage (religious, political, and ancestral), and in the second regard, he drew on 

scriptural conventions which he disguised in a contemporary milieu. Examples of both styles 

follow, in order to demonstrate the mastery of subtle or gentle didacticism the author developed 

in crafting his tales; both examples will utilize New Criticism's methodology, and thereby 

vindicate the necessity of an approach involving close reading, in order to tease out the moral 

element which is no less present in Poe's tales, even if it is less readily recognizable in them. 

   Hawthorne’s fictions serve up subtle commentary on the disparities between Puritan ideals and 

Puritan actualities. True enough, much has been written about the conflicting emotions of esteem 

and shame he experienced upon learning of the roles of his ancestors in the earliest colonial 

period (he was proud of their leadership roles, and mortified to learn that it involved their having 

set fire to Native American encampments in which women and children were among the 

intended victims). Nowhere is this conflicted sense of his familial history intertwining with that 

of the national one better witnessed than in his tales which revolve around the Puritan settlers: 

“He was a moralist who did not parade his moral, but who used it as the sustaining skeleton of 

his narrative” (B. Matthews).  
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     In a handful of brief tales, Hawthorne illustrates the duplicity of the Puritans by contrasting 

their words and deeds to the tenets of their professed faith; for the purposes of this essay, focus 

will be concentrated on two of his short fictions which feature narrative accounts of the historical 

colonial Governor John Endicott—“The May Pole of Merry Mount” and “Endicott and the Red 

Cross”. Although other famous literary critics of Hawthorne’s work all agree on the importance 

of the Puritan tradition in his tales, they nonetheless disagree about his motives for employing it; 

this essay seeks to demonstrate that Hawthorne fully intended for his treatment of historical 

Puritanism to be critical of that tradition, achieved, in part, by selecting famed leading civic and 

religious figures to serve as the  representatives of Puritan communities and the aberrations of 

their professed faith. Importantly for the purposes of this essay, Endicott serves as a villain in 

both tales, thus scrutiny of how Hawthorne renders this figure will help to sharpen the definition 

of the archetype of the Lucifer-figure. 

     Herman Melville was an ardent admirer of his colleague’s work, and in heaping great praise 

on him, he astutely observed in his essay “Hawthorne and His Mosses”351(referring to the title of 

Hawthorne’s 1846 anthology of tales, Mosses from an Old Manse): “Certain it is, however, that 

this great power of blackness in him derives its force from its appeals to that Calvinistic sense of 

Innate Depravity and Original Sin, from whose visitations, in some shape or other, no deeply 

thinking man is always and wholly free” (Bass).352 There is no dispute among scholars of today 

and men of letters from the author’s time in recognizing the significance of the Puritan tradition 

woven throughout Hawthorne’s body of work, albeit there is some disagreement as to the 

function of its informative inclusion; what should not be disputed, however, is that he employed 

in these tales a narrative style which eschewed the overt didacticism of his puritanical 
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progenitors: 

      [Instead] of directly addressing his 19th century readers, which might have resulted in 

misconceptions and disapproval of his works, he disguised his moral lessons as Puritan 

stories. By showing the hypocrisy, ambiguity, and falseness within this 17th century and 18th 

century society, he was able to subtly point at general flaws in human nature and thinking, 

aiming at the readers’ (re-)evaluation of their own convictions and behavior patterns. 

(Boonyaprasop 39) 353 

 

     Arguably, if these moral lessons were intended to inform his readership, they doubtless apply 

as criticism of the historical Puritans who inform his tales. Hawthorne did not limit his 

examination of flaws in the Puritan movement to merely the clergy, since he renders a similar 

observation of the civil leaders as well, most notably in the characterization of the historical 

Puritan governor, Endicott, who acts as the chief agent of the plots in the two tales to be 

scrutinized. Hawthorne achieves his exposure of the duplicity in Puritan society by means of 

depicting the extremity of its slavish devotion to an unwavering misinterpretation and woefully 

misrepresentative declaration of Judeo-Christian scriptures. At least one contemporary critic 

contends the author was on the fence: “Hawthorne wrestled with Calvinist conundrums: Can evil 

contain good?  […] May not the soul be saved through what appears to be sin; not through 

repentance, but through consistent adherence to sin? And, conversely, may not consistent 

devotion to an ideal that appears to be noble bring us, in the end, to evil?” (Cole 43-44) 

Scripture, of course, provides the answers to these queries quite clearly: 

• “[What] fellowship hath righteousness with unrighteousness? and what communion hath  

 

light with darkness?” (2 Cor. 6:14) 

 

• “What then? shall we sin, because we are not under the law, but under grace? God  

 

forbid.” (Rom. 6:15) 

 

• “I tell you, Nay: but, except ye repent, ye shall all likewise perish.” (Lk. 13:3) 
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• “Woe unto them that call evil good, and good evil; that put darkness for light, and light  

for darkness; that put bitter for sweet, and sweet for bitter!” (Isa. 5:20) 

 

• “Doth a fountain send forth at the same place sweet water and bitter?” (Jas. 3:11) 

 

     Given Hawthorne’s demonstrable familiarity with Scripture, it is impossible that these verses 

were unknown to him, therefore either the literary critic is unfamiliar with Scripture himself, or 

he has seriously misgauged Hawthorne’s familiarity with it. (In short, these were not 

conundrums for Hawthorne, nor were they for his readership of a shared Puritan heritage, all of 

whom also would have been steeped in the aftermath of the so-called evangelical spiritualism of 

the American religious “Great Awakening” of the 1730s-1740s.) Hawthorne was abundantly 

aware of what Scripture definitively declares on these considerations, and his biblical knowledge 

underscores his intent to lambaste Puritan society by holding a mirror to it. (All direct quotes of 

Hawthorne’s three tales, unless otherwise noted, are gleaned from The Hawthorne Treasury 

(Modern Library, 1999). 

     In his 1836 tale “The May Pole of Merry Mount,” Hawthorne renders an account of an 

historical event “which skillfully mediates between the Puritans and the revelers, calling into 

question the values of both groups” (McQuade 136).  In the story, a type of uneasy rivalry exists 

between a Puritan community and a neighboring community whose inhabitants are given 

primarily to a life of merriment.354  The rivalry resulted from an escalated tension between the 

two contrarian camps, although Hawthorne  writes so that it appears that the reveling colonists 

did their best to pacify their forest counterparts: “In their quieted times, they sang ballads and 

told tales, for the edification of their pious visitors” (Hawthorne 126).  The Puritans, however, 

could not be mollified with peaceful coexistence, and took it upon themselves to raze the 
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neighboring colony, and to corporeally punish, incarcerate, or kill its inhabitants in a fit of 

zealous, self-righteous indignation; Hawthorne makes clear, though, that self-righteousness is no 

righteousness, just as surely as self-recommendation is no recommendation. (In this vein, 

Montresor's closing remark in “Cask,” a Self-serving variant on the Roman Catholic phrase of 

forgiveness by a cleric, suggests that Self-avowed absolution is no absolution.) 

     In the story, whilst the merry-makers are in the midst of some festivity, Governor Endicott 

and a host of Puritans launch a surprise attack on the revelers, who have been caught defenseless 

while still in costume.355  Their reaction to the appearance of Endicott, “the severest Puritan of 

all,” is one of abject terror (Hawthorne 130). Endicott commands the full measure of attention 

from the colonists: “The leader of the hostile party stood in the centre of the circle, while the 

route of monsters cowered around him, like evil spirits in the presence of a dread magician” 

(Hawthorne 127). The captive colonists recoil in fear, as if in recognition of Endicott 

representing a far greater evil than the gleeful lifestyle of religious abandonment they adopted. It 

is customary for Satanic worshipers to form a circle and then have the high priest of their cult 

stand in the center while performing their black arts and unholy works.  This central, circular 

positioning of the Puritan figurehead is most likely intended to be a subtle inference to Endicott’s 

questionable character and the true unholy nature of the Puritans’ actions herein. 

      (There is a sexual pun in the name of the colony, and the Puritans oft have been criticized for 

the extremity of their sexual repressions, thus the attack to extinguish the flames of ardor in the 

neighboring camp might also bespeak of this aspect of Puritan society.) 

     Endicott himself proceeds to cut down the May Pole, and orders his fellow Puritans to “bind 

the heathen crew, and bestow on them a small matter of stripes apiece, as earnest of our future 
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justice.  Set some of the rogues in stocks...Further penalties, such as branding and cropping of 

ears, shall be thought of hereafter” (Hawthorne 128).  The punishment he determines for one of 

the costumed revelers is much harsher, as Endicott commands the others: “Shoot him through the 

head!...I suspect witchcraft in the beast” (Hawthorne 128). Endicott has judged all present to be 

guilty of offending his religious sensibilities, and he metes out punishment without affording his 

victims a trial—even issuing a death sentence in stark violation of both divine and civil standards 

of justice. Scripture attests that the punishment of death is reserved for idolatrous worshippers, 

not harmless costumed revelers, and that no execution is permitted unless the allegations against 

an accused person can be substantiated by a minimum of two to three witnesses (see, e.g., Deut. 

17:6, 2 Cor. 13:1, and Mt. 18:6);  Endicott merely suspects the costume-clad colonist of 

practicing witchcraft, yet commands his murder. Endicott orders corporeal punishment as being 

indicative of “future justice,” but justice is always retributive, which is to say, it relies on the 

making of amends of legally-established past offenses, or in the prescription of parameters which 

afford equal protection and rights under the law. 

     Moreover, even the ancient Israelites had no rightful, self-entitled claims of jurisdiction in 

territory not under their official governance. Scripture instructed them to mete out prescriptive 

remedies and to enforce regulations in equal measure to both natives and strangers alike within 

the bounds of their established domain, but it never afforded them license to execute judgment in 

neighboring kingdoms according to Israelite standards of custom or jurisprudence. Endicott, 

therefore, by invading the neighboring jurisdiction, has overstepped the bounds of any claims to 

authority he alleges as based on biblical precedence. These actions, wherein the Puritans leave 

their neighbors “captive and abased, their home desolate,” are in direct contradiction to 
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numerous biblical passages which dictate the actions and characteristics most befitting the 

biblically-prescribed lifestyle (Hawthorne 129). The revelers at Merrymount had made no 

attempt to invade the Puritan camp, and even had been gracious hosts to its inhabitants, only to 

have their civility is recompensed with villainy; a hallmark of evildoers is that they refuse to 

acknowledge or honor boundaries, as seen in the actions of the Puritans. 

     In treating their neighbors so harshly, the Puritans are violating the greatest of 

commandments, of which Jesus specified as being: “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all 

thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind.  This is the first and great commandment.  

And the second is like unto it, Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself.  On these two 

commandments hang all the law and prophets”(Mt. 23:37-40). The violation of the second 

commandment given is fairly evident. As to the violation of the first, Jesus Christ informs “If ye 

love me, keep my commandments” (Jn. 14:15). Arguably, the Puritans have violated a small 

number of the Decalogue commandments (they have violated the dictums involving murder and 

covetousness), and therefore have not kept the first and greatest of them; as all the Law and 

Prophets hang on these two, the Puritans are guilty in offending the whole of biblical tenets.356 

     In the slaying of the bear-costumed colonist, the Puritans are guilty of violating one of the ten 

commandments given to Moses by God: “Thou shalt not commit murder” (Exod. 20:13).  In 

their razing the neighboring colony and administering corporeal punishment on its once mirthful 

residents, the Puritans are either forgetting or choosing to ignore a fundamental Christian 

precept, the most basic of which attests: “As ye would that men should do to you, do ye also to 

them likewise”(Lk. 6:31). They are guilty of exhibiting conduct unbecoming and undesirable for 

true Christians, as they are “full of cursing and bitterness: Their feet are swift to shed blood: 
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Destruction and misery are their ways: And in the way of peace, they have not known” (Rom. 

3:14-17).  Their actions are in full opposition to the benevolent behaviors Jesus extols in the 

Beatitudes, wherein he relates: “Blessed are the merciful: for they shall obtain mercy […] 

Blessed are the peacemakers: for they shall be called the children of God” (Mt. 5:7-9).   

     According to the precepts of Christianity, the Puritans should not have troubled their forest 

companions, and should have demonstrated a greater amount of restraint in their treatment of the 

subdued and captive community.  The severity of their actions do not reflect Christ’s advisory 

supplication of:  “Be ye therefore merciful, as your Father is also merciful.  Judge not, and ye 

shall not be judged: condemn not, and ye shall not be condemned: forgive, and ye shall be 

forgiven […] For with the same measure that ye mete withal, it shall be measured unto you 

again” (Lk. 6:36-38). Endicott and the Puritans under his command seem to have either forgotten 

or have willfully disregarded entirely the recompense their savage actions eventually will 

engender. 

     Endicott issues a warning that the New England soil is rightfully Puritan soil, and he spouts 

an ominous threat: “Woe unto them that defile it!” (Hawthorne 127) He apparently neglects 

Jesus’ revelation to his disciples: “It is impossible that offenses will come: but woe unto him 

through whom they come!” (Lk. 17:1) Evidently, Endicott and the Puritan group fail to recognize 

the offenses they have committed, regardless of believing their motives to be righteous: Had the 

Puritans conducted themselves within the bounds of actual Christian doctrine, they would have 

refrained from performing such pitiless acts, content with the knowledge that “the base things of 

the world, and things which are despised, hath God chosen,” meaning that the Lord permits the 

existence of evil within close proximity in order to try men’s character in terms of how they elect 



446 

to respond to the presence of such (1 Cor. 1:28). 

      Of course, the most evident Christian verses which speak directly to how one should treat 

one’s neighbor are found in the parable of the Good Samaritan, wherein an utterly contrary 

religious and political individual is treated with extraordinary compassion by his adversary, 

action wholly commended by Jesus (Lk. 10:30-37). 

     As aptly noted by one literary assessment of Hawthorne’s work, “Puritan-Pilgrim culture was 

prone to superstition and intolerant of dissent, which […] was investigated and punished […] in 

Puritans terms, to justify the ways of God to men” (McQuade 122). The Puritans deemed their 

actions righteous, but Scripture questions such acts committed in the name of Christianity: 

     But if our unrighteousness commend the righteousness of God, what shall we say?...For if 

the truth of God hath more abounded through my lie unto his glory, why yet am I also judged 

a sinner?  And not rather (as we be slanderously reported, and as some affirm that we say), 

Let us do evil, that good may come? whose damnation is just.  What then? Are we better than 

they? No, in no wise; for we have all been proved...under sin; As it is written, There is none 

righteous, no, not one. (Rom. 3:5-10)   

 

     The evil deeds, therefore, which the Puritans commit in the name of their professed 

Christianity are not meritoriously vindicated, and do not warrant virtue on the Puritans part, but 

rather invite damnation instead. In their condemnation of and violence towards their neighboring 

colonists, the Puritans have effectively reduced themselves to sinners, as Christ had reasoned 

with would-be Christians: “For if ye love them which love you, what thank have ye? for sinners 

also love those that love them.  And if ye do good to them which do good to you, what reward 

have ye? for sinners also do even the same” (Lk. 6:32-33). In their inability to recognize the 

common behavior they exhibit in relation to those they have persecuted, the Puritans fail to 

realize their being equated with the very sinners who suffer under them and whom they hold in 

such great contempt. 
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     Endicott continues in his faulty reasoning when he informs the captives: “For such as violate 

our civil order, it may be permitted us to show mercy.  But woe to the wretch that troubleth our 

religion” (Hawthorne 128).  Endicott’s statement is a drastic reversal of the Christian position 

regarding justification by means of the law, as Scripture states: “Therefore by the deeds of the 

law there shall be no flesh justified in his [God’s] sight” (Rom. 3:20). 

     Considering this scripturally-given position, Endicott’s smug, self-righteous justification of 

the Puritans’ actions are in disagreement with proper Christian sentiment as concerns the Moral 

Law.  It is folly and conceit, therefore, on Endicott’s part to vindicate the Puritans’ deeds, for 

Scripture avers: “Where is boasting then? It is excluded.  By what law? of works? Nay: but by 

the law of faith.  Therefore we conclude that a man is justified by faith without the deeds of the 

law” (Rom. 3:27-28).  Therein, had the Puritans pursued a truly Christian existence, they would 

not have sought to justify within the parameters of their civil powers the moral infractions of 

others, as their faith in God and His promises should have been deemed justification enough.  

Not being content with divine justification, the Puritans resort to mortal means of enforcing their 

peculiar and misguided sense of justice; they are no less guilty of endeavoring to remove the 

mote from their neighbors’ eyes (obsession with minor infractions) without striving to remove 

first the beams from within their own (far greater) offenses. All injustices are grotesqueries of 

justice. 

     Endicott exhibits several of the traits associated with the Lucifer-figure, in that he is proud, 

self-righteous, hypocritical, murderous, and envious (covetous); he also refuses to recognize 

boundaries.  Under pretense of obeying the first and greatest commandment, he violates the 

second, thereby demonstrating a violation of both. Although Hawthorne suggests a satanic 
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association for Endicott (as a summoning sorcerer of black magic whose evil is so great that even 

demons cower in his presence), he does not make use of the traditional scriptural signifiers of 

Satan in depicting him (e.g., those culled from Genesis 3, Isaiah 14, and Ezekiel 28, the Gospels, 

and the Book of Revelation), therefore, biblical allusions aside, Endicott cannot be a Lucifer-

figure, and is merely a very bad Christian, possibly, at most, a type for a wicked Pharisee. 

     Further evidence of Puritan hypocrisy and erring judgment may be found in Hawthorne’s tale 

of 1837, “Endicott and the Red Cross”.  The tale begins with a thumbnail description of the 

Puritan community, which informs: 

     In close vicinity to the sacred edifice appeared that most important engine of Puritan 

authority, the whipping-post --with soil around it well-trodden by the feet of evil doers, who 

had there been disciplined.  At one corner of the meeting house was the pillory, and at the 

other the stocks...the head of an Episcopalian and suspected Catholic was grotesquely encased 

in the former machine; while a fellow-criminal was confined by the legs in the latter.  Side by 

side, on the meeting house steps, stood a male and a female figure.  The man...bearing on his 

breast this label--WANTON GOSPELLER--which had betokened that he had dared to give 

interpretations of Holy Writ unsanctioned by the infallible judgment of the civil and religious 

rulers...The woman wore a cleft stick on her tongue, in appropriate retribution for having 

wagged that unruly member against the elders of the church.” (Hawthorne 274) 

 

     The injustices committed in the above-mentioned paragraph do not reflect merely the 

infractions of the individuals being punished, but serve as a type of litany of the offenses 

committed by the Puritan authorities as well; Hawthorne uses the word “grotesquely” to suggest 

the perversion of justice.  By invoking such methods of reprimand, the civil and religious leaders 

are echoing trespasses of Christ’s admonition: “Woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! 

for ye pay tithe of mint and anise and cumin, and have omitted the weightier matters of the law, 

judgment, mercy, and faith: these ought ye to have done, and not to leave the other undone” (Mt. 

23:23). It is helpful to recollect that the Pharisees, much the same as the Puritans, were also 

zealously insistent on “pure” adherence to Scripture, and in electing to do so, were found guilty 
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by Christ of obeying the letter of the law, but not the spirit of it. 

     Also being publicly penalized is a young woman, “whose doom it was to wear the letter A on 

the breast of her gown” for having committed the sin of adultery (Hawthorne 275).  This 

condemnation of her sin counters the scriptural account of Jesus’ encounter with an adulterous 

woman, who was brought before him to be publicly stoned for her transgression.  Rather than 

condemn the faulted woman, Jesus instructed her accusers thusly: “He that is without sin among 

you, let him first cast a stone at her” (Jn. 8:7). Knowing that Scripture already has pronounced 

that there is not one righteous person on all the earth, the biblical penalty was abandoned as her 

persecutors withdrew in shame.  

     (The fact that only women were singled out for this offense, when to be caught in the act of 

adultery, by necessity, always involves two parties, demonstrates the patriarchal bias of both 

historical traditions. The Puritans, in their erring zeal, have countered the actions of their Savior 

by persisting in the persecution of this adulteress, and, like their sinful Israelite predecessors, do 

not apply equal measures of justice, since the male adulterer has not been held as culpable as the 

female counterpart.)  The Puritans ignore the mandate given by the prophet Micah: “He hath 

shewed thee, O man, what is good; and what doth the Lord require of thee, but to do justly, and 

to love mercy, and to walk humbly with thy God?” (Mic. 6:8) 

     Other Puritan colonists were recipients of much greater reproach, as to be found there 

 “among the crowd were several whose punishments would be lifelong; some, whose ears had 

been cropped...others, whose cheeks had been branded with the initials of their misdemeanors; 

one with his nostrils slit and seared; and another, with a halter about his neck, which he was 

forbidden ever to take off, or to conceal beneath his garments” (Hawthorne 275).357 The Puritan 
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leaders who took upon themselves to mete out such dire punishments evidently felt that they 

were warranted in committing such atrocities as a result of a type of moral superiority in relation 

to the severely chastised individuals: “From their viewpoint, strict laws and orthodox practices 

were proper godly vigilance, not brutality” (McQuade 123).  This smug sense of superiority is 

witnessed in the incident wherein Jesus encounters the publican and the Pharisee in the 

synagogue wherein the Pharisee prides himself on having achieved a sense of superior morality 

than the publican, an attitude which Jesus openly condemns (Lk. 18:10-14). 

     Endicott’s reaction to the offending missive delivered by Roger Williams, a church elder, is 

one of immediate hostility.  Endicott dismisses the advice of a fellow (and much-respected) 

Puritan leader regarding the contents of the missive, stating that his fellow civil officer is “a wise 

man--a wise man, and a meek and moderate...Nevertheless, I must do according to my own best 

judgment” (Hawthorne 276).  This brief statement would seem to contradict dual biblical 

passages, those of “Blessed are the meek,” and “He that trusteth in his own heart is a fool” (Mt. 

5:5, Prov. 28:26). Endicott elects to stir the Puritan crowd to wrath according to his own 

judgment, thereby proving he lacks the wisdom which he lauds in his peer. He knows that which 

is correct and appropriate, and “nevertheless” decides to do the contrary—a proud and defiant 

willfulness, in full rebellion of scriptural mandates; Endicott’s “nevertheless” is the equivalent of 

Werther’s “and yet,” signifying that they knew the differences between good and evil, but choose 

to do evil anyway. 

     In attempting to deliver his speech and raise the colonists to dissension, Endicott’s actions 

contrast the Christian exhortation: “Let every man be swift to hear, slow to speak, slow to wrath: 

For wrath of man worketh not the righteousness of God” (Jas. 1:19-20).  Endicott’s speech is 
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interrupted by one of the penalized colonists, whereupon Endicott reacts by shaking his sword 

“wrathfully at the culprit,” and threatening the man: “Break not in upon my speech, or I will lay 

thee neck and heels till this time tomorrow” (Hawthorne 271, 278).  In doing so, Endicott is 

ignoring God’s mandate: “Avenge not yourselves, but rather give place unto wrath: for it is 

written, Vengeance is mine; I will repay, saith the Lord” (Rom.12:19). He would also appear 

guilty of violating proverbial biblical advice, which instructs Christians: “Boast not thyself of 

tomorrow; for thou knowest not what a day may bring forth” (Prov. 27:1). 

     When Williams petitions Endicott to put off his speech and moderate his words, Endicott 

remonstrates Williams by claiming: “My spirit is wiser than thine for the business now at hand” 

(Hawthorne 278).  This type of boasting on Endicott’s part would seem to contradict scriptural 

instruction, which advises: “Be not wise in your own conceits” (Rom. 12:16). (It also advises 

“that no one of you be puffed up against the other” (1 Cor. 4:6).) Endicott persists in stirring up 

the colonists, inciting their passions by asking of them: “But think ye, Christian men, that these 

abominations [enumerated in the missive] may be suffered without a sword drawn? without a 

shot fired? without blood spilt, yea, on the very steps of the pulpit?”(Hawthorne 278)  By 

encouraging such means of violent opposition, Endicott’s words contradict model Christian 

behavior in the face of adversity, which Scripture addresses in the passage: “Even unto this 

present hour we both hunger, and thirst, and are naked, and are buffeted, and have no certain 

dwelling place; And labor, working with our own hands: being reviled, we bless; being 

persecuted, we suffer it”(1 Cor. 4:11-12).  The Puritans’ situation certainly can be argued to 

reflect such conditions as those listed, although they elect to respond with a call to arms instead 

of modeling themselves after the latter most advice of the passage. 
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     Endicott fosters this insurrection by seemingly vindicating their cause, in reasoning: “Here we 

stand on our own soil, which we have bought with our goods, which we have won with our 

swords, which we have cleared with our axes, which we have tilled with the sweat of our brows” 

(Hawthorne 278).  In claiming that all these things have been achieved by virtue of their own 

doings, Endicott’s speech runs directly counter to Scripture, which states: “For who maketh thee 

to differ from another? and what hast thou that thou did not receive? now if thou didst receive it, 

why dost thou as if thou hadst not received it?”(1 Cor. 4:7)  It is not, therefore, because of the 

virtues of the Puritans that they have won or enjoy these things, but because the Lord granted 

these things to them according to his own great mercy and bounty; this is especially ironic 

considering the Puritan’s self-identification with the ancient Israelites, to whom Scripture 

repeatedly asserts that the Promised Land was given to them by the grace of God, and not 

because they had earned it—an assertion repeated, no less, multiple times in every single book of 

the Pentateuch. (See, e.g., Gen. 12:7, Ex. 6:8, Lev. 23:10, Num. 15:2, and Deut.1:25.) 

     Is Endicott a Lucifer-figure? He is proud, ambitious, rebellious, self-righteous, and 

hypocritical in this story, and biblical allusions abound in the text. Yet, once again, Hawthorne 

does not utilize the scriptural verses specifically associated with the Devil in Christian tradition; 

he is a bad man, to be sure, a terrible excuse for a Christian, but he is no Lucifer-figure. When 

Endicott resolves the colonists to separate from England, he emphasizes the decision with an act 

of defiance, i.e., the rending of the English flag by sword.  This action invokes accusations of 

treason and sacrilege by dissenting individuals witness to the act, one of whom is noted as being 

“the high-churchman in the pillory” (Hawthorne 278).  The imprisoning of clergymen (as well as 

the ignoring of them) may reflect Jesus’ prophecy to true adherents of His word: “Wherefore, 
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behold, I send unto you prophets, and wise men, and scribes: and some of them ye shall kill and 

crucify; and some of them will ye scourge in your synagogue, and persecute them from city to 

city”(Mt. 23:34). It is the “high-churchman,” therefore the “high priest” whom he has arrested 

and scourged. Jesus, as Christ, is said to be high priest after the order of Melchesidec (Heb. 5:10, 

6:20).  

     Jesus also was arrested and scourged by the civil authorities, per the order of Pontius Pilate. 

Arguably, the placing of the churchman in the pillory may be regarded as a type of scourging: 

Hawthorne might be casting Endicott in Pilate’s mold, as Pilate is another figure over whom 

there has been much controversy, historically.  Certainly, Endicott makes for a troubling 

representative of biblical values and doctrines, but the Puritans, above all else, are most closely 

associated by most historians and readers with the religiosity intended to inform their civic 

institutions, therefore the greatest concentration of his disapproval rests with his unflattering 

portrayal of clerical figures, as evidenced in the next story examined. 

     In Hawthorne’s story from 1832, “The Minister’s Black Veil,” Parson Hooper, the central 

character, serves as the chief religious figure in the text’s Puritan community.  At the onset of the 

story, he inexplicably elects to don a black fabric veil, which effectively serves to shroud both his 

face and his motivation for doing so. When questioned about his odd conduct by his fiancée 

Elizabeth, his answers are shrouded in mystery as well.  He responds to her queries by stating 

that the veil “is a type and a symbol...No mortal eye shall ever see it withdrawn.  This dismal 

shade must separate me from the world: even you, Elizabeth, can never be behind it!” 

(Hawthorne 116) How is Hooper demonstrated to be an unrighteous man?  He offers his fiancée, 

when pressed for an explanation, merely a series of plausible purposes for wearing the veil, as is 
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never honest and forthcoming: “If I hide my face for sorrow, there is a cause enough...and if I 

cover it for secret sin, what mortal might not do the same?” (Hawthorne 117). Since the absolute 

motivation is never directly revealed, much speculation is required on the reader’s part in 

discerning the hidden symbolism of the veil. The author himself has provided a footnote 

pertaining to the actuality of a clergyman who, in fact, did display this peculiar behavior for the 

bulk of his life, following some great personal tragedy for which he felt responsible.358 

Hawthorne himself, though, offers the following annotation as to the significance of the veil: “In 

his case, the symbol had a different import” (Hawthorne 110).   

     Taking this minute revelation into consideration, it is plausible to reckon, therefore, that 

neither of Hooper’s offerings were entirely truthful motives; the factual clergyman donned his 

veil out of grief and a misguided sense of humble remorse, thus Hawthorne’s footnote that his 

fictional one adopts it for an other reason suggests the obverse motivation of unrepentant self-

glorification, the original sin of Satan per Scripture. (And recall, the Devil is given to be a liar.) 

Perhaps the clue lies in Hooper’s referring to the representation of secret sins, which may ring 

false as it then relates to open sin.  What sin might that be?  Pride, perhaps. Or perhaps 

hypocrisy.  Or perhaps a lack of true faith.  These suppositions are credibly established, possibly, 

by the scriptural contradictions evidenced in Hooper’s voluntary donning of the veil.  

     Also, in Hooper's donning of the ultra-conspicuous veil, Hawthorne might be invoking 

Christ’s admonition against the Pharisees, who, like Hooper, were religious figureheads.  Christ 

denounced these ministers by laying the accusation against them: “But all their works they do for 

to be seen of men: they make broad their phylacteries, and enlarge the borders of their garments” 

(Mt. 23:5).  The veil, then, might be seen as a pretense of superior holiness, which is iniquity, 
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and contrary to the biblical mandate to walk humbly before God (Mic 6:8). 

     Regardless if the veil is indicative of perpetual guilt or sorrow, Hooper’s insistence on 

sporting it publicly is countering Christ’s instructions regarding repentance and solace, wherein 

he instructs his disciples: “But thou, when thou prayest, enter into thy closet, and when thou hast 

shut the door, pray to thy Father, which seeth in secret; and the Father ,which seeth in secret, will 

reward thee openly”(Mt. 6:6).  Hooper is forsaken by all the company of the congregation for the 

remainder of his life, as the veil “had separated him from cheerful brotherhood and woman’s 

love” (Hawthorne 119).  He has Self-severed himself from fulfillment of the second greatest 

commandment, openly, therefore it is not unreasonable to contend that he has violated the first 

and greatest one as well, as a result of this externalized manifestation of his conceit; this would 

make him guilty of the hypocrisy of the Pharisees condemned by Jesus. Also, the notion of the 

propriety in keeping things hidden is contrasted directly by Hooper’s sermon on secret sins.   

     According to the teachings of Jesus, some types of secrecy have great importance, in terms of 

obtaining a truly pious nature, as he instructs his disciples: “Therefore when thou doest thine 

alms, do not sound a trumpet before thee, as the hypocrites do in the synagogue and the streets, 

that they may have glory of men” (Mt. 6:2). The veil, in that regard, may be seen as Hooper’s 

trumpet, as it draws attention to himself.  Alms, loosely translated, are good works, which are 

understandably required of spiritual leaders who generally serve as examples to their 

communities.  Hooper’s veil, in fact, likewise persists in the synagogue (his church sermons) and 

the streets.  Hooper even attains a type of peculiar glory among men, as the text indicates that 

“he had acquired a name throughout the New England churches” (Hawthorne 119).  

      Hawthorne’s readers doubtless would understand, though, that the glory of men is not the 
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same thing as the glory of God, and that the two very seldom exist simultaneously, as Scripture 

asserts: “For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Rom. 3:23). If the motive behind 

donning the veil is, indeed, to signify an unpardonable sin, then Hooper is discrediting the 

promises of the Lord, of which Scripture relates in verses such as: “Come now, and let us reason 

together, saith the Lord: though your sins be as scarlet, they shall be white as snow: though they 

be red like crimson, they shall be as wool” (Isa. 1:18).  Why trust in a pastor who does not trust 

in the promises of the Lord? 

     Were Hooper genuinely a faithful Christian, he would have found comfort in this passage 

regarding his sinful nature.  Can Hooper, therefore, believe the Lord and yet persist in donning 

the veil as a manifestation of his guilt?  It is not feasible, for had he true enough faith in the 

Creator’s promises, he would discover little need for the veil, believing his sins to be forgiven.  It 

is not plausible to suggest that one could believe in God, but choose not to believe Him.  If one 

does not truthfully believe that God makes good on his promises, one is, essentially, calling the 

Lord a liar or hypocrite; this is the penultimate apostasy in a preacher, and a form of hypocrisy 

for which Jesus had condemned the Pharisees of his time – and God openly declares that, unlike 

men, He keeps His promises (Num. 23:19, 2 Pet. 3:9). If Hooper disbelieves the promises of God 

but still preaches them, then he is a hypocrite, which is the accusation levied by Jesus against the 

impious Pharisees. 

     Can the veil, then, represent sorrow?  As a Christian minister, Hooper most likely should have 

been familiar with the scriptural references to grief (especially in light of the need for his 

overseeing funerary services), which state, for example, “Rejoice, O young man, in thy youth; 

and let thy heart cheer thee in the days of thy youth...Therefore remove sorrow from thy 
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heart”(Eccl. 11:10), or “[It] shall come to pass that the Lord shall give thee rest from thy sorrow 

and thy fear” (Isa. 14:13).  Can Hooper, therefore, rightfully persist in his grief if he truly 

believes the doctrine he preaches?  It stands to reason that he cannot.  Having found, apparently, 

no comfort, companionship, or ease of conscience within the scriptural doctrines of his own 

preaching, Hooper may well be considered a hypocritical, erroneous, and unbelieving figure, and 

therefore unsuitable to serve as spiritual leader to his congregation, being void of the requisite 

aspects of faith characteristic of his ministry.   

     And yet, this parson’s ministry flourishes, and his reputation leads to him becoming greatly 

revered by the masses. Hooper is said to be “irreproachable in outward act” in the eyes of his 

parishioners (Hawthorne 119).  God has the ability to discern or search our hearts, therefore 

outward acts do not deceive Him. Upon Hooper’s deathbed, he is reckoned by the attending 

minister to have been “a man so given to prayer, of such blameless example, holy in deed and 

thought, so far as mortal judgment may pronounce” (Hawthorne 120).  This type of extolling of 

seeming virtue is extremely reminiscent of Christ’s discussion of the “whited sepulchers,” the 

Pharisee ministers whom he purported to be “Even also outwardly [to] appear righteous unto 

men, but within are full of hypocrisy and iniquity” (Mt. 23:28). Mortal judgment pronounces him 

to be righteous, but Scripture declares that only God can read the true state of men’s hearts, 

which, again, suggests that Hooper was not the holy man his congregation thought him to be (Jer. 

42:20, Lk. 16:15). 

         What can the true import of the veil be to the reader, then?  Most likely, it represents the 

deadliest of sins, pride, wherein the minister, believing not the promises of and obeying not the 

precepts established by the Lord, erroneously perceives his sins and sorrows to be beyond that of 
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attainable solace and redemption.  It might be donned to increase his fame, respect, and 

influence, which is ambitious and prideful conduct, and one which invites worship of him in 

some regard. He may be considered to be elevating his griefs and his guilt above not merely 

mortal nature, but beyond the scope of divine authority and absolution, thereby negating the 

promises of the Lord.359 The danger of elevating one’s status in one’s own eyes is to mimic the 

fatal downfall and undoing of Lucifer, who attempted to do no less than Hooper in that 

estimation.   

     Just as Satan has power over men, Hooper achieved a kind of power over men.  Just as Satan 

came near to achieving immortality, Hooper “caught hold of life” momentarily “before his 

collapse,” and just as Satan raised himself, Hooper “even raised himself in bed” just prior to his 

demise (Hawthorne 120).  Just as Satan’s name implies a degree of false illumination, Hooper’s 

deathbed smile “seemed to glimmer” (Hawthorne 120).  That a member of the clergy should 

mirror no less a figure than the very Antichrist himself, the pole opposite person of Christ, is 

presented as encapsulating the very antithesis of godliness, is perhaps the most damning 

indicator of Puritan society. Although the significance of the veil remained a mystery to the 

parishioners, there would seem to be enough evidence to support the contention that Hawthorne’s 

instrumentation of that object was utilized to illustrate how contrary Puritan ideology, conduct, 

and judgment were to actual biblical tenets. 

     Is Hooper a Lucifer-figure? Yes. He is proud, self-severed from the brotherhood of man, 

secretive (subversive), hypocritical, and perhaps most damning in the eyes of Hawthorne’s 

readers, begins to go by the name of “Father Hooper” instead of “Pastor Hooper,” for only 

Roman Catholic clerics are addressed as “Father”. (Protestant tradition forbids it, per the literal 
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reading of Jesus’ dictate in Matthew 23:9; given the high anti-papist sentiment of Hawthorne’s 

day, any character beholden to Roman Catholicism is surely a villain, something witnessed time 

and again in the works of Brockden Brown, Hawthorne, and Poe.)  

     Importantly, Hawthorne’s description of Hooper makes use of biblical allusions which pertain 

specifically to the Devil in Christian tradition and Scripture. It is by recognition of such specific 

allusions that readers are intended to discern that the characters being described are, in fact, 

wicked people, despite associations, allegations, claims, or perceptions by other characters to 

the contrary. This is not the only story in which Hawthorne has featured a Lucifer-figure, 

though, as there is another in which the allusions are even greater. Importantly, Hawthorne’s 

Lucifer-figures are not created in the “full pattern,” in that none of them are murderous; that 

they are not of the violent variety seen in Goethe, Brockden Brown, and Poe should come as no 

surprise, given how genteel Hawthorne was as an individual. 

     Hawthorne's short fiction from 1835, “The Ambitious Guest,” is a masterpiece of subtilty, 

and, as with most of Poe's best tales, it is the dialogue which moves the plot, even when the 

scenario is one of confinement and isolation.360 The story's title is a clue itself, as it alludes to 

one of the parable's of Jesus, as given in Luke 14:7-24, in which a dinner party is given and Jesus 

exhorts humility and advises against ambitious conduct, concluding: “For whoever exalts himself 

will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted.”  As indicated by Isaiah 14, 

ambitious pride is the great sin of Satan, and is often regarded as the factor which led to his 

downfall and damnation, thus the unnamed stranger –whose desires are in fundamental 

contradiction to Jesus's directives –surely is positioned to be a Lucifer-figure. 

      In fact, Hawthorne's refusal to even give the stranger a name hearkens to part of the ultimate 
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punishment reserved for Satan, whom Scripture records will be cast by God into the Lake of Fire 

(Rev. 20:10), and act which obliterates even the record of his existence, as to have one's name 

blotted out from memory is considered a terrible curse imposed upon the enemies of the LORD 

and His children.361 (Those individuals whom are cast into the Lake of Fire by God have their 

names blotted out from the Book of Life, per Rev. 20:10, hence the dread of being “forgotten in 

the grave”.)  The Devil is identified as being adversarial to God's children (1 Pet. 5:8), and the 

enemies of God will be made His footstool (Heb. 1:13, 10:13).   

     That the family also is never named speaks to their having a share in the same dreadful lot of 

Satan, for they were seduced by his manner, a common convention ascribed to the Devil being 

his ability to deceive others and thereby lead them to folly and destruction. In point of fact, 

Hawthorne writes of the ambitious guest that he managed, “by his natural felicity of manner, to 

have placed himself on a footing of kindness with the whole family, so that they talked as freely 

together as if he belonged to their mountain brood,” leaving one of the innocents “smiling 

strangely at her own folly” (Hawthorne 130-131). The stranger is so familiar that he even 

dispenses with the common courtesy of rapping at the threshold and awaiting consent to be given 

admission, as “the latch was lifted by some traveller, whose footsteps had been unheard”; he 

enters as does a thief in the night and not by knocking on the door, another clue to his deadly 

identity, as it is the murderer who enters uninvited at night (Job 24:14).  The fate of those who 

embrace the thief? “Whoso is partner with a thief hateth his own soul,” meaning they place it in a 

precarious position (Prov. 29:24). (Conversely speaking, Jesus is associated with knocking at the 

door; see, e.g., Mt 7:7-8 and Lk 11:9-10.) 

     That this family will share in the judgment of this stranger is hinted at no fewer than three 
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times by Hawthorne, who offers of them that the stranger was one “whose fate was linked with 

theirs,” also asking the readership outright: “Is not the kindred of a common fate a closer tie than 

that of birth?” (Hawthorne 131) The third instance of foreshadowed affirmation is revealed in the 

clue regarding the breach of the sanctuary by the toxic presence, as Hawthorne notes that “every 

domestic circle should still keep a holy place where no stranger may intrude. But this evening a 

prophetic sympathy” unites both traveler and family (Hawthorne 131).362 The Devil has entered 

the holiest of holies, the inner sanctum of the domestic temple, just as Satan will assume a seat in 

the rebuilt Temple at Jerusalem, according to biblical prophecy (Dan. 12:11, Mt. 24:15).  

     That death is the outcome is hinted at by a number of means, including, for example, the 

youthful daughter who “looked gravely into the fire,” and by the conversation gradually turning 

to a discussion of their wishes following their demises (Hawthorne 136).363 Same as with 

temptation of the Serpent in Eden,  the once-contented family, infected by the ambition of the 

stranger, begin to foster aspirations beyond their normally-satisfied state, and, same as Adam and 

Eve, the punishment for surrendering to satanic enticement will be death.364 

     There are many clues strewn throughout the tale which suggest his satanic identity, at least a 

dozen of which include the following: 

• The wind sounding like wailing and lamentation as he approaches (Hawthorne 128); 

wailing is associated with those cast down and who go down into the pit (Ezek. 32:18), 

and it is wailing and lamentation which characterize the curse visited by God on the city 

of Tyrus, associated with Satan (Ezek. 27:32) 

• It is “a dreary blast which heralded his approach,” accompanied by wailing (Hawthorne 

128); the demonic angels subservient to Satan are loosed and summoned by trumpet 
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blast, and then great calamity is visited upon mankind (Rev. 9:1-11). 

• He is delighted by the fire, around which the family is circled (Hawthorne 129); Satan is 

associated with hellfire (Rev. 20:10), and circles in Christian tradition are associated with 

summoning a demon or witchcraft, verboten practice in Scripture (Exod. 22:18, Deut. 

18:10). 

• He is benumbed by the cold (Hawthorne 129); this numbness is indicative of his 

indifference to his fellow man, in violation of the second greatest commandment (Mt. 

22:36-40). 

• He has a supper of bear's meat (Hawthorne 130); bear meat is unclean and eaten only by 

the defiled, as it is not included in the Levitical dietary code of foods sanctioned by God 

(Lev. 11:27). 

• He murmured (Hawthorne 138); murmuring is conduct which invites condemnation (1 

Cor. 10:10). 

• He is described as proud, haughty, and “reserved among the rich and great” (Hawthorne 

131); the exceeding pride of Satan leads to his eternal damnation, even though he once 

was counted among the greatest in Heaven (Isaiah 14). (He is also described as being 

lofty, just as had been the aristocratic and impious Roderick Usher.) 

• He is said to have “travelled far and alone,” his life characterized by a Self-imposed 

solitary existence in which “he had kept himself apart from those who might otherwise 

have been his companions” (Hawthorne 131); it is impossible to keep the second greatest 

commandment without fellowship, for one cannot love as one's self those with whom one 

has no emotional connection (Mk. 12:29-31). Also, wandering vagrancy is the mark of 
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Cain’s punishment, and the sign of an evil man (Gen. 4:13-15). 

• His personal nature is described as involving “a high and abstracted ambition” 

(Hawthorne 131); this is yet another nod to the immense pride which leads to the 

downfall of Lucifer, as given in Isaiah 14. 

• His cheek glows and his eye flashes (Hawthorne 132); glowing, suggesting inferior light 

quality, is a sure hallmark of the Lucifer-figure, as Jesus is given to be the true and 

brilliant Light of the World (and the bright Morning Star), and his followers serve in like 

capacity (Jn. 8:12, Jn. 9:5, and Mt. 5:14). The flashing of the eye is likely a reference to 

Satan falling as lightning (Lk. 10:18), which is characterized as flashes of light 

(suggesting impermanence and brevity). As the eye is considered the window of the soul 

(Mt. 6:22-23), a satanic association reveals the satanic nature of the ambitious guest. 

• He confesses that he has accomplished nothing (Hawthorne 132); to accomplish nothing 

means to toil in vain, and vanity is associated in Scripture with the ungodly and those 

condemned by God (2 Ki. 17:15, Isa. 5:18). The recompense for the wicked?  “He that 

soweth iniquity shall reap vanity” (Prov. 22:8).365 

• He claims a talent for reading the secrets of the hearts of others (Hawthorne 136); the 

LORD declares that he reads hearts (Jer. 17:10), and Jesus is cognizant of hearts of others 

(Lk. 9:47). As only God has this ability, the ambitious guest (who says he can do this, 

albeit half-seriously) is counterfeiting God, an allusion to his role as Antichrist. (The 

prefix “anti” in the Greek of the Old Testament means “instead of,” and not “against,” the 

latter being what the prefix signifies in Latin.) The Antichrist is a counterfeit Christ, and 

typical of Lucifer-figures is their self-delusional appropriation of messianic associations 
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(as seen especially in Werther). 

• He speaks of glory beaming on his pathway and the brightness of his footsteps 

(Hawthorne 132); God is a god of glory and brightness (Psa. 29:3, Ezek. 10:40), and 

brightness is associated with the Messiah, thus pointing again to the delusional Christ-

complex of the counterfeiting Lucifer-figure (2 Thess. 2:8, Heb. 1:3).366 

     There are many other biblical allusions subtly woven throughout the tale which do not speak 

to the Devil directly, but which assure that his presence and ways lead to death when the counsel 

or mandate of scriptural verses are disregarded (which he facilitates), including, for example: 

• The father declares: “'The old mountain has thrown a stone at us, for fear we should 

forget him […] Besides we have a sure place of refuge hard by if he should be coming in 

good earnest.'” (Hawthorne 130); this remark clearly alludes to the biblical verses “God 

is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble. Therefore will not we fear, 

though the earth be removed, and though the mountains be carried into the midst of the 

sea” (Psa. 46:1-2). The adult family members misplace their trust, therefore they fear and 

are buried alive by the mountain. (The children do not exhibit folly, but they are as 

innocent lambs led to the slaughter). The landslide is likened to the peal of the last 

trumpet (Rev. 11:15), the signal for the eschatological final judgment of Satan, when 

Death is swallowed up in victory, as is the satanic ambitious guest (1 Cor. 15:52-55). 

• At one point, the directive is given of “Hark to the children!” when a little boy cried out 

to his mother (Hawthorne 134); surely this is an allusion to the biblical verse which 

proclaims that “out of the mouths of babes” comes the means by which to defeat the 

enemy (Psa. 8:2, Mt. 21:16) – and the Devil is specifically identified by Jesus as “the 
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enemy” in the parable of the tares and wheat (Mt. 13:39). 

• The small young male child begs that all present, “start right away, and go and take a 

drink out of the basin of the Flume!'” 367 (Hawthorne 135); that it is a young boy, and 

none of the other siblings, suggests that he is meant to imply a Christ-child, as Jesus had 

invited others to drink of the waters of life with which He is associated (Jn. 4:14). 

Certainly, had the group vacated the inn's mountain site to imbibe the local waters, they 

would have survived the avalanche. 

• At one point, a group of travelers seek lodging for the evening: “But the good man […] 

was unwilling to show himself too solicitous of gain by inviting people to patronize his 

house. He therefore did not hurry to the door” (Hawthorne 135).368 Jesus speaks of a 

comparable situation: “And he from within shall answer and say, Trouble me not: the 

door is now shut, and my children are with me in bed; I cannot rise and give thee” (Lk. 

11:7); this is conduct which violates the sacrosanct code of hospitality, an offense not 

lightly disregarded in Middle Eastern culture, neither in Jesus' day, nor to this very day.369 

• After the deadly calamity, Hawthorne offers: “The next morning, the light smoke was 

seen stealing from the cottage chimney up the mountain side. Within, the fire was yet 

smouldering on the hearth, and the chairs in a circle round it” (Hawthorne 140). Those 

who fall into company with Satan are similarly destroyed, “And the smoke of their 

torment ascendeth up” in the same way as the smoke from the abandoned inn (Rev. 

14:11). Moreover, the chairs are circled about the fire, suggesting the same sort of 

circular formation traditionally associated with witchcraft or demonic summons, as seen 

in the description of Governor Endicott in “The May-Pole of Merry Mount”.370 
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     The tale concludes with Hawthorne's description of the tragic scene being discovered by 

locals, in which instance doubt about the stranger is evident: 

     There were circumstances which led some to suppose that a stranger had been received 

into the cottage on this awful night, and had shared the catastrophe of all its inmates. Others 

denied that there were sufficient grounds for such a conjecture. Woe for the high-souled 

youth, with his dream of Earthly Immortality! His name and person utterly unknown; his 

history, his way of life, his plans, a mystery never to be solved, his death and his existence 

equally a doubt! Whose was the agony of that death moment? (Hawthorne 140) 

     There is a multiplicity of subtle biblical allusions contained in this brief excerpt, all of them 

nodding to the Lucifer-figure: (1) the disbelief of mankind associated with Satan when he is cast 

into the pit; (2) the former high estate of Lucifer before his damnation; (3) the utter extinction of 

the Devil, including the memory of his name, as part of his divinely-determined punishment; and 

(4) the wailing and gnashing of his teeth as he agonizes in realization of his impending fate. 

     At present, there is insufficient time to annotate the numerous biblical allusions which point to 

Lucifer-figures in other tales by Hawthorne, although the lawyer “Mr. Smooth-it-away” (the 

Devil's advocate, no doubt) in his ostensibly allegorical “The Celestial Railroad” of 1843 is 

surely a candidate.371  Added to this list is Aylmer from “The Birthmark,” the unnamed old man 

who accompanies Young Goodman Brown in the tale of that title, Owen Warland in “The Artist 

of the Beautiful,” and Ethan Brand in the tale by that name. Close scrutiny of each of these 

stories reveals that there are clues strewn throughout the tales which allude to the Devil in much 

the same manner as those detailed in the tales herein examined, but extrapolation therein will 

need to substitute for extraction and explication, as this treatment must return to its focus on the 

short fictions of Poe. It should be noted, though, that the commonality exhibited by Poe and 

Hawthorne in terms of them both featuring Lucifer-figures situates them in the same tradition, 

and does not reckon them as being so very contrary as they ordinarily are depicted by literary 
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critics, so far as concerns their writing styles and their apparently shared moral bent.  

     Throughout these tales, Hawthorne does not outright refer to Scripture, choosing instead to 

allude to it, in order to subtly convey to his readers the moral lessons intended, a literary tactic 

deliberately employed so as to avoid the overt didacticism of the Puritan culture which he 

lambastes in his stories. Hawthorne was schooled in the art of subtlety by the critical 

admonitions of Poe, who initially had disdained the overt quality of some of the stories. In a 

review of Hawthorne’s earlier work, his acerbic peer had written: 

     I allude to the strain of allegory which completely overwhelms the greater number of his 

subjects, and which in some measure interferes with the direct conduct of absolutely all. In 

defence of allegory, (however, or for whatever object, employed,) there is scarcely one 

respectable word to be said […] That “The Pilgrim's Progress” is a ludicrously over-rated 

book, owing its seeming popularity to one or two of those accidents in critical literature which 

by the critical are sufficiently well understood, is a matter upon which no two thinking people 

disagree; but the pleasure derivable from it, in any sense, will be found in the direct ratio of 

the reader's capacity to smother its true purpose, in the direct ratio of his ability to keep the 

allegory out of sight, or of his inability to comprehend it. Of allegory properly handled, 

judiciously subdued, [is] seen only as a shadow or by suggestive glimpses, and making its 

nearest approach to truth in a not obtrusive and therefore not unpleasant appositeness. (Poe 

582) 372 

 

      It is significant that Poe stresses here that stories of moral import are properly handled when 

allegorical elements are “judiciously subdued,” and when the works utilize “suggestive 

glimpses” in their attempt to convey moral truths in a non-obtrusive manner, for the method he 

here prescribed is also the method he employed, hence the subtlety of his own biblical allusions 

to provide the moral “undercurrent”. In depicting the actions of the Puritans in his short stories, 

Hawthorne has laid bare the hypocrisy and the fallacious judgment of the Puritan leaders, in both 

their civic and religious capacities: The reality of Puritan life is exposed by Hawthorne, who 

reveals the incongruous actions of the Puritans in relation to their Self-professed pious existence.  

     As it will be demonstrated that Poe's use of Scripture is no less masterful than Hawthorne's, 
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the argument surely can be supported that Poe's critics were too blinded by the evident and 

shocking immorality of his characters (and their own bias against the author) to recognize the 

similarity existent between the works of the two men. Hawthorne's works emphasize the victims, 

whereas Poe's works underscore the villains; once critical assessment of Poe's tales reveals that 

he condemns the villains instead of valorizing (or romanticizing) them, it seems only fair and 

correct to posit Poe as much a traditional biblical moralist as critics indisputably do Hawthorne, 

especially given their shared propensity for depicting Lucifer-figures, and in like manner. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE: OF GARBATOLOGY, S. FISH ROTS FROM THE 

HEAD DOWN, AND LET US NOT PRAISE FAMOUS MEN373 

 

 

“But how have we done this? How were we able to drink up the sea? Who gave us the sponge to 

wipe away the entire horizon? What did we do when we unchained the earth from its sun?  

Whither is it moving now? Whither are we moving now? Away from all suns? Are we not 

perpetually falling? Backward, sideward, forward, in all directions? Is there any up or down 

left? Are we not straying as through an infinite nothing? Do we not feel the breath of empty 

space? Has it not become colder? Is it not more and more night coming on all the time? Must 

not lanterns be lit in the morning? Do we not hear anything yet of the noise of the gravediggers 

who are burying God?”374 

 

3.1 The Crux Ansata375 

 

“Systemic processes tend to reward people for making decisions that turn out to be right—

creating great resentment among the anointed, who feel themselves entitled to rewards for being 

articulate, politically active, and morally fervent.”376 

 

      As the body of analytical, evaluative, and interpretive criticism regarding Poe’s oeuvre is 

prodigious to the point of intimidation, any attempts to speak to all of it within the confines of a 

dissertation would be madness on the part of its author. For this section of the essay, therefore, a 

limited number of some of the best-known and/or most influential critics will be addressed 

herein, which is to state, those critics whose particular works consistently surface as mentions in 

the works of their peers, and those critics who seem best to have ascertained the closest, correct 

comprehension of Poe’s works. As is somewhat appropriate, this treatment shall be limited to 

select authors; these critics could be classified in accordance with biblical designations as being 

major, minor, or false prophets.  

     The major critics will be those whose assessments will be examined at some length, chosen 

for having the most to contribute to the argument of this paper; Thomas Olive Mabbott, although 

rightfully counted among the most-respected of Poe scholars, and William Menzel Forrest, 
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although keenly attuned to Poe’s affinity with biblical allusions, do not warrant inclusion in this 

category because they either fail to address the consistent and significant moral undercurrent in 

Poe’s work (Mabbott), or they argue against his adherence to traditional Christian morality 

(Forrest). These critics are akin to the major prophets in that their texts are longest, not because 

their messages are most important or because they were held in highest esteem, as compared to 

their fellow critics or prophets.  

     As for the minor prophets, these consist of the critics whose works regularly populate the 

essays of their peers, being authors whose own opinions often have helped shape those of their 

fellow critics. Again mirroring Scripture, they will not be covered to the same extent as those 

designated major critics. Although seminal points are raised by them, and examples of their 

reasoning will be culled from their arguments (in order to demonstrate that they might have the 

ring of truth to them), they somehow remain ineffectual.  

     As for the latter most category, the false prophets, well, their ranks are legion, but for the 

purposes of this essay, those critics who fall into the ranks of the Freudian, Marxist, Feminist, 

Queer Studies, Race Theory, Gender Identity, Postcolonial, and Postmodernist camps (of any 

variety, e.g., Deconstructionists or Reader-Responsists) far and away outnumber any stragglers 

who but occasionally stumble into these far-too-frequently ostentatious, apostate, and self-

idolatrous temples. Due to the constraints placed on this essay, the list of critical works selected 

for this latter most category is necessarily selective, and does not, by any means, represent an 

exhaustive list. There are Poe detractors and admirers in this wide lot, but their situation in this 

category is the result of either sloppy exegesis or shameful, outright eisegesis; in the first 

instance, careful and close reading of Poe’s work should have precluded some of the positions 
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adopted by otherwise sound and serious critics and scholars, and in the second instance, 

ideological drives utterly overshadow any credible and substantive criticism.  

     The latter most offenders are the most egregious in their disregard for Poe, in that they have 

appropriated his work as means of furthering their own political or psycho-social agendas 

without any due regard for authorial intent or for the audience to whom Poe’s work was intended 

to appeal (by which is meant both to please and to exhort). Not content to analyze Poe, they 

instead offer “interpretations,” in which they have superimposed the templates of their hobby-

horses over Poe’s works, in order to render the appearance of designs never intended by the 

author, and certainly never approved by him.  

     In this company are to be found, for example, Marie Bonaparte, Leo Spitzer, Daniel Hoffman, 

Harold Bloom, D.H. Lawrence, Clark Griffith, Killis Campbell, H.P. Lovecraft, John T. Irwin, 

David Ketterer, Lyell H. Kendall, Jr., T.S. Eliot, Darrel Abel, Yvon Winters, Kenneth Alan 

Hovey, William Menzel Forrest, Louise J. Kaplan, John S. Hill, R. Arthur Robinson, Paul 

Valery, and, yes, even Charles Baudelaire, who made an earnest attempt to grasp Poe’s meaning 

but who nonetheless could not escape his own theoretical lenses.  To be sure, there are many, 

many other Poe critics (including Ralph Waldo Emerson and his contemporaries, such as 

Margaret Fuller and Rufus Griswold), but this essay will focus only on academic and not popular 

criticism, and must, of a necessity, exclude other critics whose examinations focus on works by 

Poe which lie outside the intended scope of this essay, in which the focus is five of the best-

known and most-discussed tales selected to prove the argument for their inherently traditional 

Christian morality.  
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    For example, Thomas P. Joswick’s criticism treats of “William Wilson,” Geoffrey Sanborn 

focuses on Poe’s only novella (Pym), Donald Barlow Stauffer concentrates on “Ligeia,” both 

Robert Daniel and David van Leer focus on the Dupinian detective tales, and so on. Critical 

assessments which speak to Poe’s science fiction, detective stories, alleged plagiarism, criticism 

of his peers, grudge against Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, his aesthetic debt to Samuel Taylor 

Coleridge, et cetera, are almost wholly irrelevant to the focus of this essay; their exclusion from 

it is by no means an indication of inferior status or quality of the critics or their works, being 

indicative merely of inferior relevance to the argument of this paper.  

     As for attention being paid to Poe scholars whose works consist of documenting and offering 

analyses of particularly detailed  biographical accounts of Poe’s life (e.g., Patrick Hobson Quinn, 

Daniel Hoffman, Kenneth Silverman, Vincent Buranelli, Benjamin Franklin Fisher IV), it is 

necessarily negligible, for two reasons: (1) the focus of this essay is on the works, and not on the 

author having penned them (except in a very limited sense); and (2) this paper refutes the 

Freudian analyses of Poe’s works which biographical accounts tend to proffer and to promulgate. 

(For Poe, the larger “impersonal” cultural factors had been more influential in shaping his 

oeuvre, albeit he confessed that no author could ever wholly extract himself from his work; for 

Poe, that infusion translates into his moral bent and the darkly comic aspect of his personality, 

added to his love of puzzles.)  

     Importantly, Freudian interpretations must be limited to his characters, as psycho-

biographical readings of Poe’s tales (such as those by Bonaparte, Spitzer, Hoffman, Silverman, 

etc.,) smother and ignore the artistry Poe wrought with such great care and skill, and they are 

ultimately proven to be disastrously incorrect: If one propounds that a person’s character is but 
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shaped by circumstances instead of largely revealed by them (as Freudian critics are wont to do), 

then it is nigh to impossible to recognize the very deliberate clues which Poe codified in his 

tales; the consistent and heavy employ of biblical allusions points to objective markers in a body 

of work, and should never be counted as subjective “tells” unconsciously revealed by them. 

Freudian critics treat Poe’s tales as if they are Rorschach tests, when the better analogy would be 

connect-the-dots puzzles; in the Lucifer-figure tales, there are scores of “points” gleaned from 

Scripture which, when carefully as traced as the puzzle-maker intended, consistently bring into 

sight a depiction of the Devil—not duckies, not puppies, not kissing fish—but time and again, 

Satan. And they serve as a mirror for the reader, to recognize the satanic in ourselves, for, as 

Homer would write, mutato nomine de te fabula narrator; with the name changed, the story 

applies to you. 

     At the forefront of Poe criticism, at least as regards the issue of the inherent biblical morality 

in Poe’s works, we must devote special attention to the two seminal prophets to argue in this 

vein, Allen Tate and David H. Hirsch, who stand in place of the seminal prophets Moses and his 

brother Aaron, pointing Poe’s audience to Poe’s God, just as those ancient Levites used to direct 

their brethren to very same Most High God. (And same as those two biblical figures, both Tate 

and Hirsch do err.) It is the role of the prophet, after all, to go before the people on behalf of 

God, just as the role of the priest is to go before God on behalf of the people. 

      It will be necessary also to speak to Poe’s particular means of conveying this biblical 

morality via the hybrid style which combines the grotesque and the arabesque (the tension 

between comedy and tragedy, what G.R. Thompson refers to as “Romantic Irony”), for Poe must 

be understood principally as a condemnatory mocker of the false and contra-biblical religious, 
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cultural, scientific, political, and social movements and sentiments of his day, in which he had 

foreseen destructive and deadly consequences. 377 Thompson and other critics have labelled Poe 

a “Dark Romantic” (a title with which this essay takes issue), but it shall be shown that Poe is 

better represented by the term “Darkly Comic,” for the combination of grotesque and arabesque 

frequently consists of a wedding of the horrific to the humorous, the mirthful and the moribund. 

     What is crucial to bear in mind is that the biblical prophets were not seers in the same 

tradition of pagan visionaries, in that the chief function of the prophets of YHVH was to turn the 

people again to proper worship of their God and to exhort them to obey his Moral Law.  

Importantly, biblical prophets did not merely foretell future events, as did their heathen 

counterparts, for YHVH’s messengers put choices before the people which would determine the 

eventual outcomes; in short, if the people chose wisely, then they would be blessed, and if they 

chose foolishly, then they would be cursed. Poe’s tales remind readers that they are capable of 

resisting devilish impulses because the choice between life with God or death without Him is 

ever before mankind, therefore Poe’s murderous Lucifer-figures have chosen to do evil and must 

thence face the consequences of their decisions.  

     Poe’s readers are offered the moral undercurrent, and then implicitly face the appeal to choose 

life; in this sense, in that his tales serve to warn his countrymen of impending doom if they 

choose poorly (disregard the two greatest commandments) or to pursue wicked ideologies, Poe 

may be said to be writing within the tradition of the biblical and early American jeremiads. 

Poe’s work follows such poor decisions to their logical conclusions, and no small wonder, for 

Scripture attests: “Then when lust hath conceived, it bringeth forth sin; and sin, when it is 

finished, bringteth forth death” (Jam. 1:15).378  
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      “Lust” here is meant to indicate any selfish desire which disregards the sanctity of the mortal 

or divine Other, in that it perverts or distorts priority to the exclusion of other concerns rightly 

considered, as in a lust for gold, or power, or worship, and not merely carnal satiation. (In fact, 

the seven deadly sins of Roman Catholic tradition represent exaggerated self-indulgences—

grotesqueries of character—in which some aspect of the personality overrides the others by 

reason of its perverted importance, an obsession which precludes order or balance or harmony in 

the individual in which the trait is manifested.)  

     The Law of God is love, for it is love which informs the two greatest commandments given in 

Scripture—selfless love, love which always considers and seeks to fulfill the wants or needs of 

others to whom the Self is meant to be intimately and infinitely connected.  Love is a Self-

limiting phenomenon, wherein the Self makes room for the Other and then orients the Self 

towards the Other (whether God or one’s fellow man). Lucifer-figures refuse to Self-limit, hence 

their utter disregard for boundaries (social or moral) when dealing with their victims and in 

refusing to reverence God. As sin is defined as rebellion against God’s Law (Deut. 9:7, Josh. 

1:18), any rebellion against a law which mandates selfless love translates into its polar opposite, 

a law in which the desires, dreams, and deeds of the Self instead rule supreme, a scenario played 

out time-and-again in the murderous characters analyzed in this essay. As proclaimed by the 

British metaphysical poet John Donne, in his moving and magnificently worded “Meditation 

XVII” of 1624 (originally conceived of as prose), no man is an island entire of himself, and 

every man’s death diminishes us, for we are all involved in mankind.  

     Importantly for Poe, Scripture instructs that what is conceived by Man brings forth sin, not 

that which is revealed to him. Conception denotes origin, therefore the ideas about Truth, 
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Goodness and Beauty (and Holiness) which originate in Man lead to his demise—not so the fixed 

and transcendent moral truths revealed to him by God. Poe’s resistance to Utopianism and 

Progressivist doctrines, for example, are predicated on his distrust in their untenable conceptions 

of human nature when it comes to the organization of human society and the regulation of human 

behavior. (God is opposed to large urban centers or rural conglomerates, and no small wonder, 

for they breed pestilence, illness, violence, controversy, envy, greed, discontentment, and 

alienation from His calendar based on the natural, agricultural rhythms on which His religious 

observances are based.)379 The human heart is prone to wickedness (irrational self-corruption) 

and the human mind to error (rational corruption in judgment), but the constancy of the heart and 

mind of God are impervious to the warping effect to which mankind is exposed in his state of 

physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual weakness; God is the same yesterday, today, and 

forever (Heb. 13:8), and He “changeth not” (Mal. 3:6). 

      It is for this reason that Lucifer is condemned, for he, being the “man of sin,” knew the good 

and chose to do evil instead.380 God did not create evil, but it was conceived by Satan in his own 

mind and heart, which is why Scripture relates that the Devil had been perfect in his ways from 

the day he was created until iniquity was “found” in him, and was not placed within him by God 

(Ezek. 28:15). Italian criminologist and physician Cesare Lombroso (1835-1909) is born within 

Poe’s lifetime (1809-1849), and he was founder of the so-called “Italian School of Positivist 

Criminology”. The staunch atheism on which Positivism is based denies the biblical teaching 

about the role of free will in determining criminal accountability, since Lombroso held that 

criminality is inherited biologically; it is from his theories that the notion of the “natural born 



477 

killer” arises, yet Scripture pointedly instructs that one is not born a murderer but refashions the 

Self into one.  

     A person who chooses to hold to the image and likeness of the God in which he has been 

created will not seek to indulge such selfish rebellion, therefore, in choosing the living God, he 

chooses life; Poe’s unrepentant murderers choose to rebel against the Law of love, and the result 

is a guarantee of death and devastation. In Scripture, Cain’s wrath is really against God and not 

against Abel, but since man cannot murder the Most High God, he must settle for raging against 

the Creator by lashing out against his fellow man as a spiteful means by which to inflict 

emotional injury upon God, as all loving parents are grieved by the death of their beloved 

children; when men seek to but cannot murder YHVH, then they seek instead to murder their 

fellow men—and that is precisely the light in which the Holocaust is properly construed. 

     When Cain chooses to not offer up the first fruits of his labor, and his sacrifice is not accepted 

as a result of doing so, instead of repenting and acknowledging his willful offense, he scorns 

God; God responds to the anger which Cain has directed against Him with parental 

admonishment: “If thou doest well, shalt thou not be accepted? and if thou doest not well, sin 

lieth at the door.” (Gen. 4:7). God’s response to Cain involves choice. Free will is fundamental to 

both obedience and to rebellion; the unrepentant Cain is not in a position to punish the Creator, 

but he is in a position to cause Him distress by murdering one of His other children, Abel. To 

disobey the first and greatest commandment inevitably leads to disobedience of the second 

greatest commandment; one must act “as if” there is no God to whom one is ultimately beholden, 

if one sets out to commit murder without remorse or “as if” one can act with impunity. (Cain 
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knows God exists, therefore the “as if” pertains only to his denial of divine authority regarding 

accountability.)  

     It is for this reason that one can know with absolute certainty that in “Usher,” Roderick has 

murdered his sister and has not mistakenly entombed her prematurely, and it is also the means by 

which readers are to understand that the Lady Madeline is as innocent of wrongdoing as had 

been Abel; it absolves her of the absurd critical assessments which accuse her of having 

committed the forbidden sin of incest with her brother.  It is for this reason that one also may be 

sure that the old man  in “Heart” whose severed limbs and organs are buried beneath the 

floorboards, the inebriated Carnival reveler of “Cask” shackled in the crypt,  the bold recusant 

who is victim of the torturous Inquisitors in “Pit,”  the wife whose forehead has a hatchet buried 

in it in “Cat,” and the sundry other characters murdered in Poe’s tales are innocent of 

wrongdoing. It is also the means by which one can definitively attest that, in “Cask,” Montresor 

never repents of his foul deed (despite critical equivocation to the contrary), and the means by 

which one can be certain that, despite the claims of his captor, Fortunato never was guilty of any 

act against Montresor which invites revenge (also despite critical speculation which allows for 

that possibility).  

     The irrefutable innocence of Abel informs the true nature of all the victims murdered by their 

Cain-like counterparts in the Poe tales herein examined. (Hop-Frog is the exception, or the 

grotesquery of the pattern.)  If one fails or refuses to recognize and accept the fact that Poe is 

patterning his tales so as to conform to Scripture (as opposed to merely using allusions from it), 

then one cannot ever properly analyze them—and patterning is crucial to the creation of 

arabesques. Such failure or denial is responsible for unleashing the avalanche of preposterous 
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and untenable Poe criticism which has been foisted upon the world, much of which is so 

egregiously self-indulgent and self-referential that encounters with it are both painful and 

downright nauseatingly aberrant.381 Poe’s works have been hijacked by critics seeking to 

navigate them into waters in which they do not belong, and as with any such theft, the vitality of 

the author to whom the right of directing the ship belongs is out on an ice floe and left to perish. 

     Sinning is always a matter of personal choice, which is why Adam is punished along with 

Eve, as he sinned as well as did she; a just judge would never condemn the innocent, even if he 

would require penalty be met for accidental transgression, in order to inculcate a healthy and 

habitual mindfulness for the sake of the welfare of others.382 It is because this choice is ever 

before the children of God that Poe’s murderous Lucifer-figures must be seen for what they truly 

are—apostate, unrepentant sinners whose Self-willfulness leads them to fall into the hands of a 

vengeful God. Justice requires their own deaths, not because God is furious, as the Puritanical 

minister Jonathan Edwards preached in his famous 1741 sermon (later published as a tract by an 

American Presbyterian Board) “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God,” but, because they 

remain unrepentant (which is to say they refuse to alter their impious ways or to develop loving 

relationships with others), they cannot be permitted to foul the atmosphere of Heaven.383 God 

takes no pleasure in the deaths of the wicked (Ezek. 33:11), and He delights in mercy and 

lovingkindness (Mic. 7:18), which is why the Mercy Seat throne sits atop the Ark of the 

Covenant in which the tablets of the Law are enshrined (Exod. 25:17-22), as mercy is paired with 

justice (Mic. 6:18), but is preferred over justice (Jam. 2:13).  

     That God is wrathful is not to be confused with a desire to torment sinners when punishing 

them; the Self-indulgent act of torture is a characteristic of an evil mind, hence the delight in 
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torture before murder, and the Lucifer-figures’ pleasure in the anguish they deliberately inflict 

upon their victims before ultimately killing them, as is seen in “Cask,” “Cat,” “Pit,” “Heart,” 

and, yes, no doubt in “Usher,” as Roderick could hear Madeline struggle for days, no doubt his 

intent and why he goes to such great lengths to secure the place of her cruel and untimely burial. 

The delight in cruelty is an indicator that the person (or society) is not interested in justice, 

because justice does not require cruelty, merely recompense; this is the tell by which one is able 

to discern that Montresor (whose cruel mocking involves exceeding the howls of despair of his 

victim) never had a just accusation against Fortunato, because if that were truly the case, then 

Montresor could have sought rightful recompense in a court of law (for injury) or in the court of 

public opinion (for insult).  

     Cruelty is an excessive measure which lies beyond the constraint intended by law, hence the 

U.S. Constitution’s disallowing cruel or unusual punishment in the corrective aspect of the law, 

per its Eighth Amendment. (By “unusual” is meant “not usual,” indicating that which lies outside 

the normative or standard permissible bounds of retributive justice; it is not meant to suggest 

inventiveness in the form of punishment.) Scripture relates that great calamities befall the ancient 

Israelites when God pours out His cup of wrath, but that is matter of necessity; since God is 

patient (“long-suffering”), it takes a good deal of time and patience on His part before this cup is 

filled.  

     Once filled, it must be emptied, or poured out, in order to begin the process again; the amount 

of wrath visited upon a people, therefore, is equivalent or directly correlative to however much 

sin with which they themselves have filled the cup. If the people sin exceedingly, then the cup is 

filled more quickly, and the calamities of recompense more swiftly visited upon them, in order 
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for it to be re-emptied. Mankind, then, invites its own destruction, as God spares it the agony of 

the consequences of its own conduct; at some point in time, the evil that men do outpaces the 

ability of the cup to contain it, thus man becomes incorrigibly violent against his fellow man, as 

it had been in the days of Noah:     

      And God saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every 

imagination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually […] The earth also was 

corrupt before God, and the earth was filled with violence. And God looked upon the earth, 

and, behold, it was corrupt; for all flesh had corrupted his way upon the earth. And God said 

unto Noah, The end of all flesh is come before me; for the earth is filled with violence 

through them; and, behold, I will destroy them with the earth. (Gen. 6:5-13) 

     It is this verse which provides the pattern for the three apocalyptic tales Poe offered his 

readers, in which stories both Creature and Creation (Man and World) are utterly destroyed as a 

result of man’s incorrigible pride and unrepentant folly. One should not expect Poe to outright 

attribute the annihilation of the world to an act of God in his apocalyptic tales, because doing so 

would have been anathema to Poe’s love of the cryptic and subtle; apocalyptic tales which 

ostensibly resemble the events narrated in the Book of Revelation would have been a dead 

giveaway that he was being a moralist, therefore the utilization of the Genesis account is much 

better suited to his tastes. But the most probable reason why Poe does not attribute these 

apocalyptic visions to divine retribution is because he wants his readers to fathom that the total 

destruction which they depict is self-wrought by Man, the logical outcomes of Man’s impiety, 

the practical consequence of abandoning the two greatest commandments and of embracing 

dangerously destructive ideologies (most notably those of the Germans).  

     In the tales, God cannot spare the sinful mankind, since it remains unrepentant, mercy being 

extended only to those sinners who humble themselves before God and seek His forgiveness. 

That characters from Poe’s apocalyptic tales remain unrepentant is evidenced by their 
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glorification and romanticizing of their own deaths and destructive acts having precipitated their 

demises, including, for example, the impious acts which imitate the Creator in His role as 

formulator and former of the Universe. 

     Whereas violence involves evil acts committed against the flesh (or substantive world), the 

wickedness of mankind involves its perversion of God’s law so as to conform to Self-indulgent 

human desires or rationale; corruptness pertains to a twisting (or wicking) of human will in 

blatant defiance of the mandates of revealed religion. If every imagination of mankind’s 

“thoughts of his heart” are inclined to perform evil (wickedness is internal, evil is an external 

manifestation of that wickedness), then mankind has reached the Rubicon stage of incorrigibility, 

the point of no return, and it has precipitated or self-wrought its own annihilation.  

     In Scripture, God expressly visits this judgment on Man; in Poe’s tales, the divine aspect of 

such punishment is but implicit, suggested by the patterning of the Genesis account of Cain’s 

murder of his brother Abel. The cup of wrath which is poured out on a sinful mankind is the 

result of its own doing, and the collection of it in the cup is actually a sign of God’s patience and 

mercy; at some point, though, the cup must be poured out. 

     Of course, there is a pagan story which best illustrates the above-described biblical 

phenomenon, as the narrative tradition about Loki is instructive herein.  

     In Nordic mythology, Loki, the god of mischief, was ordered to be punished by the most high 

god of Norse mythology, Odin, a judgment for Loki’s having brought about the death of the 

innocent, mild-mannered, and best-beloved Baldr, as Loki was envious of this deity.384 His 

punishment consists of being chained for eternity to a rock in a cavern, with a supernatural 

serpent dangled above him (his own son, no less, the “world-serpent” called Jörmungandr, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/J%C3%B6rmungandr
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suggesting the self-generativity of one’s own demise). This serpent provides a non-stop source of 

irritation, only instead of the constant dripping of water as in the ancient Chinese method of 

torture, the snake drips a heavily-concentrated poison which is excruciatingly painful when it 

falls upon Loki’s head. (Odin is not the counterpart of YHVH herein, because the God of 

Scripture does not practice torture as means of recompense.)  

     In order to mitigate his wretchedness, Loki’s faithful wife (Sigyn) sits beside him and catches 

the drops of snake venom before they have a chance to fall on Loki’s head—but when the bowl 

is filled to the brim, she must momentarily turn aside to pour out the contents, and during that 

very temporary period, while she is turned away from him, the drops hit Loki’s face and cause 

him to writhe in agonizing pain until she resumes her merciful intercession.  

     The cup of the wrath of the LORD operates in much the same way; the recompense of human 

conduct falls upon our heads but briefly whilst God’s back is momentarily turned, in order to 

pour out the cup which has been filled to its rim by the iniquity of Man, but then He resumes His 

merciful intercession until the time or age of penalty expires. 385  The seventy years of 

Babylonian captivity of Judah, for example, is recompense of one year for each of the seventy 

years during which the ancient Israelites of that kingdom did not observe the sabbath of the land 

which God had ordained be observed every seventh year during which the soil was to be 

permitted to lie fallow, or to rest from agricultural labors.  

     The amount of recompense equals the amount of violation, thus the cup pours out only as 

much as human sin pours into it, and nothing more, because it can contain nothing more; God 

need not add anything to it. But since He delights in mercy, King David may sing in Psalm 23 

that his “cup runneth over” when he feasts at the table of the LORD because it is a cup of “mercy 
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and goodness,” in which the LORD endlessly abounds, as the psalmist rejoices that he shall 

dwell in the house of the LORD forever and ever. 

      Scripture relates that of those individuals who follow Satan instead of mindfully keeping the 

commandments of God, “The same shall drink of the wine of the wrath of God, which is poured 

out without mixture into the cup of his indignation; and he shall be tormented with fire and 

brimstone in the presence of the holy angels, and in the presence of the Lamb” (Rev. 14:10). In 

short, the cup of wrath is not the cup of indignation, for God pours the first out into the second; 

that the individual is tormented is the consequence of his own conduct (con-sequence, meaning 

that which follows naturally), and not a result of God’s arbitrary volition. The cup of wrath is 

indicative of God’s mercy, not of His anger, for it catches or delays impending consequence in 

the hopes that the wine which fills it evaporates over time by cessation of sinful rebellion against 

His Law of love, thus precluding its being filled again to point of necessitating it being poured 

out again.386  

     In Poe’s apocalyptic tales, the World is utterly destroyed because of Man’s iniquity, not 

God’s wrath; what is the source of this iniquity? Man—specifically a mankind which rejects the 

Law of Love which God hands down to Man, a rejection which is fostered and facilitated by 

dangerous ideologies which Poe would have his readers reject instead; the ill-fated embrace of 

German metaphysics, Utopianism, Progressivism, Positivism, and sundry other cultural 

movements which are essentially contra-biblical and anti-biblical in their ethical imports.  

     In his tales of global catastrophe, Poe deliberately echoes this lesson of Scripture, wherein 

Man brings about total destruction of Creature (Man) and Creation (World); this destruction is 

not the act of a mean-spirited God, but is the natural or logical consequence of mankind’s 
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sinfulness, a sinfulness which originates with his abandonment or rejection of the two greatest 

commandments, and one in which he willfully surrenders to the temptation of the World, the 

Flesh, and the Devil. The Lucifer-figure tales involve, as Allen Tate would describe the 

phenomenon, the disintegration of personality—the destruction which begins with the individual 

who drastically departs from the preservation of the biblical moral code, in the same way that the 

apocalyptic tales show how, left unchecked, this disintegration is writ large and eventually 

extends to all of humanity and the natural world. 

3.2   Criticism Comes Easier than Craftsmanship.387  

 

                                              “Things are seldom what they seem, 

Skim milk masquerades as cream […] 

                                                Storks turn out to be but logs; 

                                    Bulls are but inflated frogs.”388 

 

“Any person, any object, any relationship can mean absolutely anything else.”389  

 

     Approaches to Poe's writings have been numerous and diverse, but they have not been 

altogether unfruitful in their harvest. For example, emphases have included: hearkening to 

sociopolitical and cultural aspects which might bear upon his works (Cultural/New Historicism); 

examinations of the relationship between aestheticism and the study of form (Formalism); and 

focuses on biographical data coupled with psychological posits (Freudianism).390 As for the 

initial approach, indisputably, Poe was a man impacted and influenced by the sentiments of his 

age, as none of us are entirely free of the taint of circumstance; time and chance happeneth to us 

all, at least so sayeth the Good Book (Eccl. 9:11).   

     Moreover, it cannot be disputed that Poe was concerned with theoretical pursuits in terms of 

attaining beauty, symmetry, sonority, maximum effect, and memorability as they pertain to the 

craft of writing which he undertook in great earnest, given evidence, minimally, by his three 
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well-known treatises on the subject.391 The third approach, though, seems the least likely to yield 

good fruit; Freudian analyses might be of considerable use in analyzing the mindsets of Poe's 

characters, but, arguably, they do not lend themselves well to a solid understanding of the author 

himself, and, as much of Freud’s theories have been discredited (even when the descriptive 

terminology he crafted remains useful), much of previous scholarship which relied on those 

theories should be scrapped altogether for the abject-yet-fashionable nonsense they always were. 

      Of course, in light of the plethora of vituperative fodder circulated by his initial biographer, 

Rufus Wilmot Griswold, and the scores of adversaries and detractors he'd accrued by means of 

the considerable amount of literary criticism he penned and published in several periodicals of 

his day, Poe's reputation as a difficult, tempestuous, arrogant, hypocritical, and impious fiend 

readily lends itself to juxtaposition of his personal character over the template of his more 

heinous fictive ones, the callously conniving, deviant, and murderous so-called “Lucifer-figures” 

which populate many of his tales.392 

     If anything, though, an incredibly close reading of a handful of his best-known short stories 

reveals a strong undercurrent which actually endorses the “bourgeoise morality” of traditional 

Judeo-Christian values which French poet and critic Charles Baudelaire (1821-1867) errantly 

believed Poe derided and disparaged, conceiving of Poe as a fellow “poète maudit,” deserving of 

his highest adoration.393 Poe certainly appears to fit the description of the “damned poet” if one 

buys into the more sensational rumors which speak to his life, as a poète maudit is an artistic 

individual with a highly-sensitive nature who exists on the outskirts of society, and who contends 

in opposition against that which polite society promulgates as being beautiful, true, and good, as 

Baudelaire had done the latter with publication of his somewhat infamous 1857 collection of 
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poems, Les Fleurs du Mal (Flowers of Evil).394  In a text whose title was taken from a line 

written by Poe, Mon Coeur mis a nu (My Heart Laid Bare), “He also admitted that the quest for 

ideal beauty is more compelling than moral responsibility” (E. Kaplan 88).395 Poe would never 

agree with such a sentiment, contending instead that poetry is the ideal focus of the first, and 

narrative fiction the means by which to inculcate the latter. 

     The poète maudit leads a dissolute and disreputable life, and dies an early and often inglorious 

death; his or her existence is one most typically marked by a combination of alcoholism, 

narcotics abuse, common thievery, inveterate gambling, gratuitous violence, sexual depravity 

and/or licentiousness, and eventual insanity – in short, a life of crime and sin, involving moral 

disintegration which ultimately leads to a bad end, perversely glorified by the poet's rejection of 

vaunted and esteemed societal norms. In this description, he appears to have more in common 

with Lord Byron and the literary archetype of the Byronic Hero than either Poe’s characters 

(save William Wilson) or Poe himself. (Tate credits Poe with mastery in depicting psychological 

disintegration, but the psyche is the soul, thus the “psychal” disintegration of  Poe’s Lucifer-

figures is also a moral disintegration.) 

      Poe, in fact, has been accused of such perversity by his peers and by posterity, as readers 

both then and now have projected necrophiliac tendencies on him, and have believed him to have 

died as a result of severe illness brought on by one of his reputed (and disputed) frequent 

drinking binges.396 If Baudelaire's assessment is to meet the test of plausibility, then it only meets 

that test in the wake of such vicious, false, and patently unsubstantiated allegations made against 

his predecessor; however, Poe's own writings assuredly paint a far different picture, for he is not 

certainly is not intended to be the Lucifer-figures in even the slightest measure.  
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     Again, Poe was not given to gambling, criminality, narcotic abuse, dueling, fisticuffs, 

frequenting brothels, taking mistresses. His alcohol consumption was limited to periodic 

episodes of great distress, and he was in no sense a madman raging against the bourgeoisie, 

instead focusing his genius energies on promoting traditional biblical morality instead of faulting 

the middle class for hypocrisy in failing to uphold it; Poe called readers to repentance and 

redemption, Baudelaire merely accused and condemned them.397 

     In many ways, he was an outsider to the better respected, more influential, and wealthier 

circles of his own time, but Poe did not lead the life of the poète maudit. It may be argued, 

perhaps, that he promulgated the anti-social, counterculture values embodied in the lifestyle of 

the damned poet, as indicated by the proliferation of dastardly villains in what are commonly 

referred to as his “horror” tales, the ones in which the Lucifer-figures feature prominently. This, 

too, would be an erroneous position to adopt, for scrutiny of these tales reveals that Poe is quite 

condemnatory of the villains, and therefore the shared, more powerful undercurrent of the stories 

actually moves in the same direction as traditional Judeo-Christian tenets. Contrary to popular 

and scholarly estimations of his work, this paper's position will contend that Poe had strong 

moral opinions subtly conveyed in his tales, a handful of which this essay will document and 

explicate. 

      It would be folly to dismiss outright the arguments put forth and the conclusions promulgated 

by prior Poe scholars (to say nothing of being as dismissive of the dialogical tradition as are the 

anti-Humanists), therefore a cursory examination of at least the three critical schools or strains 

previously mentioned is warranted (Cultural Historicism, Formalism, Freudianism), in order to 

demonstrate that prior criticism has not been: (a) wholly without foundation; (b) utterly ignored 
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while researching Poe’s work; and (c) so firmly settled so as to be taken as Gospel truth.   

     As Poe's debt is very great when it comes to inclusion of elements common to the works of 

German Romanticism (even when he is castigating, mocking, or discounting that tradition), it 

will be necessary also to devote some attention to our “German cousins”. Our French cousins, 

although importantly devoted to Poe in light of their Symbolist tendencies, we safely may ignore 

for the purposes of this essay, as it is concerned with Poe's mindset, and not that which his 

successors have appropriated and reformulated into novel theories. Poe was not looking to the 

French for inspiration (he seems to have ignored them, albeit he admitted to reading the satirical 

Voltaire, whose critical bent was more in line with Baudelaire’s), but instead looked to the 

British (in terms of emulation) and to the Germans (in terms of rejection). 

     As regards the moral import of his works, the overwhelming majority of Poe scholarship 

researched to date reveals that his critics fall generally into three principal categories: (1) those 

who accuse Poe's works of reflecting Poe's own alleged immorality; (2) those who deny Poe had 

any interest in issues of morality; and (3) those who sense and touch upon potential morality in 

Poe's works, stating as much but skirting sufficient documentation, therefore never forcefully 

sustaining their suppositions. The first category of critics (the personally biased) never can be 

satisfied that they are in error, as most of them have passed on to their respective rewards in the 

afterlife; the remainder therein cannot abandon their biases, for in doing so, they undermine the 

basis of their own criticism, which relies on psychoanalytical interpretation. 

      In point of fact, the now very well documented phenomenon of Poe borrowing elements of 

his fictions from varied other authors, news items, historical documents, and reference materials 

just goes to prove that his tales cannot be analyzed as though they are symptomatic expressions 
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of his own mental and emotional frailties or foibles—unless one desires to be fool enough to 

persevere in contending that Poe “borrowed” other authors’ neuroses which are said to be Poe’s  

as evidenced in his texts!  If there is any perception of neuroses in his work, they are surely 

superimposed on it by Freudians who disregard the Cultural Historicism and New Criticism 

considerations which actually do feed into that work: Literary criticism is properly concerned 

with exegesis, and Freudianism is but a form of eisegesis, a sort of Postmodernist Deconstruction 

being carried to its ultimate (illogical) conclusion.  

     To the second category of critics belong those who seem to have practiced conveniently 

sloppy exegesis; had they paid greater attention to Poe’s discourse, they would have discerned 

that Poe never advocates outright aestheticism at the expense of veracity or morality, and their 

error is largely the result of the critics loosely equating terms which Poe never meant to be 

utilized synonymously; had they adopted a New Critical approach to word attentiveness in 

context of the work itself, they likely would not have erred in this matter. For example, this 

group is far too prone to substitute the word “art” for the word “poetry,” when Poe uses them 

distinctly and does not freely interchange them, as do some of the critics who discuss his 

aesthetic theory; in the same way that all black poodles are dogs, but not all dogs are black 

poodles, poetry may be “Art,” but not all “Art” is poetry.398 

      It is the aim of this paper to vindicate the perspective of the latter most category of critics, to 

be achieved by means of extensive, detailed examination of the actual word choices employed by 

Poe, and their intended cumulative effect (Poe’s admitted goal), evidenced in the small handful 

of his best-known tales selected for this study.399 Although each of the aforementioned critical 

approaches has its utility (and its limitations), this particular approach most clearly aligns with 



491 

the approach of the school most commonly known as New Criticism, with the important caveat 

that it is the less radical, post-mid-twentieth century incarnation of this approach, which admits 

of some room for cultural contextualization.  

      The importance of the practice of closely reading a text cannot be overstated when it comes 

to analysis of Poe's tales, a single example of which should suffice for demonstrative purposes. 

As so astutely noted by Elena V. Baraban in her 2004 essay pertaining to supposition of the 

murderer's true motive in “Cask,” the tale concludes with the murderous Montresor smugly and 

Self-satisfyingly declaring “In pace requiescat!” She points out that the Latin suffix indicates 

that he is referring to his victim, Fortunato, as the English translation is properly rendered “May 

he rest in peace!” (Baraban 57)  

     Clearly, Montresor is making a mockery of the sanctity of the final benediction of a priest 

bestowed upon a faithful congregant having died (a religious custom of which he deprived 

Fortunato, access to Extreme Unction); the phrase is employed by clerics of the Roman Catholic 

faith in Requiem Masses (funerary church services) and Last Rites (wherein one sins have been 

absolved, according to Roman Catholic doctrine and tradition, following a final confession). It 

has long been maintained that Montresor's narrative is a final confession given to a priest some 

five decades after the murderous deed. Yet absolution is not granted if the repentance is 

insincere, and as the final phrase of the tale does not issue from the lips of the implied cleric, 

readers who scrutinize the text can be certain that the confession is invalid because Montresor 

remains unrepentant, thus the priest’s benediction has been withheld.  

     As Baraban rightly notes, had the implied priest absolved the murderer, the final phrase would 

have been rendered with a different Latin suffix, as “In pace requiescas!,” which translates as 
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“May your soul rest in peace!” (57).  Baraban notes Montresor's arrogance, and attests that his 

impious expression “highlights his conviction that he has merely avenged himself for the 

[alleged] wrong that Fortunato afflicted upon him fifty years ago” (57).  

     As Scripture and Protestant tradition declare that only God can forgive sins, and that 

vengeance is the Lord's (Poe was raised as a Protestant), Montresor's misappropriation of the 

phrase suggests his Luciferean identity, as Satan is a great counterfeiter of God.400 The precision 

which with Poe crafted his tales necessitates a reading as careful and as close as they had been 

constructed. 

     Whereas the amount of literary assessments which pertain to Poe's poems and criticism is 

abundant, it will be utilized only so far as is needful to establish the differences existent between 

Poe's theories and their corresponding, varied forms of writing. In essence, this paper will 

contend that, contrary to popular scholarly tradition, for Poe, the focus of his poetry was Beauty, 

the focus of his criticism was Truth, and the focus of his tales was Goodness. As Poe himself had 

offered, these are not mutually exclusive categories, but the varied forms were chiefly concerned 

with disparate aims; as these last genres or forms are the mode by which Goodness is best 

conveyed, it is for this reason that Poe deliberately crafted moral tales. Academic arguments 

which contend that Poe was merely an aesthete with no interest in morality consistently fail to 

distinguish between the forms and the aims, and therefore mistakenly assume that Poe's tales are 

solely concerned with aesthetic or emotional impact at the expense of moral import.  

     New Criticism's incredibly close attentiveness to word choice as utilized on the part of an 

author will prove of inestimable value in delineating Poe's subtle allusions to biblical verses and 

religious tradition. Cultural Historicism's contention that writing does not occur in a vacuum is 
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validated if we examine the ideologies which, in part, might have provided Poe with the impetus 

to pen his moral tales. Where Formalism lends itself best to the present analysis is in discernment 

of the Lucifer figure as a type repeated throughout the tales as a consistent means of imparting 

the moral element: Poe's intended, recurrent theme and allusions are not unlike slight variations 

in a musical score which unify the compositions while simultaneously holding the audience's 

interest via modulation.401 Freudianism has two strains, the first in which psychoanalysis of the 

author is attempted through the lens of his or her literature (also called psychobiography), and 

the second of which involves psychoanalysis of the author’s characters (construed as distinct 

from the author) by utilizing Freudian theories and terminology.  

     The first approach does not bear directly on the dissection of  Poe’s tales, in that it is not 

literary criticism, per se, but looks to understand the work by understanding the author’s mental 

and emotional qualities; it does not analyze the literature as literature (by conventions of the 

discipline), but rather, it analyzes the literature in relation to the author’s subconscious 

machinations. Poe repeatedly asserted the intentionality, or self-consciousness, involved in 

creation of his works (and, as will be shown, his word choices, themes, and moral undercurrent 

are very carefully and deliberately wrought), thus the initial approach should be wholly 

disregarded.  

     True enough, Poe himself had contended that an author never could wholly remove himself 

from his own written works, but the connection between the man and the material he produced 

must be examined in light of conscious contributions, not subconscious ones. As for the second 

approach, surely there are human beings who parallel Poe’s characters – the daily news is replete 

with articles of such inhumanity, both in Poe’s day and in the present – but, unfortunately, Poe 
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criticism has tended to focus on highly-questionable and downright preposterous sexual aspects 

of Freudian theory, resulting in some of the most cringeworthy and non-sensical aberrations of 

scholarship which contribute nothing to the body of knowledge about Poe, but plenty to the 

cacophony of modern criticism. A few examples of the better-known Freudian criticism are 

examined in this paper, offered in order to demonstrate how unsuitable it is to understanding 

Poe’s tales, but it shall not be relied upon whatsoever in this analysis of his work.402 

Poe and Cultural Historicism (New Historicism) 

 

     First, though, a cursory working definition of Cultural Historicism (aka New Historicism) as 

it pertains to literary criticism is both needful and helpful; it is necessary to remain mindful that 

Cultural Historicism is not synonymous with Cultural Materialism. Although there are many 

somewhat exhaustive and complex offerings available, Purdue University’s Online Writing Lab 

(OWL) succinctly provides a general overview of the theory as applicable to Poe studies. To wit, 

the Cultural Historical approach may be summarized as follows:  

     This school […] seeks to reconnect a work with the time period in which it was produced 

and identify it with the cultural and political movements of the time [...] New Historicism 

assumes that every work is a product of the historic moment that created it […] Moreover, 

New Historicism holds that we are hopelessly subjective interpreters of what we observe. 

(Purdue, citations omitted) 

 

     Cultural Historicism’s insistence that we are hopelessly subjective interpreters of that which 

we observe is not to be mistaken for the extreme position of the Postmodernists that all is 

subjectivity. Cultural Historians instead (rightfully) stress that we must ever be mindful of our 

own biases when approaching a subject, work, event, or period, in order to achieve the best 

understanding of anything observed within its own context of time and place. Whereas the term 

“hopeless” suggests an insurmountable obstacle, it is better understood to mean that we cannot 
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hope to abandon all subjectivity, nor should we want to when it comes to Poe, for personhood 

requires subjectivity, and Poe requires sympathy with his readership; sympathy is achieved only 

when there are two or more parties. The amount of Poe scholarship in light of this approach is 

prodigious and illuminating, in that it crumbles rather than cements the arguments put forth by 

critics who have argued that Poe was disinterested in issues, events, or phenomena beyond the 

limited realm of normative literature.  

     Scores of articles have been produced by Poe scholars which demonstrate the author's keen 

attentiveness to scientific developments, pseudoscientific fads, novel recreational offerings, 

theoretical underpinnings of contemporary authors, the psychology of mob mentality as it 

pertains to marketing strategies and crowd conduct, and sundry other topics of special or specific 

currency in his day.  Some research even has tied Poe's inspiration for many of his tales directly 

to contemporary news items, scientific journals, fictive works by other authors whose materials 

he'd surely read, foreign publications, and other like possible sources, such as personal 

relationships he'd developed with neighboring clerics.  

      Irrefutably evidenced is the fact that Poe was a voracious and avid reader of books, 

periodicals, and newspapers, therefore it cannot be said that he was out of touch with the climate 

of his surroundings and the sentiments of his peers. That argument, in fact, fails by sheer virtue 

of the  breadth and depth of his writing; however, the argument many times has shifted to the 

charge that, although not unaware of his time, he was out of step with it – yet that is another posit 

which cannot entirely be proven to ring true, as this essay intends to demonstrate that Poe 

advocated traditional biblical morals via his unconventional tales. 

      If Poe was in rebellion against his times, it is only because it was experiencing the throes of 
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being in rebellion against the God of Scripture, evidenced in the many contra-biblical, anti-

biblical, atheistic, and anti-theistic intellectual and social currents of his day. Whereas the 

previously-cited articles are not without their merits, it is perhaps a 1978 essay which brings to 

bear most the possibility that Poe's writing is very much in response to the literary, philosophical, 

cultural, political, and religious sentiments circulating during his lifetime (as opposed to being 

merely the product of his gauging the prurient tastes of a fickle public), that of Brian M. 

Barbour's “Poe and Tradition,” reprinted in a volume of critical essays edited by Harold Bloom. 

     After briefly noting Poe's well-acknowledged debt to English poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge 

(1772-1834) for his theoretical stances about various forms of literature, Barbour tenders his 

seismic claim, namely that Poe’s tales should be read against the backdrop of intellectual trends 

of his day, and more specifically, as opposition to them. Poe is most often set in high contrast 

against the ideas of the American Transcendentalists, and of Emerson in particular—and for good 

cause. As Barbour points out, early nineteenth century America was typified by what he 

identifies as being “‘the assertion of the worth of the totally liberated, atomistic, autonomous 

individual.’ […] The resulting tendency was to locate the experience of being in the exercise of 

the will; making straight the way was a certain utilitarian sense of mind, a kind of didactic 

rationalism that emphasized the immediate solving of practical problems and derided 

speculation” (64).403  

     Emerson embodies this spirt; Poe repudiates it for the disastrously apostate consequences he 

is certain they ensure. Barbour rightly offers that Hawthorne, Melville, and Poe “were not 

deceived about the nature of the self-willing, means-obsessed, atomistic individual” (Barbour 

65).404 And the reason they were not deceived about such individuals is because they adhered to 
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the biblical description of mankind’s inherent or innate propensity to wickedness; wickedness, 

literally, is a twisting inwards back onto the Self, and that is precisely the tenet of the varied 

ideologies which Emerson and the American Transcendentalists embraced, being shared, in some 

measure, by German Idealism, German Romanticism, German Pantheism, and German Higher 

Criticism. 

     Per the extensive research undertaken for this paper, Barbour is the only critic encountered, to 

date, which seems cognizant of the fact that Poe's murderous Lucifer-figures are the embodiment 

of self-willed, atomistic individuals who self-justify their means to desired ends; they typify 

those souls who have willfully severed themselves from the fellowship of God and men, thereby 

leading them to break the two greatest commandments given in Scripture and to see themselves 

eventually damned.405 Because they have no love for God, they show no love for their fellow 

men; the tales are trajectory warnings, instructing readers how not to behave as individuals 

(Lucifer-figure tales), or they are jeremiads, warning them of which ideologies they should not 

embrace as societies (apocalyptic visions); denying, defying, or abandoning the tenets of 

Scripture can only lead to disaster, for the individual or for all of mankind.406 

      A letter of Coleridge's to Thomas Poole offers a telling hint of Poe's own strong sentiments, 

although, admittedly, Poe would not have had access to this specific document in his own 

lifetime. In this now-famous exchange, Coleridge writes: 

      Now Mr. Locke was the founder of this sect, himself a perfect Little-ist.407 My opinion is 

this -- that deep Thinking is attainable only by a man of deep Feeling, and that all Truth is a 

species of Revelation. The more I understand of Sir Isaac Newton's works, the more boldly I 

dare utter to my own mind & therefore to you, that I believe the Souls of 500 Sir Isaac 

Newtons would go to the making up of a Shakspere [sic] or a Milton […] I am exceedingly 

delighted with the beauty & neatness of his experiments, & with the accuracy of his 

immediate Deductions from them -- but the opinions founded on these Deductions, and 

indeed his whole Theory is, I am persuaded, so exceedingly superficial as without 
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impropriety to be deemed false. Newton was a mere materialist -- Mind in his  system is 

always passive -- a lazy Lookeron on an external World. If the mind be not passive, if it be 

indeed made in God's Image, & that too in the sublimest sense -- the Image of the Creator -- 

there is ground for suspicion, that any system built on the passiveness of the mind must be 

false, as a system. (Sanford 36) 408 

 

     The lessons which can be gleaned from this brief excerpt about the ideas which Poe likely 

culled from reading other works by Coleridge which bespeak of a comparable sentiment are as 

follows: (1) the mere scientist/materialist is inferior in ability to the poet; (2) the passive mind is 

an ungodly mind; and (3) the ungodly mind is unconcerned with Beauty, Truth, or Goodness. 

(This is a logical conclusion, considering traditional Judeo-Christianity sees God as the source of 

all three values, in addition to Holiness.)  As Poe in every way fails to meet the definition of a 

passive mind based on what is known of him (his love of puzzles, creation of complex 

cryptographs, study of foreign languages, and research of obscure trivia), the passage suggests 

that, if Poe had embraced the sentiment, then as an aspiring author, he saw himself as a moral 

person, concerned with moral issues, and in that capacity, he crafted his tales so as to stimulate 

both the readers' minds (rational function) and consciences (moral aspect).  

     The excerpt also links the false with the superficial, therefore contributing to Poe's insistence 

on the primacy of the undercurrent. Poe's firm belief in the policy of “fair play” when engaging 

his readership ensured that adequate clues would be provided within his tales, recognizable for 

those readers alert enough to connect the dots and thereby reveal their moral underpinnings. 

     It seems advisable to justify tackling Poe's tales by means of the critical methodology selected 

for this paper, and to give adequate reason for rejecting others as counterproductive or deficient. 

New Criticism is a Formalist school of thought which contends that truthful and accurate 

meanings only may be derived by employing a methodology requiring scrutiny of individual 
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words, phrases, or sentences within any given text, a practice which poet, critic, and aesthetic 

theorist Ezra Pound termed attentiveness to “luminous detail”. (Pound and Poe have much in 

common, not the least of which is their mutual debt to Homer’s Ars Poetica and Alexander 

Pope’s An Essay on Criticism, but that is another paper for another time.) The critical school 

takes its name from John Crowe Ransom’s 1941 book called simply The New Criticism.   

     Ransom argued for an emphasis on close reading of literary works (especially poetry, which 

functions as crystallized expression in tightly-wrought frameworks held together by “tensions”), 

and he contended that literary compositions functioned as self-referential and self-contained 

aesthetic objects; in short, a work could stand on its own, hermetically sealed, as nothing beyond 

the work itself was needful to correctly determine its meaning. Form was linked to content, in the 

belief that structure and meaning were inextricably linked, and therefore could not be analyzed 

separately. The best-known critic of this school was Pound’s lifelong friend, American poet T.S. 

Eliot, who blasted major figures in the Western Canon (such as Milton and Shelley), and who 

insisted that poetry should be impersonal, in the sense that its meaning could be severed from 

consideration of its author.409 Given the school’s hostility to psychobiography (the text is the 

speaker to be analyzed, not the author), in its most orthodox vein, it is fundamentally at odds 

with Freudian and Marxist critical approaches. 

     New Criticism's heyday of influence ran from the 1930s to the 1970s (its apex being in the 

post-Holocaust 1950s), after which time newer theories of literary interpretation began to surface 

and gain ground, most notably that of Deconstructionism.410 (There was an important 

modification to the school’s tenets midway through its popularity, as in 1950, it made nominal 

allowance for cultural context.)411 New Criticism often relies on properly identifying textual 
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allusions, and allusions are details. Yet readers familiar with only from whence such allusions 

derive but not aware of what these allusions symbolize are not practicing what Pound and those 

in his critical camp preach; the details must illuminate a reader's understanding of the text by 

suggesting the significance of the allusions, as readers must not content themselves with merely 

recognizing their sources.  

     Aside from an ability to both have the ability to pen biting and thoughtful criticism, one more 

thing which Poe and Pound had in common was a desire for active readers, as both authors 

demanded more from their audiences, challenging them to fill in the blanks. Readers of a poem 

which speaks of a dove bearing an olive branch, for example, might know from whence the 

allusion derives (the Old Testament book of Genesis), but they might not necessarily be aware 

that such an allusion is a symbol for peace, or even more specifically, a sign of the restorative 

grace of God towards Man. Just as likely, in the inverse situation, readers could be aware that the 

dove with the olive branch symbolizes peace, but they might be unaware of the narrative source 

from whence the symbolism originally derives, and therefore they would be ill-equipped to 

identify any intended religious or biblical themes within the text which could contribute to what 

aforementioned critics refer to as “organic unity”; this inability would assuredly render such 

readers unable to reconcile the “tensions and harmonies” within the text, aspects greatly vaunted 

by New Critics.  

     A reader’s inability to discern accurate meaning from a text, therefore, can stem from his/her 

lack of familiarity with the allusions, and not as a result of lack of ability on the part of the 

reader. (New Criticism, therefore, typically demands a reasonably well-educated readership, for 

one cannot recognize allusions to which one never has been exposed. Both Poe and Pound 
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demand a reasonably well-educated audience, given their prodigious breadths of knowledge.) 

Even readers who know that the dove itself has come to symbolize peace, being also cognizant 

of the text from whence that symbolic allusion derives, still might be at a loss to fully 

comprehend a text’s intended meaning wherein the extended theme of it is meant to be mimetic 

of either the original narrative or of the characters within the nominal text.  

     By this is meant that a reader might know that the dove represents peace, and also might 

know the actual events described in the text in which the dove appears, but, in failing to 

comprehend the overall significance of the allusions,  the most accurate interpretation of a text is 

not achieved: In a poem which alludes to the incident of Noah and the dove, therefore, the figure 

in the poem with whom the dove is associated may be representative of Noah’s character, and not 

simply the character of Noah.  

     An interpretation which conveys a greater overall meaning (one which considers Noah’s 

qualities and history) is much stronger than one which merely calls the incident to mind. If the 

reader is unaware as to why Noah was spared (and with whom), and what fate befalls him 

following the dove incident, s/he will be unable to detect, with success, comparable facets of the 

figure in the text analyzed, which only can serve to strengthen the significance of the allusion 

and/or demonstrate the weakness of the critic’s interpretation. A sound familiarity with Scripture 

and Christian tradition is essential for identifying the moral undercurrent in Poe's tales and for 

recognizing the Lucifer-figures and Christ-figures in them, but, as will be demonstrated, even 

this familiarity can be undercut by red herrings, personal biases, unschooled or lackadaisical 

examination, and more often than not as is the case with Poe, by misleading critical suppositions, 

each of which mask the organic unity of his work.   
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     Not surprisingly, a quick Internet search will reveal that a number of religious websites and 

organizations are ardently opposed to Postmodernism and the “very naughty figs” which it has 

brought to harvest, including Deconstructionism. As this paper is particularly concerned with 

close reading of Poe's works in order to establish intentional patterns of representation in 

conveying Lucifer-figures and also a consistent, moral undercurrent, it is perhaps instructive to 

utilize an analysis of Scripture itself to demonstrate precisely why this literary theory – 

Deconstructionism – is patently absurd, has led to the degeneracy of scholarship in literary 

studies, and is woefully irrelevant, as far as concerns scrutinizing Poe's tales herein. One such 

website summarizes concisely the main tenets of this school of thought: 

            Deconstructionism is basically a theory of textual criticism or interpretation that denies 

there is any single correct meaning or interpretation of a passage or text. At the heart of the 

deconstructionist theory of interpretation are two primary ideas. First is the idea that no 

passage or text can possibly convey a single reliable, consistent, and coherent  message to 

everyone who reads or hears it. The second is that the author who wrote the text is less 

responsible for the piece's content than are the impersonal forces of culture such as language 

and the author’s unconscious ideology. Therefore the very basic tenets of deconstructionism 

are contrary to the clear teaching of the Bible that absolute truth does exist and we can indeed 

know it (Deut. 32:4; Isa 65:16; Jn 1:17-18; Jn 14:6; Jn 15: 26-27; Gal 2:5). 

(“Deconstructionism”) 

 

     Deconstructionist pioneer Jacques Derrida argued that language (and by extension, literature) 

is actually an infinite “freeplay” or exchange of the various elements of signification – of 

signifiers (words) and that which they signify (the concepts, objects, or ideas those words are 

said to represent). Nowadays, in literary criticism, signifiers can and usually do derive their 

assumed meanings from the subjectivity of the reader/critic, as Reader-Response Criticism, 

Deconstructionist theory’s ugly twin sister, preposterously maintains: “The search, then, for the 

text’s correct meaning or the author’s intentions become meaningless”(Bressler 129).412  

     In other words, each reader may respond differently to an author’s text and assign varied 
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meanings to its elements (words, names, characters, plot events, etc.) and to the overall message 

or symbolism ascribed to the work, thus the author’s meaning ascribed to the signifiers in his/her 

text is not merely of little or no consequence, it is, for all practical intent, non-existent or non-

knowable. That this position is absolute rubbish is made evident by the fact that the theory never 

could work in praxis: If Dick and Jane are at a party, and every time Jane speaks, Dick tells 

everyone else that Jane didn't mean what Jane actually said, and instead Dick insists that he 

would let you know what he insists Jane really meant, not only would no one continue to engage 

Dick for such blatant discourteousness, neither would they construe Dick's insistent and habitual 

negation of Jane's direct address as anything but manifest insanity: Unless the original speaker 

(Jane) is insane, it isn't merely incredibly rude and illogical on the critic’s (Dick’s) part to 

summarily discount the originator of the speech, it is preposterously egotistical of him to do so, 

and bordering delusional self-inflated importance on his part. (The lesson here for critical 

theorists? Don't be a Dick.) 

     If the author does not impart meaning in his/her work, then it cannot be there to be found by 

the reader; meaning is conveyed by the originator, not invented by the recipient. And even the 

meaning conveyed must be intelligible to the recipients, for there can be no signal if the emitting 

and receiving parties have not pre-determined, mutually, what the symbols are. Contrary to 

popular opinion, meaning is not created by readers any more than signals are created by those 

towards whom they are broadcast; a sinking ship does not bother to emit a mayday signal via 

Morse Code without a pre-determined, commonly known and agreed upon, definite meaning 

which receivers are meant to recognize. If ships in the general area do not already agree that the 

Morse Code signal of “S.O.S.” means that a ship’s crew is in mortal danger, then all the dots and 



504 

dashes they pick up over the wire originating from the ship in distress (which themselves already 

have mutually agreed upon meanings or significations assigned to them) are reckoned pointless, 

and no rescue party will be forthcoming. In the words of the biblical prophet, “Can two walk 

together, except they be agreed?” (Amos 3:3)  

     If the parties (sender and receiver/originator and terminus) do not have a pre-existent and 

mutual agreement as to what certain signals mean, then they are no longer signals, because their 

transmission cannot be distinguished from mere noise— and noise conveys no information, only 

sound. In order for something to be a signifier of something else, the something else must be 

recognizable by both the author and the audience. There can be no such thing as total, 

autonomous “freeplay” when more than one party exists in the exchange, for bifurcation 

(sender/receiver or author/reader) disallows absolute autonomy on the part of the reader/critic. 

     That Poe conveyed an encrypted, definite moral message to be discovered by his readers is 

both logical and germane to what is known of Poe's love of complexity and his air of intellectual 

superiority: Not unlike the practice of cracking or deciphering ingenious radio codes during 

times of war, Poe put clues hidden in plain sight throughout his tales, and discovery of their 

meaning is dependent, not on the subjectivity of the reader, but on the decoder's familiarity with 

the code employed in the cipher or transmission, and, because of Poe's insistence on active 

readership, also on the decoder's heightened awareness, so as to recognize the message dispersed 

within the background noise. For Poe, his syllabary is Scripture, his message is one of traditional 

Christian morality, and his transmission is encrypted by means of subtle clues consistently 

broadcast through his tales which depict Lucifer-figures.  

     Not only is New Criticism the best method to employ when analyzing Poe's tales, it is the 
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only one which could possibly suss out their moral aspect. It cannot be overstated herein that the 

critical school to which one ascribes will determine the analytical yield, and that a flawed 

methodology will not produce good fruit, or as Scripture would put it, “Be not deceived; God is 

not mocked: for whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he also reap” (Gal 6:7). By demonstrating 

the sheer consistency which Poe employs in creation of his Lucifer-figures, Deconstructionism 

readily can be discredited and exposed for the preposterous Postmodern poison it really has 

proven itself to be for literary studies in general: All roads might lead to Rome, but not all 

critical schools lead to Truth.413 

      Deconstruction seeks to tear down the meanings imparted to a text by the author, and Reader-

Responsism seeks to construct new meanings in place of the author’s original ones; Self-ishness 

characterizes all of Postmodern literary criticism, for it crowds out the other of the author, and 

affords him or her no space or place in the conversation. 

      With the exception of Deconstructionism (from which one can glean nothing except nonsense 

and the extent of the misguided egotism of the critic), each of the other critical approaches herein 

addressed has been of utility in reassessment of Poe's work. From New Historicism, one can 

make the argument as to what motivated Poe to write with morals in mind, and from Formalism, 

one can fathom why Poe determined that the short story format was best suited to convey them.  

Although limited in utility herein, it is due, in part, to Freudianism that one can discern that Poe, 

by his own admission never wholly able to divorce himself from his works, was genuinely 

concerned with the matters of anti-spiritualism and materialism of his day, and disapproved of 

their more deleterious effects on mankind, and of the degradation of the individual in particular.  

     Poe believed the soul was a cipher, and that neither he nor any other author could completely 
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extract themselves from their works; if this assessment is to be counted true for Poe, then it only 

in the sense that he could not resist allowing his satirical nature and moral inclination to feed into 

his works (in addition to his love of puzzles), for those aspects of his personality were so integral 

to his personality that it seems impossible that he could filter them out his works, including those 

which exhibit a tendency to dark humor.   

     From New Criticism, the very close reading of the texts makes possible the mapping of the 

biblical allusions consistently employed by Poe to depict his Lucifer-figures, the means by which 

the morals are subtly conveyed. It is only fitting that Barbour, who rang out one of the first clean 

shots in recognition of Poe's short fictions being counted among the moral masterpieces of the 

Western Canon, should have close to the last word here: 

     Poe's tales explore, as fiction can, the moral consequences of those ideals and values, and 

consequent habit of thoughts and feelings that formed the American tradition.  His limited but 

real achievement was to reveal, however obliquely, the human consequences of the tradition, 

to cut through the fogbank of optimism and insist on its destructive potential […] In the end 

he could not, alone, sustain the necessary tension. There is a sense in which American society 

defeated him. But not before he had taken its measure. (81, emphases mine) 

 

     Just what those ideals, values, thoughts, and feelings were which constituted his particular 

American tradition will be examined throughout this essay, including the hugely influential 

impact of “our German cousins,” especially as exercised in the humanities fields of philosophy, 

religion, and literature. Say what one will of the Germans, they are a force with which to be 

reckoned, and Poe was never one to shrink from the fray. 

3.3   A Man More Sinn'd Against Than Sinning414 

 

“When a true genius appears in the world, you may know him by this sign, that the dunces are 

all in confederacy against him.”415 
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     We turn now to the criticism proper. Serving in the capacity of Joshua and Caleb, the first 

scouts of the Promised Land recognized in Scripture by name, we will examine the annotated 

collections of Poe tales edited by Stuart Levine and Susan Levine (hereafter referred to simply as 

“the Levines”), and then the one by Stephen Peithman. These are primary in the sense that they 

will be treated of first, and not because they have raised the most salient points or because they 

have written most extensively about Poe’s works. Their texts address each of the five essays to 

be closely analyzed in this essay, whereas other criticism typically is organized around a theme 

or treats of a specific tale, and does not, therefore touch on each of the five selected for this 

work: Just as all five books of the Pentateuch must be understood in tandem with one another, so 

also must be the five Poe tales scrutinized in this essay. 

     Collected works of Poe, as well as collected essays about them, are sometimes grouped under 

headings which the editors think best demonstrate the commonalities shared by such works.  For 

example, the Levines, in their collaborative text, The Short Fiction of Edgar Allan Poe: An 

Annotated Edition, have subdivided the tales under designations such as “Unimpeded Visions,” 

“The Rake and the Fop,” “Occult Fantasies,” or “Slapstick Gothic”. Of the tales analyzed in this 

paper, “Usher” they group under “The Death of a Beautiful Woman,” whereas “Cask” is placed 

among “Anti-Aristocratic Tales” (with “Masque”),  while “Pit” is listed under “Salvation 

Through Terror” (“Descent into the Maelström” is the only other tale in this grouping), and 

“Cat,” “Heart,” “Imp,” and “Hop-Frog” all fall under “Moral Issues”.  

     Each section contains a brief preface wherein the Levines offer a cursory justification for the 

grouping of the tales included in the relevant sections. These groupings are not necessarily 

inaccurate, even if they are puzzling at first glance, but they are not always logical; the majority 
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of Poe readers and critics, for example, would never conceive of “Cask” as an anti-aristocratic 

tale, especially since the victim, Fortunato, is clearly a member of the aristocracy, and not merely 

Montresor. (Montresor is given to be from an ancient and notable line with its own coat of arms, 

a convention of status unavailable to peasants and serfs). 

      Also quizzical is the listing of “Usher” in the same group as tales such as “The Oval 

Portrait,” “Morella,” and “Ligeia,” since Madeline is never described as being beautiful, and if 

she closely resembles her twin Roderick (as stated by the unnamed narrator), then one need only 

re-read the description of Roderick in order to re-think the notion that Madeline is attractive, for 

her brother is somewhat sinister and ghoulish in his appearance. (Still, if beauty is in the eye of 

the beholder, her strangeness might be the sort ascribed to Ligeia by the narrator in that tale.)  

We shall examine what the Levines have to offer by way of prefatory remarks for the groups 

under which the tales analyzed in this essay are listed, the first being “Pit” listed under 

“Salvation Through Terror”. 

     The Levines start off well enough, but somewhere along the way, they take a wrong turn. 

They correctly note that, for Poe, the terrifying and the beautiful are not mutually exclusive 

categories, and they list a few tales which are diverse in their descriptions of beautiful scenes 

which are either wild and perilous or serene and orderly—whether the harrowing scenes from “A 

Descent into the Maelström” or the lovely surroundings of  “The Landscape Garden”—and then, 

commenting on the difference between these tales, they note a strange similarity which unites 

them, offering the following observation: 

     We may simply note again the consistency of Poe’s taste [for “ideal beauty”], or look to 

philosophical explanations […] However we explain them, the effects are present in 

exceedingly dissimilar stories, and characters perceive them in very different ways […] 

Apparently the more difficult the process of perceiving ‘beauty,’ the more complex the plot. 
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Thus we expect and get a complex plot in “The Pit and the Pendulum,” another tale of 

salvation from strange surroundings.  The brilliance which the narrator needs to sustain his 

life […] is more like the brilliance of the fisherman in “A Descent into the Maelstrom”. The 

progression down to despair and insanity and up to insight is what makes him “brilliant”. 

(Levine and Levine 39) 

 

     It is “Pit” mind you, which they are discussing, a tale in which there is absolutely no trace of 

beauty whatsoever, strange or otherwise, even if there is ingenuity present in the torturous 

schemes of the Inquisitors. Whereas “Pit” certainly constitutes a tale in which the protagonist 

does experience a plethora of unpleasant sensations, both physical and “psychal,” and even 

though his is a tale of salvation, his exposure to the terrors of the pit do not lead him to perceive 

beauty in it. And what of this “brilliance” which saves the lives of the recusant of “Pit” and the 

fisherman of “Descent”? The Levines would have readers believe that the process involves loss 

of hope (despair), followed by a madness (insanity) which results in salvific preservation 

(insight): Despair coupled with insanity seems more a recipe for disaster than for insight.   

     Aside from being a sheer failure of logic on the part of the Levines, what saves the two 

narrators of these tales is their humility before God and the recognition that they cannot save 

themselves—and humility before God is predicated on such recognition. The recusant in “Pit” 

has struggled against the World, the Flesh, and the Devil (or at least his ministers, the Inquisitors, 

who represent spiritual wickedness in high places), and he still cannot save himself, but must be 

rescued or redeemed by the saving grace of one from on high, one who triumphs by leading his 

troops against the evildoers (General LaSalle).  Ecco homo, no ecco Deo. 

      His humble obedience to God is what got him into this mess (as Christ-figure, he must be 

innocent of the crimes levied against him by the Inquisitors), and it will see him out of it as well. 

At no point in the tale does the narrator of “Pit” curse God for his misfortunes or tribulations, 
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and it is just when he surrenders to his fate and calls out to Heaven that he is rescued from the 

pit—just as the narrator in “Descent” does, before he survives what very well might have been a 

watery grave. 

     In Christianity, the prophet Jeremiah was lowered into a slimy mud pit by directive of King 

Zedekiah; the prophet Daniel was lowered into the lion’s den by order of King Nebuchadnezzar; 

Daniel’s contemporaries, the royal advisors (also recognized as prophets in religious tradition) 

Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah (better known by their slave names of Shadrach, Meshach, and 

Abednego) were lowered into the fiery furnace by order of King Nebuchadnezzar; the prophet 

Jonah was lowered into the belly of beast per the will of God; and Jesus descended into Hell, 

also per the will of the Most High God. In each of these instances, God did not preclude these 

men of faith from experiencing their tribulations, as they were compelled to endure them in order 

to be saved from their “strange surroundings”; to survive tribulation is not to circumvent it 

altogether, thus conforming to the pattern of Scripture, our hero in “Pit” is a man of faith, and not 

one of despair. 

      Moreover, Scripture teaches that Man cannot save himself, thus he must put his trust in the 

abilities of God to do so, and not rely on his own strength, ingenuity, or discipline. In short, he 

cannot trust his own “brilliance” to save him, but must fear (or revere) the Lord, the act of which 

is the beginning of wisdom and true salvific insight. In “Descent,” as treated elsewhere in this 

paper, the fisherman’s reverent awe for the power of God, as manifested in the magnificence of 

the maelström, is akin to the humble recognition of His might, just as the sailor realizes that has 

no hope of saving himself. 
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    There is, indeed, a consistency in Poe’s taste for supernal beauty, as it is the means by which 

Man is in commune with  or attains glimpses of the divine, but it should be borne in mind that, 

for Poe, the word “Taste” was connected to morality: The taste of which the Levines write seems 

to consider only the superficial type, that which speaks to the physicality of the scenes described, 

yet it is precisely in philosophical explanations that the continuity of Poe’s notion of “Taste” is to 

be comprehended, of which the physical descriptions in his works serve merely as signifiers of 

his views on metaphysical realities. In his 1841 dialogical piece, “The Colloquy of Monos and 

Una,” the once-mortal Monos laments to his fellow (unearthly) companion about the cataclysmic 

destruction of our planet. In speaking of what ultimately led to mankind’s ruin, he tells her: 

     Alas! we had fallen upon the most evil of all our evil days. The great “movement”—that 

was the cant term—went on: a diseased commotion, moral and physical. Art—the Arts—

arose supreme, and, once enthroned, cast chains upon the intellect which had elevated them to 

power. Man, because he could not but acknowledge the majesty of Nature, fell into childish 

exultation at his acquired and still-increasing dominion over her elements. Even while he 

stalked a God in his own fancy, an infantine imbecility came over him. As might be supposed 

from the origin of his disorder, he grew infected with system, and with abstraction. He 

enwrapped himself in generalities. Among other odd ideas, that of universal equality gained 

ground; and in the face of analogy and of God—in despite of the loud warning voice of the 

laws of gradation so visibly pervading all things in Earth and Heaven—wild attempts at an 

omni-prevalent Democracy were made.416 Yet this evil sprang necessarily from the leading 

evil, Knowledge. Man could not both know and succumb. Meantime huge smoking cities 

arose, innumerable. Green leaves shrank before the hot breath of furnaces. The fair face of 

Nature was deformed as with the ravages of some loathsome disease.  

     And methinks, sweet Una, even our slumbering sense of the forced and of the far-fetched 

might have arrested us here. But now it appears that we had worked out our own destruction 

in the perversion of our taste, or rather in the blind neglect of its culture in the schools. For, in 

truth, it was at this crisis that taste alone—that faculty which, holding a middle position 

between the pure intellect and the moral sense, could never safely have been disregarded—it 

was now that taste alone could have led us gently back to Beauty, to Nature, and to Life. But 

alas for the pure contemplative spirit and majestic intuition of Plato! Alas for the μουσικη 

[music] which he justly regarded as an all-sufficient education for the soul! Alas for him and 

for it! —since both were most desperately needed when both were most entirely forgotten or 

despised. (Poe “Colloquy”) 

 

https://www.eapoe.org/works/mabbott/tom2t046.htm
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     There is much to “unpack” in this excerpt, in order to illustrate the point which Poe has his 

character state of Taste, a point which is relevant to both Poe’s aesthetic and moral stances. The 

names of the characters appear to take aim at some of Poe’s favorite targets, German 

philosophers whose theories were questionable and clearly contra-biblical. “Monos” can be 

understood to refer to the Monadism of Gottfried Leibniz, and “Una” to stand for the German 

obsession with the concept of unity, as reckoned by Immanuel Kant and post-Kantians (German 

Idealists) such as Friedrich Schleiermacher, for example. Leibniz’s theories about Monadism are 

related to Pythagoreanism, a doctrine promulgated by the pagan Greek philosopher Pythagoras 

(570-490 BCE), himself a proponent of metempsychosis, or transmigration of souls into new 

bodies, whether human or animal, not unlike the Eastern mystical tradition of reincarnation. 

(There is, in fact, a wholly unsubstantiated tradition which contends that Pythagoras received his 

philosophy via divine revelation given earlier to wise men of the ancient Near East. German 

scholars, such as Arthur Schopenhauer (1788-1860) were fascinated with Eastern religious 

traditions and mysticism.)  

     The Monadism of the mathematical genius Leibniz is actually derived from the mathematical 

genius Pythagoras. Aristotle finds fault with those he terms “the so-called Pythagoreans”. 

According to the online entry for the term “Pythagoraneanism” at the Stanford Encyclopedia of 

Philosophy: 

     Aristotle criticizes the Pythagoreans for being so enamored of numerical order that they 

imposed it on the world even where it was not suggested by the phenomena. Thus 

appearances suggested that there were nine heavenly bodies orbiting in the heavens but, since 

they regarded ten as the perfect number, they supposed that there must be a tenth heavenly 

body, the counter-earth, which we cannot see. Later, Aristotle is also critical of the 

Pythagoreans for employing principles that do not derive from the sensible world, i.e., 

mathematical principles, even though all their efforts were directed at explaining the physical 

world. How can they explain features of physical bodies such as weight or motion using 
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principles which have no weight and do not move? Indeed, it becomes clear that Aristotle 

interpreted the Pythagorean cosmogony as starting out by constructing the number one. The 

one then draws in the unlimited and produces the rest of the number series and evidently the 

cosmos at the same time. The number one and the other numbers from 1 to 10 are conceived 

of as physical entities. (Huffman, citations omitted) 

 

     Pythagoras is credited with being both a first-rate mathematician and a dubious cosmologist, 

and it is he who first construed the notion of a heavenly production of “the music of the spheres,” 

in reference to celestial bodies. (He also reportedly was a stickler in his insistence on strict 

observation of religious rituals.) He is associated with four well-known doctrines which have 

profound religious implications for a traditional biblical Christian the likes of Poe, these being: 

(1) belief in the immortality of the soul; (2) belief in the ability and habit of the soul to 

transmigrate into other animate bodies; (3) belief in the endless repetition of events after 

prolonged intervals; and (4) belief in the total relationship of all animate matter. (See, e.g., the 

entry for “Pythagoras”.) All four of these doctrines are antithetical to Christianity, and would 

therefore be anathema to Poe, and these ideas will be mockingly derided by Poe more 

extensively in his 1848 treatise, Eureka. 417 

     The name Una likely is borrowed from Edmund Spencer’s epic poem of 1590, The Faerie 

Queen; lovely and humble (i.e., meek, as in those who will inherit the earth, per Mt. 5:5), she is 

the character who represents Truth in the allegorical work. According to the entry for her name 

in Albert Charles Hamilton’s 1990 massive compendium, The Spenser Encyclopedia, her main 

function is as an intercessory companion in moments of extreme moral and spiritual danger 

(704). 

     Poe has Monos put the blame squarely on Kant (cant) for initiating “the most evil” of days. 

The Germans, with their insistence of the supremacy of the Arts, infected the physical and moral 

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/pythagoras/#WasPytMatCos
https://www.degruyter.com/view/books/9781442680104/9781442680104-027/9781442680104-027.xml?rskey=9AxUEL&result=1&q=Una
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spheres, and the German Romantics even disregarded Reason (the intellect); this is surely a 

knock against Friedrich von Schiller’s 1794 “Letters Upon the Aesthetic Education of Man,” for 

“in the department of esthetics especially, he made significant contributions, modifying and 

developing in important respects the doctrines of Kant” (Halsall).418 In his unavoidable 

recognition of the majesty of the natural world, Man began to self-inflate his importance and 

sense of potency as a result of the advances in the mastery of science and industry (Positivism 

and Scientism). He then came to seek the means by which to do away with God (Higher 

Criticism), and giddy with the imbecilic notion that he can take God’s place (Kantian-derived 

categorical imperative), he relied more and more on German and Germanic (Idealism and 

Transcendentalism) philosophic traditions (system and abstraction) which allowed Man to 

indulge in the Romantic  and Pantheistic equation of himself  with Nature and with God (the 

“radical Democracy” of which the colloquy laments, and which Eureka depicts).  

     Man’s mastery of the physical world led to the rise of crass Materialism, Positivism, Atheism, 

Urbanization, and Industrialism, and Man seared over his conscience so that he ignored or 

allowed to slumber the aspect of the soul/psyche which would have raised alarms. When Monos 

contends that perversion of Taste ultimately led to the destruction of humanity, and therefore a 

correction of Taste (or at least proper attention to correct Taste) would have saved it by leading 

mankind back to Beauty, Nature, and Life, Poe is not merely mocking the German claim that the 

Arts will save us (Schiller), but also the Transcendentalists’ emphasis on intuition to determine 

morality and the German Idealists’ reliance on the mind to “create” reality, as suggested by the 

phrase “the pure contemplative spirit and majestic intuition of Plato!”  

https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/mod/schiller-education.asp
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      Schiller is again mocked for his belief that man could save himself from his own destructive 

propensities, in his contention that music was “justly regarded as an all-sufficient education for 

the soul”. If men could save themselves from the wages of sin by their own actions, then they 

would not need to seek to know God, and without acknowledging the need for a proper and 

loving (dependent) relationship with the Creator, mankind is lost to his own creations: If the 

human heart is the source of depravity and destruction, how can the soul be saved by the very 

source which contaminates it? One cannot be saved by drawing from the depths of a Self-

poisoned well. 

     The Levines hit closer to the mark in their preface to the section under which “Usher” in 

included, but they are still a near miss in some sense when they postulate that “the psychological 

connection between death, sexuality, and creativity noted later by Freud is extremely explicit 

here.  The fascination with death in Poe’s day is doubtless sick, and deserves the satire which 

Poe, Hawthorne, and later Twain directed against it” (Levine and Levine 62). In the first place, 

no reader of Poe should ever read sexuality into his tales; Poe considered himself a Southern 

gentleman, and he would not have his heroines sullied by carnal associations. His only female 

protagonist ostensibly understood to have engaged in conjugal relations is Morella, and that 

within the bourgeoisie confines of marriage. More in keeping with the moral undercurrent of 

Poe’s work, though, is the biblical position that the carnal mind is enmity to God (Rom. 8:7).  

     The carnality of Poe’s murderers can be witnessed in their desire to dominate the bodies of 

their victims, as well as in their indulgence of earthly pleasures (“William Wilson”) which 

compete with proper spiritual meditations and loving attentiveness to others (as in the case of the 

narrators of “Imp” and “Cat,” as the first claims he long enjoyed the fruits possessed by 
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inheritance from his victim, and the second gives himself over to alcoholism). Scripture relates 

that the carnal mind never can be subject to the law of God, for to be carnally minded invites 

death; Madeline, as victim, does nothing more than be in close proximity to her assailant, which 

is not synonymous with being carnally minded (Rom. 8:6).  

     Poe never loses sight of the lessons of Scripture, which means that there is nothing sexual 

whatsoever to be found in “Usher”; if Madeline were guilty of incest, then she could not serve as 

the “innocent blood” of the Christ-figure in the tale, which she assuredly does. All of the other 

victims in the tales of this pattern—in “Cask,” “Heart,” “Cat,” and “Pit”—are innocent, thus 

Madeline must conform to pattern, to the arabesque of the Lucifer-figure tales, as it were. One 

must also question their use of the word “explicit” herein, for Poe critics are not universally 

agreed that there is an incestuous relationship in the tale, nor that one is even hinted at, as 

Roderick at no time speaks of his sister in sexual terms.  

     In fact, the whole basis for the suggestion that their relationship had in some way been carnal 

derives simply from the fact that they reside together in the remote, ancestral estate; where else 

would an unmarried woman in centuries past have lived, except than with a male relative under 

whose legal guardianship she had been entrusted? It had ever been quite the norm for a wealthy 

and virginal woman (especially of the propertied classes) to remain in the home in which she had 

been raised until such time as she became its sole inheritor or married, thus Madeline’s presence 

at the manor is not, as critics errantly assume, a sign of sexual perversity, but one of centuries-

long moral social convention on her part.419 

       As for the “sick” fascination with death during Poe’s day, it should be kept in mind that his 

was very much a memento mori society because death was a regular part of everyday life in the 
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nineteenth century, what with periodic and severe outbreaks of cholera and tuberculosis, high 

infant mortality rates, the considerable number of women who died in childbirth (corsets lower 

the uterus, making delivery painful and deadly dangerous), sailors lost at sea, industrial and 

farming accidents, violent crime in the urban centers, drug overdoses, inadequate sanitary 

conditions, improper diet and nutrition, quack medicine, poor surgical hygiene, military 

campaigns, child labor, the harsh realities of slavery, etc.420  

     Even if this were not the case, because Poe would have his readers reflect on the belief that 

they will face judgment and consequences in the afterlife, it was needful for them to remember 

that they are mortal, and that they would one day be face-to-face with God. To escape justice for 

treachery performed in this world did not preclude recompense in the next, thus Poe consistently 

pointed his audience back to the moral truths revealed by Scripture per the two greatest 

commandments of God on which all human conduct should be predicated (Moral Law), for in 

Christian tradition, there would be waiting for them the so-called “four last things”—Death, 

Judgment, Heaven, and Hell, for centuries each one being a regular and consecutive focus of the 

four Sunday sermons of the Advent season which commemorates the crucifixion and 

resurrection of the Christian Messiah. 

     The editors note that the stories in this grouping are “philosophically consistent, and their 

philosophy is occultic” (Levine and Levine 62).  There is a consistency present, but it is actually 

anti-philosophical because it is pro-religious. Of course, it is still very much anti-Roman 

Catholic, as are his other tales, given Poe’s proclivity to make his villains “good Catholics” (a 

proclivity shared by Brockden Brown and Hawthorne, no less), as Roman Catholicism is a 

religion long associated with occultism, by which is meant that which is hidden, unknown, or 
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mysterious. (This is not considered a negative trait by Roman Catholics themselves, as the 

“misterium fidei” or “mystery of the faith” has been a normative part of their catechism for 

centuries, signifying an article of faith which transcends Reason, such as those which pertain to 

the nature of the Trinity or the transubstantiation of the Eucharist, doctrines which they contend 

cannot be fully understood unless revealed by God.)  

     To Protestant readers, though, anything which smacks of the occult is the mark of apostasy; 

most of the well-known founders of the Protestant religions identified the whore of Babylon in 

the Book of Revelation —the harlot with “mystery” written on her forehead—with the Roman 

Catholic religion (Roman Catholics, by and large, do not read that book), thus Poe’s readers 

would associate occultism with witchcraft, necromancy, and seer-seeking (“soothsaying”) 

activities strictly verboten in Scripture; this occultism is in play in the works of Brockden Brown 

and Hawthorne as well. (See, e.g., Exod. 22:18, Deut. 18:10-15, Isa. 8:19, 1 Sam. 15:23, 1 Sam. 

28:29, Lev. 19:26-31, Lev. 20:27, 2 Chr. 33:6, 1 Chr. 10:13-14, 2 Ki. 21:6, 2 Ki. 23:24, Mic. 

5:12, Gal. 5:20-21, and Rev. 22:15).  

     Because the word “occult” indicates that which is hidden, Protestant readers would associate 

occultism with iniquity, as sinners seek to cover their deeds from God and Man, but Scripture 

attests that all secret sins will be made known to and by God (Job 20:27, Isa. 3:9, Isa. 26:21, Isa. 

59:12, Psa. 69:5, Prov. 26:26, Jer. 11:18, Ezek. 16:2, Ezek. 16:57, Ezek. 23:36, Lam. 4:22, Mic. 

3:8, and 1 Cor. 14:25). More to the point, though, is that Poe is consistently deriding the 

philosophical tenets of the German Idealists (transmigrated, it seems, into the souls of the 

American Transcendentalists), doing so on the grounds that they are fundamentally antithetical 

to the precepts of his own traditional adherence to Christianity’s historical grounding of ethics as 
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being revealed by God to mankind and not originating in the locus of man; this is the thrust of 

his three “conversation pieces” (the dialogical apocalyptic visions) and of Eureka. 

     After conceding that mysticism and humor are not incompatible, for some inexplicable 

reason, the Levines speak about the power of visionaries to recognize (or “see”) underlying 

truths of the universe, “truths” they then list — such as the entire world is sentient, the 

enlightened human mind is identical with the universe (also creating it), and that “equivalences” 

are real and not merely symbolic. No, no, and no; the sentience of the entire world is the 

romanticized Pantheism which Poe mocks, and the identicality of the human mind which creates 

the Universe is his mocking of German Idealism; the “equivalencies” are likely his mocking of  

the Neo-Platonist Swedenborgian notion of correspondences—and the American 

Transcendentalists were beholden to all of these apostate ideas, Emerson especially.  

     Thankfully, the Levines do allow one to question Poe’s seriousness in these regards, but one 

surely would never mistake Madeline in “Usher” of holding such ideas, for she never speaks, and 

nothing is explicitly known of her opinions about philosophical matters. If, though, Madeline is 

Christ-figure to Roderick’s Lucifer-figure, then she must be a foil to him and not a mirror 

(another indication that Roderick lied about their shared sympathies), which means that, given 

Roderick’s affinity with these philosophical notions (at least in his maniacal, adamant insistence 

of the first one, as the false pretext of his murderous character), then Madeline’s own affinity 

must have been with the revealed truths of traditional Judeo-Christian religiosity.  

     The Apostle Paul warns his readers “Beware lest any man spoil you through philosophy and 

vain deceit, after the tradition of men, after the rudiments of the world, and not after Christ” (2 

Cor. 2:8). If the deceitful Roderick is beholden to the vain (worthless) philosophy of the German 
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strains, in which moral truths are determined by the traditions of men (speculative philosophy 

which contends human agency as the basis of such knowledge), then Madeline, as foil, must 

reject them and embrace instead the religion espoused by Paul. The word “rudiments” pertains to 

foundational principles, thus a person who is spoiled by embrace of the principles of the world is 

one who spurns those established by God, perfectly exemplified by Roderick.421 

     To their credit, the editors do recognize that these tales consist of narrators who survive their 

ordeals (although other characters do not), to which they include being wounded, drugged, 

terrified, insane, or any combination of states therein (Levine and Levine 62).  At least as far as 

concerns “Usher,” accusations of insanity on the part of the narrator must be disregarded, for the 

narrator’s fears are not without just cause, even if he merely apprehends the peril without 

comprehending it. He is a rationalist at the onset of the tale, in his endeavoring to reason away 

the eerie and unsettling effect the estate has on him. He is a rational and sensible being at the 

conclusion of the tale, too, in that he is horrified enough to be rendered aghast by the sudden 

recognition of his complicity in Madeline’s untimely and untowardly death; and he is quite, quite 

sane in the middle of the tale, as he is ever in a position to take notice of Roderick’s strangeness 

by comparison.  

     The only manner in which his mind becomes “infected” by his host’s contagion is in restless 

uncertainty, much the same way the owner of a cat or dog whose hairs are bristled begins to 

grow in unease when its pet begins to pace or fret; the owner need not experience dread (which 

requires anticipated danger) in order to increase or agitate his anxiety, being merely more attuned 

to the fact that something is not quite right, without yet being able to discern the source of the 

trouble sensed by the pet’s alarm.  
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     Fear is not synonymous with madness (it is typically a mark of sanity to be fearful of danger), 

therefore critics who contend that the narrator of “Usher” loses his proverbial marbles by 

conclusion of the tale have not adopted a logical position, especially when one stops to consider 

that the murderous madmen in Poe’s tales are known for being fearless—the narrators of “Imp,” 

“Cat,” “Heart,” “Cask,” and “Pit” are fearless in their murderous machinations.  

     Roderick conforms to this pattern, differing only in his fear of being held accountable before 

the face of God (Madeline as Christ-figure) as a result of the immediacy of his day of reckoning, 

which for him “is nigh, even at the door”—Jesus’ words to his disciples as to the signs of his 

return at the day of judgment (Mt. 24:33): The very scenario in which Poe positions the risen 

Madeline, is nigh to the door of where Roderick has seated himself in the chamber of the house, 

just as Satan sits on the throne of the Most High God and thinks to take His place. For the other 

miscreants, there is no such sense of urgency or immanence. In “Pit,” there is no indication 

whatsoever that the Inquisitors feared what LaSalle’s troops might do to them; in “Cask,” 

Montresor has enjoyed at least five decades of escaping culpability; in “Heart” and “Cat,” the 

penalty of death will not be exacted until after a trial (by which that of “Cat” might even hope to 

get off on an insanity plea); and in “Imp,” the narrator is only beginning to experience anxiety 

because his execution is slated for the following day.  

     Roderick’s “fear of FEAR” is the fear of dread, which is always anticipatory of a peril close 

at hand but not yet experienced. Roderick fearlessly exploited his guest’s foolish naivety and he 

fearlessly murdered his sister, likely never guessing when he entombed her that she would 

manage to escape, realizing the fact only latterly. The fear of which he speaks when he first 

encounters the narrator must be understood, then, only as a fear of being discovered, as he likely 
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had been slowly poisoning her, as “Hell and destruction are never full; so the eyes of man are 

never satisfied” (Prov.27:20). (This is not to rule out the suggestion that he had done so as to 

preserve the inheritance for himself exclusively, for Satan could not bear that anyone but himself 

be worshipped.)  

     As the pattern of the Lucifer-figure tales illustrates, none of the victims in the other tales had 

merited their deaths, and therefore the only motive which drove the villains to commit their 

murderous deeds was envy and evildoer’s inability to bear the sight of good which must 

constantly remind them of their truly deformed or perverse natures. (This is before the 

transvaluation of values foretold in Scripture, in which the perversion of evil is construed to be 

good, and good evil.)422 Just as Dorian Gray avoids looking upon the portrait which illustrates 

the true hideousness of his own soul in Oscar Wilde’ famous novel, the grotesque in character 

cannot bear the site of those whom are beautiful in character, since the beauty of other souls only 

calls to attention their own grotesquery. Gray stabs his portrait in an effort to do away with the 

Self-accusatory reminder, thereby resulting in his own death; the absence of supernatural 

artifacts in Poe’s Lucifer-figure tales (for he has promised readers only “legitimate causes”) 

mandates that the hated, revelatory objects be other human beings, whose deaths likewise bring 

about the deaths of the assailants. 

     In their additional prefatory comments which speak directly to “Usher,” the editors lose all 

sight of credibility in their general assessment of the tale. They take at surface value, for 

example, Roderick’s false claim about the shared feelings of the twins, and that Roderick indeed, 

as he claims, senses the unity of all things, even going so far as to contend that, by the tale’s end, 

the narrator “has come to sense it, too” (Levine and Levine 65). This is a curious remark, given 
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the narrator’s recognition that Roderick is quite irrational precisely at the instance when he 

informs his guest of this very belief, which the narrator clearly discounts as utter nonsense, 

essentially saying to his audience that no more need be said to make the case for Roderick’s 

insanity, as per his expression that Roderick’s belief about the sentience of the estate requires no 

further comment. Additionally, the editors confidently declare: “This is, then, a tale about 

perception, and though to perceive here is to fear, we note that, as usual in Poe, ‘the perceiver’ 

creates beauty.  Roderick paints and improvises fantastic music […] Poe hints that the inspiration 

involved in the creative process is akin to that which will enable Usher to know that his sister is 

alive in her coffin” (Levine and Levine 65). Wow.  

     In the first place, if one is referring to Roderick (as do the Levines), then it is tale of 

conception, not perception. Perception is the act of receiving impressions on the mind, and it is a 

very Lockean notion in which the mind is the recipient of sensations through which a person 

gains knowledge of the world through exposure to material phenomena.  The narrator, also 

serving as a foil to Roderick, is the man of perception, for he is constantly resorting to Lockean 

reflection of those surroundings and objects to which his senses are exposed, whether the 

discombobulating condition of the estate, Roderick’s creepy paintings, or his host’s weird dirges. 

Even his experience of reading from “The Mad Trist” is characterized by his awareness of 

attendant sensory phenomena, and he concludes his narrative with a very physical description of 

natural (material) circumstances in the collapse of the house and its denizens, never once 

appealing to superstition or the supernatural to explain them away—that ambiguity is suggestible 

only on the part of the audience to whom his account of events is rendered.  



524 

     Roderick, on the other hand, is the man of conception, for creativity is an active undertaking 

which originates in the mind, and is not the result of sensation first passively received by it. (This 

is a subtle allusion to Kant’s notion that the mind imposes order on the world of phenomena, thus 

being impiously imitative of God, He who is said to create and to bring order to chaos.)   

Moreover, it is because iniquity is “found” in Satan (meaning it has its origin within his own 

mind or heart), Roderick cannot blame the impact of his surroundings as being the origin of his 

own wickedness; if Roderick truly had been victim of his circumstances, then he would have 

been the man of perception, the man whose mind is affected by his sensory exposure. The 

perceiver, then, does fear, but he does not create beauty, the conceiver does (even strange 

beauty); all the perceiver does is recognize beauty created, if one is speaking in terms of artifacts 

detected by the senses (i.e., musical compositions, art works, literary texts, furnishings, 

landscape, and edifices). The narrator does not even describe Roderick’s artistry as consisting of 

strange beauty, thus strangeness alone is a sign of perversity. 

     But what of the conceptions of Poe’s villains? In all seeking to cast out God and take His 

place, to be as the Most High God, their creations (inventive crimes) are perverse, having only 

the Self as originator and arbiter—such as is seen in the lesson of Mary Shelley’s horror novel of 

1818, Frankenstein, or The Modern Prometheus, the story of another grotesque creation in which 

the protagonist plays at being God.  Roderick’s creations are the products of a wicked soul, not 

merely those of a warped mind, thus they are disquieting in an adverse way, inviting shudders 

and not admiration on the part of the narrator; the Levines credit Roderick with the ability to 

create beauty without speaking to its strangeness, when his every performance represents gross 

deformity of convention—not the simple strangeness in proportion of which Bacon writes, but 
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outright excessive distortion, abstraction, or bizarreness which unnerves the senses of rational  

people—of godly people, Poe implies, being those individuals attuned to and participatory with 

the inherent harmony of God’s creation.423  

     When this fascinating strangeness is benign, as Bacon suggests, it delights; however, in the 

hands of the Lucifer-figure, it is unnerving.424 Finally, how the Levines can make the connection 

between creativity on Roderick’s part (a generative act) and his awareness of Madeline’s 

agonizing status in her coffin (the result of a destructive act) is beyond all fathoming, especially 

when it should be perfectly understood that he didn’t need to sense that she was buried alive 

since he knew that she was alive when he buried her—if he didn’t, then it would not have been 

murder, but manslaughter, and as established by the pattern of the Poe Lucifer-figures, they all 

know full well that they are committing black deeds. One does not need to discern a state of 

which one is wholly cognizant already. 

    In their notations for “Usher,” the Levines add to what is known about the books in Roderick’s 

study, as expertly researched by Mabbott. Mabbott gives a precise account of the nature of those 

titles, but the Levines point out other works by which their authors were known, underscoring 

Roderick’s elective affinity with evil, for he surely cannot rightly contend that the stones of the 

estate dictated the choice of his library collection.  

     For example, Jean-Baptiste-Louis Gresset (1709-1777), in addition to the satirical, anti-

clerical, and licentious poems they credit Eric W. Carlson with noting, “wrote some works 

dealing with the theme of the delectation of evil” (Levine and Levine 105). Mabbott correctly 

identifies Niccolò Machiavelli’s satire on marriage (which features the ribald and adulterous—

and therefore carnal— demon Belfagor), but these editors remind us that the Florentine’s name is 
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“synonymous with the amoral approach to political power” (Levine and Levine 105). 425 All of 

Poe’s Lucifer-figures are characterized by the will to dominate others so as to take from their 

victims their lives; the goal to attain power over another (especially through deception) is a very 

satanic endeavor, hence the villainy ascribed to hypnotists, mesmerists, and ventriloquists in 

nineteenth century fiction, as in Brockden Brown’s Wieland and Carwin, the Biloquist, or in 

Hawthorne’s The Blithedale Romance, The House of the Seven Gables, and The Marble Faun, 

and, of course, in Bram Stoker’s classic Gothic novel from 1897, Dracula.426 

   Curiously enough, as almost if in passing, the Levines, in their note about Poe’s inclusion of 

“The Haunted Palace” poem embedded in “Usher,” comment on their confusion as to why Poe 

would employ the word “Porphyrogene” to describe the scene, after calling the term a puzzler. 

They offer: 

     Porphyry is a kind of rock; its connotations of stolidity don’t seem appropriate to the ruler 

of this still happy palace.  Or the word might refer to Malchus Porphyrius or Porphyry (c. 

233-c. 305), a neo-Platonic philosopher, in which case “Porphyrogene” might imply “like a 

great philosopher.” But Porphyry’s anti-Christian writings, though distinguished by 

moderation and wisdom, would probably have been offensive to Poe.  Poe’s own credo is 

mystical and Platonic, as was the religious view Porphyry defended, but in his most public 

statements, Poe generally took a conventional Christian stance, certainly he never attacked 

Christianity except indirectly via the occult worldview of many of his tales. (Levine and 

Levine 105, emphasis mine)427 

 

     Here, they are only half correct; Poe is not summarily Platonic but borrows from 

Aristotelianism (his ideological adversaries, the Transcendentalists were Neo-Platonists), and 

Poe does not rely on occultism in his works, other than when being condemnatory of Roman 

Catholicism (which was par for the course, in his day). Porphyry is known largely for his 

denunciation of the prophetic Book of Daniel as being an historical fraud, which he alleged was 

written some centuries after the facts they describe, in relation to the rise of ancient empires, thus 
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he is virulently anti-Christian, and not merely moderately so; in fact, the American Atheist 

Society still relies on his work, in its efforts to discredit the authenticity of Scripture, even though 

that work has been discredited itself and the authenticity of Daniel has been proven many times 

over. What explanation seems more likely, then?  

     The name “Porphyro” is used in British Romantic poet John Keats’ 1820 lengthy poem, “The 

Eve of St. Agnes,” which features a lovely, lofty lady named Madeline. Porphyro could be a 

member of either the nobility or the aristocracy, since the name is the Greek term for the color 

purple, a hue reserved for the wealthy (aristocrats, or only for royalty). Purple dyes were quite 

costly in ancient times, thus it was typical that only royalty could afford garments of this color; 

the term, with the suffix “gene” added to it (as pertaining to genealogy), suggests a regal lineage 

(such as Christ’s). Importantly, St. Agnes is the martyred patroness of virgins, again implying 

that there is no sexual, incestuous relationship between the Usher siblings.  

     Porphyro, then, used with the suffix gene, then suggests a descendant or an offspring of 

royalty, alluding to the regal estate of the poem in “Usher” and even the long and distinguished 

Usher line to which both Roderick and Madeline belong.  Why the Levines would opine that 

Poe’s own credo is Platonic is confusing, since Poe, in “The Colloquy of Monos and Una,” 

clearly prefers Aristotle to Plato, and it is highly doubtful that he would side with Porphyry, 

unless the Levines believe that Poe had hinted at the Platonic notion of the philosopher-king in 

this poem. Perhaps the Levines think Poe’s has an affinity for Plato because they think his 

notions regarding supernal beauty are related to Plato’s “Ideal Forms,” but, as shown elsewhere 

in this paper, that is an untenable posit, given the biblical attestation of the drastically 
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incomparable qualities of Heaven and Earth. (If anything, Poe would have rejected Platonism 

because of its affinities with German Idealism.) 

     True enough, there is no record of Poe expressing himself publicly as being antithetical to 

conventional Christianity, and the singular instance of him allegedly stating that the Holy Bible 

is “all rigmarole” is surely a fabrication for which there is neither logical explanation nor textual 

corroboration, being a falsehood which has continued to enjoy circulation for far too long, and 

one too often repeated without critical examination. There is only one source to which this 

incredible assertion can be attributed, an irate letter dating to August 1845 (four years before Poe 

died), issued from the pen of a sorely disgruntled C.F. Briggs to James Russell Lowell about the 

demise of The Broadway Journal, in which Poe is horridly and falsely blamed almost 

exclusively for its failure. (The truth of the matter is that partner John Bisco raised the purchase 

price for his interest share in the publication, which Briggs could not meet, therefore leading 

Briggs to withdraw altogether and Poe and Bisco to soldier on without him.)428  

     The accusation's foundation rests on pure hearsay from the mouth of a bitter and biased 

former associate, and therefore is not necessarily a credible source; that Briggs said that Poe said 

it does not a solid argument make, and there are other statements made in the letter which invite 

suspicion as to the statement’s veracity. Briggs wrote: 

     I have never met a person so utterly deficient of high motive. He cannot conceive of 

anybody’s doing anything, except for his own personal advantage; and he says, with perfect 

sincerity, and entire unconsciousness of the exposition which it makes of his own mind and 

heart, that he looks upon all reformers as madmen; and it is for this reason that he is so great 

an egoist. He cannot conceive why the world should not feel an interest in whatever interests 

him, because he feels no interest himself in what does not personally concern him. Therefore, 

he attributes all the favor which Longfellow, yourself, or anybody else receives from the 

world as an evidence of the ignorance of the world, and the lack of that favor in himself he 

attributes to the world’s malignity. It is too absurd for belief, but he really thinks that 

Longfellow owes his fame mainly to the ideas which he has borrowed from his [Poe’s] 

http://www.eapoe.org/papers/misc1900/w1909211.htm#pg0145
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writings in the Southern Literary Messenger. His presumption is beyond the liveliest 

imagination. He has no reverence for Homer, Shakespeare, or Milton, but thinks that Orion is 

the greatest poem in the language. He has too much prudence to put his opinions into print, — 

or, rather, he can find nobody impudent enough to print them, — but he shows himself in his 

private converse. The Bible, he says, is all rigmarole. As to his Greek, — you might see very 

well if it were put in your eye. He does not read Wordsworth, and knows nothing about him. 

(Thomas and Jackson, emphasis mine) 

 

     Brigg's accusation is a libel intended to discredit Poe's genius and to disparage his character, 

no less than had been Griswold's aim.429 It was taken at surface value when published in 1885, 

and it has been uncritically taken as Gospel truth by subsequent Poe scholars (including 

Silverman).430  The remark being taken as true is exactly the point Poe is trying to make in his 

opening of the tale “Some Words with a Mummy,” namely that the public has a predilection for 

falling for the obvious, and for uncritically adopting surface readings, a source of  his character 

Inspector Dupin's disdain for the unwashed masses. The extremity of the defamation, based on 

the other remarks included, strongly suggests that it was calumny for the sake of spite, especially 

since Briggs blatantly lies when he falsely accuses Poe of not reading Wordsworth or knowing 

anything about that author.  In the first place, given Poe's measured esteem for Coleridge, it is 

impossible that he would have failed to read the 1798 Lyrical Ballads, in which Coleridge’s 

poem “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner” appears, and on which Poe modeled his own tale of 

“Descent”.  

     In the second place, Poe critiqued Wordsworth's work at least twice. In the third place, Poe's 

debt to Wordsworth was detected by 1896 and documented in 1969. And in the fourth and final 

place, when in doubt, one can turn to Mabbott, who unequivocally offers: “The Lyrical Ballads 

(1798) of Wordsworth and Coleridge were reprinted in America in 1802. Although they included 

the ‘Ancient Mariner,’ which Poe later praised, it is uncertain how much interest he took in the 

https://www.eapoe.org/papers/misc1921/tplgc08b.htm
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poems until after 1830. He rejected Wordsworth’s didacticism but admired some of his work” 

(Mabbott Complete Poems xxvii).431 

     Briggs' comments are clearly intended to malign Poe, and should therefore be mistrusted as 

being those of a bitter adversary intending to paint Poe in a wholesale unsavory light. Briggs' 

comments to Lowell in the letter quoted are dated to August 1845; Poe wrote “Descent” in 1841, 

thus he surely already had read the Lyrical Ballads in which its progenitor “Ancient Mariner” 

appears.  Poe's critique of Wordsworth, as given in his “Letter to B—,” dates originally to his 

Poems of 1831, long before 1845, and even though his name does not appear with it in its 1836 

re-publication in the Southern Literary Messenger, Poe is credited as its author that same year, in 

the publication's index (Mabbott “Introduction” Complete Poems xxvii).  

     In short, Briggs' statement (corroborated nowhere and by no one) is clearly clouded by 

malicious intent, for what could be the point of lying to Lowell that Poe did not read Wordsworth 

when Lowell easily could have pointed to the 1831 and 1836 textual evidence which firmly 

counters such a preposterously bald lie? (Even if Briggs is being truthful, that does not mean that 

he is being accurate in his recollection of his “converse” with Poe; people often mishear, 

misunderstand, misinterpret, or take out of context the statements of others, hence error is just as 

valid a source of falsehood as is duplicity.) As will be documented in this essay, Poe never 

attacked the Christian faith in his tales (he instead consistently defended it), and the occult 

aspects which feature in his tales serve to disparage the contra-biblical occult movements Poe 

recognized as being explicitly apostate and implicitly dangerous. 

     The last bunch of tales examined in this paper are grouped by the Levines in the category of 

“Moral Issues”. It should here be pointed out that to classify a tale as being one which grapples 

https://books.google.com/books?id=YMpHRRPcyKsC&pg=PR27&lpg=PR27&dq=He+rejected+Wordsworth%E2%80%99s+didacticism+but+admired+some+of+his+work&source=bl&ots=BNjYa_64l1&sig=PcT9bdYrrvmPmbd6NPnJenU8O5k&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwizjrmH_-_aAhWW3oMKHcd2CvAQ6AEIKTAA#v=onepage&q=He%20rejected%20Wordsworth%E2%80%99s%20didacticism%20but%20admired%20some%20of%20his%20work&f=false
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with moral issues is not the same thing as identifying it as a moral tale, for a moral tale is one 

from which there is a definite intended lesson to be gleaned by the tale’s conclusion: A tale with 

a moral issue depicts circumstances which stress human conduct wherein some sort of choice is 

to be made by characters, thus it invites readers to assume an ethical stance about the events 

narrated, but a moral tale assumes a particular ethical stance has been taken on the part of the 

author, one which s/he intends to convey to the readers in the hope that the readers will come to 

agree with the author. Of the five tales the Levines bunch under this heading, four tales involve 

murders, but “The Man of the Crowd” they themselves describe as being one which treats of 

“some unnamed horror in the heart of the city” (Levine and Levine 253). If the issue is unclear, 

then how are readers expected to grapple with a moral dilemma they cannot identify? And what 

distinguishes the murders in “Usher” and “Cask” and the attempted murder in “Pit” from the 

murders in “Cat,” “Imp,” “Hop-Frog,” “Heart,” and “William Wilson,” the other tales in this lot? 

One is left to wonder at the editors’ line of reasoning in the grouping of these particular tales and 

their deliberate exclusion of others, especially as given in the prefatory comments. 

     Under the general remarks for this category, the Levines remark that these tales are those of 

crime and punishment, and that other editors might elect to classify them as Gothic horror tales, 

in that they are tales which contain horror and which are Gothic, albeit they do not enumerate 

what traits constitute the Gothic in them, and Poe likely would contend that they inspire horror, 

not contain it, as horror is an effect, and not a component: One experiences horror, and does not 

merely observe it. (This reflects perfectly Poe’s idea regarding supernal Beauty; Beauty, he says, 

is an experienced effect, and not a discernible or observable property.)  
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     The rationale for their clustering these tales together is as follows: “We choose to emphasize 

not the strange details with which Poe created his ‘effects,’ but rather the surprisingly simple and 

conventional moral underpinnings which support those effects: guilt will out; loss of human 

contact means spiritual death; conscience must be heeded; and so forth” (Levine and Levine 

251).  Yes, no, yes, and maybe—for a conscience which is evil must not be heeded. “Conscience” 

means “with (con) knowledge (science)”—knowledge of what? Of good and evil. To have 

knowledge of good and evil implies that it is learned from an external source, and not intuited. If 

one heeds a conscience which chooses evil, then Poe would never endorse it being followed. The 

editors seem to be veering in the right direction, and then, once again, they stray from the correct 

path. Indeed, there are surprising simply and conventional moral underpinnings in these tales 

(but also in others), for the whole of the primacy of biblical Law and the Prophets are contained 

within a mere two commandments, but how can they justify this aggregation and then a mere 

two pages later contend of “The Man of the Crowd” that “its refusal to moralize is very 

modern”? (Levine and Levine 253) Their rather unconvincing explanation is that Poe pities the 

underdogs of urban life in this tale, thus it contains, for them, “a refreshing dose of compassion” 

(Levine and Levine 253).  

     As for guilt outing itself, that might be said of “Imp,” “Heart,” and “Cask” perhaps, wherein 

the narrators perform compulsory confessions, but it cannot be said for “Hop-Frog” (the murders 

are committed openly), or for “Cat” (wherein the feline’s caterwauling exposes the murderer’s 

deed), or for “Wilson,” for the tale concludes with the murder, thus the reader has no idea what 

the narrator will do afterwards, even if found out eventually. And it certainly does not apply to 

“Crowd,” for no offense is explicitly specified which would invite guilt.  
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     But whereas all of the murderers are guilty before the laws of God and/or Man, the none of 

them experience guilt; what “outs” them is not a sense of contrition but the madness which 

results from the murders they have committed. As for suggesting that the loss of human contact 

results in spiritual death, the posit would be better understood as the rejection of God and one’s 

fellow man results in spiritual death, for the villains choose, via free will and Self-determination, 

to disregard the two greatest commandments of Scripture. What’s more, mere proximity to other 

human beings is no guarantee of spiritual health, for the murderers necessarily were in close 

contact and constant communication with their victims; what the Lucifer-figures lacked was not 

human contact but loving regard for the others in their lives, and, per Judeo-Christian doctrine, in 

this they have sinned in willful violation of the Law of love, the wages of which is death. 

Proximity is not relationship. 

     Should conscience be heeded? That very well could depend on the condition of one’s 

conscience; Montresor’s has not been troubled for five decades in “Cask,” the narrator in “Cat” 

enjoys a night of blissful repose once he has murdered his wife, and the Inquisitors in “Pit” act 

with supreme confidence in their belief that they are entitled by God and authorized by their 

church to torture and murder the “bold recusant” whom they have falsely judged. Webster’s 

dictionary from 1828 lists among the descriptors for the term “conscience” that it consists of  

“the faculty, power or principle within us, which decides on the lawfulness or unlawfulness of 

our own actions and affections, and instantly approves or condemns them” (“Conscience”). The 

biblical position would recognize this internal compass and scale as the Law of God written in 

the human heart (Rom 2:14-15); the Law of God is the Law of Love for the divine and mortal 

Others. One should not confuse location with origination; the conscience is internal, but it does 

http://webstersdictionary1828.com/Dictionary/conscience
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not derive from the seat of the Self, as God is the progenitor source towards which it is to be 

properly oriented. 

     But what if one’s conscience is “seared over,” wherein one instantly approves of conduct 

which is reprehensible to the Law of God, simultaneously condemning those who insist on 

adherence to it as the supreme dictate for human behavior and sentiment? What if one deems 

lawful that which is antithetical to the Law of God, and treats of adherence to it as being 

unlawful? Did Nazi Germany, which gave itself unchecked license to pronounce good and evil 

by inverting their qualities, not nearly perfect this transvaluation of values? Do not the Lucifer-

figures in Poe’s tales, who constantly Self-justify their deeds?  (Self-justification is no 

justification, just as Self-recommendation is no recommendation.)  

     The radical evil of the Nazis is not to be found in their murder of millions of Jews (that was a 

consequence of the radical evil), but in that fact that they, same as Satan in Christian tradition, 

attempted to murder the Most High God and take His place: The Nazi murdering of the Jewish 

people who witnessed against the Germans’ delusional grab for power and glory was an 

attendant necessity to Nazi intent, for one cannot forget the fact, or truth, or reality, that one is 

not the Almighty LORD if there are constant reminders—artifacts, testimonies, traditions, 

persons—all insistent that one is not, hence the assault on Judaism itself, and not merely on its 

inheritors and practitioners. The mandate that conscience should be heeded can be valid only if 

one’s conscience acknowledges that the Self is not the Most High God and therefore able to act 

as if with impunity; Poe would have his readers realize that this privilege is never a viable option 

for Man. (This is not even a privilege God grants to Himself, for He is faithful in keeping His 

promises to Man, even though Man has no means by which to compel God to do so.)  
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     For the Lucifer-figure tales and the apocalyptic tales, the chief moral to be gleaned from is 

that if no godly recompense is feared, or no supreme accountability to the divine Other is 

dreaded, then there is no level or amount or degree of barbarity into which mankind will not 

descend; for Satan, that descent leads to the pit and eventually oblivion in hellfire, a descent 

which mankind does wise to avoid in recognition of someone higher than itself whose standards 

are higher and more fixed than those it sets for itself.  For Poe’s apocalyptic tales, which involve 

accounts wherein mankind’s barbarity became unchecked because Man decided that he would 

determine that which was Good, True, Beautiful, and Holy, with the absolute approbation of his 

own conscience, the moral is that Man’s utter annihilation is a self-wrought, logical outcome of 

the trajectory of an embrace of apostate ideologies which reject the Law of love of God.  

     The choice to adhere to or reject God’s Moral Law of love, therefore, has both physical and 

metaphysical consequences; choose it in order to live, or reject it for a guarantee of death. When 

YHVH sets before the ancient Israelites the choice between life and death, and implores them to 

choose life, He is making plain the certain outcomes of both levels (mechanical and 

moral/physical and metaphysical); that He implores the people underscores the fact that they 

have been granted by Him the right to exercise free will in making the decision—for all 

sinfulness involves volition, thus willful rebellion against God’s Moral Law, which is, after all, a 

law of love. 

     Just before the editors offer a cursory assessment of each of the tales under the category of 

“Moral Issues,” they confidently assert that which this essay seeks most to disprove: “This group 

is unusual for its relative freedom from literary allusions” (Levine and Levine 251). The Holy 

Bible on which these tales are resolutely reliant surely disproves this statement, as the allusions 
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contained within them number in the hundreds. The brief remarks offered for these tales are no 

less flawed than are the ones which precede them.  In “Cat,” for instance, when speaking of the 

murderous narrator (noting also the prevalence of the temperance movement in America at the 

time it had been penned, and his awareness of domestic abuse), they write: “We would argue that 

even what the narrator calls ‘perverseness’ is really conscience […] All this tale says is that the 

capacity for violence and horror is within even the nicest of us: compassionate people who like 

goldfish, dogs, and cats” (Levine and Levine 251).  

     Well, yes and no. The editors hold to this understanding of perversity when, point blank, they 

speak of the villainous protagonist of “Imp” per this somewhat contradictory estimation: “And 

our narrator continues to see his ‘perverseness’ in his confession, not in the murder itself. ‘The 

Imp of the Perverse’ turns out to be conscience” (Levine and Levine 253). In the first instance, 

they confuse what the narrator alleges is the source responsible for his illicit conduct (“the spirit 

of PERVERSENESS”) with the faculty which is intended to judge that conduct (conscience): 

Logically, one cannot be both the culprit to be held accountable in court and also one’s own 

judge, unless one intends to appeal to one’s own heart –which is precisely what the murderer in 

“Imp” recommends (and is the apostasy which Poe accuses the Romantics and the 

Transcendentalists of endorsing; Werther, recall, does so). 

      How can one speak of a perverted conscience (in which perversity is adjectival) if the 

perversity is the conscience (in which case it acts as a noun)? The narrator of “Imp” has seared 

over his conscience, meaning his knowledge of the difference between good and evil still exists, 

but he chooses to ignore it, for to sear over something is not to remove it; he acts and then argues 
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in perfect accord with the desires of his own heart, which operates “as if” he is entitled to appeal 

to his own heart  Self-justification. 

      In the second instance, the Levines misread the text, for the excerpt wherein the narrator in 

“Imp” speaks of being vexed by this spirit of perversity is not when he is resisting conscience, 

but when he is “sauntering” down the streets (the word implying carefree aimlessness) and in a 

fit of “petulance” (ill-temper), confessing to his readers that he began to mouth the words 

associated with the periodic “fits of perversity” he could never wholly resist: “I am safe—I am 

safe—yes—if I be not fool enough to make open confession!” (Poe 275)  

     Understood in proper context, the confession is not what he sees as an act of perversity, but 

the belief that he is safe from recompense for murder if he but keep quiet about it; he cannot 

escape the judgment of God, even if he escapes the justice of Man. Because the Lucifer-figures 

habitually project blame for their misdeeds (thereby foregoing the possibility of repentance), the 

narrator in “Imp” is blaming his perversity for leading him to commit murder and to confess, for 

both work against his own best interests; that this spirit resides within him is irrelevant, since he 

intends to appeal to his own heart as final arbiter for the exoneration and exculpation of his 

criminality. Even to acknowledge that one is culprit poses no problem to one who thinks himself 

also entitled to be his own judge, and therefore free to act as if with impunity. 432 

     The only truthful assessment offered in the Levines’ analysis of “Cat” is that we are all 

capable of such perversity, as the propensity for the human heart is ever towards wickedness 

when refusing to abide by the corrective measures of God’s Law of Love. The confusion invited 

by the editors is increased when one pairs their erroneous line of reasoning with the statement 

they render in discussion of “Imp,” to wit: “The trouble here is that there is no such thing as the 
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‘perverseness’ of which he speaks. He is not perverse; he is criminally insane” (Levine and 

Levine 252). What are they saying here? If there is no such thing as the perverseness of which he 

speaks, then how can they equate it with conscience; that is the equivalent of stating that there is 

no such thing as conscience—and if there is no such thing as conscience, then how can there be a 

“moral issue” with which it struggles? 

      Moreover, if his perversity is attributed to genuine criminal insanity, then why is he being 

executed? No just or compassionate judge or jury, whether natural or supernatural, would ever 

condemn to death a person whose culpability is directly and solely the result of authentic mental 

illness. Of course, the narrator’s mentally imbalanced state is never given to be authenticated 

(verified by external means), which is perfectly in keeping with his belief that no such 

corroboration is required; he appeals to his own heart, and it excuses him. It cannot be 

authenticated as the cause of his villainy, because an extreme embrace of subjectivity rejects the 

buffer and tether and order of objective reason, reality, and revealed religion. His mind has been 

corrupted and left imbalanced, to be sure, but that is the consequence of his willful disregard of 

the mandates of Scripture, and not the cause of it. He is mentally unsound after the murder 

(when the confession is given), but not before it—and this pattern holds true for the Lucifer-

figures in Poe’s tales.  

     How are we, as readers, to know that he has lost sight of reality and sanity? Because only a 

madman would argue that he has the right to appeal to his own heart in order to define acts 

which are good and evil, and that he should be exonerated from having committed murder of an 

innocent person because he appeals to his own heart, and actually believes that sane and moral 

people in a just society would conform to or agree with his delusion. (At least readers of Poe’s 
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day would have understood as much; in the Postmodern relativist culture of today, sane and 

moral people are being forced to conform to apostate and subjective laws which criminalize 

adherents of objective reality and punish those individuals or groups insistent on fixed and 

transcendent moral truths; we live in a mad, mad world, in more ways than one, and this, of 

course, is the trajectory which Poe foresaw and against which he warned.) 

     In reference to “Heart,” the editors merely remind readers to not read Poe’s horror tales “too 

autobiographically,” adding that other literary criticism points to a similar vein in the work of 

Charles Dickens, and that Poe’s tales frequently (as is now well-known) borrow elements from 

the works of other authors, crediting Poe with inventiveness in “manner, not matter” when it 

comes to the short story formula (Levine and Levine 251). Given the fact, as will be 

demonstrated, that these tales draw from the lessons of Scripture, it seems strange to think of 

them as being autobiographically inspired at all, never mind “too” much so. (This advice they 

echo in their remarks about “Hop-Frog,” cautioning readers that “it is perilous to attach strong 

psychological significance to his subject matter” (Levine and Levine 251-252). It would be folly, 

indeed, to ascribe to the mind of Poe the significations which he derives specifically and 

deliberately from Scripture.) 

     Finally, looking at the editors’ prefatory remarks for the section entitled “Anti-Aristocratic 

Tales,” they acknowledge that the tales selected for this clustering (“Cask,” “Masque,” and 

“Mystification”) readily can be situated in other categories, e.g., “Cask” with tales of vengeance, 

such as “Hop-Frog”.  The reason they give for their creation of this subdivision of the tales is 

that, at the time of publication, they state that “Poe’s social insecurity and snobbery” were being 

heavily emphasized, and that they chose to put together a list of stories which suggest the high-
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resentment  of aristocratic “privilege” in the Jacksonian and post-Jacksonian America, despite its 

fascination with the structure of their European counterparts and progenitors, adding: “For all his 

fear of ‘mob’ and for all his Southern-aristocratic pretensions, Poe at times revealed the same 

healthy democratic bias against the prerogatives of aristocrats” (Levine and Levine 454). 

Speaking specifically of “Cask,” the editors add: “Note also that our willingness to believe in this 

insane vengeance depends in large part on our anti-aristocratic prejudices” (Levine and Levine 

455).  

     Poe previously has been accused of being anti-Democratic, but now they allege he displays a 

healthy regard for it? Poe did not fear the mob, he often disdained it for its tendency to act 

uncritically, and, if anything, in the spirit of general Christian charity, he feared for it, in that he 

saw all too well what the consequences of the unsound and uncritical embrace of contra-biblical 

doctrines and movements would wreak on American society and mankind in general. As for our 

anti-aristocratic prejudices, are we supposed to disdain Fortunato, the victim? It is Fortunato, 

after all, who is wealthy, respected (even feared), and who belongs to an elitist group (the 

Masons, whose membership can be gained only by invitation of another member); Montresor is 

the one whose ancestry has demonstrated a decline in fortune and so gross a diminishment in 

public stature that Fortunato cannot even recollect his assailant’s coat of arms. As we are meant 

to scorn Montresor and not Fortunato, it boggles the mind as to how “Cask” could be considered 

an example of anti-aristocratic tale.433  

     The editors’ closing comments about “Cask” admit that “Montresor is as mad as any of Poe’s 

characters,” but the Levines do not reason that those characters are mad as a result of their 

wickedness, and not wicked as a result of their madness (Levine and Levine 455). In consistently 
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failing (or refusing) to recognize that, for Poe, the cause and effect herein are reversed, critics 

attributes the moral deficiencies to mental ones instead of vice versa. In a strictly clinical sense, 

though, if the villains were genuinely insane (whether one ascribes to a belief in its transience, 

per the concept of temporary insanity), and truthfully not fully rational at the times they 

committed their crimes, then they would be exonerated before the laws of God and Man, for that 

which cannot be controlled cannot be condemned. It is precisely because they exercise full 

control over their wills whilst plotting and during the execution of their crimes that they must be 

held accountable to both courts; they descend into madness and deep denial of wrongdoing only 

after the black deeds have been completed and they face the possibility of retributive justice.  

     Doubtless the Inquisitors in ‘Pit,” even in captivity by General LaSalle’s forces, never would 

relent in their insistence that they had a perfect right to act as they did, just as the unrepentant 

Montresor persists in his feeling of entitlement to murder Fortunato in “Cask”. The narrator of 

“Cat” demonstrates no remorse, in that he endeavors to describe the pre-meditated murder of his 

wife as a series of “mere household events” under which circumstances any sane person might 

respond the same as did he—as if one could prove one’s innocence by arguing to normalize the 

sin or crime of murder, a sure sign of madness! If murder becomes the acceptable norm, then to 

refuse to commit it would be a sign of perversity. (This phenomenon was witnessed in the Third 

Reich, in which aiding Jews to prevent their murder merited a death sentence for the “abetter,” 

but actively murdering them was met with approbation.) In “Usher,” Roderick’s mind accelerates 

towards collapse only after he has buried his sister alive, and the anxious agitation and delusions 

transpire in the mind of the murderer in “Heart” only after he has killed the old man, for he 
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coolly plots against his master and apparently proceeds in cautious deception when leading up to 

the event.  

     Were not these men all mad before their crimes? To this query the reply must be an emphatic 

“No!,” at least not in terms of mental illness; certainly, it is madness of a type to think one can 

act “as if” one is the Most High God and act as if with impunity, a moral malady. As they 

proceeded to actual murder, they simply entertained wicked thoughts before descending into 

evil; it is foolish and wicked (perverse or twisted) to believe that one can murder God and take 

His place as the final arbiter in matters of life and death or good and evil, but it is evil to act on 

that folly or perverseness—hence the multiple condemnations against folly and wickedness 

given in Scripture, for it reveals the logical results or conclusions which result as a consequence 

of indulging such proclivities: “Then when lust hath conceived, it bringeth forth sin; and sin, 

when it is finished, bringeth forth death” (Jam. 1:15).  

     Wickedness is of the will, but evil is of the body which succumbs to it; wickedness is 

premeditation of the deed, but evil rests in its execution—the first is thought, the second is deed.  

 It is precisely because desire is wholly subjective that it presents so great a danger when 

exercised without restraint, for desire is a transient thing; without a transcendent and universal 

moral standard, all of human welfare is at risk for disabuse by those who come into power. As 

powerholders and power structures change over time, so do their desires; without a fixed 

authority not subject to human whims, perversions, or political and prurient motives, chaos and 

barbarism assuredly ensue. Poe recognized the dangers inherent to the individual and human 

society when excessive indulgence of autonomy (atomism), subjectivity (desire), and self-

willfulness (ambitious pride) are not merely tolerated but outright valorized at the expense of 
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community (brotherhood), objectivity (reason), and self-submission (humble servitude)—yet this 

is Spinoza’s Law, allegedly modelled after the laws of Nature. Poe’s Lucifer-figures all have cut 

themselves off from their fellow men, physically and/or emotionally (autonomy in lieu of loving 

fellowship); they have catered to fantasies of their own devises (desire in lieu of reason, 

subjectivity in lieu of objective reality); and they have arrogantly entitled themselves to sit in 

God’s seat of judgment and pronounce on guilt or innocence, good or evil, life or death 

(ambitious pride in lieu of humble servitude).  

     Arguably, Poe sought to remind his readers the lessons of Scripture: As a man thinketh, so he 

will act, and thereby he will proceed from wickedness to evil. This is the danger inherent to 

apostate ideologies which abandon the two greatest commandments given in Scripture. If a 

person exercises undue influence over others by exposing them to his wickedness (perversity of 

thought), or is enabled by their witness of his evil example (fulfillment of his deeds), then he 

risks leading others within his sphere to adopt his wicked (or perverse) line of thinking, the end 

result of which will be that they, too, shall proceed from wickedness to evil.  The disintegration 

of personality, left unchecked, will result in the infection which disintegrates all of human 

society, thus Man descends into a barbarism which invites his total annihilation and the 

destruction of the World—that is the lesson of Poe’s apocalyptic dialogues. 

     For Poe, as with traditional biblical moralists, perversity, then, is an aberration of what God 

has willed or commanded, a wicking or twisting of that which He revealed to mankind; in the 

substitution of revelation, man has perverted the grounding of ethics by insisting on situating its 

locus of origin, not in the Holy One of Israel, but in human intuition, human reason, human 

emotion, and human volition. Why is Poe constantly targeting the Germans? Poe sees that this 
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wicked or perverse line of thinking only can lead to evil conduct and a wretched state of human 

affairs, hence his ardent objections to the German Idealists and Higher Critics, the German-led 

European Romantics and Pantheists, and the German-inspired American Transcendentalists, all 

of whose chief tenets were fundamentally contra-biblical, atheist, or anti-theist. Poe’s “ten-year 

Frogpondian War” against the Boston-based Transcendentalists is the result of his adamant 

rejection of the explicit, immediate apostasy and the implicit, eventual destructiveness of the 

ideas espoused by those in the Germanophilic Emersonian ranks. And he was not wrong in 

recognizing the inherent dangers of those movements, for the confluence of their intellectual 

currents resulted in Nazi Germany; how could Nazism have manifested anywhere else, given the 

German origin of the ideological trends against which Poe had so consistently and vehemently 

railed?  

     Frequently, ideas are especially potent and grow to great strengths when cultivated in their 

native soil. Poe, same as the Jews, insisted on recognition of the supreme authority of the 

personal, biblical God, and he warned against the dangers to all humanity when He and His 

Moral Law are swept aside as the grounding of that which rightly constitutes reality (Truth), 

ethics (Goodness), and sanctity (Holiness); to this list, surely Poe would have added Beauty 

(Righteousness), which he also identified as being supernal. (Aesthetics has a lengthy European 

tradition connecting it to morality, discussed elsewhere in this paper, in the section which draws 

upon the work of art historian/history of philosophy scholar Wladyslaw Tatarkiewicz.) 

     The deceptive deadliness of trusting intuition as supreme faculty for discerning moral truth is 

suggested in Poe’s novella, The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym, in which story a tribal chief of 

a group called the Tsalal (a biblical Hebrew term signifying the darkness and destruction of a 
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locust plague) is led by the figure named “Too-wit” (as in “intuit”). The word “Tsalal” is an 

extremely subtle allusion to Satan, called, Beelzebub (“lord of the flies”), for it pertains to an 

extremely pernicious fly of the Egyptian regions.434 The chieftain appears friendly to the drifting 

party at first, but ultimately turns on them (the definition of wicking involves turning or 

twisting), resorting finally to barbarism. Too-wit is given to be excitable, friendly, and 

trustworthy at first, but the extent of his deception and depravity surface eventually; that he leads 

the others into thinking and acting as he does is meant to suggest that, if the Self is relied upon to 

determine or intuit moral truths, then eventually the tendency of the other faculties will follow 

suit in running riot. It also provides an example as to why God demands that the sinful man be 

cut off from His people and cast out, in order that he not be in a position to corrupt the thinking 

and acts of others, infecting the spiritual corpus or body politic with his evil ways.  

     The Tsalal tribe has a pronounced fear of anything white, and therefore they seek to destroy 

that which bears its stamp; Poe is trying herein to demonstrate that evildoers cannot bear the 

sight of the good, for whiteness is associated with the holiness, purity, justice, and benevolence 

of the biblical God. (Critical assessments which try to turn the controversy between the black 

Tsalal natives and the white seafarers into a torturously-illogical argument about Poe being pro-

slavery entirely miss the pattern of Poe’s fiction, in that darkness is a biblical association with 

ignorance and evil.) In the Lucifer-figure tales, the murderers cannot bear the sight of the good, 

either, which is why they choose to murder their innocent victims, having no actual motives, per 

se, on which to rely, other than being despisers of the good.  

     How can readers know this assessment to be true? Because they can look to the pattern of 

Scripture, wherein Satan had no just cause to rebel against God, and because the murderers 



546 

conform to the confession of the narrator of “Imp,” who admits that perverseness is nothing but 

“motive without motivert,” which is to say, an act of desire which had not been motivated by 

anything other than the desire to act morally perverse. (“Motivert” is a past participle form of 

“motivate”.)  

     The Holocaust, therefore, understood along this pattern of thinking, is the result of “motive 

without motivert,” in other words, the Nazis did what they did because they wanted to do it; they 

could not blame the Jews for all the wrongs in the world based on anything the Jews did, but 

rather decided to blame the Jews for all the wrongs in the world, in the same way Poe’s Lucifer-

figures imagine offenses committed by their victims as a pretext to do away with them. They are 

fully cognizant of the falsity of their claims, but persist in execution of their deeds because it is 

expedient and needful for their desires being fulfilled; what wicked desire is shared by Nazis and 

Poe’s Lucifer-figures alike? To do away with the Most High God and to take His place, so as to 

rule “as if” one could with consummate authority and ultimate impunity. 

     The Levines cannot even be given an “A” for effort, because their analyses of Poe’s tales 

seem utterly devoid of correct understanding of the moral undercurrent which informs his works; 

when they do make statements which speak to ethical considerations, they either contradict their 

own assessments, or they contravene Poe’s biblical sentiments. Will other critical annotations 

bear better fruit in shaking out Poe’s meanings from the orchard of his oeuvre? Perhaps, albeit 

there might be a few thorns strewn among the lot.  

     Next, we will examine what fare Stephen Piethman has to offer readers in his 1981 anthology, 

The Annotated Tales of Edgar Allan Poe. Piethman divides the Poe tales into only four sections, 

classifying them under the headings of “Terror of the Soul,” ‘Mysteries,” “Humor and Satire,” 
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and “Flights and Fantasies”. Again, categorizing tales along these lines does not mean that 

certain tales cannot also be grouped elsewhere or classified otherwise. Of the tales particularly 

analyzed in this essay, all five (“Usher,” “Pit,” Heart,” “Cat,” and “Cask”) are clustered under 

“Terror of the Soul” (as are “Hop-Frog” and “Imp”); we shall treat of them in the same order in 

which they appear in the anthology. As the epigraph to this subdivision of the tales, its editor has 

selected an oft-quoted excerpt from Poe’s “Preface” to his 1840 Tales of the Grotesque and 

Arabesque: 

     The truth is that, with a single exception, there is no one of these stories in which the 

scholar should recognize distinctive features of that species of pseudo-horror which we are 

taught to call Germanic, for no better reason than some of the secondary names of German 

literature have been identified with its folly.  If in many of my productions terror has been the 

thesis, I maintain that terror is not of Germany, but of the soul—that I have deduced this 

terror only from its legitimate sources and urged it only to its legitimate ends. (Peithman 1) 

 

     This distinction was important to Poe, thus it should not be glossed over lightly. (Presumably, 

it is important to Peithman as well, hence his selection of the quote to denote a perceived 

commonality in his clustering of the tales under this category.) If there is but a single exception, 

which tale might it be? Why refer to the Germanic species of tale as “pseudo-horror”? Whom 

does Poe mean by “secondary names of German literature”? What is meant by the insistence that 

“terror is not of Germany, but of the soul”? And what does Poe deem to be “legitimate sources” 

and “legitimate ends”? Examining the list of tales, it seems most likely that the singular 

exception is “Why the Little Frenchman Wears His Arm in a Sling,” for the obvious reason that 

there is nothing in the tale which would suggest terror or grievous calamity, or burlesque of 

ideology or cultural trend.  

     As for why Poe terms the Germanic variety “pseudo-horror,” that is Poe’s way of suggesting 

that readers are never truly horrified after reading the European counterparts because horror is 
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the result of having been moved into a heightened moral sensibility; to be scared involves terror, 

but horror relies on the recognition of some moral truth which proceeds as a direct result of the 

terrifying experience, as that experience drives home the message.  

     The readers of Germanic literature might be frightened while perusing those tales, having 

their anxiety heightened by suspense, or their imaginations heightened by the events described, 

but they cannot have their moral sensibilities heightened by tales which descend into blatant 

caricature or which are too unrealistic to be taken seriously. If the medium is the message, then 

readers cannot discern serious moral truths from mawkishly overwrought plots and 

hypertrophied supernaturalism which puts them beyond believability.  

     By “secondary names,” Poe either means second-rate authors (e.g. Hoffman and Tieck, whose 

works, although popular, are not counted amongst the commonly-read, great literary 

masterpieces of the Western Canon), or hackneyed writers whose works exemplify this 

Germanic strain. In his insistence that terror “is of the soul,” Poe means that it does not derive 

from a geographical area (Germany), but within the individual who experiences it as an effect of 

the circumstances to which s/he is exposed; effects are not associated with territory, but with 

interiority.  

     As for “legitimate” sources and ends, Poe means that the terrors experienced by his characters 

necessarily derive from actual, physical circumstances and phenomena of the natural world, even 

though they are attributed to the possibility of supernatural or preternatural factors, in terms of 

suggestiveness. The miasmatic atmosphere of the estate in “Usher,” for example, is an actual 

phenomenon of the natural world, but pseudo-scientific and superstitious belief ascribed to it the 

ability to affect personality as well as bodily functions, thus the moral or spiritual is infected by 
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the physical or mental: Roderick’s claims that the estate contributed to his physical illness could 

be correct, but his claims that it was sentient or that it impacted his wicked inclinations serves as 

a baseless pretext for the indulgent cruelty he practices in murdering his sister. The false 

attribution lends popular verisimilitude to the tale, but Poe assures readers that there are no 

supernatural phenomena at work in his tales—hence their “legitimate” ends, meaning that, since 

all of the actions proceed from objective reality, they all result from it.435  

     It is for this reason, therefore, that one can be sure that the narrator has not hallucinated the 

events in “Usher,” neither the actual presence of the post-burial Madeline (this is why Poe 

emphasized the word “did” when writing that she did stand in the doorway, and did not merely 

appear to stand in it), nor has he imagined the veritable collapse of the estate into the tarn. He is 

sane throughout the course of the tale, otherwise he would not be a reliable enough narrator to 

demonstrate the extent of Roderick’s perversity and evil; that he is not certain in his 

apprehension of the affairs of the Usher estate does not mean that readers should reckon his 

powers of comprehension untrustworthy, for in being aghast at his complicit role in the foul deed 

(not seeking to reason it away or self-justify it), he proves his sanity by the horror characterized 

by his realization—by the elevation or heightening of his moral sensibility to the crime. 

     Piethman does a nice job of summarizing the most prominent of interpretations of “Usher,” 

which he identifies as being perhaps Poe’s finest and most popular story (although “Cask” merits 

that designation per the estimation of many other critics and readers). In noting the long-standing 

debate over “its exact meaning,” he offers a list of the half-dozen, most-prevalent critical 

interpretations: (1) it is a tale of literal supernatural phenomena, thus everything which the 

narrator relates must be construed as a truthful relation of supernatural events (such as 
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vampirism); (2) the narrator moves from sanity towards insanity as a result of the influence of 

Roderick and the manor, hence he hallucinates the events described at the tale’s conclusion, and 

the tale serves as a representation of the inability of a rational mind to make sense of a chaotic 

universe;436 (3) the events and characters are symbolic of the machinations of a mind on the 

brink of insanity, wherein Roderick, Madeline, and the narrator are seen as respective 

representations of the Ego, the Id, and the Superego, with an overbearing Ego’s denial of the Id 

instigating the demise or disintegration of the entire personality;437 (4) the tale serves as a 

symbolic representation of Poe’s description of the “hypnogogic state,” the condition of semi-

consciousness between waking and dreaming, in which state the closed eye has visions of vivid 

and varied patterns before escaping awareness of the physical world in slumber; (5) the hazard-

inviting dilemma of the Romantic artist is highlighted (in Roderick), who, in his ever-constant 

striving for the Sublime, eventually divorces himself from reality and plunges into madness; and 

(6) the tale is an early, symbolic narrative expression of Poe’s cosmological theories regarding 

the creation and destruction of the Universe as ultimately expressed in Eureka a decade later, or, 

in the words of the editor, “Since the final union with the Godhead provides us with both 

ultimate knowledge and the means for our annihilation, the ‘incestuous’ reuniting of Roderick 

and Madeline at the climax of tale symbolizes the catastrophic event that Poe sees as inevitable” 

(Peithman 60).   

     No, no, no, no, no, and no. The problem with these assessments, of course, is that not one of 

them is correct, nor can they be, when one considers both the biblical allusions which heavily 

populate the tale and therefore give it both shape and meaning, in addition to the pattern of Poe’s 

oeuvre in general. The editor sees the problem differently, though, offering that consensus is 
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precluded by Poe’s “multiple layers of meaning,” in that Poe wrote for a popular audience 

accustomed to Gothic tales which served as the staple or mainstay of the periodicals of his day, 

adding that “the trappings, then, are pure Gothic, but the content seems to hint at far more” 

(Peithman 60). How can he speak of the tale having an “exact meaning,” and then contend that it 

contains “multiple layers of meanings”? Can one posit singularity and plurality of meaning on 

the same page, and still be correct?  His summary is useful, but his assessment is fallacious; how 

can he identify the tales as being “pure Gothic” when he has culled from Poe’s own prefatory 

statements about the tale that it is anything but that, since Poe himself insists (with a singular 

exception) that there is nothing in it “in which the scholar should recognize distinctive features 

of that species of pseudo-horror which we are taught to call Germanic”; does he disbelieve Poe’s 

attestation? Or does he think Poe associates the Gothic merely with the British authors who 

originated that literary style (e.g., Ann Radcliffe and Mary Shelley)? 

    Of the half-dozen critical interpretations enjoying the widest currency, they may be dispensed 

of handily, nominally for the following reasons: (1) it cannot be a tale of wholesale supernatural 

events, since Poe himself states that the tales are founded on “legitimate sources” to be found in 

the natural world;438 (2) the narrator remains sane throughout the duration of the tale, and he 

never hallucinates (nor does Roderick), thus the tale cannot represent a rational mind’s inability 

to make sense of a chaotic universe (which would be pseudo-Kantian);439 (3)  

     Roderick, Madeline, and the narrator cannot serve as representations of the Ego, the Id, and 

the Superego, because the narrator is of no relation to the twins (disallowing the requisite unity 

of the mind’s structure in psychoanalytic constructs), and he survives the ordeal both intact and 

in perfect sanity, thus denying claims of total destruction or disintegration; (4) the argument that 
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the tale illustrates Poe’s description of the “hypnogogic state” is torturous logic, in that neither 

semi-consciousness nor sleep feature in it, and the characters do not escape awareness of the 

physical world by slumber, since both Roderick and the narrator are unable to sleep during the 

violent storm near the tale’s conclusion; (5) Roderick’s plunge into madness results from the 

murder, not from frustration in his creative endeavors; and (6) the tale cannot allude to Poe’s 

cosmological theories, as the siblings’ relationship is not the least bit incestuous, and, more to the 

point, critical assessments of Eureka typically fail to read it properly as being a parodic and 

satirical criticism of German metaphysics (clothed in the language of physics), thus it cannot be 

read backwards into the tale as a representation of theories about the nature of the Universe, 

errantly construed by readers as having been genuinely held by Poe.   

     If Poe is to be taken at his word in the prefatory remarks offered by him in reference to this 

tale (and the others), then there is but a singular meaning, and when Piethman says “multiple 

layers of meaning” are accurate, he should state rather that there are multiple 

“misinterpretations” which result from sloppy exegesis or recklessly indulgent and expedient 

eisegesis. Moreover, that the stories might be trimmed with Gothic trappings does not explain 

how these elements lend themselves to varied meanings, even if they present varied perceptions; 

the pattern of the figures on the drapes which feature in the Lady Rowena’s chamber in “Ligeia” 

might appear to take on dynamic and multifarious aspects in the eyes of its various beholders, 

but the pattern itself is quite fixed on the fabric, and it is singular—the dye is cast, to offer a pun.  

     The word “interpretation” is to oral communication what the word “translation” is to written 

communication; when one interprets for another person, one is mindful that a singular and 

specific idea is needful to be articulated between the involved parties, in order for sense to be 
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made in the conversation, and for the parties to come together in fruitful understanding of one 

another. In light of the fact that Poe would have understood this framework to be accurate and 

true, there can be only one meaning which the critic should “translate” from Poe to his readers. 

To translate means to “carry over,” thus when one is handed something and is given the mission 

of bringing it to another party, one does not add or subtract from the item which one has been 

handed without doing it violence or without disserving the parties between whom one mediates 

as the entrusted carrier: The message is singular and originates with the sender, thus the recipient 

expects that the message is singular and intact, having not been adulterated by the messenger.  

     In this regard, what is true of oral communication is also true of written communication, 

otherwise the messenger has control over the message intended, and not the sender—and if the 

sender does not operate under the belief that s/he will be the determiner of what s/he wants to 

convey in the message, then why would s/he bother trying to transmit it at all? Similarly, the 

recipient cannot have control of the message sent to him, either, for there is nothing to be 

learned, and no relationship to be had, when one excludes the sender from the conversation; this 

is the tragedy of Postmodern literary criticism, wherein the meaning imparted to the text by its 

author is substituted for the whatever the reader or critic wants the work to mean. This is also the 

tragedy invited by German Idealism, the seed of Postmodern ideology, which Poe understood 

would severs the bonds of lovingkindness between God and our fellow men. 

     Peithman suggests an interpretation based on what he points to as being Poe’s debt to the 

European Romantics:  

     The romantic ideal in many ways parallels the development of hypochondria, 

beginning in reclusion and the cultivation of the mind’s power, moving on to the 

imaginative struggle to idealize the real, and ending in the absolute dissolution of reality 

in order to achieve complete union with ideality […] Thus we can see Roderick as a 
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romantic artist breaking through to ideality, or as a man suffering from schizophrenia or 

manic-depressive psychosis.  Poe gives us both physical and moral causes for Usher’s 

behavior, and the reader must ultimately decide whether Usher is a positive or a negative 

portrait of a tortured spirit. (66) 

 

     Poe would see excessive Romantic indulgence as a genuine moral malady, not a feigned one, 

and it must here be pointed out that Roderick very well might suffer from the bodily ailments of 

which he complains, given the possibly toxic environment of the estate, and due to his remark 

about inheriting a family and constitutional evil; he likely speaks to both a physical and spiritual 

condition. Roderick’s bent certainly seems to conform to Peithman’s description of that of the 

Romantics, but Poe was more likely deriding what he saw as the insanity of German Idealism—

and only a misguided Freudian reading of the tale would think to suggest a pursuit of the so-

called “death-drive” on Roderick’s part. Roderick has no desire to die, seeking only the death of 

others; if a man will stoop to bury alive a good sister with the intent of torturing her in the ordeal, 

how then can the narrator (as “good friend”) be safe from serving as his host’s next target? 

Roderick’s mental state never reflects a schizoid mind (in which there are “split personalities”), 

and neither does he exhibit the customary pattern of symptoms associated with manic-depression 

(bipolar disorder).  

     To be sure, he suffers from a handful of the symptoms, but the conditions which Peithman 

names are characterized by the assumption of alternate identities, or intermittent fluctuations in 

one’s emotional state, in which are evidenced extreme variances in thought, mood, and behavior; 

Roderick does not exhibit the symptoms of either condition, and he steadily progresses in his 

decline, which is accentuated only after the evil deed is performed. Poe does use physical 

maladies to symbolize moral ones, but what is one to make of Peithman’s comment that Poe 

gives readers “moral causes for Usher’s behavior”? If the moral of a tale is the very thing which 
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drives it—if that is the chief lesson or impression which a reader must glean from the tale 

specifically written to convey it—then how can one speak of a moral without identifying it? To 

what moral causes does Peithman think Poe directs us? And if Usher truly suffers from either of 

the mental disorders which the critic himself names, then how can Peithman frame Usher’s 

condition in terms of moral causes? 

      He does not argue that the madness results from the murder, instead suggesting that the 

murder results from the madness, which is a moral to be had in this tale. If the murder resulted 

from the madness, then there is no moral to be discerned, for we do not fault the criminally 

insane, and we do not identify with them if we are sane; we learn morals from individuals who 

share a common nature with us, else the lessons do not apply to us—mutato nomine de te fabula 

narratur.  If the madness results from the murder (which it does, as the pattern in the other 

Lucifer-figure tales), then there is a moral to be culled from the tale, for all of mankind is capable 

of reprobate violence, and therefore all of mankind can benefit from taking heed of the moral, so 

as to avoid the consequences of self-wrought destruction.  

     As for even the remote possibility of Roderick being a portrait of positivity, how can a cold-

blooded, torture-delighting murderer of his own innocent kin be anything of the kind? Artistic or 

not (and the narrator’s descriptions of Roderick’s creative endeavors lead one to believe that 

Usher was a terrible singer, poor musician, shoddy poet, and lousy painter), should one value the 

Arts over Life? The lament which Poe puts in the mouth of Monos suggests that a valorization of 

the aesthetic ideal at the expense of the flesh and blood Other before one is the hallmark or cant 

of the “most evil of evil days,” being a slam at the post-Kantian German philosopher Schiller 

(and Kant himself). (Roderick performing so poorly in each of the varied arts he pursues is 
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meant to be indicative of his villainy, for the most moral person, in the aesthetic tradition to 

which Poe was beholden, was also the most refined in his sensitivity to the arts and to justice; the 

greater the artistic sensitivity, Poe believed, the greater the incense at injustice. This aesthetic 

tradition is discussed elsewhere in this paper.)  

     The only other instance in Peithman’s comments on “Usher” where a moral is suggested (but 

still not identified) is in another note on the tale, tied to where Poe writes that Roderick holds to 

the “superstitious impressions” that the “physique” of the estate has, over time, wrought effects 

which have resulted in the “morale” of his existence, to which Peithman adds the following 

annotation: “The two French words here mean ‘matter” and ‘spirit’.  In Usher’s world, these two 

opposites are combined” (66)   

     Poe, though, would see the conflation of the two antipodes as a mark of iniquity (fitting for 

the evil Roderick), because Scripture admits of no such admixture: God is a Spirit and must be 

worshipped in the spirit; the flesh is at enmity with the spirit; consummate unity disallows for 

holiness (in which something sacred must be set apart). Poe, who held to the ideals of the British 

Neoclassicists, disdained the German obsession with unity, preferring instead harmony, for it is 

in harmony that the self retains its distinct identity without sacrificing a sense of meaningful 

communion with others, namely God and one’s fellow man. There is no emphasis on unity in the 

relational aspect of Judeo-Christian tradition, only harmony, that being a reconciliation between 

God and sinner which requires the preservation of disparate entities, in order for there to be a 

distinction between God and man. (Of course, the dual signification of which Peithman writes 

might just as well involve a jab at the Swedenborgian notion of “correspondences,” wherein 

there are correlations believed to exist between material and spiritual entities, along the lines of 
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the mystical, semi-Platonic doctrine of “as above, so below”; the Transcendentalist Emerson was 

keen on German Idealism, Romanticism, and Swedenborgism, and was a favorite target of Poe’s 

for this very reason.) 

     Of all these possible misinterpretations from which to choose (for they are all incorrect), 

Piethman says “Take your pick” (77). What a very Postmodern attitude! He does not suggest a 

biblical reading of the tale in his litany of options. Peithman’s attitude would have been 

anathema to Poe, who crafted his stories with great and deliberate care: To suggest that the 

correct meaning intended by Poe could be culled simply by drawing theories out of a hat would 

incense him, and rightly so; imagine how infuriating (maddening, even) it would be if that is how 

people were to decide the meaning of whatever you had to say. It would be madness, indeed, or 

extreme folly to adopt such a position in personal conversation, and as the text is the speaker, per 

se, it is just as absurd a tactic to embrace for the written word as it would be for the spoken word.  

      Moreover, Peithman adds: “As for its ‘one and only’ meaning, I must beg off.  It is against 

Poe’s nature to provide any ‘final’ answer,” and pointing to the assessments of G.R. Thompson 

and Robert Regan, he agrees with those critics. Thompson, he believes, correctly posits that 

readings which contend for the supernatural attributes, the suggestion of incest, the hint of 

vampirism, and the “themes of order and sentience” noted by other critics have enriched analysis 

of the tale, rather than having lent confusion to it, as Thompson opines that such a view 

“incorporates them into its overall pattern, while wrapping a layer of dramatic irony over the 

whole” (77).  From Regan, he borrows the notion that contrary readings of the tale do not render 

it “less self-consistent” if they are “equally defensible,” a position Regan contends is possible 
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because of Poe’s “great plotting skill” which permits for varied “levels of meaning” (Peithman 

77).  

     Here none of these critics can be correct, for the superabundance of biblical allusions, in 

addition to the consistency with which they are used, strongly indicates that Poe had but one 

meaning in mind (especially if one believes him when he states that a work must be written 

backwards, with the end always in sight), because the presence of a moral (even though 

Peithman never identifies one) implies that a definite meaning has been crafted within the tale, 

either to be teased out by the reader or spelled out by the author, the latter convention being the 

one for which Poe faulted the fables of La Fontaine in his own short story, “Never Bet the Devil 

Your Head”.  

     The readings which contend for supernatural attribution ignore Poe’s assurance to readers 

regarding his reliance on “legitimate” sources and ends. Those critics who suggest incest fail to 

recognize the deep structure of the tale, in which the name of the Lady Madeline is borrowed 

from the Keats’ poem alluded to by the use of the word “Poryphrygene,” wherein the heroine 

observes the customs associated with the patroness of virgins (yes, in the poem, she succumbs to 

seduction, but, as the plot incredulously insists, only in innocence, thinking her lover part of a 

realistic dream). They also choose to ignore the Christological allusions associated with 

Madeline, likewise failing to recognize the pattern of the Lucifer-figure tales wherein the victims 

are always innocent of wrongdoing.  

      The critics who lean towards the vampiric theory ignore vampiric tradition up through Poe’s 

day, in which the female is victim and not villain; the first female vampire does not appear in 

literature until Joseph Sheridan Le Fanu’s 1871 novel Carmilla, and Bram Stoker’s female 
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incarnations do not surface on the literary scene until 1897, both texts being published well past 

Poe’s death in 1849. More to the point, though, is that, even if one wished to credit Poe with 

inventing the archetype, there is nothing in the story which speaks to this tradition as inherited 

from Europe, and nothing which flows from the tale which feeds it in the American strain, as 

Madeline has nothing in common with other vampires, male or female, European or American: 

(1) vampires draw strength from lying in their coffins, especially potent if buried on ancestral 

soil, as is Madeline; (2) vampires are killed by having a wooden stake driven through their hearts 

whilst laid out in their caskets, and that is not given to be the source of her demise; (3) vampires 

are known for possessing great vitality, yet Madeline is attended by physicians constantly, due to 

a long and lingering illness; (4) vampires possess mesmeric powers (and given Poe’s use of it in 

other tales, it surely would have been used by him as indicative of her vampirism); and (5) 

vampires avoid mirrors, and garlic, and Christian symbols (crucifixes and crosses), none of 

which Madeline is ever given to do.  

      In fact, the only thing Madeline does do in the tale is pass by the study silently and then get 

buried alive, to which may be added only that she breaks free of her burial chamber and 

collapses in death on her murderous twin. If she is already to be counted among “the undead,” 

then how can she be buried alive?  And if she is a vampire, then by whom had she been made 

one? Of the “themes of order and sentience,” since Poe himself has informed the reader not to 

expect any supernatural nonsense in the tale (those would be “illegitimate” elements which 

would reduce the compositions to mere “pseudo-horror,” in which no pronounced effect would 

be achieved and no intended moral discerned), critics who go to great lengths to argue for 

Roderick’s delusions seem to invite a waste of time and energy by ignoring Poe’s direct address 
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to the readers which advises them to dispense of serious consideration of Usher’s nonsensical, 

“illegitimate” posit about the influence of a sentient estate. 

     Thompson’s is an untenable conclusion, for in order for there to be an “overall pattern,” there 

must be an inherent consistency and exclusivity of meaning to the tale, for patterns consist of 

consonances, not contradictions. How can Thompson argue for the omnipresence of dramatic 

irony as the binding element for this tale? Dramatic irony only functions when the audience 

knows something which the character(s) do not; if there is no agreement requisite to identifying 

what knowledge the reader should possess which the figures do not, then how can the readers be 

said to know anything more than the characters do? Without specific knowledge recognized on 

the part of the readers, then there cannot be specific knowledge withheld from the characters, the 

standard on which dramatic irony depends.  

     As for Regan’s posit that Poe’s skills enabled various “levels of meaning,” that is not quite 

the same thing as saying there are various meanings; a single entity can have several levels, and 

not be synonymous with several entities, as an onion which can be peeled away in layers is not 

the same thing as many onions.  Still, since he makes this statement in conjunction with the 

reference to the compatibility of contrary readings, one should surmise that he, too, is of the 

errant opinion that Poe’s tales are devoid of a deliberate message on the author’s part: A tale is 

“less self-consistent”  if  contrarian readings are “equally defensible,” because consistency is not 

synonymous with veracity, and one need only read Poe’s cutting remarks in Eureka about 

consistency to understand that point; the Nazis were consistent in their anti-Semitism, but that 

does not make it defensible. (He likely meant plausible, not defensible, but the claim itself is still 

indefensible.)  
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     The problem with the critic’s line of thinking, of course, is that it denies the existence of an 

objective standard by which to measure or discern right or wrong, correct or incorrect, good or 

evil, and without a fixed point of reference, as the old Cole Porter song would say, anything 

goes. Once good and evil have no fixed, objective, external means by which to be gauged, they 

cease to exist as concepts because, in being indistinguishable from one another (in being 

subjected to “radical Democracy” or leveling), they cannot be used to identify anything other 

than by whim of the individuals or societies which attach their labels to whatsoever they so 

desire. (In essence, they become meaningless because they can mean anything, as literary critic 

Walter Benjamin wrongly asserts.) This is the madness to which the Postmodern world has 

succumbed, including the world of literary criticism. Logic dictates that the laws of non-

contradiction should apply to the proper analysis of Poe’s tales; in fact, Poe anticipates this 

maddening phenomenon in his tales, which is why he was so adamantly opposed to the gross 

subjectivity of German Idealism, German-led Romanticism, and German-inspired 

Transcendentalism.  

     The law of non-contradiction states that a thing cannot simultaneously be both that thing and 

not that thing, yet Regan is suggesting that criticism can validate both the correct interpretation 

of a tale and the “not correct” interpretation of a tale, and, moreover, that it makes no difference 

which interpretation is correct because criticism has done away with the notion of correctness, 

just as Subjectivism has done away with the  transcendent, objective fixity of Goodness. C.S. 

Lewis makes an excellent counterpoint to this madness by pointing out that there must be an 

objective or “fixed” Truth, and reality, and standard of Goodness, for without fixed points, there 

can be no measure of either progress or regress, and he reasons that if the terminus station were 
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constantly moved, a train risks never reaching its destination—for even destinations necessitate 

fixed points. It is no less a truism for literary criticism; a work must have an objective or fixed 

“point” or meaning, otherwise there is no means by which to discern or ever reach the author’s 

designated “destination”. 

     Peithman has surprisingly very little to say in regard to “Pit,” as the annotation in this tale is 

scant when compared to many of the others in his text. He is not wrong when he says of it that it 

possesses “an undercurrent of something much more complex than most readers fully 

understand, although they may sense it,” but then he is also not original in stating as much (120). 

What this undercurrent might be is never addressed by him (no guesses even, as to its biblical or 

moral qualities), and the only note which does not serve to provide historical context is taken 

from Harry Levin’s 1958 criticism in The Power of Blackness, in which he notes:  

     For Poe, the will is constrained to choose between evils which, upon confrontation, seem 

worse than their alternatives: the pit or the pendulum, the frying pan versus the fire…His 

climactic adventure […] abandons him to the existential dilemma: the agony of the prostrate 

individual, isolated and immobilized, surrounded by watchful rats, threatened by an 

encroaching mechanism, and impelled towards a gaping abyss. (Piethman 132) 

     It is difficult to find fault with this assessment, especially since it is mostly merely descriptive 

of the events and circumstances involving the tale’s narrator, and really offers no critical insight 

other than the statement regarding the will, which Levin seems to far over-generalize here. From 

what evils, for example, do the other victims of the Lucifer-figures choose? Fortunato is faced 

only with being walled up alive in “Cask”; Madeline is given no choices between evils in 

“Usher,” since she is unconscious when sealed in the crypt; the wife in “Cat” has no choices put 

before her, being struck down in an unexpected instant for a trifling “offense”; the old man in 

“Heart” is provided with no choices before being surprised awake and suffocated to death by his 

servant; and the victim in “Imp” had no choices at all, in that he did not even suspect any foul 
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play, having been silently killed in his sleep by release of a toxin from burning candle wax. In 

short, Levin cannot be correct, based on the pattern of the Lucifer-figures, to which presence he 

is apparently blind. 

     Most of the prefatory comments appended to “Cat” merely pertain to Poe’s sources for 

creating the tale (such as Sir Walter Scott’s Letters on Demonology and Witchcraft), and point to 

longstanding traditions associated with cats (their sacredness in ancient Egyptian society and 

their identification as the familiars of witches in European superstition) — although the editor 

does render a judgment on it when he describes the tale as being one “that treats the subject of 

perversity as mental illness” (Peithman 140).  

     To this assessment, Peithman adds the following note: “Unfortunately for the narrator, it is 

not a dream—and he is mad.  Like other narrators in Poe’s tales, his vision is distorted, and he 

attempts to rationalize the consequences” (140, emphases mine). The critic does not, though, link 

the physicality involved in the corrosion of reason which results in mental illness with the 

metaphysical concept of moral dissolution which results in sin, rather an odd omission, 

considering the tale treats of a murderer whose alcoholism involves the frequent abuse of 

“spirits,” a word which has both physical and metaphysical connotations.440  John Cleman’s 

1991 article, “Irresistible Impulses: Edgar Allan Poe and the Insanity Defense,”  is an excellent 

piece which chronicles the introduction of the insanity plea as a criminal defense during Poe’s 

lifetime, which very well might account for his framing some of the tales as criminal 

confessions, such as in “Cat” and “Imp,” and “Heart,” in which stories the criminals themselves 

insist upon a sharp division between sanity and insanity. Peithman has declared the narrator mad 

without qualifying his declaration; are we to detect madness by the perceived calloused tone of 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/2926871?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
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the confessor, or by the simple sequence of “mere household” events which the confession 

relates? 

      How is one to discern madness absent mens rea from its counterpart, true criminality? A jury 

typically reaches a decision by deciding on the facts presented in a case, and in such a legal 

framework, facts are those things which are manifest in the physical world of phenomena—

remarks overheard (as in “Imp”), deeds witnessed (as in “Hop-Frog”) or uncovered (as in “Pit” 

and “Cat”), items recovered (as in “Purloined Letter”), and so forth. In criminal insanity cases, 

jurors are asked to scrutinize a defendant’s interiority, and charged with discerning the state of 

mind of the defendant up to and/or at the time the forbidden act had been committed—and that is 

a much more difficult task because there usually are no visible or audible signs available which 

shed light on cases such as when the defendant is clearly unhinged (e.g., babbling, extreme 

paranoia, severe episodes of blind and undirected rage, etc.) Madness can be feigned, as can be 

innocence.  

     The narrator’s slide into alcoholism constitutes an observable phenomenon, and the increase 

in its manifestations (abuse of his wife and pets, his ill-temperedness) are all verifiable by the 

employment merely of the senses, thus the criminality can be argued as a result of progressive 

abuse. The mitigating plea of insanity is typically only in effect if pre-meditation is ruled out, or 

if a depraved indifference for life is evident; the reckless disregard for the life of another may 

amount to manslaughter, but a callous disregard for the life of another amounts to murder. 

Piethman never directly qualifies his assessment as to on what grounds he deems the narrator in 

“Cat” to be mad. Why, for example, is this habitual wife and animal abuser and murderer not 

“merely” evil, in his opinion? Not insane asylums but prisons are filled with people who have 
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tortured animals and murdered their spouses; are they mad, or are they evil? What does Piethman 

think differentiates them from the narrator in “Cat”? He never says. 

     Perhaps he hints at the reason when he accuses the narrator of distorted (grotesque) vision and 

attempting to rationalize the consequences. To which consequences does he refer? Those of his 

distorted “vision,” or those of the events he relates? The narrator does attempt to rationalize his 

motives by blaming his “spirit of PERVERSENESS” on alcoholic indulgence (the phrasing of 

which intentionally blames the booze and not the imbiber), and then he does attempt to 

rationalize his deeds by describing them as a “series of mere household events”. There is, of 

course, nothing “mere” about murder in a society which is beholden to the traditional Judeo-

Christian values which condemn it outright, as forbidden in the divine commandments of the 

Decalogue (Exodus 20).   

     A jury might be able to reason that his insanity was progressing by the degrees of barbarism 

he demonstrated, but that still could be a deficient means to prosecute him on the grounds of 

murder, because the cause still lies beyond the purview of mere observation: A person may 

increase in wickedness just as well as in madness. How, then, is his madness revealed? By the 

tone he adopts in his confession. He is neither distraught by his own actions, nor is he morally 

discomfited in relating them afterwards; his casual disregard for the sanctity of human life, 

especially the life of a person who admittedly had been good to him, is the mark of an individual 

whose heart is so calloused that it is beyond the pale of mortal redemption. Prisons were called 

penitentiaries so that the criminal would have a chance to be penitent and therefore redeem 

himself to human society; Poe’s murderers remain unrepentant even in prison, thus it could have 

no effect on their unrepentant, grotesquely wicked natures.  



566 

     Tone, as explained elsewhere in this essay (in the chapter which analyzes “Usher”) involves 

the attitude a person adopts in communicating facts to others, whether the author (Poe) or the 

murderous narrators giving confession of their deeds. As it expresses the speaker’s sentiments 

(and ex-pression means to press out what is in the Self), tone is properly understood to be the 

opinion expressed about the facts related; if what is “pressed out” of a person is revealed to be an 

attitude of depraved indifference, one is clearly dealing with a murderer. A jury might be able to 

discern from the tone of a confession whether or not the defendant is to be held criminally 

accountable for his or her actions, because a person who is dead to the humanity of his or her 

victims after murdering them was also dead to it before and during when the murdering 

transpired. One’s attitude about taking the life of another is not something which changes as a 

result of the murder—a murder is the result of one’s attitude already being that of callous 

disregard for the Other. 

     Why, then, would the narrator of “Cat” be executed if he is mad?  It is not justice to execute a 

madman. His execution is required because, same as with the other Lucifer-figures, his insanity 

results from the murder, as the murder does not result from the insanity.  He, as well as those 

other villains, were of sound mind when they sought out to destroy and kill their victims; their 

minds were sharp and clear, but their hearts were wicked or twisted to the very cores of their 

respective beings. (In fact, in “Cat,” the confessor even uses the word “murder” when describing 

the act of lodging the ax in his wife’s head; by this slip of the tongue, we are to know that it was 

a pre-meditated act, and his claim to have sought to strike the cat is therefore a lie.)  

     The unrepentant tone of the confessions given in “Cask,” “Imp,” and “Heart” conform to this 

pattern; the narrators are sharp as tacks with full control of their mental faculties prior to the 
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murders they commit, and even Roderick in “Usher” and the husband in “Cat” retain enough 

mental control to discern between good and evil when they commit their crimes. In “Heart,” 

“Cask,” “Imp,” “Cat,” and “Usher,” madness is clearly seen to have set in after the murderers 

have acted against their victims; we do not see the Inquisitors in “Pit” once they have removed 

their victim to his intended fate, but one can imagine that they flew into rages every time he 

thwarted their plans; as the narrator relates that they already had consigned others to the terrors 

of the pit, they already committed murder and were mad in thinking they could act “as if” they 

were the Most High God.  

     Peithman is correct—the narrator is mad, but he wasn’t when he committed the murder, as the 

madness is the consequence of the murder; he is mad when giving the confession, which 

necessarily occurs after the murder. Is abject callousness to be reckoned wickedness, or 

madness? Poe seems to contend, time and again, that it is wickedness indulged which results in 

the evil of murder, and that there are both moral and physical consequences, spiritual and 

material (damnation and execution).  

     In traditional Christian doctrine, damnation entails the extermination of the soul, thus the 

metaphysical consequence mirrors the physical one. Poe would never subscribe to  allowing a 

murder defendant to go free on a criminal insanity defense, because the concept is oxymoronic; a 

divorce from reality, however temporary, does not excuse violent and depraved behavior, as 

murder is premeditated. (The man in the asylum who thinks he is Abraham Lincoln is divorced 

from reality, but the ax he wields is occupied with chopping logs, and not with lodging it into the 

skull of another, as the murderer does in “Cat”.)  
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     Again, people who are ostensibly suffering from mental illness are not at question in the 

controversy of criminal defense on the basis of temporary insanity; an illness is protracted and 

gives rise to symptoms which are observable. Even cases of so-called “temporary insanity” 

would never be pleas to which Poe would give stock, for violent crimes committed in emotional 

frenzy merely involve the assailant giving the Self consent to indulge his or her own will by 

choosing to ignore the sanctity of the life of the Other; if one already disbelieves in this sanctity 

because one disbelieves in the source of both that sanctity and that life (the Most High God of 

Israel), then one will grant to the Self a license to do anything, fearing, at best, only mortal 

recompense in a court of human law—and humans can be deceived, whereas God cannot.  

     The narrator’s attempt to rationalize murder (and thereby normalize, or Self-justify it) is the 

means by which readers are meant to be able to discern his apostate madness. For Poe, the sick 

mind is the product of a sick heart.  Wickedness must be understood here, as given in Scripture, 

to be a turning away from the Moral Law of God, which is love for the Other, as written on the 

human heart. Once wickedness is permitted to progress to evil (moves from will to deed), it is set 

loose and cannot be countered unless a force of greater resistance is exercised against it. This is 

the purpose of the Moral Law, to act as a beneficial restraining agent, and not merely a corrective 

source of punishment; a will which actively seeks to surpass the constraints imposed on the 

human heart for the benefit of the Self is one which is excessively wicked. Why does God, in His 

greater strength, not curtail this wickedness before it bears evil fruits? Put another way, why does 

evil exist in the world if God is all good and all powerful? This is the classic problem of 

theodicy. 
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     In the first place, God is a gentleman, and a gentleman does not impose his will onto another, 

he simply makes it known. The term “gentleman,” in fact, is related to the practice of ‘gentling” 

horses, a process by which the creatures are lovingly (gently) and patiently groomed by a trainer 

for the purpose of riding them; a gentleman is one who is in a position of strength but who does 

not abuse it by asserting it, thus he exercises self-restraint for the sake of the welfare or feelings 

of others.  

     Of the two methods for training horses, gentling is the one most recommended and preferred, 

because it builds the greatest amount of trust between the animals and the trainer, and the affable 

relationships between them can last for the duration of their shared lifetimes. As explained quite 

concisely by an equestrian site: “The other method is to force the horse to your will. This does 

not work well because every animal, including humans, will rebel when forced to do something. 

This is not to say that it doesn't work. It can be used as a teaching tool, but gentle breaking is just 

more effective. Horses can be forced to obey, but they will end up resenting you and will act up 

more often” (Thorgesen). (For the record, the biblical stance is that Man is not an animal, being 

Creature and therefore apart from Creation, not a part of it.) God is Love, and as love is neither 

forced nor enforceable, to impose His will on humanity disallows the possibility of either of the 

two greatest commandments being fulfilled, but to express it gives humanity the freedom to 

enjoy the building of a loving relationship with a God in whom Man  can trust.   

     In the second place, the Moral Law of God is written on the human heart, meaning every truly 

sane person has the ability to discern between good and evil, not decide or designate them; 

Goodness, deriving from God, is therefore discovered, not created. But as the spirit of perversity, 

or tendency to wickedness, is also inherent to the human heart, God cannot root it out without 

https://pethelpful.com/farm-pets/Training-is-gentle-breaking-better
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also removing our capacity to exercise the free will on which love is predicated; it is a situation 

comparable to the dilemma described by Jesus in the parable of the tares and the wheat, in which 

both plants must be left intact, otherwise the possibility of yielding a harvest of good “fruits” will 

be rendered null in the process of removing the yields of the bad seeds. 

      In order for humanity to be capable of experiencing love (whether giving or receiving it), it 

must have free will, and in order to have free will, God must only express His own will, and not 

impose it. The humbling of humanity before God involves a realization of this fact, for it 

involves an awareness that God, out of love for mankind, wanted it to experience love, and 

therefore Self-limited the imposition of His own will, in order for that experience to be available 

to mankind. The restraints of the Law are in place for our own good, for in keeping the human 

heart in a position of “up-righteousness,” they prevent the Self from twisting (wicking) into 

itself, the perversion of which disallows the possibility of reaching upwards to God and outwards 

to others, thereby precluding fulfillment of the two greatest commandments—which are intended 

to benefit humanity, in that the Moral Law allows one to experience love.  

     The wickedness (perversity/moral grotesquery) of Poe’s Lucifer-figures resulted in evil 

“fruits” (deeds), and these fruits are the result of a willful turning into the Self; in vegetation, the 

turning inwards of the leaves on a plant is a sign of sickness which will result in its death, if not 

properly remedied. Tomato plants (tomatoes are fruits) must always be staked upright, in order 

to prevent collapse as result of their own weight, thus humanity requires the “stakes” or restraints 

of the Moral Law of God, in order to prevent Self-induced collapse. Tomato plants having leaves 

which roll inwards and then proceed to turn black are headed for trouble; their condition is the 

result of environmental stresses, viral infection, or herbicidal damage. If we continue in this 
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metaphor of the heart as a tomato plant, then environmental stresses are akin to irritating 

circumstances (an unhappy job), viral infection amounts to the contagion of sin (consorting with 

those capable of exerting a bad influence on one), and herbicidal damage equates with substance 

abuse, in that it involves the wrongful application of an external source (alcohol or drugs).  

     In “Cat,” we have a murderer who grows displeased with his wife (for the very same reason 

he grows displeased with his cat, namely that they are affectionate towards him), one who 

consorts with fellow dissolute drunkards in vile taverns (this is his own description of the dives 

he frequents), and a man given over to excessive alcoholic indulgence.  His orientation turns 

radically inwards, and the result is subsequent blackness. But whereas the tomato plant is fixed 

in place, and is prone to the dangers to which it is exposed, the narrator always has the means to 

orient himself or move towards others, whether God or his fellow man, in order to salvage his 

heart and soul in a way which a tomato plant cannot act to preserve its own life.  In other words, 

the narrator has no excuse for the commission of his crimes, only the reason for them, that 

reason being the “triumph of the will” in kicking away the restraints given by God to preserve 

one’s self in His up-righteousness.  

     It is puzzling, therefore, for Peithman to conclude of the narrator of “Cat” that, same as 

Roderick in “Usher,” this murderer “desperately wants someone to make some sense of his life.  

What he can’t see is that the answers are all inside himself” (140).  No, actually, Poe wants his 

readers to realize that the very inverse is true; the Lucifer-figures are entirely “inside” 

themselves, which is what led them to murder and then madness; their insanity results from their 

inhumanity, not the other way around. And the belief that all answers could be found in the Self 

is precisely the grossly apostate tenet of German Idealism (stressing human reason), German-led 
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Romanticism (stressing human emotion), and German-fed American Transcendentalism 

(stressing human intuition) which Poe found supremely anathemic!  

     The editor quotes a well-known Poe critic whose opinion herein is quite, quite salient, even if 

it is not entirely correct: 

     “Obviously, then,” says James Gargano, “the narrator’s version of the ‘mere household 

events’ cannot be accepted uncritically, nor, I believe, can his self-exculpating theory of 

perverseness.  He is, of course, eager to introduce into a world of psychological and moral 

order a concept that eliminates the onus of responsibility and guilt.  Indeed, one of the most 

telling points of ‘The Black Cat’ is the narrator’s fatuous denial of a moral order at the same 

time that the reader observes its unfaltering operation. This dramatic irony seems to me one of 

the compelling artistic effects that make ‘The Black Cat’ an undisputed masterpiece.” 

(Piethman 140-141) 

 

     As argued throughout this paper, the Devil is a liar, thus nothing Lucifer-figures state should 

be accepted uncritically. Also argued, passim, is the contention that they all seek to situate blame 

outside themselves, a Self-exculpatory tactic which denes guilt and therefore repentance. If there 

is such a thing as a well-ordered mind (for we speak of disordered minds), then can it not be said 

that there is such a thing as a well-ordered heart? If so, then by what or by whom is it ordered? It 

cannot be Self-ordered, for that possibility constitutes precisely the Self-indulgent, Self-

exculpating proclivity which results in murder; it must be ordered, therefore, by a moral code 

which is transcendent and fixed in origin and status, but immanent in accessibility—hence the 

Moral Law of God written on the human heart, as well as that divinely revealed. If there is a 

dramatic irony to Poe’s Lucifer-figure tales, as suggested by Thompson, then the knowledge 

which the reader possesses which the character does not could only be that one should not 

disregard the two greatest commandments.  

     Yet it is precisely because they do possess this knowledge that disastrous consequences ensue 

for them, for they have willfully disregarded these divine mandates, none confessing it more 
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palpably than the narrator of “Cat,” who cites it when hanging his first feline pet, Pluto. As they 

are at all times possessed of this knowledge leading up to and during commission of their crimes, 

there can be no true dramatic irony in said tales. Dramatic irony is a key feature of ancient Greek 

drama. The Lucifer-figures display the classical hubris of characters from pagan drama who defy 

the determinations of the gods, and same as their pagan forerunners, bring about their own 

downfall as a result of a willful blindness to their own flawed personalities and perceptions (or 

distorted “visions,” as Peithman says). 

      The heroes of pagan theatre were tragic because their self-inflicted downfalls were 

preventable, but one could never confuse the Lucifer-figures with the heroes of pagan drama, for 

Poe’s murderers are not known for greatness in dealing magnanimously with others, thus their 

utter Self-absorption precludes them from being revered by fellow characters or by the members 

of the audience; in short, they have no good qualities to recommend them, and are thus all fly 

and no ointment. One mourns the loss of a noble-yet-flawed character, but never that of an 

outright villain; in the tragedy of Hamlet, one is saddened by the death of this “sweet prince,” but 

not by the death of the evil and murderous king, Claudius. 

     Piethman seems cognizant of the incremental aspect of the narrator’s vile character, for his 

wickedness increases to such an extent that his logic eventually collapses: “There is a 

perverseness not only in his actions but in his refusal to acknowledge his own flawed perspective 

of good and evil and in his obsession with rationalizing his action. It doesn’t take much for a 

reader to see that what happens in the tale is the culmination of a lifetime of repressing an 

important, although unpleasant, side of his personality” (142).  That flawed perspective is a trait 

of not merely the mad but also the evil is the point raised by C.S. Lewis, when he speaks, 
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analogically, of madmen being unable to correctly identify sanity once they have wholly 

succumbed to their mental illness; so, too, evildoers, as once they have wholly succumbed to 

their moral corruption, they become incapable of distinguishing between good and evil, and not 

merely fantasy and reality. 

     To this observation must be added the following corrections or clarifications: (1) wickedness 

(perverseness) pertains to volition, evil pertains to its execution (will proceeding to deed, or as a 

man thinketh preceding as he doeth); (2) the murderer does not merely perceive good and evil, 

but his delusion is that he can conceive by what standards they are constituted (“perspective” 

implies passive reception, conception denotes active definition); and (3) the lifetime of 

suppression, or restraint, of this inherent wickedness just serves to underscore the point that he 

was capable of refraining from his foul deeds, if only he so desired, and therefore we are capable 

of choosing to resist devilish impulses, if only we will to do so. Of course, this understanding of 

human nature does not prevent the editor from delving into psychoanalytic explanations to 

proffer cause for the narrator’s conduct.441 After explaining Freudian defense mechanisms (self-

originating psychal shields) such as reaction formation, denial, and the inferiority complex (in 

which one feels a resentful inadequacy in meeting the expectations of others), he writes: 

     The repression of his violent nature, far from turning him into a model citizen, only creates 

a tension that leaves him uncomfortable, without any understanding of the reason ultimately 

explodes in his black rages.  As his repressed feelings surface, he is unable to deal with them 

and piles more defense mechanisms onto his already overburdened conscience.  In fact, the 

narrator is practically a case study in neurotic and psychotic behavior.  His search for the 

causes of his behavior in the outside world, and his refusal to examine and analyze his own 

motives, is a sign of projection.  When a person learns he can avoid punishment and self-

blame by inventing a plausible excuse and alibis for his misdeeds, he is, in effect, rewarded 

for distorting the truth […] Repression of the desire to punish oneself eventually causes one’s 

subconscious to resort to punishing in indirect ways, such as making foolish mistakes. That he 

somehow buries a live cat along with his wife is a sign that this unconscious moral guardian is 
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at work. Simply because one chooses to ignore that moral sense (the superego) does not mean 

that it ceases to exist. (Peithman 143, emphasis mine) 

 

     (Likewise, as stated earlier, simply because one chooses to sear over one’s conscience—i.e., 

knowledge of the differences between good and evil—does not mean that it ceases to exist. And 

Peithman, although incorrect about the conscience being in any way burdened to out itself, 

precisely points to the motivation for the false confessions, and distortion amounts to 

grotesquery.) As is the case with most of the critical assessments he offers, this explanation 

contains an admixture of sense and that which is contra-Poe’s intended moral. Peithman does not 

question the source of this violent nature, a violence which is rooted in anger or animosity. If the 

origin of his hostility is attributable to genuine mental illness, then the narrator in “Cat” cannot 

be faulted for its manifestation, since that which cannot be helped cannot be condemned. As 

argued by the pattern of the Lucifer-figures, though, the murderers are compos mentis right up 

through the commission of their black deeds, which means that the narrator in “Cat” cannot 

blame temporary insanity for deeds undertaken during “black rages” since he is in full command 

of his mental faculties at the time they are performed by him. (He is cold stone sober when he 

murders his wife.)  

     If the source of his anger which leads to his violent conduct is not mental, then it is moral, 

meaning it is the result of a willfully rebellious heart, one which elects to sin against God and his 

fellow man by enthusiastically and defiantly kicking away the restraints of the Law of love 

which is characterized by charity, humility, gentility, and servitude regarding orientation to the 

Other—traits which both represent the conduct of God towards humanity and which His Law 

instructs humanity to exercise towards both God and Man, for God never demands more from 

humanity than He is willing to do Himself.  
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     The insufficiency of the psychoanalytic approach is that it explains the narrator’s actions, but 

it does not—cannot— excuse them, since the Self is the origin of the perverseness which leads to 

sinful behavior. (At the heart of Freud’s beliefs is the contention that everything which can be 

understood can be forgiven—but how can that be true? If there is only mental illness and not 

evil, then the converse is that there can only be mental wellness and no such thing as goodness; 

who genuinely believes that there is no such thing as goodness? None but those already 

possessed of unwell minds.) In fact, Freudianism really only attributes the murder to repression 

of that anger, and not to the source of it; the murderer knows full well why he explodes into 

black rages, and it is because he is giving vent to his murderous desires. The question should not 

be why does he commit murder (acting out repressed anger), but why is there so much anger to 

repress (lovelessness)?  

     None of the Lucifer-figures are tormented by their victims, if the pattern holds true: the 

husband in “Cat” admits his wife’s loving and patient nature in her dealings with him, despite his 

drunken indulgences, and he refers to the feline Pluto’s affectionate nature as one which bestows 

upon him “loathsome caresses”; the narrator in “Pit” is so overwhelmed in number and by the 

power wielded by the Inquisitors that he could never be a real threat to them; in “Usher,” 

Roderick lives a life of indulgent leisure as a result of a vast fortune, and Lady Madeline is never 

depicted as being contrarian (she must be good-natured and good to him, if the foil pattern 

stands); the old man in “Heart” is admittedly good to the servant who murders him; and in 

“Cask,” the jester-capped Fortunato is shown to be a “jolly good fellow,” whose alleged malice 

is purely the invention of Montresor, for the pattern mandates that the victims be utterly innocent 

of wrongdoing against the villains by whom they are murdered, just as Abel was innocent of 
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wrongdoing against Cain. In fact, Abel is murdered by Cain because Abel refuses to do wrong in 

the sight of God, and Cain refuses to do right. Understanding Poe’s Lucifer-figure tales in this 

context, one can be certain of the absolute innocence of both Madeline and Fortunato, and, 

moreover, suggests that not only did they do no wrong to their murderers, but that they were 

God-fearing and kindly souls, to boot. 

     If the victims are not responsible for frustrating the desires or designs of the villains, making 

the causes external, then the frustration results from circumstances created by the villains 

themselves, making the causes internal, that being the wickedness of their hearts; Abel had in no 

way wronged Cain, and yet still fell victim to his murderer. When Cain’s sacrifice unto God is 

rejected and Abel’s is accepted (Abel gave of his best and first fruits, whereas Cain did not, and 

chose to keep the best part for himself), Cain becomes angry at both God and Man (Abel) as a 

result of choosing to instead indulge his own wicked nature. The conduct of all Poe’s Lucifer-

figures can be understood through the lens of this scriptural account: 

     And in the process of time it came to pass that Cain brought an offering of the fruit of the 

ground to the Lord. Abel also brought of the firstlings of his flock and of their fat. And the 

Lord respected Abel and his offering but He did not respect Cain and his offering. And Cain 

was very angry, and his countenance fell. And the LORD said unto Cain, Why art thou 

wroth? and why is thy countenance fallen? If thou doest well, shalt thou not be accepted? and 

if thou doest not well, sin lieth at the door. And unto thee shall be his desire, and thou shalt 

rule over him. And Cain talked with Abel his brother: and it came to pass, when they were in 

the field, that Cain rose up against Abel his brother, and slew him. (Gen. 4:3-8, emphasis 

mine) 

 

     That God states that Cain shall rule over sin, which lies to serve him at his beck and call, 

(fulfilling Cain’s desires) indicates that, at all times, Man has the ability to exercise self-control 

over his own sinful conduct. Cain murders Abel, not because Abel has in any way wronged him, 

and not because God has in any way wronged Cain, but because Abel was upright in his conduct, 
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and Cain, being wicked, could not bear to witness the manifest good which contrasted his evil 

deed to the light of God which invites stark comparison.442 Cain would rather do away with the 

good than practice goodness, he would rather remain wicked than repent of his Self-ish disregard 

for both his fellow man and God. And, same as Cain, Lucifer-figures also desire to escape 

punishment, for Cain has the audacity to demand God’s protection from his fellow man (mortal 

law); that God grants this request might be lost on us for the present (only God knows His own 

reasons), but Cain surely shall meet His Maker and the recompense due him when faced with 

“the four last things” (Death, Judgment, Heaven, and Hell), else God is not a just judge, a posit 

Poe never would make. Cain had the choice to do well, but chose otherwise; so, too, did Poe’s 

murderous Lucifer-figures. (Cain, having died under the age of a thousand years, did die in the 

day in which he sinned, according to the biblical rubric in which a day is as a thousand years for 

the LORD.) 

     And so did Lucifer, for iniquity was “found” in him, as he had been without fault since the 

day God had created him; sin, defined in Scripture as rebellion against God’s Law (which is a 

law of love), always involves the fully conscious exercise of free will, thus the criminality and 

not insanity of the murderers when choosing to indulge their wills by murdering those who 

practiced good, instead of turning to practice goodness themselves. Can this not be said to be the 

biblical pattern of the Nazis, who refused to do right according to the Moral Law of God, 

choosing instead to murder the innocent rather than shew themselves bearers of good fruit before 

God? 

     The heart is a muscle; if not properly exercised, it atrophies and dies—and exercise is 

undertaken as a matter of choice or external compulsion, thus goodness must be practiced as a 
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result of innate benevolence, social convention, or respect for the law; the failure to exercise the 

heart leads to the death of the individual, one’s society, and ultimately all of mankind—this is the 

moral of Poe’s apocalyptic dialogues. And what is Man, that God should be mindful of him? The 

beloved child of God; when common paternity is denied, then common brotherhood is denied, 

and when common brotherhood is denied, murder ensues.443 

     Poe’ Lucifer-figures do not search for causes of their behavior because they already know full 

well the source of their deeds, for just as Cain knew Abel was without fault and that God could 

not be faulted, the fault did not lie in his stars but in himself; behavior is not motive, motive leads 

to behavior. He has no need to examine and analyze his own motives because he is fully 

cognizant of them as being appended to his will, that involving his deliberately defiant embrace 

of the perverseness of spirt which leads him to sin.  

     But the murders are committed as acts motive not movirt, as the narrator of “Imp” confesses, 

meaning without any genuine motivation, other than simply to indulge in sinfulness because they 

enjoy acting with malice and callous disregard against their fellow men; this is echoed in C.S. 

Lewis’ argument that we must logically accept as fact the reality that there are evildoers who 

delight in being evil, in just the same way we acknowledge that there are persons who do good 

because they delight in being good. (The Lucifer-figures relish their iniquity, and revel in the re-

telling of their murderous deeds; even in Werther, the rapist and murderer is described as relating 

the details of his foul acts with pleasure.)  

     It is true that the Lucifer-figures engage in a projection of sorts, but that projection is the 

result of sanity, not insanity, for the projection involves the deliberate avoidance of punishment 

and rewarding of vice with exculpation; if one is sane enough to seek amnesty from the foulness 
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of one’s deeds, then one is sane, indeed. (Think of the dilemma described in Joseph Heller’s 

1961 novel, Catch-22.444 Or that illustrated by Corporal Maxwell Klinger in the television 

situation comedy about an overseas mobile hospital unit, M*A*S*H, wherein Klinger persists in 

wearing women’s clothing in an attempt to be discharged and sent home: In order to be released 

from military duty on the grounds of an insanity plea, one must be sane enough to plead it, and if 

one is sane enough to plead it, then one is not insane enough to merit it. 445)  

     Lucifer-figures must attempt to situate blame and create unconvincing alibis because they 

seek to avoid repentance, thus they try to convince themselves of their own innocence as a means 

of Self-justifying their treachery—hence Roderick’s lies about Madeline’s illness in “Usher,” 

Montresor’s fabrication of Fortunato’s offense in “Cask,” the implausibility of the evil eye as the 

servant’s excuse to murder the old man in “Heart,” the Inquisitors false accusations of heresy 

against the “bold recusant” who narrates “Pit,” and the alcoholism in “Cat” as the pretext leading 

up to the murder of the narrator’s wife.  The distortion of the truth mirrors the twisting or 

wicking of the heart, thus the Lucifer-figures all lie or invent excuses in some capacity or 

another, just as the Devil is a liar and without legitimate excuse for his evil conduct. That the 

Lucifer-figures come to believe their own excuses is actually indicative of their madness—and 

Poe would construe this as the insanity of ideologies which posit the supreme subjectivity of the 

Self, i.e., that Man would come to believe in his own authority to define good and evil, whether 

through human reason (German Idealism), human emotion (German-led Romanticism), or 

human intuition (German-fed Transcendentalism). 

     None of these murderers seek to punish themselves, desiring only to do away with the good, 

and their foolishness lies in the folly of their desire to reject the Moral Law of God (which is a 
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law of love), that which requires due consideration of or radical orientation to the Other, both 

mortal and divine. That the narrator in Cat” somehow walls up his second feline companion is 

not the result of his unconscious moral guardian at work, for he outright seeks to murder the 

second cat just as soon as he completes concealing his wife’s corpse in the wall; it is 

symptomatic of his reckless and callous disregard for the welfare of others, in that he is 

inattentive to anything but his own desires.  

     It is true, however, that the deliberate ignoring of the inherent moral sense (what Piethman 

terms the superego, others call conscience, and Scripture identifies as being the Law of God 

written on the human heart) does not mean that it ceases to exist; recognition is not requisite to 

reality, just as apprehension (sensation) does not rely on comprehension (recognition which 

follows realization). In the Wachowskis’ 1999 film The Matrix, the villain of the story, Cipher, 

murders his crewmates, or at least he (erroneously) thinks he has rid himself of his goodly 

companions; when he least expects it, Tank (here a tank or a reserve of goodness) rises up, 

although grievously wounded, and wields a flamethrower in Cipher’s direction. Cipher responds 

with the cry of “I don’t believe it!” Tank’s reply to him? “Yeah, well, you’re still gonna burn!” 

The denial of the Most High God does not negate either His existence or His supreme authority, 

nor does it negate the existence of the hellfire which He assures will be visited on those 

individuals who deny His existence, or His authority, and then reject His Moral Law as a result 

of that first denial. 

     Peithman offers a strange conclusion, given Poe’s insistence on adherence to the very clear 

distinctions between good and evil given in Scripture, in which no admixture is permitted: 

“Unfortunately, the narrator sees everything in terms of black and white. There is no middle 
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ground.  If he cannot be good, then he must be evil.  Any sin of his becomes unpardonable, and 

there is no hope of forgiveness” (143). To this opinion he adds, in speaking of the subtle 

differences between the two cats: “The shape of the blotch is undefined (as in a Rorschach test), 

and so the ‘change’ recorded by the narrator later on may only be his imagination.  The new cat 

is black and white, while Pluto was all black.  This in itself would be cause enough for the 

narrator’s disturbance, for it contradicts his either/or view of the world” (Piethman 144). Is it 

unfortunate that God sees everything in terms of black and white, and in “either/or” antipodes? 

To argue as much would to be contend that God Himself is insane.  

     Of course, the narrator can be good, as he merely chooses or wills to be evil. According to 

Christianity, the only unpardonable sin is to deny the Holy Spirit (refuse to obey it, not merely 

refuse to recognize it), thus forgiveness is not beyond the narrator’s grasp, but it is contrary to his 

desires, since it requires the act of repentance which he refuses; that the narrator says he is 

beyond redemption merely for the act of killing the cat does not make it so, for the Devil is a 

liar.446 What the narrator attempts to do in this reasoning is be “as if” he were the Most High God 

and redefine good and evil, in that he insists what can and cannot be forgiven by God,  ignoring 

what God Himself has revealed in Scripture; this is but an attempt to play at being God.447  

     As for the difference between the two cats, that is Poe’s means of assuring the readers that 

nothing supernatural is at work in the tale, even though it is suggested; Poe has promised his 

readers only “legitimate sources” of terror, thus we can be certain that the cats are not the same 

cat reincarnated, nor are they to be associated with black magic. The narrator’s wife, who is ever 

sane, verifies the dissonance in the appearance of the two creatures, thus establishing their 
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difference as a matter of fact and not fantasy; it establishes the disparity between subjective 

fantasy and objective reality. 

     Near his conclusion of coverage of the tale, the editor includes a somewhat revealing 

observation tendered by another Poe critic, although it also fails to hit the mark entirely: 

     Finally…the illumination or insight that his catastrophe should force upon the narrator 

never comes.  Perversely convinced that was has happened to him lacks cause and effect, 

he betrays almost complete moral insensitivity even as he is about to be executed by the 

agents of the very law he has flouted and attempted to explain away,” says James Gargano. 

In ‘The Black Cat’ the narrator is not interested in the truth of his situation, but only in 

attempting to convince the reader of the rationalizations he offers are true. When a Poe 

narrator tries to impress his point of view on the outside world, he succeeds only in 

making clear his real motivations. After all, it is one thing to do a perverse thing once, but 

to do perverse things continually is something else again. (Peithman 148, emphasis mine) 

 

    (Yes, to repeatedly abuse his wife and pets indicates that he is evil and unrepentant; he does 

not suffer from compulsion, but a willfully wicked soul.) In the first place, Gargano’s use of the 

word “catastrophe” seems inappropriate, given the fact that the narrator’s execution is the result 

of a verdict of premeditated murder following a trial, and catastrophes tend to be sudden. In the 

second place, it is not insight which saves any of Poe’s narrators. In the third place, the narrator 

knows full well that cause and effect is in play, hence his insistence that what he relates is a 

series of events (and series consist of related events transpiring in a given sequence). In the 

fourth place, it is not “almost” but utter moral insensitivity he betrays, hence his sentence of 

death as penalty for outright criminality, and not the mitigating sentence of criminal insanity. 

(And it is God’s Law which he has flouted and attempted to will away.)  

     Where Gargano nails things is in his point about the murderer trying to impress his point of 

view on his audience as being indicative of his actual motivations; not content to impose his will 

on his victims, he must now endeavor to impose his view on his audience, the new “others” 
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whom he disregards. His is a thoroughly unrepentant nature, hence his repetition of perverse 

deeds, the last of which is his insincere and skewed confession, and that only because a force 

greater than his own will restrains him. 

     Peithman’s final note on “Cat” summarizes contrarian critical camps about this tale, offering: 

“Critics have made much of this tale.  Some see the narrator’s attack on the cat as an attack on 

his own soul, because in a larger sense the animal (basic instinct), coupled with the rational, 

equals the soul.  Others see the ending as symbolic of the triumph of the amoral self—the brute 

beast in himself, which he hoped to escape, is there all the time” (148). If the first cat represents 

the murderer’s own animal instinct, then what do the wife and second cat represent? The first cat 

is affectionate, not brutish.  The black cat and the wife are both murdered in cold blood by the 

narrator, and both for the crime of being good and affectionate; their murders are indicative of 

evildoers being unable to be tolerate the presence of Goodness, just as the black-skinned and 

black-hearted Tsalal tribe in Pym cannot bear to be in the presence of anything white, being that 

which signifies God and godliness in traditional moral literature drawing on Scripture. The 

second cat, the black and white one, which seems to bear a gallows on its breast, and which led 

to the murderer’s eventual execution, can only represent the narrator himself, for it is the 

wickedness of his own human breast which brings about his death. 

     More to the point, would not the animal aspect of one’s soul seek to do away with the 

rational, and not the other way around? The animal instinct does not attack itself, and the soul is 

not associated with the mind (the rational), but with the heart (which is irrational, being the locus 

of emotion, not thought). Can it rightly be construed a triumph of the will if one is doomed to 

execution as a result of its untrammeled exercise?  
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     And wickedness is not amorality, but immorality; it is not as though the murderer is without a 

moral compass, but, rather, that he has chosen to ignore it, for in “Cat”—more so than in any 

other tale—the narrator divulges his cognizance of the Moral Law of love during the very 

barbarous act of killing the first cat because of the feline’s love for him, no doubt the very same 

reason he murdered his wife. In a court of law, the charge of “high crimes and misdemeanors” 

includes allegations levied against persons in a position of power to do good,  and these charges 

include perjury (giving a false confession), abuse and intimidation (of his pets and his wife), the 

misuse of assets (alcoholic indulgence leading to poverty), dereliction of duty (spousal 

obligations), unbecoming conduct (drunk and disorderly black rages), and refusal to obey a 

lawful order (murder as prohibited by God).  Is it any wonder, then, that Poe throws the book at 

the narrator of “Cat” (including “the Good Book”), in pronouncing the sentence of death on this 

grossly impious and unrepentant character?  

     For “Cask,” the last of the five tales closely analyzed for this essay, most of Peithman’s 

annotations are historical in content, providing information to establish context or source of 

inspiration, but consisting of very little in the way of analysis, original or otherwise. It is 

interesting, though, to note two brief-yet-illuminating statements given in the prefatory section to 

the tale: “Its success lies in the almost perfect balance between the horror of the situation and the 

ironic humor with which Poe invests it.  Six years before the tale was written, Poe in a review of 

The Spitfire, by Frederick Chamier (1796-1870), wrote: ‘Villains do not always, nor even 

generally meet with punishment and shame in reality’” (Peithman168). 

      First, Piethman must be credited with the recognition of the humor present in the tale, as 

many readers think it only a dark tale; if one takes Poe’s use of the hybrid in his description of 
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the tales as being both grotesque and arabesque, then Poe certainly intended that humor be 

somewhere present in “Cask,” and it is, albeit it is darkly comical; the incident with the trowel, 

the motley fool’s cap, the punning of the wine’s names, even the maniacal glee of the villain448—

all are indicative of levity, even if it is a warped or twisted variety.449  

     Second, although Poe had written his statement about Chamier in the hope that some author 

would buck convention and allow the villain to succeed in his criminality (a statement which 

reveals precisely how conventional moral literature had been expected to be, in order to be 

deemed acceptable or praiseworthy), it likely-yet-latently spurred Poe to pen “Cask” some half-

dozen years later, as a variation of his Lucifer-figure tales.  In fact, it is the tale in which the 

judgment and punishment of the villain are most called into question by readers, since the 

murderer’s crime has remained undetected (and he likely has gone unsuspected for its 

commission) for a full fifty years; we learn of it only on Montresor’s deathbed confession, when 

he fears no imprisonment or untimely execution, not even fearing divine recompense for his evil.  

     And why should he? He believes he is entitled to act as if with perfect impunity; one does not 

fear God if one thinks he is “as if” God. Here, then, is the villain who bucks conventional moral 

literature—but does he? The biblical clues which Poe has strewn throughout the tale suggest that 

he will not escape the judgment and punishment of God, even if he succeeds in doing so in this 

life. As it is the biblical judgment which Poe’s readers are most to fear, in which case the soul 

can be executed, Poe appears to give the audience a tale of traditional Christian morality, even 

if it is not a traditional tale of Christian morality: The moral content of “Cask” aligns with the 

literary convention, even though the format or formula does not. 
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     Peithman offers questions more than answers when it comes to the alleged motive for the 

murder:  

     One of the fascinating aspects of the tale is that we never learn just what Fortunato did to 

anger Montresor […] Compounding the puzzle is the fact that Montresor calls him ‘my 

friend’ and seems somehow in awe of him – as well as jealous of his happiness and number of 

friends.  As for Fortunato, he doesn’t appear to be afraid of Montresor, and goes into the 

catacombs willingly.  Could it be that he isn’t aware of the transgression? Or could it be that 

there never was any transgression at all, other than something Montresor has magnified out of 

proportion? (169) 

 

    (Construed properly, Montresor is envious of Fortunato, not jealous; jealously only pertains to 

a desire which is legally and morally justified, wherein a commitment is attendant [as when God 

states, in His role as bridegroom, that He is jealous for His apostate Chosen People, whom He 

had chosen as bride, since they became adulterers by succumbing to pagan idolatry], whereas 

envy is an unlawful and immoral coveting of another’s goods, powers, or status.)  If one views 

the tale through the lens of the pattern of the Lucifer-figure, then Fortunato has committed no 

offense, and is as blameless as the victims in the other tales discussed in this paper; the other 

tales feature the death of innocents, therefore logic dictates the comparable innocence of 

Fortunato, even if his character engages in the folly of drunken revelry against which Scripture 

warns. It is actually a biblical curse to those who say that they will eat, drink, and be merry for 

tomorrow they will die, since one’s soul might be required of one that very night, just as 

Fortunato doubtless expired by the hastening effect of the dampness on his already compromised 

lungs. (Jesus drank no wine leading up to his crucifixion, therefore one must resist the temptation 

to read Fortunato as a perfect analogy to Christ.)  

     Even without the benefit of the oeuvre of the tales, though, one need only look to the biblical 

example of Cain and Abel to glean this understanding of the situation; Abel committed no 
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offense against Cain, none whatsoever, and there is no indication that Abel feared his murderer 

either, likely because he knew there had been no offense either given or intended; nothing done 

by the victim was the cause for the villain’s actions.  

     As the Devil is a liar, Montresor’s opening statements must not be taken uncritically, and 

therefore if not the sincerity of his confession, then at least the accuracy of it. (The Romantics 

valued subjective, emotional authenticity over objective, factual accuracy.) This is not to suggest 

that Montresor is incorrect about the details of the incident which he relates, but to indicate that 

he is lying about the motive which led him to commit the crime; he is on his deathbed, and yet he 

still cannot bring himself to be honest with the priest about his motive, even knowing full well 

that the reason his provides is mere pretext—i.e., motive not motivert.  

     The apparent glee with which he relishes recounting the incident is likely indicative of the 

madness which has resulted from the murder; he has not sense enough, even facing death, to see 

the error of his wicked ways. That he calls his victim “my friend” is snide sarcasm on 

Montresor’s part, and whereas there is just cause to suspect that Montresor is envious of 

Fortunato, just as Satan was envious of God and therefore coveted His throne, the chief reason 

for which the Lucifer-figures choose to do away with their victims is because they cannot bear 

the sight of the good, the constant presence of which only serves to accentuate the awareness of 

their own wicked (or grotesque) natures, no less than as with the case of Cain and Abel; the 

hideous callousness of Dorian Gray’s soul in Oscar Wilde’s novel is rendered in a grotesque 

portrait, illustrating the hideousness of his devilry.450 (The bitterness on Montresor’s part as to 

the many friends held by Fortunato could be an allusion to the Devil’s desire to be worshipped as 

if deserving of glory of God.)  
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     There never really was even so much as a transgression (which is a non-intentional trespass of 

the law, in which there is no rebellious mens rea), therefore Montresor could not have magnified 

anything Fortunato said or did out of proportion, for one cannot distort something which never 

existed; if there is distortion (or grotesquery) here, it is in Montresor’s Self-inflated sense of 

worth and indignation, no less than as given to be the case with Satan. 

     One of the more interesting notes in this text, the content of which is not usually touched 

upon in other criticism of “Cask,” is the one which provides a cursory overview of Freemasonry, 

in which its speculated origin in the fraternities of Scottish stonemasonry is given (which would 

lend itself well to the motto of the Scottish “Order of the Thistle” borrowed for Montresor’s 

heraldry, as it is also the official motto of Scotland itself). Peithman relates that the Freemason 

society has been traced to at least the fourteenth century of the Common Era, although the 

Masonic brotherhood claims a heritage dating back to the ancient societies of Babylonia and 

Egypt, both of which, in Scripture, are associated with iniquitous mysticism and the types of 

sorcery/pagan magic which God prohibits; in Poe’s day, these places would allude to Roman 

Catholicism, the religion attendant to the events in “Cask”.  

     Before noting that Benjamin Franklin joined the first lodge in America (the Philadelphia 

branch, in 1730), he states: “The formation of the grand lodge in London (1717) marked the 

beginning of the spread of Freemasonry, which it demands of its members morality, charity, and 

obedience to the law of the land” (Peithman 174). To this note, he adds: 

     Montresor is a practical mason, not a spiritual one.  His motive for murder could be a 

Catholic’s hatred of Freemasonry, which would date the tale to perhaps the eighteenth 

century, when some Masons of the French and Italian lodges were actively hostile to the 

Church, resulting in Pope Clement XII’s issuing a papal bull (In Eminenti) in 1739, 

condemning Freemasonry and calling for excommunication because the society was a 

“secretive and pagan” religion, and a possible threat to the Church.  He also condemned 
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Masonic oaths and ritual.  If Fortunato was an excommunicated Mason, reasons James R. 

Rocks, Montresor would regard him as outside the sanctions of the Church, and could 

indeed, “punish with impunity”. (Peithman 172) 

 

     Quite a bit of legitimate conjecture can be gleaned from this tidbit of information, although, 

for the record, Peithman is not necessarily contending that Montresor is a mason by trade, merely 

that he is a mason by reason of his bricking up his victim. (Still, Montresor’s ready access to the 

trowel, coupled with his skill in sealing up his victim, do suggest his familiarity with the 

profession.) As has been argued extensively regarding the Lucifer-figures, there is no motive for 

murder, other than the envious evildoers cannot bear the sight of the charitable good (charity 

being love).  

     The dating of the tale’s events is not unreasonable, but it is curious to note that the names of 

the two interactive characters are French (Montresor) and Italian (Fortunato), which should 

suggest a natural alliance between them against the papacy during this period. Even if there is 

contention with the papacy on the part of the Freemasons at this time, both men certainly are 

members of the Roman Catholic Church, in that Fortunato partakes of the pre-Lenten carnival 

custom, and Montresor appears to be giving final confession in preparation for the clerical 

sacrament of Extreme Unction.  

     The pontiff’s identification of the pagan element to the Masonic brotherhood was not 

misguided (this is an accusation made against it to this day, and it does claim origin in occult 

traditions of ancient cultures), but Rocks misunderstands the nature of excommunication as 

practiced in Roman Catholicism. To be excommunicated is not to be forever cast off by that 

Church; there is always a means of reconciliation offered to those who repent, as they are then 

welcomed back into the fold. (This is comparable to the ancient Israelite practice of someone 
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being cut off from his people; the isolation imposed on the individual in being shunned by the 

religious community is intended to bring that person to repentance; shaming is meant to put their 

guilt in high relief, thereby enabling them to repent.) 

      It is not for no reason that Roman Catholicism has endeavored, for centuries, to draw back 

under her wings the many religious offshoots which it refers to as errant “daughters,” which is 

why the religion identifies itself as the parent or “Mother Church”; logically, what parents who 

hope to exercise positive authority over their offspring do not desire that their children be 

reconciled unto them? Think of the biblical parable of the Prodigal Son. Understood properly, 

excommunication acts as a “time out,” and is not, in the eyes of that religion, a license to “act 

with impunity”—hence the apostasy of the cruel murders of the Spanish Inquisition in “Pit,” and 

the depraved indifference on the part of religious officials in the slaughter of the innocents in the 

Albigensian Crusade451. If Montresor merely suspected Fortunato of being a Mason, he, wanting 

to be a “good Catholic,” would have reported him to the Inquisition, which , as late as 1826, was 

still executing those deemed by it to be incorrigibly heretical. 

     But is Fortunato a “bad Catholic” and still a good man? (Subsequent pontiffs have relaxed 

their antipathy to the Masonic society.) The Masonic oath which he would have been required to 

take in order to secure membership in that brotherhood mandates morality, charity, and 

obedience to the law of the land; if Fortunato acts as a foil to Montresor—who is duplicitous, 

conniving, hypocritical, immoral, uncharitable, and disobedient to the law of the land (and of 

God)—then Fortunato likely does adhere to the tenets of the Masonic oath.  

     And if he is moral, charitable, and obedient to the law of the land (possibly why he is much 

admired and feared, which is to say, revered), then how much greater is the degree of 
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Montresor’s “motiveless” malevolence? He murders Fortunato because he is good, and likely 

even good to him, if the pattern of the Lucifer-figure holds true—just as the old man in “Heart” 

is to the servant, just as the wife is in “Cat” to her husband, and most probably just as is 

Madeline in “Usher” is to her brother. And just as God was good to Lucifer, and was repaid for 

His kindness with murderous rebellion on the part of Satan. 

     Piethman does not doubt that Montresor is mad, pointing to Montresor’s callous mimicking 

and exceeding of his victim’s screams as proof positive of his madness: “Montresor wants his 

friend Fortunato to know how he, Montresor, repays friendship as he walls him up. This is 

perversity, not revenge. If he had cared about revenge, instead of echoing Fortunato, his last 

words would have been something about the insult that he says Fortunato has given him” (174). 

(Peithman is quoting John Rea here.) Montresor’s madness, though, does not manifest until after 

the deed is done; according to the pattern of the Lucifer-figure tales, madness is the result of 

murder, not the other way around.   Peithman’s insistence on the madness of Montresor both at 

the time of the murder and after it (as evidenced during the confession) simply cannot be a 

correct reading of the tale. Montresor’s mocking of Fortunato is indicative of his desire to torture 

his victim, being not a sign of mental perversity (madness) but of moral perversity (which 

precipitates the madness).   

     Also, Montresor would have withheld a reason from Fortunato as to his being targeted for 

murder, for two reasons: (1) given the extent of his depraved nature, he hoped to add to the 

mental torment of his victim, intending that the man’s final hours would be spent in agonizing 

curiosity, wretchedly pondering what cause there might have been to invite his unhappy death; 

and (2) the crime was motiveless, per se, in that there had been nothing which Fortunato had 
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done to give legitimate offense to Montresor—the murderers always act against innocents. As 

such, having no genuine complaint with which he could fault his victim, Montresor necessarily 

offered no explanation, for none could be given which would have made sense to Fortunato, 

anyway. Any excuse which Montresor would have given would have its truthfulness challenged 

by the victim, therefore Montresor disallows any possibility of having his radical subjectivity 

threatened by the presentation and external confirmation of objective facts. 

     Strictly speaking, even if Fortunato had committed some offense, Montresor’s code of 

retaliation simply requires that the recompensing party be felt by the target, not that the victim 

understand why he has been targeted. This code does not require that an explanation be provided, 

merely that the victim be made aware of the identity of his assailant, and that the malevolence be 

felt; assassination by remote means, or silent poisoning, therefore, would not meet the criterion, 

since the victim might never know whose hands (or fangs) have been raised against him. 

Montresor’s code is not concerned that the victim know why he is being killed, merely by whom 

he is being killed—and this insistence speaks perfectly to the deadly pride of the Lucifer-figures.  

     As discussed elsewhere, Montresor is neither avenger nor revenger, in short because to 

avenge an offense is done in public view and without malice—a requirement of justice—and 

revenge is the desire to punish an offense in secret and with malicious forethought; as Fortunato 

never committed an offense, Montresor can neither avenge nor revenge himself of a crime which 

has never occurred. The fact that Montresor uses the word “avenger” just goes to show how 

warped his mind has become, for he employs the term while describing a murder carried out in 

secret and with great malice; he has come to believe his own rationale is true. 
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     Peithman suggests that the bells on Fortunato’s cap serve as a death knell, which is not an 

unreasonable speculation; as Montresor is sealing his own fate by sealing up his victim, the bells 

ring for the demise of both men, one’s body and the other’s humanity (and eternal soul). Just as 

soon as the cap jangles, Montresor says: “My heart grew sick” (Poe 196). This remark is very 

reminiscent (and most likely intentionally so) of the opening line of John Donne’s “Meditation 

XVII” (from his 1624 collection, Devotions for Emergent Occasions), which reads: 

“PERCHANCE he for whom this bell tolls may be so ill, as that he knows not it tolls for him; 

and perchance I may think myself so much better than I am, as that they who are about me, and 

see my state, may have caused it to toll for me, and I know not that”; the sentiment closes with 

the most-famous of its lines, “any man's death diminishes me, because I am involved in 

mankind, and therefore never send to know for whom the bells tolls; it tolls for thee” (Donne 

107).  

     The Donne work also speaks of a burial which connects the deceased with the living, and of 

covetousness, in speaking of affliction stored up as treasure (meaning taking on the burdens of 

the Other), it concludes thusly: “Another man may be sick too, and sick to death, and this 

affliction may lie in his bowels, as gold in a mine, and be of no use to him; but this bell, that tells 

me of his affliction, digs out and applies that gold to me: if by this consideration of another's 

danger I take mine own into contemplation, and so secure myself, by making my recourse to my 

God, who is our only security” (Donne 109).  

     This other man who is sickly, and whose affliction rests in his bowels (generally understood 

to mean the organs, including the lungs)? None other than Fortunato, whose belled-cap rings and 

tells Montresor of the victim’s affliction; Montresor’s “gold” or treasure (Fortunato) also lies in 
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his own bowels, the bowels of the earth which constitute the ancestral catacombs where his 

victim is buried, and whose illness was “of no use to him,” in that it did not move his murderer to 

compassion and prevent the foul deed. (Both men’s names allude to treasure or fortune, which is 

buried.) Montresor does not take into consideration his own danger in contemplating the danger 

of the other person, and therefore makes no recourse to God (does not repent), and thereby 

secure his salvation.  

     There is a momentary consideration at the tale’s conclusion, of which Piethman writes is “a 

brief moment of humanity evidenced on Montresor’s part when he shudders,” but Montresor 

quickly attributes his unease of heart to the dampness of the catacombs which surely hastened 

Fortunato’s demise (174). How can one know that there is no pang of conscience at the time of 

the deed? If the Donne analogy is intended, then there can be no doubt that there is no 

contemplation on Montresor’s part for “making recourse” to God, and if he will not consider 

being reconciled to God, he will not consider being reconciled to his fellow man. 

     Peithman’s final annotation for “Cask” is also one of the most interesting ones, being one 

which speaks to a possible source having inspired at least part of the tale: “A case for 

Montresor’s telling his tale to a priest is strength of the discovery of a translation of a French 

‘bagatelle’ [short story] by Benjamin Franklin, published in America several years before ‘The 

Cask of Amontillado’” (174).  The bagatelle involves a nobleman likewise named Montresor, 

who, seriously ill unto death, is urged by the curate of his parish to give final confession.452 The 

hypocrisy of this character is revealed by the conclusion of the narrative, wherein he relates a 

dream to the priest in which Montresor is confident of his admittance to Heaven. In the dream, 

he witnesses Saint Peter admit through the pearly gates another soul who has confessed his 
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religion is Roman Catholicism; when asked by Saint Peter (given charge over the gate in Roman 

Catholic tradition) as to what religion Montresor is, he replies that he has none—and yet he is 

admitted to Heaven the same as the others having professed affiliation with a religion which 

mandates adherence to a Christian moral code.  

     Bear in mind that this man is giving his final confession to a Roman Catholic cleric—

specifically his curate—which means that is logical to surmise that he has been attending church 

services, partaking of church rituals, attending church festivals, and adopting church practices 

(such as regular confession) throughout the course of his life, but never held to the doctrines; this 

is the mark of a hypocrite to the extreme degree, for, same as Poe’s Montresor, there is no 

genuine desire to repent, as both men merely go through the motions of the confessional rites, all 

the while merely pretending to be “good Catholics”.  

     In this same note, Peithman translates Montresor’s final words in the tale as “May he rest in 

peace,” without noting that the villain is not absolved by the attendant priest, for surely the priest 

detects the insincerity of the confession, especially since it nearly begins with the words of  

“You, who so well know the nature of my soul”: Had Montresor been truthful in the fifty years 

of habitual confession which the Roman Catholic Church requires, then the priest would have 

known about the murder decades previously. The deathbed revelation, therefore, must come as a 

shock even more so to the curate than it does to the reader, for the cleric apparently has known 

Montresor for quite some time, given the tone of familiarity with which he addresses the priest at 

the onset of the tale. Scripture attests that only God can read the human heart, thus one cannot 

fault the curate for failing to discover the murder earlier; however, it should be here noted that, in 

part, it is precisely because Scripture states as much that Protestants raise objection to the 
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practice of confession, and this would be a condemnation entirely consonant with the anti-

Romish sentiment of Poe’s America, for in the eyes of many of the author’s Protestant readers, to 

be a good Catholic still permitted one to be a poor Christian. 

     Although Allen Tate’s collection of essays titled The Forlorn Demon is not limited to analysis 

of Poe (Dante, Joyce, Pound, Goethe, Hawthorne, Melville, and Shakespeare are popular 

favorites of the New Critics), and even though the essays dedicated to Poe do not concentrate on 

a discussion of the five tales selected for scrutiny in this paper (as do the edited works by the 

Levines and Peithman), Tate’s work must be afforded a preeminent place in Poe criticism, for it 

is this text which is commonly credited by other critics with creating a surge of interest in Poe’s 

works mid-twentieth century, as a spate of New Critical articles were generated because of the 

newfound interests in the concept of torture and dispassionate murder, and the need to 

understand such things from a psychological perspective, as well as an ethical one. The “Jewish 

Problem,” at bottom, was a “moral problem”.  Tate and the New Critics naturally made 

connections between the horror-inspiring tales of Poe and those of Holocaust survivors, for they 

are writing in the wake of World War II, when Christendom was struggling to make sense of the 

unfathomable and radical evil of the Holocaust—a disintegration of human society which could 

not be attributed to the mere disintegration of the psyche of the Third Reich’s Führer.  

     Nazi Germany cannot simply be explained away as the result of a lone madman having duped 

the masses, but arguably represents a culture infected by the sin of contra-biblical German 

metaphysics, the very same metaphysics which Poe railed against for the final decade of his life, 

though his works. Richard Weikart’s 2006 historical analysis, From Darwin to Hitler: 

Evolutionary Ethics, Eugenics, and Racism in Germany, explicitly documents and makes plain 
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the complicity of entire classes of highly-educated professionals having participated in shameless 

promotion of the ideologies which informed Nazi culture; they could not have all been “mad” in 

the clinical sense, but were surely as morally corrupted as a mind which moves towards insanity.  

     In fact, Poe often utilizes mental decay to symbolize moral perversion. Weikart’s follow-up 

book from 2009, Hitler's Ethic: The Nazi Pursuit of Evolutionary Progress, demonstrates how 

Hitler framed his “Final Solution” in a moral construct, in order to smooth away residual 

resistance when the Nazi scientific appeal failed, that being the approach documented in his 

Weikart’s initial book. Tate speaks of Poe’s emphasis on the disintegration of the individual, and 

yet he does seem to fathom, at least nominally, that such disintegration spreads to infect all of 

humanity, resulting in the utter self-wrought devastation of Poe’s apocalyptic dialogues, brought 

on by Man’s gross apostasy and blasphemy; this is an odd deficiency on the critic’s part, for he 

himself writes about these apocalyptic works at a time, in the closest proximity of the onset of 

the Post-Auschwitz period, when the immorality of Man was a matter of high focus and debate. 

3.4 The Center Will Not Hold453 

 

“One could only damage oneself through the harm one did to others. 

One could never get directly at oneself.”454 

 

     As the critical purview of this paper is necessarily and narrowly circumscribed, for the 

purposes of this essay, Poe critics may be divided rather neatly into four categories: (1) critics 

who do not weigh in on the moral aspect inherent to Poe's tales; (2) critics who outright reject a 

deliberate moral intent on Poe's part; (3) critics who flirt with the idea that Poe's tales have a 

moral component to them; and (4) critics who assert that Poe should be counted a moralist. 

     To this first group belongs the greatest number of Poe critics; their silence may be attributed 

either to ignorance or to disinterest, by which is meant that either they do not possess sufficient 
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knowledge of Scripture and the tradition of moral literature from which Poe draws, or, their focal 

points lie elsewhere.  In this first and most expansive category may be lumped together literary 

critics of several camps—Psychoanalytics (who typically rely on Freudian or Jungian lenses to 

interpret literature), Marxists, Feminists, Queer Studies proponents, Postcolonialists, 

Constructivists, Deconstructionists, Reader-Responsists, and any other variety of Postmodern 

critics. (It also includes critics who focus on Poe's detective tales, pseudoscience, science fiction, 

aestheticism, literary feuds, literary sources, poetry, criticism, the issue of slavery, biography, or 

his humor as a means of demonstrating mere cleverness.455)  

     Whereas the critics in this initial category might have interesting things to offer by way of 

their methodological approaches, none of them tend to explore the presence of the moral content 

in Poe's tales, nor do they offer speculations as to what might have motivated him to include it in 

them. (To be sure, the Postmodernists don't even care about analytical accuracy, since it is 

indexed to absolute truth and objectivity, the existence or attainment of both of which they deny, 

favoring interpretations and grossly-indulgent subjective readings instead.) 

     The second category is smaller than the first, but it consists of a vocal and strongly-

opinionated group; these are the critics having adopted a firm position that Poe's works are 

devoid of moral content, because (as often contended) Poe had no interest in moralizing. These 

critics most likely also are deficient in their familiarity with the far-reaching aesthetic and 

literary tradition within which Poe worked, and/or they have misconstrued Poe's meaning of the 

phrase “the heresy of the Didactic,” erroneously assuming that by it Poe meant to distance 

himself from preaching to his readers.456  

     Or they might be critics having misunderstood that Poe did not mean for his dictum about 
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poetry to apply uniformly to all modes of writing, in that he had not advocated ars gratia artis 

for either his tales or his criticism; the gross application of a single aspect of his aesthetic theory 

to all forms of writing (and then visual and performing arts) actually deforms it, and does not 

square with what is known of Poe’s demands for concision, precision, interrelated harmony in 

plot, and requisite singular effect. Surely critics during and closer to Poe's own lifetime had their 

judgments colored by the vituperative obituary published by Poe's rival (Rufus W. Griswold), 

and could not fathom that so vile a person as Poe had been alleged to be should ever bother to 

commit himself to sermonizing.457 

     The third category is smaller still, and it consists of critics having analyzed a single tale or 

two in which some moral underpinning has been detected but not fully discerned. Their analyses 

tend to focus on possibility, and make no strong case for Poe being a moralist, instead offering, at 

best, an argument that a few of the tales offers moral considerations. Or they provide no 

discussion of the underlying consistency present in his tales (the moral undercurrent which 

connects them), nor do they provide literary documentation from the tales in order to establish 

the presence of the pattern and the intent of the design.  458 David H. Hirsch, for example, 

explores the possibility of “Cask” through the lens of Friedrich Nietzsche's call for the reversal 

or “transvaluation of values”.  

     Hirsch offers a detailed analysis of an individual tale and points out perceived analogies in the 

story which he thinks point to concepts or tenets subsequently associated with the later-born 

German philosopher459:Nietzsche essentially rejected biblical moral values and called to invert 

them—a phenomenon consistently witnessed in the “anti-world” of Nazi death camps, where 

neither God nor one’s fellow man was recognized as being holy or sacred.   
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     Of course, there is an unhappy irony which Nietzscheans tend to ignore or dismiss, in that the 

very Scripture which they denounce as false and irrelevant itself predicted such an outcome, in 

that it foretold that the days would come when mankind would seek to call good “evil” and evil 

“good” (Isa. 5:20-25). Men are given to have become lovers of evil and outright haters of good, 

as defined by God's Word (Mic. 3:2). And what of the “perilous times” of the impious and 

ungodly latter days? Those, too, are described in Scripture: 

     For men shall be lovers of their own selves, covetous, boasters, proud, blasphemers, 

disobedient to parents, unthankful, unholy, without natural affection, trucebreakers, false 

accusers, incontinent, fierce, despisers of those that are good, traitors, heady, high-minded, 

lovers of pleasures more than lovers of God; having a form of godliness, but denying the 

power thereof: from such turn away. For of this sort are they which creep into houses, and 

lead captive silly women laden with sins, led away with divers lusts, ever learning, and never 

able to come to the knowledge of the truth. (2 Tim. 3:1-7) 

 

     Do not those words accurately depict Poe’s murderous villains and the other Lucifer-figures 

who populate the works of Goethe, Brockden Brown, Hawthorne, and Melville? It is very 

probable that those authors even modelled their villains, in part, on this biblical passage. Another 

Hirsch essay, “Poe and Postmodernism,” links the savaging of literary criticism to the savaging 

of human beings, in that he analyzes the relationship of what he terms the “Franco-Prussian” 

theoretical camps (whose genealogy is rooted in Martin Heidegger's post-Kantian philosophy 

and the political ideology of Karl Marx) to the barbarism of the Nazis. (Both Heidegger and 

Marx were of German heritage, born during the time of the Prussian Empire.)  

     In large measure, he faults the destructive influence of German metaphysics espoused by the 

unrepentant Nazi Martin Heidegger (1889-1976) and the school of French, Marxist 

Deconstructionist literary theorists led by the Heideggerian-minded Jacques Derrida (1930-

2004), hence Hirsch's use of the term “Franco-Prussian” to describe their noxious influence on 
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the humanities (literary criticism) and on humanity. As Marx, Heidegger, and Derrida were 

atheists, none of whom recognized the wisdom or moral authority of Scripture, that the fruits of 

the ideologies they seeded were “very evil” (so bad as to not be eaten) should really come as no 

surprise. 460  

     Hirsch's essays, read in tandem, illustrate the connection between the individual 

disintegration he perceives in the person of Montresor in “Cask” and the expanded, eventual 

disintegration of the human collective (and even the concept of humanity itself) as witnessed in 

the Holocaust, and as outlined in the biblical passage above-quoted regarding the latter days, a 

time marked by calamitous destruction of Man and the World. This is actually the overarching 

and ultimate moral which Poe would have his readers know, being the logical conclusion of the 

moral undercurrent of his Lucifer-figure tales when read in tandem with his post-apocalyptic 

dialogues.  

     The moral corruption which flourishes in the individual, left unchecked by the restraints of 

divine law, eventually spreads to the whole of human society; when Man is severed from loving 

relationships with God and his fellow men, mankind invites its own destruction, ensuring the 

total annihilation which features so prominently in Poe's three apocalyptic dialogues and Eureka: 

Poe demonstrates implicitly that which Hirsch declares explicitly.  

     Also in this third category are to be found critics such as Gerald M. Garmon, and the 

anonymous author of an (undated) essay featured on the Edgar Allan Poe Society web site titled 

“Edgar Allan Poe and Religion”. Garmon’s 1973 essay titled “Emerson’s ‘Moral Sentiment’ and 

Poe’s ‘Poetic Sentiment’: A Reconsideration” unsuccessfully tries to demonstrate what he 

believes is a conceptual overlap or similarity in the minds of the two literary giants, 
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differentiated merely by dissimilar terminology. The opening paragraph of his article is an eye-

opener, and very accurate in both its summary of the historical vilification of Poe and in 

conveying how that vilification resulted in biased critical assessments of Poe’s work: 

     Emerson once referred to Poe derisively as the “jingle man,” and it is widely known that 

Emerson and the other moralists of the later nineteenth century were generally disposed to 

view Poe as a man of dissipation, if not of active evil. Whitman, for example, took issue with 

almost all of Poe’s principles, both artistic and what he thought moral. He found Poe “almost 

without the first sign of moral principle, or of the concrete or its heroisms, or the simpler 

affections of the heart.” […] It is, of course, understandable that nineteenth-century 

Americans, like their English Victorian counterparts, should have dismissed Poe’s art because 

they thought it immoral or amoral. Poe’s art was viewed in the light of what they believed, 

largely erroneously, his wicked life to have been. Griswold’s early biography depicted Poe as 

an instrument of “demon rum” and a disciple of the devil. It was not until late in that century 

that John Ingram’s more authoritative and generous biography began to redeem some of Poe’s 

reputation into respectability. It was largely due to a sullied reputation that Poe was scorned as 

an “unfit” writer and, therefore, no more than a minor literary figure. (Garmon 19, emphases 

mine). 

 

          As is the case with much of Poe criticism, the history part is on point, but the conjecture part 

steers awry. Garmon immediately proceeds to reason that Poe might be a moralist simply based 

on his belief that there is a harmony existent between spiritual ideas expressed by Emerson and 

aesthetic ideas expressed by Poe. In other words, because Garmon thinks of Emerson as being a 

moralist, Poe, mirroring Emerson, must be one as well; he clearly does not discern that Poe is the 

traditional biblical moralist at extreme odds with the impious, apostate, and blasphemous 

Emerson.  This lack of awareness is made abundantly clear in the very next paragraph, which 

states: “In point of fact, however, Poe’s moral view seems not to have differed greatly from that 

constantly overt moralist, Emerson himself […] The opinions of Emerson and Poe on art and 

morality are not so antithetical as has been suggested” (Garmon 19).  

        Garmon is entirely mistaken when he asserts that Poe’s moral view “seems not to have differed 

greatly” with Emerson’s view; nothing could be further from the truth! Poe’s decade-long feud 

https://www.eapoe.org/pstudies/ps1970/p1973107.htm
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with the American Transcendentalists, more than anything, should be understood as a conflict or 

debate involving the grounding of ethics; for Poe, only the God of traditional, biblical revealed 

religion could be its basis, and for Emerson, it consisted of the “sovereignty of the Self”. 

         Indeed, each man had a moral vision, but it was not by any means a shared one. In perhaps 

one of the most telling reveals of his essay, our critic exposes how little he grasped the 

incongruity of his argument. First, he provides Poe’s definition of poetic sentiment (which 

involves the soul’s reaction to Beauty found in Nature): 

     To look upwards from any existence, material or immaterial, to its design, is perhaps, the 

most direct, and the most unerring method of attaining a just notion of the nature of the 

existence itself. Nor is the principle at fault when we turn our eyes from Nature even to 

Nature’s God….Very nearly akin to this feeling, and liable to the same analysis, is the Faculty 

of Ideality — which is the sentiment of Poesy. This sentiment is the sense of the beautiful, of 

the sublime, and of the mystical. Thence spring immediately admiration of the fair flowers, 

the fairer forests, the bright valleys and rivers and mountains of the Earth — and love of the 

gleaming stars and other burning glories of Heaven and, mingled up inextricably with this 

love and this admiration of Heaven and of Earth, the unconquerable desire to know. Poesy is 

the sentiment of Intellectual Happiness here, and the Hope of a higher Intellectual Happiness 

hereafter. (Garmon 19) 

 

     Poe’s use of the word “to know” must be understood as linked to “love and admiration”—for 

the Creator and His Creation, and it is not synonymous with Immanuel Kant’s “Dare to know!” 

This statement the critic then pairs with Emerson’s description of moral sentiment (which 

involves the soul’s reaction to the beauties of Nature):  

     Nor can it be doubted that this moral sentiment which scents the air, grows in the grain, 

and impregnates the waters of the world, is caught by man and sinks into his soul. The moral 

influence of nature upon every individual is that amount of truth which it illustrates to 

him. . . . How much tranquility has been reflected to man from the azure sky, over whose 

unspotted deeps the winds forever drive flocks of strong clouds, and leave no wrinkle or 

stain? (Garmon 19) 

 

     His conclusion in pairing these statements?  Poe’s use of the term “Nature’s God” is an 

invitation to compare it with Emerson’s concept of the “Over-Soul”: “Emerson wrote of the 
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Over-Soul that ‘we live in succession, in division, in parts, in particles. Meantime within man is 

the soul of the whole; the wise silence; the universal beauty, to which every part and particle is 

equally related; the eternal ONE’” (Garmon 20). 

     First an analysis of the Poe excerpt. (Garmon points to what he sees are similarities, but he 

doesn’t analyze the excerpts before proceeding, which seems to be putting the cart before the 

horse.) The first sentence, arguably, is a conjecture regarding the prospect of intelligent design 

being the most probable explanation to account for the creation of the Universe, because design 

reveals both a reason for being (in terms of function) and an added reason for being (in terms of 

existence); things are brought into existence, in order to fulfill functions. Parents start families 

because they want children—to love, to help with work, to pass on inheritances, to have 

caretakers in their old age, etc. Why did God create Man and the World?  

     Per Scripture, they are designed (brought into existence) to meet His “grand design” 

(function), in that He “hast created all things, and for [His] pleasure they are and were created” 

(Rev. 4:11). The purpose for which Man and World are created by God involve love and 

happiness—loving relationships with Him and with our fellow man, and enjoyment of the 

splendors of the natural world; this is what Poe means in the second sentence, wherein we turn 

our eyes from Nature to Nature’s God. If we look for design (function) in material existence, we 

can understand God’s purpose in creating the World; if we look for design in the immaterial 

World, we can understand God’s design (reason for our being) in creating Man. These designs 

are related, for the World was created in order to accommodate Man, since God prepared 

(designed) the World for the sake of Man to occupy it: “For thus saith the LORD that created the 

heavens; God himself that formed the earth and made it; he hath established it, he created it not 
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in vain, he formed it to be inhabited: I am the LORD; and there is none else” (Isa. 45:18). 

     Poe proceeds from this line of reasoning analogically, wherein he supposes that Man’s ability 

to discern the beautiful, the sublime, and the mystical is “very nearly akin to” Man’s ability to 

discern design as the best and most positive proof to account for the existence of God, via Man 

and the World. The ability to discern beauty in Nature points to God “very nearly akin to” the 

way the ability to discern design in Nature does: Beauty must originate with God the same as 

design does (which is what makes it supernal), therefore an ability to discern either beauty or 

design similarly results in a recognition of God, not as God being in Nature, but as being known 

through it.  (God acting through Nature involves the miraculous.) 

     This point illustrates a fundamental and major difference between the thinking of Poe and 

that of Emerson; Emerson’s view is closer to Pantheism, Poe’s is closer to Lockeanism. Poe’s 

description involves sensation first (visual appreciation of natural phenomena) followed by 

reflection (the desire to know); the experience of the natural wonders of the World is immediate 

sensation, but that sensory experience leads Man to reflect (with “love and admiration”) on the 

wonders of God. For Poe, poetic sentiment is “Intellectual Happiness,” a happiness which results 

from subsequent cognitive mediation of the immediacy of sensory perception—Lockean 

sensation and reflection. The best and most complete knowledge is knowledge of what is life 

with God, that “eternal” intellectual happiness. (Emerson cannot quite completely escape the 

Lockeanism of his former Unitarianism, though, since he speaks of considering Nature, which, to 

some lesser degree, involves reflexion following sensation.) 

   Emerson’s words must be analyzed herein as well. Emerson also speaks of sensorial objects in 

the natural world (air, grain, waters), but Emerson imbues them with an external quality which 
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he calls “moral sentiment,” which he says, “impregnates them”. Man is said to “capture” this 

quality which imbues the material world, thereafter internalizing it “into his soul”. Because 

Emerson’s moral sentiment is an external property of the natural world (unlike Poe’s poetic 

sentiment, which is an internal quality of the person), Emerson’s sentiment sounds more like a 

rarefied pollen one inhales than it does an inherent ability.  

     Under Emerson’s rubric, one experiences “the moral influence of nature” the same way a 

person experiences an allergic reaction when exposed to pollen spores; the moral sentiment is a 

reaction to the beauties of nature. For Poe, poetic sentiment involves an ability to react to the 

beauties of nature—Emerson’s sentiment is a process resulting in product, Poe’s is a faculty-

enabling process. Importantly, because Emerson thinks the moral sentiment impregnates the 

natural world, he suggests Pantheism, God as Nature; experience Nature, experience God. For 

Poe, God is known through Nature, not experienced in it. Poe seems much more at home with 

analytic philosophy’s emphasis on ethics, whereas Emerson’s tenets appear to emphasize 

continental phenomenology; the former gave us the moral philosophy of Great Britain, and the 

Neoclassical tradition from which Poe largely drew, and the latter gave us the Third Reich and 

the Holocaust.  

     In his posthumously-published essay of 1850, “The Poetic Principle,” Poe asserts: “It is no 

mere appreciation of the beauty before us — but a wild effort to reach the beauty above. Inspired 

by an ecstatic prescience of the glories beyond the grave, we struggle, by multiform 

combinations among the things and thoughts of Time, to attain a portion of that Loveliness 

whose very elements, perhaps, appertain to eternity alone (Poe “Poetic”). Poe’s use of the words 

“effort” and “struggle” towards attaining Supernal Beauty clearly indicate a Lockean process of 

https://www.eapoe.org/works/essays/poetprnb.htm
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reflexion involving the attempt at multiform combinations, but it relies on an innate faculty, 

another type of sensory perception: “An immortal instinct, deep within the spirit of man, is thus, 

plainly, a sense of the Beautiful” (Poe “Poetic”).  

     Just as in Locke’s theory of understanding, there exists the five traditional senses of taste, 

touch, sight, smell, and hearing, there exists an immaterial “sixth sense” which responds to 

supernal beauty the way the other senses respond to material stimuli. In fact, for Poe, the 

material aesthetic enables but glimpses of the immaterial, immortal, and supernal beauty; this 

instinct is a faculty, an inherent and innate property which permits one to sense Beauty—not see 

it, not hear it, but detect it by some other non-physical sense attuned to the immaterial, insensate 

and supernal world. Just as one expects a gifted musician to be musical, just as Dyson Hague 

says one should expect only spiritual minds to be receptive to spiritual truths, the soul which is 

greatly attuned to Beauty is the one best able to glimpse it in its supernal state. 

     Importantly, though, Emerson equates the moral influence of nature with “the amount of truth 

which it illustrates” to each person. In essence, Emerson is arguing that the truth about God, Man 

and the World is made known (“illustrated”) in Nature, not revealed in the Word of God. Poe 

would never agree with this apostasy. Emerson sees God in Nature, Poe sees God through it; it is 

a very British notion to see Nature as the handiwork of God, and not as God Himself—so 

thought Francis Bacon, Isaac Newton, William Paley, John Locke, and other “natural 

philosophers”—and Poe was very much influenced by the Brits. Again, Poe’s poetic sentiment is 

concerned with discerning divine beauty through material beauties, whereas Emerson’s moral 

sentiment involves discerning divine truth though natural beauties; Poe never conflates divine 
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truth with earthly beauty, nor does he ever confuse divine beauty for divine truth; Emerson does 

both. 

   Garmon sees the two sentiments as being comparable based on Emerson’s words regarding his 

conception of the Over-Soul, in which construct “we live in succession, in division, in parts, in 

particles. Meantime within man is the soul of the whole; the wise silence; the universal beauty, to 

which every part and particle is equally related; the eternal ONE” (Garmon 20). Mind you, 

Garmon introduces his discussion of the Over-Soul directly in response to Poe’s “Nature’s God,” 

thus the implication is clear; Garmon thinks Poe’s idea of God corresponds to Emerson’s 

Pantheistic, Materialist, Monadism—no, no, no, no, no. (This is, in fact, one of the 

Transcendentalist ideas which Poe mocks in Eureka.) Everything about Emerson’s statement is 

contra-biblical to Poe’s biblically-based understanding of God, Man, and the World. 

     Even when one encounters criticism which appears as though it is making a case for moralism 

on Poe’s part, careful analysis of such criticism reveals that it actually makes the argument that 

Poe’s moral position contradicts Scripture. The criticism in this category flirts with the topic, but 

it fails to make its case, falling generally into one of three patterns: it treats of moral ideas which 

Poe’s work can illustrate (Hirsch); it asserts moralism on Poe’s part and provides no textual 

support for its claims (Barbour); or it suggests moralism on Poe’s part and provides textual 

support which actually disproves the point it tries to make (Garmon). This fourth and final 

category is the smallest by far, and to it belongs a mere handful of critics; the most accurate 

analyses of Poe's tales are to be discovered in their ranks, and not surprisingly, these scholars 

have utilized the approach of New Criticism in tackling and teasing out the intended moralism of 

Poe's works.  
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     Hirsch's work, in fact, adheres to this critical school, as does the work of Allen Tate, author of 

The Forlorn Demon, the text which famously credited Poe with innovating tales which dealt with 

the modern theme of the phenomenon of the disintegration of personality. When coupled with the 

biblical elements dealing with the destruction of communion with God and Man, they should 

also be seen as tales which deal with the eventual disintegration of human society and humanity 

itself, the probability of which is suggested in Hirsch's essay presenting Poe as antithetical to 

Postmodernism. Fellow New Critic author Cleanth Brooks (who helped popularize that critical 

school), in the editorial commentary for the 1974 textbook American Literature: The Makers and 

the Making, connected the dots as well, as he and his fellow editors speak directly of Poe's works 

as being “a prophecy of things to come,” the prophetic proclivity being attributed to Poe's 

“remarkably sensitive response to his environment” (238).  

     There appears to be only one text which specifically argues moralism in Poe’s works at any 

sustained length, and it is Francis Assisi D’Amato’s 1973 (unpublished) dissertation, Moral 

Vision in Poe. D’Amato’s work employs the methodology of New Criticism, therefore it is 

unique in that it not only bold asserts Poe’s moralism, but also provides textual excerpts from 

Poe to substantiate his assertion; what he fails to do is point to Scripture. This failure may be 

attributed to  two things, most likely: (1) it relies on a Psychoanalytic or “psychal” framework 

advocated by his famous dissertation chair, Eric W. Carlson; and (2) the author was most likely 

raised Roman Catholic, and therefore not familiar with the biblical allusions Poe gleaned from 

the King James Version Bible. The essay is also unique in the sense that it is the only sustained 

examination of Poe’s moralism, dealing not merely with a single tale, but with several of Poe’s 

works; D’Amato’s paper will be treated of in greater depth later in this chapter. 
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     Speaking of environment, to this group also belong some critics whose analyses of Poe's tales 

situate the works within their historical context, and many readers are indebted to those in the 

camp of the Cultural Historians, for it is this school's critical approach which has tracked down 

and traced the literary sources for Poe's works, as well as documented many of the social, 

political, economic, religious, and philosophical trends and realities of his lifetime, some of 

which clearly had an impact on Poe as an individual and which helped to shape his writing. Brian 

M. Barbour, for instance, in his 1978 essay “Poe and Tradition,” offers no direct, sustained 

textual analysis of Poe's works, but he correctly reasons that Poe's moral undercurrent is 

reactionary to a number of unsettling trends of the nineteenth-century, including Utilitarianism 

and Transcendentalism, both ideologies possessed of tenets which ran counter to the biblical 

prescriptions which Poe's tales adamantly espouse.461  

     He also rightly situates Poe within the same moralist camp as his contemporaries, Hawthorne 

and Melville462; all three authors utilized themes characteristic of the Gothic and Romantic 

literary strains of their time, but it is their shared biblical attitude about the sinfulness of their 

characters' conduct which sets them apart from the frequently impious, Self-absorbed, Self-

destructive Romantic counterparts which people the tales and novels of other writers. (The 

Americans do not romanticize their villains, which distinguishes their characters from the 

European Byronic heroes.) Moreover, the trio’s refusal to rely on indisputably supernatural 

elements to populate and propel their plots is what sets them apart from their Gothic cousins, be 

they British, German, or American. 

     There does exist a considerable number of critics who speak to Poe's tales in light of Gothic 

and/or Romantic traditions, and their analyses focus on Poe's work in a larger context, stressing 
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his similarities with other authors beholden to those literary traditions. For example, Brian 

Wilson Aldiss outright identifies Poe as a Gothic writer whose literary creations emphasize 

morose reflection and extreme internalization (40-56). Benjamin Franklin Fisher IV, in a 

frequently-cited 1976 examination of Poe's craftsmanship in the 1838 poem “Silence – A Fable,” 

hashes out Poe's ability to increase in subtlety and refinement his depiction of the terror of the 

soul beyond evident Gothic trappings, and in the same year, the second part of his essay 

addresses the “serious romanticism” in Poe's work as connected to Poe's ideas about Beauty.   

     In a lecture given to the Edgar Allan Poe Society in 1976, John E. Reilly (co-founder of the 

widely-respected Poe Studies Association and former editor for both the Edgar Allan Review and 

Poe Studies/Dark Romanticism) spoke of Poe's poetry as a mixed bag or aggregate of Romantic 

conceptions, including the poete maudit, the lover, and perhaps most interesting (and accurate), 

the aesthete compelled to exist in a culture focused on utilitarian concerns.463   

     As this essay is chiefly concerned with viewing Poe’s works through the methodology of New 

Criticism, only brief summary and analyses of examples from the initial category follow; that 

portion of this paper is succeeded by a cursory overview of authors who outright assert that Poe’s 

works are intentionally devoid of moral considerations; as they offer no arguments for their 

assertions, they need not be discussed in depth, for one cannot dissect that which does not exist 

in their works.  

     After touching upon this group of critics, a somewhat more in-depth analysis of a small 

number of critical assessments which appear to fall into the third category will be offered; as will 

be shown, ultimately, some of these authors will have their work assigned instead to the first 

category, for reasons to be discussed. Logic dictates that the work of critics falling into the fourth 
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and final category merit closest consideration herein, therefore a small handful of literary 

criticisms which speaks directly to the subject of morality is included, necessary to establish this 

paper’s novel contribution to the debate.  

     Detailed analyses of at least two annotated anthologies of Poe’s tales have been provided 

(those by the Levines and Peithman), since they both contain editorial commentary on each of 

the five tales selected for scrutiny in the confines of this paper, unlike collections of critical 

essays or interpretations, which tend to focus on a single tale, theme, or critical methodology. 

     In the first category— those who are silent on morality in Poe’s tales— far and away, the 

Psychoanalytic critics have dominated the scene, especially from the post-World War II period 

onward; this should come as no surprise, given the resurgence of interest in the theories of 

Sigmund Freud in the subsequent wake of the Marxist authors who made use of them, most 

notably, perhaps, Herbert Marcuse in his 1955 Eros and Civilization: Political historian Martin 

Jay, in a Free Congress Foundation documentary on the concept of political correctness, in an 

interview about the history of the Frankfurt School’s use of Marx and Freud, stated that the 

1960s cry of rebellious American youth had been “Marx, Mao, Marcuse”.464  

     As Marx and Freud were both fiercely atheistic, the pairing is not terribly surprising, in terms 

of their critical compatibility in being antithetical to recognizing morality in Poe’s tales; when 

one already has decided that there is nothing spiritual to be sought out or found in the real world, 

one does not tend to seek it out in the world of fiction. Marx attributed circumstances of the 

physical world to human conduct, and Freud sought to attribute human conduct to external 

factors as well, ascribing traumas and social constraints to the formation of personality and 

disorders.465 For Poe, it is the human heart which is the source of human conduct, regulated by 
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the mind—the conscience being knowledge of good and evil, as defined by God.  

     This is the biblical position which Freudians reject, and necessarily so, for to project blame of 

wicked behavior onto external factors excuses one’s own bad behavior and projects the fault onto 

others, thereby negating the need for repentance. (Many Freudian literary critics are also to be 

counted in the Marxist camp, even though their analyses themselves do not focus on economic 

situations of Poe’s day or on monetary circumstances of his personal life.) The Freudian 

avalanche witnessed in the late 1960s and throughout the rebellious 1970s actually owes its 

genesis to the works of the 1930s; one of Freud’s own protégés helped to trigger it. 

    Marie Bonaparte's landmark text, The Life and Works of Edgar Allan Poe: A Psychoanalytic 

Interpretation (1933) is responsible for triggering the avalanche of Freudian analyses of Poe's 

work; it is as unpalatable as it is untenable, and constitutes an extreme case of utilizing 

Procrustean standards to make Poe's work fit her Freudian template. Not content with discussing 

the means by which Poe effectively illustrates legitimate psychological states (the verisimilitude 

which lends credibility to his depictions of moral disorders), she infects the world of literary 

criticism with preposterous readings of his works, utterly devoid of any critical insight pertaining 

to the structural, thematic, historical, or ideological considerations having informed his work. 

      By relating the literature strictly to narrowly-construed biographical events in the author's 

life, she has wrongly “legitimized” a slew of biographical analysts who cannot separate the 

craftsmanship of Poe’s work from the incidents of Poe’s life. In doing so, she has wrongly 

“justified” incredibly short-sighted critics of Poe, authors such as Kenneth Silverman and Daniel 

Hoffman, both of whom seem unable to read Poe's works apart from the sorrowful and tragic 

events of his personal life. If Poe were to be read credibly in this way, then the many nasty 
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critical assessments which had been published and circulated shortly after his death likewise are 

to be given credence, for the authors of those assessments similarly could not separate the works 

from the personal accounts of Poe. (Mind you, this does not mean that Silverman and Hoffman 

are poor biographers, merely being errant critics.)   Bonaparte does not critically analyze the 

works, but instead offers torturous “interpretations” which all-too-frequently boil Poe’s person 

and works down to sexual discourse; Poe is never a carnal author! His stories are utterly devoid 

of sexual passion, sexual attraction, intentional sexual imagery, or willful sexually-suggestive 

language.466 The fact that Psychoanalytic criticism produces absolute rubbish in the way of solid 

critical analysis doesn’t stop publication of its avalanche of garbage. 

     Roberta Reeder's “‘The Black Cat’ as a Study in Repression” relies on a Jungian 

psychological reading of the tale. Eric W. Carlson's 1976 “‘William Wilson’: The Double as 

Primal Self” argues that this tale should be read as an example of the bifurcation and subsequent 

disintegration of the “unified” self, a psychal phenomenon resulting from internal conflict. But 

because the murderous narrator serves as a Lucifer-figure in the work, and this archetype is 

typified by unrepentant, unwavering egotism, Carlson's assessment herein should be called into 

serious question, at least so far as concerns the cause, but not the effect. (It would be more 

accurate to state that the disintegration results from the narrator's Self-severance from loving 

regard for God and his fellow man, not from any Freudian internal conflict.)  

      Famously, Jacques Derrida's 1975 essay, “The Purveyor of Truth,” addresses psychological 

implications perceived in Poe's detective fiction involving the crime-solving character of C. 

Auguste Dupin.467 Interestingly, Robert Coskren's 1975 “‘William Wilson’ and the Disintegration 

of Self” acknowledges the Self-wrought aspect of the narrator's disintegration, and attributes it to 
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the failure of his finite being aspiring to infinity; if understood to signify finite Man's 

dissatisfaction with the fact that he is not the infinite Most High God, then Coskren, arguably, is 

correct…except that is not how he means it, as it really pertains more to Freudian blather and 

pretext about frustration and anxiety. 

     Mark M. Hennelly Jr.'s 1976 essay “Oedipus and Orpheus in the Maelstrom: The Traumatic 

Rebirth of the Artist” claims that the tale of seafaring disaster can be read as an illustration of 

several Freudian themes, drawing into the discussion the Oedipal Complex, a desire to return to 

the womb, and post-partum emergent creativity. (This is a prime example of a critic imposing a 

template onto Poe which the author assuredly never intended. Moreover, Freud's adamant anti-

theism could never be reconciled with Poe's unapologetic theistic undercurrent; for Freud, it is 

the human mind which dictates destructive conduct, but for the biblical Poe, the responsible 

agent is the wickedness of the human heart. The mental maladies which result in Poe's Lucifer-

figure tales are the consequences of moral disintegration, not the cause of it.)  

     Charles C. Hoffmeister's 1974 essay leaves no room for doubt regarding the lens through 

which he analyzes Poe's work, as “‘William Wilson’ and The Double: A Freudian Insight” flatly 

asserts that the tale of the man who confesses to murdering his doppelgänger is an account of an 

imbalanced psyche, in which the Id (the most self-absorbed aspect of the human personality) 

cannot reconcile itself with the Superego (the least self-absorbed aspect of the human 

personality)—as if the tale were little better than an examination of the individual frustrated by 

the demands of civil society, or a tale of civilization and one of its discontents.468 (This sort of 

reading suggests that the entire narrative is either the invention of a diseased mind, or that the 

tale should be read metaphorically; neither analyses are logical, given the pattern which emerges 
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from a close reading of other Lucifer-figure tales.) Daniel Marder's 1975 piece titled “Exiles at 

Home in American Literature” makes the egregious error of conflating Poe's personality with 

those of his characters, claiming that Poe's works represent the output of an “unrestrained search 

of his internal world” (59).   

     Dennis W. Eddings, in his 1975 essay “Poe’s ‘Dream-Land’: Nightmare or Sublime Vision?,” 

speculates that Poe implies that the vision of a chaotic physical realm may be transcended by the 

power of the imagination. (The posit is entirely unconvincing, given the gloomy note on which it 

ends, and, more to the point, to contend that imagination trumps reality smacks of the Kantian-

inspired German Idealism which fed the Transcendentalism Poe so despised.  

     And, importantly, the godly is never associated with Nietzschean “creative chaos,” an utterly 

contra-biblical notion.)469  Peter Obuchowski's 1975 essay, “Unity of Effect in Poe’s ‘The Fall of 

the House of Usher’,” argues that the intended focus of the tale is the “universal” terror 

pertaining to the loss of one's sanity. Although that is a matter of considerable concern for 

anyone facing such a prospect, it can hardly be said to be a universal fear, unless one means by 

“universal” that it is not limited to any time period or society---which is not how Obuchowski 

means it, instead suggesting the ubiquity of that fear in all persons (or at least all Poe readers).  

     But, truthfully, how many people in Poe's lifetime or before then were concerned with such a 

prospect? His had not been an age when the consequences of Alzheimer's Disease were widely 

known, as they are today, and the average life span was much shorter in centuries past, therefore 

senility or senior-onset dementia was not a common fear. Sane people do not live in fear of going 

insane; they acknowledge the possibility, but they cannot rightly be said to universally live in 

constant dread of it. 
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     Julia Mazouv's 1975 examination of Poe suggests that his recurrent interest in the survival 

theme is indicative of his having possessed a positive, life-affirming view of mankind, an 

opinion which puts her squarely at odds with Freudian critics who paint the author as a 

pessimistic, depressive, cynical, and downright pathetic figure, such as do Poe biographers 

Hoffman and Silverman. (To his credit, Arthur Hobson Quinn's biography of Poe tends to avoid 

such speculations, as his work is more historical than it is analytical, but even he paints the 

author as being possessed of sadistic tendencies.) 

      Hoffman's work is more casual, and consists of interspersed personal recollections alongside 

brief psychoanalytical takes on Poe's works (dubious analyses of which all must be called into 

question). Kenneth Silverman's 2008 work about Poe's life is remarkably short-sighted and naive 

for a Pulitzer-Prize winning biographer, as the title (Edgar A. Poe: Mournful and Never-Ending 

Remembrance) suggests the main thrust of his argument, specifically being that Poe's alleged 

obsession with violent murder, the supernatural, and lost love are to be attributed to the unhappy 

circumstances of his life involving the numerous illness-induced deaths of females to whom he 

was significantly emotionally attached. One is left to wonder how this untenable proposition can 

be made to square with factual accounts which demonstrate that Poe had written ghastly, grisly 

tales when experiencing momentary periods of domestic bliss and agreeable health. Add to that 

fact Poe's stated opinion that the death of a beautiful woman, especially as lamented by a former 

lover, is the most poetical subject in the world, and one can readily discern why lost love features 

so prominently as a theme in his works. 

     Attributing an obsession with death to Poe seems foolish, given the memento mori culture in 

which he existed; the horrors of the 1832 cholera plague which decimated Europe and America 
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were revisited in 1849, Poe having barely survived the latter one. Tuberculosis claimed the lives 

of thousands of victims for many years, and Virginia, the state where Poe formerly resided with 

the Allans, suffered no fewer than thirteen fatal epidemics of Yellow Fever in the early 1800s, 

one of which ultimately killed his cousin George William Poe.470  

     In short, hardly a household or family in the early nineteenth century of America had not 

experienced tragic loss of some kind or another, thus Poe was neither obsessed with nor unique 

in grappling with the consequences stemming from a mournful and never-ending stream of 

deadly outbreaks. Moreover, these diseases were of a wasting away variety, involving protracted 

diminution of health; the violent murders in Poe's tales consist of acts which, although planned in 

advance, transpire rather quickly by comparison. How can slow bodily illness (tuberculosis, e.g.) 

be the inspirational source attributed to sudden and violent depictions witnessed, for example, in 

“Cat,” “Hop-Frog,” or “Heart”? Or for the torture imposed by live burial as seen in “Usher” and 

“Cask”? Or the absence of either violence or mental anguish, as in the case of the murder victim 

in “Imp”? 

     As for Poe's alleged fixation on the supernatural, Silverman's claim is a direct miss. Poe, in 

his prefatory remarks to his 1840 anthology of tales outright attests that his stories will rely on 

“legitimate” causes, meaning any claims which point to supernatural activity or presences should 

be roundly dismissed, with one exception Poe says.471 In point of fact, the reliance on 

supernatural elements in Gothic fiction, especially prevalent in German tales, is the very aspect 

of the genre which Poe disdains as being cheap, easy, and superficial. True terror originates in 

the soul, says he, and not in the encounter of unrealistic phantasms in creepy castles. (This is not 

to suggest that Poe did not make use of some Gothic conventions—the unsettling estate in 
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“Usher” being a prime example—but he refused to rely on them in order to achieve his desired 

effect of horror.) One does not deny Silverman’s admirable service to Poe scholarship by 

documenting the heartache and the petty literary squabbles which typified Poe's life, but 

historical scholarship and literary analysis are not the same thing; Silverman should stick to facts 

and not venture to conjecture, for he is wanting as a critic even where he might excel as a 

biographer. 

     Charles A. Sweet Jr.'s 1976 “Retapping Poe’s ‘Cask of Amontillado’” serves up the strange 

analysis which sees Fortunato as Montresor's “mirror image” instead of as his foil, and goes so 

far as to reason that what he calls Montresor's revenge “is not a ritual of sacrifice, but of 

scapegoating.” (11). His is a wholly inaccurate and illogical reading of the tale, and one in which 

the victim is essentially equated with the victimizer. In the first place, as explained elsewhere in 

this essay, Montresor cannot commit an act of revenge, for Fortunato is innocent of the 

wrongdoing his murderer alleges.  

     And the murder never could have been construed as a ritual sacrifice, because sacrifice, 

understood properly, does not mean the death of a person for some great cause (as in pagan 

worship), but rightly involves the surrender of something or someone valued by the Self; there is 

neither a greater cause nor a personal loss at stake in the murder of Fortunato. Dwayne Thorpe's 

1976 essay, “The Limits of Flight: Poe and ‘The Poetic Principle’,” correctly coveys Poe's belief 

that man's ability to ascend to the ideal is severely limited, although it is better stated that Poe's 

position is that supernal beauty (which originates from and also is God) is attained, not created 

by Man, and that this attainment (or glimpsing) is both transient and transcendent, best achieved 

by poetic means; this is the very idea expressed in his 1850 essay. “The Poetic Principle”. 
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     Richard Wilbur's editorial analysis of Poe's Pym addresses biblical allusions and allegories, 

notably indicating parallels to Old Testament scriptures, wherein he (incorrectly) links Tsalal 

with Edom (given the significance of colors in the story, it should be here pointed out that 

“Tsalal” refers to blackness, and “Edom” signifies red), after which the speculation descends into 

greater nonsense, arguing, as it does, that the tale is one dealing with a gnostic soul's journey 

towards reunification with God, who lies within Man's primal self.472  

     Such a reading would be anathema to Poe, for it represents an apostasy which aligns much 

more with the intuitive Transcendentalism of Emerson and the other Boston Frogpondians whom 

Poe openly challenged for at least a decade.  Darlene Unrue’s 1976 essay, “Poe and the 

Subjective Reality,” rightly reasons that Poe's emphasis on the skewed perceptions of what she 

terms “aberrant personalities” with “distorted views” feeds nicely into Poe's notion of 

grotesquery, in that disproportion amount to vice; she opines that the unity of effect relies on the 

faulty reasoning of these figures just as much as reader interest does, although to be more 

precise, their disintegrated minds are the result of moral decay or perversity,  a connection she 

does not make.   

     Roger Asselineau (1973) mistakenly reads Poe's tales as indicative of Poe's own nightmares, 

making the untenable assertion that the author's works were the result of unconscious expression 

mediated by the imagination. As the biblical allusions in the tales are prodigious, consistent, and 

betray an intentional pattern, it is folly to suggest that they are the product of a combination of 

Poe's unconscious mind and an anxious personality. Shannon Burns must err in her 1974 analysis 

of “Cask” as compulsive confession, because she suggests that Montresor's recounting of the 

“revenge” is addressed, not to a cleric, but to his ancestral bones.  
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     In the first place, one cannot perform an act of revenge for a wrong never having transpired, 

therefore she falls into the almost universally-accepted notion that Fortunato had, indeed, 

performed some act contrary to Montresor's welfare or reputation. In the second place, there 

would have been no need for Montresor to recount the incident to the ancestral bones, since they 

were present and silent witnesses to the act. Speaking to the bones some fifty years later would 

have been a sign of madness, surely, but Montresor declares that the bones have remained 

undisturbed for fifty years, and, importantly, Burns fails to realize that, as he speaks of them, he 

does not speak to them. 

      As for the second category, those who decry any moralism inherent to Poe’s work, 

examination of a few notable examples should suffice. Frederick L. Burwick, in his 1998 essay 

titled “Edgar Allan Poe: The Sublime, the Picturesque, the Grotesque, and the Arabesque,” states 

the source of a puzzle which has perplexed Poe scholars and critics for more than a century-and-

a-half, that being the precise meaning of the dual epithets in the title of Poe's 1840 anthology of 

tales. First noting the vagueness of the terms, he proceeds to postulate cultural motives for their 

employ by the author: 

       While the terms were certainly suggestive, they by no means had “sufficient precision” 

to still the quarrels of several generations of Poe's critics.  In spite of several conscientious 

efforts to extrapolate Poe's intended definitions from the tales themselves, the terms remain 

disturbingly ambiguous and indeterminate in their meaning. What links the grotesque and the 

arabesque as aesthetic categories with the picturesque and the sublime is that, originally 

coming from the visual arts, they carry a rich visual heritage. This amalgamation of aesthetic 

categories is significant for the process of self-reflexion going on in literature and the arts 

during Romanticism.  By discussing their means of expression across the borders of genres 

and media, new modes of expression are developed which allow art (including literature) to 

emancipate itself from panegyric, religious and moralistic functions and become an 

autonomous source of authentic experience and knowledge. In 1840, however, such a broad 

fusion of aesthetic categories also indicates a functional change; they convey a new idea of 

reality.  (Burwick 423, emphasis mine) 

 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/41157397?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
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   And if the art is emancipated from such traditional constraints, how much more so, then, are 

not the artists responsible for their production? A few things may be gleaned from, surmised by, 

and challenged in so short a passage: (1) Burwick suggests that disputation regarding the correct 

signification of the two terms is still fair game for Poe critics; (2) Burwick conceives of the terms 

as pertaining to two distinct categories in Poe's work, paired by another two distinct qualifiers 

(picturesque and sublime); (3) Burwick links Poe to the Romantic movement, specifically to its 

preoccupation with a concentration on the Self; (4) Burwick thinks Poe's tales are emancipated 

from religious and moral functions; and (5) Burwick hints that Poe is somehow connected to 

cultural trends which invite novel conceptions of reality. 

     The first point must be conceded to him, for even this essay seeks to tackle the issue of Poe's 

specific utilization of the dual epithets. The second point is less certain, for G.R. Thompson 

makes a convincing argument that the tales possess qualities of both aspects, in that they are 

tragicomic, being both grotesque and arabesque instead of falling into one category or the other; 

there is pathos and bathos alike to be found in them. Although Poe critics consistently situate Poe 

in the camp of the “Dark Romantics” (a misnomer and false grouping, argued elsewhere in this 

paper), the Self-absorption in particular which typifies Romantic works would have been 

anathema to Poe, for the tales are concerned with disasters which ensue when one becomes 

grossly Self-centered and excessively Self-indulgent, meaning the third point cannot stand to 

reason.473  

     As for the fourth point, Burwick is confusing Poe's criterion for poetry with that of the tale; 

for Poe, a poem (whose province is Beauty) may be emancipated from moralistic functions, but 

as the province of the tale is Goodness, Poe would frown upon Burwick's assessment because it 
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is here applied to the anthology of tales. Finally, the fifth point too much suggests the German 

Idealism which fed the American Transcendentalist movement which Poe adamantly, 

consistently, persistently opposed, therefore it also seems unsupportable. As Burwick believes 

Poe's tales to be “emancipated” from religious and moral function, he clearly belongs to this 

second camp of critics. 

     As late as 2012, a Romanian scholar, in a psychoanalytical reading of Poe's tales, builds on  

Hirsch's analysis of “Cask,” as the abstract neatly summarizes the bent of the essay: 

     Edgar Allan Poe’s tales offer a variety of instances linked to the analysis of human 

nature and the processes it goes through during the stories. Most of them treat about the 

destruction of the self as the narrator finds himself confronted with the darkness that 

gradually will come to annihilate reason and any sensible thinking. The protagonist 

witnesses not only the darkness inside, but also the crumbling of the world in a deliberate 

way of destroying all attempts at reasoning. In these tales the reader faces a transvaluation 

of values which leads to the description of a world without mercy and compassion. Thus, 

the article will explore the psychological connotations in some of the tales focusing on 

symbols like the mask, the fall into the abyss, the dark side of human nature. (Popescu 1) 

 

     Although one might be tempted to include Popescu in the same category as Hirsch’s or to put 

him in Burwick’s, the subsequent essay is correct merely in the descriptive sense, in that it 

rightly recognizes the madness, the Self-destructiveness, and the absence of compassion in these 

tales; however, Popescu utterly disregards the moral import of these things, speaking of them 

only in terms of psychological phenomena.474   

     Popescu's work is unusual in that it still makes brief mention or acknowledgment of moral 

concerns in the few Poe stories he analyses; why is murder considered a moral concern? By 

whose standards? By YHVH’s, for the prohibition is handed down in Scripture. In speaking of 

what he terms “the murder tales,” Popescu speaks of the narrators' Self-destruction in “moral and 

intellectual terms” (1). What is especially curious and interesting about Popescu's analysis is that 



625 

it suggests Poe's use of moral-inviting situations to convey psychal conditions, instead of mental 

states to indicate moral decay, as contended elsewhere in this essay. For example, nodding to 

Jungian concepts, in writing of “Descent,” he declares: 

     Essentially, this is a story about madness and the loss of control over the human  

potential to recover from limit situations. It is a case study of how the mind is exposed to 

the evil and temptations of the world. Far from being a moralist, Poe considers that the 

human mind is not able to face the blows of evil fate and it yields by becoming a toy in the 

hands of the subconscious. In his studies of the shadow Jung states that it comes to the 

surface only when reason completely disappears. Descending, the Maelström involves a 

gradual loss of mental faculties [...] Inevitable death is not the physical ending (to be 

expected after a shipwreck), it is the death of the spirit which no longer finds any point of 

support in the surrounding reality. Poe subtly reverses the concepts of transcendentalism 

which insisted on the communion between nature and the human soul. He points out that 

man is always alone when facing his destiny and that no one is responsible for the fate 

awaiting him in the end. (Popescu 2-3)475 

 

     Given the consistent pattern of Poe's tales, this reading is wholly in error. The narrator in 

“Descent” survives and is quite, quite sane throughout the duration of the tale; what human 

potential Popescu thinks is involved in being a sailor is never specified, but the character does 

recover from his “limit situation”. It also remains unclear as to how a natural phenomenon such 

as a water vortex exposes evil and temptations in the world (human greed?), and Popescu’s 

remarks about Jungian shadows is utterly inapplicable because his reason never abandons the 

narrator; instead, the narrator abandons his sole reliance on his reason to save him.  

     Instinctively, he cries out to the heavens, whereby he is saved by a humble acknowledgment 

of the magnificence of his Creator, in the same manner wherein the ancient mariner in 

Coleridge's poem comes to earthly salvation by marveling at the wondrous sea serpents—the 

very instant of sublime recognition of the deity causing the albatross to fall from his neck. Both 

men are spared death and isolation by realization of their connection to their God through the 

lens of Nature; both works deal with the harmonious relationships between Creator, Creature, 
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and Creation—God, Man, and the World. The act of recognizing and confessing the magnitude 

and magnificence of God in the terrible works of Nature is what ultimately enables them to once 

again join the company of their fellow men. (They have recognized “Nature’s God,” in the words 

of Thomas Jefferson, and not merely the splendors of the natural world; where Emerson sees 

God in Nature, Poe sees God through it.)  

     Poe does not reverse the concepts of Transcendentalism, instead he limits their spheres; man 

is not “one with nature,” in the sense that he is part of it, a foolish notion he attributes to the 

Transcendentalists. Poe's tale, as does Coleridge's poem, depicts a man who is “one with nature,” 

but only in the sense that he understands and is at peace with his place in the divine scheme of 

things. Popescu's use of the word “fate” must also be called into question, for Poe was no strict 

Calvinist, and would not condone discourse which suggested individual predestination: Even if 

one thinks of death being the “evil fate” of all mankind, Poe's biblical view maintains that the 

wages of sin is death (wages are earned), therefore death is an outcome which justice requires, 

and it is injustice which is evil, not justice. 

     Even though he correctly observes that Poe's murderous narrators do not register any sense of 

guilt or remorse, Popescu's assessments about Poe himself are all over the proverbial map; in one 

place, he flatly contends Poe is not a moralist, and then in another, he offers that Poe presents a 

character who represents a moral perspective because he is “intensely conscious of the problem 

of good and evil” (3). In yet another place, he states that Poe is a moralist, albeit not “in the 

traditional sense,” to which is appended the comment that Poe was “oblivious to questions of 

morality”—this last claim being in the same paragraph which speaks of Poe “pushing the reader 

to ask himself serious moral problems,” as “sin as a concept is not totally absent from his 
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universe” (Popescu 3).  So… Poe is not a moralist, and he is a moralist? So… he is intensely 

conscious of the problem of good and evil, yet he was oblivious to questions of morality? 

So…he is not to be counted a traditional moralist, yet he pushes readers to consider what can 

only be traditional moral problems? 

     To be fair, Popescu does not get everything wrong; he rightly notes that the murderous 

narrators “consider themselves above the laws of punishment and retribution”—which is to say, 

they believe they are able to act as if with impunity, fearing no divine recompense for their evil 

deeds (3). He errs, though, when he insists that their guilt leads to their mental failures, and that 

they are subsequently tortured by conscience once their foul acts have been accomplished (3,6).  

(As argued elsewhere in this paper, moral decay does lead to mental disintegration, although it is 

not the result of  experiencing guilt, but is the result of being guilty before God’s Moral Law.)  

     Popescu stands apart from many other Poe critics who attribute the murders to madness 

instead of vice versa; however, he cannot be correct in positing the cause of the madness, for the 

Lucifer-figures experience no sense of shame or remorse, being unrepentant to the last—a fact 

which he himself notes. The narrator in “Cat” whom he claims is tortured by conscience 

confesses that he'd never slept better than after murdering his wife, and that he had killed his first 

feline defiantly and in willful contempt of Heaven. His argument for “Usher” is even less 

convincing, for he speculates: “As a clinical illness schizophrenia (or the divided self) is 

characterized by hallucinations and a mental disorder which keeps the patient in a permanent 

state of rejection of reality. Madeline’s appearance may be an illusion of Roderick’s agitated 

mind and not a phantom coming back to the world” (Popescu 7).  

     He does not read the tale closely and carefully enough for this position to make sense; the 



628 

narrator also sees Madeline in the doorway, and the reader may be assured it is no hallucination, 

for two reasons: (1) the two male characters espy the female one simultaneously, given Poe's use 

of the verb tenses in the scene for both characters; and (2) Poe emphasizes the word “did” in 

describing her presence in the doorway, readily affirming the veracity of the event's actuality. By 

emphasizing the word, Poe's readers also may be assured that it was not a phantom or a 

hallucination, but the lofty lady Madeline in the flesh. (Moreover, Scripture requires two 

witnesses to verify a claim or “establish” it in which the sentence of death is pronounced against 

a murderer; Roderick gives testimony against himself for his sister’s murder, and the narrator 

provides the second one requisite to seal Roderick’s punishment.)   

     There are times when Popescu seems to veer in the right direction, but then he takes away 

with one hand what he has just given with the other; the essay is often contradictory, is careless 

with word choices, and the argument runs counter to the lessons of Scripture and the biblical 

patterning Poe which utilized. Even when Popescu raises salient points, there is a tendency to 

lapse back into the comfortable, familiar, and convenient (but inapplicable) psychoanalytic lingo 

and framework. As a result of his focus on the descriptive without one on the prescriptive, 

Popescu handily belongs to the first and foremost category, that which includes the 

psychoanalytical critics. 

     The 1987 collection of essays on Poe edited by Harold Bloom contains seven entries and an 

introduction by Bloom; only three of the items included have something to bear on the issue of 

morality. Robert L. Carringer’s “Poe’s Tales: The Circumspection of Space” details the recurrent 

phenomenon in the stories, and rightly characterizes them as windows to acts of destruction 

which are central “to the plot,” but he doesn’t think them as being central to a moral.476 Carringer 



629 

does see these as Self-destructive acts in “Heart,” “Cask,” and “Cat,” but attributes the 

destruction to external forces in “Pit” and “Descent”; quite curiously, “Usher” he merely 

describes as being a tale involving the illness and death of twins (17).477  

     For Carringer, then, space is essential to evoking mood or concentrating and intensifying 

effect—a somewhat accurate reading of these works, given that this “deep structure” of the tales 

does enhance the reader’s sense of the claustrophobia, anxiety, paranoia, frustration, franticness, 

despair, and alienation which the characters are believed to experience:  

     Most key moments of action in Poe conspicuously involve severely restrictive enclosures, 

from stuffy Gothic rooms to deep, dark pits to damp, musty caves to whirlpools, coffins, 

tombs, and various kinds of secret recesses within a wall or underneath a floor.  Poe was very 

much aware of the persistence of this trait, and in “The Philosophy of Composition” he tried 

to account for it by explaining that “a close circumscription of space is absolutely necessary 

to the effect of the insulated incident”. (Carringer 20) 

 

     He makes mention of D.H. Lawrence’s insistence that Poe’s works demonstrate his 

commitment to “the disintegration process of his own psyche,” and he brings up the “abundant 

evidence” alleged in Quinn’s biography said to point to a sadomasochist streak in Poe (Carringer 

18). To his credit, though, he points out that reading the tales through psychoanalytical 

conventions more often yields speculative psychology than it does literary criticism. He also 

indicates that attempts to read the works through something other than a belief in Poe’s neurosis 

finally seemed to be emerging; indeed, a quick scan of Poe scholarship bibliographies of the 

1970s reveals that decade had produced a prodigious number of psychoanalytical 

“interpretations” of his poems and tales.  

     Rather curiously, he reads the confined spaces as being inextricably bound with the 

protagonists’ penchant for violence, not because the murderers wish to commit or conceal their 

foul deeds away from the prying eyes of men, but as fearful responses to the perceived threat of 
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further diminishment of space. Carringer speculates that the protagonists are compelled to move 

into darkness out of a relentless, probing need to fathom voids, an uncontrollable urge which 

draws them to whatever “lurks” at the point where space itself ends, asking: “What is at the 

center of diminishing space?” (21). This cannot be a correct assessment, for the murderers 

themselves are never in danger, being merely in danger of having their deeds discovered, and 

they are not driven by compulsion but by willful rebellion; that which cannot be controlled 

cannot be condemned, and they are unrepentant murderers to their varied, very ends. Even when 

Poe’s Lucifer-figures speak of compulsion, they are lying. 

     Carringer never wholly abandons a psychoanalytic interpretation of Poe’s tales, because he 

elsewhere reads them in terms of Freudian concepts about sexuality, even going so far as to 

suggest: “One might argue convincingly that ‘threat of sexuality’ is really Poe’s central theme” 

(22). Poe’s aversion to featuring sexuality in his tales stems, though, from a biblical perspective 

in which the carnal is enmity to the spiritual, and because a person who saw himself as Southern 

gentleman would not have been so coarse in his treatment of women. Sexuality involves the 

flesh, and does not contribute to attainment of the sublime via poetry or to mood in the tales.  

     Sexuality is instinctive, not willful, and therefore sexual desire on the part of female victims 

would not signify the defiant or rebellious nature of male protagonists possessed of murderous 

desire. More to the point, Poe has no female characters who exhibit sexual desire, and almost 

none of the male characters do, not even the married ones, for they are married to Lucifer-figures 

(e.g., Ligeia or Morella). The only means by which sexuality speaks to irreverence is when the 

male murderer seeks to indulge himself by committing adultery with the wives of other men, as, 

for example, does the titular protagonist in Poe’s tale “William Wilson”. 
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     Carringer concludes his essay by linking his theory regarding confined space to, of all things, 

morality, offering of Poe that “his centers of space are physically threatening to his protagonists 

because the internal condition that they symbolize is also threatening to the protagonist’s rational 

and moral nature. For there, at the center of the space towards which the protagonists […] are 

driven, is an image of a thing that is also an image of themselves” (23). This conclusion is as 

impossible as it is illogical.  

     In the first place, the protagonists are supremely confident when they are undertaking the 

plotting and execution of their nefarious deeds, thus they never feel threatened. Perceived threats 

invite hesitation or at least give pause, and not merely cessation of action imposed by actual 

threats: In “Cask,” Montresor stops bricking up his victim at one point, only to briefly rest from 

his labors, and the pause in Montresor’s narration is really an affirmation that it had been the 

dampness of the catacombs which had chilled his hardened heart, and not a pang of conscience, 

because it is a pause in the narration, and not in the activity of entombing is victim alive.  

     In the second place, how can one’s “internal condition” threaten one’s “rational and moral 

nature” when it is one’s nature which is threatened by conditions, and not the other way around? 

Your “nature” is an essential entity or aspect, on which a condition only can be visited. Does he 

mean the condition of one’s nature?  

     Finally, why would anyone be driven to undertake extreme violence against others as a means 

to see an image of himself, an image of darkness? Evildoers cannot bear the sight of good, 

(which is why Lucifer-figures murder their necessarily innocent victims), but they also cannot 

bear the sight of themselves: Evildoers know that they constitute a disfigurement or perversion 

(grotesquery) of the good which they refuse to embrace, because attendant to adhering to that 
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good is acknowledgment that someone other than the Self must be regarded as the source of that 

goodness which they pervert and reject. (In other words, as C. S Lewis contends, we must 

concede the point that evildoers enjoy indulging their maliciousness, just as lovers of the good 

embrace righteousness.) 

     Carringer utilizes the term “moral” in two instances: he sees the central conflict in “William 

Wilson” as that between the “moral and premoral aspects of being,” and in that story, he says 

“moral being is threatened and finally destroyed by the unchecked [sexual] impulses of its 

dissolute counterpart” (21).  He is just short of making a direct argument that lust leads to 

murder, but, importantly, Poe never, ever dwells on human sexuality—and because Freudianism 

relies on it, it is an inappropriate lens though which to gauge Poe’s works. As a traditional 

Christian, Poe would have understood that carnality is an indicator of sinfulness, for an obsession 

with sensory pleasures is condemnable, per Scripture: “Because the carnal mind is enmity 

against God: for it is not subject to the law of God, neither indeed can be” (Rom. 8:7).  

     Both of Carringer’s uses of the word ignore it in the sense that an ethical lesson is being 

imparted, and just what “premoral” aspects of being are is never stated outright, but using a 

Freudian framework, it is likely that he suggests the struggle or antagonism between the Id and 

the Superego, using instead the language of ethics to describe the process whereby succumbing 

to the drives of the Id results in Self-annihilation.478 At bottom, therefore, he too must be 

relegated at last to the camp of the errant Psychoanalytics and situated within the initial category 

of Poe critics. 

     In the same anthology edited by Bloom is Walter Stepp’s “The Ironic Double in Poe’s ‘The 

Cask of Amontillado’”.  Montresor he identifies as “the diabolical rationalist,” and notes the 
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theatricality of Montresor’s confession; the word “hypocrite” signifies “play actor” in the New 

Testament Greek, and Jesus of Nazareth identifies the corrupt (and corrupting) Pharisees as both 

hypocrites and children of the Devil (Jn. 8:44). Stepp contends that Montresor clearly sees 

himself as the golden heel crushing the rampant serpent instead of as the serpent whose fangs 

prepare to embed the heel; Stepp writes of Fortunato’s inability to grasp the reality of the 

situation (given his considerable inebriation, that is plausible), but it is actually Montresor who 

cannot grasp reality. 479Stepp missteps in his analysis because Montresor must be the serpent, 

since he follows his intended victim “at his heels,” and because the motto of the Montresor crest 

states that the family member will not be crushed with impunity; as the heel does the crushing, 

Montresor only can be the serpent to be crushed who strikes at the heel. 

     This inability (or refusal) to see things as they truly are on Montresor’s part is witnessed in 

other Lucifer-figures, characters whose perspectives have become skewed (or grotesquely 

distorted) as a result of their sinful Self-orientation; subjectivity supplants objectivity, for 

objectivity relies on factual correlation with the external world. Stepp thinks the family emblem 

supplies the framework of the tale, namely that “a giant has blindly stepped on a snake” (56).  

     Such a reading would entirely disallow the religious import which Poe employs to inform the 

tale, as the “giant” would be the magnificent God who purposefully crushes the serpentine Satan, 

as opposed to the important (or giant) Fortunato—but of course, Fortunato did not wrong 

Montresor any more than God wronged Lucifer. Stepp’s argument that it is an allegory for 

mutual self-destruction of the giant and the serpent must be called into question in light of the 

biblical framework consistently employed by Poe, for God is not defeated by Satan, the one 

being Life and the other Death (which has a serpent’s sting), but Life swallows up Death in 
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victory (Isa. 25:8, 1 Cor. 15:54).  

     In one of his more insightful comments, Stepp offers that he thinks most readers of “Cask” 

have noticed “the rather perfect symmetry of opposition between Montresor and Fortunato” (57). 

We should expect such opposition in characters which are meant to be foils of one other, and 

assuredly this is the pattern employed by Poe in his other Lucifer-figure tales; the villain is as 

guilty of his/her blackness as the victim is innocent of any wrongdoing committed against his/her 

victimizer.  

     It is because of this habitual pattern on Poe’s part that we may know that Madeline is not 

guilty of incest in “Usher,” and that Fortunato is not guilty of offense in “Cask,” and that the bold 

recusant of “Pit” is not guilty of the apostasy of which the murderous Inquisitors falsely accuse 

him, no more than are guilty the old man in “Heart” or the wife in “Cat,” both of whom were 

freely conceded by their assailants to have been generous and kind-hearted individuals having 

offered no legitimate offense. As Poe’s murderous narrator states in “Imp” of this particular 

perverseness, “It is, in fact, a mobile without motive, a motive not motivirt (Frieden 143). 

     Stepp errs when he sees this symmetry as somehow providing parallels between the 

characters which bind them to one another instead of playing off each other; the tales deal with 

Self-severance from God and one’s fellow man, as the “binding” element only can consist of 

murdering the “Other” as an assurance of one’s own death. (This is an odd turn for him to take, 

considering he himself has characterized the symmetry as being “oppositional” and not 

complementary, connective, or contiguous.) After noting that Montresor mocks Fortunato’s 

screams, Stepp thinks the two characters are linked further by an inability to comprehend 

Montresor’s true motivation for the crime. Yes, incredibly, the critic thinks the murderer himself 
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fails to understand what drives his own actions any more than does Fortunato (Stepp 58). 480 It is 

a mobile [action] without motive, by which confession we should understand, per the pattern of 

the Lucifer-figures, that only fabricated and false pretexts are offered by these villains. 

     In an even worse stretch of reasoning, Stepp suggests that Fortunato is the original offender 

and Montresor merely the imitator, as he speculates “perhaps in this terrible way, Montresor 

demonstrates how one defeats the double—by beating him at his own game, doubling him up. 

Just as the subtler quack dupes the lesser, so perhaps Montresor ‘re-echoes’ an ‘echoer’” (Stepp 

59). Here, then, is not merely an equating of the victim with the victimizer—of good with evil—

but the suggestion that the victim instigated (and therefore warranted) his own death, a 

transvaluation of values. He concludes that Montresor “achieves his triumph by reversing roles 

with his double, in effect usurping the double’s occupation” (Stepp 59). 

      If read according to Christian tradition that the Devil seeks to supplant God, this is a 

plausible assessment; however, Stepp is not thinking in terms of a biblical framework, as 

evidenced by his misreading of the familial emblem. (A true double cannot be inferior to its 

mate, therefore his entire argument of doubling must be called into question; if one can surpass 

one’s double, then is it still a double, since doubling mandates identicality?) Montresor and 

Fortunato must be foils, and not doubles, thus the critic’s interpretation is psychoanalytic prattle 

and gobbledygook.  

     Twentieth Century Interpretations of Poe’s Tales, a collection of essays edited by William L. 

Howarth (1971), divides the “criticism” it contains into two categories—viewpoints and 

interpretations. (The use of the word “interpretations” in the title already signals a disregard for 

authorial intent and the superimposition of subjective templates instead of bona fide critical 
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analyses.)  In the initial division of the text are included brief bits written by Harry Levin, 

Stephen L. Mooney, Terrence Martin, Yvor Winters, Joseph M, Garrison Jr., and William Carlos 

Williams. For the most part, these first essays may be dispensed with for the purposes of this 

paper, although a few salient points are made, and very brief commentary on Poe’s moralism is 

provided. 

      Levin’s piece isn’t inaccurate, but it offers nothing novel; he reiterates the belief that Poe 

likely borrowed the artworld terms “grotesque” and “arabesque” from Sir Walter Scott’s essay 

which focuses on the works of E.T.A. Hoffmann (“On the Supernatural in Fictitious 

Compositions”),  which Friedrich Schlegel had extended to literature in general, “who invoked it 

to formulate the interplay of contradictions and ironies” (Levin 25). Levin thinks the terms are 

nearly synonymous for Poe, making difficult any distinctions which could determine in which 

category each tale should be placed. He also speaks to the variations of extremity practiced by 

Poe, which are significant to note:  

     His method, as enunciated in a well-known letter, was to intensify such differences of 

degree: ‘the ludicrous heightened into the grotesque, the fearful colored into the horrible, the 

witty exaggerated into the burlesque, the singular wrought out into the strange and mystical.’ 

The common denominator is Poe’s extremism, which not infrequently sets up its tensions 

between the sublime and the ridiculous. A fierce sense of humor, defensive and offensive, not 

unconnected with the violence of his worldview and the intellectuality of his reaction against 

it. (Levin 25, emphases mine) 

 

     What the sublime and the ridiculous have in common is an association with an extremity of 

height. The sublime involves access to a heightened awareness of the supernal beauties of 

Heaven by means of heightened appreciation of earthly wonders (as with the mariners in Poe’s 

“Descent” and Coleridge’s “Rime”); it is an instinctive means of communing with God in being 

awed by His creation, for one recognizes that some supreme power lies behind the magnificence 
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of Creation, even when terrifying, which human efforts are able only to glimpse and somewhat 

imitate, being created merely in His image and likeness.  

     According to the online version of Webster’s lexicon in circulation during Poe’s lifetime, the 

1828 entry for the term “ridiculous” reads as follows: “that which may justly excite contempt 

with laughter,” pointing to examples of dress and “behavior”. (“Ridiculous”). The ridiculous, 

therefore, is that which justifies contempt. The word “contempt” is given three meanings in 

Webster’s compendium from that same year, which are as follows: (1) The act of despising; the 

act of viewing or considering and treating as mean, vile and worthless; disdain; hatred of what is 

mean or deemed vile.; (2) The state of being despised; whence in a scriptural sense, shame, 

disgrace; and (3) In law, disobedience of the rules and orders of a court, which is a punishable 

offense” (“Contempt”).  

     It is clear from the uses outlined here that the word is indicative of warranted harsh judgment, 

disapprobation of disgraceful conduct, and disregard for legal justice. All three of the uses would 

align with a moralistic undercurrent in condemnation of the Devil and those who follow in his 

footsteps. (To be disgraceful is to be without the grace of God, Satan has contempt for God’s 

Law; the biblical allusion given to example the term is culled from Daniel 7:1, which speaks to 

those who “shall awake to everlasting contempt”. “Shall” is a legally binding determination from 

which there is no recourse to appeal; the verse speaks to the eternal damnation of the unrepentant 

wicked.)  

     If the sublime is associated with God, then the ridiculous could be associated with the Devil; 

the first is the Most High God, and the second aspires to be as the Most High God—hence the 

emphasis on height. And Lucifer-figures always think to be as the Most High God, thinking to 

http://webstersdictionary1828.com/Dictionary/ridiculous
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define good and evil for themselves; this is the inherent temptation of mankind, to succumb to 

the seduction of Hawthorne’s “Bosom-Serpent”. Levin, of course, means none of this when he 

uses the word “ridiculous” in reference to Poe’s statement. But Poe does not use the word 

“ridiculous,” he uses the term “ludicrous”.  

     Webster’s 1828 dictionary describes “ludicrous” as being synonymous with “burlesque,” and 

defines it as that which is sportive without intending to give offense or inviting scorn; it is 

jocular without being intentionally derisive, the way the term “ridiculous” denotes 

(“Ludicrous”). (The word “burlesque” derives from the Latin word meaning sportive, or a jest.) 

This is where Poe is at his most comical without being subversive or given to invective, such as 

in his tale “The Angel of the Odd,” which is certainly grotesque, not merely in terms of the 

fantastic caricature of the angelic being, but also in the exaggerated extent of the series of 

unfortunate events which transpire. To color the fearful into the horrible involves moving from 

terror (which is sensory-dependent fright) to horror (which is the shock of heightened moral 

sensibility)—to move from senses up to sensibility, as it were. It is not fright for the sake of 

fright (as is the case with creepy German or English Gothicism), but fearfulness which results in 

some chilling or sobering recognition intended to safeguard the reader’s soul and improve his 

behavior towards others; in this category, then, one can point to “Usher” and “Pit,” for the 

narrator is horrified to learn of his unwitting involvement in the death of Lady Madeline in the 

first tale, and readers should be shocked at the cruelty of the Inquisitors in the second one. (The 

Epicurean notion of refinement speaks to that of the senses, but for Poe, it speaks to refinement 

of human sensibilities, so far as concerns human sympathy; this is why Poe laments the errant 

development of “Taste” in his apocalyptic dialogue “Colloquy”.) 

http://webstersdictionary1828.com/Dictionary/Ludicrous
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   The term “witty” also has three related meanings assigned to it: “(1) Possessed of wit; full of 

wit; (2) Judicious; ingenious; inventive; and (3) Sarcastic; full of taunts” (“Witty”). Burlesque, if 

synonymous with ludicrous, signifies an absence of malice, therefore the sarcasm and taunts 

need not be mean-spirited, as when Poe sarcastically taunts Emerson’s crowd by referring to 

them as “Frogpondians” (likely in the vein of Jonathan Swift’s naming of groups by location in 

the very sarcastic Gulliver’s Travels, e.g., the Lilliputians and the Yahoos), or when he mocks 

the ideas put forth in Transcendentalist journals in his tale “Never Bet the Devil Your Head,” 

when he refers to the ignorance of the “North American Quarterly Humdrum,” or pokes fun of 

contemporary journalism in his comic work, “How to Write a Blackwood Article”.  

     The witty exaggerated into the burlesque, therefore, is more likely associated with comic 

absurdity associated with elevating the trivial to the epic, such as is the case, for example, with 

Alexander Pope’s “The Rape of the Lock,” or the paternal encyclopedia attempted in Lawrence 

Sterne’s novel Tristram Shandy, both of which are works possessed of a more genteel comical 

bent (Horatian satire) without specific vilification, (Juvenalian satire). There are no great morals 

to be gleaned from such works, being works designed to amuse and delight and instruct, not 

drive home a significant moral lesson. (In 1714, Pope, using the nom de plume “Esdras 

Barnivelt,” subsequently published A Key to the Lock, in which he humorously warned against 

taking the 1712 poem too seriously.) 

     As for the singular wrought out into the strange and mystical, the meanings provided by 

Webster’s 1828 lexicon which Poe most likely had in mind pertained to that which is 

remarkable, unusual, or rare, as opposed to something or someone being solitary or exclusive 

(“Singular”). In Webster’s 1828 work, the examples provided for the term “wrought” include the 

http://webstersdictionary1828.com/Dictionary/witty
http://webstersdictionary1828.com/Dictionary/singular
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significations of: that which is effected or produced by external influences; that which is driven 

out (as infection from the body); that which is guided or managed; that which is agitated or 

disturbed; and that which is influenced or prevailed upon—and one of the sentences it employs 

as an example for usage includes “the influence wrought on a person’s mind” (“Wrought”).  

     For tales in which the singular is wrought out into the strange and mystical, then, perhaps 

“Ligeia” is the best example. In that work, the monomania which characterizes her singular 

obsession with occult studies, in conjunction with the mystical intellect and strange beauty 

ascribed to her by her husband, are wrought out into a narrative which employs all of the uses 

denoted for “wrought”: the husband’s mind is prey to the influence of his wife’s strong will, and 

then to what many critics believe is  either a hallucinogenic agent or his wife’s disembodied 

spirit; the Lady Rowena seems to suffer ill effects produced by external influences (the three red 

drops in her chalice which precede her deathly or death-like illness), and if truly overtaken by the 

spirit of the deceased Ligeia, then her body has its spirit driven out by the infecting presence of 

Ligeia; Ligeia guides and manages the unholy studies shared with her husband, which often 

agitate and disturb his mood; and she is said, by him, at the tale’s conclusion, to have prevailed 

over the weak will of Rowena and the will of God, in Self-resurrecting herself into the body of 

the hapless Rowena, thereby cheating death and defying God. 

     Of the four types of extremities or exaggerations listed by Poe (for whom all grotesquery 

consists of deformity in proportion), two seem to relate directly to humor, “the ludicrous 

heightened into the grotesque” and “the witty exaggerated into the burlesque”; these are not tales 

which intend particular malice or a moral, but which borrow from the general British comic 

tradition of Pope, Swift, and Sterne, who excelled at Horatian satire. Tales which may be 

http://webstersdictionary1828.com/Dictionary/wrought
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characterized as those which are “the singular wrought out into the strange and mystical” likely 

were written so as to capitalize on the public craze for such works; Poe’s work as journal editor 

and critic meant he was keenly attuned to public taste and the proclivity of periodicals of his day 

in publishing such materials. Poe understood not merely the economic importance of appealing 

to the masses, but the reputational ones as well, for as he well stated, in order to be discussed, 

one must first be read.  

     The “fearful colored into the horrible” are those tales specifically intended to inculcate 

morals, and this category would not only include the best-known, best-loved, and most-discussed 

of his tales (“Cat,” “Imp,” “Usher,” “Cask,” “Pit,” “Heart,” “Masque,” “Descent,” e.g.), but also 

his apocalyptic dialogues; what could be more terrific than the destruction of our planet along 

with the annihilation of all life on it? Is not the conversation between Monos and Una, in which 

is given a mortification of the senses while dying and passing into a new life, described in the 

most frightening terms? (Importantly, he awakens to a heightened moral sensitivity about the evil 

“cant” of the day which lead to the consummate destruction, therefore the pattern holds true.)  

     The stories which have resonated most with Poe’s readers are almost without exception the 

horror tales, for these are the ones which contain the strong moral undercurrent. The tales which 

follow suit, in terms of general popular reception and admiration (if not mere of ratiocination), 

are those which deal with the strange and mystical, for such things always have their audience, 

and even these tales are not without their moral bent (“Ligeia” and “Morella,” e.g.). 

     Garrison’s piece asks readers to consider the tales as if they were poems, based on a faulty 

assessment of Eureka481; and the only thing of interest which Williams has to offer is that the 

tales carry out what the Poe’s compositional theories propose. Mooney, Martin, and Winters 
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warrant some consideration for the topic at hand, though.  Mooney is somewhat noteworthy 

because he criticizes the tendency of Poe scholars to infuse reading of the tales with biographical 

import he disbelieves exists there (26). He also raises an objection to the tendency of critics to 

think Poe greatly beholden to Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s “formula” for the creation of great 

poetry, namely the spontaneous overflow of powerful emotions recollected in periods of 

reflective tranquility. He correctly asserts of Poe: 

           Overflow was exactly the thing he denounced. It was the  

           controlled flow, carefully foreseen and regulated by  

           deliberate calculation, that excited his imagination. He was  

           not out to exploit his own emotions […] The naïve reader  

           always assumes that he is in control of the words before  

           him. The experienced reader of Poe knows better. Poe is in  

          control. (Mooney 26)  

 

(Take that, Stanley Fish!) Of course, Poe himself had written: “During the hour of perusal, the 

soul of the reader is under the writer’s control” (Levin 24). Whom are you going to believe—Poe 

or Fish? Poe argues for the authority of the author, Fish for that of the audience. It seems absurd 

to have to point out that the word “authority” even contains the word “author,” and that the word 

“audience” derives from the Latin word “audire,” which means “to hear,” and not “to speak”. 

The word “author” derives from the Latin word “augere,” which means “to originate”. Fish 

thinks it is possible for the reader “to speak over” the originating author, which is plain rudeness 

in polite company, as well as sheer madness which disallows the gain of knowledge, for one 

learns nothing only hearing the Self speak. Opinions are no substitute for facts; opinions should 

be based upon facts, and should but pertain to them.) 

       It is because Poe has exercised such great care and precision in the crafting of his tales that 

critical assessments which depict him as unstable or irrational, or which that claim his works 
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should be read as autobiographical sketches of alleged neuroses, should be junked. The 

deliberate patterning of the Lucifer-figures tales, including their consistent reliance on objective 

allusions to biblical sources, undermine any and all interpretations which rely on projections of 

subconscious psychological or emotional subjectivity. This control is especially understood when 

one considers Poe’s own definition of plot as being the interconnectedness of parts to such an 

extent that not a single one can be extracted without seriously damaging the unfolding of events; 

the totality of effect is ever foremost in the mind of Poe, a habit which resolutely frustrates 

claims of spontaneity. 

     Martin’s piece dwells on the concept of play, defined by Johan Huizinga as activity without 

moral function (28). (This is a somewhat lax definition, since entertainment meets it as well, as 

does pursuit of a hobby.) Martin thinks Huizinga’s work provides the key to understanding Poe’s 

tales, by which he does not mean Poe’s love of cryptographs and puzzles, but, rather, Poe’s 

imaginative play in works which are devoid of moral concerns. Martin flatly asserts that there is 

“the absence of moral dimension in Poe’s work” (28).  

     He mistakenly concludes that Poe’s imagination, in order to play (or be amoral), necessarily 

assumes asocial and antisocial postures, pointing to “Cask” and “Cat” (Martin 28). He thinks 

that Poe allows Montresor to get away with his crime, in flagrant violation of the accepted 

literary code in the depiction of justice; “the result is a story equipped with an astonishing anti-

moral: crime pays” (Martin 28).   

     Whereas it is true that he escapes mortal justice, if the pattern of the Lucifer-figure holds true, 

he will not escape divine retribution, for the gold heel of God shall crush the rampant serpent. 

(What is shockingly unconventional is Martin’s comment that the murderer’s confession in 



644 

“Cask” must be seen only as a fictitious boast which should be taken “as some kind of joke”! 

(29)482 That the murderer takes delight in the crime and revels in its recounting does not mean 

that the reader should find the confession humorous. 

     The most interesting statement this critic offers his readers is to be found in his concluding 

paragraph, and it is just as incorrect as are all his other posits. Reasoning that “Cask” and “Cat” 

present deliberate inversions of normative literary standards of Poe’s day, he writes:  

               Bryant and Longfellow, in their most representative work, had wedded the literary  

     imagination to didacticism and domesticity; Hawthorne, with characteristic diffidence,  

     frequently announced the moral of his tale and placed great stress on the value of hearth and  

     home as agents of the heart. But Poe, militantly anti-didactic and mischievously anti- 

     domestic, celebrates an act of perfect revenge, and distills horror from domesticity […] Poe’s  

     inversions come from an imagination that had liberated itself from the dictates of social  

     orthodoxy. (Martin 29-30) 

 

     Egad, no! Poe would never celebrate murder. Martin fails spectacularly in his analysis here. 

His summation of Bryant, Longfellow, and Hawthorne is both unoriginal and common, but he 

fails to recognize that Poe is no less a moralist than are his peers, and that Poe’s objections to 

didacticism involved poetry, not the tales— and certainly not the tales of which Martin writes. 

Same as do so many other critics, he positions Hawthorne and Poe in contrarian terms, when the 

two authors belong in the same ranks; Hawthorne very much so was obvious, whereas Poe 

employed much greater subtlety than had his contemporaries.  

     Martin must be consigned, therefore, to the second category of Poe critics, those having 

asserted an absence of and disinterest in moral content on Poe’s part. (Moreover, as argued 

elsewhere, Montresor’s act cannot be one of revenge since Fortunato never wronged him, and 

Poe’s tales lament Self-willed  rebellion against the traditional moral dictates of social 

orthodoxy.) 
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     Yvor Winter is firmly in the camp of those critics who cannot discern moral content in Poe’s 

tales, and he levies some rather harsh criticism against the author in reaching this conclusion. In 

his essay, there are two paragraphs which merit due consideration, the first being a direct quote 

of Poe’s and the second being his analysis of that quote, on which base he reaches his erroneous 

conclusion. First the Poe quote, which pertains to a discussion of Hawthorne’s writing, which 

Poe here critiques: 

           We have said that the tale has a point of superiority even  over the poem. In fact, while the  

      rhythm of this latter is an essential aid in the development of the artificialities of the poem’s  

     highest idea—the idea of the Beautiful—the artificialities of this rhythm are an inseparable  

     bar to the development of all points of thought or expression which have their basis in Truth.   

     But Truth is often, and in very great degree, the aim of the tale. Some of the finest tales are  

     tales of ratiocination. Thus the field of this species of composition, if not in so elevated a  

     region on the mountain of the Mind, is a tableland of far vaster extent than the domain of the  

     mere poem.  In products are never so rich, but infinitely more numerous, and infinitely more  

     appreciable by the mass of  mankind. The writers of the prose tale, in short, may bring to  

     his theme a vast variety of modes of inflections of thought and expressions (the ratiocinative,  

     the sarcastic, or the humorous) which are not only antagonistic to the nature of the poem, but  

     absolutely forbidden by one of its most peculiar and indispensable adjuncts; we allude, of  

     course, to rhythm. It may be added here, par parenthese [sic], that the author who aims  

     at the purely beautiful in a prose tale is laboring at a great disadvantage.  For Beauty can be  

     better treated in a poem. Not so with terror, or passion, or horror, or a multitude of  

     other such points. (Winters 31) 

 

     Before getting to what Winters gleans from this excerpt, it is worthwhile to dissect it in light 

of the contentions of this paper. Based on his above-quoted critical assessment, it seems that Poe  

associated Beauty and poetry with height (elevation), and Truth and tales with breadth (vastness); 

the problem with this analysis hinges on his use of the word “often”. When that realization is 

coupled with Winters’ subsequent pointing out that Poe’s discourse here is “noteworthy [in] that 

this is the only example which he gives of the invasion of the field of fiction by Truth,” one must 

realize that Poe is speaking in the language of possibility and not of prescription.  

     Furthermore, because Poe speaks to the tale’s ability to skillfully render modes and moods 
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(intellectual and emotional states), he is associating Truth here with veracity in representation, as 

in the faithful rendering of man’s thoughts, deeds, opinions, and feelings; perhaps most 

importantly, even this notion of truthfulness is related by Poe here to effect, and is not construed 

as factuality. Poe does not disallow that tales are capable of depicting or dispensing truth, and he 

realizes the general population most readily consumes tales, making them an ideal commercial 

pursuit. Poe also does not discount the possibility that a prose tale may be truly beautiful—he 

merely thinks it highly improbable. Importantly, he states that Truth is often the aim of the tale, 

not its achievement; aspirations do not always translate into successes.  

     As Poe does not equate tales with either typifying (signaled by his use of the term “often”) or 

with achieving the depiction of Truth (other than ratiocinative tales), they cannot be its most 

likely province. As this paper argues, Poe most likely thought the tale the province of Goodness, 

most capable of inculcating morals, and criticism the province of Truth. (If there are truths to be 

conveyed in tales, they are moral truths of a fixed, transcendent origin, discerned in objective 

reality.) 

     What Poe does not state is always just as important as what he does say (he cannot simply 

give away the solutions to his puzzles), therefore if one closely analyzes the subtilty of this 

excerpt, one can take away from it that, to Poe: (a) Beauty and poetry are most associated with 

height (supernal beauty being a means to elevate the soul); (b) Truth and criticism [being neither 

poem nor tale] are associated with breadth; and (c) Goodness and tales are associated with depth, 

that being the only remaining customary dimension which he does not address outright. 

(Remember, Poe says that the aim of the tale is often Truth; “often” is a term which denotes 

frequent exception, not a normative state. If Truth is merely often the aim of the tale, then it 
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cannot be its normative or standard provenance. Logic dictates that if the principal provenance of 

Truth is not the poem, and it is not the tales, then only criticism remains as the most likely 

candidate.) 

      This depth is one which involves plumbing the fathoms of the human heart, a heart which 

biblical tradition acknowledges is prone to wickedness at its very core, hence the evil quality of 

his Lucifer-figures, all of whom are human, too human, having kicked away the pricks meant to 

stake human conscience upright. Winters, as will be readily apparent, reaches an entirely 

opposite conclusion.  The critic closes his analysis with an opinion utterly contrary to the one 

adopted for this paper, as he writes, after noting the singularity of Poe’s discussion of the tale in 

relation to Truth (which the critic believes includes only tales of ratiocination): 

     [His] primary conception of intellectual activity in fiction appears to be in the 

contrivance of a puzzle. Between this childish view of intellectuality, on the one hand, and 

the unoriented emotionalism of the tale of effect on the other, we have that vast and solid 

region inhabited by the major literary figures of the world, the region in which human 

experience is understood in moral terms and emotion is the result of that understanding, or 

is seen in relationship to that understanding and so judged.  This region appears to have 

been closed to Poe […] we have no basis for believing that he ever discovered it. (Winters 

32) 

 

     His assessment is not merely inaccurate, it is palpably disparaging. To contend that Poe did 

not believe the tale to be the natural province of Truth does not mean that one should conclude 

that there is no other impetus driving Poe’s tales, namely Goodness. Poe’s tales epitomize human 

experience in moral terms, and the aspects of “emotionalism” he incorporates in them are 

superbly oriented to the human heart, in order to elicit profound (albeit unsettling) responses in 

his readers. In Poe, terror provides a mental and emotional gateway leading to horror; genuine 

horror does not consist of mere fright, but of a heightened sense of moral awareness achieved by 

alerting us to our recognition of and obligation to the humanity of the mortal Other.  
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     The unnamed, voiceless Roman Catholic cleric who surely withholds absolution from 

Montresor (evidenced by the narrator’s mocking Self-absolution) must no doubt have been 

horrified by the murderer’s confession in “Cask”; the unnamed narrator of “Usher” is horrified 

by realization of his role as unwitting accomplice in the murder of the Lady Madeline; and by 

Poe’s skillful depiction of sensory realities, the cruelty of the Inquisitors who torment their 

captive in “Pit” shocks our moral sensibilities, as does the callousness of the narrator in “Cat” 

when speaking of the murder of his most intimate and compassionate companions.  

     Winters denies Poe any moral content or aim, and in doing so, seems to fall prey to the 

vituperative accusations levied against the person of the author, for an utterly reprobate or 

immoral man has no access to the realm or interior “region” wherein morality exists; it is there, 

but he has sealed off his conscience no less than Montresor seals up Fortunato in the catacombs. 

Winters clearly does not count Poe among the “major literary figures,” thus either his bias feeds 

his interpretation, or vice versa.   

     Under the second part of the Howarth-edited anthology (the section entitled “Interpretations”) 

are to be found contributions by Charles O’Donnell, I.M. Walker, John S. Hill, Clark Griffith, 

John Lauber, Donald Barlow Stauffer, James W. Gargano, R. Arthur Robinson, and Robert 

Daniel.  For the purposes of this essay, we safely may ignore the pieces offered by O’Donnell, 

Griffith, Lauber, Stauffer, and Daniel: O’Donnell focuses almost exclusively on Pym; Daniel is 

concerned with the detective stories; and Lauber, Griffith, and Stauffer specifically concentrate 

their discussions on readings of “Ligeia”.  

     As Walker and Hill both speak to “Usher,” Gargano tackles “Cat,” and Robinson speaks to 

“Heart,” their works each merit a closer look.  Walker’s essay, “The ‘Legitimate’ Source of 
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Terror in ‘The Fall of the House of Usher’,” is quite good, and it helps substantiate the 

contention that Poe’s horror tales shun the supernatural in order to achieve their intended effect. 

Walker points to what he says was “an accepted scientific fact” of Poe’s day, namely the 

knowledge that gasses produced by the presence of decaying matter and foul water resulted in 

physical and mental illnesses. After noting that the narrator in “Usher” mentions the foul airs 

which “have their ghastly origin in the rank miasma of the tarn” on the Usher estate, he cites the 

work of American philosopher and psychologist Thomas C. Upham, who wrote in his Elements 

of Mental Philosophy: 

     There is another gas, the FEBRILE MIASMA, which is found, on being inhaled, to affect 

the mind also, by first affecting the sanguineous fluid. But this gas diminishes instead of 

increasing the volume of blood; as is indicated by a small contracted pulse, and an increasing 

constriction of the capillaries. As is the case of the nitrous oxide gas, the mental exercises are 

rendered intense and vivid by the febrile miasma; but the emotions which are experienced, 

instead of being pleasant, are gloomy and painful. The trains of thought, which are at such 

times suggested, and the creations of the imagination are all of an analogous character, 

strange, spectral, and terrifying. (I.M. Walker 50) 

  

     Here, then, is a plausible non-supernatural explanation for some of Roderick’s behavior, in 

terms of his physical condition and the types of artistry he wrought---bizarre and improvised 

dirges, eerily abstracted paintings, morbid poetry, wild and discordant musical compositions. 

(Perhaps this even accounts for the strangeness of the Lady Madeline’s illness, which baffles her 

physicians, although it should not be ruled out that Roderick has been exposing her to toxins in 

the same way that the narrator of “Imp” eventually succeeds in murdering his relative, by use of 

poisoned candles which gave off a deadly, odorless gas.)  

     Walker thinks the environment of the rotting Usher estate might even be responsible for 

Roderick’s madness. Pointing to the work of “an eminent Scottish doctor” named John 

MacCulloch, he culls an excerpt from a piece written on the irrational state produced by 
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exposure to miasmata, which Walker thinks similar to Roderick’s condition: 

     Despair and fear, analogous passions, are, rather than anger and its modes, the two great 

mental affections of hypochondriasis; and hence it is that fear chiefly often attends the 

paroxysm of this obscure remittent. This is true of marsh fevers generally, whether remittent 

or intermittent, and under all the modes of these diseases […] The conditions of the intellect 

then which I would here remark, are those of torpidity on the one hand and excitement on the 

other; the first consisting of an inability to think, sometimes attended by confusion of thought, 

and the other in an excessive flow or crowding of ideas, necessarily, in many cases, attended 

also with similar confusion. (I.M. Walker 51) 

 

     Walker thinks this a logical or “legitimate” explanation to account for Roderick’s fear of fear 

itself, as well as the hypochondria some readers allege he exhibits. (The problem with charging 

Roderick with hypochondria is then that his illness does not really exist, which means he doesn’t 

actually suffer from the ailments of which he complains. Seen in that light, the constitutional evil 

of which he complains to the narrator could only be hypochondria—but what hypochondriac 

knows that he is one? Clearly Roderick himself portrays it as being an inherited hypersensitivity 

to physical or sensorial stimuli.)  

     The tale does take place in a marshy area, and Roderick displays no ostensible forms of 

anger—but the Devil is the most “subtil” of all creatures, therefore his anger (born of envy of the 

good Madeline, his innocent foil) is made manifest covertly, in his murder of his goodly sister. 

(Madeline might be said to suffer from miasmatic difficulties intermittently, whereas Roderick 

appears to suffer from them remittently; intermittent fevers involve temporary elevations which 

fall back to normative temperatures, but with remittent ones, normality is never fully achieved.) 

     It must be remembered, though, that Roderick does not exhibit irrefutable symptoms of 

madness until after he has murdered his sister; this is the pattern of the Lucifer-figure tales, and 

none of the other ones involve miasmatic influences. Just as the alcoholism is a pretext in “Cat,” 

just as the charge of heresy is a pretext in “Pit,” just as the evilness of the old man’s eye is a 
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pretext in “Heart,” just as the unnamed insult is a pretext in “Cask,” so is the miasma a pretext in 

“Usher”; none of these pretexts were responsible for the actions of the murderers, all of whom go 

quite mad following their treacherous deeds. It should also not be forgotten that the Lucifer-

figure pattern involves protracted planning and/or torture of the innocent victims; evildoers, who 

cannot bear the sight of the good, must first attempt to disfigure goodness before doing away 

with it and trying to put it out of its sight forever. (It is for this reason that the Nazis were not 

content to merely murder the Jews, but first had to torture them as well.)  

     Such cunning is associated with the Devil, and it requires the murderers to enjoy compos 

mentis when plotting and executing their plans; what ailed them was a lack of compos moralis. 

The miasmata might account for Roderick’s physical ailment, but Poe clearly does not intend 

that it should be faulted for Usher’s moral depravity, since sinfulness always involves volition; to 

suggest that Roderick is a victim of his circumstances (health) exonerates him of the crime of 

murder, for we do not condemn that which cannot be controlled—the pattern of the Lucifer-

figure tales dictates that he must be guilty of this great crime, punishable by death. 

     Because Walker thinks the miasmatic influence is wholly accountable for Roderick’s actions, 

he seems to favor the idea shared by a few other critics, namely that the narrator himself has 

suffered a loss of sanity; other readers think the narrator becomes susceptible to his host’s 

influence, but Walker thinks him similarly a victim to the atmospheric phenomenon. Both of 

these propositions seem unlikely, though, given the brevity of the narrator’s stay, which could not 

have been for very long; he sees Madeline on the night of his arrival, and is soon told that she 

has passed away; she has lain in the tomb for several nights before she resurfaces, which means 

the narrator likely had not stayed at the estate for much more than a week. It is highly doubtful 
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that he would have lost his sanity at so rapid a rate, especially when one considers that there is no 

mention made of the servant losing his sanity, or Madeline losing hers, both of whom 

(presumably) had stayed there longer. (The critic puts the stay at eight days; see I.M. Walker 54.)  

     As Walker thinks it most likely that the narrator also suffers from atmospheric influences, he 

thinks that Roderick and the narrator suffer from a joint hallucination when the Lady Madeline 

appears in the doorway of Roderick’s den of iniquity. He writes that Poe did not intend that 

Madeline’s appearance should have “any reality outside the deranged minds” of her two 

entombers (I.M. Walker 54). In the first place, something experienced only in the mind could 

never count as reality, for reality requires an objective correlative object; even the term “virtual 

reality” is modified by the adjective “virtual,” to indicate that there is nothing of material 

substance to substantiate the claim of reality for the things viewed; if experienced solely in the 

mind, then one is rightly speaking of what Poe and others would term “ideality”. In the second 

place, hallucination is not included in the symptoms given by the doctors whose works Walker 

cites; confusion or crowding of thoughts is not synonymous with hallucinations.  

     The only way in which hallucination could fit the symptoms of miasma influence would be if 

the confusion of thoughts caused the hallucination—and, medically speaking, that is not how 

hallucinations originate. (Admittedly, the confusion of thoughts might be linked to the tottering 

of Reason on her throne, in the description of Roderick’s increasingly manifest madness; it 

should be pointed out, though, that the madness increases in its manifestation in correlation to 

the revelation of the wickedness on the part of the murderers.) 

     According to contemporary scientific accounts, there are at least nineteen known causes of 

hallucinations; Roderick does not appear to suffer from any of them, and even if he did, the 
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narrator surely cannot be thought to have done so. These causes are as follows: (1) psychosis; 

(2) schizophrenia; (3) Alzheimer’s Disease; (4) dementia; (5) alcohol withdrawal delirium; (6) 

hyponatremia; (7) epilepsy; (8) narcolepsy; (9) migraines; (10) caffeine overdose; (11) marijuana 

abuse; (12) hypoglycemia; (13) cryptococcal meningitis; (14) Wernicke-Korsakoff Syndrome; 

(15) focal onset seizures; (16) delirium; (17) primary cerebral lymphoma; (18) Kreutzfeld-Jakob 

Disease; and (19) schizoaffective disorder (Badii).  

     There is nothing-but-nothing in the tale which suggests that Roderick suffered from 

schizophrenia (split personality disorder), Alzheimer’s Disease (involving memory loss), alcohol 

withdrawal delirium, hyponatremia (low sodium), epilepsy (tremors and seizures), narcolepsy 

(uncontrollable lapses into sleep), migraines (even though migraine sufferers complain of 

hypersensitivity to sounds, smells, and light, Roderick never complains of headaches and the 

other symptoms which typify migraines), caffeine overdose, marijuana abuse, hypoglycemia 

(low blood sugar), cryptococcal meningitis (which, although it includes hypersensitivity, is 

characterized by headaches, vomiting, and nausea, same as migraines), Wernicke-Korsakoff 

Syndrome (vitamin B1 deficiency resulting from alcoholism and kidney failure), focal onset 

seizures (which result from epilepsy, brain tumors or infections, heat stroke, or low blood sugar), 

primary cerebral lymphoma (cancer of the brain or spinal cord, which is characterized by 

paralysis on one side of the body, seizures, headaches, nausea, vomiting, and difficulty 

walking—so deadly that most victims are dead within three months of contracting it), 

Kreutzfeld-Jakob Disease (associated with “mad cow disease,” involving the rapid-onset fatality 

resulting from direct ingestion of infected organic matter, the symptoms being blindness, 

difficulty speaking, sleepiness, convulsions, seizures, and loss of balance), or schizoaffective 
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disorder (bipolarism, in which one experiences periods of intense elation and happiness, 

alternated with periods of extreme depression and lethargy). 

     That leaves only psychosis, dementia, and delirium (the last of which is considered a medical 

emergency requiring immediate care); as these would be the most likely causes to explain the 

possibility of Roderick hallucinating, we will examine these a bit closer. The symptoms which 

characterize psychosis include hallucinations and delusions (belief in the sentience of the estate), 

but psychosis is marked by a total break from recognition from reality; certainly, the narrator has 

sense enough to discern the danger of staying in the collapsing manor, and as a result of this 

sanity, flees to safety. Both men see Lady Madeline at the threshold of the room in which they 

are situated, which means that, unless they have somehow managed to coordinate hallucinations, 

she is truly there and therefore Roderick has not had a total break from recognition of reality.  

     Other symptoms include depression and suicidal thoughts and actions, discombobulated 

speech (babbling or ranting), and either sleeping too much or too little; the narrator and host are 

unable to sleep on their last night in the home, due, in large measure, to the terrific storm raging 

above the manor; neither of them exhibit suicidal tendencies, and neither complain of depression; 

at no point does the narrator descend into babble, even if Roderick is said to mutter or murmur to 

himself. Dementia is typically associated with advanced age; it impacts memory, language, and 

judgment, and is actually a byproduct of neurodegenerative diseases (Alzheimer’s, Parkinson’s, 

Pick’s)—none of which either guest or host suffer from, as the symptoms provided for those 

types of conditions already show. (Parkinson’s affects motor skills and includes major 

uncontrollable shaking of the body; symptoms of Pick’s include obsessive-compulsive behavior 

and poor hygiene.) Delirium itself has several causes, but almost all of them are related to kidney 
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failure resulting from mosquito infection (malaria, yellow fever, typhus), alcoholism, septic 

shock, or disease such as smallpox. Neither Roderick nor the unnamed narrator display evidence 

of kidney failure. In short, there can be no hallucination, shared or otherwise, if there can be no 

“legitimate” source to account for it.  

     Walker concludes his essay with the following statement: “The purpose of the tale is to 

explore mental derangement rather than to present an elaborate Gothic horror story, and the 

terror it contains is psychological not ‘German’” (I.M. Walker 54). This simply cannot be a 

“legitimate” reading of the tale; Poe habitually uses mental derangement to symbolize moral 

degeneracy, and there can be no horror (heightened moral sensibility) if it only dealt with issues 

of mental health instead of human wickedness—terror, at best, but no horror. Even though 

mental illness can result from airborne pathogens which cause diseases (viral, bacterial, fungal, 

or parasitic), but since miasmatic symptoms of “marsh fever” do not include hallucinations, 

neither guest nor host suffer from them in witnessing the presence of the risen Lady Madeline.  

     Walker’s analysis seems to situate him, then, in the camp of the Psychoanalytics, even though 

he attributes Roderick’s illness (and therefore the murder) to organically-induced stresses on the 

mind, instead of emotionally-derived traumatic stresses. If Roderick’s murder of his sister could 

be attributed to illness instead of wickedness, then it would not have been murder, per se, for 

what cannot be controlled cannot be condemned. Freud would have it that everything which can 

be explained can be forgiven, but that is only because positivist psychoanalysis only sees human 

conduct in terms of responses to organic or traumatic experiences. Roderick suffers no 

emotionally traumatic events in the tale leading up to the murder, and it has been shown that he 

could not have suffered from miasma symptoms for either the alleged hallucination or the desire 
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to commit murder, since neither murderous thoughts nor hallucinations result from prolonged 

exposure to marsh gasses. Wickedness is always characteristic of internal corruption, thus 

evildoers do not act as a result of external forces; Abel applies no pressure and visits no trauma 

on Cain, and yet he, too, is murdered by his brother, nonetheless. 

    It is because the possibility of hallucination must be excluded as “legitimate” that one may 

readily dispense of John S. Hill’s essay which immediately follows Walker’s, “The Dual 

Hallucination in ‘The Fall of the House of Usher”. Aside from the fact that neither guest nor host 

exhibit the symptoms associated with the medical conditions which invite hallucinations, it 

should be pointed out that people do not experience hallucinations in perfect synchronicity; Poe 

has the narrator speak as though the vision is encountered simultaneously, and, moreover, he 

stresses the word “did” when writing that the Lady Madeline did stand in the doorway, as to 

emphatically establish the fact in the mind of the reader.  

     But what if one supposes that it is actually the narrator who stresses the word, and not the 

author? More proof of his sanity, for he is surely recounting the events to someone, either the 

reader, a local villager to whose home he has fled, a fellow aristocrat, etc. If the narrator is 

thought to be the one emphasizing the word “did” (as opposed to Poe), then he is attesting to the 

veracity of the events he relates, including that one; he cannot rightly be said to be sane whilst 

recounting all of the other details in his experience, but then suffering from a loss of sanity for 

the mere few seconds it takes to relate that one detail; either he has lost his mind, or he has not. If 

he had lost his mind, then he would not have had sense enough to flee the collapsing mansion in 

order to survive to tell the tale, and if he had not lost his mind, then he could not be wrong about 

the appearance of the Lady Madeline in the doorway.  
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     Whether one accepts the fact that it is Poe who emphasizes the word to clue in his audience of 

the event’s actuality, or that it is the necessarily sane narrator who emphasizes the word to 

confirm the actuality of the event to his audience, the fact remains that the incident did take 

place. Hill wastes eight pages writing about a theory which cannot stand, all because he ignores 

Poe’s emphasis on one little, italicized word. 

   James W. Gargano’s essay, “‘The Black Cat: Perverseness Revisited,” is not without its merits, 

but as is so often the case in “interpretations” of Poe’s work, it veers off course and ends up on 

the proverbial rocks. Very near to  the onset of his promising-sounding  essay, he writes:  

     Far from being a mere treatise on perverseness, ‘The Black Cat’ is on one level an intense 

study of the protagonist’s discovery of, and infatuated immersion in, evil, and on another level 

a subtle examination of the protagonist’s refusal to recognize the moral meaning of his 

[criminal] career. To demonstrate how these themes can be found in the story, however, it is 

necessary to recognize Poe’s essentially symbolic approach to his material. (Gargano 88). 

 

     It is not Poe’s treatise on perverseness, it is an attempt at Self-justification for Self-indulgent 

perversity given by a madman; just because he is not raving mad does not make him mad. It is 

the mad murderer’s treatise on perverseness, not the very sane Poe’s. Poe was writing in the age 

when the criminal insanity plea was coming into existence, so the narrator is crafty enough to try 

to escape justice by offering a pseudoscientific explanation for perversity, or an organic cause for 

it (his alcoholism)—he is projecting blame onto causes he has invented, hoping one of them will 

stick. His madness is the sort of cool, dispassionate and collected madness evidenced by the 

murderous narrators of “Cask,” “Imp,” and “Heart”—think of the crafty Norman Bates at the 

conclusion of the Alfred Hitchcock film Psycho, in which the character is calmly seated and 

thinks himself so innocent that he will not even move so as to hurt a fly. (Granted, he also thinks 

he is his mother, but we are speaking of restraint in madness, as opposed to frenzy.) Or think of 
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the crafty, cool evil of Samuel Jackson’s murderous character in the 2000 film Unbreakable, 

wherein he causes a train to crash, thereby killing dozens of people, just so he can fulfill a 

fantasy in which he thinks of himself as a supervillain in need of a worthy adversary. Evil can be 

mistaken for madness.  

     Sometimes, Adolf Hitler is held up as an example of a madman, given the ferocity of his 

rhetoric and his impassioned speeches— but can one truthfully state that all (or even most) of the 

many thousands upon thousands of “ordinary people” who dispassionately became murderous 

members of the Nazi Party were mad instead of radically evil? It beggars belief. The narrator in 

“Cat” describes his murder of his wife and the barbarous torture and killing of his first feline, 

Pluto, as “a series of mere household events”; in what world could this be a sane declaration, 

except, perhaps, the grotesque anti-world of the Nazis? He states this at the beginning of his 

confession, therefore as reasonable as he may seem, he is clearly delusional, for murder is never 

the accepted norm in a sane and truly moral world. 

     Gargano is not wrong when speaks of the narrator’s infatuation with evil; in fact, he must be 

given credit for even acknowledging the concept, since there is a dearth of literary criticism 

which recognizes evil as a genuine phenomenon or wickedness as a condition of the human soul. 

Most Poe criticism speaks of “psychal” phenomena, but by this term they actually signify 

psychological issues associated with mental illness, and not the reality of moral perversity. (This 

is somewhat of an ironic development, considering the word “psyche” actually means “soul,” 

and Freud was an ardent atheist and refused to recognize that people have souls; he was a 

Materialist and a Positivist, and would only recognize organic stresses to the body or traumatic 

impact on the mind.) The protagonist does not “discover” evil, though, because wickedness is 
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not an external property but an internal condition; evil is the performance of deeds which result 

from satiating wicked desires, therefore it is impossible to “discover” something which requires 

one’s own volition. Wickedness is inclination, evil is indulgence of that inclination; the thought 

must precede the deed. (It is for this reason that, in reciting the Lord’s Prayer, petitioners ask that 

they be delivered from “evil”; they cannot ask to be delivered from wickedness, since 

wickedness is an inherent tendency existent within themselves. As such, they do not pray to be 

delivered from themselves—that is the protection sought in the line “lead us not into 

temptation”—but ask to be delivered from the hands of abusive and destructive evildoers, and to 

be prevented from becoming evildoers themselves.) 

     But where Gargano runs afoul of making his case is when he contends that this tale is one in 

which Poe relies on a symbolic approach—not in the correct sense, in that Poe uses mental 

illness to symbolize moral degeneracy, or to illustrate that utter insanity results from violating the 

two greatest commandments, but, alas and alack, he, too, falls into the trap of the Psychoanalytic 

critics. How else to account for later bizarre and untenable assessments, such as: “The cat, then, 

must be understood not realistically but symbolically. It is the narrator’s own multiple nature, its 

mild disposition momentarily distracting attention from its suggestive blackness and its name 

implying that for all its tender responsiveness it has potentially infernal qualities.  

     To put it briefly, once the total self is outraged, the subterranean king, Pluto, tyrannically 

exacts his vengeance” (Gargano “Black Cat” 89).  Rubbish. If the first cat represents the 

murderer, then what of the second cat? Whom does it represent? The murdered wife? It survives, 

she does not. Moreover, Pluto is never given to indulge his “infernal qualities”; given the pattern 

of the Lucifer-figures, which follow the pattern of Cain’s murder of the innocent Abel, the victim 



660 

never gives offense, nor is the victim predisposed to giving offence. The killed cat is more a type 

for the innocent and always kindly wife, not the murderous husband. All jokes about the evilness 

of cats aside, this cat in particular was all sweetness and light, therefore Gargano in can no way 

be correct here. The affectionate black cat is associated with the affectionate wife. The second 

cat, recollect, is black and white, and bears the white area which the narrator comes to think 

resembles a gallows; and it is black and white justice that the murderer is guilty of his foul crime, 

thus underscoring the fact that he was not mad when he committed it. The story is titled “The 

Black Cat,” though, which means the focus should be on the nature of the first beast, whose 

lovingkindness is meant to cast into high relief (as is shown in the tale itself, when its corpse is 

captured in limestone) the extreme perversity or wickedness of the narrator. 

     Gargano does redeem himself to some extent, though, near the end of the essay, as he opines: 

     The narrator’s rational attempt to explain away his responsibility seems to me a result of 

his atrophied moral sense. As will be shown, he continually rejects obvious moral 

explanations in favor of either spurious and ingenious rationalization or admissions of his 

inability to determine the cause-and-effect relationship between the events of his life. 

(Gargano “Black Cat” 90).  

 

     Indeed, his is an atrophied moral sense, but it is one brought about by dint of his own volition. 

Atrophy results when a muscle is severed from the part of the body to which is intended to be 

attached; the murderer has Self-severed his connection to the body of Christ, or put another way, 

in the hardness of his heart, he has cut himself off from God and his fellow man. (In his abuse of 

his pets, he even could be said to have severed his ties to World/Nature.) The heart is a muscle; it 

needs to be properly exercised in order to remain strong without becoming rigid (hard), and 

muscles which experience atrophy wither away and die.  

     Gargano at least concludes his essay with a few salient observations, the first of these being: 
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“Obviously, then, the narrator’s version of the ‘mere household events’ cannot be accepted 

uncritically, nor, I believe, can his self-exculpating theory of perverseness. He is, of course, eager 

to introduce into a world of psychological and moral order a concept that eliminates the onus of 

responsibility and guilt” (91). 

      This is a recognition on the critic’s part that one should question the sanity of the narrator, 

especially since the warped state of his mind is revealed almost from the onset of the confession; 

it is only the warped state of his soul which is revealed as the tale progresses. Gargano is totally 

on point when he speaks of the murderer’s projection of blame, for this is the pattern of the 

Lucifer-figures: in “Cat,” it is placed on alcoholic spirits and a so-called “spirit of perverseness”; 

in “Heart,” it is placed on the alleged evilness of the old man’s eye; in “Cask,” it is placed on a 

rumored-yet-fabricated insult made by Fortunato; in “Usher,” it is placed on the fictional 

malevolent sentience or illness alleged in the estate; and in “Pit,” it is on heresy placed on the 

“bold recusant” tortured by the Inquisitors—all pretexts which speak to the innocence of the 

victims, being all lies, for the Devil is a liar (Jn. 8:44). 

     Gargano renders his final assessment of the narrator in “Cat” in the closing lines of his text: 

     His swaggering confidence in the presence of the police represents, I feel, a blind trust in 

the power of his intellect to triumph over the superstitions which he feels are formulated in 

the moral code […] Finally, however, the illumination or insight that his catastrophe should 

fore upon the narrator never comes. Perversely convinced that what has happened to him 

lacks cause and effect, he betrays almost complete moral insensitivity even as he is about to 

be executed by the agents of the very Law he has flouted and attempted to explain away. 

(“Black Cat” 92-93) 

 

   The other Lucifer-figures are known for pride of intellect—Montresor boasts of his deceptive 

cunning in dealing with his unsuspecting victim in “Cask,” just as the murderer in “Heart” does. 

Although we do not hear it from their mouths, no doubt the Inquisitors in “Pit” thought their 
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tortures ingenious, and Roderick is painted in a light which suggests a depraved-yet-keen 

intellect, given his extensive library. And why not? Satan is given in Christian tradition and 

Scripture to be the most clever and most exalted of God’s creatures, whose fall is the result of his 

rebellious pride. There can be no insight where there is nothing but darkness, where one has 

intentionally shut out the light of God just as the murderer willfully shuts close the tin lantern in 

“Heart,” in order to ensure the blackness needful to carry out his treachery.  

     That Gargano thinks the narrator of “Cat” has betrayed “almost complete moral insensitivity” 

can only make sense if he is including the acts of tenderness which the murderer says 

characterized his infancy and early marriage; we have only his word to go by, though, and he is a 

Self-deluded liar and a madman when recounting this tale, and, as such, even those statements 

must be called into question. The narrator seems to have more in common with the narrator of 

Robert Browning’s ducal narrator in “My Last Duchess,” in which famous poem the husband 

murders the wife for no other reason than she is goodly and loving and kind to all, same as the 

wife in “Cat”; evildoers cannot bear the sight of the good. It is for this reason that the narrator of 

“Cat” likely did not “discover evil,” any more than did the coolly murderous husband in the 

Browning poem, as it came naturally to them both—and we are justly horrified by the Self-ish 

callousness and egotism of the duke in Browning’s poem, for he speaks as casually of ordering 

her murder as if it were a mere “household event”. Because Gargano at least speaks in terms of 

evil, we may consider him as belonging to the third category of critics, those who discern some 

moral content in Poe’s work, but who never fully develop their analysis of it, and who never 

point to Scripture as the source of the very “moral code” of which Gargano writes. 

     R. Arthur Robinson’s essay, “Poe’s ‘Tell-Tale Heart,” rounds off the critical examination of 
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the Howarth anthology, as the other works contained within it pertain to Poe’s detective fiction, 

“Ligeia,” “William Wilson,” and so forth. Robinson plainly states his purpose within the opening 

paragraphs of his essay: “In the present study my object is to show that beneath its narrative flow 

the story illustrates the elaboration of design which Poe customarily sought, and also that it 

contains two of the major psychological themes dramatized in his longer works” (94-95). He is 

not wrong in asserting that Poe, as a matter of habit and principle, crafted his stories with 

deliberate care and an overarching design, or “preconceived effect”; an arabesque pattern 

necessitates such precision and intent, and Poe himself declared the interdependency of elements 

in order to sustain the integrity of plot. Robinson is also correct to think that the themes which 

Poe utilizes in “Heart” also may be found in his longer works; but are these themes limited to the 

psychological?  

     The elaboration of design to which Robinson refers is Poe’s use of sensory data provided 

within the tale, which he says, “provides the foundation for an interesting psychological 

phenomenon in the story” (95). In reference to the many accounts wherein the murderous 

narrator says that he paused and listened, Robinson thinks this increases the level of suspense in 

the reader, therefore “reduplication of the device gives the story structural power” (96). He also 

thinks the slow-motion of the murderer intensifies the subjectivity of the tale. Pointing to what he 

refers to as “the psychological triad of stimulus, internal response, and action,” he believes the 

narrator is best characterized by exaggerated attention to the middle leg of the triad (internal 

response), to such an extent that “the indeterminate, subjective experience is prolonged to a point 

where psychologically it is beyond measure” (Robinson 96). 

      In other words, the narrative’s conveyance of the supreme subjectivity of the murderer is 
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underscored by his emphasis on internal response; this is another way of saying that the object 

(the old man’s eye) becomes irrelevant as the motivating agent towards action. Whereas this 

might certainly be a genuine form of mental illness, in conforming to the Lucifer-figure pattern, 

we should know that the evilness of the old man’s eye is nothing but a pretext in the murderous 

heart of the servant, and not a mere object of fixation in the mind of the killer. One must bear in 

mind the murderer’s confession: “It is impossible to say how first the idea entered my brain; but 

once conceived, it haunted me day and night […] I think it was his eye! yes, it was this! […] 

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” (Poe 121). 

     Scrutiny of this excerpt reveals that the evilness of the eye is merely a pretext for the murder 

because the murderer is giving an account of his motivation after the act, and has to invent an 

excuse for the police: Who commits murder and then says “I think I did it for this reason”; 

murder is always premeditated, but to think up a reason after the deed is to invent an excuse for 

others. Because he also confesses that he meditated on in for some time, it could not have been 

an act committed in the heat of the moment (as an impassioned argument).  

     Because he thought he was clever enough to get away with the murder in trying to dispose of 

the dismembered body under the floorboards he so carefully replaced, he never thought he 

would be required to provide an explanation for motive, which is why he must think one up 

during his confession. The true motive is the wickedness of his own heart, nothing more, for 

evildoers cannot bear the sight of the good. Robinson cannot be correct; the murderer never 

loses sight of the objective stimulant (the old man’s eye) because it was never the stimulant in 

the first place, being instead merely a pretext latterly invented. 
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     After noting that Poe handles chronology (time and sequence) similarly in the manner in 

which events unfold in the plot of “Pit,” he speaks of the use of temporary symbolic paralysis in 

a handful of Poe’s works—e.g., the mariner’s grip on the ship’s bolt in “Descent,” the catalepsy 

of Madeline in “Usher,” and the constraint of the prisoner in “Pit”. This seems an unconvincing 

argument: in “Descent,” the narrator chooses to relinquish his grip; in “Usher,” Madeline is 

unconscious when buried alive (possibly even rendered unconscious by her brother); and in 

“Pit,” the narrator is actually physical constrained by external forces at work on the body, thus 

none of their circumstances equate with paralysis of a person legitimately gripped with fear.   

     All three instances involve characters who are at best immobilized, but this cannot be said of 

the narrator of “Heart,” who moves freely, albeit slowly, and who never experiences a moment 

of inability to act in accordance with his volition, as is the case with the other three tales. 

Immobility is not synonymous with constraint, constraint is not synonymous with paralysis, and 

the murderer in “Heart” experiences neither immobility, nor constraint, let alone paralysis; a 

Self-willed pause in action (as in “Heat” and “Cask”) can never amount to a non-willed 

cessation of it. In this line of reasoning, Robinson appears so desperate to make his 

psychoanalytic argument that he is blind to how incongruous his examples are in seeking to 

make his point. 

     Still clinging to the psychological template he has projected onto “Heart,” he then offers, in 

reference to the slow-motion technique it employs, that “three states of being are present 

concurrently: emotional tension, loss of mental grasp upon the actualities of the situation, and 

inability to act or to act deliberately” (Robinson 98). No, no, and no.  

     The murderer plots and proceeds to act in full compos mentis, and loses his mental grasp 
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only after the murder is committed. He experiences no emotional tension prior to the deed 

because he invents a motive after executing it, as argued previously. Moving onto what the critic 

considers to be the second major theme in “Heart,” he points to what he says is “the murderer’s 

psychological identification with the man he kills,” which he states is linked to the first theme, 

“the indefinite extension of subjective time” (Robinson 98).  

     How does the murderer self-identify with the victim? Merely by acknowledging that he full 

well knows what the groan of dread means which his intended victim lets out! In a torturous 

attempt to prove his psychoanalytic framing of the murderer’s mind, he writes, in speaking of 

the murderer: “The groan is an ‘echo’ of these terrors within. The speaker [confessing murderer] 

has attempted a kind of catharsis by forcing his own inner horror to arise in his companion and 

then feeding his self-pity on it. This pity cannot prevent the murder, which is a further attempt at 

exorcism” (Robinson 99). Rubbish!  To put it another way, Robinson is actually arguing that the 

murderer terrorized his victim in order to elicit a response from the victim which might 

vindicate the murderer. There is no inner horror experienced on the part of the murderous 

narrator, for he is not horrified (does not experience heightened moral sensitivity) as the means 

to commit murder! 

     The theme of “Heart,” he writes, “is self-destruction through extreme subjectivity marked 

paradoxically by both an excess of sensitivity and temporal solipsism” (Robinson 99). He 

supports this contention by appealing to Eureka, thus revealing another trend in Poe criticism, in 

which his earlier works (errantly) are construed by reading the ideas presented in Eureka 

backwards into them.  And yet Poe would have us understand that extreme subjectivity does 

lead to death, for it both is and leads to radical evil. The critic’s concluding thoughts must be 
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quoted herein, for they reveal just how very, very, very wrong the turns Poe criticism have taken 

are, in its adoption of psychoanalytic templates and its foolish and utterly anathematic 

misreading of Eureka, for this critic’s words crystallize the craziness of the results such 

endeavors yield: 

     How seriously Poe could take this relativity of time and experience is evident in the 

poetic philosophy of Eureka (1849). There time is extended almost infinitely into the life 

cycle of the universe, but that cycle itself is only one heartbeat of God, who is the ultimate 

subjectivity. Romantically, indeed, Poe goes even further in the conclusion to Eureka, and 

sees individual man becoming God, enclosing reality within himself, and acting as his own 

creative agent, In this state, distinction between subjective and objective fades: ‘the sense of 

individual identity will be gradually merged in the general consciousness’.  

     Destruction then becomes self-destruction, the madman and his victim being aspects of 

the same universal identity. Death is not only self-willed but takes on some of the sanctity of 

creative and hence destructive Deity. The heartbeat of the red slayer and the slain merge in 

Poe’s metaphysical speculations as well as in the denouement of a horror story. This extreme 

subjectivity, moreover, leaves the ethical problem of “The Tell-Tale Heart” unresolved […] 

Poe also has left unresolved the story’s ultimate degree of subjectivity. No objective setting 

is provided; so completely subjective is the narrator that few or no points of alignment with 

the external world remain. (Robinson 100-101, emphases mine) 

 

     (As computer programmers are wont to say, “garbage in, garbage out.”) 

      In the first place, Eureka is actually a mocking of those ideas, not a valorizing of them; it is 

the German philosophers who were obsessed with collapsing Cartesian distinctions between 

subject and object, and German metaphysicians are the frequent butt of Poe’s works, as were the 

German-led Romantics who emerged as a result of the Sturm-und-Drang movement. In the 

second place, as a traditional biblical moralist, Poe never would have argued that victim and 

victimizer would become coequals with one another, for Scripture clearly attests that 

righteousness hath no part with belial, and a just God would never refuse to distinguish between 

defendant and appellant in His court of divine justice; what sort of  sane and moral world refuses 

to hold the guilty accountable for the actions they have committed against the innocent?  
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     A Freudian one, in which the murderer can be excused if but his motives are understood. God 

is no Freudian, thank God. Poe would never, ever contend that victim and victimizer become as 

one, nor that subject and object merge; in Scripture, at the time of eternal judgment, God 

separates the sheep (the righteous) from the goats (evildoers), and the beggar Lazarus is safely in 

the bosom of Abraham while the sinful rich man cannot cross the chasm between them (Mt. 

25:31-46 and Lk. 16:19-31, respectively). The wicked souls, therefore, do not even exist next to 

righteous ones, let alone become unified with them.  

     Also, Poe would never, ever contend that Man could be as if he were the Most High God, nor 

would he that Man would be the Most High God. Both of those ideas represent ideological and 

speculative propensities which signify grotesquery in metaphysics, in that they distort the proper 

relationships and hierarchy of the biblical depictions of God, Man, and the World.  

     If the murderer is not distinct from his victim, then how can this be a horror tale? The terror 

experienced by the old man is not the horror which the reader is intended to experience, for 

horror is heightened moral sensibility; how can readers be horrified by the inhumanity of the 

murderer if he is merged into the humanity of the victim? If one joins or collapses good into evil, 

then one does away with both categories, leaving neither— and there is nothing to be learned 

from nothing; this is the evil of Postmodernism, which is supreme nihilism. 

      Poe criticism also fails to distinguish the good from the bad, because now everything—

including “interpretational” garbage of this sort—has become academically acceptable as a result 

of the theories peddled by Derrida and Fish, who more and more resemble the disingenuous two 

confidence men of the Hans Christian Andersen tale “The Emperor’s New Clothes,” in that they 

have sold foolish and proud academics a bill of goods for a bolt of theories which cannot be 



669 

substantiated, i.e.,  which have no substance.483  They are shameless theoretical hucksters, the 

both of them, and their theories have created a confederacy of dunces. 

     The critic’s final sentences and final pronouncement? This irredeemably false statement: “The 

victim imagines himself as another and recoils from the vision. Seeing and seen eye become 

identical and must be destroyed” (Robinson 102). Good Lord, no! The victim in the tale is the 

old man, not the murderer; Robinson not only conflates them, he reverses their identities—

essentially calling good evil and evil good! The old man, as true victim, does not recoil from a 

vision of himself as the murdering servant; he cannot even see in the room, due to its blackness, 

only audibly detecting the presence of his assailant.  

     He cannot recoil from a psychological sense of the term “vision,” because had the victim 

identified himself with the servant, he would have had a murderer’s heart as well, and therefore 

their relationship would have been antagonistic and grounded in suspicion. If one suspects that 

the person with whom one lives shares a murderer’s heart and mindset compared with one’s own, 

would he sleep with his door unlocked, and with no weapon at his bedside? The victim never 

identified with the murderer, and the victim never was the murderer. Finally, it is the old man’s 

eye which is destroyed and not the servant’s own eye; the murderer never lost the ability to 

distinguish between the old man and himself, therefore there never was a collapse of distinction 

between the two men; it is a tale of murder, not of suicide, unless one speaks of murder as 

suicide, since the wages of sin is death (and it is in the face of the Other that we are to recognize 

our self)—but that is not what the critic means at all. 

     The Devil is not in sympathy with the Messiah; the anti-Christ is not in sympathy with Christ; 

and righteousness hath no part with belial. Robinson must be consigned, at last, to the worthless 
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category of the Psychoanalytics; his essay should be consigned to the dustbin of literary 

criticism. 

     The Cambridge Companion to Edgar Allan Poe, a collection of essays introduced and edited 

by Kevin J. Hayes, includes the standard chronology of Poe’s life, a small handful of 

illustrations, an introduction by its editor, and just over a dozen essays. For the purposes of this 

paper, some of these entries may be readily dismissed, for they do not speak to its intended 

focus: Kent Ljunquist’s essay pertains to Poe is his historical role as influential literary critic; 

Sandra M. Tomc’s essay is biographically-geared, devoting special attention to Poe’s intimate 

circle; Rachel Polonsky’s contribution speaks directly to her (flawed) understanding of Poe’s 

aesthetic theory; Teresa A. Goddu’s work concentrates on sensationalism and slavery in Poe’s 

day; John Tresch’s essay is devoted to discussion of Poe as seminal science fiction author; Peter 

Thom’s piece focuses on the detective tales; Karen Weekes’ piece looks at Poe’s “feminine 

ideal” (his female characters); Geoffrey Sanborn turns his attention to Poe’s novella Pym; 

Richard Kopley and Hayes discuss the poems “The Raven” and “Ululame”; Mark Neimeyer 

examines Poe’s fascination with and representation of popular culture; and Hayes’ essay, “One-

Man Modernist,” is a discussion of artists (mostly painters and filmmakers) claiming or 

demonstrating an affinity with Poe, or those having illustrated his works. (All of the artists Hayes 

discusses therein are associated with the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, who rose 

to fame after Poe’s death.) 

     There are only three essays from this collection, therefore, which touch on points raised in 

this paper, and these are Daniel Royot’s “Poe’s Humor,” “Benjamin Franklin Fisher’s “Poe and 
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Gothic Tradition,” and Scott Peeples’ “Poe’s ‘Constructiveness’ and ‘The Fall of the House of 

Usher’”. 

     Dealing with these three in reverse order, although Peeples’ essay specifically pertains to 

“Usher,” it is of little application to this study, for it is concerned with the literal structure of 

Poe’s phrasing (it begins with a diagram of the tale’s opening sentence, in the manner in which 

sentences used to be mapped out in English composition courses), and he points out that the 

vocabulary employed by Poe helps to describe an atmosphere in which the words essentially 

create the sense of the environment being described—in much the same way Ezra Pound 

employs the words “Sargasso Sea”(a nautical phenomenon associated with driftwood, dregs, and 

sluggish waters) in the poem “Portrait d’un Femme” to describe a woman whose mind and 

speech resembles the maritime anomaly. (Peeples think the deadness and deadliness of the estate 

is conveyed by the opening sentence of the tale, which he describes as “motionless” (180).)  

     But Peeples raises two relevant points, one which he intends and the other which has 

implications he does not address. First, he rightly notes: “While readers too often assume that 

Poe closely resembles his own perverse characters, one respect in which he really does resemble 

them is that he insists on showing his work, hiding his ‘signature’ in plain sight” (Peeples 187) 

As argued throughout this paper, Poe’s signature cleverness in the tales herein analyzed is 

revealed in the moral content contained within them, albeit they remain hidden in plain sight, not 

unlike the missive in  his tale of “The Purloined Letter”; Poe prized himself on his cleverness, 

and he uses subtle biblical allusions to paint the portraits of the Lucifer-figures featured in these 

tales.  
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     The second point Peeples calls to attention is that Poe’s circumscription of space within the 

tales closely mirrors Poe’s conceiving of a tale as a closed system; any derivation from the bare 

essentials required for a perfect plot and the narrative collapses, therefore nothing more should 

be added, and nothing else should be removed from it (186). This is a perfectly logical (and 

accurate) observation, and Peeples rattles off the names of several Poe stories in which the action 

is contained or confined to a limited sphere (186).  

     What Peeples does not state, though, is that the second law of thermodynamics, the law of 

entropy, is characterized, in part, by an increase in the lack of predictability and the gradual 

decline into disorder—it is the irreversible disintegration of a closed system, and Poe’s Lucifer-

figure tales hit all marks on these counts. Was this law known in Poe’s day, and could he have 

made use of it? Yes, and he possibly did, for he demonstrates a grasp of astrophysics (and 

German cosmology in particular) in his parodic satire Eureka. (Entropy, also called the Law of 

Conversion of Mass, was discovered by Antoine Laurent Lavoisier (1743-94) circa 1785.) Lest I 

here be misunderstood, I am not suggesting that Poe deliberately crafted his tales so as to 

embody this natural phenomenon, merely that the concept is helpful to understanding the 

structuring of his tales. The cramping and sealing off of space is a literary framing device 

employed by Poe in order to enhance the terror-inducing mood he desired, and it reflects well the 

disintegration and decay of the minds of the murderers having cut their ties from God and their 

fellow men. 

     Fisher’s essay, “Poe and Gothic Tradition,” really deals more with the larger Gothic tradition 

than it does with Poe specifically, but it points out a few things which other essays omit, such as 

the European proclivity to feature ruined castles and abbeys as a convention which Americans 
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had to revise into haunted mansions and terrifying landscape scenes in the absence of Medieval 

and classical edifices. He provides a cursory overview of the history of the term “Gothic” and its 

negative connotations with German barbarians (therefore similarly used in Poe’s day as an insult 

to suggest unrefined literature or uncivilized persons); the term as applied to architecture, 

though, came to be associated with the divine as a result of the churches designed to achieve 

heights never-before achieved (à la the introduction of flying buttresses), which were filled with 

light streaming through stained-glass windows. (Although since these churches were Roman 

Catholic, the use of such churches and abbeys for nefarious and mysterious deeds were also 

meant to negatively associate the wickedness of the characters with the papish religion. That the 

book titles in Roderick’s infernal library point to Roman Catholicism is surely no accident on 

Poe’s part.) 

      “Gothic,” then, could simultaneously signify both the highest and the basest, the darkest and 

the light, the awe-inspiring spirituality of God and the terrifying lowliness of man in his 

presence. (It also allows for the seemingly contrary combination of humor and horror, the 

German conception of grotesquery espoused by the Schlegels, and discussed elsewhere in the 

“The Devil’s Dictionary” portion of this essay which draws on the work of G.W. Thompson and 

his notion of “Romantic Irony”. As Fisher rightly notes, “Debates over what is serious, what 

comic, in Poe’s fiction continue to the present day” (80 “Poe and Gothic Tradition.”).) Fisher 

offers:  

     What finally emerged as a mainstay in Gothic works, architectural setting or not, was an 

atmosphere conducive to anxieties in the protagonist and, depending on the situation in the 

story, among other characters in general. The literal haunted castle, cathedral, monastery was 

often transformed into some natural setting and conducive to unrest and fears, or, in yet 

another kind of development, to a haunted mind which required no castle or frowning 
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mansion to stimulate terrors, the corridors of the psyche sufficing to engender such a frisson. 

(“Poe and Gothic Tradition” 75). 

 

     Fisher contends that Poe recognized the compatibility of German Gothic elements and 

psychological plausibility, and he used that awareness to craft sophisticated tales of terror; the 

plausibility factor helps to provide what Poe calls “legitimate causes”. Fisher also describes 

Brockden Brown’s novels as being psychologically-driven horrors, and he points out the 

“legitimate causes” which inform the seemingly supernatural phenomena of Brockden Brown’s 

works (e.g. yellow fever deliriums, ventriloquism) (“Poe and Gothic Tradition” 77). 

Interestingly, Fisher states: “Nearly all of Poe’s tales, however, may be categorized as crime 

stories, whether they be crime against another or against the self” (“Poe and Gothic Tradition” 

87). 

      This is a remarkably astute observation, for the Lucifer-figure tales are concerned with divine 

justice, in that unrepentant sinners are doomed to die, for the wages of sin is death—eternal 

death—and the violence done to others is also violence done to the Self, for murder amounts to 

suicide. Fisher also thinks Madeline and Roderick guilty of  incest, and he thinks Roderick’s 

sickness might even be a result of him being sickened by remorse and guilt, as well as thinks that 

it is likely that Roderick’s lack of “ordinary human love or decency” may be attributed to his 

“artistry” (“Poe and Gothic Tradition” 90).  

     The impossible irony of Fisher’s statement is that artists are the demographic typically 

labelled as being the most sensitive and susceptible to such sentimentality and ardor; in Poe’s 

aesthetic theory, the most poetic person is also the most moral, for he is incensed by the 

disproportion or grotesquery of injustice.  Fisher points out that Roderick’s poetry is terrifying, 

his music weird, his reading selections bizarre, and his paintings devoid of warmth and content, 
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and that all these things are indicators that “all is not well with the visitor’s soul” (“Poe and 

Gothic Tradition” 90).  

     The visitor’s soul, mind you, not Roderick’s. He could not be more wrong if he tried, for 

instead of recognizing these aspects as “tells” of Roderick’s wicked soul, he instead suggests that 

the narrator is repulsed by such things because he sees them as a reflection of himself, as when 

he gazed into the tarn. No, the revulsion is the result of the narrator being both moral and sane, 

yet in the presence of an increasingly immoral and insane host. The narrator peers into the tarn 

because he is not evil, for it is evildoers who cannot bear their own reflection: they cannot bear 

the sight of the good, they cannot bear the sight of themselves, and they cannot bear to be in the 

sight of the good. The narrator, being a good person and friend to Roderick, is therefore in mortal 

danger the longer he is exposed to Roderick. 

     Fisher’s work is very general, which is appropriate for an introductory “reader” for Poe 

students, such as those offered in the Cambridge series, but it has nothing to pronounce on moral 

content present in Poe’s tales, instead entertaining merely preposterous psychological angles in 

contemplating the works, e.g., that the murderous narrator is in “Cat” walling up his wife might 

be symbolic of him denying any nurturing aspects of his psyche and his feminine side (“Poe and 

Gothic Tradition” 86). Fisher also thinks that the murderous narrator in “Heart” rambles as a 

matter of having developed a guilty conscience, and he does not perceive that the madness 

results from unrepentant guiltiness before the moral Law, not experienced guilt (“Poe and Gothic 

Tradition” 87). 

     Royot’s piece on Poe’s humor is an enjoyable read, documenting examples of Poe’s 

mischievousness, but offering nothing in the way of analysis proper of the tales specifically 
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selected for examination in this paper. Still, he puts somewhat of a spin on Poe’s true 

personality, for he offers a somewhat semi-psychological and semi-cultural historical read of the 

author, whom he correctly posits was responding to his times, and whom he rightly insists should 

never be understood apart from his inherently comic nature: 

     Poe was also a born humorist, equally inspired by parody and self-mockery. In an anti-

romantic vein so common among the popular humorists of his time, he enjoyed applying his 

acumen to deride the outpourings of emotions too often surging from mediocre fiction and 

poetry […] Nudged toward laughter through the medium of satiric irony or sheer 

extravagance, the latter was expected to be tickled out of conformity. In the mean time, Poe’s 

hoaxes and explorations were intended to slough off European trappings and undermine the 

cultural hegemony of smug New England pundits. His sense of the absurd could hopefully 

liberate his reader from the cultural pressures tailoring his imagination, while his manifold 

paradoxes were applied in a myriad of ways to voice his subversive attitudes […] Granted 

that he may have been taken too seriously by critics eager to tear off the veil from his short 

fiction and to reveal his quintessential mournfulness [Silverman and Hoffman, e.g.], anyone 

attempting to exhume the funny bone from his tales at all costs would run the risk of 

overarching himself. (Royot 57-58, emphases mine) 

 

     It is a mistake  to contend that Poe sought to “slough off European trappings,” for he clearly 

admired and modeled his work on his British predecessors, disdaining only the Germans and 

largely ignoring the French as inconsequential or at least uninfluential. Although perhaps 

“extract” would be a better term than “exhume” herein (for to exhume something is to bring it to 

the surface), Royot clearly understands that Poe is responding to his age, in terms of grist for his 

mill, and also that Poe’s response to cultural phenomena is ground out through the stones of his 

inherently humorous character. The movements and sentiments and artifacts of his day provide 

the fodder for Poe’s delicious wit to grind, as when cows ruminate on the grasses on which they 

have been fed; the end result is milk, a product entirely different, in having been subjected to the 

process of rumination. That Poe’s milk is not always associated with honey is to be expected, for 

his was a critical mind, and soured or curdled cream must be skimmed from the literary pail. 
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Royot notes that Poe shares a connection to the popular humorists, which would include the 

British Neoclassicist moral satirists of the previous century, the connections of which are made 

plainer elsewhere in this paper.  

     To his credit, Royot acknowledges Poe’s debt to Pope, Dryden, and Swift, and whereas he 

does not provide any examples of this debt, he does argue: “Problematic views of his comic 

spirit should therefore consider the comedies and satires as a palimpsest with popular and 

classical material engraved in an elaborate literary creation transcending crude hoaxes and trivial 

yarnspinning” (59). (Tales are told by yarnspinners; yarns are implausible tales.) The pinnacle of 

this comic spirit, the highest achievement of this literary elaboration transcending other forms, is 

Eureka, which Poe himself stated was a consummation he could never top. 

     Royot is one of the only critics who speaks of Poe’s works in light of the tradition of the 

genre of the tale, for he points to the Baltimore “windies” of Poe’s day, fantastic “yarns” or 

narratives “spun” about swashbucklers, in which mock seriousness betrayed the comical aspect 

of the anecdotes relayed in alternating tones of hyperbole and understatement (58). He also 

speaks to the common tradition of the “comic frame story,” in which a fantastic story is told as if 

from the observation of an independent, credible, and reliable narrator who claims to be a mere 

observer or onlooker of the phenomena described; the stories start out plausibly, and then 

proceed towards the incredible, thus the audience is eventually aware that it has been duped into 

believing nonsense by gradual means of the tale unfolding (Royot 60-61). (This is the very tactic 

employed by Poe’s murderous narrators in “Cat” and “Imp,” no less, and it is why their claims of 

innocence should be roundly rejected.)  
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     Royot rightly understands that Poe, raised as a Virginian, was holding to a longstanding 

Southern tradition, for he likens Poe to his peers in that “Poe could not fail to test the gullibility 

of newcomers and greenhorns with such a ritual of initiation […] Sometimes Poe even satirized 

his readers’ assumptions through a pose that only the most clever discerned” (61). This last 

observation is nowhere truer that when Poe is dealing derisively with the contra-biblical 

movements of his day, and even Royot seems cognizant of as much, for he thinks Poe employs 

his humor as a derisive means to open the eyes of his readers, to inculcate skepticism on their 

parts: “Poe’s humor,” he says, “debunks the illusions of the mystical and the vagaries of 

philosophical idealism as developed by the Transcendentalists whom he labels ‘Frogpondians’ 

after the pond on Boston Common. His invention of spurious events and conversely his ruses of 

elaborate detection are directed against the falsity of literary hegemony and scientific 

pretensions” (61-62). I concur.  

     (Royot even likens Poe to famed trickster P.T. Barnum of circus fame, reputed originator of 

the phrase “There’s a sucker born every minute,” the conclusion of which is “and two to take 

him”. The analogy is an apt one, for what he says of Poe applied equally to Barnum: “As a 

matter of fact, Poe spares no humbug on the American scene” (Royot 63).) He then compares 

Poe to an ancient philosopher—one also thought at times to be mad, no less: “Like Diogenes in 

his barrel, Poe holds a lantern to discover a true man of letters among plagiarists, servile 

imitators, transcendentalist apostles of spiritual regeneration, inky ladies drowning their pages 

under lachrymose effusion, and puffing addicts to sensationalism. Poe sarcastically substantiates 

his opinions” (Royot 65).) Yes. 
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     Royot touches upon the notion of caricature in relation to humor; this is certainly true in the 

world of visual representation, for grotesquery or exaggeration is part-and-parcel to the depiction 

of both the evil and the comic, the horrible and the humorous, in terms of cartoons and comics, 

even those published in Poe’s lifetime. Royot thinks Poe’s attentiveness to the physical 

descriptions of his characters lends itself well to or borrows from this tradition; think of the 

description of Roderick in “Usher,” for example, or those of Ligeia and Morella in depicting his 

villains, or his description of the “Angel of the Odd” for comic aspects. He points briefly to 

Poe’s utilization of the mock-heroic genre in his treatment of the publishing industry of the 

American nineteenth century, pointing to the tales “X-ing a Paragrab” and “The Literary Life of 

Thingum Bob, Esq.” (to which I would add “Some Words with a Mummy,” at least in terms of 

subject matter, if not the genre). In the same vein as Pope’s Rape of the Lock, trivialities are 

imbued with grave import and consequences, all for comic purposes, but with Poe, also with 

specifically derisive intent. 

     In “X-ing,” a typesetter’s solution to substitute letters with “X” to replace stolen vowels 

escalates into a town battle in which Concord mysticism is accused for the unfathomable and 

unintelligible text–hence it is a slam at the Bostonian Transcendentalists. In “Thingum Bob,” the 

titular protagonist sends excerpts from Dante and Shakespeare to magazine editors who reject 

them, claiming they flow from the pens of madmen or idiots, and instead they publish rubbish 

penned by unskilled authors who merely fawn over the publishers. Thingum Bob goes on to 

greater success, eventually editing the Goosetherumfoodle (a name reflecting several mergers, 

i.e., the conflation of several distasteful movements which inform and give rise to American 
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Transcendentalism), in which Poe appears to disdain the cultural hegemonic impact of the New 

England circle.  

     Of “Thingum Bob,” Royot notes: “This nonsensical reversal of values is performed by 

Thingum’s preposterous ordering of words and ideas. His soaring hyperboles are equally self-

defeating as he unconsciously exposes himself and believes his own lies […] he is foolish 

without dignity while competing for celebrity” (67). Royot links these two anti-Transcendentalist 

tales with “Never Bet the Devil Your Head,” Poe’s most ostentatious display of antipathy to 

Transcendentalism. He believes that “Thingum Bob” plays out in action the problem with the 

philosophical tradition embraced by the Emersonian crowd, and that “Never Bet” is structured to 

be mimetic of it as well:  

     The butt of the fable is the Transcendentalist postulation of secret essence before even 

considering the object concerned. The rhetorical device allowing the construction of meaning 

in advance of observation artificially postulates abstract notions without ever butting them to 

the test of experience […] the Transcendentalists and Idealists would readily resort to sublime 

notions reflecting their philosophy and call Dammit [the tale’s protagonist] “mystic” 

(Coleridge), “pantheistic” (Kant), “twistical” (Carlyle) and “hyperquizzitistical” (Emerson).  

(Royot 67, emphasis mine). 

 

     (The test of experience is Lockean at heart.) Poe often accused the Transcendentalists of 

lacking clarity in their writing (he was fond of using variants of the term “tenebroso” when 

describing them, it being the Italian word for dark, gloomy, and obscure), and Royot points to 

Poe’s contempt for this sort of “tautological method of reasoning” when he upbraids those who 

practice it, wherein the critic quotes from Eureka: “There are people, I am aware, who busying 

themselves in attempts at the unattainable, acquire very easily, by dint of the jargon they emit, 

among those thinkers-that-they-think with whom darkness and depth are synonymous, a kind of 

cuttlefish reputation for profundity” (68). (One need only recall Poe’s derisive comments on the 
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British Utilitarians, whom he said could, by their fuddled use of language, make a mutton leg 

and a turnip be mistaken for each other.)  

     It seems odd that Royot would couple his discussion of “Never Bet” with a nod to Eureka as 

examples of Poe’s annoyance with this Transcendentalist proclivity, for he does not note both the 

anti-Transcendentalist and satirical comic aims of Eureka, and this in an essay which is devoted 

to discussion of Poe’s humor, no less.  

     The final portion of Royot’s essay is concerned with Poe’s use of humor in relation to 

violence and horror. In terms of graphic violence, it is almost entirely absent from Poe’s 

repertoire, with obvious exceptions, such as the stabbing murder in “William Wilson” and the 

lodging of the ax in the head of the murderer’s wife in “Cat”. But even here, Poe does not dwell 

on such scenes, for as Royot points out, “Poe had objected to the use of cruel and ghastly 

descriptions” (70). (The machinations of the Inquisitors in “Pit” is not gratuitous violence, as 

each stage of the tortures are intentionally allusive to scriptures which point to the 

victim/narrator as a Christ-figure and the Inquisitors as the Lucifer-figures.)  

      But horror and humor, says Royot, are not incompatible; this is not to suggest that we should 

find humor in the horrific actions of the villains, but simply that even tales which are meant to 

inspire horror by their conclusions need not be entirely free of humor, as, for example, 

Montresor’s confusion when Fortunato tests him for Masonic membership, for Montresor is 

puzzled and reveals a trowel instead of the secretive hand signals associated with mystical 

Masonry. Another example is when the suspended corpse of M. Valdemar utters to the 

mesmerist “I say to you I am dead,” a scene reminiscent of the cinematic comic horror spoofs of 

Abbott and Costello or Mel Brooks. The Shakespearean tragicomedies contain both elements, 
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and the German aesthetic theories of the Schlegel brothers allowed for their combination as well; 

Goethe’s Faust even may be thought of in this light, for the initial half ends tragically but the 

second half concludes happily for its hero. (The traditional notion of a comedy is a story with a 

happy ending, and a tragedy being without one, hence the title of Dante’s Divine Comedy, 

despite his harrowing in Hell, and the “tragedy” of Hamlet.)  

     This is not to suggest that there is “dark humor” or “black comedy” in Goethe or Shakespeare 

(although the deaths of fools Rosencrantz and Guildenstern in Hamlet might be reckoned as 

such), but Royot points out that screaming may coincide with laughter (as is often the case in 

cheesy horror flicks of today), a phenomenon which he says was not unknown in the Grand 

Guignol theater of Paris, a precursor to the sometimes hokey-yet-graphic violence of 

contemporary cinema (68). What G.R. Thompson refers to as “Romantic Irony” might also fall, 

at times, under the rubric of good old fashioned “gallows humor”. 

     Royot concludes his essay by contending that Poe’s humor is devoid of ethical overtones, as 

is his horror (70). Citing an analysis of mythology by Rene Girard, he surmises that “the demon 

that used to cross over from hell to harass humans in ancient mythologies was progressively 

transfigured into a comic denizen. In the course of history, ancestral terror has gradually been 

changed into farcical profanity and aggressiveness into merrymaking” (Royot 70). But this is a 

terribly inapplicable assessment to Poe’s work, for Poe is profoundly distressed by profanation of 

the sacred, and never wrote so that there could be a normalization of the transition from 

aggression to merriment. If anything, he must only be speaking of the tales in which the Devil 

and the devilish are depicted as ludicrous, as in “Bon-Bon”; there is a long tradition in Europe of 
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the Devil being a prankster (much as is Loki, in Nordic mythology), included in many tales as a 

figure to be outwitted, and who also features prominently in much of peasant folk humor. 

      According to a text which dates to 1900,  History of the Devil: 

     The figure of the Evil One began slowly to lose the awe which it exercised during the 

Middle Ages upon the imagination of the people, and Hans Sachs treats the Devil in his 

poems as a being of whom no courageous man need be afraid. Thus the German halberdier, 

he says, laughs at him, for Old Nick would not dare to admit a Landsknecht of their rank into 

his kingdom. The first man, however, who (so far as I am aware) was wise enough to take, as 

a matter of principle, a humorous view of the Devil and hell was Dionysius Klein. In his 

Tragico-Comœdia, published in the year 1622, he describes his trip both to heaven and to the 

infernal region, which latter place is reported to be well equipped with water-power and good 

machinery, as these were used in the beginning of the seventeenth century.  

     In modern times the humorous character of Satan develops ill the degree that he is no 

longer regarded as all individual being but changes to the principle of evil. In the British 

Islands where the majority of the people still believe in a personal Devil, there exists all 

unwritten law which reads, “Thou shalt not take the name of the Devil in vain.” In Germany 

and France, however, and in all other countries of the European continent, people use the 

word freely in a way that must shock the feelings of a well-bred Englishman […] In modern 

times it has become quite customary in French, German, and American papers to picture the 

Devil without fear and in good humor, and few are they who would take offence at the sight. 

Hell Up to Date is a genuine Chicago production of modern style. The author introduces 

himself as a newspaper reporter who interviews “Sate,” and is shown round the Inferno. He 

finds that “Hell is now run on the broad American plan.” (Carus) 

 

     (The book culls examples from Victor Hugo, Heinrich Heine, Goethe, Marlowe, and sundry 

other famous and not-so-famous authors, most of whom, though, were Continental Europeans, 

and especially German.  In the American novel above-named, Hell is a place of retributive 

justice, where the punishment fits the crime, as Carus relates that “clergymen are condemned to 

listen to their own sermons which have been faithfully recorded in phonographs”.) But Royot 

does not make this specific claim, nor does he point to specific examples from Poe’s oeuvres 

which would substantiate the Devil as a target or conveyer of mockery. 

     A Companion to Poe Studies, a collection of essays edited by Eric W. Carlson, is aptly titled, 

for unlike the collection edited by Hayes, which provides general consensus overviews of major 

file:///C:/Users/Agnes%20Domini/Desktop/lergymen%20are%20condemned%20to%20listen%20to%20their%20own%20sermons%20which%20have%20been%20faithfully%20recorded%20in%20phonographs


684 

areas of concentration in Poe scholarship, Carlson’s here includes analyses of Poe’s work as 

approached through the lenses of different critical camps, therefore they are intended for the 

more serious reader in literary studies. Following a very good introduction by Carlson, who 

spells out his intent in selection and structuring of the collection, the book is divided into five 

major parts, these being: “I. Poe’s Life and Times”; “II. Poe’s Writings”; “III. Poe’s Thought”; 

“IV. Poe’s Art”: and “V. Poe’s Influence”. (By “Art” Carlson means aesthetics and prose style.)  

     In Part I, Ian Walker speaks to the “Poe Legend” which has been built up in the wake of 

Rufus Griswold’s pejorative and fabricated obituary about his former social and literary rival, 

and Alexander Hammond takes the stance that understanding an author’s social life should be 

divorced from understanding his creative self. As an individual within any given society, a 

person cannot help but be impacted by it (this is where Cultural Historicism’s important role 

comes into play), but artists also create and impact their societies, and are not merely creations of 

them. Even though Carlson himself cannot resist approaching Poe’s tales through the lens of 

psychoanalytic criticism, in that he analyses the characters using psychoanalytic language and 

concepts, he seems to not think very highly of the approach of psychobiography, the approach 

wherein such language and concepts are applied to Poe himself.  

     In Carlson’s estimation, such tactics appear to be little more than desperate attempts to link 

particular Poe works to particular distressing events in Poe’s life. In fact, he outright disparages 

this approach as a futile and fruitless endeavor, and faults those who adopt it for deficiencies 

which undermine it: “But in the biographies by Silverman and Meyers, it becomes evident that, 

as neither author is very familiar with the symbolic nature of Poe’s literary writings, they have 

been read mainly on the literal, biographical level for the ‘mournful and never-ending 
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remembrance’ of lost relatives and friends” (Carlson Companion 3). This is one of the only 

instances wherein I am in agreement with Carlson; he is a very fine editor, and a respectable 

scholar, but he is not an able critic. 

     In Part V, John E. Reilly examines Poe as embraced by subsequent American authors and 

popular culture; Burton R. Pollin concentrates on Poe’s posthumous influence in the spheres of 

art, music, opera, and dance; Lois D. Vines speaks to Poe’s universal appeal and the surprising 

level of appreciation he is said to enjoy in countries as far-flung and disparate as Hungary and 

Japan; and George Egon Hatvary touches upon the “esoteric” books which Poe features in his 

writing, which serve as clues to inform the narratives, a topic addressed elsewhere in this paper, 

in the particular discussion of the library offerings in “Usher,” “Ligeia,” “Morella,” and 

“Berenice,” drawing on the admirable research of Thomas Ollive Mabbott, who tracked down 

the contents of Roderick’s den of iniquity. 

     Part IV, “Poe’s Art,” consists of but two essays, David Halliburton’s “Poe’s Aesthetics” and 

Donald Barlow Stauffer’s “The Language and Style of the Prose”. As these are two distinct 

(albeit related) categories which constitute entire areas of concentration within Poe studies, the 

contents of these essays may not here be analyzed in any great detail, constituting but marginal 

or peripheral considerations of this paper’s focus. Still, there is something of utility to be gleaned 

from each work.  

     Stauffer is an able critic, and midway through his contribution (at the risk, he says, of 

oversimplifying), he divides Poe’s tales into five different writing styles. This is not to be 

confused with the customary method by which Poe’s tales are often divided, in that the 

subcategories are not grouped along themes, genres, or effects (e.g., terror, humor, or 
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burlesques)—Stauffer divides Poe’s works according to form, not content. These five styles he 

identifies as: (1) plausible; (2) analytical; (3) hyperbolic; (4) parabolic; and (5) arabesque. He 

notes that Poe himself utilized the first term in describing his own writing, wherein a letter 

penned to Evert Duyckinck describes such tales as exercises or experiments in “the plausible or 

verisimilar style” (Stauffer 458).  

     Verisimilitude was a trait which Poe is known to have greatly admired in the works of 

seminal British novelist Daniel Defoe (Robinson Crusoe, Moll Flanders, e.g.). To this category 

belongs Poe’s hoaxes and fabricated sea voyage tales (meant to simulate true accounts of 

fantastic travels), as well as his tales which are intentionally imitative of reported true crimes (the 

detective stories) and medical cases (such as “The Facts in the Strange Case of M. Valdemar,” 

which employs the word “facts” to lure the unsuspecting reader into believing the bogus tale is a 

true account of a scientific oddity).  

     Believability or credence is desired for such works, thus the intended effect is to dupe a naïve 

readership—and this  activity is part of Southern (and rural) tradition, in which tall tales are spun 

out which seem plausible at their onset, only to gradually descend into the nonsensical and 

impossible, wherein lighthearted fun is had at the expense of the gullible Northerner, city slicker, 

or greenhorn. Writes Thompson: 

     Moreover, Valdemar is described as the ‘well-known compiler of the “Bibliotheca 

Forensica,” and author (under the nom de plume of Issachar Marx) of the Polish versions of 

‘Wallenstein’ and “Gargantua”. The exact point of the apparently satiric references to 

Randolph, Schiller, and Rabelais is a bit ambiguous.484 But to have labored like Issachar, 

described as an ass bowed down between two burdens (Gen. 49:14), in translating on the one 

hand Schiller’s heroic play and on the other Rabelais’ burlesque prose epic, and to have 

startling white whiskers in violent contrast to black hair, certainly suggests some kind of not 

completely serious symbolic doubleness. Again, Poe is indulging in the hoaxer’s jest, 

combining the comic with effective and apparently realistic grisly details—details which, if 

examined, are absurd. (Romantic Irony 158-159) 
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     Kudos to Thompson, for he is on to something here, and he touches upon aspects of that tale 

which other critics overlook or ignore. According to my Prussian grandmother, in German and 

Lithuanian (Prussian) superstitious folk tradition, a man whose facial hair is a different color 

than his cranial hair is not to be trusted, signifying either a non-trustworthy or non-reliable 

nature. Perhaps this is the reason for Valdemar’s white whiskers and black hair, as the reader, 

ultimately, is not meant to buy into what he claims, for the tale itself is a hoaxer’s jest, 

constructed in the Southern tradition of the tale which begins with description of likely events 

and then gradually moves to the more fantastic, concluding with the preposterously untenable, all 

framed in a narrative construct in which the narrator pretends to being eyewitness to the action 

described.  

     The “doubleness” to which Thompson refers is not duplicity or deceit in the malevolent or 

criminal sense, but satire, which is always double-edged, here being the direct recounting of a 

tale which alleges factuality but which really constitutes a hoaxing falsity told in deadpan 

earnestness.  

     As for the analytical style, Stauffer thinks this comes closest to being Poe’s “own” style, and 

he thinks the term “critical” would also suffice in describing it, for he identifies the works within 

this category as being “the ordered, reasoned prose of his essays and reviews” (458). That being 

said, Stauffer clearly does not apportion either Poe’s tales or his poetry, or Eureka, to this 

category. That he thinks it Poe’s own style is somewhat questionable, for even though Poe wrote 

mostly works of this sort (over 1,000 of them from 1835-1839 alone), the prolific aspect of this 

category was largely a matter of subsistence, by which is meant that Poe was greatest in demand 

in this capacity (as an editorial critic) as a means to support himself, therefore compulsion should 
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not be confused for preference; Poe thought of himself as a poet, and was oftentimes reduced to 

being a critic as a means to provide for himself, thus “most” does not translate into “closest”.  

     Whereas Defoe is the model of choice for the initial style, Stauffer points to the highly-

analytical style employed by legislators and lawyers for this second one, offering: “In its logical 

movement, it follows the eighteenth-century ordonnance characteristic of Franklin, Burke, 

Marshall, and the lawyers and statesmen whose works Poe studied closely in the 1830s” (459). 

    The third style, the hyperbolic, Stauffer thinks suited to Poe’s intentionally parodic, satirical, 

or burlesque works, and, quite logically, it is marked by exaggeration. He notes that, in his 

preface to Tales of the Grotesque and Arabesque, Poe speaks of tales “conceived and executed in 

the purest spirit of extravaganza” –suggesting fanciful tales which are clearly meant to do 

nothing more than delight with their incredibly whimsical natures (459). It is in these works 

which Stauffer thinks Poe best able to indulge his love of word play, rhetorical flourishes, and 

punning, and among this category he situates such works as “X-ing a Paragrab” and “The Angel 

of the Odd” (which I would characterize, respectively, as a satire—of the press industry, the 

Bostonians, and the popular stupidity of the general masses—and then a burlesque of German 

occultism and the improbability of sequential events, characteristic of much of Gothic fiction) 

(459).  

     Stauffer points to no literary models for this style (which to me should suggest that this sort of 

mischievous and humorous style was closest to Poe’s own temperament), but it would not be 

altogether out of place to suggest the writings of the Augustan British humorists Pope, Swift, 

Addison, Sterne, and Fielding, themselves also given to such tendencies in their own works. 
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     As for the fourth style, the so-called parabolic, Stauffer thinks that Poe’s tales which are 

identified as fables or parables belong to this category, and the literary models which inform 

them are given to be the Scriptures and Edward Bulwer-Lytton, although Stauffer is uncertain if 

Poe is satirizing or emulating Bulwer’s technique to create a desired effect (459). This style of 

writing incorporates or blends the biblical and the Gothic, although Stauffer thinks it rarely 

employed by Poe (459). 

      Given that some of the tales included in this paper rely on the meshing of the Gothic and the 

biblical (“Usher,” “Cask,” “Pit”), this seems a dubious assessment on Stauffer’s part, but as he is 

speaking strictly in terms of style, he cannot be much faulted herein, for he speaks not of the 

thematic or visual traits ascribed to Gothic literature (employed to create and sustain mood), but 

to the structuring of the tale, saying of such style: “Its chief characteristic are anastrophe, or the 

inversion of normal word order; polysyndeton, or the use of conjunctions in close succession; 

archaic diction; ‘biblical genitive’; epizeuxis, or emphasis through repetition of a word; heavy 

use of dashes; and anaphora, or repetition of the same word or words at the beginning or two or 

more successive clauses or sentences” (459). (Nearly all of these elements are categories of 

classical rhetoric, in which Poe surely was trained during his formal education; that he was 

naturally adept in the classical languages is well known. Stauffer has another, smaller subsection 

devoted strictly to Poe’s rhetorical devices, and one to his diction choices; Stauffer says the 

“otherworldness” of some tales is suggested to readers by the use of archaic pronouns and 

inflections, which are also biblical and therefore suggest divine import (461).)  Of course, Poe 

employs these methods in the Lucifer-figure tales as well, therefore they are not limited strictly 
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to his fables or parables—unless the moral tales are understood as parables, in which the moral is 

available for all, but cognizant only for those with eyes to see.  

     Stauffer points to Bulwer as an influence for “Silence,” and to his “Monos and Daimonos” as 

a source of inspiration for Poe’s tale “The Colloquy of Monos and Una”: Poe admitted to having 

read it, in an April 30, 1835 letter to his friend Thomas W. White (A. H. Hobson 215). I have yet 

to stumble across a critical analysis, though, which demonstrates the elements borrowed by Poe 

in “Usher” which seem clearly gleaned from Bulwer’s “The House and the Brain” and his 

“Monos and Daimonos”. 

      Just by reading the titles of some of Bulwer’s works which predate Poe’s tales, one can sense 

that Poe looked to Bulwer for source materials, for his works also include Gothic themes of 

murder, madness, isolated characters, and rationalists who refuse to believe in supernatural 

phenomenon, as does the narrator in “Usher”. (Bulwer is mostly famous for two phrases which 

have become standard in English parlance, those being “The pen is mightier than the sword,” 

from his 1839 drama Richelieu, and the first part of the opening sentence of his novel Paul 

Clifford, “It was a dark and stormy night,” a phrase intended to suggest atrocious or  hackneyed 

writing skills, later made popular by Charles M. Schultz’s beloved comic strip beagle, Snoopy. 

The opening sentence reads, in its entirety: “It was a dark and stormy night; the rain fell in 

torrents—except at occasional intervals, when it was checked by a violent gust of wind which 

swept up the streets (for it is in London that our scene lies), rattling along the housetops, and 

fiercely agitating the scanty flame of the lamps that struggled against the darkness” (“Edward 

Bulwer-Lytten”).) 
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     The fifth and final style, the arabesque, whilst still employing affinities with Scripture and 

Bulwer, Stauffer thinks has more in common with the writings of British statesman Benjamin 

Disraeli and British novelist Anne Radcliffe (widely said to be the “mother” of the Gothic 

novel). Of this style, Stauffer thinks it “most often associated with Poe’s fictional prose,” and he 

says that it “is marked by a moralizing tone,” being “generally more emotional in tone” and 

“composed of a wider range of stylistic qualities” (460).  

     It is important to note that Stauffer is not making the argument that the tales are informed by 

moral content, or that they contain a moral message or biblical theme, merely that they employ 

the stylistic tone employed by moralizing works; this they can do even in satire, and Poe’s own 

idea of a burlesque is that it can take a very trivial matter and imbue it with mock seriousness 

and “high falutin” importance, as does Alexander Pope’s Rape of Lock, for example. Simply 

writing in a mockingly moral tone does not one a moralist make; in fact, it often mocks the 

moralists who do.  

     The stylistic qualities which Stauffer apportions to this “wide range” include “stock Gothic 

epithets, bizarre and foreign words, words used for the sounds themselves, parentheses for 

emphasis (rather than for clarification or qualification), loose sentence construction, and 

inversion of word order (460). Examples of tales which meet this stylistic category include, he 

thinks, what he terms “arabesque tales,” to wit, “Berenice,” “Ligeia,” “Usher, and “Eleonora” 

(the last of which makes heavy use of what he deems to be the biblical use of a cascade of 

“Ands,” a literary technique involving the use of polysyndeton, in which every notion which 

came before the conjunction is wrapped into or bound together, ideologically, with the 

succeeding thoughts) (Stauffer 460).  
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     It is this style in particular which Stauffer thinks is of most use to Poe as a writer, 

summarizing: “Its ‘intuitive’ qualities make it suitable for rendering abnormal mental states or 

bizarre or unusual situations and settings. It lies at the opposite end of the spectrum from the 

analytical style: loose where the analytical is balanced; particular where the latter is abstract; 

emotional rather than intellectual; suggestive rather than precise” (460). In other words, it is a 

style which is well-suited to depicting that which is not normative, hale, or sound; it lends itself 

to madness (which involves perversion of one’s mind), illness and licentiousness (which 

involves perversion of one’s bodily health) and immorality (which involves perversion of one’s 

soul). 

      It is the language of depravity, dissolution, decadence, decay, and Self-wrought destruction, 

thus one may rightly suggest that the style which Stauffer labels “arabesque” is most fit to depict 

grotesqueries of mind, body, and soul, many tales of which, in fact, do not adopt evidently 

moralizing tones (“Usher,” “Heart,” “Cask,” e.g.), but which are the very same ones which 

impart moral content.  In terms of Halliburton’s essay on Poe’s aesthetics, Halliburton adopts a 

phenomenological approach to the subject matter, arguing that the element of Poe’s fictions 

which makes them so effective is his grounding of many tales in “experiential intensities,” by 

which is meant that the readers are made to feel as though they are sharing in the experiences of 

the characters immersed in the environments which Poe has created for the figures to endure; the 

audience becomes absorbed into the story by means of the author’s deft fabrication of a sense of 

physical presence in the stories (“Poe’s Aesthetics” 427).  

     In essence, Poe is very good at letting his readers “lose themselves” in the works by means of 

successfully creating atmospheres in which sensate phenomenon are believably rendered. (“‘A 
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writer, must have the fullest belief in his statements,’ Poe wrote, ‘or must simulate that belief 

perfectly, to produce an absorbing interest in the mind of the reader’” (Joswick 246).) 

Halliburton is a thoughtful critic, and whereas one might not always agree with him, it is difficult 

not to respect him at times. (Although phenomenal or “Continental” philosophy does not appeal 

to me, Halliburton’s work here is compelling enough to merit a thorough and measured response, 

perhaps as the topic of a future article.)  

     In this essay, Halliburton subdivides what he deems to be Poe’s phenomenological aspect into 

ten distinct categories, these being: (1) “Aestheticizing Earth and Cosmos”; (2) “The Senses of 

Nature”; (3) “Grotesque and Arabesque”; (4) “The Moral Sense and the Office of Taste”; (5) 

“The Office and Provinces of Criticism”; (6) “The Audience Experience”; (7) “Theater and 

Experience”; (8) “Experiencing the True Poetical Effect”; (9) “Experience Experiment”; and 

(10) “Aesthetics of Revolution”. Halliburton’s work is a series of hits and misses here, and given 

the constraints of this paper, it is impossible to address them in any detail, but a few salient 

observations on his part should be brought to bear on the points raised in it, so far as they relate 

to the intended focus of this paper, Poe’s moralism. For that reason, it is needful (or at least 

advisable) to touch upon the third and fourth subsections, those pertaining to Poe’s tale 

categories/styles and to Moral Sense (and Taste).  

     In the third subsection, Halliburton speaks to the tradition of Poe criticism which tackles 

Poe’s understanding of the terms “grotesque” and “arabesque,” which he sees as falling into five 

major divisions; he admits to brevity herein, since he prefers to turn his attention to matters he 

thinks less frequently broached (“Poe’s Aesthetics” 430). The first sense of the terms, 

Halliburton states, is a purely self-conscious aesthetic in which Poe endeavors to protect himself 
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against accusations of “Germanism” perceived in his works, for Germanism was seen as 

something schlocky, overwrought, and inferior (“Poe’s Aesthetics” 432-433). But Halliburton 

thinks it also Poe’s defense of the artfulness of his work, for he notes that the eighteenth century 

craze for stylized surfaces (arabesque patterns in carpets, curtains, tapestries, ottoman coverings) 

represented man’s controlled “improvement upon” the curvilinear floral patterns and foliage of 

the natural world, pointing to the aspirations of the gardener figure from “The Domain of 

Arnheim” (Ellison), who seeks to improve upon nature with his own designs (“Poe’s Aesthetics” 

432). Halliburton does not recognize that this activity is meant to signify the impiety of the 

Devil, who sought to negate the handiwork of the Creator; the character is a Lucifer-figure, thus 

the tale does not, per se, signify aestheticism on Poe’s part.  

      Says Halliburton of the grotesque in its second sense, it reverses expectation (irony), 

normality (perversity), and the natural (unnaturalness) (“Poe’s Aesthetics” 432). Halliburton 

offers: “Like the oddity gardeners call a ‘sport’ of nature, it is a wild, transgressive phenomenon, 

gleeful in its freedom from ordinary lawfulness” (“Poe’s Aesthetics” 432). Halliburton is a little 

closer to getting things correct in his analysis on the second point of division, wherein he speaks 

of grotesquery as being linked to perversion, even going so far as to invert the natural order and 

“effect a revolution” (“Poe’s Aesthetics” 432).  

     As sin is rebellion against God (who is the God of Nature and also a God of order), there is 

some truth to this suggestion, and as expressly argued by C.S. Lewis and as implicitly suggested 

by Poe, grotesquery involves perversion of that which is good, orderly, and lawful into that 

which is evil, chaotic, and lawless (or against God’s law and order). That the anti-Romantic Poe 

would associate wildness in a garden with the impious strain of Romanticism plays well into the 
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unabashed and unrestrained longing for freedom cried for by many Romantics, who also prized 

wildness and looked to Nature for inspiration and moral justification. In its third usage, 

Halliburton says the grotesque is intended to suggest “the exotic, the Oriental [mystic], and the 

ideal,” adding that it is possibly associated with the satiric (Poe’s “extravagances”?) and both 

merges with and diverges from the arabesque, in order to signify “a dissolution into Unity” 

(“Poe’s Aesthetics” 432).  

     In the fourth sense of its employ, Halliburton thinks it merely a facet of Poe’s playfulness and 

experimentation in crafting his works, what he terms “gamesmanship,” wherein there are no 

hard, fast rules, but only parameters established which permit for admixtures of the hideous and 

the humorous (“Poe’s Aesthetics” 432). In its final application, the grotesque entails the 

assimilation or hybridization of contradictory elements (such as humor and horror), borrowing 

from the Italian origin of the term, denoting a style in which men and beasts are merged into 

bizarre and terrifying specimens beyond the pale of normality; this blending is meant to signify 

the perversion of cultural norms (Halliburton “Poe’s Aesthetics” 432-433). 

      In his fourth subsection, Halliburton speaks to his understanding of Poe’s relating “Moral 

Sense” to the office of “Taste”. He focuses only on two Poe works, the tale “Domain” and the 

essay “The Philosophy of Composition,” and he draws Paul Elmer More’s analysis of Hawthorne 

and Poe into the mix, as well as Kant’s Critique of Judgment—quite a bit on which to chew, 

considering the section is roughly a mere page-and-a-half in length. First, in speaking of the 

gardener from “Domain” (Ellison), Halliburton asserts that the protagonist’s musings about the 

art of gardening reveal moral and aesthetic hierarchies in which “Deity has designed the first of 
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these so as to embrace both the realm of worldly things as we currently know it and the aesthetic 

treatment of those things” (“Poe’s Aesthetics” 433). 

      In short, God has created the World for the benefit of Man, and He has endowed Man with 

the capacity to appreciate Beauty. The moral hierarchy is designed to serve as the model which 

informs the aesthetic one; Poe’s aesthetic theory, in fact, equates the most moral with the most 

artistically sensitive “poetic sentiment”. (Per Scripture, God also has charged Man with the 

responsibility of caring for the World, in that Man is called—in Genesis 1— to be a good 

steward of the planet over which Man has been given dominion.) But perversion requires that 

Man go askew from the moral and orderly garden path which God has willed for him, therefore it 

is to be expected that Ellison will wick or twist himself away from God in order to be free of the 

moral responsibility and the hierarchy imposed by God, for Halliburton’s next sentence notes: 

“When Poe has Ellison equate the moral and the human, he relativizes both in relation to the 

higher norm of the second order” (“Poe’s Aesthetics” 433).  

     Because the moral and the aesthetic are linked, to tamper with the aesthetic design of the 

garden is to tinker with or disregard the moral design, and to act “as if” one is the Most High 

God who established them both. To associate the moral with the limited perspective of humanity 

is to play at being God, or to indulge in the aesthetic equivalent of Kantianism, wherein Beauty 

is not merely perceived by the eye of the beholder, but is thought to be created by the mind of 

man—the Kantian imposition of mind over matter, as it were, wherein the mind creates reality 

instead of merely perceiving it (as in Lockeanism). Ellison opines that the alterations made by 

mortal hands must appear different to those “earth angels” possessed of a higher vantage point 

(angels believed to exist within the bounds of the atmosphere of the planet), although the literal 
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should be understood as a figurative or metaphysical and moral vantage point being herein 

claimed. 

      (Scripture teaches that God made man just a little lower than the angels, but the none of them 

can claim superiority to God, even when they can to Man, therefore even relativizing morality to 

the angelic host is an act of impiety (Psa. 8:5). In the former conception of the “Great Chain of 

Being,” man is depicted as being lower than the angels, and all the orders of angelic beings are 

situated lower than God, who is topmost.)  

     Halliburton notes that More’s understanding of the “moral element” in Poe’s work is signified 

by the “code word” which More uses, that being “weird,” for More states: 

     It is this precisely that we understand by the term “weird”—not the veritable vision of 

unearthly things, but the peculiar half vision inherited by the soul where faith has waned and 

the imagination prolongs the old sensations in a shadowy involuntary life of its own; and 

herein too lies the field of true and effective symbolism. If Hawthorne and Poe, as we think, 

possess an element of force and realism such as Tieck and the German school utterly lack, it 

is because they write from the depths of this profound moral experience of their people. 

(Halliburton “Poe’s Aesthetics” 433). 

 

     (Granted, the American authors were drawing on a heritage of the Pilgrims, Puritan 

Calvinism, and Anglicanism, but it seems strange to think of the German people as lacking a 

“profound moral experience,” given that Germany is indisputably understood to be the seat of 

the Frankish regent Charlemagne’s Holy Roman Empire (800-814),  as well as the birthplace of 

the Protestant Reformation in 1517, plus the central battleground of the religious Thirty Years’ 

War (1618-1648), and the country in which a Roman Catholic revival of sorts was pushed by 

Romantic authors such as Novalis and notable critics such as Friedrich Schlegel. Even one of the 

literary giants of Weimar Classicism, Friedrich von Schiller, was taken with the ideas put forth in 
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Christian Theosophy, as promulgated by the mystical philosopher Jakob Böhme; Schiller’s 

Wallenstein trilogy is a drama about the Thirty Years’ War, no less.)   

     But how does defining “weird” as a “peculiar half vision” in which faith dissolves into the 

background but imagination lingers in sensate phenomena translate into “moral experience”? 

More’s language here is as murky as Poe thought Emerson’s, and to accuse the Germans of an 

inability to convey realism in their works because they lack a moral dimension is a nonsensical 

and aberrant position, untenable when one stops to consider the pro-Christian bent of German 

authors such as Novalis…and Goethe’s Werther and Faust.  

     Also, how can “effective symbolism” consist of nebulous “half visions” instead of clearly 

articulated and well-defined signifiers? Moreover, simply to acknowledge that there is moral 

content in a work does not mean that one has realized the moral intent of that content. True 

enough, sin, guilt, madness, perversion, and corruption are themes which feature in both the 

contra-biblical fictional works of the German Romantics and the pro-biblical fictions of the 

Americans errantly-called “Dark Romantics,” but their attitudes about these matters differs 

vastly, for the first group celebrates such deviance (in associating it with uninhibited and exultant 

freedom and creativity), whereas the second group disapproves of such things (utilizing them to 

signify unrepentant impiety and condemnatory blasphemy). Moral content exists within both 

categories, in that the themes pertain to man’s conduct and his spiritual state, but to condone and 

to condemn are polar opposite approaches to the content, therefore mere recognition of its 

presence does not equate with realization of its intention. 

     Halliburton shifts abruptly to Poe’s essay on composition, which he notes ends with Poe’s 

disclosure that he has written not simply to convey sensation, but to express what he says is a 
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“moral sentiment,” which Poe intended be discerned by pairing the word “Nevermore” with the 

phrase “from out of my heart,” which, joined, “dispose the mind to seek a moral in all that has 

been previously narrated” (“Poe’s Aesthetics” 433-434). But this is a shockingly simplistic and 

surface understanding of the term “moral” on the part of the otherwise able critic, for Poe does 

not mean “moral” in the sense of an ethical lesson to be gleaned from the pairing, merely 

indicating that the overall thrust of the work can be gleaned from the coupling, to wit, that the 

grief and despair endured by the bereaved lover is of the uttermost possible depth, experienced in 

the very fulness of the heart and core of his being. 

      The term “moral,” in literary contexts, may simply designate the idea which the author 

intends the audience to comprehend; it may be ethical, or it may simply be instructive, such as is 

the case in many fables, such as the account of the fox and the grapes hanging too far above him 

to reach them (which he begrudgingly reasons are likely sour anyway, and therefore not worth 

the effort). That fable concludes with the “moral of the story” or lesson: “There are many who 

pretend to despise and belittle that which is beyond their reach” (Æsop “Fox”). Poe seems his 

readers to want to comprehend the extremely despondent emotional state (sentiment) of the 

suffering narrator in “The Raven”— Nothingmore. 

     Halliburton concludes this brief section by switching to a purely philosophical track, noting 

that the understanding of “Taste” prior to Kant’s day was more moral than aesthetic (although 

the two were never entirely divorced from one another), and he immediately veers into Hans-

Georg Gadamer’s discussion of the seventeenth century conception of taste as “gusto,” which is 

described as a “sensuous, worldly quality” which survives (at least residually) in “its Anglicized 

sense of hearty zest and vitality” (“Poe’s Aesthetics” 434).  This is connecting the moral to the 
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mere material, and is too close to the flawed argument advanced by Allen Tate that man cut off 

from the natural world suffers moral atrophy. It is on this tenuous basis, though, that Halliburton 

suggests that “all worldly things could be seen as grounded by divinity and liable, mutatis 

mutandis, to the critical judgment of human beings, also divinely grounded” (“Poe’s Aesthetics” 

434). 

      But this construct smacks too much of the Platonic notion of Ideal Forms, which Poe roundly 

rejected, and the critical judgment of mankind being grounded in divinity smacks too much of 

Kantianism, the trajectory of which eventually excludes God from the process altogether, in 

terms of the grounding of ethics.  

     Halliburton ends his examination herein by pointing to Gadamer’s contra-biblical theory 

regarding the basis of ethical standards and propriety code of conduct of a society, which 

Gadamer thinks should be determined by general consensus of the population (moral relativism), 

in which, “the moral range of taste encompassed the political, for in the ideal community can be 

seen the ideal of a new society, a society no longer rigidly hierarchical but one whose unifying 

norm is ‘simply the shared nature of its judgments, or rather, its capacity to rise above the 

narrowness of interests and private predilections to the title of judgments’” (“Poe’s Aesthetics” 

434).  

     Yet Nazi Germany encompassed the moral into the political, and would not shake itself free 

of a hierarchy which excluded God and which classified gradients of human beings, even going 

so far as to exclude Jews from that category altogether; Nazi Germany did not rise above 

narrowness of interest or private predilections, even when most Germans shared in the ungodly 

judgments pronounced against Jews (negative judgments which, it should be pointed out, existed 
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for centuries prior to the Holocaust). This, of course, is nothing more than the Darwinian-fed 

notion of Cultural Relativism, which C.S. Lewis rightly denounces in his 1944 broadcast, “The 

Poison of Subjectivism”. (The Nazis, in fact, were advocates of Darwin’s ideas, made plain in 

Hitler’s 1925 propagandist semi-autobiography, Mein Kampf.)  

     Lewis specifically asserts that Nazi morality should not be tolerated by the rest of humanity, 

not because it is simply different, but because it is wicked and inferior to biblical morality. This 

toxic subjectivism might as well be called Kantianism, for that is the poisoned font from which 

such ideas spring, and Scripture itself offers that a fountain cannot issue both sweet and bitter 

water (Jam. 3:11). Halliburton and Gadamer must be rejected in this argument regarding Poe’s 

moral bent, for it contradicts the “sweetness” (and light) of Scripture, which Poe would not 

contradict.     Part III of the Carlson anthology herein examined, “Poe’s Thought,” consists of 

four essays. Paula Kot’s consists of a feminist “re-visioning” of tales in which females are the 

focal figures, and Randall A. Clack’s deals with Poe and the subject of alchemy by examining 

his works through the hermetic tradition popularized by the American Transcendentalists. 

Carlson does not appear to hold feminist readings in high regard (but, to his credit, he includes 

one as an example of the critical genre), for he states that they evidence the “serious weakness” 

in analyzing Poe’s works by disallowing or ignoring his use of Gothic symbolism, falling into 

the hazardous habit of reading the tales too literally (6). 

      I concur, and think the superimposition of a feminist template does not add in the slightest to 

our understanding of Poe’s tales; the application of such templates (same as those of Marxist, 

Queer Studies, Gender Studies, etc.) are all sound and fury, signifying nothing when it comes to 

Poe’s intentions; need I add that they are tales interpreted by idiots? (Lest I be here 
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misunderstood, those are templates which have their places and are well-suited to the works of 

other authors, but they are just not justifiably or reasonably applied to American Renaissance 

authors of Poe’s ilk.) Clack’s work, though, Carlson summarizes nicely, pointing both to its debt 

to earlier work done by Poe scholars (i.e., Barton Levi St. Armand and Burton Pollin) and the 

alchemical trope of the American Transcendentalists such as Emerson, Margaret Fuller, and 

Hawthorne (although Hawthorne never cottoned to it, and indulged his sweetheart and future 

wife Sophia Peabody by dallying with it) (6).  

     He offers that Clack demonstrates how Poe utilizes “chemical analogies and imagery” which 

“suggest or symbolize the theme of spiritual renewal in an extraordinary state of ‘vision’,” for 

the Transcendentalists the idea of alchemical transmutation being “a powerful metaphor for the 

transformation of both the individual and society” (Carlson Companion 6). The problem, though, 

is that in reading the hermetic tradition into the works of Poe (as well as those of Hawthorne), 

Clack does not recognize that these are condemnatory uses, being instead anti-Transcendentalist, 

and drawing on the biblical exhortations which condemn the practice of witchcraft or sorcery and 

which identify Satan and his minions as those capable of transforming themselves for the 

purpose of immoral deception (2 Cor. 11:14-15). 

     Hovey’s essay, “Poe’s Materialist Metaphysics of Man” is a perfect example of making the 

wholly erroneous mistake of a wholesale reading of Poe’s satirical writing in earnest and at 

surface level. Carlson’s description of the piece in his introductory remarks provides sufficient 

cause to disregard Hovey’s work entirely, for Hovey actually accepts the pantheistic inclination 

ascribed to Poe in reading Eureka and the Epicurean ethics which Poe very clearly mocks and 

derides in his tale about the gourmands Pierre and Satan, “Bon Bon”.  
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     Per Carlson, Hovey’s essay is a “original and fascinating account” of Poe’s development of a 

materialist metaphysics of man, when, really, it should be construed as a tracing of the 

development of Poe’s rarified satire of those individuals or groups possessing a belief in such 

things. Because Hovey draws into his argument the Epicurean standard for morality (which is 

utterly contra-biblical, as are the impious Pierre and Satan), serving as a support of this false 

allegation, it is worthwhile to point out Carlson’s condensed description of Hovey’s essay: 

     That the most important “materialism” for Poe was Epicurean is fully documented here. 

Hovey shows that Poe’s references to Epicurus are serious, not ironic, even in the four early 

comic satires. The materiality of the soul was first suggested comically in “Bon-Bon” and 

confirmed by the works of the Reverend Townsend and by the Reverend George Bush, who 

described it as “matter… [in] its more refined and subtle forms” akin to the “active energies” 

with which “all nature is pervaded”. In Epicurean ethics, the most moral man is the man of 

finest taste […] The Epicurean Poe chose “the pursuit of happiness” over public duty and 

social progress. His was “a kind of materialistic idealism” (Companion 5-6). 

 

     In the Epicurean model, the man with the most refined sense of taste is the most ethical, and 

this idea is argued by Poe’s aesthetic theory as well, in that those who have the most developed 

faculty of poetic sentiment are the most sensitive to grotesqueries of justice. But Poe’s “Taste” 

involves more, in that it is the moral faculty of the human being in which there is an appeal made 

to moral duty to act (triggering sympathy, empathy, compassion) when reason or intelligence 

alone does not compel one to do so; this is why Poe situates Taste as a mediating agent between 

Intelligence and Moral Sense, and says that it is closely related to Moral Sense instead of to mere 

Intelligence.  

     When Poe writes, in “Colloquy,” that the utter self-wrought annihilation of Man and the 

World could have been prevented if Man only had developed a proper sense of Taste, what he is 

suggesting is that, had Man only been more concerned with the moral aspect than the aesthetic 

aspect, Man would have abided by God’s Moral Law, which is a law of love for others—for God 
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and one’s fellow men. This is why he mocks, in “Colloquy,” Schiller’s notion that “the Arts” 

could save humanity from itself, for the emphasis on the aesthetic, divorced from the fixed and 

transcendent moral, leads only to ruin. Schiller’s aesthetic model argued that the “physical 

character” (aesthetic) must be “separated from moral freedom,” and that “only in the Absolute 

Being physical coexists with moral necessity” (Schiller).  

     Because Schiller is a post-Kantian philosopher, he speaks of “when Reason brings her moral 

unity into physical society,” for Reason determines morality in the Kantian categorical 

imperative, and it is a loveless principle, for German Idealism contains in it nowhere the maxims 

of the two greatest commandments of Scripture. For Poe, the grounding of ethics (and the 

physical salvation of the planet) must be YHVH’s moral code, which mankind never would have 

derived by dint of his reason. Moreover, “Bon-Bon” is a tale which derides Kantian 

“materialistic idealism,” for Kant’s philosophy is counted among the “German diableries” 

studied by Pierre, and is so distasteful and unpalatable that even the Devil declares that he has no 

appetite for Pierre’s Kantian soul. 

     Hirsch is one of the most prominent proponents of New Criticism, as well as one of the most 

preeminent critics of Postmodern theoretical schools, which he argues should instead be 

identified as “Post-Auschwitz,” for that is the timeline event signaling the rise of the “Franco-

Prussian” theorists whom he and other critics (Allan Bloom, e.g.) fault for poisoning the 

humanist well of the humanities. In his essay “Poe and Postmodernism,” Hirsch does not analyze 

Poe the man, Poe the author, or Poe’s works, but, rather, looks at Poe’s critics, dividing them 

into the camps of the Humanists and the Postmodernists, which is to say the New Critics and the 

Deconstructionists (largely neglecting here the Reader-Responsists and the Freudians); it reads 
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like a theoretical rendition of Jonathan Swift’s “Quarrel of the Ancients versus the Moderns,” in 

which two orientations or ways of life are debated.485  

     The Ancients, for Hirsch, are the Modernists (which includes the Humanist New Critics and 

Cultural Historians)—critics who believe in order and dialogue, and that definite meaning can be 

found in Poe’s work. And the Moderns, for Hirsch, are the Postmodernists (Deconstructionists, 

Reader-Responsists, Poststructuralists, etc.)—critics who cast off the body of knowledge of their 

predecessors, and who deny that definite meaning can be discovered in Poe’s work. Hirsch’s 

essay is of no utility in analysis of Poe’s tales, but it does do a nice job of summarizing the 

distinctions between the two critical camps, and it is relevant here to note that Postmodernism is 

characterized by a belief that reality is indeterminant, and therefore the individual will can 

impose order and meaning on it—thus the deadly fruits of Postmodernism, the poison of 

Subjectivism, arguably spring from toxic Kantianism.  

     The reason why most Postmodern literary criticism fails to discover the moral undercurrent of 

Poe’s works is because it refuses to look for it, denying fixed meanings or the possibility of 

ascertaining truth, forsaking authorial intent altogether. 

     Hirsch is a dexterous critic, and his other works excel in savaging Postmodern (“Post-

Auschwitz”) critical approaches, but in this essay, wherein he seeks to mock the nonsensical, 

jargon-laden, and empty rhetorical flourishes of the disdained camp, he actually errs in some 

places. His essay, though, offers a wide and general sweep of Poe as seen through varied critical 

lenses of the twentieth century, divided by decades, but almost all dating to a post-Holocaust 

world, with two exceptions closer to World War I. Pointing, for example, to Killis Campbell’s 

chapter on Poe for the 1918 Cambridge History, he reports: “Clearly, Emerson and Poe were 
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both highly valued, but each for different reasons: Emerson as a moralist and Poe as a ‘pure’ poet 

and short story writer” (Hirsch “Poe and Postmodernism” 405). 

      Here again is confirmation of the popular critical opinion that Poe should be excluded from 

the category of moral writers, and the irony is that Emerson was supremely apostate, advocating 

for morality of one’s own invention; ah, but the murderers of Poe’s Lucifer-figure tales appeal to 

their own selves as well! Granted, this is a full century past 1918, but Campbell’s writing 

continued to exercise influence for many decades, easily up until World War II. Hirsch also 

notes F.O. Matthiessen’s decision to exclude Poe from his landmark humanist critical work from 

1941, American Renaissance, for the simple reason that Matthiessen did not think Poe fit the 

general overall theme of the book, the celebration of the democratic spirit in the burgeoning 

American literary scene: Matthiessen (though an admirer of Poe) thought Poe “bitterly hostile to 

democracy,” per his famed footnote which addresses Poe’s exclusion from the book (“Poe and 

Postmodernism” 404).  

     True enough, Poe was not interested in the theme which Matthiessen used to frame his work, 

indicating the exclusion was justified, but Matthiessen clearly mistook Poe’s slams against 

“radical Democracy” in a political context instead of the philosophical one Poe intended, 

wherein the hierarchy of God, Man, and the World is levelled by the German metaphysical 

ideologies which Poe found noxious and unpalatable. Hirsch errs when he proceeds to argue that 

Matthiessen omits Poe from his influential text because “he understood that Poe represented the 

beginning of an antihumanist tradition antithetical to the liberal humanism Matthiessen was 

celebrating in his book” (“Poe and Postmodernism” 406). Et tu, Hirsch?  
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     It is impossible that Poe was an antihumanist, for he ardently insisted on structure, order, 

perfection of construction of plot, specific meaning (even when doubled), traditional biblical 

morality, and an embrace of the British Neoclassical virtues of harmony, balance, and symmetry; 

even his grotesqueries are penned with this prescribed ideal in mind, for one must know the 

standards before one can convey aberrations of them. The liberal humanist position is that 

literary works reveal something timeless about human nature or the human condition, that there 

is some universal truth or constant discovery conveyed in the materials, which can possess 

meaning since they speak to humanity, and not mere intertextuality—and this is, by and large, 

the New Critical position. Poe’s works are adamantly pro-Christian, thus they insist on the 

universal and timeless human tendency towards wickedness and the temptation to be seduced by 

the “Bosom-Serpent” of the Ego, the sin of the Garden to be as the Most High God.  

     His works underscore the lessons of Scripture meant to apply to all of mankind, both in terms 

of mandated conduct via the ethical code it imparts in the two greatest commandments, and in 

terms of the unwavering and constant feature of man’s inherent depravity in need of that Law of 

Love, for the human heart is deceitful and desperately wicked in every age and place, and 

therefore always in need of God’s prescriptive and redemptive protections. The remainder of 

Hirsch’s argument in support of this wholly untenable contention falls flat, and other than those 

salient instances wherein he points to the erroneous analyses of Poe’s repertoire and character 

made by other critics, the essay is an absolute bust. 

     For example, he points to E.H. Davidson’s argument that Poe is a “transitional author,” 

shifting from the Enlightenment emphases to those of Romanticism (Hirsch “Poe and 

Postmodernism” 406). Nope. Poe remains firmly rooted in rationalist Lockean philosophy and 
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theistic Newtonian natural philosophy, and he disdains the atheistic, excessive, and self-

indulgent German-led Romantic craze. Elsewhere, Hirsch heaps praise on John T. Irwin’s 

analysis of Poe’s novella (Pym) and Eureka, adding that “some humanists sought to compensate 

for the apparent absence of normative moral principles in Poe’s poetry and fiction by 

emphasizing elements of apocalypticism, visionary spiritualism, and pure Romantic 

transcendence in the tales and poems” (“Poe and Postmodernism” 407).  

     Clearly, these are critics who fail to comprehend that what appears to be the case with Poe is 

seldom the end of the matter, for appearances are deceiving and rely upon surface readings; Poe 

was given to strong undercurrents, therefore these critics do not penetrate enough the depths of 

the Pierian Spring by means of their shallow draughts. Poe does not need his humanism to be 

“redeemed” by these critics, for the works are decidedly pro-Scripture in their moral stance (as 

opposed to their merely alluding to Scripture for descriptive or thematic purposes); the 

apocalyptic visions are jeremiads calling readers to repent of their embrace of apostate 

movements and ideologies, and to humbly return unto the God of Scripture. The visionary 

spiritualism should be understood as derisive mocking of ideologies which are all gossamer and 

lacking in substance. And as for “pure Romantic transcendence,” any indications of the 

hallmarks of such things should be reckoned as parodic and satirical elements meant to deride 

their parent sources. 

      Hirsch speaks of J. Gerald Kennedy’s garbage Postmodern analysis of “Cask” from 1987 (in 

which the tale is wrongly discussed as if pertaining to the theme of revenge), wherein Kennedy 

asserts, “through the act of writing by which they make known their secret deeds, Poe’s narrators 

assume a textuality which completes the perverse self-destruction of the speaking subject,” after 
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which statement Hirsch responds, “Does this really enlighten us?” (“Poe and Postmodernism” 

409-410).  

     The answer, of course, is no, it doesn’t, and more than that, it was never meant to do so, for as 

readers in a Postmodern society, we are free to fabricate our own meaning and to disregard both 

that which the author originally imparted and that with which the critic has replaced it. (Need it 

be here pointed out that the narrators are never said to be writing out confessions, and that their 

confessions are intentionally mimetic of speech patterns of direct address, therefore they don’t 

even make known their secret deeds “through the act of writing”? Not content to fabricate 

meaning, the Postmodernists even go so far as to fabricate details for the texts which do not 

exist, in order to substantiate their bogus “interpretations”—a proclivity documented elsewhere 

in this paper, in the discussion of the biblical parable of the wedding guest. It is enough to give a 

grown New Critic a headache!) 

     Sometimes, Hirsch is on point is undermining the rubbish of Postmodern (Post-Auschwitz) 

criticism. He points, for example, to Joseph N. Riddell’s analysis of “Usher,” which he calls the 

“purest instance of a deconstructionist reading of a major Poe work” (“Poe and Postmodernism” 

414). Hirsch offers that Riddell reads “Usher” so that form and content become collapsed into 

one another, in the same manner in which the estate collapses on itself by the tale’s conclusion—

but Hirsch pulls the rug out from under the Postmodernist pest: “Hence, for Riddell, the collapse 

of the metaphorical decaying house that also symbolizes a decaying family is equivalent to the 

collapse of the story.  

     But the ‘story’ does not ‘collapse’ the way the house does. It remains a viable ‘structure’ that 

English speakers continue to read and make sense of” (“Poe and Postmodernism” 415). Much of 
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the remainder of the essay (and Hirsch’s collection of essays about Post-Auschwitz literary 

criticism) involves Hirsch revealing that the Postmodern critical emperors have no clothes. But 

when he draws into the discussion  “logocentrist” critics of the oppositional camp, such as 

Richard Wilbur’s earlier take on “Usher,” he does not comment on the shared absurdity inherent 

to poor methodological approaches with which Hirsch seems comfortable, for he includes 

Wilbur’s analysis of the collapse of the house without comment, other than to prove the point 

that the Postmodernists refuse to acknowledge any critical predecessors, that scholarly practice 

being a standard, requisite feature of New Criticism (and hence the reason for the lengthy review 

of the literature section in this paper). What is Wilbur’s take on the collapsed edifice? Well, 

according to Hirsch, in Wilbur’s estimation, the significance of the collapse at the end of the 

story indicates that ‘Roderick Usher has become all soul. ‘The Fall of the House of Usher,’ then, 

is not really a horror story; it is a triumphant report by the narrator that it is possible for the 

poetic soul to shake off this temporal, rational, physical world and escape, if only for a moment, 

to a realm of unfettered vision’” (“Poe and Postmodernism” 415).  

     This is Wilbur’s takeaway of the torturous agony and murder of an innocent and godly young 

woman, killed in the prime of her life, in her ancestral home, by her closest kin—the place where 

she should have expected the greatest protection from the person she should have most expected 

it! He is actually lionizing the murderer! What sort of claptrap scholarship argues that the 

murder of others is fully justified in the cause of recognizing the primacy of the murderer’s 

perverted poetic sensibilities? According to Poe’s aestheticism, the individual with the most 

advanced poetic sentiment is also the most moral; all of Roderick’s endeavors in art, music, and 

poetry are characterized by being disproportionate, discordant, and disturbing, hence he is a type 
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for the least moral person. The narrator is justly horrified by realization that Madeline was 

entombed alive and that he had a hand in her tragic and ghastly undoing; he is not recounting a 

celebratory paean to Roderick’s creativity, but is recounting the extent of Roderick’s treachery 

and subsequent insanity. Unfortunately, Hirsch does not fault Wilbur’s grossly flawed perception 

of the tale. 

     Hirsch raises only two other points worth mentioning in passing, first when he refers to his 

own 1968 analysis of “Pit” as being a portrayal of an Existentialist absurd universe, which it 

assuredly isn’t, being, in fact, the very opposite, for Existential Absurdism is atheistic at its core 

(in that human life—all the Universe, even— is devoid of purpose, in not having been created by 

God, and in there being no God with whom mankind can hope to have a meaningful relationship) 

(“Poe and Postmodernism” 416). Hirsch operates from the Existentialist concept of dread (of 

meaninglessness and hopelessness), but the tale is actually one which depicts a Christ-figure and 

implies that salvation is possible when one is embraced by the loving arms of God (General 

LaSalle is the father figure) as a result of unmerited favor, or grace. (He points to Carlson’s text, 

“Poe’s Vision of Man,” as support for theory, and that disastrously errant work is addressed 

elsewhere in this paper, in detail.)  

     The only other point of note is his brief discussion of John Limon’s analysis of Eureka 

through the lens of the post-Kantian Schelling, instead of through Kant’s ideas proper. Limon, he 

says, points out concepts gleaned from or in line with Schelling’s controversial book of 1797, 

Naturphilosophie, in which Limon is said to contend that Poe’s acquaintance with the German 

work led Poe to “spiritualize, rather than humanize, Nature” (Hirsch “Poe and Postmodernism” 

418). Given that Poe employs German physics to mock and deride German metaphysics (and 
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Schelling’s work was a conflation of the “material and the spiritual universe”), Limon likely is 

correct in that Eureka demonstrates such familiarity with the German mystic’s work; Limon 

seems not to recognize it for the parodic satire, or high burlesque, which Poe intended Eureka to 

be. (Friedrich von Schelling collapses subject into object, a phenomenon which Poe depicts, 

literally, in Eureka.) 

     Hirsch wraps up his essay by reiterating a half-dozen common critical conceptions and 

misconceptions about Poe and his work, such as: (1) he was obsessed with death; (2) he probed 

the depths of human psychology; (3) he was a “dark” Romantic; (4) he wrote characters who 

subverted or perverted bourgeoisie “conventional middle-class values”; (5) he adopted stances 

antithetical to Emerson’s; and (6) he foresaw Dostoevsky’s portraits of humanity, as well as 

Nietzsche’s “death of God” and the Nietzschean “transvaluation of values”. (“Poe and 

Postmodernism” 421). To these assessments, I answer, in brief: no, no, no, no, yes, and yes. 

     The only statement of real worth and application in the concluding remarks comes from 

Hirsch’s quotation of Erich von Kahler (1885-1970), an Austro-Hungarian Jewish literary 

scholar who correctly surmised the cultural phenomenon about which Poe was deeply concerned, 

namely, “the deep unrest, uneasiness and alarm at the effects of our modern middle-class 

civilization; [a sense] of the increasing hollowness and precariousness of conventional values, 

the derangement of human relations” (“Poe and Postmodernism” 421). (Kahler, who received his 

doctorate in Vienna, was stripped of his German citizenship in 1933 and fled Nazi persecution by 

living in England until 1938, after which time he emigrated to the United States, finally 

becoming an American citizen in 1944.)  
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     Poe would not have limited these concerns to the middle class, but he would have been in 

perfect sympathy with Kahler’s assessment of the dangers and distress and despair resulting from 

an increased departure from “conventional values” such as had been the standards of societies 

grounded in traditional biblical ethics. That the Holocaust transpired in Christendom is a black 

eye from which Europe will never fully recover, and the attendant passivity of United States is 

one which it will never fully be able to conceal. The Age of Auschwitz overtook the Age of 

Reason, and the derangement of human relations, as well as the derangement of the human 

relation with the divine, was never more evident that during the Holocaust and in the aftermath 

of totalitarianism which characterizes the latter half of the twentieth century left in its wake. 

Francisco Goya once titled a work “The sleep of reason produces monsters,” but it seems a 

greater truism that the mortification of human sympathy on the part of Man, and the casting off 

of God, is the surest means by which monstrous barbarism enters the World. 

     Part II, “Poe’s Writings,” constitutes the largest portion of Carlson’s Companion collection.  

Elizabeth Phillips and Dwayne Thorpe each write about the poems; Grace Farrell devotes special 

attention to Poe’s novella and the lesser known “Journal of Julius Rodman”; David E.E. Sloane 

and Michael J. Pettengell focus on Poe’s science fiction and landscape sketches; Beverly R. 

Voloshin examines Poe’s “Marginalia” in light of his literary theory; James M. Hutchisson looks 

at Poe as a literary critic; and Barbara Cantalupo concentrates on Eureka. Whereas all of these 

aspects and works surely play into the larger matrix of comprehending Poe’s Lucifer-figures, the 

apocalyptic dialogues, and the rarified satirical nature of his cosmological parodic treatise, they 

are of limited utility for the purposes of this paper. Carlson, an able editor, is less admirable as a 

critic, for he cannot break free of mere psychological analyses of the characters of Poe’s tales; 
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this deficiency is evidenced in the two essays written by him included in the collection, essays 

which include discussion of the tales “Berenice,” “Morella,” “Ligeia,” “William Wilson,” and 

“Usher,” all of which he identifies as “tales of psychal conflict”.  

     Of course, these are all Lucifer-figure tales, and they are not about diseased minds or 

consciences wracked with guilt, therefore there is no conflict raging within the hearts, minds, or 

souls of the villains at the time they commit their foul deeds, nor afterwards, for the some of 

them are shown to slide or degenerate into madness ex post facto. (Ironically, the term “psyche” 

is Greek for the word “soul,” thus as the tales are concerned with the perverted state of the 

murderers’ souls, misshapen into moral grotesqueries by their wills, they might be said to be 

psychal, but they are devoid of internal conflict, for that suggests wrestling with a conscience.) 

     Thomas Joswick’s “Moods of Mind: The Tales of Detection, Crime, and Punishment” I feel 

obligated to comment on because he was one of my favorite former professors as an 

undergraduate student, having been introduced to him when he was invited to be a guest lecturer 

in a course on American literature (the early novels, e.g., Charlotte Temple, The Last of the 

Mohicans, The Scarlett Letter, Moby-Dick), taught by an equally wonderful professor of early 

American literature (and an award-winning poet), John Mann.486  

     But I also include critique of it because it represents an example of the Psychoanalytic 

criticism which appropriates biblical ethics rendered in psychological frameworks and 

terminology, substituting the moral content with medicalized mental speak; because of the 

popularity of this proclivity on the part of critics who had not yet abandoned New Critical 

methodology whilst still embracing Psychoanalytic criticism (a movement which Eric W. 

Carlson is responsible for popularizing, therefore lending to the approach a veneer of credibility 
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and respectability it does not deserve), even the endeavor of seeking to discern the moral 

undercurrent is completely forsaken, replaced with interpretations which rely on the “scientific” 

psychoanalytic method. In short, because of this shift in the methodology, focus altered from the 

metaphysical (moral deterioration) to the merely physical (mental deterioration), thereby 

obscuring, almost entirely, the moral undercurrent in Poe’s works, as well as the biblically-

derived motivation on Poe’s part: As infrequent as is the case that one finds that for which one is 

not looking, rarer still is the occasion when one finds something present and unexpected when 

one’s focus is intentionally directed elsewhere. 

      Whereas I cannot bring myself to agree with Joswick’s critical analysis entirely, neither can I 

bring myself to dismiss it entirely, least of all because he does somewhat redeem himself in 

speaking to a major theme of Poe’s Lucifer-figure tales, that of justice—albeit it is divine justice 

with which the tales are concerned, and not merely the human legal framework. Joswick writes 

briefly about several of Poe’s tales: “The Man of the Crowd,” “The Murders in the Rue 

Morgue,” “The Mystery of Marie Roget,” “The Gold-Bug,” “Thou Art the Man,” “The Purloined 

Letter,” “The Masque of the Red Death,” “Pit,” “Heart,” “Cat,” “Imp,” “Cask,” and “Hop-Frog”.  

     Under the heading “The Mystery of ‘Deep Crime’” are listed the first six tales above-named, 

and the last six tales are discussed under the shared heading of  “The Tales of Crime and 

Punishment”. That “Masque” is included in his grouping of tales in which punishment is meted 

out, despite the fact there is no mortal legal framework in the tale, suggests strongly that it is 

divinely-executed justice; he concludes his discussion of this tale by pointing to the verse from 

Scripture which speaks of the sudden destruction to fall on those who think themselves in peace 

and safety, a judgment which comes as unannounced as a thief in the night (1 Thess. 5:2-3).  
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     Joswick is incorrect in describing the tales as ones of “murder and revenge,” for none of the 

victims had performed any offending acts which could have warranted their deaths, being all as 

innocent as Abel slain by the evildoer Cain; if the victims offended at all, it was only their 

goodness which offended the perversity of their murderers. He points to the first of the tales 

above-listed (“Crowd”), offering that it represents a turning point in Poe’s treatment of crime: 

“Its narrator asserts that in the human heart may be ‘some secrets which do not permit 

themselves to be told,’ and that, ‘due to such an internal interdiction,’ ‘the essence of all crime is 

undivulged’” (Joswick 237).  

     The takeaway from this stressed aspect of the tale should be that crime is a problem of the 

human heart, not the human mind, and that human will does have a role to play in it, for sin is 

rebellion against God’s Law, as it involves perverting one’s will so as to effect that sinful 

rebellion; will is the human spirit which perverts the letter of the law and which yields the bad 

fruit it corrupts. Scripture declares: “The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately 

wicked: who can know it?” (Jer. 17:9); it is this verse in particular which Poe likely had in mind 

when writing of the secretive and unknowable nature of the human heart in the tale. But, as God 

is able to read hearts, per the very next verse (Jer. 17:10), all crime eventually is divulged to a 

divine judge possessed of both the authority to punish it and the means by which to hold the 

legally guilty culpable.  

     Joswick thinks the remainder of the named tales which follow “Crowd” are concerned with a 

shared theme: “In the tales of crime and detection that follow […] the capacities of the soul to 

fathom itself—and to resist and deceive itself—are further explored in the ordeal of self-

recognition that distinguishes Poe’s fiction: a solitary Self confronting an adversary who turns 
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out to be the self’s own double” (238). Phrased this way, the tales would seem to be focused on 

protagonists contending with struggles between their Ids and their Superegos. Joswick’s essay on 

“William Wilson” acknowledges that it is an “ethical tale,” and he thinks the protagonist suffers 

from an “ethical dilemma”. Wilson himself does not, and his story is one depicting a change of 

plans, not a change of heart, for all Poe’s murderers are unrepentant to the very last. 

      There are no struggles of conscience in the Lucifer-figure tales, merely struggles with sanity 

once they have seared over their consciences and acted out the murderous desires of their wicked 

hearts; they have kicked away the pricks intended to keep them upright, and then suffer for their 

willful defiance of God’s Law of love, as their moral rottenness leads to the spoiling of their 

sanity. Because all of the tales on which this paper are focused are contained under the latter 

subheading, focus on Joswick’s contributions to the discourse on Poe will hereafter pertain to the 

second subsection of his essay. 

     Joswick describes tales within this second set as being ones which “focus on the workings of 

law and moral order in a psyche often characterized by obsessive ‘moods of mind’ and usually at 

conflict with itself” (245). He is correct about the moral order, but not about the state of internal 

conflict. In fact, he cannot possibly be correct, for the workings of law and order in characters 

who Self-justify their deeds, who appeal to their own hearts (“Imp”), who think themselves 

entitled to act as if with impunity (“Cask”), who rationalize their own pretexts (“Heart”), who 

radically mitigate their own culpability (“Cat), and who blatantly lie without apology for their 

cruel acts (“Usher”) — these are psyches defined by an attendant and pervasive belief in 

autonomous rule (auto=self, nomos=law).  
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     When one is a law unto one’s Self, there is zero internal struggle in terms of a moral order, for 

one grants the Self license to establish the parameters of that very moral order, meaning one can 

never violate a moral law which is always Self-originating, Self-serving, and Self-justified. And 

this, of course, is the inherent danger of the Kantian categorical imperative which Poe discerned 

and against which he warned when he took on the American Transcendentalists for their embrace 

of such ideologies—ideologies which pave the way for such deadliness as depicted in the 

Lucifer-figure tales, as witnessed in a greater scale in the Holocaust, and as predicted in the even 

greater scope of his apocalyptic dialogues. 

      The tendency to Self-rule expands from the internal to the external, eventually absorbing not 

merely the individual in which it manifests, but also spreading, like contagion, eventually to 

engulf the entire World, leading to total devastation and ruin; the categorical imperative paves 

the way to Auschwitz (and worse), because there is nothing contained within it which would 

preclude totalitarianism.  

     The Self is without Self-limit (the very crux or core trait of totalitarianism), and as described 

in Scripture, without Self-limitation, mankind, given its propensity to wickedness does not 

restrain itself (which leads to sinful evildoing), resulting in the reality of which God describes in 

speaking of the unrepentant builders of the Tower of Babel, who sought to indulge their 

wickedness without fear of recompense (to act as if with impunity), in that, of evildoers, 

“nothing will be restrained from them, which they have imagined to do” (Gen. 11:6).487 

     Joswick nods to Tate’s description of Poe as a transitional writer having “discovered” the 

modern theme of disintegration of personality, which this paper argues is actually a direct result 

of the Self-wrought perversion or grotesquery of the soul. He offers: “For Poe’s narrators, the 
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confessional form becomes primarily an anguished register for forces (psychological, social, 

moral) over which they can no longer exercise authority and into which they can no longer attain 

insight” (Joswick 246). He is only half-right here; the confessing narrators experience no anguish 

for the deeds they have committed, being only anguished by the reality which confronts them 

that they will be held accountable for such deeds, by the fact of objective reality that they could 

not act as if with impunity, or autonomously. 

      Joswick thinks the murderous confessors incapable of comprehending any external order 

beyond the confines of their own limited consciousness (which they perversely re-order or re-

present so as to imagine their innocence and Self-justification), an order necessarily revealed to 

the reader in what he identifies as “the irony of the narrative situation” (246). Think here of C.S. 

Lewis’s argument that sane men are capable of recognizing insanity, whereas insane men are 

incapable of recognizing sanity, in relation to evildoers. Joswick is not wrong in his 

characterization of the confessing figures as being limited in their comprehension, but he also 

fails to recognize that this is a symbolic signification of their having totally collapsed into their 

egos, indicating the Self which crowds out due regard for God and their fellow man. 

      Their loss of objective reasoning is the result of their collapse into radical subjectivity, and 

the use of the confessional narrative just might be a subtle means by which Poe condemns the 

Roman Catholic practice, for in depicting characters who are patently insincere or unapologetic 

in the relating of their deeds (e.g., the murderers in “Imp,” “Cask,” “Cat,” “Heart”), Poe may be 

suggesting the ineffectualness of that religious practice and implying that justice is not served by 

it, since the true nature of the confessor’s heart or “moods of mind” might not be discernible to 

mere mortal clerics. God alone has the ability to read human hearts, per Scripture, thus Poe’s use 
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of the confession as a framing device might be a registration on his part of disapproval of and 

disbelieve in both the newly-introduced criminal insanity defense and Roman Catholicism, in 

which similarities as to their infeasibility in discerning truth and innocence intentionally are 

called to mind so as to condemn both practices. 

      Joswick errs, therefore, in thinking that the confessors are all truth-tellers, merely blinded to 

their own truths; he is dead on the money, though, when he offers that they reveal other (and 

often opposite) than that which they intend (246). For example, the confessor in “Heart” is 

sincere in his protestations that he is quite sane, but for all his sincerity, what is revealed is 

precisely the opposite—his insanity. (Mind you, its onset is subsequent to the murder, and the 

murder is not precipitated by it. Bear in mind that he confesses that he “thinks” the victim’s eye 

drove him to commit the murder, meaning he invented a pretext after the foul deed, thus he was 

not crazy but only evil when he plotted and executed his assault on his kindly, former master, 

intentionally mimetic of Saran’s betrayal of the beneficent God whom he formerly served.) 

      In “Cat,” the confessor intends to convince his audience that he is guiltless of plotting his 

wife’s murder, yet he reveals precisely the opposite, even going so far as to slip and use the word 

“murder” himself by the end of the tale, when describing the actual moment of the deed. Here, 

the narrator is intentionally insincere, but cannot see that his lies are transparent to others. In 

“Cask,” the confessor aims to convince his audience that he was justified in murdering his 

victim, but his statements reveal precisely the opposite, for it seems clear that no mere insult he 

alleges Fortunato ventured to make could possibly warrant the cruel and calculated death he 

visits upon the man. Also, in “Cask,” the narrator is sincere in his describing his treachery, but 

insincere in his repentance of it. 
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      In all of these examples, the only truth-telling to be found in their descriptions of the actual 

murders, and not one of them is honest about his “moods of mind” leading up to or after the 

crime; and as not one of them sees himself as being without moral Self- justification, they all 

therefore remain unrepentant and deluded about their legal culpability before God and their 

fellow men.  

     And no wonder at that fact, for when one thinks to be “as if” he is the Most High God, he will 

fear neither God nor his fellow man when he proceeds to act “as if” he has license to act as if 

with impunity, being a law unto himself and insanely holding to the radical subjectivity which 

characterizes “the sovereignty of the Self” advocated by Stephen Pearl Adams, a doctrine, recall, 

which put into actual practice at the American nineteenth century Modern Times commune, quite 

literally resulted in madness, chaos, strife, and death. Is it any wonder that Poe linked such 

dangerous ideas to the Self-wrought devastation witnessed in both the Lucifer-figure tales and 

the apocalyptic dialogues? 

     Joswick also nods to Carlson’s characterizing Poe’s central burden during the initial half of 

the 1840s as pertaining to “Poe’s diagnosis of cultural collapse” (246). Good for Joswick in 

making this point. Certainly, this may be said the case if one stops to consider that these are the 

years during which Poe is waging his famed decade-long feud with the American 

Transcendentalists (1838-1848, per Carlson’s essay “Poe’s Ten-Year Frogpondian War”), and 

that he consistently faulted their German-bred Idealism, German-led Romanticism, and their 

German-embraced Pantheism with spawning this cultural collapse. And he draws into the 

discussion G.R. Thompson’s claims about “substantive irony” constituting the truly horrific in 

Poe’s tales, as, according to Thompson, “‘it amounts to the only sane method of confronting and 
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surviving the truth of a “perverse” and “absurd” universe in which events are disconnected, 

meaning is opaque, and life’s cruel secret is that all is nothing’” (Joswick 246). To be sure, the 

belief in an absurd, disconnected, and cruel universe (purposeless) is the Existentialism of Jean-

Paul Sartre and Albert Camus in a nutshell; what it most assuredly is not is representative of 

Poe’s traditional Christian belief in a world created by a loving and purposeful God who imparts 

meaning, despises chaos and anarchy, and commands reciprocal love. 

     To briefly address Joswick’s take on the other five tales, he is not wrong in describing the 

sudden and unanticipated rescue of the narrator in “Pit” for seeming as accidental and 

unmotivated as the original act of condemnation which consigned him to his chamber of horrors 

(248). What he does not seem to grasp though, is that the tale is one in which the narrator is very 

deliberately modeled as a Christ-figure, and that this represents the raising up of the Son by the 

Father (General LaSalle as the “father” figure of the French Army), as well suggests that the 

rescue of lost souls who surrender themselves to God are embraced into salvation by His hand 

instead of any measures which they can perform of themselves: Left to his own devices, man 

despairs, and the soul of man is in a desperately deadly state without the gift of the grace of God 

to save him (and gifts are not earned, only wages)—this is the teaching of Ephesians 2:8. 

Joswick thinks that the awful Inquisitional powers and pressures available to torture the narrator 

of “Pit” are internalized in “Heart,” for he describes the confessing murderer in “Heart” as being 

both “agent and victim” (248).  

      Yet Joswick thinks him less driven to the confession by a guilty conscience than by “a frenzy 

of fears he cannot acknowledge” (248).  Quite so, for he has no guilty conscience; he is more 

concerned with proving his sanity than his innocence—and why should he bother to prove his 
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innocence, as he does not discern his own guiltiness? These fears, Joswick suggests, include a 

possible paranoia and morbid fear of death triggered by the so-called “Evil Eye” of his victim, or 

a misconstruing of the sounds made by the “death-watch” beetles housed within the boards 

(Joswick 249).  

     Joswick’s theory must here be rejected, for the murderers in the Lucifer-figures are all 

compos mentis at the times they commit their murders; the Self-rationalizing and Self-deluded 

pretexts of the confessions are invented afterwards, because the descent into madness manifests 

only after the murders, as shown elsewhere throughout this paper, that they are not the result of 

the madness but vice versa. That they are delusional at the time of the confession (or still 

practiced at the art of deception) should not confuse readers that they weren’t sane-yet-evil at the 

time they acted, for the plea of “not guilty by reason of insanity” was introduced in Poe’s 

lifetime, and the pattern of the Lucifer-figure tales suggest that he did not think it a reliable 

mechanism of jurisprudence, underscoring the need for divine retribution. 

     “Cat” and “Imp” Joswick groups together, and he thinks these two tales embody the best of 

Poe’s confessional forms (249). These are the two tales, of course, which directly address the 

topic of perverseness, and both murderous narrators expound on their conceptions of the 

phenomenon in attempts to mitigate their guiltiness; the confessor in “Cat” associates it with 

alcoholism, and in “Imp,” it is depicted as a faculty of the human will, tied to impulsive behavior 

(which bespeaks of mental illness and therefore not moral wickedness). Both men are found 

guilty in criminal courts and are awaiting their executions, and even Joswick opines that they are 

“held accountable for the evil they choose by the same inner impulse that accounts for their 

choice in the first place” (249). 
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      This is a seemingly contradictory statement, for if one chooses to do evil as a result of one’s 

own volition, then one’s volition does not choose to be evil—it simply is. As Joswick phrases 

matters, the evil inner impulse is what makes them choose to do evil, and then they choose to do 

evil because they are compelled to act on that choice, thus first they make a choice to do evil, 

and then they choose to do that evil—but this is a tautological argument. It is true that our inner 

impulse is one of wickedness, but impulsion and compulsion are not the same thing; impulse is 

instinctive, natural, unsought, and compulsiveness involves an irresistible urge to behave in a 

certain way, and specifically in a way which contravenes one’s conscious wishes. 

      Impulse can be resisted or overridden, whereas compulsion cannot. If we understand the 

murderous narrators to mean that they could not consciously override their urges to commit 

murder, then we are speaking of compulsion—except there is no evidence which supports their 

claims that they were incapable of stopping themselves, and the narrator in “Cat,” in particular, 

even slips up and uses the word “murder” in describing the deed, and murder is always 

premeditated and therefore controllable. The narrator in “Heart” proceeds by slow and deliberate 

means, and he has protracted his planning it for several days leading up to the murder, therefore 

there is neither impulse nor compulsion involved in his crime. 

      So, too, Roderick confesses in “Usher” that he knew Madeline endured the agony of her live 

burial for days; had he buried her as a matter of compulsion, he could have remedied the 

situation once the urge was fulfilled (for that is how compulsion is satisfied and wanes) and 

released her from her torment. In “Pit,” the Inquisitors do not act on impulse or compulsion, for 

the same form of remedy would be available to them as was to Roderick—who even could have 

informed his guest, the unnamed narrator, so as to free his sister of the misery he willfully and 
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wantonly imposed upon her. And in “Cask,” Montresor does not act on impulse or compulsion, 

either, for he has plotted the murder for some time and with great care, as had Roderick and the 

other Lucifer-figures in “Cat,” “Heart,” “Pit,” for the Inquisitors put great thought into their 

torture chamber, and the protracted aspect of their plotting are meant by Poe to indicate the 

highest degree of premeditation and therefore the greatest degree of mens rea, or malice of 

forethought, which warrants the highest penalty before the Moral Law—death.  

     Montresor takes his time whilst walling up his victim, and even stops and rests from his 

labors. Not one of the Lucifer-figure murderers acts on impulse, and not one of them murders 

their victims as a result of compulsion; they all merit a death sentence, and perfect justice 

requires that we do not condemn what cannot be controlled: Whose justice is more perfect than a 

perfect God’s? Our impulses to be wicked are checked by our conscience, by our knowledge of 

good and evil, but the murderers kick away the pricks of conscience and the stakes of the Moral 

Law of Scripture intended to prevent our ruin and that of those around us. 

      But in no discussion encountered in my research to date have I come across any criticism 

which bothers to make the distinction between the terms “impulsion” and “compulsion,” for the 

“Imp of the Perverse” is given to be an impulse, and not an external agent, i.e., it is not a 

supernatural or magical entity which plays upon the actions of others, as do the faeries in 

William Shakespeare’s dramas A Midsummer Night’s Dream or The Tempest. The opening lines 

of “Imp” clearly describe it as an impulse, but all of his plotting to murder the man whose 

inheritance he subsequently enjoys does not meet the criteria of impulsiveness; the degree of 

premeditation involved in the murdering of their victims implies the greatest level of criminal 

mens rea (third degree murder) and therefore meet with the greatest level of criminal culpability 
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(capital offense)—and even the confessor in “Imp” concludes the tale with an acknowledgment 

that he has consigned himself “to the hangman and to hell,” albeit he clearly faults the confession 

of the crime (and not the crime itself) for his doom. 

     Joswick points to Stanley Cavell’s theory that the impulse to perversity is meant to be read as 

a “critique of pure reason,” a form of persistent skepticism which shows the limits of reason as 

the ground for surety about the reality of the world and the self (249-250). He arrives at this 

theory because the narrators seem so sure of themselves during their confessions in these tales, 

and yet are so deluded (although I would point to “Cask” as one having the most confidence in 

himself, in that he continues to think himself Self-justified, even five decades after the murder).  

     Yet there is a great contradiction arising from the criticism of these tales, for on one hand the 

critics declare that the narrators are mad and therefore should not be held culpable before the 

law, having acted out of mental illness, and on the other hand, they take as fact the narrators 

expositions on perversity—expositions which are offered by madmen. If the narrators are mad, 

then their arguments and excuses must be construed as incorrect, and if incorrect, then the 

murderers have no defense of madness which relies on those arguments. And if the arguments 

which the murderers expound are correct, then they prove their sanity and therefore their guilt, 

since they cannot rely on any defense of madness in articulating perfectly true and reasoned 

arguments.  

     They are caught in Joseph Heller’s Catch-22 situation, wherein anyone sane enough to plead 

insanity cannot rightly contend they suffer from mental illness. In these tales (as well as in 

“Cask”), each of the confessors admits to protracted machinations leading up to the murders they 

commit, a means by which Poe demonstrates the fullness of their mens rea—being also the same 
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means by which he disproves their arguments about perversity and their lies about the impulsive 

nature of their crimes. There is huge difference between impulsive and compulsive behavior, 

which is neatly summarized in an article titled “Compulsivity vs. Impulsivity: What’s the 

Difference?” on a medical site for drug addiction recovery: 

     The root word compulsion is defined by Oxford Dictionary as “an irresistible urge to 

behave in a certain way, especially against one’s conscious wishes”. Compulsive behaviors 

are those that are done repeatedly to serve a particular purpose, although that purpose may not 

be directly related to the behavior. Plus, you do this behavior even when it comes with 

undesirable consequences. For example, a person who has a history of disordered eating has a 

compulsion to binge on unhealthy foods after a day of feeling low or rejection from a friend. 

Once the binge has concluded, the individual feels shame because it took place. In this case, 

the compulsion serves as an ineffective solution to a problem or discomfort. A person is 

compelled to behave in this way, even if they know the behavior is inappropriate or useless at 

meeting the need. The root word impulse is defined by Oxford Dictionary as “a sudden strong 

and unreflective urge or desire to act”. Impulsive behaviors are those that are executed 

without premeditation or advanced thought. We simply act first, and perhaps, think about the 

consequences of those actions later–usually when it’s too late. (Destination Hope) 

 

     Nothing in the conduct self-described by the confessors even remotely suggests that they 

acted impulsively, for even though they claim to have acted suddenly (either confessing or 

murdering), scrutiny of the facts of the tales reveal that these actions themselves were protracted, 

and even the premeditated plotting was protracted. None of the confessing murderers express 

remorse or shame or guilt for their deeds, seeking only to explicate and exonerate their actions, 

which means that they did not act compulsively, either; their descriptions of perverseness suggest 

compulsive behavior, but as they did not act without premeditation, they could have resisted their 

urges; since their conduct was not impulsive, it is also not excusable. Catch-22.  

     Joswick’s essay points to other self-contradictory critical assessments, for he says that Daniel 

Hoffman (a Freudian critic) thinks that the disdain expressed by the narrator of “Cat” when he 

describes “the paltry and gossamer fidelity of mere Man” is indicative of subconscious fears of 
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marital intimacy, as Joswick offers that Hoffman has shown that the murderer’s displaced 

affection for animals over human beings is a “substitution” which “expands to include his 

fascination for, and anxiety about, sexual desires and culminates in the murder of his wife—as if 

that “‘had been the unacknowledged purpose all along’” (250). Good grief, what a hot mess of an 

oxymoronic assessment that is!  

     We have only the lying murderer’s word that he was an animal lover in his youth, and how 

absurd is it to contend that he demonstrates a displaced affection for animals when he seeks to 

murder his second cat and he murders his first cat, Pluto, because it is affectionate towards 

him—that being the same reason he murders his wife, most likely. This is nothing more than 

psychoanalytic prattle and gobbledygook, attempting to pass itself off as criticism—akin to the 

“non-substantial” fabric of the fictive emperor’s new clothes. 

      In the first place, the narrator grows to despise and abuse even his animals, therefore there 

can be no “displacement” of affection for them as the tale progresses to the murder. Second, 

nothing in the narrator’s conduct suggests anxiety regarding his wife, for one cannot suffer 

personal violence against a person one fears to approach. Third, in calling the act a murder, 

Hoffman implicitly acknowledges that it is performed in premeditated cold blood, which means 

it could never, never, never have been an “unacknowledged” purpose; purpose is always, always 

self-acknowledged, for purpose suggests reason and volition, deliberate willfulness, which sin, as 

rebellion against God’s Law, requires. Had the deed been the result of an unanticipated or 

unplanned act of impulse, then the crime would have constituted manslaughter, a concept known 

even in biblical times per the creation of sanctuary cities. The murderer in “Imp” confesses to 

long enjoyment of his ill-gotten gains, and the murderer in “Cat” confesses to the soundest of 
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sleeps on the very night of the murder and concealment of his wife’s corpse; that is not the talk 

of an accidental killer or a repentant sinner, 

     Joswick concludes his discussion of these two tales by bringing in Patrick F. Quinn’s 

ascribing a hybrid of philosophical and psychological inquiries to the phenomenon of 

perverseness, which Joswick states belongs to the field of inquiry referred to as “theological 

morality” (250). Truth be told, there is no other legitimate kind for a traditional biblical moralist 

such as Poe, who understood the grounding of ethics must rest on the authority of Scripture and 

the God who authored it. 

      Quinn likened Poe’s alleged perverseness to Danish philosopher Soren Kierkegaard’s 

conception of dread (although as both authors were Christians, it seems a moot point to compare 

their stances), and Joswick contends that both require oxymoronic definitions, offering of 

perversity that is “a ‘sympathetic antipathy’ for evil that results in an apparent lack of 

accountability, but a lack that ‘ensnares’ the individual in the evil he both desires and abhors. 

The compulsive attraction and abhorrence from one principle, which is fundamental to Poe’s 

moral imagination” (250).  

     This is a jumble of ideas which simply cannot apply to the murderers of the Lucifer-figure 

tales. Defined this way, the murderers would not even be murderers, for what cannot be 

controlled cannot be condemned. And none of the Lucifer-figures are self-abhorrent—not one—

for they all are unrepentant. More to the point, the tales speak of perverseness as an impulse, not 

compulsion (it is the imp of the perverse, mind you), and, Quinn’s argument rests on compulsion 

(which is also habitual). 
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     Of the last of the tales Joswick discusses, “Cask” and “Hop-Frog,” he says that they are tales 

of crimes wherein each “murderer escapes retributive punishment,” being even construed as 

revenge fantasies on Poe’s part against an unsympathetic public or a personal slight (250). Even 

Mabbott thought it spoke to an emotional venting of a libel feud, offering that such a reading 

“can hardly be doubted” (Joswick 251). But Joswick’s posit only can be correct if the murderers 

are able to escape divine retribution, which the pattern of the Lucifer-figures, in accordance with 

the lessons of Scripture, implies is not possible. Joswick cites D.H. Lawrence’s take on “Cask,” 

in which the famed British novelist (himself somewhat obsessed with sexual themes) provides a 

Freudian reading of the tale, wherein “‘The lust of Montresor is to devour utterly the soul of [his 

rival] Fortunato’” (251).  

     As the pattern of the Lucifer-figure tales demonstrates, none of the murderers seek to devour 

or control or subsume their victims, they rather wish to destroy them, just as Cain slew Abel, and 

never sought to overpower or absorb his brother, a person innocent of wrongdoing. And when 

Joswick writes that, “Montresor’s revenge appears so triumphant because he controls language” 

because the murderer echoes the cries of his victim and therefore allegedly wrests meaning from 

them, he fails to recognize that the murderer (who cannot enact revenge for a wrong never 

committed against him) merely appears triumphant because he has wielded a trowel, and not a 

vowel (251).  

     Next comes a discussion of “Hop-Frog,” the tale in which the ridiculed and rebuffed court 

jester burns alive the king and several of his nobles after a fellow-abducted midget, the female 

dancer named Tripetta, is slapped by a drunkard courtier. Joswick classifies it as one in which 

there is an “unholy mingling of personal vengeance and social justice,” and he thinks it 
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reminiscent of a comment made by Poe in his Marginalia, to wit: “What can be more soothing, 

at once to a man’s Pride and to his Conscience, than the conviction that, in taking vengeance on 

his enemies for injustice done to him, he has simply to do them justice in return?” (251)  

     But is burning people alive who have treated you unkind or even cruel just recompense? The 

punishment does not fit the crime, and is therefore a grotesquery of justice, which would make it 

unjust; not content to simply kill them, Hop-Frog would see his victims suffer, and not content to 

see them simply suffer, he would see them killed. And this is the mindset and tactic and adopted 

by the Nazi tormentors and executors against their Jewish victims. The soul which has become 

so perverted so as to make a grotesquery of justice can never be justified in its murders. Hop-

Frog is physically deformed, and morally deformed as well; beauty might be skin deep, but ugly 

is down to the bone, to the heart’s very core. Joswick draws to a close his discussion of these 

particular tales with the conclusion that, just as Poe’s “madmen become victims of their own 

self-aggrandizement,” Poe’s readers are “left to acknowledge the self-deception and dubious 

moral purpose at its source” (251).  

     Yet the madmen, one hopes, have nothing in common with Poe’s readers, other than they are 

all beholden to the same moral code of conduct commanded by God in Scripture, and that they 

are liable to die and face Him in judgment. Joswick is dead on the money, though, that the Self-

aggrandizement of the villains is what guarantees their ultimate demise, for their egos expand to 

the point that they crowd out the possibility for a loving regard of both God and their fellow 

man, and eventually collapse, like an overinflated balloon which is destroyed by internal 

expansion. 
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     Richard P Benton’s essay deals specifically with Poe’s tales dating from 1831-1835, but as 

none of these eleven tales are among the ones selected for examination in this paper, it must be, 

for the most part, skipped over. Still, it is worth mentioning at least one relevant point which 

Benton calls to attention, and that is that Poe’s intended audience for the collection of stories he 

intended to publish (The Folio Club Tales) characterizes many of the works subsequent to them, 

for Harpers, the publishing company which rejected the offer to print the anthology, said of them 

that they were too refined for common fare, and since they were literary satires, thus Poe’s 

humor is present from the onset of his intended career. (Poe is indebted to the British 

Neoclassical satirists, who were also moralists, thus they seem to have been his first “elective 

affinity”.) Benton says Poe’s intended readership constituted a “double audience,” consisting of 

“the culturally literate few and the culturally limited many” (111). 

      In other words, Poe wrote so as to meet high critical standards, but also to enjoy popularity 

with the general readership; the works contain aspects which refined readers could appreciate, 

but they could also be read plainly for enjoyment purposes by the masses—and such a design 

suggests that there would be messages hidden in plain sight for those adept enough to spot them, 

understood by those persons who had “eyes to see,” as Jesus would say of his parables.  

     Poe set out the details of his overall schemata for the Folio Club Tales by 1833, in an 

introduction he prepared for the volume, as Benton explains: 

     Poe meant each member of the Folio Club to represent a real author, including himself, 

[thus] these scholars sought to identify them. Since it was evident that the tales could be 

associated with the Folio Club collection were varied in their modes—parody, satire, 

romantic irony, burlesque, straight romance, quiz, hoax, Gothicism, science fiction, or 

whatnot—whether intended to be taken as funny, serious, or half funny and half serious, these 

scholars attempted to determine these things as well as to decide who or what in a tale was 

being treated, either in ridicule or with respect and admiration. (112). 
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     What should be apparent here is the dizzying and splendid variety which Poe had mastered 

even in the earliest stage of his budding literary career, and that he was given to prodigiously 

thoughtful planning of wholes, both in terms of his overall collections and his individual tales. 

Moreover, as should be apparent by the genres listed, most of Poe’s categories are humorous; 

Poe’s tales, I reiterate, should be viewed through the twin lenses of his wry and mischievous 

sense of humor and his staunch moralism, and not through the neuroses and sexuality-obsessed 

template of Freud. These two aspects of his personality are so ingrained that they cannot be 

excised from his work, and that is the way in which he cannot be said to be able to stand apart 

from his writing. Benton adds that this collection of earliest tales is revelatory: 

     It shows Poe’s attitudes toward his material and his readers in the light of his wide 

scholarship and learning, his “half serious, half funny” turn of mind, and his penchant for 

secret writing—for mystery, ambiguity, conundrums, cryptograms, hieroglyphs, anagrams, 

obscure allusions, foreign languages, pedantries, logical traces, puns, hoaxes, jokes—in short, 

for deception and cunning one-upmanship. (112) 

 

    (“Half serious, half funny” is a good starting place for the idea of the conflated notion of the 

grotesque and arabesque, as argued by the criticism of the Schlegels.)  

     Stuart Levine’s and Susan F. Levine’s contribution to the Carlson anthology pertains to the 

tales which they identify as being the comic satires and grotesques dating 1836-1849. Even 

though all of the Lucifer-figure tales examined in detail in this paper fall within that timeframe, 

not one of them are included in the list of fifteen tales which constitute the basis of their study. 

As such, their essay also must be herein passed over, with the exception of a few comments 

made within it. In reference to one of the tales which they curiously classify under the heading 

“Social Satire Mysteries” (for it contains no mystery), the Levines offer: “Poe sometimes 
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preached that art had nothing to do with morality, and, as noted in the case of ‘Never Bet the 

Devil Your Head,’ he mocked the idea of stories with ‘morals’” (“Comic Satires” 139)  

     No doubt they are thinking of the common misconception that Poe thought art existed for its 

own sake (Poe only stated that standard applied specifically to poetry), and in the tale to which 

they refer, Poe does not mock tales with morals in them, he mocks stories which plainly state 

their moral message (sneaking them in “at the fag end,” à la the fables of La Fontaine, he says), 

as well as the critics who fault him for failing to write tales with morals in them (and he suggests 

that these blind and ignorant critics are Transcendentalists and Bostonians). The implication of 

this tale is that he does write tales with morals in them, but that they do not “announce 

themselves” to the reader, and therefore they must be discerned in the undercurrent by more 

refined or astute readers.   

    Whereas the Levines have a tendency to fall for facile, surface readings of Poe’s work, they do 

conclude their essay with an accurate and concise description of Poe’s overall career, offering: 

     Some modest conclusions seem possible. First, these Poe stories grow directly out of the 

texture of America in Poe’s day, its intellectual life, politics, popular culture, technology, 

journalism, and entertainment. Second, most of them have more than one purpose. A 

“political satire” is also a literary joke, a detective story is also a satire on small-town life, and 

so forth. Third, several stories make one skeptical of interpretations of Poe that stress 

compulsive, “haunted” behavior, for his choice of topics was more commercial than 

obsessive, his treatment of horror more whimsical than crazed. Fourth, Poe at work is Poe at 

play. The playfulness of these tales is evident to readers who have access to adequate 

annotation of the topical, political, and personal allusions. This has very important 

implications for all of Poe’s work, for having seen whimsy here, one begins to notice it 

elsewhere, even in pieces that have been regarded as “serious”—in his literary criticism, for 

example, or in his more famous short stories. Poe is not the author he is popularly supposed 

to be; he is much more interesting and complicated, and he is always witty. (“Comic Satires” 

145, emphases mine) 

 

     Here, at last, the Levines are on their surest footing— in their synopsis of Poe’s overarching 

body of work, for they often stumble in their critical analyses of specific tales by him.  
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     The final entry to be examined in the Carlson Companion collection is William Goldhurst’s 

“Tales of the Human Condition”. The essay focuses on three categories of tales, those he 

identifies as Poe’s “fables” (“Shadow” from 1835 and “Silence from 1838), those he identifies as 

“colloquies,” (which he also refers to as tales of “psychal visions”), and “sea-faring tales”. None 

of the works in his essay fall within the main purview of this paper, but, same as with the other 

essays which dwell on tales excluded in its focus, there are a few statements which are worthy of 

note, consideration, or refutation.  

     Goldhurst points to G.R. Thompson’s claim that the two fables are indebted to Bulwer-Lytton 

and Thomas De Quincey, and he includes a nod to David Ketterer’s highly allegorical reading of 

“Silence,” in which “the Roman figure, confronted by the Demon, suggests Satan’s temptation of 

Christ in the Wilderness. As Christ resisted the rewards proffered by the fallen angel, so the 

Roman withstands storm and bizarre animals; but, threatened with nothingness (“silence”), he 

flees” (Goldhurst 150).  

     (Truthfully, an Italian confronted with storms of life and ferocious animals, to my mind, calls 

up thoughts of Dante, not Scripture, but this is not the time or place to suss out the details of that 

particular work to determine the accurate reading—although Dante’s Divine Comedy is also a 

Christian work which is itself highly allegorical. Carlson thinks the story is one of existential 

crisis, or as Goldhurst summarizes that assessment: “Poe’s parable is a forerunner of the 

twentieth-century dilemma of faith, an issue explored in T.S. Eliot’s 1922 poem, The Wasteland, 

and Ingmar Bergman’s amazing film from 1957, The Seventh Seal (151).  Being familiar with 

each of these works, I’m inclined to disagree.)  
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     Regarding “Shadow,” Goldhurst includes Joseph Defalco’s analysis of that work, which is not 

meant merely to suggest memento mori, but argues that it should be read in the same vein as 

Eureka, i.e., “The loss of individual identity is part of the process of assimilation into supernal 

One-ness, or in other words, part of the transition from ordinary existence into Godhead” (151). 

Except, of course, this was not Poe’s belief but instead his satire of those who believe in such 

things; Goldhurst’s final remark on the latter work is that it is “quite simply too significant and 

compelling in its seriousness to be considered comic” (151).  

     But Goldhurst seems to forget Poe’s understanding of a burlesque, in which something trivial 

is treated with heightened seriousness, or in which something considered serious is greatly 

trivialized—and this approach is entirely in keeping with the British tradition Poe enjoyed, 

embraced, and emulated, for what else is Pope’s Rape of the Lock? Goldhurst speaks of this fable 

as one of great significance, yet he cannot state with certainty what it is meant to signify; Poe 

himself described the work as intentionally “half serious,” therefore it very well might be a 

parodic mocking of the style, a pseudo-allegorical text, intended to mimic or deride authors who 

lay in thick biblical allusions which go nowhere, and if it is only half serious, then it is also half 

silly, or humorous. Even if it is intended to point us towards Eureka, both should be understood 

as being intentionally derisive of American Transcendentalism.  

    In the category defined as colloquies, Goldhurst includes “Mesmeric Revelation” and “The 

Power of Words,” and he draws “Usher” and “Monos and Una” into the discussion of these tales, 

as well as Tate’s analysis of “The Conversation of Eiros and Charmion” from Tate’s The Forlorn 

Demon anthology, in which “Tate sees Poe predicting the end of the world as a ‘moral and 

logical consequence of the condition to which man has previously brought himself’” (152).  
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     YES. That is precisely the point Poe intended to make—the moral lesson to be discerned—

and that “condition” is one of sinful rebellion against the Most High God in the endeavor to be as 

Him, to be gods unto ourselves; a trajectory pursued on that immoral, impious, and unrepentant 

path is guaranteed to lead to a logical conclusion (in the objective sense of utmost execution or 

fulfillment) in which Man and the World are annihilated as a result of human society having 

rejected the authority of Scripture as the basis for individual and collective conduct, and in 

having willfully denied the two greatest commandments given therein, on which hang all the 

Law and the Prophets. In “Conversation,” as indicated by Goldhurst, the so-called “wise men” 

(scientists) think the earth in no danger from the coming catastrophe, and the theologians agree, 

which Goldhurst sees as “an ironic treatment of the role of reason” (155). Perhaps, but it is likely 

more intentionally reminiscent of Scripture, which speaks of those groups or persons who 

profess to be wise, but instead prove themselves to be fools (Rom. 1:22): All the world’s 

population perishes, “For when they shall say, Peace and safety; then sudden destruction cometh 

upon them, as travail upon a woman with child; and they shall not escape” (1 Thess. 5:3). 

Humble repentance before YHVH is the only means by which disaster may be staved off in this 

context.  

     But what of the evils of the Holocaust visited upon pious Jews, one wonders? Scripture is a 

gift to help one endure the agonies of human existence which result from man’s wickedness, and 

is not a mere magical charm or supernatural prophylactic against them: David had to endure the 

lions’ den; Jeremiah had to endure the slime pit; and Hananiah, Mishael, and Azaria had to 

endure the fiery furnace. And in the Christian framework, Jesus endured the indignation, torture, 

and death of the crucifixion. Belief does not preclude or prevent harrowing ordeals, nor does it 
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enable one to physically survive, but, rather, it enables one to preserve one’s relationships with 

the Most High God and one’s fellow men intact—to retain one’s humanity. 

      Belief is not faith in the mere existence of God, nor faith in His protection, but is faith in 

certainty of His love for Mankind, even when men fail or refuse to exercise that love towards one 

another, as He commands. That these biblical accounts also record the bodily preservation of 

such Old Testament figures is meant to indicate their willingness to be committed to the Law of 

God, unto death—for at no point does Scripture declare that they hated  or even cursed the men 

who imposed the sentence of death on them for imposing it; they are exceptional figures, and 

therefore their trust in the salvific promises of God (as opposed to mere faith as belief in God) 

and the largeness of their magnanimity towards their fellow men, even in tribulation at their 

hands  makes these men extraordinary, reflected in the extraordinary aspects of their tales.  

      (For Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael, and Azaria were made captive to Nebuchadnezzar, and are 

believed to have been made eunuchs, and therefore robbed of the possibility of having children 

of their own, one of the greatest tragedies to befall Jewish people. And when being consigned to 

the fiery furnace, the three faithful men even salute their royal executioner with the customary 

greeting of “O King, live forever!” while informing him in the very next breath that they will not 

obey him if it means disobeying God. To be clear, most twentieth-century Jews largely did not 

realize that they, too, were being singled out for the crematoria based on a discriminatory 

religious underpinning which motivated the Nazis, since Jewishness was framed by the Germans 

in a hybrid of religious-racial terms, in the concept of “rasenseele,” or “race-soul”.)488 

     The Holocaust was the direct result of the trajectory of wickedness of people who rejected the 

Moral Law, and was not the judgment of God; it is for this reason that Poe presents the utter self-
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wrought destruction of Man and the World as a logical outcome of the beliefs and actions of 

mankind taken to their conclusion, instead of as the result of divine judgment being executed 

against the planet. The fault lies not in our stars, but in ourselves, and Poe’s jeremiads work to 

warn the people to repent of their embrace of the inherently dangerous ideologies touted by the 

American Transcendentalists, all of which are characterized by a disproportionate or grotesque 

emphasis on the Self as the “standard setter” for the grounding of human ethics, whether that be 

in the coldness of human reason, the wildness of human emotion, or the vagueness (tenebroso) 

of human intuition.  

     All roads of Self-sovereignty lead to ruin, to Self-love, which pave the way to heartlessness, 

to hamas. Too much emphasis on reason and not enough on emotion? German-bred Idealism. 

Too much emphasis on emotion and not enough on reason? German-led Romanticism. No 

reliance on reason at all? German-fed American Transcendentalism. No reliance on emotion at 

all? German Nazism. All of these would-be ethics-establishing ideologies represent disfigured or 

deformed movements which produce or yield bad fruit, being all grotesqueries of the Moral Law 

of Scripture. 

      Goldhurst concludes his section on this tale by adding that the Levines had “discovered” the 

alleged significance of the names of the two characters, both said to be attendants to Cleopatra 

per Jacob Bryant’s Mythology, in which they are associated with the dove and the rainbow, both 

symbols of regeneration following destruction, in being both symbols tied to the Noahide flood 

described in Genesis (153). But these are attendants to Cleopatra in Shakespeare’s drama Antony 

and Cleopatra (there spelled Iras and Charmian), the first of which dies from a broken heart 
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upon the death of the Egyptian ruler, and the other who follows her to the grave by likewise 

applying a deadly asp to the bosom, following the queen’s example.  

     What regeneration is there to be had in this context, surely the one which Poe had in mind? It 

speaks to Hawthorne’s notion of “the Bosom-Serpent” of Ego and the certainty of ruin when one 

appeals to one’s own heart, suggesting the willful destructive bent of Man (Charmian) and the 

tragedy visited upon those who appeal to their own hearts in developing “elective affinities” with 

proud, ambitious, deadly perversions of human affections and desires (Iras)—being the moral 

and logical conclusions which are twinned and result in destruction when Man acts without the 

Moral Law of God. Egypt, in Scripture, has an association with bondage and therefore iniquity, 

for the ancient Israelites are only freed by the strong right arm of God (Exod. 6:6, Psa. 44:3). In 

like vein, only the strength of the Moral Law of God is able to rescue Man and the World from 

oppression, death, and destruction. 

   In “Colloquy,” Goldhurst falls into the trap of reading the tale too much at the surface, 

suggesting that it reveals Poe’s “visionary orientation” by means of Monos’ description to Una 

the process of dying and being reborn into a new and spiritual form, as the narrator is 

transformed into a life of “‘heightened intuitive consciousness,’ again implying a philosophic 

perspective emphasizing transcendental and (in Carlson’s words) ‘psychal potential’” (153). The 

process which Monos describes to Una is a slow, painful one, in which he experiences a 

mortification of the senses—in a word, death involving aesthetic deprivation, which is to say 

anesthesia as a gradual numbing process. Aesthetics are meant to stimulate, anesthesia is meant 

to suppress feeling; the gradual mortification of human sympathy which results from mankind’s 
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unrepentant iniquity, from its wicking of itself away from the Laws of God, leads to death of 

human society.  

     The increased intuitiveness is a slam at the American Transcendentalists, who thought Self-

salvation possible through Self-intuition, but human pain and suffering and tragedy is the end 

result for the World, and Goldhurst does not seem to comprehend that when Poe speaks of 

Nature being deformed, adding Monos’ lament that “the odd idea of Universal Equality” gained 

ground, Poe is referring to the collapse of God, Man, and the World into one another as 

Emerson’s contra-biblical notion of the “All in All” (that being “the radical Democracy” spoofed 

and derided in Eureka) (153). Poe would never emphasize man’s transcendental or psychal 

potential, instead habitually condemning it as a form of impious blasphemy wherein mankind 

seeks to be as the Most High God, the very sin the Garden in Genesis 3.  

     Goldhurst correctly sees the tale as a critique of American culture, even though he is in error 

so far as what it is he thinks Poe recommends to reverse the trajectory of  destructive elements 

which he perceives:   

     In brief, democratic government, industrialization, pollution of the environment, and 

technical education were all contributing to the downfall of civilization, as Monos perceived.  

In order to survive, Monos says, man must be “born again”. Presumably, Poe has in mind an 

earlier agricultural, rather than industrial, way of life with government in the hands of an 

educated aristocracy. (153-154) 

 

     But these are the very words Jesus says to the genuinely pious and just member of the 

Sanhedrin— Nicodemus—who comes to Jesus by night lest this Jewish council of elders 

denounce him, for Jesus says to the holy man: “Verily, verily, I say unto thee, Except a man be 

born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God” (Jn. 3:3). It is in truth and spirit into which a man 

must be reborn, Jesus informs the godly man, not in flesh—in recognition that Jesus is the 
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Messiah come to fulfill YHVH’s promise of loving salvation, so neatly expressed in John 3:16, a 

verse which is embedded within the text of the conversation between the two men.  

     It is not the worship of Jesus which Poe’s tales call for, but a return to devotion to the Most 

High God, being the heavenly Father (to whom the Lord’s prayer is also directed), a devotion 

which necessitates obedience to the two greatest commandments given in Scripture; even the gift 

of salvation expressed in John 3:16 is not indicative of Jesus’ love for Man, but signifies the love 

of YHVH by whom the promised Messiah and Savior is sent. 

      In short, Monos declares that nothing else has the power to save man— materially and 

spiritually— except love for God and our fellow man, or love for our fellow man as a result of 

our love for God. (Acts of beneficence are results of lovingkindness, and do not constitute the 

lovingkindness itself from whence they derive.) 

    Of the final tale from this second section, “The Power of Words,” the only section worth 

noting is Goldhurst’s apparent advance of Burton Pollin’s opinion that the phrase indicated in the 

title demonstrates Poe’s commitment to the creative aspects of language. He records that Allen 

Tate thinks Poe borrowed from French philosopher (and Christian) Blaise Pascal’s belief that 

“‘the slightest movement affects the whole of nature” (a phenomenon more commonly known as 

“the Butterfly Effect”), except Pascal adds to this notion “the moral check on human power” 

which Goldhurst says “Poe chose to ignore” (156).  

     Except the moral check on human power is precisely the focal message of the apocalyptic 

dialogues and the Lucifer-figure tales. Tate thought that “Power” was a tale meant to 

demonstrate mankind’s power to create through words, an ability which Tate thinks would 

“endow him with the power of God”— but this type of power could never be wholly identical to 
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God’s, as the Kantian-derived German Idealists or the American Transcendentalists claim is 

possible through the application of human agency (reason, intuition, will). And Poe would 

certainly never contend that Man could, thus “Power” is actually mocking the ideologies which 

contend as much. Scripture declares that in God’s image and likeness Man is made, and both 

terms indicate mere similarity, and not perfect identicality.  

     (Whatever creative powers men exercise necessarily are inferior derivatives of the original 

divine, not unlike the Platonic notion of Ideal Forms being superior to earthly copies of divine 

models, for image and likeness connote relation of kind and degree. Poe is no Platonist, though, 

for, per Scripture, the heavenly sphere differs greatly in kind and not merely degree from that of 

the earthly one, and God ‘s nature and ability differs greatly from mankind’s in kind and not 

merely degree—the latter posit being an argument advanced by Saint Anselm of Canterbury, a 

Roman Catholic Benedictine abbot and philosopher from the eleventh century.) 

      Finally, Goldhurst mentions David Halliburton’s opinion that “Tate’s conclusion about the 

divinity of the human condition is premature,” except, of course, that is never Poe’s message; in 

fact, it is precisely the opposite, that man is never equal to God, that he can never be as God, the 

seductive lie of Eden. Poe, in his capacity as a traditional biblical moralist, firmly believed in the 

biblical hierarchy of the discrete and disparate entities of God, Man, and the World, all of which 

is outlined in the first chapter of Genesis. Much of Poe’s condemnations of dangerously apostate 

ideologies rely on grotesqueries of proportion in the relations between these entities. 

     In speaking of the sea-faring tales (“MS. In a Bottle”, “Descent” and Pym), Goldhurst notices 

what he thinks is a patterning of their plots: “The narrative pattern commences with departure 

from home, from family and friends and familiar surroundings, then proceeds to a dramatic event 
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or decision that propels the protagonist into strange territory, where he sojourns—for either a 

specified or an indefinite period of time. In some versions of the story, the hero chooses to break 

away” (159, emphasis author). “Descent” does not fit this pattern, for the narrator who survives 

his harrowing of the hellish maelström does not leave his family for some unfamiliar territory; he 

witnesses the selfishness and subsequent loss of his brothers (of greater trauma to him than his 

own mortal danger, their deaths being direct results of their selfishness), and he is navigating in 

territory which is known to him but whose natural dangers the brothers disregard.  

     This narrator, who humbles himself before the awe-inspiring and dreadful magnificence of 

the Creator to whom he mumbles a quick prayer, and survives the ordeal as a direct result of the 

saving grace of God, not his own reason, even though his reason is tangential to that survival. 

This is the tale modeled intentionally after Coleridge’s “Rime of the Ancient Mariner,” whose 

seafarer likewise is saved from a terrible fate when he recognizes the majesty of God in the 

lowly and grotesque sea serpents. In the other two sea-faring tales, there is no indication of 

repentant humility, and by the conclusions of the other two tales, both protagonists are revealed 

to be dead.  

     These are not tales which David Ketterer and Douglas Robinson (in American Apocalypse) 

state map out the theme of  “the progress of the soul from the ordinary to the psychal-

transcendental state,” which Carlson and Wilbur later propound in detail, nor are they tales 

wherein is there is traced “movement from one level of material existence into another, from the 

human to the angelic” (Goldhurst 158). Poe would never advance transcendental progress for the 

human soul, because he disbelieved in the possibility, and he disapproved of the doctrine, for he 

was both an anti-Progressivist and understood the biblical position that there is no such process, 
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since in an instant, in the twinkling of an eye, when we are absent from the body then we are 

present with the Lord (2 Cor. 5:6-8), and that “ever the silver cord be loosed […] the spirit shall 

return unto God who gave it” (Eccl. 12:6-7).  It is for this reason as well that the mortification of 

the senses described as death throes in one of the apocalyptic dialogues must be rejected as 

signifying a belief on Poe’s part that the material soul arduously passes into a spiritual state; such 

a posit is contra-biblical, per both Testaments. 

     There is one other tale which Goldhurst includes in his discussion of the seafaring tales, and 

that is the one discovered after Poe’s death, which was not published, “The Lighthouse,” being a 

work reportedly still in progress. He offers: “Mabbott says there is no doubt the lighthouse is 

doomed” (Goldhurst 164).  There is no doubt that Mabbott is correct. The tale is narrated by a 

lighthouse keeper, a man: who delights in a solitary existence; who has a large and strong dog 

named Neptune as his sole companion; who lives in an unstable structure (the outcropped rock 

formation on which it is situated is likened to chalk); who speaks of a perilous tidal wave 

approaching landfall; who confesses that he is recording his perceptions of events and his 

environment as the dangerous nautical phenomenon approaches; and who contends that he will 

rely on his ingenuity and the strength of his pet to either save him from disaster or to rescue the 

diary record of it, for the sake of posterity. It is believed to be an incomplete tale, but even these 

few details suggest that it draws from Bulwer-Lytton’s tale about the doomed man who desired 

self-isolation from his fellow man (“Loneliness”), and the chalkiness of the rock edifice suggests 

the white cliffs of Dover mentioned in Matthew Arnold’s poem titled “Dover Beach”.  

     Arnold’s poem dates to 1867, nearly two decades after Poe’s death, therefore Poe is not 

inspired by it, but the chalkiness of such cliffs is a natural phenomenon in which gradual erosion 
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due to exposure of harsh elements eventually destroys the landscape. In Arnold’s poem, the 

desiccation of the magnificent and resplendent cliffs is typically construed to be a metaphor 

which laments the decline of Western Civilization (hence the poem’s allusion to classical, 

ancient Greece), which descends into a chaotic and destructive barbarism, for chalk crumbles 

and washes away into the waters which subsume them: For Arnold, it is not Athens and 

Jerusalem, but Athens instead of Jerusalem whose precepts should inform our culture. 

     Poe likely meant just this same sentiment in the tale, not in terms of Hellenic tradition which 

Arnold prized, but in terms of the West’s debt to the religious thought which informs the biblical 

tradition, alluding instead to the apostasy which is signified in Scripture by those individuals 

who do not build their faith upon the Rock of Salvation (Deut. 32:4, Psa. 18:2). Even the New 

Testament points back to the Old when Paul instructs: “All our fathers were under the cloud, all 

passed through the sea, all were baptized unto Moses in the cloud and in the sea, all ate the same 

spiritual food, and all drank the same spiritual drink. For they drank of that spiritual Rock that 

followed them, and that Rock was Christ” (1 Cor. 10:1-4). In Jesus’ parable of the wise and 

foolish builders, it is the fool who faces certain death, since he builds his house on an unstable 

foundation, whose end is described in a manner which correlates to the destructive peril faced by 

the lighthouse keeper as a result of his folly: “And the rain descended, and the floods came, and 

the winds blew, and beat upon that house; and it fell: and great was the fall of it” (Mt. 7:27). This 

is also the verse which inspires the collapse of the house in “Usher” and the conditions under 

which it falls in the unstable marsh of the estate.  

     In this same Gospel chapter, Jesus warns that it is not advisable to give “that which is holy 

unto the dogs,” lest they turn on one and rend one to pieces instead (Mt. 7:26); it is possible that, 
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had Poe completed the tale, the dog would have turned on the narrator, in panic and fear, just as 

the elder brother in “Descent” turns on the narrator in a desperately selfish attempt to save his 

own life at the expense of one to whom he owed greatest fidelity. (Dogs are symbols of fidelity 

in Western art tradition, hence the lighthouse keeper’s trust in the canine.) What is made holy or 

enjoys sanctity?  Human life—even the life of the foolish lightkeeper, whose physical death 

would be the logical outcome of his own folly, and not the result of divine judgment; the 

implication is that the death of one’s soul also results as a logical consequence of one’s own 

doing.  

     The first cat in “Cat” was named Pluto, the god associated with the Underworld in pagan 

mythology; the dog’s name here is Neptune, the pagan god of freshwaters and the seas. But there 

is a satanic allusion in the dog’s name as well, for both Neptune and the Devil carry tridents, 

three-pronged artifacts by which they wield deadly powers. In Medieval tradition, the Roman 

Catholic Church began to depict the Devil with a trident, pitching souls into the fires of Hell, in 

the same manner in which peasants pitched straw into fire, for Scripture speaks of evildoers 

being cast into the flame and being burnt up as stubble: “Therefore as the fire devoureth the 

stubble, and the flame consumeth the chaff, so their root shall be as rottenness, and their blossom 

shall go up as dust: because they have cast away the law of the LORD of hosts, and despised the 

word of the Holy One of Israel” (Isa. 5:24). Also, in pagan mythology, Neptune caused 

earthquakes, floods, and tidal waves when he struck his trident on the ground, thus he is tied to 

the natural disasters depicted in the tale. This fate, it should be noted, is a consequence of casting 

away “the law of the LORD”—which is a law of love for others. 
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     The lightkeeper is doomed because he does not put his trust in the saving power of God, nor 

does he humble himself before the awe-inspiring Nature created and controlled by Nature’s God, 

as does the narrator from “Descent” who survives his ordeal; instead, he trusts to his own wits 

and the strength and loyalty of a brutish beast, and surely dies the death which Mabbott rightly 

foresees. 

     Goldhurst’s closing remarks in his discussion of these “tales of the human condition” (in 

which no able definition is provided as to just what he means by that phrase) indicate that he 

thinks them “ultimately hopeful and optimistic” (164). This is a strange opinion, given that they 

are offered up immediately after he writes of the doomed lighthouse keeper—except Goldhurst 

says that he believes that the man will be saved as a result of his ingenuity or the faithfulness of 

the dog (164). His concluding words must be quoted somewhat at length herein, for they reveal 

just how far from accurately understanding Poe’s tales and ethical mindset Goldhurst reveals 

himself to be: 

     The metaphysical dialogues assert the survival of the human spirit, its creativity and 

hunger for knowledge. These tales transcend the popular “Christian consolation” formulas of 

his day to propose a serene afterlife where the essential activity is the pursuit of understanding 

and happiness […] If the hero of “The Lighthouse” is in a threatening situation, at least he is 

not to be thought of as an innocent—in the sense of ignorant—victim or coward. Ralph 

Waldo Emerson’s faith in the infinite potential of the American citizen is reflected in odd 

ways in Poe, who also believed in the ability of his characters to cope with life’s difficulties 

[…] Still, the Poe hero survives and transcends most of these potentially dangerous 

circumstances to emerge wiser, stronger, and in some cases, emotionally serene. Poe’s vision 

of the human spirit is basically affirmative […] His vision of human potential, his perspective 

on “man’s fate,” his cosmology—all emphasize human capabilities for higher, perfected 

modes of thought and existence […] Poe is no Emersonian optimist; he does not endorse the 

infinite potential of the common man. But in Poe’s mind, the sensitive, courageous, aware 

individual can overcome human imperfection. (164-165, emphases mine) 

 

     Egad, no! (To this summary, Goldhurst adds that he thinks Carlson’s explication of Poe’s 

thought in his “Poe’s Vision in Man” lecture seems the “most viable overall view of Poe’s 
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achievement as a thinker,” providing the principal lens through which “Poe then emerges in 

startling clarity” (165). The significant errors of Carlson’s lecture are addressed in detail 

elsewhere in this paper.) 

     Poe’s works do not celebrate the survival of the human spirit in quests for creative prowess 

and a hunger for knowledge; those are the very same traits which led to the Serpent’s seduction 

of mankind in Eden. Many tales depart from popular “Christian consolation” formulas because 

they focus on unrepentant villains, who are assured no such consolation in death, but rather 

annihilation of their souls instead, per general Christian doctrine. The protagonist in 

“Lighthouse” is neither a victim of circumstance nor a coward…because he is a fool. He is 

instead a victim of his own folly, and in being a victim nonetheless, his death is still cause for 

grief, since all souls are precious to God; He would not lose one of them to impiety, taking no 

delight in the destruction of the wicked, but hoping always that they will choose to humble 

themselves before Him and repent: “Say unto them, As I live, saith the Lord GOD, I have no 

pleasure in the death of the wicked; but that the wicked turn from his way and live: turn ye, turn 

ye from your evil ways; for why will ye die, O house of Israel?” (Ezek. 33:11) (See also Ezek. 

18:23.)  

     Poe’s characters are not celebrations of men who outwit natural disasters and who have their 

mettle strengthened through physical adversity; the only characters who survive their ordeals are 

those who come to the realization that they are incapable of saving themselves in the face of such 

dangers, instead seeing the benevolent and mighty face of God, even or albeit wrought in the 

terrific works of Nature. Poe’s vision of the human spirit is the biblical one, not that of the 

Progressivists; he does not move from a natural state to an angelic one (or from matter to spirit), 
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and even though Poe does not adopt the Medieval emphasis on the lowliness and baseness of 

man (in which man is likened to a worm which crawls upon the dust), neither does Poe vaunt 

man as being co-equal to God.  

     In his poem “Andrea del Sarto,” Robert Browning wrote: “Ah, but a man's reach should 

exceed his grasp, Or what's a heaven for?” But stories by Poe (and Hawthorne, Melville, 

Brockden Brown, and Goethe) reveal that when men strive to be as God, they, same as Satan, 

tumble headlong into destruction; the reaching up to God should be involve outstretched arms 

borne of love and not ambition—to embrace Him as a loving Father, and not subdue or replace 

Him as a hated rival to our Self-delusions, Self-wrought ideals, and Self-aggrandizement.  

     Poe, again and again and again, reveals himself to be a traditional biblical moralist, and would 

therefore never, ever believe that man could either save himself from himself, or overcome 

human imperfection, for Poe was an anti-Progressivist to the core. His cosmology is not that of 

Emerson’s, his faith is not that of Emerson’s, and his optimism is not that of Emerson’s: 

Emerson’s pantheism does not correlate with the distinct and discrete tripartite hierarchy of God, 

Man, and the World which are clearly defined in Genesis 1; Emerson’s faith is in mankind 

(whom he thinks should follow the Germans) and in a secular, scientific society; and Emerson’s 

optimism is the result of a contra-biblical Progressivism which denies the biblical revelation—

the constant Truth applicable to all mankind— that the human heart is both desperately wicked 

and deceitful above all things. 

.     The 1969 anthology edited by Thomas Woodson, Twentieth Century Interpretations of the 

Fall of the House of Usher, is a rather diminutive book, weighing in at roughly a hundred pages 

of critical analyses and opinions. Still, it contains a handful of essays which have become de 
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rigueur in discussions of this tale, therefore some attention must be devoted to the criticism 

which has gone on to inform and shape subsequent generations of Poe critics; alas and alack, for 

the most part, not for the better. The book is divided into two major sections, part one being 

titled “View Points,” and part two being titled “Interpretations”.   

     Following Woodson’s “Introduction,” under the section consisting of viewpoints are listed the 

now well-established literary critics Arthur Hobson Quinn, Cleanth Brooks and Robert Warren 

Penn, Marie Bonaparte, Caroline Gordon and Allen Tate, Harry Levin, and Wayne C. Booth. As 

for the “interpretations,” there are essays penned by the equally well-known critics of Poe, these 

being D.H. Lawrence, Darrel Abel, Leo Spitzer, Charles Feidelson, Jr., Patrick F. Quinn, Edward 

H. Davidson, Lyle H. Kendall, Jr., Georges Poulet, and James M. Cox; many of these critics 

have influenced opinions about Poe, and therefore relatively moderate attention must be devoted 

to this book. 

     Woodson begins his introduction by averring that Poe, even more than a century-and-a-

quarter after his death, remains a controversial figure and author, noting:  

     At first, it was Poe’s life that became a literary spectacle. To his ‘official’ biographer, 

Rufus Griswold, Poe was at times the incarnation of evil, more dangerous than the common 

run of criminals because of his literary abilities. But to his early and influential admirer, the 

great French poet Charles Baudelaire, Poe was one of the most profoundly human men of 

letters of the nineteenth century, precisely because of his aura of vision and vice: ‘I prefer 

Edgar Poe, drunk, poor, persecuted, and a pariah, to a calm and virtuous Goethe or Walter 

Scott. I should willingly say of him and of a special class of men what the catechism says of 

our Lord: ‘He has suffered much for us.’ The public could make its choice between Satan and 

Christ. (1) 

 

     In this scenario, Poe is cast in the satanic role—but this is because, as much as Baudelaire 

admired Poe, he very nearly completely misunderstood both the man and his work, for Satan 

would never advocate for God, as did Poe. Neither was Poe given to habitual vices (only 
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momentary and circumstantial weaknesses): “Despite the legend that he was expelled for 

continual ‘debauchery,’ the fact is that Poe left the university after one term because Allan 

refused to provide him sufficient funds for necessary expenses, thus leading him into foolish 

gambling. After his pleas for help were unanswered, he left Richmond, working his way by ship 

to Boston under an assumed name” (Woodson 5).  

     As Woodson points out, in the century following Poe’s death, the focal point of criticism 

shifted at last from Poe to his works—and Woodson correctly points out that “Usher” was 

written at a time when Poe’s life was “quietly domestic,” and therefore could not be a reflection 

of biography, a stubborn fact which upsets the validity and credibility of Psychoanalytic 

Criticism (4).  

     Woodson raises a salient point when he insists that it is of significant note that Poe’s career 

began, not by imitating the Gothic fad of his day, but satirizing and burlesquing it instead (6). 

Yet it is his criticism which won him his first real fame and popular esteem, even if his employer 

refused to recognize and reward Poe’s efforts and talents:  

     In less than two years on the Messenger he gained a national reputation, principally as a 

reviewer and critic, increasing the magazine’s circulation from 500 to 3,500, making it the 

leading critical journal in the South. As a critic, he was incisive, harsh, and sometimes 

insulting, but his intelligence and learning gave most of his reviews high quality and made 

them clearly the best literary journalism that had yet appeared in the United States. In spite of 

this success Poe never won [Thomas W.] White’s admiration; his salary remained close to 

$10 a week. (Woodson 6-7) 

 

     “Usher” was published in Burton’s Magazine because his former employer declined the offer 

to print it. White’s editorial assistant, James Heath, responded to Poe’s submission of the tale by 

informing Poe that the taste for “tales of the German school” were losing their appeal in the 

wake of the ascent of the sort of writing made popular by Charles Dickens, adding that he was of 



753 

the opinion that he very much doubted that “tales of the wild, improbable, and terrible class” 

could ever enjoy permanent popularity in the United States (Woodson 9).  

     Germany, then, was associated with the wild, the improbable, and the terrible—even though 

Gothic literature has its origins in Great Britain— and that association became common because 

the Germans took the form and greatly exaggerated it, causing it to become truly grotesque. In a 

letter written to White dated four years earlier, in which Poe defended the shocking conclusion of 

“Berenice,” Poe spelled out his now famous criteria for popular pieces: 

     The history of all Magazines shows plainly that those which have attained celebrity were 

indebted to it for articles similar in nature—to Berenice—although, I grant you, far superior 

in style and execution. I say similar in nature. You ask me in what does this nature exist? In 

the ludicrous heightened into the grotesque: the fearful colored into the horrible: the witty 

exaggerated into the burlesque: the singular wrought out into the strange and mystical. 

(Woodson 10) 

 

     German literature, as well as literature rendered according to German convention, enjoyed 

considerable popularity in the first half of the nineteenth century, thanks in large measure to the 

efforts of British (Scottish) critic Thomas Carlyle and the praises of his American acolytes, the 

Transcendentalists. But German literature owed a heavy debt to its British predecessors, for the 

German authors frequently substituted English paraphernalia with German folk lore (Woodson 

11).  

     And then, of course, the Americans followed suit, for Washington Irving took European folk 

lore and transplanted it onto American landscapes. Even though Woodson states that Brockden 

Brown’s novels treated of Gothic subjects as do Irving’s works, that is not quite an accurate 

statement, for Brockden Brown’s novels ultimately do not rely on supernatural phenomena any 

more than do Poe’s tales, and his novels were intentionally moral whereas Gothic literature 

(whether British or German) was not preeminently concerned with didactic aims.  
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     Woodson describes Brockden Brown as having a “heavier, more moralistic tone than Poe,” 

which is an interesting statement because it suggests that there is a moralistic tone in Poe’s work, 

albeit a subtler one; Woodson never explores the moral dimension or undercurrent of Poe’s 

work, even though he mentions it (11). 

     Woodson points out similarities between E.T.A. Hoffman’s tale “Das Majorat” (“The Entail”) 

and “Usher,” and suggests that the German work is very likely the major source of inspiration for 

Poe’s later incarnation. In the original Hoffman tale, there is an antisocial proprietor of an 

ancient estate who is named Roderick; there is a lovely lady with a frail constitution who is 

thrown to the ground dead, and there is an entombed figure, albeit it involved an evil spirit long 

dead after having murdered Roderick’s son—an example of the German reliance on 

supernaturalism which Poe disdained in favor of “legitimate causes”.489 Woodson adds:  

     There is reason to suspect that “The Entail” had something to do with Poe’s intentions. It 

had been summarized and quoted at length by Sir Walter Scott in an important article on 

Hoffman, “On the Supernatural in Fictitious Composition” (1827), which Poe very probably 

read carefully. Scott translated the opening description of the castle, emphasizing its 

psychological power more than the original context […] Scott did not entirely approve of 

Hoffman, finding his work less a model for imitation than “as affording a warning how the 

most fertile fancy may be exhausted by the lavish prodigality of its possessor.” […] Scott 

commented on Hoffman: “The grotesque in his composition resembles the arabesque in 

painting, in which is introduced the strange and complicated monsters…and all other 

creatures of romantic imagination, dazzling the beholder as it were by unbounded fertility of 

the author’s imagination.” Scott called Hoffman “the inventor [of] the fantastic or 

supernatural grotesque.” This term “grotesque” pleased Poe much more than “German” or 

“Gothic”; he called his first book of stories, including “Usher,” Tales of the Grotesque and 

Arabesque, probably following Scott. (12-13) 

 

     Of course, Poe’s definition of the terms “grotesque” and “arabesque” have been a source of 

much debate in literary criticism for over a century, and Woodson indicates that Arthur Hobson 

Quinn thought the terms indicated two distinct categories, as he defined the Arabesques as “the 

product of a powerful imagination” and the Grotesques as those works having “a burlesque or 
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satirical quality,” adding that most critics have accepted these distinctions and consider “Usher” 

to be an Arabesque (13). But not all critics side with Quinn, as Wolfgang Kayser (whom 

Woodson points out has studied those terms as used historically in art and literature) believes 

them to be synonymous, and Woodson quotes Kayser’s description of the Renaissance concept 

of grotesque as being: 

     a specific ornamental style suggested by antiquity…not only something playfully gay and 

carelessly fantastic, but also something ominous and sinister, in the face of a world in which 

the realm of inanimate things is no longer separated from those of plants, animals, and human 

beings, and where the laws of statics, symmetry, and proportion are no longer valid…the 

sphere in which the dissolution of reality and the participation in a different kind of existence, 

as illustrated by the ornamental grotesques, form an experience about the nature and 

significance of which mankind has never ceased to ponder. (14, emphasis mine) 

 

     The antiquity to which Kayser refers is pagan antiquity, specifically involving the 

Renaissance discovery of the “Domus Aurea” (“Golden House”) in Rome, constructed by the 

“mad” Emperor of Rome, Nero, in the first century Common Era,  being a structure which 

featured mythical creatures of hybrid aspects, discussed elsewhere in this paper, in the 

introductory subsection entitled “The Devil’s Dictionary”. These figures “collapsed” man and 

beast into one another, as well as the natural and supernatural, plus the beautiful and terrifying, 

thus all are unified into disproportionate grotesquery. As explained elsewhere, the Germans 

united the humorous and the horrific in their notion of the grotesque, a tactic which Poe 

somewhat evidently utilized, being derived most likely from the ancient pagan, classical 

“tragicomedy,” introduced by the Greek dramatist Plautus and made popular by the British 

dramatist William Shakespeare.  

     Poe’s interest in and insistence on unity was not of the artistic Roman or philosophical 

German variety, wherein disparate entities are merged into each other, or the objective and the 
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subjective are folded into one another; rather, Poe believed in unity of plot and unity of effect. 

Unity of plot is required for unity of effect, for Poe contended that every word should be written 

so as to guarantee the final intended effect, and a plot should be so perfectly constructed that no 

element of it could be excised without damaging the effect.  

     Woodson rounds out his introduction by indicating that Romantic literature forced a “moral 

crisis” upon literary criticism, and while he does not credit Poe for being a moralist in his 

criticism, tales, or poetry, he does offer that it is the “powerful honesty of Poe’s vision of life that 

led him to show us a mocking nightmare as the ‘legitimate results’ of imagination, rather than a 

hollow triumph of the will and an easy, shallow paradise, such as we find too frequently in the 

general run of American and modern literature” (21).  True, very true, that the nightmare Poe 

presents is the result of the hollow triumph of the will which seeks to be as the Most High God, 

and to establish its own sovereignty by means of human reason, human emotion, or human 

intuition. 

     Arthur Hobson Quinn’s “view point” reveals that he is a far, far better biographer than he is a 

critic, even though he is attempting to exonerate Poe of accusations made against Poe which 

allege a lack of human warmth in many of his tales. Writes Quinn:  

     One of the most common errors in Poe criticism lies in the assumption of the absence of 

heart in his characters. But the narrator has come a long distance simply because the appeal of 

Roderick Usher has clutched at his friendship through that quality—‘It was the apparent heart 

that went with his request.’ Roderick and he are bound with the tie that is next to love and 

family affection, the friendship that comes only in early youth, before distrust becomes a 

duty. (22) 

 

     One can hardly believe that Quinn has read the same story as the rest of us, for the narrator 

states plainly that he barely knew Roderick from their school days, and the narrator did not even 

know that Roderick had a sister, let alone a twin—how close could the two men have been? (The 
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oddness of Quinn’s contention here is all the more puzzling since he himself notes that the 

narrator admits that he “really knew little” of Roderick (25).) Moreover, the narrator likely 

agreed to visit the Usher estate because he appears to be both a gentleman and a Christian, thus it 

would have been impolite and uncharitable for him to refuse. (That he is a Christian should be 

understood because he is contrary to Roderick, who is satanic, and his biblical ethics are 

underscored by his being horrified and aghast at discovery of the unfortunate Lady Madeline’s 

torturous murder and his unwitting role in it. The very fact that Roderick has to deceive the 

narrator in order to secure his assistance in burying Madeline alive just goes to prove that 

Roderick knew that the narrator, still abiding by the Moral Law of Scripture, would otherwise 

refuse and even prevent the murder.)  

     Poe’s phrase “apparent heart” is not meant to indicate that Roderick was marked by human 

compassion and amity, but to indicate the scriptural lesson that only God can read the true hearts 

of men, because mortals only can ascertain appearances, which may be falsified. Moreover, the 

Devil is said to convince by his manner, thus the apparent heart with which the request is made is 

merely part of the deception; it is apparent, meaning only a surface rendering, and one which 

does not reveal the depth of the depravity of Roderick’s wicked heart. 

     Quinn correctly notes, in speaking of Roderick, that all his senses are “keyed above the 

norm,” although he does not seem to understand the symbolic significance of this 

hypersensitivity as being an indicator of Lucifer’s supernaturalism (22). Quinn lapses into 

biographical error when he concludes that “Poe transferred to Roderick his own fear of 

impending mental decay which came at times during his life,” for Poe was only thirty when he 

penned the tale, and as Woodson notes, was then enjoying a period of domestic tranquility when 
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written, with nary a fear of impending insanity to project onto Roderick (23). (The story was 

based on the German tale “The Entail”; did Poe borrow the author’s neuroses?)  

     He was not given to periodic drinking from poverty and despair because his wife had not yet 

begun to waste away. (And Poe can hardly rightly be called an alcoholic, for alcoholism is 

understood in terms of addiction, in that one cannot simply step away from compulsive drinking, 

something which Poe did frequently.)  Cleanth Brooks and Robert Penn Warren, two of the “co-

founders” of New Criticism, open by identifying “Usher” as a “story of horror,” earning that title 

because of both the horrible action in it and the description of the estate, said description, 

according to Quinn,  being used to “build up in the reader the sense of something mysterious and 

unnatural” (23).  

     But this is a surprisingly sloppy analysis from New Critics, considering that critical school 

insists upon careful wrestling with the text; horror does not involve the mysterious and unnatural, 

least of all in Poe’s tales, which deny supernaturalism—and what mystery does the tale present 

to readers, other than to try to guess the nature or cause of the aliments from which the twins 

suffer? The unnamed narrator’s sense of a foreboding evil is dread, his experiences are 

unnerving and terrifying, and his ex post facto realization invites horror, as a heightening of 

moral sensibility: Terror is immediate and sensate-driven, but horror is experienced after the fact, 

and is not sensate-driven. Brooks and Warren first appear to make no excuses for Roderick’s 

state of affairs, in that they rightly note that he describes his manner of existence a deplorable 

“folly,” and point out that, “there is abundant evidence that he is in love with the ‘morbid 

acuteness of the senses’ which he has cultivated in the gloomy mansion” (25, emphasis mine).  
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     But then almost immediately after stating as much, they suggest that Roderick had no choice 

at all, and appears to be “thoroughly doomed as the decaying house in which he lives” (Brooks 

and Warren 25). This sort of equivocation makes for very poor criticism, and it resolves nothing; 

either he actively promotes or cultivates his fate, or he is passively victim to it, but he cannot be 

both. They are more on point when they assert that the story lacks a tragic quality, if by tragedy 

we understand it in the classical tradition, in that the protagonist is of an admirable-yet-flawed 

character who acts foolishly and brings about his own ruin; true, very true Roderick is flawed, 

foolish, and brings about his own ruin, but there is nothing heroic or admirable about him: “The 

tragic protagonist must be a man who engages our own interests and hopes and fears as a 

Macbeth or a Lear, of superhuman stature though these be, engages them. We must not merely 

look on from without. Even if the interest is an overwhelming psychological interest, it is not 

enough” (Brooks and Warren 25).  

     In other words, the character must be one with whom we may empathize—mutato nomine de 

te fabula narrator. Poe never intends for us to empathize with his Lucifer-figures, who are liars, 

hypocrites, and murderous deceivers. Brooks and Warren ask whether there is “justification” for 

the horror of the tale, or if it is merely gratuitous (23). They conclude their opinion piece by 

declaring of “Usher” that it is “relatively meaningless” and “generated for its own sake” (Brooks 

and Warren 26). Relative to what, they do not explicate, but since Poe’s horror is intended to 

heighten moral sensibilities, it cannot be said to be generated without purpose. 

    Marie Bonaparte’s excerpted opinion offers a superb example of why Freudian analysis of Poe 

via his tales is a wholly ludicrous endeavor and a colossal waste of time. Her analysis of the tale 

is utterly preposterous, and pays no regard whatsoever to the other literary sources from which 
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Poe gleaned aspects of the tale, or to Poe’s literary theory regarding Intellect, Taste, and Moral 

Sense, or the biblical allusions, or the structural integrity of the tale, instead insisting that 

Roderick represents Poe himself:  

     The mansion, Lady Madeline’s double in so far as she herself is a mother symbol to Poe-

Usher, also repeats her fate in his sudden dissolution. The narrator-friend, Usher’s double, 

escapes from death—or rather from the dead and avenging mother […] Finally, Usher-Poe is 

punished for his infantile wishes towards his mother, as witness all the quotations from the 

Mad Trist. The legendary theme of the dragon, which must be killed to win some woman—

with or without the aid of treasure—is as old as the world. It is a perfect expression of the 

Oedipus wish: the dragon, symbol of the father, is killed and the mother set free to belong to 

the victorious son. (Bonaparte 26) 

 

     Although the narrator, upon hearing the craziness of Roderick’s theory about the sentience of 

the stones controlling his host’s conduct, states that such opinions “need no comment,” and that 

he will pass over from making comment, this sort of craziness shall not pass. There is no mother 

in the tale, therefore, in order to make her theory work, Bonaparte makes the sister to serve as the 

mother—and there is no sister in the Oedipal Complex framework. The narrator is most certainly 

not Roderick’s double, he is his foil, as they are utterly contrary to one another in their morality 

and their ideas about and responses to Beauty (historically, aesthetics were concerned with both 

the moral and the beautiful, which were conjoined concepts).  

     And just how is anyone who is dead able to avenge anything? Madeline is no ghost, for Poe 

emphasizes the word “did” when the narrator describes her appearance in the doorway, so as to 

make clear to the reader that it was neither hallucination nor apparition. Moreover, whom would 

the mother-figure be avenging if only the father-figure is slain for the Oedipal Complex analogy 

to apply? There is no father-figure character named by her to be avenged, which seems a major 

oversight on her part.  
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     Also, she seems very conveniently to forget that the legendary theme of the dragon may just 

as well involve it being killed for treasure alone, without a woman to be won, or a kingdom to be 

saved. (There is no maiden to be saved in J.R.R. Tolkien’s account of the treasury infiltrated in 

the lair of the dragon, Smaug, in his best-selling and critically-acclaimed Christian-themed 

fantasy series.) Because she can point to no father-figure character to serve her ridiculous theory, 

she must resort to identifying him with the dragon, Madeline with the mother, and Roderick with 

the victorious son—except the son does not triumph, if he is Roderick, for Roderick dies, and he 

dies as a result of killing Madeline, who is the mother-figure. The Oedipal Complex analogy 

does not work if the mother is the one slain, therefore Bonaparte convolutes and confounds her 

own analysis. 

     Caroline Gordon and Allen Tate contend that Poe seems to have been “very little influenced” 

by the common sense Realism of the eighteenth-century English novel, and that he transformed 

the “preposterous Gothic hero” into a prototype of “the Joycean and Jamesian hero who cannot 

function in the ordinary world” (28). Aside from the fact that it seems odd to think of the 

characters created by James Joyce in this manner (which is a dubious and debatable assessment, 

no less), Poe’s protagonists refuse to function in the ordinary world; for them, it is a matter of 

will not, and not cannot. They note Roderick’s sensitivity to certain musical sounds, and his keen 

interest in “musical science” (Gordon and Allen 28). 

     But they do not comprehend the significance of these facts: Roderick’s compositions are 

unnerving and discordant, and the term “grotesque” formerly signified the rhapsody of a 

madman—and rhapsody is a musical term which indicates an irregular composition which is 

improvisatory in character, which describes the exact same manner in which Roderick composes. 
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His interest in musical science is meant to suggest that he is not a truly gifted musician, for 

science and art are contrary in Poe’s aestheticism; one may either enjoy the loveliness of the 

bouquet or dissect it, but not both. As Dyson Hague pointed out, the quality expected of a gifted 

musician, above all, is that he should be musical; Roderick is anything but musical, and because 

his aestheticism is linked to his morality, his lack of musicality and artistry is mean to be 

indicative of his moral perversity or deficiency (grotesquery).  

     Poe believed the person possessed of the greatest poetic sentiment (and poetry, for centuries, 

was based on music) was the person most incensed by injustice, being keenly attuned to 

disproportion; in that light, Roderick, who fails in all the arts he pursues, is signaled to be unjust 

before the Moral Law of Scripture, and in being both unjust and unrepentant, must face the 

penalty of death which divine justice mandates. His own weird improvisations or rhapsodies are 

meant to signal his madness, and his lack of musicality is meant to indicate his wickedness. 

     Gordon and Tate refer to “Usher” as a “serious story of moral perversion,” yet they never 

discuss this point (29). But a perversion of whose moral code does it depict? There must be an 

original source for it to become perverted, yet they never identify the ethical standard as being 

that derived from Scripture. They do, though, point out that “there is not one instance of 

dramatized detail” in “Usher,” and that Poe’s first-person narrator, despite being in direct contact 

with the scenes he experiences, he “merely reports it; he does not show us scene and character in 

action; it is all description” (Gordon and Allen 29).  

     Well, yes and no. He reports it as he experiences it because he is a Lockean, and Lockean 

Empiricism relies on sensory experiences of the world. And since he is Lockean, he must also 

reflect on that which his senses ascertain, which he does, as we are permitted glimpses into his 
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thoughts about Roderick and the estate—which means it is not all description, for we get some 

sense of his interiority. Gordon and Tate conclude their view point by claiming that, in Roderick, 

“we get for the first time the archetypal hero of modern fiction” (30). But this cannot be true, for 

Roderick is modelled on the Lucifer-figures of Brockden Brown and Goethe having preceded his 

appearance. If by archetypal hero they mean the one in which is made manifest the disintegration 

of the psyche, then they should understand that it is of a moral and not a mental nature, as Poe 

merely utilizes mental perversion to signify moral perversion. Moral perversion leads to the 

destruction of Man and the World, of the individual and of human society in general. 

     Harry Levin makes a sage observation, even if he does not develop it. In speaking of 

characters typified by isolation, he states: “Hawthorne’s egoists had been urged to forget 

themselves in the idea of another, in love and marriage and domesticity. But that idea was 

foredoomed, with Poe, to throw him back upon himself” (30). That the Lucifer-figures have no 

connection with others, no loving relations, no real homes (where the heart is) is directly the 

result of their extreme egoism, and they do all collapse in on themselves, since they have nothing 

to tether them to God or their fellow men.  

     Unfortunately, Levin lapses into the error of thinking that the Usher line is decaying as result 

of incest (when there is nothing whatsoever in the tale to support that theory), a position which 

implies that Madeline is guilty of committing it with her brother (31). This is an impossibly 

untenable supposition, for Madeline is the Christ-figure in the tale and must be wholly innocent 

of wrongdoing (just as Abel was innocent when slain by his brother Cain), and as Christ-figure, 

could have no commerce with the belial represented by her Lucifer-figure brother. Levin 

concludes his brief opinion piece by declaring: “In retrospect, Poe’s work acquires a sociological 
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meaning when it is linked with the culture of the plantation in its feudal pride and its foreboding 

of doom” (32).  

     This is as bizarre a contention as it is both unsupportable and unsubstantiated, for there is no 

discussion of plantation life in his analysis, and as the tale takes place at a fetid, marshy estate 

which has no fields and no droves of servants or slaves, it makes no apparent sense whatsoever. 

Moreover, the tale cannot take place “in the culture of the plantation,” because the tale cannot 

possibly take place in America. How is this fact to be verified? Because America was less than a 

century in age at the time the tale is written, and most of it still unexplored and not yet exposed 

to Western peoples or culture; the narrator speaks of the decaying Usher estate as one which has 

been situated at its location for a  very long period of time, so long, in fact, that the locals come 

to speak and think of the estate and the familial line in synonymous terms. No family had been in 

America that long, and extremely isolated swampy or marshy grounds are hardly conducive to 

plantation life, for plantations must have access to waterways which do not stagnate, in order to 

ship their goods. Levin’s suggestion is as downright contra-logical as it is contra-historical. 

     In the final view point offering, Wayne C. Booth speaks to the literary technique of 

employing first-person narrators to intensify emotional response by means of elevating the mood 

so as to better draw the reader into the tales: “He is addressing us directly, immediately, 

attempting to put us into a frame of mind before his story begins” (33). There is no analysis 

proper of the details of the tale, and Booth concludes by averring that Poe’s effectiveness was 

achieved by his indispensable use of heavy adjectives, because the events of the tale are 

conveyed to the reader by having them shown instead of told to them –which is logical and 

germane, considering the narrator is beholden to Lockean Empiricism (Booth 34). When one 
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stops to consider that dread is anticipatory while terror is immediate and experiential, Booth’s 

assessment becomes underscored. 

     Next come the “interpretations,” another word for opinions rendered via pet, biased templates 

without duly diligent and/or credible and textually-substantiated critical analysis; that these 

interpretations happen to hit upon correctness on occasion is but further proof of William 

Cowper’s adage that even a fool is right every now and then by chance. First offered up is D.H. 

Lawrence’s “Edgar Allan Poe,” from his 1923 Studies in Classic American Literature. 

Lawrence, although a brilliant novelist and writer of short stories, proves himself a very poor 

literary critic herein. He begins truthfully enough with the first two sentences, but by the third, he 

already has veered far off course: “Poe has no truck with Indians or Nature. He makes no bones 

about Red Brothers and Wigwams. He is absolutely concerned with the disintegration processes 

of his own psyche” (Lawrence 35). True, very true, Poe is not James Fenimore Cooper or 

Brockden Brown, both of whom featured Native Americans/First Nation Peoples in their works, 

but Poe’s tales were not about his own psyche—they were about the disintegration of individuals 

and human society once there is an abandonment of the two greatest commandments of 

Scripture.  

     Lawrence does not neglect ethical concerns in the reading of Poe’s works, and he comes up 

with an opinion which is genuinely original, bizarre, and false: “Moralists have always wondered 

helplessly why Poe’s ‘morbid’ tales need have been written. They need to be written because old 

things need to die and disintegrate, because the old white psyche has to be gradually broken 

down before anything else can come to pass. Man must be stripped even of himself” (35). In the 

first place, many of the tales were written so as to meet the tastes of the public, for Poe relied on 
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his tales to supplement his meagre income as an editor; in the second place, Poe’s tales were not 

concerned with tearing down anything to make way for the new, but rather, were chiefly 

preoccupied with preserving the traditional religious values of the Judeo-Christian scriptures. 

Poe never would be in agreement, therefore, with Lawrence’s assertion that the human soul 

“must suffer its own disintegration, consciously, if ever it is to survive,” for that amounts to an 

argument that willful Self-destruction is the path to salvation and to glory (35). All of Poe’s 

“morbid” Lucifer-figure tales stress most insistently that precisely the opposite case is true. 

     Lawrence’s sanity in this essay is just as dubious as is Roderick’s in “Usher”. First, he claims 

that Poe referred to these “morbid” works as tales because they are “a concatenation of cause and 

effect” (Lawrence 36). (Concatenation, of course, is an academic word signifying a series of 

interrelated events.) But tales are not simply defined by this trait—they are defined by 

exaggeration and humor, sometimes utilizing exaggeration to achieve humorous effect. They are 

also characterized by some element of the fantastic or incredible, and often times are told so as to 

deceive gullible and naïve audiences who either never realize that the joke is on them, or do not 

realize it until the story becomes increasingly unbelievable and reaches the point of heightened 

absurdity.  

     But he is really off his rocker when he insists that “Usher” is a love story—as if a story about 

a man who hates, without cause, his innocent sister, and who forces her to endure a torturous 

murder could be described as such! (36) Of course, he thinks this because he is fool enough to 

suppose that the twins have enjoyed an incestuous relationship (which, for the record, might just 

as well involve lust and not love), and that Roderick did not realize he was burying her alive. 

(Never mind that that he eventually reveals that he could hear her even the first moments she 
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became fully conscious, and he permitted her to remain in her agonized situation for a full eight 

days; if that is love, God helps us all!)  

     The pattern of the Lucifer-figure tales indicates that he knew full well that he buried his 

victim alive, and delighted in her torment. Lawrence’s sort of interpretation really should come 

as no surprise to anyone familiar with Lawrence’s works, which are obsessed with plumbing the 

depths of male-female relationships, especially in relation to sexuality (his 1920 novel Women in 

Love is a masterpiece of fiction); he sexualizes practically everything and everyone, and he lived 

(1885-1930) during the initial heyday of Freud’s popularity, therefore his literature reflects that 

phenomenon which coincided with his writing. 

     And same as Freud (or perhaps because of his interest in Freud), he was fascinated by the 

human nervous system, for Freud briefly studied neurology under the French specialist in that 

newly-emerging field, Jean-Martin Charcot (1825-1893), a research professor who taught 

anatomical pathology and who experimented with hypnosis in order to cure women alleged to 

suffer from hysteria.490 (Freud abandoned this method and set off to establish his famous “talking 

cure” in its place.) It is for this reason, one suspects, that Lawrence goes off on a bent in which 

he blathers on about “spiritual love” being the result of contact between partners which is 

“purely nervous,” and that the nerves in lovers (which are matter, not spirit) are “set vibrating in 

unison like two instruments” (36-37).  

     Yet Lawrence, whose own volatile emotions displayed nihilistic and self-destructive 

tendencies, as evidenced in his multiple, heated, and varied conflicts with his own wife and 

lover, Frieda, does not see the union of lovers as a positive phenomenon: “But as a matter of fact 

this glowing unison is only a temporary thing, because the first law of life is that each organism 
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is isolate in itself, it must return to its own isolation” (37). Roderick’s and Madeline’s 

relationship, he thinks, does not doom them because it is incestuous (it isn’t), but because it is 

sexual, and all sexual relationships carry this inherent evil necessity of mutual, self-wrought 

destruction.  

     This is not only an example of terrible logic on Lawrence’s part, it is even worse biology, for 

almost no organism is isolate in itself, being ever a part of a community of some type, whether 

that be an amoeba in a sea of amoebas, a dandelion seed in a forest, a blade in a field of wild 

grass, or an individual born into human society—every child has a mother, and therefore 

absolutely no one enters this world alone: No human children are capable of fending for 

themselves in youth, thus isolation is not the primary defining hallmark of existence, and it is not 

the one to which we should aspire. In fact, Poe argues the very opposite point, repeatedly 

demonstrating in his tales that Self-imposed isolation from God and one’s fellow man results in 

Self-wrought annihilation of Man and the World, first on the individual level and then on the 

societal level. And in a Christian context, even death does not separate the individual soul from 

either God or one’s fellow men, as those saved or redeemed to God by His love enjoy loving 

relationships with both in the hereafter. 

     Of course, Lawrence is no theist, and therefore we should not expect this realization on his 

part. In reference to the famous quote about the will offered as the epigraph of “Ligeia,” he 

writes: “Because if God is a great will, then the universe is but an instrument. I don’t know what 

God is. But He is not simply a will. That is too simple. Too anthropomorphic. Because a man 

wants his own will, and nothing but his will, he needn’t say that God is the same will, magnified 

ad infinitum. For me, there may be one God, but he is nameless and unknowable” (Lawrence 37). 
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In the spirit of Christian charity and compassion, we may very well pity him for his ignorance in 

such matters, even when he is not entirely incorrect. The God of Scripture is no more merely a 

will, great or otherwise, than we are merely wills, bearing the stamp of divine parentage.  

     And the position of Scripture is not that God is an idea in the mind of Man, but, rather, that 

Man is a child of the living God. (Some Jewish constructs posit Man as an idea in the mind of 

God, but this concept must be rejected for the sole reason that one cannot have a loving 

relationship with one’s mere idea, only with a genuine Other. To love one’s own ideas is not 

even synonymous with loving one’s self, and therefore we should understand that God is a who 

and not a what, for neither can Man have a loving relationship with his own idea. The only sense 

in which Man could be said to be an idea in the mind of God was when God first conceived of 

Man, for once He spoke Man into existence, his status as an idea was forever passed away, just 

as an artwork once executed no longer rightly can be termed “conceptual,” or “thought 

experiments” merely theoretical once they proven via experimentation utilizing natural 

phenomena—hence the difference between theoretical and experimental physicists.)  

     That God is not merely an ad infinitum magnification of human abilities is the old (and 

credible) argument put forth by Saint Anselm of Canterbury (1033-1109), who argued that God 

is radically different in kind and not merely degree when compared to humanity, and this is a 

belief which corresponds perfectly with Scripture. But Scripture teaches that Man is created in 

God’s image and likeness, which means that it is not altogether untenable to suggest that our 

wills are capable of imitating His—and in Christianity, this imitation of Christ involves loving 

others enough (both God and one’s fellow man) to surrender one’s Self-ish willfulness for the 

sake of preserving the relationships with, the welfare of, and even lives of others (really the 
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means by which the Self’s soul is saved to life eternal, so as to enjoy the love of God and one’s 

fellow man).  

     The God of Scripture is neither nameless nor unknowable, for He reveals Himself to Man; the 

uncertainty and nihilistic despair of Lawrence is not shared by Poe, for had Poe not believed in 

the possibility of Man’s redemption through God, he would not have striven to write moral tales 

which imply as much. One does not preach jeremiads to those unable to repent and turn their 

futures around, else Jonah would not have been sent to preach to the kingdom of Nineveh, and 

the prophets of the Old Testament would not have pled with the ancient Israelites to choose life 

over death, as set before them by God. Prophecy is not always a foregone conclusion, for the will 

of the people determined the outcomes many times in Scripture—blessings or curses, captivity or 

liberty, prosperity or destitution, and even the Abrahamic covenant results from the decision of 

an individual soul, a decision which Scripture records forever altered the face of the earth and the 

trajectory of human history.  

     Man is called to righteousness in Scripture, but he has the right to refuse its embrace, at the 

same time understanding that consequences are necessarily attendant to the choice. The Lucifer-

figures always choose to do evil, and therefore bring their own deaths upon themselves, for the 

wages of sin for unrepentant sinners is death—and wages are earned, thus the punishment is 

deserved. It is for this reason that readers may be certain that Roderick is fully guilty, 

unrepentant, and that he knows full well the Moral Law and choose freely to reject it in the 

murdering of his sister; he has earned his sentence of death for the deed, which the narrator has 

not, being guilty instead of manslaughter. The penalty for manslaughter (in which act one does 

not willfully and wantonly kill a person) is to flee to a city of refuge—presumably what the 
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narrator does, for he is relating the details of the tale to some audience, and he has fled the estate 

which was the scene of his non-premeditated crime. Because he did not will Madeline to be 

killed, his punishment is not the sentence of death reserved for Roderick, who did. 

     Lawrence’s materialist proclivities really shine through (for Freud was a Positivist) when he 

reduces human emotion to a purely physiological reaction, and when he attributes human 

ailments to sensate stimuli, for he goes so far as to opine, in speaking of Poe’s wife death:  

“It is the love that is the prime cause of tuberculosis. The nerves that vibrate most intensely in 

spiritual unisons are the sympathetic ganglia of the breast, or of the throat, and the hind brain. 

Drive this vibration over-intensely, and you weaken the sympathetic tissues of the chest—the 

lungs—or of the throat, or of the lower brain, and the tubercales are given a ripe field” (38).  

     Because he faults Poe with driving any person to a pitch beyond endurance, and Virginia was 

cousin to Poe, Lawrence here argues that Virginia’s death is directly Poe’s fault—as if she would 

not have contracted tuberculosis and died if only Poe had not made her happy enough to sing and 

rupture a blood vessel in the process! (The ruptured blood vessel is the symptom of tuberculosis, 

not its cause.) But Lawrence is not finished with his preposterous suppositions—far from it, for 

he returns yet again to the incest theme introduced just a few years earlier by Freud’s inane and 

inept acolyte, Marie Bonaparte, and he relates this alleged conduct also to his theory of spiritual-

physiological vibrations: 

     Here the love is between brother and sister […] In psychoanalysis almost every trouble in 

the psyche is traced to an incest-desire. But it won’t do. Incest-desire is only one of the modes 

by which men strive to get their gratification of the intensest [sic] vibration of the spiritual 

nerves, without any resistance […] The root of all evil is that we all want this spiritual 

gratification, this flow, this apparent heightening of life, this knowledge, this valley of many-

coloured grass, even grass and light prismatically [sic] decomposed, giving ecstasy. We all 

want this without resistance. We want it continually. And this is the root of all evil in us. (38-

39) 
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     No, we do not.491 Here Lawrence is arguing that perversion is the standard, which is a logical 

impossibility, for if incest is a perverse form of sexuality, then how can it simultaneously be 

normative or typical? Perversion requires an original, pristine form which it subsequently renders 

grotesque through willful aberration, thus if incest-desire holds the position of inherent primacy, 

that would make non-incestuous desire the perversion instead of the non-evil norm. Evil is 

certainly characterized by a lack of self-restraint, for the hallmark of evildoers is that they refuse 

to recognize boundaries—they allow no space whatsoever to or for the Other, crowding out the 

Other entirely (or without Self-restraint), thereby eliminating all possibility of loving 

relationships which necessitate space between entities.  

      (It is for this reason that some Jews believe that God is not God until He establishes a 

relationship with Man; He existed, but He could not function in the role of God before creating 

Man for that purpose. This belief, though, implies that God could not have been God when only 

angels existed as sentient beings He created, therefore it might better be stated and more 

inclusive to argue that He could not have been God before He created sentient life forms. Even 

the Old Testament records the existence of angelic beings having interacted with mankind, thus 

if God was not God to them, for what purpose did they owe their allegiance, grant service, and 

sing praises to Him?)  

     There is no love whatsoever in Roderick’s heart, neither for his sister nor his guest, but this 

fact does not prevent Lawrence from quoting the most famous line from Oscar Wilde’s moving 

poem, “The Ballad of Reading Gaol,” in describing Roderick’s protracted plotting and execution 

of the torture and murder of Madeline, saying of the foul deed: “It is the same old theme of ‘each 

man kills the things he loves’” (41).  
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     Lawrence does not object to Roderick’s pantheistic claim that all the material world is 

sentient in some capacity (a claim which would grant it mind instead of merely matter), even 

going so far as to contend that vibrations from external objects can influence other entities, even 

“irrespective of contact,” or in the language of physicists, when there is “action at a distance” 

(40). Whereas an object certainly can be moved or changed without being physically touched by 

another object (i.e., Roderick might be affected by the estate), Roderick argues that this activity 

is intentional on the part of the inanimate entities, that it is not objective but subjective, that the 

very stones of the house have been attributed inorganic manipulative consciousness. The resolute 

signal of Roderick’s madness, in the eyes of the sane narrator, is not in Roderick’s claim that the 

estate is sentient or conscious, but that it is consciously manipulative and malevolent—i.e., not 

that it is aware, but that it is willful.  

     Roderick does this, of course, to project blame for his own evil actions onto the stones which 

he claims directed him to act, for Lucifer-figures refuse to own up to being responsible for their 

own actions, in order to avoid being culpable for the consequences of their own Self-willed 

actions. Instead of dismissing this claim for the rubbish which it is, Lawrence instead writes: 

“People only become subject to stones after having lost their integral souls” (40). Lawrence does 

not mean that one becomes liable to the madness of such a belief once they have indulged their 

wickedness without restraint, but actually admits of the possibility of Roderick’s claim, offering 

of the estate that it, in truth, “had moulded the destinies of his family” (40).  

     No, the Ushers had moulded the destiny of the estate with their isolation and neglect, not the 

other way around. Moreover, whether Lawrence realizes it or not, to argue that one must lose his 

soul prior to becoming subject to the adverse effects of the stones implies that Usher, in fact, did 
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murder his sister full compos mentis and through the agency of his own free will, not yet 

impacted by the stones. 

     Lawrence opened the essay by insisting that Poe’s ‘morbid tale’ is a depiction of cause and 

effect. As the effect is the death and destruction of the House of Usher, what does he think is the 

cause which set this effect into motion? States Lawrence near the essay’s conclusion: “The 

Ushers, brother and sister, betrayed the Holy Ghost in themselves. They would love, love, love, 

without resistance” (42). No, no, no.  

     Torture and murder are never the result of love, and if the incest-desire is the drive of inherent 

primacy, then, especially because it is carnally-minded, it can never have anything to do with a 

spiritual Holy Ghost which competes for that spot, for Scripture declares that the carnal is enmity 

to the spiritual God (Rom. 8:7). And for someone who just a few pages earlier admits that he is 

uncertain if there is a God or not, the interjection of the Holy Ghost this late into the discourse 

seems wildly inappropriate, irrelevant, and out of place. Madeline is wholly innocent of 

wrongdoing, as the Christ-figure to Roderick’s Lucifer-figure, and according to the pattern of 

Cain’s murder of the innocent Abel.  

     (And if not a Christ-figure who defeats Satan, then at least a type for the archangel Michael, 

who wrestles with the Dragon and vanquishes him (Rev. 12:7-8); in the Mad Trist, featured in 

“Usher,” Madeline may be seen as the knight who vanquishes the dragon, a type for the satanic 

Roderick, but the noble Ethelred is most probably an allusion to the Messiah, whom Scripture 

identifies as “Wonderful Counselor” in Isaiah 9:6, since the name is Old English for a “noble 

counsel”.) 
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     Darrel Abel’s 1949 “A Key to the House of Usher” begins by making the argument that the 

setting of “Usher” is regarded as a source of “too much of the horror to the tale” (43). But this is 

untrue, for the description of the estate contributes to the sense of dread, not horror. We are not 

horrified by mere trees and tarns and stones, even if we are unnerved by them; one might be 

tremendously spooked, frightened, terrified, or unsettled when encountering eerie and foreboding 

natural scenes, but one is hardly horrified by them; even terror is but the heightened sense of 

experiential fear, thus it is a matter of degree, not kind. Whereas it has become commonplace to 

interchange the words “horrifying’ and “fearful” or “horror” and “terror,” in the most precise 

sense of the term as used by Poe, terror is experiential and immediate (cause), whereas horror 

involves some adverse emotional impact in response to the source of terror (effect).  

     Webster’s 1828 dictionary entry for the term “horror” concedes the laxity in popular usage, 

yet adds the following caveat, “but appropriately, terror or a sensation approaching it, 

accompanied with hatred or detestation. Horror is often a passion compounded of fear and 

hatred or disgust.” (“Horror,” emphases mine). The narrator of “Usher” flees the estate “aghast,” 

and Webster’s 1828 entry for that term reads: “Struck with terror, or astonishment; amazed; 

struck silent with horror” (“Agast”). (The alternative spelling of “aghast” is provided, but the 

entry lists as shown.) Readers should realize, therefore, that the unnamed narrator does not flee 

merely from fright, but in horror—a compound state of fear and revulsion. Revulsion at what? 

The disgust results from the evil of Roderick made manifest, as well as the shocking realization 

that he himself has been an unwitting party to the torture and murder of an innocent person.  

     Two examples are given for the word “horror” by Webster, those being “The recital of a 

bloody deed fills us with horror” and “distressing scenes” (such as the horrors of war or famine). 

http://webstersdictionary1828.com/Dictionary/horror
http://webstersdictionary1828.com/Dictionary/Agast
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But before one makes the argument that the Usher estate should count as a “distressing scene” 

and that famine could be the result of natural disasters and not man’s inhumanity to man, it 

should be pointed out that what makes such scenes distressing is the both the agency of the 

destruction and the plight of the victims: In recanting a bloody deed, warfare, or famine, it is the 

death and suffering of human beings which causes distress in the onlooker or audience, meaning 

it is the effect which distresses, not the cause. Mere physicalities of the natural world such as 

earthquakes and tornadoes and floods do not distress us unless the death of sentient beings is 

involved in the destruction, whether Man or beast.  

     We are moved to distress by human sympathy, or at least we should be. There is no human 

suffering and death whatsoever suggested by the narrator’s sensory encountering of the mere 

physicality of the Usher estate, which, it must always be born in mind, is specifically associated 

with the male heirs of the Usher family, and therefore does not pertain to Madeline, the only one 

who genuinely suffers and dies a distressing death in the tale. (The fact that Roderick becomes 

discombobulated as a result of his own nefarious deeds does not constitute horrifying suffering 

on his part, for he is not horrified by his own deeds, merely fearful of their just recompense.) 

     Nonetheless, Abel notes that the setting serves the tale both descriptively and symbolically: 

“Descriptively the setting has two uses: to suggest a mood to the observer which makes him 

properly receptive to the horrible ideas which grow in his mind during the action; and to supply 

details which reinforce, but do not produce, those ideas. The qualities of the setting are 

remoteness, decadence, horrible gloom” (44). Here, Abel is on point. Before discussing the 

symbolic function of the setting, Abel describes the unnamed narrator of the tale (whom he 

conveniently refers to as “Anthropos”), whom he states is meant to serve in place of the reader—
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not in the sense of mutato nomine de te fabula narrator (sensibility), but experientially in terms 

of sensation, via the normative five physical ones and even a sixth extrasensory one which 

causes the narrator to shudder (44). 

      In other words, the narrator, same as the reader, struggles to comprehend the events of the 

tale through empirical Lockean rationalism as applied to the natural world, constantly fending off 

irrational explanations which speak to the possibility of supernatural phenomena: “In short, he is 

an habitual naturalist resisting urgent convictions of the preternatural” (Abel 44). Well, yes and 

no. The narrator is a habitual naturalist, in that he does not seek supernatural explanations for 

phenomena or entities, but he is not a Naturalist in that he does not think there are only natural 

phenomena or entities, for in being Roderick’s foil, he acknowledges a biblical moral code of 

ethics and therefore the Author of that authority. But at no point in the tale is there evidence that 

he even considered preternatural causes; even if Poe’s readers did not discount supernatural 

phenomena, the narrator always does, for he rationalizes at the very onset of the tale that entities 

arranged in strange configurations have been known to produce an effect of uneasiness. 

     Abel then proceeds to discuss the symbolic aspect of the tale: “Roderick Usher is himself a 

symbol—of isolation, and of a concentration of vitality so introverted that it utterly destroys 

itself. He is physically isolated […] Usher is psychologically isolated […] The isolation and 

concentration of the vitalities of the Ushers had brought about the decay of the line” (46). Well, 

yes and no. Roderick is a symbol of isolation in the sense that he has willfully Self-severed 

himself from loving relationships with both God and his fellow man, thereby ensuring that his 

mental, physical, and moral collapses will be complete; his heart’s rejection of the two greatest 

commandments signals a total failure of body, mind, and soul. Edward H. Davidson explains: 
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     However inexact Poe was in his outline of the tripartite organization of the material 

universe, he was quite explicit concerning man: man is a being formed of three separate and 

yet interacting forms, body, mind, and spirit […] suffice it to say, this scheme of the human 

being was derived from the popular psychology of Andrew Combe and [Johann] Spurzheim 

early in the nineteenth century. Poe was content to assume that all of his readers were so well 

aware of it that he did not need to go into explanatory detail. (95) 

 

      (Combe was a Scottish physician (1797-1847) and Spurzheim (1776-1832) was a German-

born physician who migrated to Boston; they became principal advocates of phrenology, the 

pseudoscientific practice of “reading” the shapes of human craniums, supposedly in order to 

discern personality traits and mental illnesses, a fad in Poe’s day.)  

     But, truthfully, this tripartite conception of Man derives from Scripture, from the Word of the 

very God who created Man. In the New Testament, Saint Paul writes: “And the very God of 

peace sanctify you wholly; and I pray God your whole spirit and soul and body be preserved 

blameless unto the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Thess. 5:23).  (“Soul” and “spirit” are 

not synonymous terms or phenomena in Scripture: “For the word of God is quick, and powerful, 

and sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing even to the dividing asunder of soul and spirit, 

and of the joints and marrow, and is a discerner of the thoughts and intents of the heart” (Heb. 

4:12). In the first and greatest commandment which Jesus cites, we are to love God with all our 

hearts, souls, and minds (Mt. 22:37-38)—not bodies, for the carnal is enmity to the godly; our 

bodily forms are meant to help us meet the needs of ourselves and our fellow man. According to 

the Strong’s Exhaustive Biblical Concordance, the word “mind” may be defined as “spirit, way 

of thinking and feeling,” thus our spiritual devotion involves our way of thinking about God 

(“Mind”).) 

     Abel continues: “Some of the non-human symbols of the tale […] have what might be called 

an historical function; they symbolize what has been and is. The remaining symbols are created 

https://www.blueletterbible.org/lang/Lexicon/Lexicon.cfm?strongs=G1271&t=KJV
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by the ‘distempered ideality’ of Roderick Usher as the narrative progresses. These have 

prophetic significance; they symbolize what is becoming and what will be” (Abel 47). How very 

like the three tenses of the biblical Book of Revelation, in which great destruction and divine 

judgment also are assured (indicated by the legally-binding term of “shall,” suggesting it will be 

divine justice): “Write the things which thou hast seen, and the things which are, and the things 

which shall be hereafter” (Rev. 1:19). But more interestingly and thoughtful are Abel’s following 

statements regarding the setting of the tale: 

     All the symbols express the opposition of Life-Reason to Death-Madness. Most of them 

are mixed manifestations of those two existences; more precisely, they show ascendant evil 

encroaching upon decadent good. On the Life-Reason side are ranged the heavenly, natural, 

organic, harmonious, featured, active qualities of things. Although most of the symbols show 

the encroachment of Death-Madness of Life-Reason, two symbols show absolute evil 

triumphant, with no commixture of good even in decay […] There are no symbols of absolute 

good […] The House of Usher is the most conspicuous symbol in the tale. It displays all the 

qualities (listed above) of Life-Reason, corrupted and threatened by Death-Madness.” (Abel 

48) 

 

     This is a remarkably astute observation on Abel’s part, even though he fails to realize its 

significance, for it is especially relevant in underscoring the fact that Roderick is evil, and not 

merely mad. It also establishes the fact that he willfully tortured and murdered his innocent 

sister, and did not, as some critics contend, mistakenly bury her alive. It also establishes 

Madeline as the “decadent good” of the tale (meaning declining, not indulgent, as the contrary to 

Roderick’s evil inclination or ascendancy), thereby exonerating her of the preposterous critical 

contentions that she practiced incest, or witchcraft, or vampirism.  

     It also establishes the very real probability that Roderick has been increasingly assailing her 

person for quite some time (as argued elsewhere in this paper, in the section devoted to the tale), 

very likely through poisoning which puzzles her medical men, for the evil ascends in degrees in 
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its encroachment upon the good. It also establishes as fact that Roderick is guilty of the greatest 

degree of mens rea (criminal intent) in plotting the murder of his sibling, and is therefore 

deserving of the highest penalty, capital punishment, since his coldblooded callousness does not 

merit either of sympathy for or admiration of him as a “pained artist,” as some critics 

preposterously paint him.  

     All five of these points are emphatically proven when one bears in mind that Poe stressed that 

the estate is specifically associated with the male descendants of the House of Usher, therefore 

the house which betrays “no symbols of absolute good” signifies that Roderick is devoid of such 

qualities as well…but Madeline is not, and therefore must be the good set in high contrast to the 

ascendant evildoer. Madeline’s health is decadent, or declining, and that should be attributed to 

Roderick’s nefarious doings as well. 

     Writes Abel of the Usher estate: “It displayed several of the characteristics of Life-Reason. 

But after the assault of ‘evil things,’ the Death-Madness qualities are triumphant. Order is 

destroyed; instead of ‘Spirits moving musically/To a lute’s well-tuned law,’ within the palace are 

to be seen ‘Vast forms that move fantastically/ To a discordant melody’” (Abel 50).  

     Roderick himself is the “evil thing” in the tale which assaults the good Madeline; Madeline is 

the lute which is “well-tuned” to the Law of God, she who moves as a spirit in the one time the 

narrator sees her before her death. Roderick, then, is the form (material, not spiritual, therefore 

carnal in enmity with the godly) who moves fantastically to the discordant melodies he 

composes; the discordant melodies are symbolic of the disharmony or grotesquery of Roderick’s 

soul, which is rotten to the core. Abel thinks otherwise, perceiving only the mental perversion 

and not the moral perversion, offering:  
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     The ‘lute’s well-tuned law’ symbolizes ideal order in the ‘radiant palace,’ and the whole of 

that song is an explicit musical metaphor for derangement of intellect. For Poe, music was the 

highest as well as the most rational expression of the intelligence, and string music was 

quintessential music (wherefore Usher’s jangled intellect can endure only string music). Time 

out of mind, music has symbolized celestial order. (Abel 52, emphasis mine) 

 

     Here it is not merely celestial order, but moral order. Although only a guitar is specifically 

listed as one of the stringed instruments strewn about, the “quintessential music” of stringed 

instruments was traditionally in reference to violins, often called fiddles when utilized in less-

complex scores; the mad and anti-Christian Emperor of Rome, Nero, is said to have fiddled 

while Rome burned (a fire he ordered his disguised troops to start, no less), thus it is possible that 

violins might have been another type instrument strewn about Roderick’s den of iniquity, 

suggesting both his madness and his anti-Christian nature and conduct.  

     Since the compositions were wretched works, according to the narrator, it is likely that he, 

same as Nero, fiddled, for Nero reportedly played his instrument poorly, and inferiority is a 

hallmark of the satanic. The narrator describes Usher’s stringed instruments as if they were not 

properly tuned, producing “but peculiar sounds,” which he says did not inspire Roderick “with 

horror”. Why not with horror? Because Roderick, as the most inhumanely calloused Lucifer-

figure, is unmoved by the beauties and goodness of the harmonies of God, for aesthetics are 

inextricably bound up with morality in traditional notions of Beauty. Poe argues that the most 

poetic soul is the one who sees ugliness as injustice because it offends this combined notion of 

Taste, which means that Roderick, who is unfazed by the discordant sounds, is not only the least 

poetic soul but is also the most indifferent to divine justice. 

     Abel unintentionally makes the fullness of Roderick’s wicked nature even more evident when 

he writes: 
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     The tarn is an outlet of a subterranean realm; on the surface of the earth this realm disputes 

dominion with the powers of heaven and wins […] This upward-reeking effluvium has its 

counterpart in the ‘distempered ideality’ of Usher while he is producing his mad compositions 

after the death of Madeline: they are product of ‘a mind from which darkness, as if an 

inherent positive quality, poured forth upon all objects of the moral and physical universe in 

one unceasing radiation of gloom. (50-51). 

 

     As Scripture instructs that it is out of the human heart that wickedness derives, the depths of 

Roderick’s heart produce nothing but evil effluvium; Abel continues to speak of madness but not 

of morality, yet the one signifies the other in Poe’s Lucifer-figure tales. The windows of the 

estate are described as being vacant in appearance, meaning they are without lights. Scripture 

relates: “The light of the body is the eye: if therefore thine eye be single, thy whole body shall be 

full of light. But if thine eye be evil, thy whole body shall be full of darkness. If therefore the 

light that is in thee be darkness, how great is that darkness!” (Mt. 6:22-23)  

     As Roderick and the estate are both the House of Usher, the visual appearance of the estate is 

meant to signify the evil nature of Roderick, not mental illness on his part, that also being 

suggested by the estate’s state of extreme decay. Says Abel: ““This leads us to the only 

remaining symbol of importance, Usher’s terrible painting” (51). But not much needs here to be 

said about his artwork, for it is of pure abstraction; there is neither subject nor object, and 

therefore no regard for God, Man, or the World in it. It signals his extreme Self-willed moral 

isolation, as it is bathed in a ghastly and ungodly (inferior) light source, indicating its Luciferean 

connotations. 

     Despite the fact that Abel occasionally speaks in terms of good and evil, he never develops 

the moral content of the tale, and he even lapses into new errors by the conclusion of his 

analysis, opining: “The tragedy of Roderick Usher was not merely his fatal introversion, but his 

too-late realization of his own doom, the ineffectuality of his effort to re-establish connection 
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with life by summoning to him the person most his friend” (53). Well, yes and no. Introversion 

can be fatal when it is complete, when the Self assumes a primacy to such an extent that one 

willfully ignores or abuses one’s relationships with the Others who constitute rightful exteriority. 

But there is no tragedy to be had in a “too-late realization” to re-establish connection with life in 

befriending his former acquaintance.  

     The two men were never good or close friends; the narrator admits he barely knew anything 

about Roderick, and he knows him so little that he until arrives at the estate, he was even 

unaware that Roderick had a sister, let alone a twin. In the second place, Roderick had no need to 

establish a relationship with a casual acquaintance as a means of being vivified and precluding 

his death if he only had shown loving regard for his own flesh and blood, Madeline. He was well 

aware that his sister was enduring the agony he visited upon her for the entire eight days of her 

entombment, therefore any cordialities exchanged with a practical stranger are not nearly enough 

to counter that deep-rooted murderous proclivity.  

     What salvation could be had in exchanging pleasantries with the narrator while at the same 

time knowingly enjoying the agonies he visited on his sister? As is the case with Dante’s 

“Inferno,” in the Canto XXVII incident which ultimately condemns the Franciscan cleric Guido 

da Montefeltro, in the words of the black cherub who claims the man’s soul for Hell, one cannot 

sin and repent and the same time. 

     Abel’s final thoughts on the tale are these:  

     And, if we wish, we can attribute the stupendously shattering collapse of the ancient House 

of Usher itself to merely physical and natural causes—the violent thrust of the storm against 

its frail fabric and almost dilapidated structure. But, significantly, our matter-of-fact 

Anthropos does not suggest any natural explanation; he merely flees ‘aghast’ […] Throughout 

the tale, alternative explanations, natural and supernatural, of the phenomena are set forth; 

and we are induced, by the consistently maintained device of a common-sense witness 
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gradually convinced in spite of his determined skepticism, to accept imaginatively the 

supernatural explanation. (Abel 54-55) 

 

     Yet none of these assessments are true. In his preface to the volume of works in which 

“Usher” appears, Poe has promised his reader “legitimate causes” for the events which transpire 

in the tale, which means that natural causes are behind the fall of the dilapidated structure—most 

likely a combination of decay, the violent storm winds, and the lightning striking the house and 

igniting the gunpowder in the copper lower level of the estate, that metal being both a conductor 

and having traditional associations with Satan.  

     True, very true, the narrator does not suggest any natural explanation for the collapse, but 

neither does he offer any supernatural one—either because he has just fled the scene, and likely 

has not yet recovered, or, more likely, because he is the rational Lockean observer who must deal 

with sensation before reflection, therefore he describes the scene and has not yet meditated upon 

it. Throughout the tale, he is descriptive in his manner, and not reflective; in this, he is actually 

shown to be a poor or inadequate Lockean, which suggests Poe is deriding him for failing to 

fulfill the Lockean formula of sensation and reflexion as the means to knowledge of the truth. 

      Poe implies that, had the narrator but been more attentive to the faint life signs of the Lady 

Madeline, had he reflected on the sensate indicators of her condition, then he might not have 

permitted her to be entombed alive. “Usher,” then, is a tale which advocates the fullness of 

Lockean philosophy (which requires both awareness of the exterior, as well as internal 

contemplation, both objective and subjective aspects) in favor of the subjective interiority 

grotesquely emphasized German Idealism. That Poe relies on biblical allusions to depict the 

actual destruction or fall of the house does not mean that the collapse was supernatural in origin, 

for the spiritual symbolic is suggested by the material world, to which the material world points. 
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     Leo Spitzer’s 1952 essay, “A Reinterpretation of ‘The Fall of the House of Usher’,” on its 

first page boldly declares: “Free will and rational decision exist neither in the protagonist nor in 

the story” (Spitzer 56). He is off to a smashing failure of a start, for all of Poe’s Lucifer-figures 

are creatures of extreme volition, of a nature which is typified by Self-ish willfulness in rebellion 

against God at the expense of the welfare of his fellow man. Roderick is perfectly rational until 

he commits the murder of his sibling, for as the full pattern of the Lucifer-Figure illustrates, the 

madness results from the murder, not the other way around. (And the narrator is sane throughout 

the tale, as argued elsewhere in this paper.)  

     Spitzer’s analysis is in keeping with the wholly illogical and unsubstantiated theory put forth 

by D.H. Lawrence, for he insists that the siblings are “twins chained to each other by incestuous 

love,” and that “The ‘fall of the House of Usher involves not only the physical fall of the 

mansion, but the physical and moral fall of the two protagonists. The incestuous and sterile love 

of the last of the Ushers makes them turn toward each other instead of mating, as is normal for 

man and woman, with blood not their own” (Spitzer 58). Groan. Again, Madeline is perfectly 

innocent, being the Christ-figure of the tale, and there is absolutely nothing in the tale to even 

suggest that Madeline’s morality “falls”; per Poe, the house is specifically and exclusively 

associated with the male descendants.  

     Spitzer informs that “the picture of a young woman dying at the acme of her beauty” is a 

motif “hallowed by the tradition of Renaissance literature,” a tidbit of information which 

somewhat vindicates Poe from critical accusations that his frequent depiction of such ladies was 

the result of his own morbid psyche (Spitzer 59). He also notes: “In Roderick Usher’s world the 
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differences between the human (animal), vegetable, and the mineral kingdom are abolished” 

(Spitzer 63).  

     Of course, he doesn’t comment on the significance of this collapsing of distinctions, being yet 

another condemnation of the German (and then American) Transcendentalist tendency to 

collapse entities, lampooned so expertly in Eureka, in which God, Man, and the World are 

collapsed into a “radical Democracy”. Where Spitzer really shines, though, is in his discussion of 

the historical signification of the term “atmosphere,” which he claims Poe wanted his readers to 

comprehend in both the metaphorical and physical senses—a claim which makes sense when one 

considers that Poe promised his readers “legitimate causes,” i.e., natural phenomena (64). 

     The use of the term in the physical sense is outlined elsewhere in this paper, as covered by 

I.M.  Walker’s “The ‘Legitimate Sources’ of Terror” essay from 1966, which discusses the 

miasmata which envelops the Usher estate. Spitzer then provides the relevant background for the 

term’s metaphorical signification, which he informs connoted the “surrounding mental or moral 

element, environment,” as first attested in English in the late eighteenth century (and used as 

such by Sir Walter Scott in 1828, “He lives in a perfect atmosphere of strife, blood and 

quarrels”), and in German even earlier, in 1808 by Goethe (in Faust), in 1767 by Herder, and in 

1797 by Schiller. (64) He adds: 

     Thus “atmosphere” is with Poe as sensuously (optically) perceptible manifestation of the 

sum total of the physical, mental, and moral features of a particular environment and of the 

interaction of these features. It is my conviction that we cannot understand the achievement of 

Poe unless we place his concept of ‘atmosphere’ within the framework of ideas concerning 

milieu and ambiance which were being formulated at this time. As I have shown in Essays in 

Historical Semantics (New York, 1948), the terms (circumambient), air, ambient, medium, 

milieu (ambiant), ambiance, ambiente, environment, etc., are all reflections of an ultimately 

Greek concept, [to periecon], which represented either the air, or space, or the World Spirit in 

which a particular object or being was contained; and that precisely in the third decade of the 

19th century, in consequence of the biological research of Geoffrey Saint-Hillaire on the 
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action of the environment, the term milieu (ambiant) was applied to sociology by Comte and 

to fiction by Balzac, who liked to be considered a sociologist. The theory of the time was that 

the organic being must be explained by the environment just as the environment bears the 

imprint of this being. With 19th century determinism, mankind has developed far from the 

harmoniousness of Greek thought as expressed in the idea of [to periecon]; man is now 

embedded in a milieu which may enclose him protectively like a shell, but may also represent 

his doom and weigh him down with its unshakable reality. Placed against this background, 

‘The Fall of the House of Usher’ will appear to us a poetic expression of sociological-

deterministic ideas which were in the air in 1839 [pun intended?], the date when Poe wrote 

this story. (Spitzer 65-66) 

 

     Well, yes and no. “Usher” is a perfect example of a tale in which there is physical, mental, 

and moral decay, epitomized by Roderick; many critics note his physically corrupted condition 

and his mentally corrupted condition, but they fall short of recognizing his morally corrupted 

condition; if they would follow through to the complete connotation, then they would 

unequivocally recognize that: (1) Roderick willfully tortured and murdered his sister, and did not 

accidentally bury her alive, lament her death, or fear it; (2) there is no just cause to accuse 

Madeline of being a vampiric entity, in being the wholly innocent victim of Roderick’s moral 

corruption; and (3) it is impossible that the estate is responsible for Roderick’s evil deeds, for an 

estate may not be morally corrupt. (Madeline endures agony the same as do the other victims, 

because Jesus endured the agony of  having been scourged and crucified, thus the intentional 

tormenting of the victims also has a biblical underpinning.)  

     These theories represent the more lazy and idiotic assessments of the tale, and whereas the 

concept that the environment shapes the man might be considered applicable, the argument is 

equally viable that the man shaped the environment in which he situates himself as a matter of 

choice. In fact, Poe would have rejected the determinism of Balzac because sin always involves 

free will and choice; God would not condemn a person for action taken which was fated or 

unavoidable, for that which cannot be controlled cannot be condemned. That Roderick speaks in 
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terms which are fatalistic signals his deception if insincere, and his insanity if sincere; because 

Lucifer-figures still scheme in their perverse unrepentant states, the reader may suspect that he 

offers it in fear of being held accountable, and not because he sincerely believes it.  

     He claims to still hear his sister after her struggle of eight days, thus he is aware that he will 

be compelled to face her and own up to his duplicity and his deed. The criminal insanity defense 

was introduced in Poe’s day, and he was highly suspicious of it because sane men can feign 

madness (Randall P. McMurphy in One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, e.g.), and madmen can 

feign sanity (e.g., Patrick Bateman in American Psycho, or Peter O’Toole in The Ruling Class). 

Sinning is always a matter of rebellion, of choice, and any claims of determinism must be 

rejected when one stops to consider that Madeline resides in the same environment as her evil 

brother, but remains morally and mentally unaffected by it; her physical ailments are very likely 

the result of intermittent and increasing poison administered by Roderick, as explicated 

elsewhere in this paper. Madeline is physically, mentally, and morally uncorrupted, despite their 

shared social standing and immediate vicinity, therefore underscoring the matter of free will and 

choice as they pertain to perversity. 

     But where Spitzer is helpful as a scholar, he is a hinderance as a critic, for just a page later, he 

posits a very foolish notion, to wit, that “Roderick fears the death of Madeline” (60). Roderick 

never feared the death of his sister, for he planned the ordeal, to bring it about; if anything, he 

feared she survived that ordeal, and would come to hold him accountable for it. When Spitzer 

concludes, “Our critics are wrong in reading Poe only ‘emotionally,’ not ‘conceptually’,” he is 

not incorrect, although he is limiting this description to “Usher,” and fails to realize that Poe’s 
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moral aesthetics and ideological opposition are conveyed “conceptually” in the body of Poe’s 

work, in both many of the tales and Eureka (69). 

     Charles Feidelson, Jr.’s 1953 essay “Poe as Symbolist” starts off with a bang, for he asserts 

that “Usher” is a tale in which Poe delights to depict the destruction of reason as its primary goal 

(71). But this is not the case, for the tale instead asserts the primacy of Lockean rationalism, and 

the narrator remains sane from start to finish of the tale. Writes Feidelson:  

     The gentleman who comes riding up to the house of Usher is the personification of rational 

convention. Like all Poe’s narrators, even the most unbalanced, he would like to cling to logic 

and to the common-sense material world. But […] reason is deliberately put through the mill 

and emerges in fragments. The story concerns not only the fall of Usher’s house—itself a 

symbol of the end of rational order—but also the shock to the narrator’s assumptions, the 

dissolution of his house […] Moreover, despite his intense rationalism, the abnormal appeals 

to something within him. (71) 

 

     Not so. The narrator never loses sight of his reason (it is that which preserves both his sanity 

and his life), and the abnormal is repulsive to him, causing him to shudder, whether that be in 

response to the grotesque estate or Roderick’s ghastly paintings. If the narrator does not remain 

sane from start to finish, then he would not react adversely or accordingly to all of Roderick’s 

unnerving artistry (poetic, musical, painterly), Roderick’s lunatic theory regarding the 

manipulative sentience of the estate, the estate itself, the surprise appearance of Lady Madeline, 

and the immanent collapse of the estate into the tarn—nor would he have been able to distinguish 

between the fantasy of the “Mad Trist” and the actual events at the estate which coincided with 

the reading of the work. It is Roderick, the Lucifer-figure of the tale, who becomes agitated and 

irrational, not the unnamed narrator.  

     Opines Feidelson: “Poe himself was divided between extreme rationalism and extreme 

hostility to reason […] Poe’s extreme degradation of reason resulted from the presence of both 
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factors inside him. He was not like Emerson and Whitman, primarily in conflict with a 

rationalistic society; he was at war with himself” (72-73). False, very false. This is an 

unsupported supposition, and one which rests upon bogus and grossly assumptive 

psychoanalytical assessments of Poe’s character. Moreover, a close reading of the tale reveals 

that Poe is chiding the narrator for a failure to fulfill the Lockean model of rationalism, for he is 

observant of the sensations but does not adequately engage in reflection.  

     If by “extreme rationalism” he means French Enlightenment rejection of God, then perhaps 

Fiedelson is correct—except he doesn’t mean that at all. And what evidence is there that Poe 

demonstrated “extreme hostility to reason”? None is provided. (Poe objects to Kantian reliance 

upon human reason for the grounding of ethics, but it is the reliance to which he rejects, not the 

reason.) Fiedelson thinks that most of Poe’s comic efforts are based on “the inversion or 

destruction of rational order,” and he points to “Tarr and Fether” and “The Angel of the Odd” to 

bolster this claim (77).  

     But the comic aspect of second tale he names here does not rely on either inversion of 

destruction of rational order, for it deals with a highly improbable series of events which are 

nonetheless not improbable events themselves (merely the series is), consisting of perfectly 

reasonable outcomes. One tale does not a pattern make, and the first tale is a perfect example of 

the traditional framing device of a humorous tale, in which an eyewitness account is supposedly 

given, and the events move from plausible to comically absurd. 

     That is not the end of his errors, though, for Fiedelson continues: “Although Poe never 

mentions ‘transcendentalism’ except with contempt, he occasionally speaks in the language of 

the transcendentalist […] More important are he occasions when one can see him moving toward 
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a comparable position from an opposite starting point” (74). He speaks here of Eureka, which he 

clearly misunderstands as being a representation of Poe’s own ideas instead of a mocking of 

contrarian ideas in the language of those who are beholden to them. But he calls to attention an 

interesting consideration regarding Poe’s notion of moral grotesquery: “Behind his constant 

references to music is ‘the Platonic …[monodic],’ which, as Poe points out, ‘included not merely 

the harmonies of tune and time, but proportion generally,’ and which ‘referred to the cultivation 

of the Taste, in contradistinction from that of Pure Reason’” (Fiedelson 76). Disproportion is 

grotesquery, and the proper cultivation of Taste relates closely to Moral Sense, that being the 

very thing which Poe writes in his apocalyptic tale “Colloquy” would have saved Man and the 

World. 

     Feidelson begins the wrap up of his analysis of “Usher” by pointing to the “antirational art” 

featured in the tale, stating of Roderick: “He produces music of ‘singular perversion,’ abstract 

painting of an indescribable eccentricity, and poems that are ‘wild fantasias.’ He is the artistic 

mind in extremis but profiting by its own extremity” (79) This is a dubious assessment, for how 

is it profitable to be a lousy artist? Or, “For what shall it profit a man, if he shall gain the whole 

world, and lose his own soul?” (Mk. 8:36) Roderick’s artistry is as perverse as his soul, of which 

they are the products—he is a type for the evil fig tree of Scripture, in that he only produces “bad 

fruits,” so bad that they are unpalatable.  

     Feidelson is totally off base when he concludes with the argument that Roderick laments the 

death of Madeline and cannot bring himself to rescue her (80). But Roderick plotted to murder 

her, and no doubt relished her agony, for he was fully aware that he buried her alive; in fact, one 
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cannot rule out the possibility that he slipped her something which induced the severity of the 

cataleptic trance, so as to execute his plans. 

     Patrick F. Quinn’s 1954 “‘That Spectre in my Path’” is concerned with trying to prove that 

“Usher” is a tale which deals with the theme of the Doppelgänger, although he does not succeed 

because he cannot succeed, for Madeline and Roderick are not doubles to one another, and do 

not meet the criteria for the phenomenon. A Doppelgänger can be one of three things: (1) in the 

strictest sense of the term, it consists of a non-biologically related person who strongly resembles 

another living person, to the point that confusing the two persons for one another is possible; (2) 

in superstitious folk tradition, it may be a ghost or other supernatural entity whose appearance is 

nearly identical to a living person, the sighting of which is taken to be an ill omen for the living 

double; and (3) in narrative tradition (written or oral), the double is not a stranger or distant , 

deceased relative but serves as an evil identical twin.  

     The first sense must be ruled out simply on the basis that the Usher twins are biologically 

related, and the second sense must be ruled out because both twins are alive and dead 

simultaneously throughout the tale, as they expire together, she falling on him in her “final 

death-agonies” and bearing him to the ground “a corpse”. The only manner in which this 

arguably might be said to apply is that it is the very sight of Madeline which precipitates 

Roderick’s immediate death, but for the fact alone that she is no supernatural apparition or 

hallucination, signified by Poe’s own emphasis of the word “did” when describing her sudden 

appearance in the doorway.  

     And even though Roderick is most certainly evil twin to the godly and innocent Madeline (for 

she must be, as Christ-figure), they are not identical twins, and at no point in the story is the male 
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mistaken for the female; Doppelgängers are never fraternal twins, only identical ones, and the 

fact that the narrator relates that he noted a “striking similitude between the brother and sister” is 

not meant to suggest identicality, for that which is similar is still distinct enough to detect 

difference on the part of the observer. (It is his failure to be more observant of Madeline’s life 

signs which leads him to unwittingly commit manslaughter.)  

     The twins must be similar in appearance in order for Poe to convey the biblical attestation that 

the Devil is a counterfeiter of Christ, masquerading as a minister of light (2 Cor. 11:14). (And 

one should see the Self in the face of the Other, or at least our shared divine parentage.) Not even 

the crudest subscriber to European peasant superstition, therefore, would confuse twins of the 

opposite sexes for being Doppelgängers to each other—so why does the presumably highly-

educated Quinn do so? (One cannot help but think here of Poe’s admonition against the 

“thousand profound scholars” whose opinions should be ignored when contemplating the 

veracity of a matter.)  

     One need only look to the opening paragraph of his essay in order to glean the source of the 

framework in which Quinn erroneously operates, wherein he first correctly notes that to best 

understand Poe, we have need not only of knowledge of the works which Poe read, but also of 

the mind (or personality) which read them. This assessment makes a great deal of sense, for the 

works read by Poe provided Poe’s sources of inspiration and help to shape his theories and 

critical acumen, but the filter through which Poe must be understood—the mind of the man 

which engaged, ruminated upon, pronounced judgment upon, and eventually manifested in his 

own works—is evidenced in his innate sense of humor and his strong moral bent, very often 

combined in his tales.  
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     Quinn goes out on an unsupportable limb by contending that the Usher twins, since they both 

spring from the mind of Poe, being identical in their source, regardless of gender, must be treated 

as identical in the narrative analysis. He quotes Baudelaire as the pretext from which he 

fallaciously operates: “‘The character in Poe,’ he writes, ‘or rather the Poe character, the man 

with the hyper-acute faculties, the man with ice-water in his veins…this is Poe himself. And his 

women…they too are Poe.’ […] We will try to see what significance this theme [of the 

Doppelgänger] has in the work of Poe and how relevant it is to our understanding of him” 

(“Spectre” 82). 

     All well and good, perhaps, when dealing with a tale such as “William Wilson,” but not 

“Usher”. Quinn lapses into biographical fallacy, and, typical of the psychoanalytic critics, 

confuses Roderick for Poe. In comparing Poe’s famed detective character Chevalier C. Auguste 

Dupin to Roderick Usher, Quinn writes: “For there is no explicit glorification of the criminal-as-

hero, there is no overt moralizing either. By thus avoiding the easy moral inference, Poe revealed 

which of his two antithetical heroes he more nearly resembled. There can be little doubt that we 

find the author in Usher rather than in Dupin […] the deepest dispositions of his nature were 

tinged with evil” (“Spectre” 83, emphasis mine).492  

     The essay is one cringeworthy pronouncement after another, one groan-inducing error heaped 

onto another. Quinn argues that the reason why Roderick secretively buries his sister in the 

family crypt far from the prying eyes of others in a position to rescue her (especially “her 

medical men”—hers, not his) is because, “he cannot thus rid himself of what is so integrally a 

part of his own nature […] Usher, however, must have it both ways: do away with the body, and 

yet do not do away with it altogether. For it is an integral part of himself that he is trying to 
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dispose of” (“Spectre” 89). Good grief, no. In the first place, which is it? Is it that he clings to the 

body because he cannot bring himself to be rid of that which represents himself, or is he trying to 

dispose of it? It cannot be both.  

     In the second place, Roderick and Madeline have nothing in common when it comes to their 

personalities—they are assuredly fully opposite in natures, just as were Cain and Abel, and just 

as are the victims and villains in the perfect patterning of the Lucifer-figure tales. (“Hop-Frog” 

might be considered a distortion of this pattern, for the victims are not entirely innocent of 

wrongdoing; Hop-Frog is a Lucifer-figure in the sense that the punishment he inflicts is far 

disproportionate to their crime, and therefore does not constitute justice but rather a perversion or 

grotesquery of it.) Madeline, as Christ-figure, is no more an integral part of Roderick, as Lucifer-

figure, than Christ hath part with Belial (2 Cor. 6:15). 

     Despite the fact that Quinn himself acknowledges that Roderick has murdered (not 

accidentally killed) his sister, Quinn concludes in the same manner in which he began, like a dog 

returning to his vomit. Again pointing to Baudelaire as justification for his untenable theory (and 

it must be born in mind that Baudelaire was sadly mistaken about Poe’s morality, thus relying on 

his opinions is precarious business), he summarizes his position: “When Baudelaire described 

the ‘perversity’ so often encountered in Poe’s stories as the quality by which man may be 

simultaneously and always the slayer and the slain, the victim and the executioner, he defined 

exactly the character of Poe’s most famous hero” (“Spectre” 90).  

     This, then, is the triumph of nonsense, the empty and dangerous victory of Postmodernism—

the doing away with the distinctions between good and evil, between victim and villain, between 
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beauty and ugliness (even in human beings!), and between black and white—sacrificed on the 

altar of the Self for a thousand shades of murky moral gray.  

     Moreover, it is a failure of logic (for which Postmodernism’s emphasis on subjectivity has no 

regard) and yet another representation of the type of rubbish which is produced in the name of 

literary criticism. How can one speak of perversity, which requires a distinct and pristine 

original from which to deviate, if there is no distinction between entities—between slayer and 

slain, or between victim and villain? If both are equal, then none can be a corruption of any 

other. There can be only one original model or standard, and everything else which develops 

afterwards, by virtue of logic, can be only either a perversion or improvement of it. God’s 

original standard must either be perfect or imperfect; if it is perfect, then any attempts on the part 

of Man to alter it, must, of a necessity, be a perversion of the Good, the True, and the Beautiful. 

If it is imperfect, then Man may strive to alter it, and any corrections must, of a logical necessity, 

be an improvement. But what chutzpah to think that Man, whose abilities are limited and inferior 

when compared to the Divine, would be in a position to improve upon the standards or models of 

God! Endeavors to tinker with the ethical standards of Scripture established by the authority of 

the Divine Author, therefore, signal the height of Self-idolatry, and for Poe, represent moral 

grotesquery, the blasphemous perversion or distortion of the perfect model and standard 

established in God’s Moral Law—which is a law of love. 

     Edward H. Davidson’s 1957 “The Tale as Allegory” has one of the most promising titles, for 

allegories, although not explicitly religious, imply that some lesson is being imparted, frequently 

with a moral in mind. Davidson, refreshingly enough, frames his discussion of Poe in religious 

terms, offering: 
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     In the end, the religious mind of the Romantics became demonic because it was ultimately 

destructive of what is has created. Poe’s assumption of the role of god [as a creator] took a 

form not quite typical of poets or imaginative seers of the nineteenth century but one 

characteristic of the spell-binders and projectors of new thought in that age. His role takes 

him into a religious primitivism, that is, back to the primary revelation or to the original 

moment when the revelation was given, just as Protestant enthusiasts have longed for a return 

to Apostolic times and to a re-creation of the true gospel as it was initially revealed by the 

Messiah. In another way, however, Poe is typical of certain expressions of the Romantic 

mind. This religious premise is essentially anti-intellectual and anti-ritualistic; he would 

return to the pure religion, before it became contaminated by priestcraft and bell-ringing. Or, 

to state a corollary, he looks forward to the final Apocalypse, to the utter destruction of all 

things wherein the god finally achieves his justice or gets his awful revenge on the wicked. 

(91-92) 

 

     Well, yes and no. The Romantic gods were, of course, themselves, Self-elevated to godhood, 

and much of Romanticism can be characterized as a vaunting cry to harness powerful, 

destructive forces marshalled from within the Self in the name of autonomy. And, yes, Poe did 

desire that Man would return again to the “pure religion” of Scripture which binds man to his 

fellow man and to God: “Pure religion and undefiled before God and the Father is this, To visit 

the fatherless and widows in their affliction, and to keep himself unspotted from the world” 

(Jam. 1:27).  

     But Poe does not look forward to the Apocalypse with eager anticipation; if anything, the 

apocalyptic dialogues are lamentations and jeremiads of the suffering and destruction to befall 

mankind. True, Jesus relates that all such things must come to pass before the ultimate and 

eternal triumph of the Kingdom of God, but he at the same time condemns those persons or 

groups who have willingly lent their hands to bring about such things: “Then said he unto the 

disciples, It is impossible but that offences will come: but woe unto him, through whom they 

come!” (Lk. 17:1) 
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      Even if Poe would rejoice in the final triumph of the LORD’s justice, he would not choose to 

see the wicked suffer this final penalty of destruction, which might be why none of the tales 

concludes with the actual executions of the murderers—and this decision, too, is scriptural in 

nature. It is God’s own Law, willfully and rebelliously broken, which has caused such suffering, 

therefore He, more than anyone else, is justifiably entitled to derive pleasure in meting out divine 

punishment to gross offenders. Yet because those who must be punished are also His own 

beloved children, He delights not in their annihilation, and would rather they return unto Him 

and be spared a justice which is administered without malice and as a matter of practical 

necessity: “Say unto them, As I live, saith the Lord God, I have no pleasure in the death of the 

wicked; but that the wicked turn from his way and live: turn ye, turn ye from your evil ways; for 

why will ye die, O house of Israel?” (Ezek. 33:11); see also Ezekiel 18:23.  

     The Lucifer-figures are denied mercy because they remain unrepentant and do not seek it, 

believing themselves utterly Self-justified in their consummate wickedness—but that does not 

mean that Poe visits agonizing deaths on them or desires the reader to delight in their deaths, for 

God Himself does not. 

     In speaking of Poe’s apocalyptic tales, he writes: “We are not too far from the Puritan 

[Michael] Wigglesworth’s Day of Doom or the horrendous threats hurled against the damned by 

the nineteenth-century evangelists. Yet Poe’s apocalyptic visions were not intended as 

denunciations; they were meant to be rationalizations or scientific expositions of what might be 

considered proved religious fact” (E. Davidson 92).  

     Wigglesworth’s work is perhaps the most famous of the early American jeremiads, a 

prophecy of doom which pleads with the people to turn from their wicked ways, in order to be 
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spared harsh, divine judgment on a nation which has departed from the godly way. Davidson 

errs, though, in thinking that Poe was merely attempting to provide scientific or “legitimate” 

causes to explain religious phenomena, for Poe merely utilizes the scientific to provide the 

framework for his metaphysical arguments—he makes “solid” that which is abstract or esoteric. 

Poe was not seeking to debunk the miraculous accounts or the supernaturalism of the Holy Bible 

by providing scientific explanations for the events which it describes –that was the goal of the 

German Higher Critics, and the position adopted by the American Transcendentalists whose 

metaphysics Poe despised.  

     When he states of Poe that his “religious inquiry” took creation either backwards to its primal 

origin, “or forward to its ultimate consummation,” he is on to more than he realizes, since Poe 

follows the German Idealism of his day to its logical conclusion, always resulting in disaster—

the utter self-wrought annihilation of Man and the World (E. Davidson 92). He says of 

“Colloquy”:  

     It was, in short, a child’s magic world, and hardly religious at all; for it had no room for 

evil and no condition of tragedy; no souls were lost and none was saved. But it was at such an 

utter remove from the conventionalized religious world in which Poe moved that it seemed 

like a revenge on what, in its own terms, was a rigid and institutionalized body of thought and 

belief. (E. Davidson 93)  

 

     He does not comprehend that the world which Poe describes is the result of the evil of 

Kantianism, that it is a tragedy in-and-of itself that God is absent from that world described, that 

there is no loving connection with God saved, so as to make that existence meaningful. As such, 

arguably, it is the worst of all possible worlds, and if it a child’s world, then it is the product of a 

demonic brain. 



800 

    Davidson then compares the spiritual beings which populate Poe’s apocalyptic tales to the 

South Sea islanders Herman Melville found on Nukaheva, who lived by a code of taboos, despite 

having lost understanding of their meanings: Melville contends that they habitually or 

customarily abide by a moral code for reasons they no longer can justify. He adds: 

     No one understands or can interpret, in this moral region of Poe’s lost souls, why he must 

be punished; yet the penalty for any moral infraction I frightful and all the more terrifying 

because no one had enforced it and no one knows why it must be administered. The 

punishment comes not from a church, a law, or even from society; it comes from some inner 

compulsion of the evil-doer himself who suffers from what Poe otherwise terms ‘perversity’: 

he must do evil, and yet he wants to be punished and to suffer. Thus he has willed his crime, 

and he wills his retribution. (E. Davidson 93) 

 

     But this assessment is entirely false on all counts, for all of Poe’s murderers are fully 

cognizant of the Law of God they violate, none more vocal about it than the narrator of “Cat,” 

who demonstrates both his knowledge of it and his willful rebellion against it when recounting 

the hanging of his first feline, Pluto. Sin is rebellion, which means one must be aware of that 

which one is defying, and must also know the penalty for doing so. Montresor is the one who 

states, point blank, that he believes he is free and entitled to act as if “with impunity”—yet the 

other Lucifer-figures surely share in this mindset, even if they do not overtly express it, based on 

their actions.  

     This must be the case especially when one stops to consider that the Lucifer-figures are 

shown to have knowledge of the biblical ethics and the God whom they reject: the narrator of 

“Cat” openly declares it; the books in the libraries of “Usher,” “Berenice,” and “Ligeia” suggest 

it; the confession of Montresor in “Cask” implies it, etc. Stated as Davidson puts it, it seems clear 

that he takes the murderers at their word, and that Poe advocated a “guilt will out” attitude—yet 

Montresor’s deception of a full half-century confounds that theory, as the only reason his 
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guiltiness is outed is because he is gloating on his deathbed of having executed the “perfect 

crime”. None of the murderers wants to be punished, and they try to find ways to conceal their 

guiltiness; that they are not able to do so does not mean that they willed their exposure, and none 

show a desire to suffer.  

     One must reject the critic’s reasoning, then, when he opines: 

     If there is a moral system in these stories, it is nebulous indeed. Poe consistently attacked 

the Utilitarians of his day, with their idea of “happiness” and “the greatest good to the greatest 

number.”493 Yet, while he could not locate the moral sense in mankind itself, he was 

unwilling to make the individual responsible. Even more interestingly, he did not consider 

that the universe itself was God’s primary mistake or the outward manifestation of a cosmic 

tragedy; for him ‘the invisible spheres’ were not “formed in fright.” Evil or good is each 

man’s right and his willing; each one saves or damns himself. But, the ultimate reason why 

man chooses or wills one or the other is far beyond anyone’s knowing; the sinner is 

compulsively driven by some motive to be malignant, by some maggot in the brain which he 

cannot anticipate or understand but the penalty of which he is more than willing to suffer. 

This need to do evil Poe placed in the idea of “perversity,” man’s tendency to act “for the 

reason that he should not”. (E. Davidson 93-94) 

 

     There is a moral system in these stories, but it is well-defined; rather than nebulous, it is 

merely forced into an undercurrent. Whereas Poe would never contend that the moral sense 

could be located in mankind itself (not human reason, not human emotion, not human intuition), 

the Lucifer-figure tales are proof positive that he intended for the individual to be held 

responsible for his or her deeds, since that is what divine justice requires. Because the biblical 

understanding of the creation account is that God created Man and the World so that He could 

enter into a loving relationship with Man, therefore it would never be seen by Poe as “a mistake” 

or a “cosmic tragedy,” and the Universe was created to be a home for God’s beloved children, 

and not “formed in fright”. (Moreover, to be created is to be brought into existence ex nihlio, but 

to be formed means to be fashioned from pre-existent materials, therefore Poe would not think 

the Universe formed in any sense.) 



802 

      The biblical position is that all persons do have a choice in the exercise of their free will, and 

it is true that their choices invite consequences of life or death, good or evil, sinfulness or 

righteousness, salvation or damnation, adherence to the Moral Law or rebellion against it; God 

Himself puts these choices before the ancient Israelites. But Davidson must be wrong when he 

contends that the sinners are driven to act by compulsion, since sin is rebellion against God’s 

Law, and rebellion always involves volition, not compulsion; had they truly acted out of 

compulsion, it would not be sin, for one does not condemn that which cannot be controlled. 

Moreover, as explained in detail elsewhere in this paper, none of the murderers act out of either 

impulse or compulsion, that being the mere pretext they offer in trying to Self-exonerate 

themselves, so as to avoid culpability. 

     Davidson appears to veer errantly into Freudian territory in his discussion of what sounds 

akin to Freud’s notion of the so-termed “Death Drive”:  

     By a curious variation on the myth of Adam and Eve, Poe demonstrated that man had 

willed his own degradation; the earth had suffered the fatal flaw, and throughout the rest of 

the world’s time-span this condition of evil and suffering steadily worsens […] Evil and 

suffering have become, therefore, the capacity and measure of man to feel and know: moral 

sensitivity is not an act or even a thought but the knowledge all the while that pain is the basis 

for life and death is the only release from this grotesque condition of ‘perversity,’ or man’s 

determination to hurt and destroy himself. Thus the Poe protagonists so eagerly will their own 

deaths […] only in death can they find release and peace. (94, emphasis mine) 

    (The so-called “myth of Adam and Eve” refers to the account of Genesis 3, wherein mankind 

is tempted to set itself up as God and define good and evil for itself.) Evil does not entail the 

capacity to feel, but here the critic conflates the cause of suffering with suffering itself; evil 

cannot entail the capacity to know, but as the capacity is to know the difference between evil and 

good. Poe would never agree that pain is the basis for life, because Man and the World are the 

product of God’s love, per Scripture. And, according to the biblical model and mandate, death is 
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not a release from perversity but is annihilation. Not one of Poe’s villains eagerly will their own 

deaths; they are villains precisely because they will and work to ensure the deaths of others. 

They will not find release and peace in death, per the biblical model of the Lucifer-figures, for 

the Devil and his minions wail and gnash their teeth in rage upon confronting the reality that they 

shall be consigned to the Lake of Fire; there is no peace for evildoers, only oblivion. 

     From here on after, Davidson proceeds to descend into even greater contra-biblical, contra-

logical speculation: 

     Each character in Poe’s moral inquiries is his own moral arbiter, lodged in a total moral 

anarchy. Society has invented law and justice but these are mere illusion and exact no true 

penalty. The Poe hero or villain is never in revolt against them, as the Romantic hero so 

frequently is; the Poe hero acts as if the laws of society had never even existed. The moral 

drama is, however, all the more terrifying because it has no rules and no reason for bringing 

about the end that eventually comes. It is not even a comfortably deterministic moral scheme 

in which whatever happens must happen; it is a moral world of an inscrutable calculus in 

which any one of an infinite number of results might occur. This, then, so far as it can be 

sketched with any consistency, is Poe’s moral cosmogony, a universe of such individualism 

that virtually every atom has its own right and rule to exist. (E. Davidson 94-95, emphases 

mine). 

 

    That each of Poe’s Lucifer-figures is his own moral arbiter is precisely that which makes them 

evil and mad. Total moral anarchy is when every man does that which is right in his own eyes, 

the very definition of an evil time in the Book of Judges, when there was no king, or supreme 

and binding authority. Poe would never think law and justice are illusions, for God issues the 

former and executes the latter—in fact, He demands the latter—and the Poe villain is always in 

revolt against God’s Moral Law, for s/he thinks to be autonomous, or a law unto the Self. It is 

precisely because the Poe villains see themselves as autonomous that they act “as if” the moral 

laws intended to govern their conduct does not exist, believing they have the right to act as if 

with impunity, as Montresor boasts in “Cask”. There are divinely-instituted rules, but the 
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Lucifer-figures simply choose to break them; the deaths of the villains and the destruction of the 

apocalyptic tales are the logical outcomes of the wickedness of Man.  

     Contrary to what Davidson asserts, there is not an infinite number of results which might 

occur, as the only guaranteed outcome of the sinful trajectory is death, whether that be of the 

individual, all of mankind, or of the entire planet. Poe’s cosmogony is not one which advocated 

radical atomization of the individual, but that is the cosmogony of the dangerous ideologies 

which he opposes in his decade-long feud with the American Transcendentalists. 

      In “Usher,” Davidson thinks we have “a summary of Poe’s ideas and method of investigating 

the self in disintegration,” which is only a true assessment if we understand that Poe’s ideas are 

contrary to and condemnatory of the ideas embraced by the Lucifer-figure of the tale, Roderick 

(96). Yet this is not at all what he means, instead contending: 

     The story was a study of the tripartite division and identity of the self. It was, to go even 

further, an attempted demonstration of the theory that the spirit is extended through and 

animating all matter, a theory confirmed by the books which Poe, and Usher, had read: 

Swedenborg’s Heaven and Hell, Campanella’s City of the Sun, and Robert Flud’s 

Chiromancy, to name only a few listed in the narrative, all of which consider the material 

world as manifestation of the spiritual. (E. Davidson 96-97) 

 

     Well, yes and no. The tale is a study of the tripartite division and identity of the self (body, 

mind, and soul), conveyed by Poe’s use of the concept of “atmosphere” to speak to physical, 

mental, and moral attributes. Moreover, it is also a study of the tripartite aspects of Intellect, 

Taste, and Moral Sense, especially made manifest in the narrator’s shuddering encounters with 

the estate and Roderick’s artwork, as explained elsewhere in this paper.  

     But Poe never sought to validate the ideas of the authors of the books Davidson mentions, for 

those titles were meant to be indicative of Roderick’s perverse religious nature: Poe disparaged 

the Swedenborgians openly (he mocked them in “Mesmeric Revelation”), especially since 
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Emerson was enamored with them; Campanella was a Roman Catholic Utopianist (and 

imprisoned for being heretical), and Poe had no use or affection for either group; and Flud’s text 

was about divination (palm reading), which Scripture plainly forbids (Lev. 19:31, Deut.18:11). 

     That the material world is a manifestation of the spiritual world smacks of Plato’s notion of 

“Ideal Forms,” a concept which Poe would have rejected as expressly contra-biblical (see, e.g., 

Isa. 64:4 and 1 Cor. 2:9).  He concludes: “We know no more of Roderick or of Madeline, or of 

the narrator for that matter, at the end than we knew at the beginning” (E. Davidson 98). False, 

very false, for we possess abundant knowledge of their true characters, if only we read the tale 

correctly, which Davidson mostly does not. 

     Lyle H. Kendall, Jr.’s 1963 “The Vampire Motif in ‘The Fall of the House of Usher’” is the 

worst manner of simplistic reading of the tale, and the crux of his argument is that one must bear 

in mind that it is a Gothic tale, and therefore one should expect some supernatural entity or 

phenomena to be a component of the work. But that is a characteristic which typifies the German 

Gothic tale, not the English Gothic tale, and considering the fact that “Usher” appears in the 

1840 anthology of tales in which Poe’s preface defends himself against accusations of 

Germanism, Kendall doesn’t have a leg on which to stand.  

     Also, in his preface to that anthology, Poe assures his audience that they are to expect 

“legitimate sources,” which means naturalism and not supernaturalism characterizes “Usher”. 

Kendall conveniently ignores the preface, and rushes headlong into his terribly inaccurate and 

inapplicable reading of the tale, declaring that vampirism is the Usher curse to which Roderick 

alludes, and that “Madeline is a vampire—a succubus—as the family physician well knows and 
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as her physical appearance and effect upon the narrator sufficiently demonstrate. The terrified 

and ineffectual Roderick, ostensibly suffering from pernicious anemia, is the final victim” (99).  

     To bolster his own untenable theory, he denounces D.H. Lawrence’s equally untenable posit. 

He points to Lawrence’s assessment: “‘The exquisitely sensitive Roderick, vibrating without 

resistance with his sister Madeline, more and more exquisitely, and gradually devouring her, 

sucking her life like a vampire in his extreme anguish of love. And she was asking to sucked’” 

(Kendall 100). Lawrence’s error lies, he thinks, in his identifying Roderick as the vampiric figure 

instead of Madeline, and in arguing that this vampirism is not of the traditional blood-sucking 

variety. Two wrongs don’t make a right, and neither of these theories can be sustained by the 

facts of the tale. Kendall is not content, though, with Madeline being a vampire, and must also 

turn her into a witch, despite the fact that Poe had no truck with witchcraft in his tales or in his 

life. Kendall claims it should be apparent to “even the most casual student of necromancy, that 

she has the common ability of witches to enter at will upon a trance-like, death-like state of 

suspended animation” (Kendall 102). It is far more likely that she has been drugged, and that the 

physician whom the unnamed narrator briefly encounters, whose countenance was “low and 

sinister” is  Roderick’s doctor and not one of Madeline’s “medical men,” he being the provider 

of the apothecarial substance employed by the treacherous twin.  

     Moreover, there is nothing in the tale to even hint that the narrator was “even the most casual 

student of necromancy,” and being a Lockean naturalist, he would not have wasted time on 

studying supernatural or occult matters. Whom, then, does Kendall suppose should be possessed 

of this rudimentary knowledge of necromancy? Why, the reader, of course. But such 

associations were not common in Poe’s day, and they certainly were not to good Christian 
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readers who had no truck with occult studies, those being the readers of Poe’s day. Does Kendall 

really think that Poe’s readers were even casual students of necromancy or witchcraft, especially 

since they are forbidden in Scripture? (See, e.g., Ex. 22:18, Lev. 19:31, 20:6, 20:27, Deut. 18:10-

11, 1 Chr. 10:13, 2 Ki. 21:6, and Isa. 8:19) It is a patently absurd suggestion on his part, and it 

simply beggars belief. 

     There is only spot where Kendall is grasping at credibility, and that is near the very end of his 

analysis, wherein he writes: “And from the artist’s treatment of the theme, the active existence of 

malignant evil in our world, emerges his partly optimistic and partly ironic commentary: Evil in 

the long run feeds incestuously upon itself, and it is self-defeating, self-consuming, self-

annihilating; the short run is another matter” (Kendall 104). Whereas the depiction of evil as 

bringing about its own destruction is certainly, in some sense, an ironic cause for optimism (even 

if there is much suffering to be had in “the short run”), and a theme which actually does align 

with Scripture (in that Satan guarantees his own demise, in the same way unrepentant murderers 

do), Poe wants his readers to understand that sin, if not checked, spreads like a contagion which 

eventually annihilates all of Man and the World, and there can be nothing optimistic about that 

scenario.  

     In fact, in Poe’s apocalyptic dialogues, not only have Man and the World been done away 

with, there is not holy communion with God, thus even the relationship with the Divine is 

severed when such wicked trajectories are pursued to their logical conclusions; as that loving 

relationship is meant to serve as first and greatest commandment, the loss of it must constitute 

the greatest of tragic consequences for Man. 

     Georges Poulet’s 1961 “The Metamorphoses of the Circle” begins with a grand claim:  
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     No one before Poe has shown with as much precision the essentially circumscribed 

character of thought. For him, that which is limitless is inconceivable. In this, he is opposed 

to the romantics, which in other ways he follows.  He does not go beyond limits. He never 

stretches beyond his reach. If he likes to analyze paroxysms and frenzies, it is because they 

lead to an end, which is the bottom of the well or the ceiling of a tomb. If for him, man is 

buried alive, then man’s mission is to explore the interior surfaces of his dwelling […] In 

spite of its morbidity, Poe’s work is saved by its intellectual power. It measures the span of 

the human enclosure. (105) 

 

     Well, yes and no. Poe is very much opposed to the Romantics, and it is precisely because they 

refuse to recognize boundaries—that being the very hallmark of an evil person, one who shows 

no regard for the space and person of others, one who abolishes any space for there to even be a 

relationship, for one requires space to accommodate the existence of the Other. Radical Self-

ishness is totalitarian. This utter collapse of space between the discrete entities of God, Man, and 

the World (and of the material into the spiritual, despite Scripture’s clear division of the two) is 

what forms the basis of Poe’s objection to the Pantheism of the American Transcendentalists. 

      But what “saves” Poe’s work is not intellectual power but moral force, and the human 

enclosure which it measures is the heart (in terms of the unfathomable depth of its depravity), 

not the mind, which it merely reveals. The extent of the wickedness of the human heart is so 

great as to be unknowable (Jer. 17:9) Fortunately for Man, the love of God and the peace of God 

(the result of His love) also surpass human understanding (Eph. 3:19, Phil. 4:7). 

     Poulet does not then delve into an analysis of Poe as a seminal progenitor of the narrative 

monologue which betrays the psychological interiority of characters (itself a development of the 

British device utilized by Richardson and Fielding, as cited elsewhere in this paper). No, instead, 

he switches his focus from inward conscription to outward expansion, and immediately shifts to 

a discussion of the circularity described in Eureka: “The circles, Poe says, ‘revolve around one 

far-distant center, which is the Godhead.’ They, and the creation which they contain, are ‘a 
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radiation from a center’” (Poulet 106). He then gives the historical sources which he believes 

account for this idea as given in Poe’s work: 

     Taking up certain Pythagorean notions, mixing them with Stoic and Platonic sources, 

Edgar Allan Poe writes in Eureka a kind of cosmic novel which simultaneously fascinated, in 

their youth, both Claudel and Valery. Here there is no infinite sphere of which the center 

would be everywhere and their circumference nowhere. Poe expressly rejects this Pascalian 

definition of nature, or admits it only for a universe actually infinite, to which he pays no 

attention. What absorbs him is the “limited sphere” of the sidereal universe. (Poulet 106) 

 

     Well, not really, for Poe does not hold the ideas expressed in Eureka, as the work is actually a 

parodic satire of those who do, especially the Germans and the American Transcendentalists who 

subscribe to the European apostasies. Rather surprisingly, Poulet does not bring Emerson’s 1841 

essay “Circles” into the discussion, for it seems highly probable that Poe intentionally targeted it, 

especially since the ideas it espouses are anathema to a traditional biblical moralist and anti-

Utopianist the likes of Poe. “Circles” appeared in the same collection of essays as did “Self-

Reliance” and “The Over-Soul,” the 1841 Essays, First Series, containing a host of objectionable 

ideas. “Circles” makes use of the notion of deciphering the code of Nature, stating “It is the 

highest emblem in the cipher of the world. St. Augustine described the nature of God as a circle 

whose centre was everywhere, and its circumference nowhere.” (“Circles”)  

     Poe’s paraphrasing of this excerpt should be apparent. According to one website which 

digitally archives Emerson’s work, the key ideas put forth in this Emerson essay include the 

following: 

 Emerson urges his readers to follow their individual will instead of conforming to  

 

social expectations. 

 

 Emerson emphasizes following one’s own voice rather than an intermediary's, such as  

 

the church.  

https://emersoncentral.com/texts/essays-first-series/circles/
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 Emerson encourages his readers to be honest (authentic) in their relationships with  

 

others. 

 

 Emerson posits the effects of Self-reliance: altering religious practices, encouraging  

 

Americans to stay at home and develop their own culture, and focusing on individual  

 

rather than societal progress. (“Circles”) 

 

     Great shades of German Idealism and Romanticism! (The Romantics put an emphasis on 

sincerity or emotional authenticity over truth or social and moral propriety, hence Werther’s self-

valorization of his unseemly emotional attachment to and impious manhandling of another man’s 

wife.) As Poe would never condone such ideas, we should understand that his paraphrasing of 

the Emerson quote is actually meant to be a condemnatory lampooning of the ideas put forth by 

his Transcendentalist target.  In Eureka, Poe writes: 

           Just as it is in your power to expand or to concentrate your pleasures (the absolute amount  

     of happiness remaining  always the same), so did and does a similar capability appertain to  

     this Divine Being, who thus passes His Eternity in perpetual variation of concentrated Self  

     and almost Infinite Self-Diffusion”. (Poulet 107)494    

 

     But Poe would never agree to such a proposition in earnest, for Eureka is written so as to 

deride those persons and groups who insist that God, Man, and the World be collapsed into each 

other, for that is what the Pantheism of Spinoza and the Hindu mystics involves, in which God is 

diffused throughout all of Creation, to which Man is reduced from his status as Creature (being 

part of Nature instead of steward over it, per Genesis 1). 

     But what has all this talk of circles to do with “Usher,” pray tell? In the sense that the 

atmosphere entailed in the tale’s plot is a sphere, that the estate has “created its own 

[circumscribed] space,” that the characters are its “prisoners” of both their own time and space, 

and that the “temporal circumscription is no less rigorous than the spatial one” (Poulet 109).  
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     The fall of the “House of Usher,” in terms of both collapsed estate and familial line, Poulet 

takes to be a perfect symbolic rendering of the “closed cycle of existence” of both property and 

proprietor, as well as “an exact symbol” of Poe’s doctrine of the “totality of effect” as a principal 

aim of his artistry, adding: “As in the compact volume of a sphere, everything is in rapport with 

everything else, and with nothing but this all. And once again, as in the sphere, everything comes 

back to a central point” (110). In other words, the Usher estate is a type of closed or 

hermetically-sealed system which is prone to the law of entropy, destined to succumb to decay 

and disorder. Well, perhaps, for the Self which cuts itself off from due and loving regard for God 

and his fellow men does collapse in ruin onto itself, “back to a central point,” the egocentric Self. 

     The final essay of the anthology of reprinted works collected in the Woodson volume is 

James M. Cox’s 1968 “Edgar Poe: Style as Pose”. Cox is no fan of Poe, if one goes by the 

adjectives he utilizes in describing Poe’s work. Writes Cox: 

     To be sure, he has his devoted followers who see him as he wished to be seen: the 

embodiment of the Romantic Artist as Victim. And he has the sturdy corps of academic 

specialists and defenders seeking to protect his honor and reputation. Finally, he has more 

than his share of psychoanalytically minded critics seeking to define the nature of his 

threatened ego […] There is in almost everything he wrote or did a certain shameless 

dramatization, a tawdry theatricality, which should remind posterity—if it needs reminding—

that he was indeed the son of traveling actors. (111-112) 

 

     This is a curious assessment, for it smacks of a bizarre determinism in which one’s work is 

attributed to a genetic inheritance of a parental profession, for Poe’s father abandoned him when 

he was still an infant, and his mother died when he was aged two, therefore neither of them were 

an active shaping presence in his life; if Poe’s works suggest theatricality, that is far more likely 

the result of his familiarity with dramatic works of classical antiquity and British Neoclassicism. 

Cox practically accuses Poe of practicing cheap and schlocky stage tactics: “Poe is vulgar, if by 
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vulgarity is meant the deliberate effort to achieve sensational effects in order to shock the 

[moral] sensibility of the audience” (112, emphasis mine).  

     Cox’s use of the word “sensational” here means provoking interest or a heightened sense of 

excitement, for it can also involve stimulation of the senses. But sensibility involves a response 

to stimulation which is not physical but emotional; undoubtedly, Cox thinks this response is 

merely fear, but Poe utilized terror as a means of inviting horror, and horror contemplates the 

adverse impact of events or conduct on humanity. (And Poe never desired to be seen as a 

Romantic or as a victimized artist, for Poe disdained the Romantics, and the artist construed as 

ostracized outsider was Baudelaire’s vision of the poète maudit, not Poe’s.)  

     The crux of Cox’s thesis? Simply this: 

     The truth is, however, that all of Poe’s narrators are remarkably similar—are in effect a 

single narrator who tells under various names, practically all of Poe’s stories […] As style, the 

narrator is characterized by an excessive impersonation of the conventions of learning and 

literature which produces an effect of intellectual and literary posturing. Moreover, the 

narrator’s literary or ‘narrative’ posture is never separate from but invariably a part of his 

intellectual arrogance. These twin postures are not an accident of Poe’s style but its essence. It 

is not too much to say that, for Poe, style was pure pose. (113-114) 

 

     In other words, Poe himself is not possessed of the erudition which he credits to his 

characters, and the lofty and esoteric titles which he includes in his works are merely posturing 

on his part. In a nutshell, Cox claims that Poe is guilty of the very same cheap tricks the editor 

from “How to Write a Blackwood Article” advises Suky Snobbs to make good use of, in order to 

sound clever and intellectual. Cox has no perception whatsoever of the complex metaphysical 

concepts which Poe satirizes, therefore it is Cox who is the poser in this regard, for he poses as a 

viable critic whilst proving himself to be among the ranks of the most sophomoric of readers. 
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Cox thinks that “Usher” represents a burlesque of two literary traditions inherited by Poe, “the 

gothic world of vampires and the romantic world of maidens” (114). 

      But this cannot be, for there isn’t a trace of vampirism in the tale, especially since Madeline 

is a Christ-figure; if there is anything Gothic about the tale, it is the setting in a grossly 

dilapidated estate. And Cox thinks Roderick is a victim of the decaying house, a poor, suffering 

“sick artist” whose shoddy artistry is not a reflection of his own corrupted soul, but of a madness 

brought on by incest and the atmosphere instead of evil (115). But the house is a reflection only 

of Roderick; Madeline suffers neither from any incest (which is non-existent), nor from the 

atmosphere, which means that Roderick’s actions are the result of his own perverse volition. 

How might we discern that Madeline’s illness is not the result of the physical atmosphere? 

Because away from the no doubt secretive, toxic ministrations of her brother, she is able to 

muster up enough bodily strength to break free from the stronghold of her premature burial. 

     Cox not only doesn’t know how to read the text properly, he also is not beneath offering sheer 

conjecture which cannot be sustained. He states that Madeline clawed her way free of her 

entombment, in order to kill her brother (Cox 115). This is pure speculation, for she might just as 

well have intended to assail his conscience and to accuse him before God and Man, for the 

scenario Cox proposes amounts to revenge, but in the other scenario, in which a good and godly 

person such as Madeline, would seek justice, not revenge. Cox himself writes: “The murder of 

the conscience is the crime of the Poe narrator pushed to his furthest degree. It is the crime of 

[…] Usher, carried out explicitly against the self” (115). In this sense, Madeline serves as 

Roderick’s conscience. Interestingly, it also suggests that the murder was a form of suicide, in 

keeping with the biblical notion that we are our fellow man, and that to hate one’s sibling 
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without cause amounts to murder—and, moreover, that to deny compassion to one suffering (as 

Roderick compelled his sister to endure eight days of agony) is a sure sign that the person is 

ungodly (1 Jn. 3:15-17). 

     As Cox starts out on the wrong foot and continues to offer limp analysis throughout the body 

of his essay, one should expect him to stumble spectacularly at the finish line as well, and in that 

sense alone he does not disappoint his readers: 

     Poe’s “art,” which converted the traditional form of the tale of terror into the conscious 

form of the short story, reveals that terror is the illusory life into which man perpetually flees 

in an effort to escape the living death he cannot acknowledge. This larger terror, this 

perversity, is the recognition which Poe’s form enacts. Since the recognition is enacted 

through impersonation, the faces of terror and sentiment inevitably assume lurid, grotesque, 

sensational, morbid, and ludicrously exaggerated postures, inviting a cultured audience to 

shrink from their vulgarity. (116) 

 

     Not only is this declaration almost a complete break from the rest of the essay, it is 

unsupportable on even a logical level, for one does not flee into terror but from it. What “living 

death” is unacknowledged in “Usher”? Roderick relates that he lives in a constant state of mortal 

fear. In what way is perversity synonymous with terror, larger or otherwise? (And larger than 

what, exactly?)  How is recognition of terror (which is experiential and immediate) enacted 

through impersonation? Through the presence of erudite texts, or ghastly art, or creepy climates? 

The “faces of terror” from which the “cultured audience” should shrink are Lucifer-figures, but 

Cox is sympathetic to Roderick, describing him ultimately as an artist and not as a cold-blooded, 

unrepentant murderer who delights in torture and evildoing. It is Roderick’s murderous apostasy 

which readers should revile, not the forms which Poe employs to convey it. 

     In his “Introduction” to the anthology of re-published essays on Poe’s tales, William H. 

Howarth begins by informing readers that both money and praise “came in paltry amounts to 
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Poe, no matter what he wrote” (1). Poe was extremely underappreciated in his own day, either 

because the general population was not erudite enough to grasp the full extent of his rarified 

intellect and wit, or because the educated elite of New England (the heart of early American 

publishing) were : (a) too provincial to promote a Southerner; (b) too embittered by Poe’s harsh 

critiques of many of their works and ideas; (c) too judgmental of his perceived failings; or (d) too 

swayed by any combination of these three factors.  

     Poe was a bitter rival, embittered as a result of his frustration in endeavoring to overcome 

these insurmountable obstacles. In one of his reviews of Hawthorne’s work, Poe advised the only 

New Englander towards whom he showed more than a modicum of sympathy that he would do 

well to rid himself of any association with Emerson, Bronson Alcott (Emerson’s close friend), 

and Boston’s most prominent monthly journal (at that time edited by James Russell Lowell), the 

North American Review (Howarth 5).  Howarth informs readers right off the bat: “If the 

collection favors ‘objective’ readings, that is because the New Criticism happens to coincide 

with Poe’s own critical ideals, spelled out well over a century ago” (23, emphasis mine). Even 

though New Criticism is, as T.S. Eliot put it, still “the least dispensable” critical approach, as 

will be evident in analyses of the work of New Critics, they are also prone to error, and no 

approach is perfect in isolation or extremity. 

     Howarth appears to have mixed regard for Poe, for he praises him at times but then offers 

commentary which seems to undermine Poe’s intellectuality. For example, he accuses Poe of 

failing to write with purpose, and would have one believe that the consistency with which Poe 

penned his works was a matter of accident and not design, having developed his composition 

theories after-the-fact: 
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     In actuality, his theories grew out of his poems and tales, and not the other way around. By 

making his theories fit the works, he simply described what he formerly implied. Since his 

‘theory’ came mostly after the fact, we had best begin with a brief description of his 

‘practice’. In the relatively short space of seventeen years, 1832 to 1949, he published sixty-

eight tales, which we may divide roughly into three categories—“grotesque,” “arabesque,” 

and “ratiocinative”—corresponding roughly to the early, middle, and late periods of his brief 

career. The grotesques, written mostly between 1832 and 1837, were primarily apprentice 

work. During that period Poe learned to write fiction by parodying the type of “sensational” 

story that had become popular in British and American journals […] While these stories are 

witty and often amusing, they are not Poe’s best work, and essays on them do not appear in 

this volume […] Poe’s most famous tales, and therefore those most discussed in this volume, 

are the “arabesques” he wrote between 1838 and 1844. He used the term arabesque for the 

tales that were fanciful in tone but somber in meaning—possibly in tribute to the Arabian 

Nights, which may have inspired his bizarre characters, unified plots, and flowing narrative 

style. Like the Arabian tales, told by a princess to postpone her execution, Poe’s arabesques 

are serious entertainments; for in their scarifying subjects of murder, graves, and ghosts, the 

careful reader finds intriguing psychological dimensions […] The somewhat “ratiocinative” 

tales, written between 1841 and 1845, have not yet received the attention they merit. 

(Howarth 7-8) 

 

     But, as analysis of “Usher” presented in this paper demonstrates, that tale is an extremely 

complex rendering of Poe’s moral aestheticism, and it appeared in his first volume of tales in 

1840, which implies that he already had developed his compositional theories: the tale depicts 

physical, mental, and moral corruption; it illustrates Poe’s notions of Intellect, Taste, and Moral 

Sense; and its narrative patterning follows the Lockean pattern of obtaining knowledge via 

sensation and reflexion. Howarth’s division of the tale is unique, and debatable, for its strength 

lies in an agreement with him on how to define the terms “arabesque” and “grotesque,” about 

which there is much disagreement, even to this day. (This paper takes a crack at refining their 

definitions, no less.)  

     Howarth himself speaks to the problematic nature of pegging Poe’s works into exclusive 

categories, for even the tales which this paper identifies as Lucifer-figure or moral tales also can 

be classified as terror or horror tales. Writes Howarth: 
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     Comparing the two realms [rational and imaginative] is difficult in Poe’s case, because 

they differ so widely; his ideas were mystical and speculative, his methods practical and 

systematic. In literary theory he echoed the views of Emerson and the New Englanders, and 

like them he took many ideas from Coleridge, the English poet and critic. Since Coleridge 

borrowed from Plato, we could call Poe’s theories “neo-Platonic.” But in literary practice, he 

resembled certain eighteenth-century authors, such as Joseph Addison or Alexander Pope, 

who supposedly wrote according to “rules” and delighted in order above all else. A major 

influence on these writers was Aristotle, whose Poetics is a model of the rational, systematic 

approach to literature […] Following Coleridge and Plato, he held that literary genres 

express man’s highest ideals: poetry is Beauty, prose is Truth, and combination of these two, 

whether in drama, essay, or tale, approaches Goodness—the most elusive of ideals. To this 

Platonic view of literature’s ends Poe attached an Aristotelian idea of its means. Unlike 

Coleridge, he believed that formal or technical devices—plot, character, style—as just as 

important to a writer as lofty ideals. In his view, literature best expresses its ideals effectively; 

by means of suggestive stratagems, or effects, rather than overt statements. A writer cannot 

afford to sacrifice technique for the sake of doctrine; he is obliged to remain free of 

extraneous influence and personal bias. Obviously, this view places a high premium on the 

artifice of literature, on the part that it is quite different from day to day life. (8-9, emphases 

mine) 

 

     Well, yes and no. Poe certainly emulated Addison and Pope (as demonstrated elsewhere in 

this paper), and his admiration for the eighteenth-century moral satirists had a profound influence 

on his own works. Poe’s literary theory did not echo the view of Emerson and the New 

Englanders, whom many suppose looked to the English Romantics for their ideas about poetry, 

even though they perverted it into overwrought emotive paeans to Nature, therein leaning more 

towards the German Romantics; the Transcendentalist New Englanders were obsessed with 

German authors, having had their taste infected by the criticism of the Germanophile Thomas 

Carlyle.  

     The Emerson crowd believed in directly meditating upon objects in order to call up 

sentiments, a practice having too much in common with the Eastern mystical tradition embraced 

by the Germans to appeal to Poe.495 In the renowned 1800 “Preface” to the Lyrical Ballads, 

William Wordsworth tendered his formula for poetry. He writes: “For all good poetry is the 
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spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings: and though this be true, Poems to which any value 

can be attached were never produced on any variety of subjects but by a man who, being 

possessed of more than usual organic sensibility, had also thought long and deeply” 

(Wordsworth). Wordsworth does not radically depart from the British intellectual heritage of 

Lockean Empiricism, for feeling must be joined to reflection, to thought “long and deeply” 

undertaken; it is in the hands of the American Transcendentalists that this prescription or formula 

is made into a grotesquery which instead prizes intuition to an excessive degree. 

      (Coleridge’s definition of poetry is apocryphal, and is recounted by his nephew, Henry 

Nelson Coleridge, in his 1835 two-volume collection of notes titled Specimens of the Table Talk 

of the Late Samuel Taylor Coleridge, published the year after the poet died. Allegedly, the poet 

stated: “I wish our clever young poets would remember my homely definitions of prose and 

poetry; that is, prose = words in their best order; — poetry = the best words in the best order.”) 

      Poe would not agree with the spontaneous overflow of emotion as being requisite to the 

process, even if he might think it appropriate for the desired effect. In the “Preface,” Wordsworth 

writes: 

     For our continued influxes of feeling are modified and directed by our thoughts, which are 

indeed the representatives of all our past feelings; and, as by contemplating the relation of 

these general representatives to each other, we discover what is really important to men, so, 

by the repetition and continuance of this act, our feelings will be connected with important 

subjects, till at length, if we be originally possessed of much sensibility, such habits of mind 

will be produced, that, by obeying blindly and mechanically the impulses of those habits, we 

shall describe objects, and utter sentiments, of such a nature, and in such connexion with each 

other, that the understanding of the Reader must necessarily be in some degree enlightened, 

and his affections strengthened and purified. (Lyrical Ballads) 

 

     Wordsworth’s definition of the process actually conforms to the Lockean methodology of 

sensation and reflection. Wordsworth went on to state in his “Preface” that what distinguished 

https://www.bartleby.com/39/36.html
http://www.thisdayinquotes.com/2011/07/poetry-best-words-in-best-order.html
https://archive.org/details/specimensoftable02cole/page/n5
https://archive.org/details/specimenstablet01colegoog/page/n6
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his poetry from the popular poetry of his age was that, “the feeling therein developed gives 

importance to the action and situation, and not the action and situation to the feeling” (Lyrical 

Ballads). In this regard, he is truly Romantic, for the German Romantics emphasized feeling as 

authenticating agency, prioritizing sincerity over truth, emotional potency over accuracy. For 

example, in Goethe’s novel, Werther exults in his blatant impropriety because his actions are 

motivated by extreme passion, regardless of how perverted/corrupted it has become; his feelings 

inform the action and situation. Werther’s reason becomes as perverted as his passion and 

morality, evidenced in his impassioned pleas to help set free a convicted rapist and murderer 

with whom he self-identifies, having sympathy for a fellow devil.  

     Says Howarth: “Many of Poe’s ideas on literature are interesting, but only those relevant to 

his fiction merit close attention here. His belief in the Truth of prose raises special problems 

concerning his tales.” (9) Well, not quite. When one considers that Poe’s tales often dramatize 

the moral lessons which he seeks to convey, then going back to the Platonic notion of the tale or 

essay approaching Goodness, when Truth and Beauty are combined, then the Truth of prose 

raises no such problems. If Truth is to be associated with prose, that would include prose essay, 

and therefore criticism, which should be concerned chiefly with corrective measures, as that 

which is correct is also true, in being factually (and morally) accurate. Howarth’s claim that 

Poe’s compositional theories were formulated after the tales were written (as opposed to being 

developed before them and informing them) is all the more puzzling when one stops to consider 

Howarth’s own admission of Poe’s methodology:  

     As a critic, Poe stressed matters of form while his contemporaries worried about content. 

He believed that method supports meaning [formation follows function], that we must know 

how literature works before we can fully understand what it says […] Structure, a planned 

framework, is the essential element in Poe’s tales; his review of Hawthorne’s Twice-Told 
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Tales explains just why: ‘In the whole composition there should be no word written, of which 

the tendency, direct or indirect, is not to the one pre-established design.’ The important word 

is ‘pre-established.’ Aristotle noted that literary action has a three-part structure, beginning, 

middle, and end; Poe liked to add that beginning and end should not forget each other. 

Furthermore, the intervening action should constitute a unified pattern. (10) 

 

     It seems odd that Howarth would contend that Poe wrote with purpose in the crafting of 

individual tales, but then also suggest that Poe did not approach the penning of his tales with 

intentional theoretical aims. The tales very clearly represent Poe’s ideas, and the fact that the 

essays which speak directly to the craft of writing are subsequent to them is most likely due to 

two reasons: (1) Poe wished to differentiate his own approach to composition from those of 

others, as many serious writers proffer some treatise or theory of their own, in order to cement 

their statuses as major thinkers; and (2) many persons who have mastered their craft often go on 

to instruct others. (For example, in contemporary studies of cinema and drama, the practice of 

offering “master classes” in screenwriting and stagecraft, course work led by significant and 

innovative members in those fields, has become the norm.)  

     Poe’s criticism always had a corrective element to it, therefore essays provide the most direct 

and unified means of conveying compositional theory; literary reviews only permit one to offer 

one’s ideas in snatches, but prose essays not only permit one to expound in a focused and 

expanded manner, they are part-and-parcel to the tradition of the British Neoclassicists whom 

Poe greatly admired and emulated, whose best-known journals contain masterpieces rendered in 

prose essay form. In speaking of what he terms Poe’s “most characteristic objective in story-

telling,” Howarth explains that “effect” means the psychological impact a tale has on its 

readers—whether that impact be emotional, rational, or spiritual in nature:  

     Our responses to a tale may therefore vary, but they all arise from one general effect. No 

tale presents only one idea; as he explained, ‘…how one idea can be “gradually unfolded” 
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without other ideas, is, to us, a mystery of mysteries.’ Some critics have objected to Poe’s 

idea of effect, believing that he meant by it some sort of contrived riddle. Sometimes, he does 

seem to think stories are designed to fool the unsuspecting or literal-minded reader. (11) 

 

     Poe delighted in puzzles and mysteries, both solving and crafting them—and in this latter 

regard, he is our myriad-minded Poe. Moreover, the fooling of an unsuspecting audience is part 

of the Southern tradition of tale-telling, in which seemingly plausible events are related, growing 

more incredible and fantastic as the story proceeds, unfolding in escalated absurdity until the 

audience either realizes, at last, that they have been taken in by the hoaxer, or they never realize 

that they have been suckered in by the ridiculing narrator.  

     The very narrative structure of the American tale, therefore, requires this “gradual unfolding” 

tactic, and Poe stays true to form therein. In this very regard, Howarth does not seem to realize 

the relevance of his own remark: “Narrating in retrospect, he knows the end of the tale as he 

begins it; how can he create suspense without fraud?” (13) The tradition of tale-telling requires 

that the narrator maintain the interest of the audience by perpetrating fraud; this pattern is 

evidenced not only in the manner in which Poe’s murderous narrators proceed, but also in tales 

such as “Mesmeric Revelation,” which moves from the plausible to the incredulous. 

     Howarth further explains: “Poe himself objected to flat characters, especially to moral 

stereotypes: ‘The characters have no character…no attempt seems to have been made at 

individualization. All the good ladies and gentlemen are demi-gods and demi-goddesses, and all 

the bad are—the d—l’” (12). Recalling Poe’s insistence that a truly gifted writer can transform 

even the most hackneyed tropes of fiction, it is not difficult to imagine why the Lucifer-figure 

would have appealed to Poe, for the archetype is human, all too human in his devilry, without 

being a flat or non-dynamic character. Good and evil should be understood in terms of black and 
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white, hence the stereotypical demigods and devils about which Poe complained; what makes the 

Lucifer-figure such a fascinating and discombobulating archetype is his attempt to portray the 

moral world as admixtures of gray. 

      In the visible spectrum, black is the result of the absence of color, having absorbed all light; 

white indicates the presence of all colors in the spectrum, and reflects light. Goodness is 

associated with whiteness and God, and evil with blackness and the Devil in Christian tradition, 

and in Poe’s work as well, most notably in Pym, in the encounters with the Tsalal natives. 

(Critics who think this work provides evidence of racism on Poe’s part prove themselves wholly 

ignorant of the biblical and ethical import of the color scheme which informs it. Moreover, in 

German and Northern European tradition, the Devil has black skin, not red, as often depicted in 

the Southern European tradition. The Lithuanian word “pumpernickel” used to describe dark 

black rye bread means “Devil’s fart,” signifying the “pfump” sound of Old Nick, for the Devil is 

said to be so black that even his farts are black puffs of air.) The graying of issues involves 

making arguments or excuses which undermine the resolute definition of the Good, a proclivity 

which Poe’s self-justifying Lucifer-figures exhibit in spades.  

     Of the contentions put forth by these murderous narrators, Howarth writes: “Next, we must 

agree that our job as readers is to determine the reliability of the narrators. If we cannot accept 

them as Poe’s mouthpieces, how shall we evaluate what they say? The narrators themselves do 

not help us. They confess to poor memories, to ignorance, even to deliberate exaggeration” (14). 

The admission of such inconsistences, says Howarth, would render the testimony of such persons 

difficult for a jury to accept. But the Devil is a liar, therefore any admission to such practices 

must be called into question, for they are intended to plant doubt in the mind of the juror, who is 
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also the reader, and per the American justice system, a defendant may avoid a guilty verdict if 

reasonable doubt regarding the accused’s conduct is determined on the part of the jury.  

     Scripture, though, declares that God has the ability to read men’s hearts and minds, therefore 

duplicity is of none effect in seeking to escape divine justice, for He can discern if evil persons 

are merely feigning insanity, as well as if their insanity is the result of the grossly willful evil 

they wrought, therefore necessitating fatal recompense. Poe is the god of his fictions, therefore 

he knows full well the hearts and minds of the characters he has created, which is why his 

condemnation of the evildoers must be counted the correct understanding of the moral 

framework which underpins his tales. Howarth adds: 

     Complicating the issue of reliability is another problem, the narrator’s state of mind. In 

several tales, narrators betray derangement—usually by denying they are mad. Obsessed with 

proving their sanity, they tell stories that become elaborate acts of self-defense […] Some 

forms of madness, like paranoia, appear to be quite logical and orderly—up to a point. Poe 

long contended that order is but the simplest product of human reason. Carried to an extreme 

form, it becomes monomania, the fixation upon a single desire […] Yet even so, Poe has 

made his point: the line between sanity and insanity is unclear: A sane man may play mad, a 

madman may feign sanity. (15) 

 

     Hamlet, of course, was a sane man who played at being mad, and the characters in Poe’s 

“Tarr and Fether” are madmen feigning sanity—and they all get away with their ruses, up to a 

point. The criminal insanity defense was introduced in Poe’s lifetime, and analyses of his tales 

seem to denounce its reliability, for his murderous Lucifer-figures were in complete compos 

mentis at the times they acted, even if they do exhibit degrees of madness ex post facto and by 

the time they confess. 

      Howarth points to a theory offered up by Poe critics E. Arthur Robinson and James Gargano, 

in which the narrator’s sanity may be discerned by means of what they call “moral simplicity,” to 

wit: “When Poe’s narrator speaks too constantly in his own defense, when he ignores evidence 
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that might contradict him, then we should mark him down for cautious observation” (Howarth 

16). In other words, à la Hamlet, if we think the narrator doth protest too much, then he is far 

more likely to be mad…and evil.   

     Building on his rubric of Poe’s tales, Howarth attests:  

     In order to interpret his stories, we have to have some idea of their objectives. In the early 

grotesques, his use of exaggerated plots, characters, and language to criticize human follies 

indicates that the mode is satire. In the arabesque tales, the mode is allegory. Descriptions of 

settings, characters, and events indicate that this fictive world represents something larger 

than itself […] The mode of the ratiocinative tales is somewhat more difficult to define; 

perhaps it is best called documentary […] In sum, we can say that during his career Poe’s 

fictional objective moved from criticism (satire) to speculation (allegory) and finally to 

analysis (documentary). (17) 

 

     But this sort of crisp division of Poe’s tales, aside from being far too sweeping a 

categorization to analyze within the limited context of this paper, is much too simplistic; both 

satires and allegories may have a moral intent, and Poe’s tale “The Gold-Bug,” which clearly 

falls more into the category of the ratiocinative tale, was penned and published in 1843, during 

the period Howarth apportions to the arabesques. Howarth is much closer to being accurate late 

into his introductory offerings, and there is little with which to quarrel in the following 

assessment: 

     Despite his quarrel with didacticism, despite the claim that he appeals only to ‘unripe boys 

and unsound men,’ we may well remember Poe for his profound concern with philosophical, 

psychological, and yes, even moral truths. Haunted all his life by the enigma of human 

identity, he confronted an age in which many writers had reduced this problem to one of 

cheerful self-affirmation. That he chose to follow a darker, less obvious path, refusing to 

sacrifice complex integrity of his art and moral vision, is the major reason for his twentieth-

century fame. (22) 

     The cheerful self-affirmation to which Howarth points most likely alludes to the Utopian,  

Progressive, and Positivist ideologies which declared their faith in the burgeoning and eventual 

triumph of Man, as well as the twinned naïve optimism and hubris of the German Idealists, 
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German Romantics, and American Transcendentalists, as these movements vaunted the 

sovereignty of the Self and Man’s alleged ability to shape himself and his destiny without due 

regard for traditional standards or the biblical grounding of ethics. (It is doubtful that he was 

quibbling with Whitman’s glorification of American democracy, although Whitman himself was 

prone to flights of fancy regarding the limitless possibilities of Man, who, like himself, 

“contained multitudes”.)  

     Poe’s tales render the reader the tail of the coin, the focus being on the villain, as compared to 

tales by his peers which render the head of it and which focus on the hero; they are two sides of 

the same moral coinage, and only one side may be uppermost at any given time. The darker path 

which Poe chose to pursue was in his literature, not in his life. Whereas Poe was not haunted by 

the issue of identity (he never deviates from the Lockean notion, which is biblical, and he 

repudiates Schelling’s), he truly was deeply concerned with philosophical and moral truths. 

(What Howarth means by “psychological” truths is anyone’s guess; are these truths known only 

in the subjective mind, and not confirmed by objective reality? That is the definition of delusion, 

not truth.) It seems strange that readers should encounter criticism which insists upon the moral 

aspect of Poe’s oeuvre, while Poe criticism hardly ever pursues and offers unequivocal evidence 

of it, a deficiency which this paper seeks to help remedy. 

     Howarth goes in for a big finish: 

     Every reader of Poe eventually faces the same question: in view of his anti-

didacticism, what can his tales mean? Are they supposed to convey an experience, a 

lesson, some particular form of knowledge, or are they told just for the sake of telling? 

[…] As we have also noted, Poe only grudgingly participated in the cultural movement 

known as Romanticism. Some of its attitudes he adopted; others he resisted or treated 

equivocally […] This belief, that life could be something grand and coherent, encouraged 

most Romantics to celebrate Nature, human perception, and the Self, all themes that Poe 

opposed, although he accepted the principle of correspondence. In the first place, Poe 
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could not agree to a positive view of Nature […] Secondly, although Poe accepted the 

importance of human perception, he had little faith in human judgment. Too often man’s 

senses bow to his fallible imagination […] Working in tandem, imagination and the 

senses easily distort situations […] Finally, Poe agreed with Romantics that the Self 

assigns meaning to the world, but he preferred to dramatize the unfortunate consequences 

of this act. Several of his narrators go well beyond correspondence, forcing upon other 

people or objects the burden of their own twisted desires. The ‘identity’ they assume with 

others yields not understanding but brutal self-gratification. Poe often exposes this 

corruption by punning on the words eye and I. (18-19)  

 

     But Poe’s anti-didacticism is limited to his disdain for overt allegory and his opposition to a 

moral being requisite to poetry; the tale is the natural province of Goodness, the realization of 

which should help resolve the question of what his tales can mean. Some are meant to be 

evidently humorous, some are meant to be mentally stimulating, and some are meant to be 

morally instructive (emotionally stimulating)—and the Lucifer-figure tales can serve more than 

one purpose, owing to the subtilty of their moral undercurrent, detected only by the more 

discerning readers, those with ‘eyes to see,” to borrow from Scripture. And Poe did not believe 

in the concept of correspondence, for that was a Swedenborgian principle, and Poe mocks the 

Theosophy of the Swedenborgians. Moreover, correspondence too much suggests the Platonic 

notion of Ideal Forms, which Poe necessarily rejected as being contra-biblical. Also, it seems 

curious to attest that Poe could have no positive view of Nature when he clearly appreciated it as 

the Creation of God subject to God, evidenced, for example, in the Joseph Glanville quote which 

serves as the epigraph for “Descent,” in which God is clearly the God of Nature as well as the 

Providence of Man. The biblical hierarchy established in Genesis 1 is God, Man, and the World 

(Creator, Creature, and Creation), therefore all three entities are necessarily discrete and remain 

so, according to the divine plan; what Poe objected to was not Nature, but the pantheistic 

collapse of Nature into God and Man, as touted by the American Transcendentalists. That Poe 
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was accused of the grossest form of Pantheism after writing Eureka, which represented the ideas 

of the Emersonian crowd and not his own, is proof positive of just how pagan their ideas were, 

albeit they were and continue to be misattributed to Poe. 

     Secondly, although Poe certainly did not discount the role of human perception, his 

opposition to reliance on it was not because he had little faith in human judgment, vulnerable to 

fallible imagination. True enough, the senses and one’s imagination can distort one’s perception 

of reality, but Poe’s objection to human judgment is based on his belief in the biblical attestation 

that the human heart is desperately wicked, and therefore utter reliance on the Self is bound to 

lead to a perverse outcome; the perversion of Kantianism is that the subjective perception 

willfully overrides the objective reality. 

      (Which of Poe’s tales Howarth thinks involves the senses combined with imagination he 

does not say; in “Usher,” if Roderick hears Madeline’s torturous progress towards his den of 

iniquity, he does not imagine it, and if the narrator in “Heart” only imagines that he can hear 

everything in Hell, then he is not genuinely sensing it. But if he is actually hearing the insects 

called “death-watches” known to inhabit floors and walls in the buildings of Poe’s day, and then 

imagines that it is the beating heart of his victim, then here is an example of sensation coupled 

with imagination—but as he is mad, it is a corrupted imagination, and one should never expect 

the judgment of a madman to carry any weight.) 

     Finally, Poe never would have agreed that the Self assigns meaning to the world, and why 

Howarth thinks that Poe would think as much and then in the next breath admit that his tales 

dramatize the adverse consequences of believing as much is a puzzlement. The brutal Self-

gratification of which Howarth speaks is the trajectory Poe foresaw as the logical outcome of 
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Kantianism, manifesting in the individual who thinks to Self-define good and evil, assigning 

one’s own twisted meanings by perverting those established by the Most High God of Scripture; 

of such individuals, their own twisted meanings Self-vindicate their own twisted desires, 

resulting in their evil deeds. (The term “wicked” derives from the twisting of straight twine—and 

to twist a thing implies that it was originally straight or upright.) 

      When this rebellion against the upright or righteous definitions of good and evil established 

by God remains unchecked by the twin rods of the two greatest commandments, the individual 

collapses into total depravity and sinfulness, thereby assuring his or her Self-destruction. And 

when this sort of Self-indulgent, Self-willed determination of meaning is applied to value 

judgments by entire societies, you have the total depravity and sinfulness of Nazism, which also 

assured the self-destruction of the Third Reich. But when that sort of sinful thinking spreads to 

infect all of humanity, when the slow poison of Subjectivism reaches into all of mankind and 

leaves no original, upright standard not yet perverted  and therefore able to oppose the barbarism 

guaranteed to ensue, then, as Poe well understood, the self-wrought annihilation of Man and 

World is the logical conclusion of the trajectory of German metaphysics. The punning by Poe on 

the words “eye” and “I” should be understood not as a condemnation of human perception but as 

a condemnation of the Self which sees itself as the I AM, which thinks to be as the Most High 

God in defining good and evil. 

     The selection of essays introduced by Kenneth Silverman’s in the collection he edited, his 

1993 New Essays on Poe’s Major Tales, examine Poe’s theory of tale-writing, and they explore 

what are perceived to be recurrent motifs in his prose fiction; these are matters approached 

through a small variety of critical approaches. Not all of the titles in this anthology are applicable 
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to the focus of my paper, for David Van Leer’s concentrates on Poe’s detective fiction, while J. 

Gerald Kennedy’s is dedicated to examining “Ligeia” and somewhat to Poe’s other dying female 

characters. Lady Madeline from “Usher” she mentions but in passing, where she errs in thinking 

Roderick “worries” about her illness, but where she must be credited with using the proper term 

“avenge” instead of “revenge” in the description of Madeline’s return to bring down her brother 

(Kennedy 119). Three of the essays are worth at least a cursory examination, for they speak to 

“Cat” and “Heart” (Christopher Benfey), “Usher” (Louise J. Kaplan), and “Cask” (David S. 

Reynolds). 

     In “Poe and the Unreadable: ‘The Black Cat’ and ‘The Tell-Tale Heart’,” Christopher 

Benfrey begins by stating the obvious: “Poe aimed to puzzle his readers. Tale after tale begins or 

ends with an invitation to decode or decipher a peculiar sequence of events” (27). So far so good. 

Benfrey then divides Poe critics into just two camps—those who claim to possess keys to the 

puzzles, and those who contend that the puzzles are impossible or unworthy of solution; I count 

myself amongst the first camp (27). In the first group he points to Marie Bonaparte’s Freudian 

analyses of Poe’s works, and Richard Wilbur’s pseudo-psychoanalytical study of the 

signification of the stages of sleep about which Poe writes; in the second group, he lumps that 

giant of literary criticism, Harold Bloom, who thought Poe’s tales so unpalatable and senseless 

that they were “unreadable” (Benfey 27).496 

     Benfey aims to steer a middle course, in which he seeks to “crack” the code of certain 

characters featured in Poe’s tales, not unlike my own decipherment of the Lucifer-figure utilizing 

subtle biblical allusions strewn throughout the tales as clues in which they appear, and Benfey 

draws into the discussion Ludwig Wittgenstein’s argument regarding “the problem of other 
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minds,” which is to say the difficulty in discerning the true motivation behind another person’s 

actions and the accurate state of his or her mind, based on statements alone (28). He has selected 

for examination two of Poe’s tales which are related through the voices of murderous narrators, 

“Cat” and “Heart”; the degree of insanity in “Heart” seems not in doubt, for the madman claims 

an ability to hear things in supernatural realms. 

      In “Cat,” though, critics are much more divided in endeavoring to discern the sincerity of the 

confessor’s words and the extent of his sanity; because there is indecision on these matters, 

critics are divided as to whether or not he is fully guilty and should pay for his crime or not. 

Benfrey’s title, though, does not derive from Bloom’s derisive statement about Poe, but is 

gleaned from a line from Poe’s tale “The Man of the Crowd,” a story which speaks to the idea 

that mortals perish with hideous mysteries of the human heart which Poe’s unnamed narrator 

writes “will not suffer themselves to be revealed” (Benfey 29). Benfey includes “Imp” in his 

discussion of “Cat” and “Heart,” and his stated intent for the essay, and the inspiration for its 

subtitle, is “the theme of the unreadable in human relations” (29).  Benfey thinks Poe fascinated 

by crimes without clear motives—motive non motivert, as the murderer in “Imp” calls such acts, 

and he points also to Albert Camus’s novella The Stranger and Fyodor Dostoevsky’s Crime and 

Punishment as examples of other famous works which explore that phenomenon, one which he 

says “test the idea that human freedom is most convincingly exhibited in an extreme and 

gratuitous act, specifically an act of murder with no obvious advantage to the murderer. Poe’s 

interest in motiveless crime, however, had less to do with human freedom than with human 

knowledge” (29).  
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     Rather than offer a detailed analysis of where and how the remainder of the essay errs in his 

thesis, it is worthwhile to note that the murders are committed with an obvious advantage to the 

murderers, albeit not justifiable ones; in “Cat,” the husband desires to be rid of his affectionate 

wife, and in “Heart,” the servant desires to be free from the watchful eye of his master. What is 

unfathomable is more properly their desire to be free of their benefactors, but if understood as 

Lucifer-figures, just as Satan was desirous to be free of an accountability to God, these 

murderers seek to set themselves free from their accountability to their fellow human beings. As 

such, the old master and the wife pose threats to the autonomy of the murderers, just as the 

murderer in “Imp” is not free to indulge himself until he has rid himself of his benefactor and 

laid claim to the inheritance.  

     In short, Poe’s murderers are readable, in that they desired to sever human relations so as to 

rid themselves of their responsibility to others per the biblical commandment of reciprocal 

lovingkindness. Once this pattern is recognized, then one can surmise that Madeline, in “Usher” 

was affectionate towards her brother in the same way the wife was patient and loving to the 

husband in “Cat,” and the master kindly and benevolent towards the servant in “Heart”. It is also 

the means by which we can surmise that the victim of “Pit” was a good and godly man.  

     Benfey does not see the tales as cautionary condemnations of human wickedness, but merely 

as one of human knowledge, for he notes that the murderers seem to be mystified by themselves 

and that the murders result from “some barrier to the killer’s knowledge of other people (30). He 

thinks that the murderers’ inability to access the thoughts and feelings of their victims is 

“intolerable” to them, and that obsession to know such things is what drives them to murder 

(Benfey 35). This is an utterly untenable thesis, and all of the subsequent “proof” he offers to 
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substantiate it is unconvincing. The desire to know beyond that which is permissible is a Faustian 

theme, but it is not Poe’s.  

     That the murderers’ seem unaware of the reality of their situations, as sometimes noted, is 

significant in the sense that they have so utterly collapsed their egos on themselves by 

overexpansion that they are not fully cognizant of anything which does not originate within their 

own sphere of understanding; in willfully isolating themselves from human sympathy: In 

deliberate Self-severance of a communion with God and Man, there is nothing else but the 

subjective Self on which to base the perception of objective reality, as the mind becomes 

untethered from anything which might check its delusion. In fact, the collapse into radical and 

consummate subjectivity is partly the basis of Poe’s diatribe against Kantianism/German 

Idealism, which taken to its extreme, also results in the unrepentant madness of solipsism, 

apostasy, and murder. 

     Louise J. Kaplan’s essay, “The Perverse Strategy in ‘The Fall of the House of Usher’,” shows 

glimpses of promise, but, in the end, these all crash and burn into a position which argues for 

themes of actual necrophilia and incest in “Usher”—what a disappointment, for Kaplan veers so 

close to the truth at times that it is painful to watch her misread her own astute observations and 

clues. Before launching into her analysis proper, she alerts the reader of the clinical definition of 

the phenomenon of perversion, and then extends its application to Poe’s works: 

          From a psychoanalytic perspective, perversion is not only simply (or necessarily) an 

aberration of the sexual life, or merely some irresistible impulse to perform an act insidious to 

the moral order. Perversion is a complex strategy of mind, with its unique principles for 

negotiations between Desire and Authority. To achieve its aims, the perverse strategy 

employs mechanisms of mystification, concealment, and illusion, devices characteristic of the 

tales of Edgar Allan Poe. The perverse strategy is, as Poe might have put it, a faculty of the 

human soul. (46, emphasis mine) 
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     The takeaway from this information should be that perversion has a moral dimension to it, 

and that it involves a willful denial of authority on the basis of selfish desire. This also means 

that it necessarily involves a perversion of that which is originally good, a posit which aligns 

with C.S. Lewis’ argument earlier given, as regards evil only being able to consist of a twisting 

of that which is good, being a dependent property instead of merely an opposite one. What 

should also be evident herein is that, since perversity involves strategy and negotiations between 

(Self-ish) desires and (Divine) authority, the murderers of Poe’s tales, including Roderick, acted 

with deliberate malicious intent, and with protracted forethought of malice.  

     The lack of immediacy involved in a strategy of perversity signifies that the foul deeds were 

undertaken in accordance with the highest level of criminal culpability for a capital offense, 

murder in the third degree; the reader should recognize the irrefutable guilt of the murderers, 

who planned the demises of their victims (the achievement of their “aims”) whilst the villains 

were still in full compos mentis; they aimed for murder, and did not, contrary to their own claims 

or protests, commit them in acts of sudden anger or loss of reason. Scripture attributes the 

inclination to perversity to the human heart, which is wicked and deceitful above all things, 

therefore it is not a faculty of the human being, but an inherent propensity of mankind (Jer. 17:9). 

     She next notes Poe’s belief that the best literature functions according to the strength of its 

undercurrent, offering: “The surfaces of his tales are always deceptions. Initiated readers of Poe 

relish the deceptions and anticipate having to pore diligently over his texts to detect the 

embedded secrets” (L. Kaplan 46). Kaplan is correct here, but instead of moving forward in a 

fruitful direction, she begins her deviation from sound analysis by suggesting that the “perverse 

strategy” in “Usher” consists of Poe’s employment of hints and enigmas which intentionally 
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distract uninitiated readers, serving as diversions from the true clues which imply “some darker 

secret” (46).  

     What is this mysterious and nefarious secret which Poe seeks to include in “Usher” without 

outright identifying it, but which navigators of the undercurrent may discern? In her own words: 

     I will use the tale of Usher as a demonstration of Poe’s mastery of the perverse strategy, 

with its mystifications and concealments, its ambiguous relationship to the moral order, its 

pretense of a fundamental antagonism to representational reality. As I assess the currents and 

undercurrents of “The Fall of the House of Usher,” my interpretations of the moral and 

aesthetic plight of the artist protagonist, Roderick Usher, will be guided by the principles of 

the perverse strategy. Nevertheless, in the tale, where specters of incest and necrophilia hover 

in the background, perversion in its narrower and customary sense—as sexual aberration—

will inform my concluding interpretations. (L. Kaplan 47, emphasis mine) 

 

     Thud. Instead of the essay making the credible argument that the murderers employ perverse 

strategy in order to deceive their victims (e.g. Montresor in “Cask”) or those individuals whom 

they have connived into assisting them in their treachery (e.g. Roderick in “Usher,” who tricks 

the narrator into helping him bury Madeline alive), or showing how the villains employ the 

strategy when trying to plead their innocence (e.g. the narrators of “Imp” and “Cat”), in order to 

firm up the position that the murderers are, indeed, guilty of malice of forethought and not 

merely responding  to stresses in their environments or reacting to social pressures, or acting on 

impulse (as the murderers of “Heart” and “Cat” would have their audiences believe), instead 

Kaplan goes to great lengths to try to make that case that Poe employed perverse strategy to hide 

in plain sight through deceptive literary means the truth about the taboo sexual practices which 

Kaplan alleges are conveyed within “Usher”. Sigh.  

     To make matters even worse, she speaks of “the plight” of Roderick—the murderer—instead 

of that of the victim, Madeline; a plight is a dangerous or distressing situation, and in the tale, 

Roderick is the danger, and is not in danger.  
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     As shown elsewhere, the pattern of the Lucifer-figure tales utterly disallows this sort of 

reading, and Poe never writes about the sexual because the carnal is enmity with God; Madeline 

is a perfect innocent and a type of Christ, therefore she would never consent to an incestuous 

relationship. If Roderick has raped her, that is still not a willful act of verboten incest on her 

blameless part, and it would be absolute bonkers to even suggest that Poe would write about 

rape, given his hypersensitivity to ladies in his self-perception as a Southern gentleman. As for 

necrophilia (sex with a corpse), that is a preposterous proposal, for at no point in “Usher” is there 

any hint that Roderick violated his sister’s corpse, for two reasons: (1) she was never a corpse, 

because he buried her alive; and (2) he knew he buried her alive, and he wanted her to suffer 

agonizing death. 

      If he had gone down to molest her body in the tomb, then she would not have needed to 

struggle to remove the screwed down coffin lid and claw her way through the locked doors of the 

chambers. We will waste no more time on Kaplan’s piece, which even undermines its own 

contribution to validating the willful degree of mens rea involved in perverse strategy exhibited 

by Poe’s murderers, and not by Poe as author. (Freudian critics really need to get their own 

minds out of the gutter, and to stop heaping their filth onto Poe!) 

     David S. Reynolds’ “Poe’s Art of Transformation: ‘The Cask of Amontillado’ in Its Cultural 

Context” is a relatively short but informational look at texts and events which likely helped Poe 

to shape this tale, considered by many readers to be their favorite and thought by several critics 

to be his best, given the concision and precision of detail with which Poe is able to master mood, 

setting, plot, and character. Reynolds is of the opinion that this tale in particular, since it so deftly 

weaves a multitude of varied sources and cultural phenomena into what is a narrative depicted as  
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a fictional historical account, is the ultimate example of Poe’s boast and criteria that “the truest 

and surest test of originality is the manner of handling a hackneyed subject” (93).  

     From this standard, Poe’s conception of originality as innovative and successful combination 

of pre-existent materials or sources seems readily apparent, a definition which should silence 

most of the accusations of outright plagiarism levied against him. Reynold’s’ essay is a 

marvelous gem which demonstrates the facile extent of Poe’s intertextuality, evidenced by nods 

to inferior and lesser-known works from which he borrowed certain story elements, as well as 

shows the breadth of his awareness of popular topics of interest and social concerns of his day, 

such as anti-Roman Catholicism, anti-Masonic suspicions, plus “the diseased psyche associated 

with alcohol” in light of a burgeoning interest in psychology and against the backdrop of the 

temperance movement in America (97).  It does not offer much in the way of analysis of the tale 

itself, which is fine, for that was never the article’s intent; New Criticism wrestles with the text, 

but Cultural Historicism frames the context, and in this latter function, Reynolds does a fine, 

solid job. 

     When Reynolds does venture into New Critical waters, though, he offers intrigues to readers: 

“Is the tale a moral exemplum on the wages of crime, or is it a gleeful portrait of a successful 

murder? […] Is ‘The Cask of Amontillado’ intensely moralistic or frightening amoral?” (107) 

Unfortunately for Reynolds and readers, he drops the proverbial ball when he concludes:  

      These questions, I would say, are finally unresolvable, and their very unresolvability 

reflects profound paradoxes within the antebellum cultural phenomena that lie behind the tale. 

A fundamental feature of anti-Catholic novels, dark temperance literature and reform novels 

[…] is that they invariably proclaim themselves pure and moralistic but were criticized, with 

justification, for being violent and perverse. Many popular writers of Poe’s day wallowed in 

foul sewers with the announced intent of scouring them clean, but their seamy texts prove that 

they were more interested in wallowing than in cleaning. This paradox of immoral 

didacticism, as I have called it elsewhere, helps account for the hermeneutic circularities of 
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‘The Cask of Amontillado.’ On one hand, there is evidence for a moral or even religious 

reading […] One the other hand, there is no explicit moralizing, and the tale reveals an 

undeniable fascination with the details of cunning crime. (107-108) 

 

     (The “elsewhere” to which Reynolds alludes is his 1988 book of considerable size and 

documentation of popular sensational literature in nineteenth century America, Beneath the 

American Renaissance: The Subversive Imagination in the Age of Emerson and Melville, which, 

of course, was also the age of Poe and Hawthorne.) Says Reynolds: “Poe had famously objected 

to fiction that struck him as too allegorical [his complaint against Hawthorne’s earlier, less subtle 

works], fiction in which imagery pointed too obviously to some exterior meaning, and he had 

stressed that the province of literary art was not meaning, but effect, not truth but pleasure. Effect 

is what a tale like ‘The Cask of Amontillado’ is about. An overwhelming effect of terror is 

produced by this tightly knit tale that reverberates with psychological and moral implications” 

(108, emphasis mine). 

     Poe is ever a writer with purpose, and a man who was given to puzzles and riddles, both 

solving and creating them; he also believed in the concept of “fair play,” meaning that he insisted 

that enough clues be given to the reader so as to make the mystery “solvable”. A person of this 

nature would, as a matter of habit and principle, never allow such nebulousness and obscurity to 

characterize his work—subtlety, yes, but “unresolvability”? Never. Moreover, to claim that there 

is evidence of moralism in a work but that it is not explicit confirms the entire premise of this 

paper, even though it is a claim never developed by the critic. How can he answer his own 

question (deciding that, in light of evidence he states exists, it is not “frighteningly amoral”) but 

then still assert that such an answer is out of reach, that the question is “fundamentally 

unsolvable”? His right hand giveth, but his left hand taketh away.  
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     Poe’s violence and perversity are more often than not “off-stage,” in the sense that the stories 

are not conveyed as though the deeds are in media res; the confessions are ex post facto, 

therefore even though as readers we can visualize the crimes which the narrators describe, they 

are nonetheless still merely descriptions of acts and not the acts themselves which Poe presents. 

(Even the unnamed narrator of “Usher” is recounting the events of the tale, and he is not 

presented as actually going through the motions; it is possible that, in being Lockean to the core, 

this manner of conveying the tales is meant to connote that he is in the reflection stage of 

knowledge, for he already has experienced the sensation aspect of it.) Perhaps this method of 

crafting the narratives is borrowed by Poe from Classical, pagan dramatist convention, in which 

violent actions often are suggested off stage, such as battle scenes, assassinations, vengeance 

killings, human sacrifices, etc.. Notes one film and theater critic: 

     Yet the works that set the standard for so many of today’s on-screen tragedies merely 

described—rather than displayed— these acts of violence.  In fact, in traditional Greek 

tragedy, no blood—not even that of an animal—was spilled on stage.  In the piece “Drama 

and Dromena: Bloodshed, Violence, and Sacrificial Metaphor in Euripides,” Albert Henrichs 

points out that in Greek tragedy, “the most extreme forms of tragic violence are presented as 

off-stage events, out of sight but very much within the emotional reach of the audience.”  He 

argues that “this prohibition of on-stage bloodshed, which reflects the impracticability of its 

reenactment, had far-reaching consequences for the representation of violence in tragedy.” 

(Bartus) 

 

     Poe was certainly interested in preserving a “practicability” of enactment, and he absolutely 

was concerned with preserving intact the “emotional reach” striven for in attaining unity of 

effect; readers might turn away from a narrative in which the events are transpiring, but who 

amongst us can resist leaning in to when a person is narrating a dark secret? The confessional 

framework heightens our interest and elevates the mood; since “Hop-Frog” is merely a witness 

account in which the narrator was not complicit (as in “Usher”), perhaps it does not work as well 

http://www.thoughtemporium.org/tragedy.htm
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for that very reason, and readers and critics tend to shy away from it—it is unabashedly 

gruesome and merely descriptive, lacking any degree of dramatic intimacy. The narrator in 

“Usher” has a hand (albeit unwitting) in the murder of that tale, therefore his is somewhat of an 

intimate confessional recounting of the events. (Whether or not Poe adopted such stage 

conventions as homage to his actress mother or because he was versed in the classical languages 

and works, I leave to the reader to decide.) So much for the violence, but what of the perversity? 

That is an internal process, and it, too, has transpired before the tale is told, for the murders are 

the result of the moral perversity which preceded them, and the confessions are subsequent to 

both interior perversion and externalized deed. 

     Reynolds is correct in stating that Poe was adverse to overt allegory (his criticism of 

Hawthorne’s earlier works, which were considerably less subtle than his later ones), but 

Reynolds thinks this was a complaint because Poe “had stressed that the province of literary art 

was not meaning, but effect, not truth but pleasure. Effect is what a tale like ‘The Cask of 

Amontillado’ is about. An overwhelming effect of terror is produced by this tightly knit tale that 

reverberates with psychological and moral implications” (108). 

      Well, yes and no. Poe was supremely concerned with effect, but effect was not meaningless; 

if readers are to be horrified as the desired effect, then their horror must carry with it a lesson to 

be gleaned—and the ultimate manifestation of horror is recognition of someone’s barbarous 

impact on humanity, a recognition intended to jolt us into self-corrective behavior, in order to 

preclude its embrace or repeat—hence the principal cry of Holocaust survivors and educators of 

“Never again,” a future which they desire be avoided by calling others to attention of the horrors 
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associated with that event. Poe’s use of violence is no more gratuitous than is theirs, for it is 

instructive in its intent, and not mere sensationalism. 

     Somewhat switching gears now to Poe and non-literary theory, Courtney Fugate’s essay from 

2012 reveals the connection between Poe’s Eureka and the German cosmological tradition, 

whereas Harriet R. Holman’s essay from several decades prior demonstrates the intentionally 

humorous aspect of that work; neither make the connection that it is a parodic satire in which 

Poe is utilizing German physics to mock German metaphysics. (“Physical cosmology” is a 

branch of physics and astrophysics which pertains to the study of the origins, evolution, and 

nature of the Universe, and especially the celestial sphere or “heavens”. Astrophysics is the study 

of celestial objects, whereas cosmology is the study of the Universe in its entirety.) Fugate’s 

essay actually begins with an attestation which links German cosmological tradition to German 

metaphysics: 

     In the years just prior to Poe’s birth, the German philosopher F.W. J. Schelling (1775-

1854) argued that all genuine science and poetry coalesce into a single activity in our 

contemplations of the original oneness and source of all things. In doing so, he spoke from the 

standpoint of an even older tradition that runs from at least Nicholas of Cusa (1401-1464), 

through Giordano Bruno, Leibniz and Kant, to Schelling himself, and then on to Coleridge, 

von Humboldt, and still others, a tradition in which the origin, nature, and destiny of the self 

is seen as identical with that of the cosmos. (109) 

 

     As Fugate is correct to point out, these sentiments are somewhat echoed in Poe’s lines which 

(jestingly) declare that the work is intended to address “that all inclusive and absolute Kosmos” 

(109). In Eureka (which Poe dedicates to Von Humboldt, facetiously), Poe has all matter become 

so particularized or atomized that, ultimately, everything radically collapses or coalesces into 

everything else—God, Man, and the World—and this is not merely a mockery of the German 

obsession with unity, but is also intentionally derisive of the Transcendental philosophy which 
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Kant spawned and which Coleridge (and Carlyle) helped to import to Emerson, wherein Man 

first becomes as God and a part of the natural world of the Universe. 

      It also mocks Leibniz’s Pythagorean Monadism and Spinozist-fed Pantheism, taken in 

extremis to include not merely the natural world but also that of those of the supernatural and 

supranatural; Man is not merely as God, finally, but is God. Fugate must be credited for 

discerning that Eureka may be “read profitably and responsibly” if through the lens of Kant and 

the post-Kantian Schelling; she fails, though, to recognize that they are primary targets of Poe’s 

sustained-yet-subtle tirade against the grandiose and contra-biblical German metaphysicians. 

     Fugate’s essay appears in the 2012 edition of The Edgar Allan Poe Review specifically 

dedicated to examining the relationships between Poe’s writings and German thinkers of his day 

and prior. The guest editors of the issue titled “‘Theory-Mad Beyond Redemption’: The Post-

Kantian Poe”—Sean Moreland, Jonathan Murphy, and Devin Zane Shaw—spell out rather 

succinctly the focal points of the handful of essays contained within its covers. After confessing 

that the issue was crafted specifically with Poe’s engagements with German Idealism (he 

outright names Kant, Fichte, and Schelling in some tales, therefore it would be folly to ignore 

those instances), the editors describe Poe as a “metaphysically invested” author (4 Moreland et 

al.).  

     They must be commended for recognizing that “Poe criticism needs to address the author and 

his works in their entirety” (4 Moreland et al.) Curiously, though, this metaphysical investment 

does not include a religious dimension, if we are to examine the essays culled for inclusion in 

this specially-themed issue. Recently, the purchase of British economist John Maynard Keynes’ 

estate revealed that it included an astonishingly prodigious amount of original writings penned 
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by Sir Isaac Newton—all of which were religious and mystical in nature. Newton, it appears, 

was somewhat fascinated with calculating biblical prophetic timelines, and there is new 

scholarship which documents the amazingly near-precise geometric means he utilized to 

calculate distances across the planet in an effort to discern the precise location of the original 

Temple at Jerusalem. (See David Flynn’s 2008 Temple at the Center of Time.) The scientific 

world was stunned; their icon of the consummate scientist had twice as many documents 

pertaining to religious studies as those of scientific endeavors. To continue to portray Newton in 

only one light would be to grossly mischaracterize him—and the same may be said of Poe, 

whose metaphysical interests were religious as well as philosophical. 

     The essays are presented chronologically, in a thoughtful attempt on the part of the guest 

editors to convey a sense of cultural historical accuracy, intending to show the progression of 

what they term “Poe’s adoptions and perversions of Kantian and post-Kantian thought” 

(Moreland et al. 4) Jonathan Murphy’s “The American Dream Elucidated by Edgar Allan Poe” 

contends that Poe drew on the political thoughts of Kant and Coleridge in what he sees as Poe’s 

“Romantic” celebration of and faith in Americanism. 

      Of course, it is precisely because F.O. Matthiessen did not see patriotic fervor or political and 

personal utopianism vaunted and embraced by Poe that he excluded him in his landmark text 

which brought new attention to the works of other American authors now firmly ensconced 

within the Western Canon—Hawthorne, Melville, and Whitman. Murphy cannot be correct, for 

Poe disdained Progressivism and Utopianism, and he enjoyed railing against the paucity and 

prating folly of American popular culture, given his history of mocking pseudoscientific fads, 

hoaxing the public, deriding his critics, and poking fun at what he considered religious quackery.  
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     The subsequent essay, Stephanie Sommerfeld’s “Post-Kantian Sublimity and Mediacy in 

Poe’s Blackwood Tales,” gets closer to the truth in that she recognizes Poe’s undermining of “the 

Emersonian appropriation of Kant” (Moreland et al 5). Poe, though, moves from lighthearted 

derision to outright excoriation of Kant and Schelling, which her essay does not grasp.  “‘As 

Urged by Schelling’: Coleridge, Poe, and the Schellingian Refrain,” an entry penned by guest 

editors Moreland and Shaw, pays special attention to Poe’s famed poem “The Raven,” in order 

to demonstrate what they believe to be Poe’s “adaptation” of Schelling’s aesthetic philosophy—

as if outright condemnation of a thing could be considered an “adaptation” of it; Schelling 

believed the Arts would save mankind, a misguided and impious philosophy which Poe implies 

helped lead to the self-wrought annihilation of Man and the World in one of his apocalyptic 

tales, “The Colloquy of Monos and Una”. 

     Sean Kelly’s “Penning Perversion in Poe’s ‘The Black Cat” propounds to offer a “Kantian 

analysis of Poe’s theory of perversion”—which is problematic since it is really isn’t Poe’s theory 

at all, but, rather, is the theory he puts into the mouth of a madman contrived especially for the 

tale, which suggests that the sane author’s own sentiments are precisely the opposite of those of 

the mad, murderous narrator. Even more troublesome is the fact that the essay descends into a 

wholly untenable psycho-sexual reading of the tale, in which Kelly argues that the narrator 

having murdered his wife actually is meant to represent a chronic masturbator (“onanistic 

madman”), the story being one in which the nineteenth century’s medical controversy regarding 

links between masculinity, masturbation, and madness was raging. Far more probable is Poe 

experimenting with a means to demonstrate the implausibility of the criminal insanity defense 

which was just coming into play at that moment in time, as solidly argued in John Cleman’s 
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1991 essay, “Irresistible Impulses: Edgar Allan Poe and the Insanity Defense,” as discussed 

elsewhere in the analysis proper of that tale. (An impulse is a sudden and unplanned desire to act, 

but the man murders his wife and slips up and calls it “murder” himself, which is always 

premeditated action, precisely the opposite of what an impulse entails; impulses can be resisted, 

and compulsion involves habitual conduct, therefore he is entirely without legitimate excuse for 

the deed.) 

      More to the point, Kelly’s theory must fail since Poe’s works are sexless; a Southern 

gentleman, which is certainly how Poe thought of himself by all accounts of those by whom he 

was known, would not sully his works with carnal matters unsuited to female readerships. The 

veniality or carnality which is contrary to spirituality—for flesh is enmity to it, per Scripture—is 

evidenced in Poe’s works by the dissolute conduct of heavy and irresponsible drinkers such as 

the murderer or the titular protagonist in the case of “William Wilson”. And Fugate’s essay 

concludes the special issue. None of these entries address the religious aspects of Poe’s 

metaphysics, or trace the trajectory of his disdain for the fascination and embrace of German 

metaphysics from mild derision to outright alarm and contempt. 

     As far back as 1978, Roger Forclaz examined German reception and perception of Poe in the 

twentieth century; Poe had no great love for the Germans, but what is their take on him? 

Surprisingly (and yet not so surprisingly), in “Poe in Europe: Recent German Criticism,” his 

foregone conclusion is that “Poe is undoubtedly one of the best-liked of American writers”. He 

then goes on to attest that Poe’s popularity in Germany rivals his popularity in France, but notes 

that there are two significant differences between the French and German embraces of Poe: (1) 
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not a single German author of repute is believed to have been influenced by Poe; and (2) German 

criticism of his work is far more perceptive than that of the French (Forclaz “Poe in Europe”).   

     As I am not well-versed in German literature (and not versed in the language at all), I must 

give Forclaz the benefit of the doubt as to these claims, and accept at surface value the evidence 

he trots out to substantiate his contentions. As I am somewhat versed in Poe criticism and 

German cultural history  as rendered in the English language, I can offer my own estimation that, 

indeed, some of the best of Poe criticism does seem to be written by authors with German 

surnames (Barbour, Hirsch, Greuner, Baraban, Pochmann, Vogel, Schenk, Holman, etc.) Perhaps 

it takes one to know one, as the saying goes, and the Germans are far more adept at recognizing 

elements of German literary, cultural, and philosophical varieties in Poe’s works, even if they do 

not recognize the sarcasm contained within some of them, and the humor at their expense. (It is 

authors with Anglo-Irish surnames, it seems, who most pick up on the humor in Poe’s works—

Wilson, Mooney, Royot, Rourke, Kiely etc.) 

     He notes that an emphasis on Poe’s “modernity” and poetic theory contributes to his 

popularity, what he deems a “technical phenomenon” which nonetheless can be reconciled with 

the German notion that Poe has been called “the most perfect of Romanticists because of his 

insistence on conscious art,” a trait which is credited, he says, to Novalis as well (Forclaz “Poe in 

Europe”). The thought of being labelled a Romantic would have been anathema to Poe, and 

being identified as the consummate Romantic author would be adding insult to injury. The article 

speaks to works with German titles, and it seems clear that the true comprehension of Poe’s bent 

is as lost on the other side of the Atlantic as it has been on his native soil, for the texts speak to 

Poe’s aesthetic theory, wherein the Germans purport to likewise mistakenly think that Poe 
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“postulates the complete autonomy of the artist,” embracing an art-for-art’s sake mentality. As 

argued elsewhere in this paper, Poe had only poetry in mind when declaring that an author 

should not concern himself with tangent concerns about Truth when composing a work (Forclaz 

“Poe in Europe”).  

     According to Forclaz, the reader is meant to self-identify with the narrator—but Poe does not 

want us to self-identify with the murderers who narrate his tales, and rather desires that we find 

them repulsive. The German critics err who contend that Poe intends “a synthesis of two 

worlds,” imaginary and real (mind and matter), in order to achieve his “unity of effect” by 

collapsing the duality of Cartesian philosophy with which the Germans had taken such great 

issue (Forclaz “Poe in Europe”). Poe would never conflate the imaginary with the real—the 

imaginary smacks too much of German Idealism he disdained, and Poe was grounded in the 

sensate-derived Lockean philosophy of Great Britain and America in his own day and age.  

     The article points to “Usher” in order to prove this point, but that is the tale wherein the 

narrator is able to preserve both his sanity and his life by relying on Lockean perception and 

reflexion of objective reality. The article concludes with a brief discussion of Poe’s treatment of 

time and of space, especially the symbolic aspect of watches and clocks in some of the tales, as 

well as the “progressive collapse of the universe” in Eureka and as depicted by vortex, abyss, 

and whirlpool in the tales, with the conclusion being nothing more than that time foreshadows 

impending catastrophe (necessary for dread to move into terror) and that lapses of time signify 

increased cognizance or growing consciousness of the inevitability of catastrophe (Forclaz “Poe 

in Europe”). Of course, this position cannot be taken uncritically, for catastrophe is not inevitable 
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in “Descent” or “Pit,” for example, in which tales the narrators survive, and this is true even 

when there is a loss of consciousness and definite lapses of time in the latter tale.)  

     As for the French, it seems Poe was cognizant of many French authors, even though he does 

not seem to have expressed much in the way of interest or admiration for them on the whole. 

Charles Lombard’s 1970 essay “Poe and French Romanticism” paints the picture of American 

reception of French authors of disparate veins. For example, New Englanders, he offers, whose 

background was of Puritan stock, disagreed with and rejected many of the ideas put forth by the 

eclectic Victor Cousin (himself quite enamored with German culture and thought), but they 

appreciated his arguments that inherent to mankind is a faculty superior to human reason 

(intuition), which is capable of immediate perception of deep, eternal truths (Lombard).  

     The Puritanical American set was shocked by Victor Hugo’s Notre-Dame de Paris (better 

known to English-ears as The Hunchback of Notre Dame), even when it admired his skill and 

style, as sales of his work were fairly robust. Adaptations of Alexander Dumas’ (pere) wildly 

successful novels (The Three Musketeers, The Man in the Iron Mask, e.g.) were performed as 

melodramas on American stages, as the theaters lacked native talent and were required to look 

abroad for performance fare. Lombard writes that Poe’s frequent references to French Romantics 

testifies as to his familiarity with them, as do his references to seventeenth and eighteenth 

century authors whom he is believed to have read selectively; Lombard also notes that his 

pronouncements on these French authors was not always favorable, and even the anti-religious 

Enlightenment luminary of Voltaire, a marvelous social satirist, did not escape Poe’s derision, as 

Poe (in “Pinakidia”) exasperatedly faulted him for a “thousand blunders” which he committed 

“in foolish scruples about unity of place” (Lombard).  
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     Still, in his “Marginalia,” Poe admitted that he preferred Voltaire to Goethe; as laid out in this 

paper, Poe’s debt to Goethe’s innovation of the Lucifer-figure seems evident, therefore perhaps 

the author doth protest too much. Poe is said to have dealt with the French Romantics more 

profusely since their names and works were popular currency in the literary circles in which he 

moved; the “absence of any mention of De l’Allemagne and De la literature was consistent with 

Poe’s indifference to theoretical and utopian phases of French Romanticism” (Lombard) Poe’s 

disdain for Utopianism is addressed elsewhere in this paper,  and the critic is correct to point out 

Poe’s disgust with the French progressive with whom the American Transcendentalists were 

fascinated:  

     That other idol of Brook Farm, [Charles] Fourier, was as much an object of Poe’s scorn as 

the whole movement of Transcendentalism. [Kant was the first false idol.] He seriously 

questioned whether it was worth the trouble “even to sneer at the reveries of Fourier.” In one 

of his less witty moments, Poe poked fun at social idealists exemplified by the “Irish 

philosopher called Furrier,” so-named after a fur shop (“Mellonta Tauta”). (Lombard) 

 

    (Fourier was a Frenchman, although perhaps he is identified as an Irishman because of the 

Irish notion of “blarney,” the practice of utilizing smooth-talking to persuade others; to kiss the 

famed Blarney Stone in County Cork, Ireland, is supposed to bestow the kisser with the gift of 

gab; the term typically suggests flattery, but can also allude to nonsense.) Lombard concludes by 

pointing out similarities which suggest a link between Hugo’s novel and Poe’s tales, such as the 

physical deformations of Quasimodo and Hop-Frog, but, really, these are only superficial aspects 

of their works, for Hugo’s hunchback is a noble and tragic figure for whom we are meant to have 

sympathy, and Poe’s protagonist is a malevolent and murderous villain whom we are meant to 

despise. That he points out that both authors employed light and shadow, or fire and darkness, is 
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really nothing remarkable, as those were and remain standard tropes and literary conventions for 

depictions of good and evil, and are not peculiar to these two authors.  

     The only thing which Lombard has to offer in the way of accuracy is that Poe evaluated the 

trend of French Romanticism and did not hesitate to borrow and modify elements of it as suited 

his purposes—which is no less than he did with the literature of the Germans (most notably 

Tieck and Hoffman) and many of the Brits with whose work he was clearly enamored. After 

noting that Poe was offended by the schlocky and immoderate sentimentalism which 

characterized some of American literature (it is painful to read Susanna Rowson’s 1791 novel, 

Charlotte Temple), he concludes the article by asserting: “Emotionalism inspired by religiosity, 

unrequited love, or utopianism were all equally annoying to the American writer” (Lombard).  

     This is a somewhat curious position to adopt, for he discusses no works in which these 

matters are attendant, other than the brief nod to Poe’s anti-utopianism. His final pronouncement 

is that it would not be unreasonable to conjecture that Baudelaire and Mallarme were drawn to 

Poe by a “perceptible Gallic cast in his works,” although Lombard never succeeds in 

demonstrating that any such cast therein exists. (A note appended to the essay suggests that Poe’s 

French was not very strong, yet it was stronger than Whitman’s grasp of it, and sufficient enough 

for him to inform his reading of French works.)  

     As for contemporary or modern French critical assessments of Poe’s works, that well has 

been so thoroughly poisoned by the anti-humanist, Postmodern “Franco-Prussian” school of 

Existentialist, Marxist, Deconstructionist camps that any attempt to mine it for sagacity or 

relevance would doubtless be a fruitless endeavor. Most criticism pertaining to Poe deals with 
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his influence on subsequent French authors, and therefore is inapplicable to the purposes of this 

paper. 

     Before reaching his untenable conclusion, though, Lombard offers that a dislike for 

Utopianism on Poe’s part played into his dislike of the novels of George Sand, offering: “In 

rejecting utopian novelists, Poe was undoubtedly thinking of George Sand, so often cited in 

America for her deep social consciousness.” (Poe could not have adopted a comparable position 

regarding Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, or Life among the Lowly, as that work 

did not appear until the year after his death. Still, as it is thoroughly Christian in its comportment 

and is a clarion call for a truly Christian society, he might have had issues merely with its 

sentimentality—albeit that is a major contributing factor to its effectiveness.) 

     In “The ‘Mysteries’ of Edgar Poe: The Quest for a Monomyth in Gothic Literature,” Barton 

Levi St. Armand situates Poe within a larger Gothic tradition, arguing that a chronology of the 

appearances of elements in the narratives helps to track its growth and territory of appeal. For 

example, in speaking of Poe’s tale of double-suicide on the part of star-crossed lovers in Venice, 

“The Assignation,” St. Armand informs us that, “we cannot fully understand the rationale of its 

conclusion or the presence of ‘the cracked and blackened goblet’ clutched in the hands of Poe’s 

marble voluptuary unless we know that [Ann] Radcliffe’s hero-villain Montini avoided death by 

using a special type of Venetian glass which splintered and bubbled when poison was poured 

into it” (65).  

     Poe’s use of aspects of previous author’s works do not merely demonstrate that which the 

public was reading in general or Poe in particular, nor do they merely suggest sources utilized in 

the crafting of his tales, but they also help to chart the spread of Gothic romance. The critic 
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credits Poe with being influenced by Irish poet Thomas Moore’s 1827 work, The Epicurean, in 

crafting “Usher.” (Poe lavished praise on Moore’s ability to master the practice of undercurrent.) 

This sort of Poe scholarship is quite useful in the study of intertextuality, but it is for the most 

part inapplicable to the focus of this paper. St. Armand’s piece also speaks, not only of the anti-

clerical and anti-Catholic bent of literature of the time, but also to the contextual phenomenon of 

the American Renaissance’s fascination with Egyptian discoveries of Poe’s day, especially with 

mummies, obelisks, and hieroglyphics. 

      As Gothicism involved a craze for architectural Medieval ruins and styles from antiquity, 

Egyptian Revival ornamental elements eventually became incorporated into building designs and 

gardens. St. Armand suggests that the house in “Usher” represents this hybrid, although, 

speaking as someone with both a graduate background in art history of non-Western civilizations 

(with an emphasis on Africa), and a personal fascination with Egypt since King Tutankhamen’s 

treasures toured here in America in 1977, that contention must be disputed, as nothing in the 

description of the estate even suggests the then-popular interest in Egyptian art and architecture. 

The estate is Gothic, no question about it, because it alludes to German literary tradition; the 

Egyptian Revival was an American phenomenon, which never took off in Germany, most likely 

because the French and the British were forces behind it, in their race to decipher the Rosetta 

Stone. 

     To be sure, St. Armand declares the Usher estate to represent this mishmash, but he points to 

no specific descriptions of the house which would substantiate the Egyptian Revivalism he 

insists it depicts, as labyrinthine passages and burial chambers are not solely characteristic of 

Egyptian tombs, as many an ancient castle is typified by such things—monk’s hideaway crawls, 
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dungeons, secret passageways, and familial crypts are de rigeur features of Medieval 

architecture. Roman Catholicism, no less than Egypt, was associated with mystery, and not in a 

positive way, either, since to proper Protestant Christians, both suggested the accessing of 

hidden, verboten knowledge.  

     The fact that Madeline is buried alive cannot rightly be said to be a nod to mummification, 

especially once it is understood that the burial is meant to establish an analogy of the Christian 

resurrection of Jesus. As Mabbott has impressively demonstrated, the morbid and mystical book 

titles in Roderick’s library were associated with Roman Catholicism and classical pagan 

antiquity (in with the Germans were interested); there are no titles which suggest a connection to 

the Egyptian mystery books concerning Isis and Osiris. Whereas this might seem a trivial point, 

unfortunately for St. Armand’s argument, he pins this alleged Egyptian aspect of the tale to the 

entire thrust of his essay: 

     The most avant-garde of the Romantic revivals when he was writing the tale in 1839 

was the Egyptian mode, and it is my contention that, in experimenting with a daring 

mixture of the Gothic and the Egyptian, Poe managed to create a work of art which 

fulfilled the search of the Romantics for a monomyth which functions at two distinct levels 

[which is what hieroglyphics do]: the surface level of the picturesque, or the decorative, 

and the subterranean level of the subliminal and the archetypal. For, in resurrecting the 

Egyptian mode as part of the dramatic stage setting of his tale, Poe also revived the 

pattern of initiation ritual which underlaid the symbols of the Egyptian Mysteries, the 

Mysteries of Isis and Osiris, as they were understood by his own age. That ritual had 

already found its way into the ceremonies of countless secret societies (such as the 

Masons and Odd Fellows) which abounded in America in the early nineteenth century. 

(70, emphasis mine). 

 

     St. Armand points to Shelley’s essay A Defence of Poetry, which drew on a common 

metaphor of his day: “Poetry lifts the veil from the hidden beauty of the world, and makes 

familiar objects as if they were not familiar” (27). Shelley, of course, is referring to the popular 

allegory of the so-called “Veil of Isis,” a metaphor wherein Nature is represented as the female 
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Egyptian goddess Isis, depicted with a veil over her face so as to signify that the common human 

being is unable to access Nature’s secrets, with the implication being that extraordinary mortals 

can reveal them—great poets for the Romantics, and great scientists for Enlightenment thinkers. 

Because Poe’s narrator in “Usher” uses the phrase “hideous dropping of the veil” in the opening 

paragraph of the tale, St. Armand thinks Poe is utilizing the metaphor in the same manner as did 

the Romantics, Gothic or otherwise. Yet taken in context, Poe suggests nothing of the kind, as 

the sentence in which the phrase appears, in its entirety, reads: 

     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 upon 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 

reveller upon opium --the bitter lapse into everyday life --the hideous dropping off of the veil. 

(Poe 177) 

 

     It should here be evident that the description of the property does not even hint at an Egyptian 

landscape or edifice, and that the hideous dropping of the veil is the sudden and sickening 

confrontation of reality met by one who has been lost in a world of narcotic fantasy once the 

effects of the drug have worn off; importantly, Poe’s narrator describes the feeling by basing it 

on a sensory allegory—an “earthly sensation,” not a mysterious one, a description which makes 

sense, considering the narrator is grounded in a Lockean approach to the world. Poe’s use of the 

metaphor of dropping off a veil here is akin to his promise to readers in the prefatory comments 

in Tales of the Grotesque and Arabesque (in which “Usher” appeared) that he will offer only 

“legitimate causes,” as opposed to the cheap supernatural ones he disdained German authors for 

relying on in order to move forward their plots.  

     Poe is truer to the British model of Gothicism (and the Brits invented the genre), for even Ann 

Radcliffe’s Mysteries of Udolpho (considered by many literary critics to be the archetypal Gothic 
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romance) ultimately relies on “legitimate causes” for the spooky and mysterious aspects of the 

narrative. That Poe would incorporate a popular phrase or sentiment of an adversarial theory and 

reinvent or modify it to serve his own purposes is nothing unexpected, for that is precisely the 

method by which he mocks and derides the Pantheistic Transcendentalists, the German Idealists, 

and the Romantics in Eureka and his trio of apocalyptic tales. 

     Edmund Wilson, in an article dated to December 1926 titled “Poe at Home and Abroad,” 

begins his piece by acknowledging that Poe already had been celebrated by Europeans as a 

gifted, major author for seventy-five years by the time Wilson is writing. Yet Americans, he 

writes, were “still preoccupied—though no longer in moral indignation—with his bad reputation 

as a citizen” (E. Wilson). The moral indignation which colored critical analyses of Poe’s work 

characterizes most of the literary criticism of Poe’s lifetime and immediately afterwards, thanks 

in large measure to the acrimonious and fabricated obituary penned by a former rival of Poe’s, 

Rufus Griswold. 

      The “bad reputation as a citizen” cannot point to F.O. Matthiessen’s exclusion of Poe in his 

1941 landmark text of American Renaissance, for it had not yet been published; still, 

Matthiessen’s work is a reflection of a popular sentiment which continues, which purports that 

Poe was adamantly opposed to the “Spirit of 76,” e.g., to that which Americans tended to 

celebrate as being pro-American—atomistic individualism, unbridled industrialism, democratic 

equality, and utopian progressivism. In short, Poe did not appear to subscribe to the notion of the 

United States being “the shining city on the hill,” the New Jerusalem which the earliest settlers 

envisioned.  
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     Possibly Poe’s “Sonnet—To Science” has been construed as the basis for claims of anti-

industrialism on his part, but this would be a mistake, for Poe laments the loss of wonder and 

awe which constitute the poet’s realm; he grieves the scientific obsession with stripping the 

World of its sacred quality, a hallmark of Scientism, Materialism, Naturalism, and Positivism, all 

movements which he opposed, given their anti-biblical stances. As for Utopianism and 

Progressivism, Poe placed no stock in them because he clung to the biblical lessons which 

instruct that such things are not possible—that all designs for society which are the product of 

Man’s mind surely fail because they lapse into Man’s inherent wickedness, and that wickedness 

is the utmost inherent (and therefore constant and universal) quality of Man. Progress is 

impossible because Man cannot escape his own perversity, and in being unable to escape his own 

perversity, he is unable to create and sustain for himself any sort of earthly paradise; there is no 

“Galt’s Gulch” to whence Man can flee, in order to be free of his own wickedness. 497 

     Regarding charges that Poe denounced atomism, Poe is being read too literally here on a 

political template he never employed; when Poe disparages individualism, he is actually 

condemning the soul in isolation, Self-severed from its relationship with God and his fellow 

man. Poe is not bashing the American spirit of rugged individualism so much as he is warning 

against the dangers attendant to cutting one’s Self off from the love of others and for failing or 

refusing to exercise due loving regard for others—in short, for disobeying the two greatest 

commandments given in Scripture.  

     As for accusations that he was radically opposed to democracy (Matthiessen’s take, no less), 

this, too, results from wrongly applying a political template to his works which speak out against 

“radical Democracy,” for Poe is always speaking metaphysically when he does so, that being the 
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phrase he employs to signify the American Transcendentalist levelling of God, Man, and the 

World into each other. What Poe signals by the word “democracy” is the collapsing of the 

biblical hierarchy comprised of the discrete entities of Creator (God), Creature (Man), and 

Creation (World), in which God is uppermost and supreme, followed by Man (created in His 

image and likeness), followed by the World (which God created for Man to inhabit and over 

which to be steward).  

     So, everything which was “known” about Poe turns out to have been wrong, at least still half 

a century after his death. (Accusations of his poor citizenry no doubt faded into obscurity during 

the U.S. Civil War, which broke out roughly after a dozen years after he died, and it is doubtful 

that the Northerners would have sympathized with that native Virginian, a son of the South, 

whose own stepfather dabbled in the slave trade. As Southerners had broken off and claimed a 

new national identity, his Americanism would have been a moot issue for them, especially given 

their own anti-democratic insistence on preservation of the institution of slavery.) 

     So, in 1926, one learns from Wilson that the “ablest and most important of recent American 

writings about Poe has without doubt been Mr. Joseph Wood Krutch’s Edgar Allan Poe: A Study 

in Genius” (“Poe at Home”). He adds that Krutch is “a typical representative” of the “modern 

school of social-psychological biography,” a school which Wilson (rightly) thinks “seems 

inevitably to tend to caricature” both the author and the subjects of his tales (“Poe at Home”).  

     In other words, Krutch belongs to that camp of claptrap Psychoanalytic critics. What does the 

“ablest” critic of Poe during the initial heyday of Freudian literary criticism think? (The second 

wave erupted in the early 1970s, in light of the “sexual revolution” promulgated by Marxist 

Herbert Marcuse’s popularized pro-Freudian treatise of 1966, Eros and Civilization.) Only that 
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Poe was driven to succeed, in order to compensate for the social position which his foster father 

deprived him, and that, 

     perhaps, by reason of a ‘fixation’ on his mother, he was sexually impotent and forced, as a 

result of his inability to play a part in the normal world, to invent a normal world dominated 

by feelings of horror, repining and doom (the universally recognized concomitants, according 

to Mr. Krutch, of sexual repression of this sort), among whose dreams he would take refuge; 

that his intellectual activity, his love of reasoning over cryptograms and crimes, was 

primarily stimulated by a desire to appear logical in face of the fact that, as a consequence of 

his psychological maladjustment, he knew that he was going insane; and, finally, that his 

critical theory was merely a justification of his artistic practice, which was thus itself merely, 

in turn, a symptom of his disease. (E. Wilson) 

 

     There is no mention of a regard for Poe’s craftsmanship, his moral intent, his high standards 

for literature and criticism—only pathology, neuroses, and early onset insanity. Poe is not a 

person or an artist in this critical camp, he is merely an organism, a patient divorced of his 

humanity, responding to a bundle of external stresses, as seen through the critical lens and 

subjected to the prying scalpel of the “science” of psychology. If Krutch is to be believed, then 

Poe developed a mental disorder (a “disease”) which led him to pen his works, and then he 

invented his critical and aesthetic theories so as to justify the works which sprang from his 

diseased mind—which would mean that the theories are similarly diseased in this most 

preposterous schema. (And if the love of puzzles and mysteries is truly indicative of the onset of 

insanity, then there are not sanitoriums enough to contain those of us amongst the masses who 

delight in such things.)  

     Krutch apparently justifies his portrayal of Poe as a reprobate figure by pointing to former 

president of Yale University, Arthur Twining Hadley (1899-1921), who famously refused to 

permit Poe be admitted to its Hall of Fame with the remark, “Poe wrote like a drunkard and a 

man who is not accustomed to pay his debts” (Wilson). (Hadley, an economist, penned several 
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works which dealt with the related subjects of morality, education, and citizenship, including, for 

example, The Education of the American Citizen (1901), Freedom and Responsibility (1903), 

Standards of Public Morality (1907), and The Moral Basis of Democracy (1919). For Poe to be 

deemed both immoral and a bad American citizen certainly sealed the stamp of disapproval in 

Hadley’s mind.) 

     But one of the most interesting and false opinions about Poe raised in Wilson’s article is 

Krutch’s assessment that Poe, unlike other authors of his day, is somewhat of a “freak,” in that 

he existed somehow entirely aloof from his culture; considering how many movements and 

authors and works he criticized and lampooned –literally numbering in the thousands, taken 

altogether—this is an astoundingly untenable claim on Krutch’s part…but one would expect 

nothing less from a Psychoanalytic critic who can see Poe only in the most limited terms and 

who gauges him by an absurdly myopic template. Krutch, he says, writes that the fact that Poe’s 

life falls within the first half of the nineteenth century, “is merely an accident,” and that he has 

nothing in common with his contemporaries Longfellow or Emerson, in that, “His works bear no 

conceivable relation, either external or internal, to the life of any people, and it is impossible to 

account for them on the basis of any social or intellectual tendencies or as the expression of the 

spirit of any age” (E. Wilson) 

      But the lessons of Scripture applied to his own age as well as to those which preceded and 

followed Poe’s, hence Poe’s apocalyptic dialogues should be read as jeremiads writ large for all 

of humanity; Poe did not endorse the social and intellectual tendencies of his day, he prophesized 

against them. Krutch, that “ablest critic,” also opined that Poe’s works, in having no basis in 

reality, are irrelevant to those of us who live in the real world instead of his delusional and self-
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invented “dream world”—and yet Poe was emphatic in his insistence on objective reality as a 

necessary foundation to prevent the collapse into the madness of total subjectivity, of the 

German Idealism and American Transcendentalism borne of its European forerunner. Once 

again, everything which is known of Poe is proven to be incorrect; all that is solid melts into air.  

     Wilson rejects the unflattering and unfounded fantasy of Krutch’s caricature of Poe, but, 

unfortunately, his assessment is also incorrect, for he sees Poe strictly in terms of Romanticism. 

Admittedly, Poe was impacted by the European Romantics, but he rejected their ideals, even 

when he utilized their motifs and their literary trappings in opposing, lampooning, or lambasting 

them. Wilson says of Poe that he is “a thorough romanticist,” with much in common with his 

foreign counterparts: “Thus, his fantasy is precisely that of Coleridge; his poetry precisely that of 

Shelley and Keats; his “dream fugues” precisely those of [Thomas] De Quincey […] and his 

themes—which, as Baudelaire says, are concerned with ‘the exception in the moral order’—

precisely those of Chateaubriand and Byron, and of the romantic movement generally” (“Poe at 

Home”).  

     Time and space do not permit a proper refutation of Wilson’s contention, in terms of outlining 

specific ways in which Poe departs from each of these other authors, but suffice to say that Poe’s 

having borrowed elements or ideas from the works of others does not demonstrate identical 

properties contained within his own, for Poe insisted that the truly adept writer could combine 

pre-existent elements into inventive configurations, and that it was the mark of a genuinely 

skillful author to be able to transform hackneyed material or subjects into palatable and pleasing 

fare. 
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      Similar does not mean identical, therefore nothing of Poe’s work is “precisely” constructed 

or intended in the same vein as those other authors from whose works and ideas he drew 

inspiration and borrowed, even liberally. Moreover, Poe’s motivation and his attitude about the 

subject matter differed vastly from many of the writers from whose works he pilfered, therefore 

neither could their aims be said to be “precisely” derived or aligned. 

     After pointing to the exploration of morals by American novelists of the Naturalist school, 

Sinclair Lewis and Theodore Dreiser (both of whom post-date Poe’s life), done as a means of 

comparison, Wilson inquires of his readers, “What, then, are the morals of Poe, the realities he 

tried to express?” (“Poe at Home”) Wilson think the clue lies in Baudelaire’s assessment 

regarding “the exception in the moral order,” which he says was the predominant theme of the 

Romantic movement, as “one of the principle features of romanticism was, not merely an 

indifference to the claims of society, but an exalted revolt against them. The favorite figure of the 

romantic writers was the individual sympathetically considered from the point of view of his 

non-amenability to convention or law”—and he adds, “And in this, Poe was absolutely true to 

type” (“Poe at Home”).      

       This simply cannot be an accurate estimation of Poe, for Poe’s characters, while clearly 

defying moral conventional and law, are never presented as sympathetic figures; Poe does not 

want us to sympathize with his murderers! (In Goethe’s Werther, it is the murderous-minded 

Werther who sympathizes with the convicted rapist and murderer, which means we should not 

sympathize with Werther therein.) Both the Romantics and Poe feature willfully defiant 

characters in their works, but Poe condemns them, whereas the Romantics celebrate them; Poe is 
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not only not a Romantic, he is the most anti-Romantic writer of his day, and Hawthorne and 

Melville follow close suit.  

     Wilson is closer to the truth when he speaks of “romantic heroes” as being those characters 

whose dramatic situations arise as a result of “their conflict with human or divine law” (“Poe at 

Home”). This is not the same thing as arguing that the characters all experience internal conflict 

as a result of actions which conflict with the externalized laws, for Poe’s murderers experience 

no such “psychal conflict” at all, being in perfect compos mentis when they plot and carry out 

their murders, remaining utterly unrepentant following their foul deeds.  (Given his having been 

steeped in Germanic culture, how could Freud have avoided developing his conception of 

Civilization and Its Discontents? It is part of the German Romantic tradition, in which he was 

well-versed. Who else but a German-cultured Nietzsche could have developed the concept of 

ressentiment? That, too, is part of that nation’s heritage, earlier evidenced in Goethe’s Sturm-

und-Drang novel, Werther.)  

     They are in conflict with human law because they are to be executed for their crimes as man’s 

civic law prohibits murder (“Heart,” “Imp,” “Cat”), and they are to be executed by divine law for 

their crimes since God’s law prohibits murder (“Usher,” “Pit,” “Hop-Frog,” and “Cask”). In the 

first grouping, the murderers narrate confessions which are not indications of repentance and a 

sense of guilt, but are meant to be proffered claims of innocence and Self-justification for their 

deeds, which they hope will mitigate their sentences; in other words, they are all seeking to 

avoid the hangman by either projecting blame, professing non-premeditation, providing pretext, 

or any combination therein. 
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      In the second grouping, even though there is no human sentence pronounced against the 

murderers in an authoritative, man-made legal framework, the villains are assured divine 

retribution in Poe’s moral universe, either suggested to transpire in this world after the events of 

the tale are concluded, or in the hereafter: the estate collapses on Roderick in “Usher”; in “Pit,” 

the Spanish Inquisitors fall into the hands of the French troops having invaded Toledo 

(presumably they are anti-Roman Catholic, in being Napoleon’s troops); Hop-Frog’s mass 

murder of court royals could not be justified by any stretch of divine law; and scrutiny of the 

Self-awarded benediction on the part of Montresor in “Cask” (as explained elsewhere) implies 

that both mankind and God will not pardon the unrepentant sinner, who has escaped mortal 

justice but surely cannot escape that of the divine. In the first grouping, the pronouncement of 

death is explicit, and in the second grouping, it is implicit. 

     Even though Wilson rejects some of Krutch’s flakier ideas about Poe, he doesn’t reject all of 

them, for he thinks there a credible possibility that the “sadism” of Poe’s later tales (those which 

include the Lucifer-figure tales) may be sprung from emotional repression instead of determined 

craft and moral intent, and that Poe’s “conflicted emotions” about his cousin-bride eventually led 

him to irritable and desperate fancies before finally going insane (“Poe at Home”). (The delirium 

Poe experienced in the final days of his life are now thought to be attributable to a rabies 

infection, for severe hydrophobia was an attendant symptom, therefore any suggestion that he 

was insane should be roundly rejected.) 

      Krutch is unequivocal in his pronouncement on Poe: “The whole realm of moral ideas […] is 

excluded [from Poe’s work], not merely as morality per se, but also as artistic material used for 

the creation of conflicts and situations” (Wilson, emphasis mine). Wilson indicates that he 
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intends to examine the moral content of Poe’s tales, and he begins this analysis with the 

declaration that Poe was “a typical romantic,” but also something more (“Poe at Home”). 

Pointing to the French Symbolist writer Valery, Wilson offers that “Poe brought to the 

romanticism of the later nineteenth century a new discipline,” one which strove to counter “the 

looseness and the extravagance of romanticism running to seed” in providing authors with “a 

new and logical program which lopped away many of the overgrowths of romanticism” (“Poe at 

Home”).  

     But this is not an analysis of Poe’s tales so much as it is Poe’s impact abroad, and the article 

has nothing of value or utility to add to our understanding of Poe, concluding merely that Poe 

was “the bridge over the middle nineteenth century from romanticism to symbolism” (E. 

Wilson). And even this final assessment cannot stand, for Poe was never a Romantic, and the 

French understanding of symbolism does not perfectly reflect Poe’s—yet that must remain 

another topic for another time, given the already strained constraints of this paper. 

     April Selley’s essay from 1990, “Poe and the Will,” does not see Poe as being un-American 

or anti-American; in fact, at the onset of the piece, Selley says she thinks that Poe’s “greatest—

and most American achievement” is his short fiction, and that her “most useful approach” 

involves considering them in the context of the issue of free will. She begins by quoting Brian 

M. Barbour (a critic whose thoughts on Poe and tradition, specifically his anti-Utilitarianism and 

anti-Transcendentalism, are treated of elsewhere in this paper), as Barbour maintains that Poe’s 

most characteristic tales are those which “embody the central value of the self-willing, atomistic, 

autonomous individual, but they wrench out of us the lenitive atmosphere of American optimism 

to focus our attention on narrators whose willfulness expresses deep disorder within. We are 
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obliged to see the moral consequences, the dark, hidden possibilities in what we believe” 

(Selley). This seems a promising beginning, but it is a puzzling quote to set up an essay which 

then spends no time examining the moral aspect of those consequences, which necessarily result 

from the moral choices from whence they flow; Selley indicates that we are obliged to see them, 

and yet she does not look at them herself. Instead of understanding this willfulness and autonomy 

as being indicative of rebellion against God, what does she propound? Incredibly, that Poe is 

concerned with Emerson’s concept of self-reliance, and that Poe’s differences from Emerson 

were “principally aesthetic” approaches to poetry (Selley).  

     She proceeds by questioning why characters who are confidently self-reliant or extremely 

willful cannot see beyond themselves, and offers: “Poe, of course, can offer no answers” 

(Selley). But, of course, Poe can and does offer an answer, albeit it is tendered implicitly instead 

of explicitly; those characters who Self-sever themselves from God and Man collapse into the 

Self, therefore in not being tethered to any persons in objective reality which could serve as 

referents and checks, they are limited to mere existence in the sensate World by the entirety of 

their own extreme subjectivity. In “Usher,” Roderick exists in a world of sensation, and dwells in 

his estate, but can he truly be said to live? He has mortified human compassion and sympathy—

deadened his heart to due regard for the mortal and divine Others. He has become, as T.S. Eliot 

would say, a “hollow man,” and as C.S. Lewis might have called him, one of the many “men 

without chests,” heartless but corporeal. The murderers are dead-in-life; they exist, but mere 

existence is not living, for plants exist but have no loving relationships to vivify them; Roderick, 

therefore, differs little from the rotting vegetation which he blames for the putrefaction of his 

soul.  
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     Selley expresses her opinion that Poe cannot ignore what she believes Poe believed was a 

“major problem of American democracy,” to wit, “[H]ow can the individual will function 

productively and imaginatively within the limitations imposed by time, space, limited self-

knowledge, and the need to tolerate the rights and the operation of the wills of others?” (“Poe 

and the Will”). Whereas this indeed was a matter of considerable interest and debate in the early 

stages of the American experiment in democracy, it was decidedly not Poe’s theme, for Poe’s 

tales which feature willful and murderous characters are not the least bit concerned with 

American politics and the controversial discourse on the balance between rights and 

responsibilities in a democratic society. Nor are they the least bit concerned with issues of 

American productivity, either individually or nationally. Nor are they the least bit concerned 

with the limitations of time, space, and self-knowledge; if anything, the characters refuse to Self-

limit themselves, and therefore transgress the laws of both God and Man.  

     Selley, however, thinks that such limitations “must inevitably inhibit psychological 

growth”—a statement which points to the murderers’ interiority being affected by exterior 

stresses, and which suggests that they are not to blame for the deaths they effect—which means 

that they are blameless victims instead of murderous villains, for one cannot condemn that which 

one cannot control (“Poe and the Will”). If the murderers are merely responding to external 

stresses which “inhibit psychological growth,” then they were driven to their crimes instead of 

acting on their own volition in accordance with the inherent (interior) wickedness of their own 

hearts. And if they are not acting on their own volition, then they can hardly be held up by Selley 

as examples of the extreme willfulness which Selley attributes to them! In a single stroke, Selley 

has undermined the thrust of her argument. She goes entirely off the rails when she attributes this 
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inhibited psychological growth (which she never defines) as being causative for the formation of 

such “dead-in-life characters” as Allamistakeo, Oinos, and both of the Usher twins (Selley).  

     Except Allamistakeo is a revivified mummy, Oinos is the spirit of a deceased person, 

Roderick’s position as wealthy landowner and heir apparent means that he has no one to oppose 

his will in his own domain, and Madeline’s personality is never even mentioned in “Usher”; 

what factors, pray tell, are indicated in the tale which would inhibit her psychological growth? 

Strange examples, indeed, and not a thing to be had in common amongst them, per that regard.  

Does Selley think that the issue of balancing democratic ideals raged in the ancient Egypt of 

which Allamistakeo speaks, or in the afterlife of Oinos, or in the European feudal world of the 

Ushers? Absolutely nothing in those stories even remotely suggests as much. (When Selley 

speaks of Allamistakeo’s defeat being consummate and borne with the least amount of grace, 

that is Poe’s alluding to the ultimate fate and rage of the doomed Satan.)  

     Moreover, are not all human beings limited by such constraints as time and place? Do not all 

Americans wrestle with the problem of balancing the concerns of government rights versus 

individual liberties? Are we all to be considered “inevitable” walking psychotic time-bombs, too, 

because of such constraints? As deranged as our political landscape has become as of late, I, for 

one, am not yet resigned to consign all of America to the madhouse (although I can recommend a 

few politicians, pundits, and literary critics for admittance). 

     Selley makes an odd transition from discussion of the qualities of American citizenry to the 

abrupt declaration that every murderer in Poe’s tales is endeavoring to “deny his own mortal 

limits,” because the killing involves each villain exerting his will over another (“Poe and the 

Will”). But this statement cannot be true on more than one account. In the first place, the 
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murderers, for example, of “Cat,” “Cask,” “Imp,” “Pit,” “Usher,” “Heart,” “Hop-Frog,” and 

“Berenice,” are not seeking to prolong their mortal existences, as are the female protagonists in 

“Ligeia” and “Morella,” whose actions arguably do not even meet the definition of murder. (The 

narrators who confess in these other tales are trying to prolong their lives merely in the sense that 

they wish to avoid the hangman.)  

     If by “mortal limits,” though, she means the moral limits imposed by God which prohibit 

murder, then she might have a leg on which to stand—except she apparently means mortal 

(involving the perishability of the flesh) and not moral (involving the perishability of the soul). 

In the second place, the murderers do not exert their will over their victims, they instead act out 

against them whilst their victims are either weaker than they are and do not anticipate the 

assaults against their persons, meaning none of the victims are in a position to defy or challenge 

the wills of their assailants: in “Cask,” Fortunato is drunk when led to and chained for his live 

burial; in “Pit,” the victim swoons and is lowered into the abyss; in “Cat,” the husband suddenly 

strikes his wife on the stairwell where he will wall up her corpse; in “Heart,” the servant springs 

upon an old man in an unlit room where he sleeps; in “Usher,” Madeline is unconscious when 

her brother entombs her alive; in “Hop-Frog,” the king and courtiers are chained to a chandelier 

and have partaken of alcohol; and in “Imp,” the murderer silently poisons his victim with a toxic 

candle while the man sleeps.  

     None of the victims (least of all the physically weaker females) are in a position to fend for 

themselves, and therefore not one of them presents a challenge to the wills of their assailants. 

The only will which the murders defy or challenge is the will of God. As God cannot be defeated, 

in the end, the battle of the wills shall see each of the murderers lose to the finality of the 
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victorious God—a lesson or moral which Poe would have his Christian readership do well to 

remember, that being the strongest incentive of a memento mori culture. 

     Selley then shifts to analysis of characters which she thinks exhibit no volition, an equally 

problematic psychological development resulting from sensory deprivation, and she points to the 

almost always paired tales “Shadow—a Parable” and “Silence—a Fable,” which, joined with the 

apocalyptic tale “The Power of Words,” all somehow are supposed to exhibit individuals trapped 

in “a limbo of stasis” (“Poe and the Will”). Regarding “Silence,” she says, “The man on the rock 

is isolated from nature, from other men, and ultimately from himself” (Selley). It is likely more 

apt to state that he is cut off from God, Man, and the World, and exists only in the deadened Self 

which results from that alienation, for the tale is told from the voice of a demon, “the spirit of a 

dead man”. What “moral” does Selley glean from the tale? 

      According to her, Poe is demonstrating that, “there is no possibility of rebirth for the man on 

the rock because the only legitimate reason for relinquishing one’s will is to enter the afterlife 

and to become one with the Godhead” (Selley). Yet the biblical aim involves reconciling with 

God, not unifying with Him. As a Christian, Poe does not believe that the mortal will can expect 

to do battle with the will of the immortal and omnipotent God, for they are considerably 

unevenly matched; Man is no challenge to God, which is why Ligeia fails to achieve 

metempsychosis in the Lady Rowena. (Poe himself confessed in a letter that he should have 

made the ending stronger so as to remove all doubt, indicating that, in hindsight, he should have 

indicated that the transformation of his first bride into his second wife was merely the result of 

temporary delusions of a hallucinatory variety on the part of the husband, and that the body was 

clearly Rowena’s at the time of her burial.) And Man does not become one with the Godhead, in 
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the sense of unification which nearly every single Poe critic encountered to date seems to think 

it. 

     Selley shows promise when she states that Poe indicates that over-exertion of the will can 

“create a perverse world into which the characters retreat,” but then that promise is dashed to the 

ground almost immediately after it presents itself (“Poe and the Will”). Instead of launching into 

a discussion of how, for example, Roderick’s estate is in a dilapidated condition and isolated 

location as a result of his own neglect of Man and the World within his purview, she points to 

“Valdemar,” wherein a mesmerist is said to control an animated corpse, thus proving her point 

(she thinks) that “using the will to appropriate power over death has hideous results” (Selley). 

Yet the mesmerist does not exert his will over that of his subject, for at one point he says that he 

submits to the instructions of the hypnotized man as a result of his own “total abeyance of the 

will”.  

     To further support her argument here, Selley also points to “Mesmeric Revelation,” despite 

the fact that she readily acknowledges that the character Vankirk willingly accepts death (“Poe 

and the Will”). In that tale, the narrator explains that he is going to record, without comment, a 

conversation or colloquy between himself and a sleep-walking patient whom he has treated many 

times with hypnotism to alleviate the sufferings of his phthisis (a fatal form of consumptive, 

pulmonary tuberculosis); it is possible that the narrator is a quack, for a reputable physician 

might not consider the application of mustard compresses adequate medical treatment for a heart 

condition. (Still, mustard plasters were used as poultices in the treatment of coughs, colds, and 

pneumonia in that century, as they were believed to draw out, through sweat, whatever ailed the 

body.)  
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     At any rate, the mesmerist does not exert his will over his patient, for the patient has 

summoned him to perform the hypnotism, which means that the patient cannot resist the 

suggestive trance imposed upon him, because it is his own request. Mesmerism can involve the 

dangerous imposition of one’s will over another, as construed by Hawthorne, but that danger 

does not present itself in Poe’s works, least of all this one, in which not only is the subject a 

volunteer, but even when hypnotized, he resists the narrator’s attempts to so much as direct the 

conversation—a dialogical conveyance which would imply that his will is never exerted over the 

narrator’s, nor is the narrator’s over the patient’s. 

      Selley also draws “Ligeia” into the mix to support here claim here, but for some 

unfathomable reason, she thinks the titular character is nothing but a “projection of her 

‘husband’s’ enormous will and ego” (“Poe and the Will”). In the first place, the husband who 

narrates the tale is consistently depicted as the weak-willed partner in that marriage, unable even 

to resist his wife’s influence on him when it comes to the texts which constitute their occult 

studies. In the second place, had he not been married twice, there would have been no Ligeia to 

attempt possession of Lady Rowena’s body. Why she would put the word “husband” in 

quotation marks is absolutely baffling, because it suggests that Ligeia imagined the mate whom 

Selley claims imagined Ligeia! The essay descends into madness, and moves into a brief nod to 

“Descent,” a tale whose protagonist Selley thinks provides a contrast to Ligeia and Vankirk—

which it surely does, but the significance of the difference is utterly lost on her. 

     Both Ligeia and Vankirk appear in tales which are quite condemnatory of American 

Transcendentalism, and the mariner in “Descent” is a godly man who humbly acknowledges 

both his relationship to God (his hurried prayer), his relationship to Man (his brothers), and the 
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might of Nature’s God (his awe of the mäelstrom), a recognition which saves his life. The 

narrating seafarer: is willing to risk his life to save his brother; is grieved by the selfishness and 

loss of his kin; is awed by the terrific magnificence of God’s handiwork; and mutters a quick 

prayer before being spared from the wrath of the storm. Ligeia, on the other hand, studies 

forbidden knowledge (presumably witchcraft and occult texts) and strives to defy Divine will, 

seeking to thwart the limitations of the natural world in defying the supranatural God.  

     Vankirk spouts Transcendental nonsense, and the conclusion of the tale suggests that the 

conversation had been between the mesmerist and a demon having possessed the patient’s body, 

for the corpse appears dead longer than its expiration should have been calculated. (He dies 

within seconds of being awakened, yet rigor mortis already appears to have set in.) Selley’s take? 

That the mariner is “spiritually unsuited” to becoming “completely absorbed” into the “Divine 

and Eternal” (Selley). The seafarer is not rejected for being spiritually unsuited so much as he is 

deemed spiritually acceptable to have his life saved or spared by God. Poe does not believe in 

such absorption, for he insists on the discreteness of the entities of God, Man, and the World; the 

mariner is not even swallowed up by Nature (the World). Selley seems unaware of the 

signification of Poe’s use of words from (sacred) geometry and physics, even when she points 

them out, noting that they all point to positions and measurements which divide instead of unite 

(“Poe and the Will”). 

     Selley then examines the apocalyptic tales through the lens of the will, or at least she says that 

is what she has done. Pointing first to “Eiros and Charmion,” she notes that the residents of our 

doomed planet stretch out their arms to embrace a light which penetrates all things, “uniting 

them as one being and substance,” heralding the plane of existence in the afterlife, in which Man 
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and the World are merged into God (“Poe and the Will”). Oy vey iz mir! What they embrace is 

their own destruction. God is symbolized as Light in Scripture and Christian tradition (e.g., 

Dante’s Divine Comedy), and the reaching up for a light which annihilates them signifies 

mankind’s endeavoring to be as God. (Selley points to Stephen Mooney’s claim that even the 

two spirits seem one with the Universe, for she says that the individual will seem lost in the 

afterlife; this is the loss of personal identity in the Lockean sense, a loss which Poe did not 

believe in, due to his insistence on the biblical discreteness of the triad of God, Man, and the 

World.) 

     In speaking of Poe’s “Colloquy,” after noting that Monos describes to Una the mortification 

of his bodily senses and his consciousness in the process of dying, Selley thinks that Monos is 

lamenting the destruction of the Earth resulting from Man’s refusal to submit to the laws of 

Nature, not his refusal to submit to the Law of God. She fails to even read the tenses of the tale 

correctly, for she says of the spirits that they are “now” experiencing that state of being 

“redeemed, regenerated, blissful, and…immortal”—and the tense is indicative of the timeline, 

which is crucial to the condemnation of German metaphysics (“Poe and the Will”) When 

consulting the actual tale, it becomes quite clear that this described state does not apply to that 

which the spirits presently enjoy, and that the traits Selley cites are part of Monos’ lament which 

speaks to the delusions which led, in the past, to the utter annihilation of Man and the World. To 

quote the actual text, Poe has Monos grieve thusly:  

     And now it was, fairest and dearest, that we wrapped our spirits, daily, in dreams. Now it 

was that, in twilight, we discoursed of the days to come, when the Art-scarred surface of the 

Earth,  having undergone that purification which alone could efface its rectangular 

obscenities, should clothe itself anew in the verdure and the mountain-slopes and the smiling 

waters of Paradise, and be rendered at length a fit dwelling-place for man: — for man the 

Death-purged — for man to whose now exalted intellect there should be poison in knowledge 
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no more — for the redeemed, regenerated, blissful, and now immortal, but still for the 

material, man. (“Colloquy”) 

 

     The phrase “Art-scarred” is a slam against the German post-Kantian metaphysician Friedrich 

von Schiller, who claimed cultivation of the Arts would save mankind, instead of trusting to the 

Law of Love commanded by God. The daily dreams Poe mentions here are meant to indicate the 

impious Kantian philosophy of German Idealism, a fantasy-prone ideology which abrogates the 

authority of God to pronounce on moral matters and to define, exclusively and supremely, that 

which constitutes good and evil; “the poison in knowledge” alludes to the satanic temptation of 

mankind in Eden to be as God. 

      The foolhardy embrace of these German concepts is what led mankind to believe, in their 

fleshly discourse, that Man would build for himself an earthly paradise in which the material 

man (in the flesh, not in the spirit) would enjoy redemption, regeneration, bliss, and immortality. 

(The American Transcendentalists would embrace even the notion of God and spirits as rarified 

matter, therefore everything would be considered material in such a construct.) Selley’s careless, 

sloppy, misreading of the tale not merely alters the plot, but also utterly destroys Poe’s anti-

Kantianism and his pro-biblical stance, a misstep revealed by the single word “now”. When 

Poe’s character utilizes the word “now,” it is an oral convention meant to signal a sequence of 

events being recited, as in “at this time” in the events being described. 

     In her discussion of “The Power of Words,” Selley asserts that Poe suggests that, “whenever 

man exerts his will in the heavenly spheres, he is actually following the will of the Godhead,” 

and that “the mental [mind] and material [matter] are intrinsically related” (“Poe and the Will”). 

But this is a misreading of the tale, no less in error than seen in her analyses of the other tales she 

discusses, largely because she seems unable to discern that Poe mocks the ideas put forth in the 
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tales and is not beholden to them. For Poe, the will of God is never that Man should rival or 

equal or merge with Him, for that is an entirely contra-biblical tenet. Man does not become part 

of the Godhead, as she indicates, because in Scripture, all souls are called to give an account of 

themselves to God—they must face “the four final things” of God, Judgment, Heaven, and Hell. 

If Man could be as the Most High God, then he would certainly Self-justify and exonerate 

himself, just as Poe’s murderers do and intend in “Cat,” “Cask,” “Imp,” “Heart,” “Usher,” and 

“Pit”. Why would I not excuse myself, appealing to my own heart, if I am equal to God and 

therefore may act “as if” with impunity, the very desire of Montresor in “Cask”? 

     In her notes to the essay, Selley points to Parkes’ assessment (in his 1947 work, The 

American Experience) that Poe, Hawthorne, and Melville “saw life in terms of a battle between 

the will of man and his environment”. Good grief, this is the most simplistic assessment of the 

work of those great biblical moralists, and it fails to indicate that their characters’ struggles with 

the natural world are merely symbolic of their struggles with mankind’s innate wickedness. If the 

characters are good and godly persons, then they enjoy respite or salvation, but they succumb to 

it and are defeated by the destructive forces of Nature, which, symbolically is Nature’s God, who 

sends instruments of divine reckoning for unrepentant apostasy. 

      In Hawthorne’s tale “The Ambitious Guest,” the Lucifer-Figure who trespasses, uninvited, 

into the hearth of the hapless family gathered in the warmth of a communal fire gradually breaks 

up this familial bonding by causing each member, in turn, to dwell on personal desires, he having 

the grandest; they are all buried alive by a landslide, presumably for their transgression of having 

commerce with the proverbial Devil, and in this tale, even the innocent children suffer the 

consequences. In Moby-Dick, Ahab risks the safety of his entire crew and the preservation of the 
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ship itself in his mad quest to defeat the white whale; his selfishness imperils them all, for the 

ship goes down in a giant eddy created by the whale, with none of the crew surviving save the 

narrator (Ishmael). Per mariner code—the laws of the seas—a captain’s first duties are to see to 

the welfare of his crew, and then to the integrity of his vessel, and then to the security of his 

cargo. Ahab defies maritime law, natural law, and God’s Law, therefore he is symbolic of 

comprehensive evil. 

   Selley strews a few miscellaneous points about in her work, raising points made by other 

critics without actually expounding on their potential relevance, such as when she mentions 

Benjamin Franklin Fisher IV’s analysis of “Silence” as a dramatization of the disintegration of “a 

psyche,” that being singular because, she explains: “He sees the narrator, the man on the rock, 

the demon and the lynx as parts of one being” (“Poe and the Will”). The alleged disintegration 

aside, if the individual characters are to be construed as a single entity, all collapsed into one, 

then Poe is likely thinking of the mythological Sphinx, a grotesque human-animal hybrid 

creature perched atop a rocky outcrop in Sophocles’ drama from classical antiquity (later 

beautifully translated by William Butler Yeats), Oedipus Rex.  

     In that story, there is a riddle on which hangs life and death, solvable only by a clever 

person—how reminiscent of Poe! Pointing to a small handful of other critics regarding the 

animated corpse, Selley apparently agrees with the assessment that, “the grotesque final scene 

betrays the limitation of human efficacy and reaffirms the sovereignty of death. In effect, the 

illusion of a scientifically insured immortality disintegrates with Valdemar” (“Poe and the Will). 

Well, yes and no. The question of the immortality of the soul was a major debate in Poe’s 

lifetime; even Emerson famously stated that the “blazing evidence” of our immortality is our 
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dissatisfaction with any other solution. The dissolution of Valdemar is meant to suggest more 

than one thing, I suspect. First, the “liquid mass of loathsome -- of detestable putridity” which 

constitute the remains of Valdemar are meant to suggest the putrid and deadly nature of the 

Transcendentalist philosophy which the alleged animated corpse spews.   

     In the second place, Transcendentalism supposed that Man, in death, would become more 

rarified matter (that being its conception of spiritualization) and more gloriously associated with 

godhood in becoming unified with God; to represent the body as an inglorious and festering 

puddle of stinking goo deglamorizes and exposes the Transcendentalist nonsense about Man’s 

passing from mortality to immortal unity with God, for the incorruptible God of Scripture should 

never be thought of in terms of a rank and putrid pool of gunk (Rom. 1:23). The point Poe is 

trying to make is that if Man is one with God, then God must be one with Man—and if Man can 

rot away in a cesspool of stench, then how can an eternal God rightly be said to be one with 

Him? The “efficacy of man” to prolong his life is countered by the will of God—not that Selley 

sees this point, for she does not indicate that Scripture declares that God has decreed that all men 

must die and then face the final and eternal Judge, that “it is appointed unto men once to die, but 

after this the judgment” (Heb. 9:27). 

      There is possibly a slam at the obsession of Scientism to disprove the existence of any 

supernatural entity or phenomenon, since the materialism of that doctrine insists that nothing 

exists beyond the natural world, and that everything which happens can be explained via natural 

(or “legitimate”) phenomenon. In the tale, a supernatural plane of existence is suggested, but 

even if the subject is responding via a subconscious and semi-catatonic, trancelike state and not 
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from beyond the grave, Scientism could offer no explanation for the sudden and immediate 

collapse of the body from the state of sentience to the state of liquification. 

     In only one note does Selley hint at a scintilla of comprehension on her part (for she doesn’t 

even get the plots correct of the tales she discusses), and that is when she points to Richard 

Wilbur’s observation that, “insanity…signifies…the ascendency of imagination over intellect, 

the power subjectively to distort or annihilate the world in favor of reverie or vision” (“Poe in the 

Will”) (Mind you, she never understands the relevance of that assessment, but little wonder 

therein, for neither does Wilbur himself.) Well, yes, that is precisely Poe’s point about the 

dangers inherent to German Idealism, in which the will to believe in a fantasy world of one’s 

own creation (or, rather, to paraphrase the post-Kantian German philosopher Arthur 

Schopenhauer, to actually believe the fantasy that the world is the re-presentation of one’s will) 

is guaranteed to lead to annihilation of Man and the World. To Poe, German metaphysics is a 

form of insanity in which one does not retain a tether to objective reality but collapses in to the 

supreme, radical, excessive (grotesque) subjectivity of the Self, which is why he alludes to it as 

disastrously misguided dreams and reveries in “Colloquy”. 

     Selley’s big finish is a reiteration of what she claimed her essay would do, to show of Poe’s 

tales, “that their artistic strength is inseparable from the insight they show into the American 

experience, the effort to become truly human in America,” and that his “visionary texts” (which 

she says includes “the monumentally confused Eureka”) are meant by Poe to “project a false 

transcendence, a phantasmic existence after death, conceptually embedded in a cosmos of matter 

and energy, a system that culminates in irreversible dissolution: entropy” (Selley).   
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     First off, Eureka is not confused, merely its audience is; Poe is in complete control from the 

intended humor of the title (discussed elsewhere in this paper) to the entire structure of the text 

(which moves from the scientific to the more esoteric, in order to mimic the Transcendentalist 

notion of increasingly rarified matter, hence the material transformed into the spiritual, a 

lampooned phenomenon also indicated by the work’s subtitle). Secondly, Poe has no interest in 

advancing the idea that human existence in the afterlife is modeled on the concept of entropy. 

Entropy, which is literally the final word of her essay, is nowhere discussed or defined 

previously in the essay, and it certainly has no connection established by Selley to Poe’s 

“Americanism”. Entropy is the second law of thermodynamics (already known by Poe’s day) 

involving the “law” that the material Universe is in an irreversible state of deterioration, and that 

it the matter which constitutes it is simultaneously moving from an ordered state into an 

unpredictably chaotic one. 

      If this is truly Selley’s take on Poe’s position, then why does she contend that the spirits of 

Poe’s “Colloquy” enjoy the perfect existential state of being “redeemed, regenerated, blissful, 

and now immortal,” (which Poe, recall, has Monos describe applies “still for the material” man)? 

Material regeneration and immortality are not possible in a truly entropic construct, especially as 

the Transcendentalist notion of spirit is that it is rarified matter, thus being “still” material. In 

entropy, the Universe moves towards an increase in chaos, not the blissfully ordered state which 

Selley describes. 

     Moreover, Poe would hardly associate bliss with chaos, for God is a God of order, and not of 

chaotic confusion; order is associated with peace, which is surely a blissful state (1 Cor. 14:33). 

Selley’s woefully inaccurate reading of the tales demonstrates that she does not grasp Poe’s anti-
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Kantianism, nor that he would never advocate as true belief any notions of the afterlife which 

counter Christian doctrine, for Scripture declares that Man is instantly in the presence of God 

when he dies (not that he becomes God); that the heavenly plane is so unlike the earthly one that 

man, in his limited abilities, cannot even conceive of its difference; that after the final judgment, 

God will regenerate His creation, and that He will settle His new capital of Jerusalem on Earth, 

dwelling once again with Man on the World—just as He once walked in the Garden of Eden, but 

was not limited to it. Selley, it appears, has a firm grasp on neither Christian doctrine nor Poe’s 

advocacy of it. 

      Had she made the analogy of German metaphysics to the law of physics entailed by the 

natural phenomenon of entropy, or better still, recognized it as a possible metaphor employed by 

Poe to signal the annihilation trajectory of Kantianism, she might have redeemed herself 

somewhat, but, alas and alack! She does no such thing. It is a strange thing, indeed, to read an 

essay which begins by indicating a moral component is to be found in Poe’s works, but which 

then never discusses any of the tales selected in terms of moral content. In fact, for all the talk of 

God and spirits in the afterlife, there is no talk at all on her part whatsoever of divine judgment or 

of the authority of the Author of that moral code which Man defies, leading to the utter self-

wrought destruction of Man and the World. There is also not a single refence to Scripture. While 

it is natural enough to dread the end of the known Universe, I am thankful to see the end of 

Selley’s embarrassingly inane, superficial, and self-contradictory essay; her arguments and her 

examples collapse on themselves, and exhibit all of the hallmarks of a shamelessly novice 

critic.498 
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3.5 Tête-à-Tate: Allen Tate 

 

“Hell is paved with good intentions.”499 

 

     In The Forlorn Demon, Tate’s essay “The Angelic Imagination” is dedicated to the discussion 

of Poe’s Eureka and to what I refer to as his three “apocalyptic dialogues”— “The Conversation 

of Eiros and Charmion,” “The Colloquy of Monos and Una,” and “The Power of Words”. (I 

discuss each of these works in minor detail elsewhere in this paper.) The three tales all consist of 

dialogues between two spirits in a post-catastrophic situation wherein Man and the World have 

been destroyed, and they are clearly imitative of the framework of Christian eschatology.  

     Of the four works which the critic analyzes, Tate says that it would be “folly” to try to see in 

them evidence, on Poe’s part, of “a first-rate philosophical mind,” but I would disagree, for Poe 

had need of a firm grasp of the philosophical tenets he was mocking in these works, in order to 

pen them. The critic’s stated purpose?  Says Tate: “I shall have to show that Poe, as a critical 

mind had only a distant if impressive insight into the disintegration of the modern personality; 

and that this insight was not available to him as an imaginative writer, when he had to confront 

the human situation as a whole man” (60).   

     It is better to think of Poe as an author who had an impressive grasp of the biblical truths that 

Man and the World disintegrate when sin is permitted to take root within the individual soul and 

then permitted to spread without check in general human society (the problem witnessed in 

Postmodernism): Poe sees that all material existence is imperiled—that it will melt, thaw, and 

resolve itself into a dew—when not sustained by the non-corporeal love intended to make the 

world go round.  
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     Put simply, the dispassionate duty advocated by Kant will not suffice, for it is not mere acts 

which save human existence, but acts born of lovingkindness. The World is liable to descend into 

barbarism when the “sovereignty of the Self” holds sway, but when Man is radically oriented 

towards the Other (both mortal and divine), both Man and the World are preserved, as a matter 

of practical consequence; the power (ability) to save us rests in the prioritization and preservation 

of our loving relationships with God and our fellow men. The power of words is likewise 

ineffectual, for it is the power of deeds which sustains—deeds performed which have due regard 

for the Other, which are genuinely beneficent, for by our fruits are we known, not our seeds. 

Seeds yield crops which sustain others and ourselves if they are tended to properly and 

consistently, but they produce rotten harvests when habitually left unattended or to their own 

devices; the human soul requires the twinned rods of the two greatest commandments to preserve 

both its moral righteousness (spiritually “upright” position) and its physical existence (material 

integrity).  

     Famously (for this sentence is oft-quoted in Poe criticism), Tate says of Poe: “He was a 

religious man whose Christianity, for reasons that nobody knows anything about, had got short-

circuited; he lived among fragments of provincial theologies, in the midst of which 

‘coordination,’ for a man of his intensity, was difficult if not impossible” (57-58). This is an 

incredibly curious assessment, for scholars have amassed a prodigious amount of information 

about Poe’s personal life, and have aggregated a sizeable amount of direct and peripheral 

correspondence which bear on the author’s biographical profile. 

      If Poe had lost his faith due to some major trauma or some radical realignment in his 

thinking (as Coleridge claims transpired when having read Kant, or as the American 
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Transcendentalists claimed happened once they encountered Carlyle, or as formerly theistic 

scientists still claim occurs once they encounter Darwin), then it seems improbable that there 

would be no record of account made manifest by now which points to an occasion or influence 

so momentous that such a radical alteration as loss of faith ensues from the encounter. Poe’s life, 

it is well documented, was a string of tragedies, sufferings, and hardships, yet even on his 

deathbed he calls out to the God of Scripture. It seems Poe’s Christianity never short-circuited—

but that does not mean that it did not go “undercover,” in that it can still be found in the 

undercurrents of his fiction. Tate thinks T.S. Eliot’s conception of the word “coordination” 

betrays a morally neutral tone, one which expresses a mere logical arrangement or combination 

of elements.  Eliot’s accusation against Poe was that he failed to “harmonize himself,” an 

accusation which Tate thinks justified:  

     The failure resulted in a hypertrophy of the three classical faculties: feeling, will, and 

intellect. The first I have discussed elsewhere. It is the incapacity to represent the human 

condition in the central tradition of natural feeling. A nightmare of paranoia, schizophrenia, 

necrophilism, and vampirism supervenes, in which the natural affections are perverted by the 

will to destroy primary failure in human feeling results in the loss of the entire natural order 

of experience. The second hypertrophy is the thrust of the will beyond the human scale of 

action. This evidence is on nearly every page of Poe’s serious prose fiction […] It is the 

theme of the major stories […] The Poe hero tries in self-love to turn the soul of the heroine 

into something like a physical object which he can know in direct cognition and then possess. 

Thus we get to the third hypertrophy of a human faculty: the intellect moving in isolation 

from both love and the moral will, whereby it declares itself independent of the human 

situation in the quest for essential knowledge. The three perversions necessarily act together, 

the action of one implying a deflection of the others. But the actual emphases that Poe gives 

the perversions are richer in philosophical implication than his psychoanalytic critics have 

prepared to see. To these ingenious persons, Poe’s works have almost no intrinsic meaning 

[…] It is important at this point to observe that Poe takes for granted the old facultative 

psychology of intellect, will, and feeling. If we do not observe this scheme, and let it point our 

enquiry, we shall fail to understand two crucial elements of Poe’s symbols refer to a known 

tradition of thought, an intelligible order, apart from what he was as a man, and are not 

merely the index to a compulsive neurosis; and, secondly, that the symbols, cast into the 

framework of the three faculties, point towards this larger philosophical dimension, implicit 
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in the serious stories, but very much at the surface in certain of Poe’s works that have been 

almost completely ignored. (Tate 59-60, emphases mine) 

 

     (Of these three faculties, Tate later in the essay opines that Poe’s tales never employed 

intellect, feeling, and will simultaneously, therefore he agrees with Eliot on this point (71). Given 

that Poe articulates the necessity of the involvement of all three, it might be better said that Poe’s 

tales never emphasized all three simultaneously, for in order for something to be a grotesquery, 

typically only a single aspect or element is exaggerated, even when the others are necessarily 

present, in order to inform the normative contrast.) 

     It seems unfair to accuse Poe of a failure to harmonize, when deliberate distortion or 

exaggeration is the aim of depicting grotesqueries, for grotesquery is defined by a lack of 

harmony in the present elements, and Poe intends for many of his characters to be caricatures. 

(See this essay’s discussion on the aesthetics of classical and Neoclassical harmony for treatment 

of this topic.) What Eliot and Tate see as failure is actually an indication of deliberate modelling 

and success on Poe’s part.  

     That Poe represents the human condition apart from the desired norm is not a result of 

incapacity but design on his part, for just as in the Medieval construct of the caricatures of the 

seven deadly sins, the human personality is disfigured (and the human soul imperiled) by a single 

dominating trait which overshadows normal human conduct. And all of these perversions which 

override perfect harmony are the result of severely-perverted wills, as the individuals in whom 

they have taken over have kicked away the restraints of the two greatest commandments and 

thereby suffer from excessive Self-corruption; the destruction of human feeling (sympathy and 

compassion) leads to the destruction of all except God, God alone remaining “incorruptible” only 
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because the limitations of Man cannot alter Him, regardless of his attempts to do so (Rom. 1:22-

23).  

     Tate and Eliot speak of “feeling” as if in a sensate context, in which Man is cut off from the 

natural world, but Poe simply uses that framework to signify Man being cut off emotionally, not 

physically, just as he employs mental corruption (madness) to signify moral corruption 

(wickedness). When Eliot and Tate perceive of the will being extended “beyond the human scale 

of action,” they seem unaware of Poe’s condemnation of this attempt at godhood, for the only 

thing beyond the human scale is the supernatural, either the godly or the demonic—and the 

demonic is understood by Poe to be the angelic (Luciferean) attempt to be as God. That this is a 

major theme of nearly all of Poe’s serious prose fiction is precisely the point which this paper is 

intending to demonstrate; the temptation in the Garden is a constant threat to our moral and 

material well-being, no less than it had proven to be the case for the first denizens of Eden.  

     Tate is incorrect when asserting that the villains endeavor to objectify and possess the souls of 

their victims, for they have become victims as a result of already having been objectified by their 

murderers, in much the same way the Nazis objectified Jews, even going so far as to refer to their 

Jewish victims as “stücke,” which may be translated as “pieces” instead of persons. Cain slew 

Abel, not in an effort to know him directly or possess his soul as an artifact, but because 

evildoers cannot bear the sight of the good, since goodness magnifies their own evilness by 

comparison.  

     It is for this reason that the murderers do away with their benefactors or colleagues exhibiting 

godly traits, such as the old master in “Heart,” the patient and loving wife in “Cat,” the 

respectable and loved Fortunato in “Cask,” the bold and pious recusant who narrates “Pit,” and 
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assuredly the meek and genteel Madeline in “Usher,” if the Lucifer-figure pattern holds true, as I 

suspect it must, for Clithero Edny seeks to murder his benefactress in Edgar Huntly, and Werther 

seeks to murder both Albert and Charlotte in Werther, both of whom were incredibly patient with 

and kind to him. (Hawthorne, who was a delicate and sensitive man, does not resort to murder in 

his tales, except when the evil Governor Endicott orders a bear-costumed man be shot in the 

head in “The Maypole of Merrymount,” but this is given to be an historical event, treated by the 

author so as to indicate the extreme hypocrisy and uncharitable intolerance of the Puritans.) 

     As for the third leg of the hypertrophy triad, the intellect detached from love and moral duty 

(or, rather, love as moral duty), in an unending quest for knowledge, reflects more the Faustian 

legend emphasized by British playwright Christopher Marlowe’s drama of 1592, Doctor 

Faustus. But the Lucifer-figure is not synonymous with the Faustian archetype. Granted, there 

are Poe characters obsessed with mystic and occult texts, as Ligeia, Morella, Roderick, Egaeus, 

and Pierre Bon-Bon, for example, obsess over certain books which are either Roman Catholic or 

“German diableries” of philosophy meant to represent either the damnably secretive or verboten 

forms of knowledge, but these characters seek to comprehend the mysteries contained within the 

texts of their possessions, and do not aspire to amass greater stores of information, forsaking 

breadth for depth and diversity for penetration.  

     The books which Poe includes in their respective libraries are meant to indicate their 

monomanias and their perverted and apostate wills. (In Werther and Edgar Huntly, and in the 

Hawthorne tales analyzed in this paper, not a single character is defined by an obsession with 

forbidden knowledge, although Hawthorne does not shy away from hints of the apostasy of the 

Faustian archetype in the figure of Chillingworth in The Scarlet Letter and in his use of “mad 
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scientists” who lose sight of the humanity of their victims whilst experimenting on them, e.g., 

Alymer in “The Birthmark” and Rappaccini in “Rappaccini’s Daughter.)  

     Tate stresses that, in the absence of a recognition that Poe is framing his tales within the 

context of historical templates inherited and employed in his day (pseudo-scientific, 

psychological, and philosophical), it is not possible to engender a correct understanding or 

accurate analysis of Poe’s repertoire; herein lies the value of Cultural Historicism, and a 

refutation of the false accusation made against the New Critics that they disregard such factors 

entirely. To Tate’s astute observation I would add that the “intrinsic meanings” are discernible 

only if the biblical template which informed his society is added to these others, thus it is the 

religious dimension which provides the strong moral undercurrent to his tales, which surface 

readings of his work almost completely ignore. 

     (By way of an aside, offered as a means of foreshadowing, Tate thinks he will prove to his 

audience that Eureka is Poe’s “semi-rational vision of the final disappearance of the material 

world into the first spiritual Unity, or God” (60). Except, of course, this is not Poe’s vision, but is 

instead his highest and most accomplished burlesque of American Transcendentalism and the 

various movements which informed it, e.g. Idealism, Pantheism, and Romanticism; it is so great 

and radically distinct an achievement in refined and rarified moral satire that Poe himself says 

that he would never be able to top himself after having penned Eureka.) 

     Tate faults Poe for deficiencies Poe does not exhibit, but he commends Poe for never having 

fallen into “that idolatrous dissolution of language from the grammar of a possible world, which 

results from the belief that language itself can be reality,” adding that when “men find 

themselves cut off from reality they will frequently resort to magic rites to recover it” (61).  
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     This, of course, is why Poe places no genuine stock in the power of words, and somewhat 

mocks the notion of existence divorced from reality—for it is the German Idealists who have 

chosen to pursue the realm of abstraction, being also the ones who have chosen extreme 

subjectivity (and therefore extreme apostasy); in their rejection of objectivity, they also reject 

God and their fellow man as objective entities existent beyond the concerns of the Self or Ego. 

Kantianism is dark magic, the darkest of all, for it blots out the light of God and the ability to see 

one’s fellow man as identical to the Self; how great an irony, given the German predilection for 

collapse and obsession with unity, that German philosophy operates on a principle which negates 

or refutes the biblical doctrine which calls for human unification in love and divine paternity, a 

negation embraced by the Third Reich. Tate is not wrong when he writes, in speaking of “Eiros 

and Charmion”: “Poe means what he says, although the occasions of journalism may not allow 

him to say all that he means. He means the destruction of the world. It is not only a serious 

possibility, it is a moral and logical necessity of the condition to which man has perversely 

brought himself” (63, emphasis mine). In all the Poe criticism encountered to date, this seems 

the truest and most accurate of any statements I have read thus far; the state of the World, its 

“condition,” is one which rests upon the perversity of the many movements (the “isms”) which 

run afoul of Scripture.  

     Tate understands that Poe realizes that destruction is guaranteed as a result of moral trajectory 

towards immorality, which is why destruction is the “logical” conclusion, or the trajectory 

followed or taken to its utmost end: The material welfare of the planet is tied to the moral well-

being of the soul; someone who has lived through the period of the horrors of the Holocaust 
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would understand that physical devastation and the destruction of warfare are attendant to the 

metaphysical disregard (lovelessness) exhibited towards one’s fellow men. 

     Tate launches into his analysis of the second apocalyptic tale (“Colloquy”) by indicating that 

it consists of Poe’s demonstration that the perversion of Man’s nature results in the perversion of 

the natural world—the impact of the internal world on the external world, or a destruction of the 

World which results from the sinfulness of Man, as “man’s surrender to evil is projected 

symbolically into the world” (63-64). Interestingly and importantly, he describes the tale as 

being one in which Man destroys “his relation to nature” (Tate 63).  

     He is not incorrect, but he is also not complete: the three tales might be understood as 

demonstrations of grotesqueries, in which Man is collapsed into God (“The Power of Words,” in 

which tale godlike powers are credited to beings other than God), or Man is collapsed into 

Nature (“Colloquy,”  in which tale human life is reduced to being described via mere sensate 

existence), or Nature is collapsed into God (“Eiros and Charmion,” wherein scientists and 

theologians in that tale concur that the planet is in no danger of destruction from an approaching 

comet whose effects are likened to the judgment of the Divine). In Eureka, the collapsing of 

distinctions is complete, as God, Man, and the World are collapsed into a singularity described as 

the “All in All”. (This is a mockery of Emerson’s notion of what that entails, as Emerson’s 

conception of it does not conform to the biblical meaning; given the extremity of Emerson’s 

apostasy, this should come as no surprise.) Tate speaks to Man’s relation to Nature, and 

relationships are only possible when entities remain discrete; relationships are not possible in 

perfect unity, only in perfect harmony, for relationships consists of connections to persons or 

objects which are distinct and separate from one another. God, Man, and Nature (the World) are 
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ever discrete in the biblical model, in order to preserve the possibility of relationships—and of 

holiness.  

     When speaking of “Colloquy,” Tate points out that critics having read the tale (and he thinks 

not many have done so) point to it, “to inform us that Poe was a reactionary Southerner who 

disliked democracy and industrialism” (65). Whereas both these things might be true, it seems 

unlikely that it was Poe’s intention to disapprove of such things in this tale; Poe’s use of the term 

“radical Democracy” is metaphysical, signifying the leveling of the biblical hierarchy and the 

collapse of the biblical triad of entities given to be God, Man, and the World. 

      As for his anti-industrialism, as Tate himself offers: “This is a scholarly question that cannot 

be investigated here” (66). Perhaps one of the most instructive aspects of Tate’s essay here is his 

suggestion that Poe’s “theory of the corruption of taste” provides a “clue to the Christian 

philosophical tradition in which Poe consciously or intuitively found himself” (66). Here is 

Tate’s understanding of Poe’s theoretical position: 

     Taste is the discipline of feeling according to the laws of the natural order, a discipline of 

submission to a permanent limitation of man; this discipline has been abrogated by the 

“mathematical reasoning” whose purpose is the control of nature. Here we have the Cartesian 

split—taste, feeling, respect for the depth of nature, resolved into a subjectivism which denies 

the sensible world; for nature has become geometrical, at a high level of abstraction, in which 

“clear and distinct ideas” only are workable. The sensibility is frustrated, since it is denied its 

perpetual refreshments in nature; the operative abstraction replaces the rich perspectives of 

the concrete object. Reason is thus detached from feeling, and likewise from the moral sense, 

the third and executive member of the psychological triad, moving through the will […] We 

get the hypertrophy of the intellect and the hypertrophy of the will. When neither intellect nor 

will is bound to the human scale, their projection becomes god-like, and man becomes an 

angel, in M. Maritain’s sense of the term […] for human intellection is living and fresh only 

when it is centered upon the vigilance of sense perception. The natural roots of our 

knowledge being cut off, a general drying up in philosophy and culture resulted, a drought for 

which romantic tears were later to provide only an insufficient remedy….Affectivity will 

have its revenge. (66-67, emphases mine) 
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     The “discipline of feeling” is the proper cultivation of love, of human compassion and 

reverence for God—that which constitutes the two greatest commandments of Scripture. (Tate 

also speaks to Poe’s debt to the Aristotelianism to which European minds had been conditioned 

for two millennia, what he states is “an empirical fact which must be confronted if we are to 

approach literature with anything better than callow systems of psychological analysis, invented 

overnight, that put the imaginative work of the past at a distance seriously greater than that of 

time” (69-70). Ouch. ) 

     Tate’s disdain for Psychoanalytic criticism which relies on Freudian or Jungian analyses is 

palpable…and warranted. At one point, Tate hints at a Cultural Historicism underpinning in his 

analysis of Poe, for he says of Poe: “Had he not been bred in a society committed to the 

rationalism of Descartes and Locke, by that eminent angel of the rationalistic Enlightenment, 

Thomas Jefferson? Such commitments probably lie so deep in one’s sensibility that mere 

intellectual conviction, Poe’s ‘unaided reason,’ can scarcely reach them” (71). (This is not the 

same thing as Freud’s notion of the subconscious at work.) The same may be said of Poe’s innate 

sense of humor, and his deeply-steeped moral sensibility, having been bred in a society informed 

and beholden to Judeo-Christian moral values: Tate adds a footnote which offers that the 

Virginia of Poe’s lifetime was almost exclusively dominated in conversation and publication by 

religious and political themes, noting that educated Virginians were Anglican or Presbyterian 

“by habit” (71). 

     Monsieur Maritain is French philosopher Jacques Maritain, and Tate provides readers with 

the aforementioned philosophical construct (which was anathema to the Germans, hence their 

subsequent obsession with unity): “Cartesian dualism breaks man up into two complete 
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substances, joined to one another none knows how: on the one hand, the body which is only 

geometrical extension; on the other, the soul which is only thought—an angel inhabiting a 

machine, and directing it by means of the pineal gland” (67). Contemporary readers are more 

likely to frame the two aspects of the Cartesian dualism as being mind and matter instead of 

body (matter) and soul (mind), given the rampant atheism which now characterizes the scientific 

and philosophic disciplines, and the fact that German philosophers were hell-bent on disproving 

the French Descartes, hence their obsession with unifying the two aspects Cartesian thought 

proposes500.  

     (Of course, as the pineal gland is part of the body, if Descartes were correct—which he surely 

cannot be—then the soul could be excised from the body in the same manner in which Paul 

Churchland speaks of it as being part of the brain, as a function of the mind situated in some 

specific cerebral locale, as put forth in his 1996 highly dubious work,  The Engine of Reason, the 

Seat of the Soul: A Philosophy of the Brain.) 

     There is much to unpack in Tate’s assessment, not all of it correct, yet some of it veering very 

nearly towards accuracy. Taste, he says, involves the discipline of feeling; because Poe thinks of 

Taste as being very closely associated with Moral Sense, the cultivation of feeling—of human 

sympathy and compassion, of lovingkindness—is absolutely the sense in which Poe employs the 

term “Taste” in “Colloquy” when he says that its proper cultivation would have saved Man and 

the World. It is also why the “Colloquy” laments the Germans’ improper emphasis on aesthetics, 

as the post-Kantian Germans (think Schiller) believed that Beauty and “the Arts” would save 

mankind, instead of leading to certain destruction.  
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     Poe would not disagree that there are permanent limitations of Man, for Scripture teaches that 

he will never be equal to God, and one of the lessons of the Book of Job is that he will never 

rival God’s creative abilities or control of the natural world. Tate sees Man’s reliance on a 

connection to the sensate world as being Poe’s argument for the sustenance of Moral Sense 

(conscience), but it is really an argument for Poe’s Lockean stance and his rejection of German 

Idealism, which collapses into extreme subjectivity and therefore becomes disassociated with the 

objective reality of the World (Nature), which is tangential to Man’s disassociation with God and 

his fellow man. (It is for this reason that Roderick’s paintings in “Usher” are chill-inducing 

geometric abstractions—all form and no content, a rather apt way of understanding the pitfalls of 

Kantianism.)  

     If Man must stay “bound” to the world of sensation, it is not the natural world to which he 

must remain tethered to remain sane and moral, but to God and his fellow man, those being the 

directives of the two greatest commandments: no buffer, no tether, no order. To constantly 

recognize the face of the Other, both the mortal and the divine, requires a loving orientation 

towards them as the only means by which mankind is able to retain an intellect and a soul which 

resists being grotesquely perverted by human will.501   

     It is the natural world in which we find ourselves and in which we must remain grounded in 

order to preserve our sanity, but it is constant, loving relations with God and our fellow men that 

we preserve our moral integrity, therefore to preclude the collapse into subjective madness and 

cruel immorality, we must remain tethered to somethings and someones outside of ourselves; 

German Idealism makes both objective reality and the God who created it superfluous to the 

desires of the individual will who rejects both. The natural roots of our shared divine parentage 
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and humanity being cut, a general drying up of human compassion and sympathy results, thus we 

get the hypertrophy of the human heart, and man is no longer angel but demon, cast out from the 

presence of God as a result of his unrepentant rebellion, as was Lucifer. Affectivity speaks to that 

which is either influenced by or resulting from emotions, and it is often associated with 

psychological disorder.  

     By and large, the Romantic emphasis on feeling was inwardly focused, on Self-love, and 

therefore perverted from its proper, loving orientation towards Others. (The mental illness of 

many apostate (even suicidal) Romantic luminaries is well-documented in Victor Schenk’s The 

Mind of the European Romantics; it might just as well have been titled The Heart of the 

European Romantics, for the emphasis of the movement was on the human heart, which 

Scripture declares is wicked and deceitful above all things.)  Tate even quotes Matthew Arnold’s 

definition of religion as being “morality touched with emotion” (68). What else can this be but 

true beneficence (moral acts) resulting from lovingkindness (emotion), and not Kant’s perversion 

(or grotesquery) of the concept of beneficence? 

     Tate comes so very close to comprehending the magnitude of what he suggests, but then he 

falls short before proper arrival at the conclusion of his trajectory. He thinks Poe lapses into 

surrender to “the angelic fallacy” when Poe speaks of “the poetic intellect,” which Poe says 

speaks to us “by analogy” in “proof tones to the imagination alone” (68). Tate’s quarrel is with 

Poe’s use of the term “alone,” which he says contradicts the idea of analogy (68).  

     But that is an imprecise reading of the term’s use on Tate’s part, for by “alone” Poe means 

that the imagination is the only faculty to which analogy is fluently connected; will, feeling, 

fancy, etc. do not rely on imaginative pairings which help connect concepts so as to explain their 
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analogical underpinnings. Tate reveals just how greatly his error is herein when he adds, in 

speaking of Poe: “He may have meant analogy to the natural world, the higher truths emerging, 

as they do in Dante, from a rational structure of natural analogy [e.g., physical brightness 

signifying spiritual light]; but he could not have meant all this. And I suppose nobody else in the 

19th Century understood analogy as a mode of knowledge” (68).   

     Yet Goethe, even prior to Poe’s century, specifically had written (and written extensively) on 

the remarkable utility and fruitfulness of analogy as a mode of knowledge, especially in terms of 

comprehending the natural (and scientific) world; Goethe employed the term “der phantasie” to 

describe the phenomenon, and Poe himself quotes Goethe on the titular template of the 1840 

Tales of the Grotesque and Arabesque, which includes the following phrase attributed to his 

German predecessor: “Seltsamen tochter Jovis/Seinem schosskinde/Der Phantasie,” the rough 

translation of which is “Strange daughter of Jove, who sprung from his mind, Imagination,” an 

allusion to Minerva (alias Pallas Athena), who sprung from the head of Jove (alias Zeus) fully-

formed, fully-clothed, and fully-armed, she being the virgin goddess of wisdom, medicine, 

poetry, magic, craftsmanship, commerce, and warfare—in short, the many things with which 

Poe’s tales are concerned. (Refer to the Appendix A, titled “Poe und die Deutschen” for 

discussion of Goethe’s understanding of analogy as a mode of knowledge, regarding the notion 

of “phantasie”.) 

    Tate teeters on the brink of discovery when he argues that Poe thinks that feeling has been 

“blighted by the abstraction of the pure intellect into a transcendental order of its own,” yet he 

does not seem to comprehend that by “feeling” is not meant the mere sensate world, but human 

feelings of compassion, sympathy, and love for others, which is why Tate errs when he accuses 
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Poe of “inadequately” calling sense-perception “taste” (70). The abstract Idealism of Kant is 

focused on Self-love, not love for others, and it is this aspect of Kantianism, in which Man is 

divorced not merely from the sensate World (as Tate thinks), but is Self-severed from God and 

one’s fellow men, an apostasy which Poe sought to remedy. Tate pairs this misunderstanding 

with a recognition, nonetheless, that the “autonomy of the will is in part the theme of the greater 

stories” (70).  

     Auto means self and nomos means law, therefore the tales in which death and destruction 

ensue are those in which Man strives to become a law unto himself, succumbing to the 

temptation of the Garden, to be as God, able to define for himself both good and evil, and 

seeking to be accountable to no one other than himself—acting, as it were, if with the impunity 

Montresor falsely believes himself to have in “Cask”. Disappointingly-yet-not-surprisingly, Tate 

thinks the final apocalyptic tale (“Power of Words”) and Eureka are indications of Poe’s 

pantheistic inclinations, and there is not much of value in the remainder of the essay which is not 

addressed in noting the errors propounded elsewhere in this paper, except for occasional flashes 

of brilliance on Tate’s part, such as when he notes of this tale the “superangelism” of the latter 

most tale, wherein “Man is not only an angel, he is God in his aspect of creativity” (74).  

     That is the blasphemy of Kantianism—of the German Idealists and of the American 

Transcendentalists having been informed by Kant’s elevation of Man to godhood. (Lucifer was 

also a “superangel,” in that he had been given power and authority over the other angels—but 

never allotted enough to rival his Creator. And for his efforts to displace God, same as those 

persons or societies concerning themselves with the pursuit of Kantianism, destruction is 

guaranteed.) 
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     Where Tate shines is where he concludes this essay, but even his finest observations are 

mottled or clouded by conventional misunderstanding of Poe’s heresy of the didactic, as Tate 

makes no apology for offering moral content in his critical analysis; Poe would not have thought 

such an act heretical, for he thought that aberration applicable only to the standards of poetry, not 

prose fiction or criticism. In speaking of the trajectory of tragedy, Tate offers: “Man as angel 

becomes a demon who cannot imitate the first motion of love, and we can feel only compassion 

with his suffering, for it is potentially ours” (78, emphasis mine).  

     God, as Prime Mover, acts first in love (and is Love), and all other acts of creation and 

sustenance are a result of that first act—love as the verb which is meant to inform all else. 

Because Man cannot ever imitate God in this most crucial and essential motion, because nothing 

in the human will would ever lead Man to derive the two greatest commandments which 

constitute the supreme Law of Love which Poe recognizes are necessary for both the material 

preservation of Man and the World and the spiritual preservation of Man, God must hand down 

these commandments. Poe sees clearly, all too clearly, that the Law of Love is both a logical and 

moral necessity.  In his essay called “Our Cousin, Mr. Poe,” Tate is a little less careful in his 

wordings, and the tone is a little less formal, for it is the published version of a speech given by 

him to the Edgar Allen Poe Society of Baltimore in 1949, on the centenary of Poe’s death. The 

opening remarks involve Tate’s reminiscing about his childhood encounters with Poe’s works, 

and he waxes nostalgic about his great-grandfather, whom he alleges knew Poe, at least 

marginally; it concludes with him ruminating about a genealogical survey to discern if Poe 

actually might be a distant cousin of his. In between these personal flourishes are peppered 
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random bon mots, such as: “A gentleman and a Southerner, he was not quite, perhaps, a Southern 

gentleman” (Tate 83). 

      Although he keeps to the (wholly erroneous) tradition in Poe criticism by referring to some 

of the characters as emotional or life-force “vampires” (this is especially true in preposterous 

analyses of “Usher”), he goes on to describe a phenomenon which is more attuned to the notion 

of zombies. Granted, both types of fictional creatures are species of the so-called “undead” or 

“walking dead”. Tate states: 

     The mysterious exaltation of spirit which is invariably the unique distinction of his heroes 

and heroines is not quite, as I have represented it, bodyless. It inhabits a human body, but that 

body is dead. The spirits prey upon one another with destructive fire which is at once pure of 

lust and infernal. All Poe’s characters represent one degree or another in a movement towards 

an archetypal condition: the survival of the soul in a dead body. (84-85) 

 

     But this is untrue, for, if anything, Poe’s Lucifer-figure tales are about the survival of bodies 

in which there are deadened souls, in which human sympathy and piety have been willfully Self-

mortified. Vampires either kill their victims or create new vampires, therefore those upon whom 

they prey are either dead or at liberty to exercise volition in preying upon others still; zombies 

are deceased victims infected and killed by other zombies (in the contemporary twist), but in 

older traditions, they are living souls controlled by voodoo, unable to act independently of their 

masters. Demons and the dead are non-corporeal entities summoned by means of witchcraft; 

possessed persons are individuals who are still alive but are afflicted or controlled by 

supernatural, demonic forces. 

      Poe’s characters, though, are construed as dead bodies possessed by dead souls, per Tate’s 

description, or even live bodies possessed by dead souls of formerly alive human beings 

(Morella by her mother, Rowena by Ligeia, M. Valdemar by his own self, e.g.) Critics tend to 
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play a little too fast-and-loose with supernatural phenomena in their analysis, so scrutiny must be 

applied when analyzing Poe’s tales. Tate cannot be correct here because Poe’s Lucifer-figures do 

not seek to possess or control their victims, they seek to torture and destroy them, and to 

blindside them with their murderous deeds, in the same manner in which Cain slew the 

unsuspecting Abel, who had neither wronged his evil brother nor had reason to suspect the 

treachery afoot in store for himself. Roderick, Montresor, the unnamed narrators of “Imp,” 

“Heart,” and “Cat”—not a one of them ever suggests a desire to control or possess their victims.  

     The feature they all have in common, though, is the desire to torment and murder wholly 

innocent and unsuspecting victims; oftentimes, the victims are murdered by persons from whom 

they should have least expected treachery and most expected kindness, loyalty, and protection, 

either as a result of natural kinship (Roderick and Madeline in “Usher”), benefactor status (the 

old man and the servant in “Heart”), or marital commitment (the husband and the wife in “Cat”).  

     Tate expresses surprise in his having surveyed Poe criticism of the past two centuries and 

finding no sense of shock or outrage, or even surprise, that “Roderick Usher is in love with his 

sister” –but that is because he isn’t (85). In fact, he loathes her, because he is evil and she is not; 

evildoers cannot bear the sight of the good, for it serves as a heightened, constant reminder of 

their own souls’ hideousness / grotesquery / moral perversity / wickedness; they must seek to 

destroy the witnesses against their moral disfigurement, just as Dorian Gray slashes at the 

vileness depicted in his portrait in Oscar Wilde’s novel, and just as the Nazis sought to do away 

with the religious mirror of Judaism which revealed their contorted villainous natures.  

     Cain slays Abel because the wickedness of his own heart is magnified when contrasted to 

Abel’s righteous nature. Tate has fallen into the trap of believing that the Usher siblings’ 
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relationship is incestuous, by which he does not mean sexually (as most untenably Freudians do), 

but psychically or emotionally (85). This simply cannot be the case, for righteousness hath no 

part with belial, and Roderick cannot be said to have a true affinity with the sister he murders, for 

he does murder her; the statements which he provides to his visiting narrator about their 

imperceptible affinities are lies, for the Devil is a liar. He knows that she struggles in her tomb 

because he knows that he has buried her alive so as to make her suffer and die, not because he 

has some type of extrasensory connection to her as he has alleged.  

     It is in this (erroneous) context of Self-destructive possessiveness that Tate speaks of Poe’s 

use of fire as constituting a “double symbol,” in that it provides both light and is consumptive, or 

burns up objects whole: “It is overtly the ‘light’ of reason but as action it becomes the consuming 

fire of the abstract intellect, without moral significance, which invades the being of the beloved. 

It is the fire that, having illuminated, next destroys” (Tate 86).  

     But this simply cannot be an accurate assessment, at least not entirely, for flame is used by 

Poe to signify that which is infernal, as unnatural and inferior sources of lights (torches, 

flambeaux, lanterns, candles, as well as phosphorous, heat-glowing walls, lightning, and 

moonlight) are utilized in the tales to indicate the presence of a Lucifer-figure. Poe is not wholly 

anti-Enlightenment, for John Locke is to be counted amongst the preeminent British 

Enlightenment philosophers, and Poe’s narrator in “Usher” is the one who is the Lockean sane 

and moral rationalist, not Roderick, the latter character being the one associated with demonic 

flame. Moreover, Scripture describes God as consuming fire (Deut. 4:24, 9:3, Isa. 30:27-30, Heb. 

12:29), but also as a non-consuming fire, in the account of Moses and the burning bush (Exod. 

3:1-5 
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     What determines the connotation is who wields the flame; in the tales of “Usher,” “Hop-

Frog,” Cask,” “Imp,” “Heart,” and “Pit,” the source of the flame is controlled by the murderers, 

not the victims. But Tate is perhaps not too far from the mark that the symbol of flame, when 

associated with the profane and impious murderers, signifies a perverse absence of morality 

which ultimately destroys—not unlike the self-wrought deadly fates of which the sons of the 

priest Aaron were meted (Nadab and Abihu) for the sacrilegious act of placing “strange fire” on 

the altar of YHVH (Lev. 10:1-3).  

     Light without heat, though, is the intellect (or reason) without feeling (love), and that is 

always a formula for disaster. (The Enlightenment emphasis on reason is at the expense of 

emotion, and the Romantic emphasis on emotion is at the expense of reason; reason and emotion 

must be reconciled to one another and work conjointly, hence the first and greatest 

commandment involving love of God with all one’s heart and mind. Man is commanded therein 

also to love God with all his soul, a tripartite division which indicates that the soul is neither 

heart nor mind, but is a distinct entity; see Mt. 22:37-40.) 

     Tate next speaks to the “standard hyperaesthesia” of Poe characters, by which is meant a 

hypersensitivity to physical stimuli (e.g., Roderick in “Usher”), or at the very least the claim to 

as much (such as the case of the murderer in “Heart,” who claims to hear things even in the 

supernatural realms). Poe’s employment of hyperaesthesia serves the nominal function of 

suggesting Satan’s supernatural and superhuman abilities, and even may be said to demonstrate 

that extremes are dangerous, for mortification of the senses (hypoaesthesia) also signifies a 

grotesquery of the soul. Tate offers yet another explanation for this aspect of some of the tales, 
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suggesting that individuals whose lives are characterized by the world of sensation are souls 

operating by means of a materialist mechanism “apart from the moral consciousness” (86).  

     There may be some truth to this idea, for Tate says that mere sensation is distinguished from 

sensibility; if sensate abilities are hyperdeveloped, then human sensibility (compassion for and 

connection to others) is correlatively atrophied in these figures: “In terms of the small distinction 

that I am offering here, sensibility keeps us in the world; sensation locks us into the self, feeding 

upon the disintegration of objects and absorbing them into the void of the ego” (Tate 86-87). 

Precisely so.  

     The murderers have receded into moral states wherein they collapse in on themselves like 

black holes, destroying those who are drawn into their paths, into the void of the ego which 

moves to a state of isolation instead of communion with God and Man. Sensibility involves 

compassion for the Other (which keeps us connected to human society and to God), whereas 

sensation is merely Self-experiential; it is for this reason that Locke argues that no one can taste 

a pineapple for you. Sensibility is oriented outwards and upwards, but sensation is focused 

inwards, on understanding or making sense of that which is experienced in the sensate world. 

     Tate’s essay is organized around a central theme, the line from Eureka which he says has 

penetrated his consciousness and resurfaces periodically, in much the same way Daniel Hoffman 

speaks of Poe’s work having the effect of a recurring dripping faucet on his own mind, since it 

works in steady and subtle ways on both critics. The Poe sentence to which Tate refers is one of 

the more perplexing ones from Eureka, and one which has puzzled readers no doubt since it was 

first published: “‘In the original unity of the first thing lies the secondary cause of all things, with 

the germ of their inevitable annihilation’” (89 Poe Poe Poe).  
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     When one understands that Poe is mocking the Swedenborgian beliefs entertained by 

Emerson here, wherein Emerson himself eventually describes God as an entity to whom all 

things return in eventual annihilation, one can make perfect sense of the intentionally satirical 

statement. Instead, Tate mistakenly thinks it suggests the relationship of the Usher siblings, who 

were united in birth (in being twins) and who expire together, the house also collapsing on itself, 

thus signifying unity and annihilation (89). Tate has here become susceptible to the wrongful 

practice of reading Eureka as a sincerely-rendered pantheistic, pagan, or apostate treatise and 

then reading backwards into the tales for evidence of the beliefs expressed in Eureka. The beliefs 

expressed in Eureka are not Poe’s, but are a mockery of those beliefs with which he disagreed. It 

would be better practice, therefore, to read the anti-Transcendentalist, anti-pantheistic tales into 

Eureka, in order to better understand Eureka as being the derisive, parodic satire it really is. 

     Tate offers glimmers of cognizance of the moral aspect of Poe’s works:  

     The American case against Poe, until the first World War, rested upon his moral 

indifference, or his limited moral range. The range is limited, but there is no indifference; 

there is rather a compulsive, even a profound interest in a moral problem of universal 

concern. His contemporaries could see in the love stories neither the incestuous theme nor 

what it meant, because it was not represented literally. The theme and its meaning as I see 

them are unmistakable: the symbolic compulsion that drives through, and beyond, physical 

incest moves towards the extinction of the beloved’s will in complete possession, not of her 

body, but of her being; there is a reciprocal force, returning upon the lover, of self-

destruction. (85)                           

      

     Tate thinks Roderick desirous of Madeline’s “own otherness” (87).  But none of the villains  

want to objectify and possess their victims— they only want to remove the victims from the 

presence of their own evil eyes; each murderer refuses to cast out the eye which “offends” his or 

her soul, and chooses instead to put out the godly light which shines in the eye of the victim, an 

eye which must be put out because it penetrates the darkness of the villain and compels the 

Lucifer-figure to acknowledge its own wickedness.  
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     The perversity of evildoers is so great that it must shun any light cast upon it which reveals 

the truth of its own grotesque nature, just as the titular protagonist cannot bear the sight of the 

hideous state of his soul in Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray: Whereas evildoers cannot 

bear the sight of the good, they also cannot bear the sight of themselves. Moreover, they also 

cannot bear to be in the sight of the good, just as those who have committed great iniquities 

without repenting, who, at the time of the apocalypse and before the final white throne judgment 

of God, beg the mountains and rocks to hide them from the face of God (Rev. 6:16), who is 

Goodness Himself and not merely good—so says C.S. Lewis in The Great Divorce (1945). 

(Thomas Aquinas reasons likewise in Summa Contra Gentiles when he states: “There is but one 

good; that is God.”) The only reciprocity involved in the murder of an Other is that murder 

amounts to suicide (a notion more clearly spelled out in “William Wilson”), for seeing ourselves 

in the face of others means that our fellow man is the one’s self in a truly holy construct, per the 

second greatest commandment. 

     Tate can surprise his readers with how unapologetically direct and authoritative his 

assessments are, for he states: “Another sort of conjecture seems to me more profitable: that in 

the history of the moral imagination in the nineteenth century Poe occupies a special place. No 

other writer in England or the United States, or, so far as I know, in France, went so far as Poe in 

his vision of dehumanized man” (89). In terms of “moral imagination,” I strongly suspect that 

Poe is not only a moralist, but is the most moral of fiction authors of his American predecessors 

and contemporaries—more so than even Brockden Brown, Hawthorne, or Melville, especially 

since Poe was drawing on an aesthetic tradition of morality which dated back centuries, to the 
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Classical and Italian Renaissance periods, and not scriptural tradition alone, that which the other 

American authors relied upon for their works. Tate apparently disagrees, for he says of Poe: 

     In spite of an early classical education and a Christian upbringing, he wrote as if the 

experience of these traditions had been lost: he was well ahead of his time. He could not 

relate his special reality to a wider context of insights—a discipline that might have 

disciplined his prose. From the literary point of view he combined the primitive and the 

decadent: primitive, because he had neither the history nor the historical sense; decadent, 

because he was the conscious artist of an intensity which lacked moral perspective. (93, 

emphasis mine) 

 

     Tate cannot here be correct, not the least of which for the reason that Poe, more so than the 

other authors, never lost sight of those traditions; Hawthorne and Melville, to be sure, are not 

concerned with the Classical tradition embraced by the British Neoclassicists and Poe. Whereas 

those other American writers each dealt with individual characters who succumb to their 

wickedness, recognizing the peril in which personal souls are placed as a result of unchecked 

Self-love and Self-righteousness, Poe recognized the “wider context” of the peril of supreme 

“sovereignty of the Self” as spreading to the entirety of human existence, jeopardizing the 

material and spiritual welfare of human society, putting at risk all of Man and the World. The 

infection of sin is given license to act without the restraint provided by the two greatest 

commandments of Scripture, and its spread or contagion results in tragic and utter Self-wrought 

annihilation of body and soul—whether in the individual or in corporate humanity; the Lucifer-

figure tales speak to the first phenomenon, and the apocalyptic tales speak to the latter one. 

     Poe’s apocalyptic dialogues are concerned with the fate of the entirety of humanity in both 

the here and the hereafter, which is why they emphasize: the logical necessity of preserving 

the hierarchy of Scripture; acknowledgement of the distinctness of the triad of biblical entities 

(God, Man, and the World); and humble repentance and submission to the Moral Law and 
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will of God, He who retains exclusive right as supreme authority of good and evil, as spelled 

out in the textual integrity of Scripture. Poe, then, wrote in the largest of all possible contexts, 

for one cannot widen one’s context larger than a due regard for the mortal welfare and 

preservation of all of humanity, and the preservation of the everlasting loving relationship with 

God, which (at least in a Christian view) ensures its immortal welfare and preservation in the 

eternity. 

3.6 The Man Who Would Be King: Eric W. Carlson 

 

“If critics say your work stinks it's because they want it to stink and they can make it stink, 

 by scaring you into conformity with their comfortable little standards.  

Standards so low that they can no longer be considered ‘dangerous’ 

 but set in place in their compartmental understandings.”502 

 

   Unfortunately for Poe criticism, though, errors of considerable magnitude surface in even the 

most eminent or “ablest” of Poe critics, in the works of seasoned veterans who should know 

better than to apply misguided templates to Poe’s texts in furtherance of their own dubious 

hypotheses. I speak now of Eric W. Carlson’s transcribed lecture from 1972, “Poe on the Soul of 

Man,” given by him as guest of honor in celebration of the fiftieth anniversary of the 

establishment of the Edgar Allen Poe Society of Baltimore. When an unknown or insignificant 

critic missteps, the reader must cringe his or her way through the flawed or mistaken text, and 

therein put an end to his or her suffering. But, when the critic is widely known and highly-

esteemed, such as is the case with Carlson, the errors are magnified and refracted a thousand 

times over, resulting in a mountain of cringeworthy criticism which cannot be avoided (the work 

of the “thousand profound scholars” whom Poe says must be called to the carpet). 

     This is not an overstatement, for the persuasive articulation of a critical assessment can have 

long-lasting repercussions for literary criticism and therefore an audience’s perception of an 
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author; F.O. Matthiessen’s American Renaissance, M.H. Abrams The Mirror and the Lamp, 

Allen Tate’s The Forlorn Demon, Cleanth Brooks’ and Robert Penn Warren’s Understanding 

Poetry, T.S. Eliot’s essay “Tradition and the Individual Talent,” Jacques Derrida’s Of 

Grammatology, Stanley Fish’s Is There a Text in This Class?—all of these works have exerted 

lasting influence on literary criticism and on the ways which literature is taught, for decades, 

even.  

     We are still suffering from the pernicious effects of some of these works, both in academia 

and beyond the confines of the classroom; education impacts the general culture, which means 

there is much at stake when the humanities run afoul of their moral obligations to shape a better, 

more humane world. The Nazis who planned the “Final Solution” were highly-educated men 

with degrees from top German universities, many of them in the humanities disciplines, and they 

perverted “the important cultural work” which the humanities are intended to do, as the New 

Historical critic Jane Tompkins would argue. Carlson is quoted or noted repeatedly in Poe 

criticism, and is the only Poe scholar of whom I am aware is credited with editing two 

anthologies of critical essays on Poe, at least in the English language. 

      Following his 1972 lecture here analyzed, a veritable spate of Psychoanalytical essays on Poe 

manifested on the critical scene, for he had helped to “legitimize” their preposterous 

interpretations and shoddy and superficial analyses. This is not to state that he was guilty of as 

much himself to such an extreme, but he started the ball rolling downhill, and it picked up mass 

and speed as it proceeded thereafter; Poe criticism has not yet recovered from the disorienting 

blow he delivers with this well-known and oft-cited lecture. 
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          The Edgar Allan Poe Society of Baltimore is an organization which, to this day, invites 

guest speakers on an annual basis to address fellow Poe devotees at an academic venue. It is 

reckoned a special honor to be selected as the featured speaker on the commemorative “big” 

anniversaries, and all lecturers chosen are alleged to be given by “noted Poe scholars”.  

     Not only does the event essentially guarantee that there will be some new Poe analysis or 

documentation presented every year, the opportunity proves a boon to the selected speaker, for it 

grants the lecturer an immediate, international platform on which to make his or her thoughts 

known, and it helps the speaker to become a familiar name among contemporary scholars and 

critics of Poe and his works. Carlson’s speech proved to have a considerable impact on Poe 

criticism, and not necessarily for the better, since, by pushing psychological readings under the 

pretense of a moral rubric, he veered analyses of Poe’s works in the wrong direction, a 

misguided diversion from which it still has not entirely recovered. 

     Carlson begins his lecture with the supposition that Poe has not yet been discussed “as a poet 

of the soul”; he concludes it with an attestation, that being that Poe’s “pervasive theme” is a 

depiction or rendering of “the absolute Soul”.  His conclusion must be rejected, for it smacks 

entirely too much of Emerson’s conception of “the Over-Soul,” which hearkens to Emerson’s 

1841 essay by that name. In that essay, Emerson advocates precisely the opposite of the 

traditional biblical grounding of ethics to which Poe held, to wit, the Kantian-inspired urging of 

his readers to follow their individual wills instead of conforming to the traditional (scriptural) 

source and understanding of that which is true, beautiful, good—and, I would add, holy. Writes 

Emerson:  

     The Supreme Critic on the errors of the past and the present, and the only prophet of 

that which must be, is that great nature in which we rest, as the earth lies in the soft arms 
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of the atmosphere; that Unity, that Over-soul, within which every man's particular being is 

contained and made one with all other; that common heart, of which all sincere 

conversation is the worship, to which all right action is submission; that overpowering 

reality which confutes our tricks and talents, and constrains every one to pass for what he 

is, and to speak from his character, and not from his tongue, and which evermore tends to 

pass into our thought and hand, and become wisdom, and virtue, and power, and beauty. 

We live in succession, in division, in parts, in particles. Meantime within man is the soul 

of the whole; the wise silence; the universal beauty, to which every part and particle is 

equally related; the eternal ONE. (“The Over-Soul”) 

 

     This is the very sentiment which Poe parodies, with mockingly derisive intent, in his 

depiction of phenomenon in his 1848 Eureka; it likely has its origin, in part, in the philosophy of 

Friedrich Schelling, with his theory of the multiplicity of the One in his doctrine of personal 

identity, as well as in the Spinozist Pantheism embraced by many German thinkers. Poe never 

held to the belief that Man would become God, or that Man could be equal to God, or that Man 

could be one with Nature (the World), or that God could be one with Nature, seeing that God is 

supranatural.  

     Carlson mentions two books which came out the year of his speech, which he claims 

document a then-changing of the climate, in terms of our opinions regarding Poe—René Dubos’ 

A God Within (Scribner’s, 1972) and Theodore Roszak’s Where the Wasteland Ends: Politics 

and Transcendence in Post-Industrial Society (Doubleday, 1972). In describing their works, 

Carlson summarizes: 

     Both writers advocate the new counterculture as a solution to, or escape from, our post-

industrial society, which they regard as a wasteland of lives devitalized by feelings of 

nihilism, alienation, and absurdity, by depersonalized science and religion, and by a 

technocracy which thrives at the expense of beauty. In broad outline, this diagnosis is very 

much like the one Poe published in 1841, and so is the prescription. To recover our “visionary 

powers and energies of transcendence,” Roszak, like Poe, advocates a new religion, a new 

romantic sense of life, to bring about “a turning point in the deepest seat of consciousness.” A 

rhapsodic, transcendent “sacramental consciousness” can be achieved, Roszak maintains, 

only through myth, dream, participation in nature, religious renewal, and the “symbolic play” 

of language. (Carlson “Poe on the Soul”) 
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     Well, yes and no. The one thing which the early 1970s and the mid-1800’s had in common 

was a burgeoning counterculture thrust which sought to cast off traditional biblical ethics and 

social norms. (Not that this isn’t a phenomenon which repeats itself throughout history; the 

German Sturm-und-Drangers may be characterized in this vein, as may be the French 

Revolutionaries, and the Italian Futurists, and the German Expressionists. In words made famous 

by Henry Brook Adams, “Young men have a passion for regarding their elders as senile.”)  

     But Poe was counter to the increasingly apostate counterculture, and he was not preoccupied 

with the post-industrial aspect of modernity, as were many European authors of his time, for the 

rapid and dramatic transformation of Old Europe to a place of sprawling and cramped urban 

centers was a greater shock on the system which had been there in place for centuries. (Roszak 

typically is credited with coining the term “counterculture,” but, really, whereas the term might 

be newer, the phenomenon is not; arguably, it is reminiscent of Nietzsche’s concept of 

“kulturkampf” or “culture struggle,” about which famed literary critic Isaiah Berlin had written in 

his 1965 Mellon lecture series recorded by the BBC and published later in The Roots of 

Romanticism.)  

     Whereas Poe surely would have mourned nihilism, alienation, absurdity, the depersonalizing 

effects of science and apostate religion, and other societal aspects which thrived at the expense of 

beauty, his prescription for remedy of such things would have differed greatly: Poe  consistently 

pointed his readers back to the authority of Scripture, and to the embrace of the two greatest 

commandments as the ultimate means by which human society should be guided and redeemed. 

Poe advocates no new religion, no romanticism, no transcendence founded in consciousness, but, 
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rather, an authentic life whose deepest seat rests in an unrepentant conscience (wisdom as 

reverence for God and one’s fellow man). 

      Poe does not write so as to suggest that the path to human salvation lies in myth, dreams, 

participation in nature, (apostate) religious renewal, and symbolic play of language; in point of 

fact, these are the very things he condemns for their contribution to the blasphemy and confusion 

(“obscurity” was his favored term, in describing the Transcendentalists) resulting from the 

confluence of currents comprising the counterculture whose disastrous tsunamic tide he 

endeavored to stem. Carlson is not incorrect when he notes such trends of Poe’s day, but he is 

almost entirely incorrect in ascertaining Poe’s position and tack in contending with them. 

“Almost,” that is, because Carlson rightly notes, “For Poe, God is not dead” (“Poe on the Soul”). 

But Carlson only states as much because he thinks Poe unable to dispense of God if Man is 

going to become one with God. 

     Speaking in 1972, Carlson enumerates a plethora of contra-biblical movements which 

characterize the 1960s, now seen in retrospect: 

    In the past ten years we have witnessed a widespread interest in mystical religion and 

philosophy, transcendental meditation, varieties of psychedelic experience, ESP and other 

psychic phenomena; in the occult and in primitive cultures; in the Black experience with its 

special emphasis on “soul”; in psychotherapy, sensitivity training, and the human potential 

movement; in humanistic or Third-Force psychology, with its “peak experiences” and “self-

actualization”; and in the Women’s Liberation movement, with its new psychology and 

rationale for women’s sex and psyche — possibly of first importance in understanding Poe’s 

deep and mysterious women characters, who are far more powerful than his men. Simply to 

read such a list is to sense that a certain semantic barrier has come down, and that some new 

pattern of ideas, feelings, and values has emerged, making it possible for many readers to 

approach Poe and other Romantic writers with a new interest and seriousness. And we need to 

be reminded, too, that Poe lived in the Heyday of Spiritualism — the title of a recent volume 

by Slater Brown — a period of experiment in the human psychic potential engaging the 

serious interest of scientists, clergy, and psychologists, as well as the general public. (“Poe on 

the Soul”) 
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     And why shouldn’t such phenomena come to pass, given their germ in the 

Kantian/Emersonian vaunting of self-derived values, taken root and sprouted into Postmodern 

pandemonium? In their self-reveling celebrations of the “Sovereignty of the Self,” as so 

adamantly proclaimed by Stephen Pearl Adams? (This is not to suggest that the inclusion of 

minority studies is not an important development, in which their contributions and significance 

in fleshing out the fuller picture of human history and development are brought to bear on 

cultural and academic discussions, but is meant to indicate merely that exchanging one severely 

distorted emphasis for another does not benefit mankind.  

     The swapping of grotesque lenses still results in grotesqueries, therefore robbing Peter to pay 

Paul—or Martha—always leaves someone in the role of victim and another person in the role of 

villain; it is not a workable model for either academia or the gain of humanity.) Carlson indicates 

that such cultural rumblings enable readers of Poe to approach Poe’s works with their own 

templates—but Poe himself, as a seminal New Critic, would never agree to such an approach. 

Moreover, Poe was not a Romantic writer, as argued elsewhere in this paper, for his attitudes 

about the themes in his works shared with many Romantic authors (madness, guilt, depravity, 

etc.) differed entirely from that of the German models with which he is often associated.  

     As for the final redemptive means by which Poe allegedly conveyed his own thoughts and 

feelings, that of “symbolic play,” Carlson’s language here seems to draw on the ridiculous 

arguments of the “Franco-Prussian” critics and philosophers against whom Hirsch rightly rails, 

for that is a concept advanced by French theorists Jacques Derrida and Jacques Lacan, and others 

of their ilk. In this framework, a symbol may signify any number of things, as determined by 

readers (the ridiculous theory advanced in Fish’s Reader-Responsim), regardless of the author’s 
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deliberate, limited, specific intended association of symbol and meaning (or signifier and 

signified, if one sticks to the terminology).  

     But Carlson does not hold to this critical construct when he divides his analysis of Poe’s 

oeuvre into three chronological categories, for a truly Deconstructionist analysis would have 

utilized all the same tales and shown how the symbols within them could be read in three entirely 

different ways. Instead, Carlson divides the tales according to three categories which he thinks 

betray what he calls, “three major phases or perspectives in his work as a whole,” which, taken 

together, he believes provide “the best approach to the nature and significance of the soul in 

Poe’s writings” (“Poe on the Soul”). These three major categories he titles “The Lost Eden,” 

“The Murder Tales,” and “The Transcendental Psyche,” and even though he groups them 

chronologically, he does allow that there is some overlap to them, and that they are not mutually 

exclusive. 

     The first grouping of works he situates within the years 1827 to 1831, the earliest of Poe’s 

known writing years; this period is marked, he thinks, by “a Neoplatonic and Pastoral vision 

taking the form of ‘dreams’ or ‘memories’ of a lost paradise or Eden,” adding of it that, “Poe’s 

Edenic and Neoplatonic vision of Man served both as a source of inspiration and as a reminder 

of loss. The ‘mythopoeic mentality’ of the Jungian memory-dream poems carried over into the 

poems of 1831” (“Poe on the Soul”). As this period is one for a long time neglected by Poe 

critics (none of his major tales or critical works were penned during it), it is one which did not 

constitute the major focus of research for this paper; Carlson himself spends almost no time 

whatsoever discussing this period (a mere two paragraphs, which mention Poe’s poems “Al 

Araaf” and “Tamerlane”), and quickly transitions to discussion of the secondary period. 
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      (As to whether or not he is correct, given Poe’s biblically-grounded rejection of the 

Neoplatonism embraced by the American Transcendentalists, it seems unlikely that this is an 

accurate description of Poe’s early works. Still, even if such elements are present in the works of 

Poe’s youth, it is just as likely that they are employed to disparage the tenets they espouse, in the 

same way Eureka and the apocalyptic dialogues do; Carlson might be entirely correct about their 

presence, but entirely mistaken about their intended signification, as he is in analyses of the 

remaining periods he addresses. Much closer scrutiny of those other works is beyond the 

intended purview of this paper, and given Carlson’s appeal to reader-imbued signification, he 

does not seem much to care what Poe intended; by that token or standard, why, then, should we 

care what he intends? Is turnabout not fair play?) 

     The subsequent chronological period Carlson brackets off is roughly a decade, being the years 

1831 through 1841. To these works, he grants the title “Existentialist Fables of the Human 

Condition,” offering that some few of them even go so far as to “view death as a comfort to the 

soul, even a kind of transfiguration” (“Poe on the Soul”). Carlson’s proof? Curiously, the 

disparity of outcomes witnessed in two of Poe’s seafaring tales, “Ms. Found in a Bottle” (1833) 

and “A Descent into the Maelström” (1841)—although, oddly enough, Carlson sees them as 

having a common theme, for he writes that, in both stories, “the hero overcomes and transforms 

his terror through a will to survive, a sense of wonder and awe, and an intense ‘curiosity’ to 

know the ultimate truth of the human condition. In this psycho-ontological experience, death is 

less a finality than a boundary condition that leads to a discovery” (“Poe on the Soul”). 

      But Carlson is clearly confused, for this description does not apply to both narrators. In 

“Bottle,” the hero does not survive, is a fatal victim of his own supreme willfulness, and displays 
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only intense curiosity—and not about the ultimate truth of the human condition, at that, but about 

a natural phenomenon which leads to his impious demise. The narrator in “Descent,” on the 

other hand, humbles himself  in a “hurried prayer” before the majestic and terrific God of Nature, 

exhibits the requisite wonder and awe which recognize the might and glory of God, and was 

never preoccupied with asserting his will in combatting his terror; that which made the greatest 

internal impact on him was the sorrow he confesses he experienced in watching his beloved 

brothers descend into acting selfishly during the deadly squall.  

     The depiction of the perilous nature of seafaring is the only thing the tales share in common, 

for the two men respond entirely differently to the comparable circumstances in which they find 

themselves—proving the point that our characters are not only shaped by our circumstances, but 

are revealed by them as well.503 In “Bottle.,” the narrator is never the least bit concerned for the 

safety of his shipmates, whereas in “Descent,” the narrator is always first and most concerned 

with the safety of his shipmates. 

     Carlson describes but fails to distinguish the vast differences between the manner in which 

the two narrators respond to their terrifying circumstances; the narrator of “Descent” realizes that 

the abyss is a wonderful “manifestation of God’s power,” and sees the moonlight as “a flood of 

golden glory,” whereas the narrator of “Bottle” never moves from a state of terror to one of 

humble awe. In fact, he describes his mere sensations as “horrors” instead of terrors, but horror is 

an ex post facto phenomenon; dread is anticipatory or predictive, terror is immediate and present, 

and horror is contemplative or reactive. (He has, therefore, either perverted the meaning of the 

term, or, more likely, has come to a realization that he will face divine judgment soon, 
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approaching the natural phenomenon which will ensure his death; his might be the vision of the 

impious Kurtz in Joseph Conrad’s novel—one of Death, Judgment, Heaven, and Hell.) 

      Whereas the narrator in “Descent” mumbles a hurried prayer, knowing full well that his will 

is insufficient to save him, the last words of the narrator of “Bottle” are instead merely “oh 

God!” The difference between the two is the difference between mere knowledge (for all will 

come to acknowledge the existence and superiority of God) and wisdom, which Scripture relates 

begins with the fear/reverence of the LORD, such as that demonstrated on the part of the narrator 

in “Descent,” for we do not pray to ourselves to be saved (Prov. 9:10). The physical means to 

salvation, in Poe’s tales (“Descent” or “Pit,” e.g.) is the same means to spiritual salvation, 

humbling one’s self and calling on the name of the LORD; for Poe, the physical action of the 

tales serve as signification of metaphysical realities. 

     Carlson’s final assessment, disparities aside, is that, “there was no reply or recognition from 

above, assuming God to be in his heaven. In this and the other cosmic fables, Man seems an 

alien, fatefully in but not of the Universe — a major theme in the Existentialist literature of our 

own time” (“Poe on the Soul”). Except the hurried prayer of “Descent” is answered; the narrator 

of “Bottle” never humbles himself before God, and therefore he perishes. (Carlson seems too 

overlook the fact that “No” is an answer, too, even if it is one which displeases or disadvantages 

us.)  

     Carlson is guilty of the obscuring language which Poe attributed to the American 

Transcendentalists, for when Carlson uses the word “Universe” here, it is unclear if he means 

merely the natural world or the added (not collapsed) entities of God, Man, and the World. Poe 

would never see Man as being alien to the second triad, and he would certainly never agree with 



916 

any pagan Pantheism which construes Man as part of Nature, as part of the World, for such a 

position is squarely at odds with his biblically-grounded beliefs. Because he entirely misreads 

the differences in these two tales, Carlson confidently-yet-erroneously asserts that “Poe’s 

existentialism” constitutes a “new and exciting discovery” in scholarly examination of his works, 

averring that most of Poe’s writings between 1831 and 1841 fit this description, therefore 

contributing to his being perceived as “very modern” (“Poe on the Soul”).  

     (Of course, Postmodern criticism doesn’t acknowledge the possibility of misreading texts; if 

nothing can be proven to be true, then nothing can be proven to be false—or at least that is the 

cockamamie argument it puts forth…as being true! Oh, the irony of it all calls to mind C.S. 

Lewis’ point that sane men can recognize insanity, whereas insane men cannot recognize 

sanity...nor insanity, it appears.) 

     It should be here stated firmly and unequivocally that Poe had nothing in common with the 

tenets of the French-led Existentialists of the twentieth century; the despair and atheism which 

characterize the purposeless absurdism of Albert Camus and Jean-Paul Sartre, for example, 

cannot be reconciled with the staunch theistic stance adopted by Poe, nor with his insistence that 

meaningful relationships with God and our fellow man should characterize human society. 

Carlson, at least, seems to perceive a differentiating quality in the mindset of these 

fundamentally contrarian authors, for he says that, even if Poe means to suggest that Man stands 

alone (which Poe doesn’t), alienated from God and Nature in his confrontation with Nothingness 

(although how one can be alienated from a God who doesn’t exist is tricky business), Poe’s 

terrors do not lead to Existential Absurdism because, as mentioned earlier, for Poe, he says God 

is not dead (“Poe on the Soul”). So what does Carlson mean by referring to such works as 
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“Existential Fables of the Human Condition,” if the atheistic absurdism is not what he has in 

mind? 

     Nothing more than the presence of Existentialist themes—which, of course, does not mean 

that Poe’s attitude about such themes corresponds with the positions of Camus and Sartre. (A 

quick Internet search reveals that Martin Heidegger, G.F.W. Hegel, Friedrich Nietzsche, and 

Søren Kierkegaard are lumped into this category. Kierkegaard is typically included because of 

his addressing despair and fear, but unlike the other authors, he was not an atheist, and was, in 

fact, quite pro-Christian, even when he was anti-religious institution, as he was discomfited by 

the conduct of the Danish Church.)  

     Carlson enumerates these themes as being “man condemned by inexorable death, time, 

Nothingness, and an indifferent or malevolent God” (“Poe on the Soul”). Need it here be said 

that not one of these themes apply to the tales which Carlson discusses? That none of them apply 

to Poe’s other works of this period? To say that man is condemned by something suggests that 

there is a volition at work in the condemnatory element—that there is an agency involved which 

may be ascribed to an agent. But death, time, and Nothingness are not cognizant entities, 

therefore they can condemn no one; at best, Man is subjected or exposed to them, but his fate is 

never beholden to wills which they do not possess—except in a pantheistic, animism construct 

which Poe rejected. God does not condemn those who humble themselves before Him, as seen in 

“Descent,” so Carlson is not even correct in reading such themes into Poe’s works.  

     How can a God which Existentialists do not acknowledge exists be described as indifferent or 

malevolent? The short answer is that He cannot, which means Carlson is here guilty of greater 

“obscurity” in language, for the Existentialists thought of the Universe as a purely material, non-
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sentient and therefore indifferent entity, not God. As for malevolence, the Existentialists 

acknowledged the existence of forces in the natural and social world which could be described as 

destructive, but the word “malevolence” always indicates a malicious desire to harm, and 

therefore an attendant will or volition; it simply does not conform to the Existentialist framework 

or vocabulary, thus Carlson’s use of the term is puzzling herein.  

     Most importantly, though, in the Christian framework in which Poe writes, no one condemns 

Man but Man himself; God creates Man, reveals Himself to Man, and redeems Man to Himself, 

and all for the express purpose of making possible loving relationships with Him and between 

our fellow man. In the Christian worldview of Poe, God is both Lord and Savior, titles which 

refute meaninglessness and malevolence. (In the Jewish model postulated by Franz Rosenzweig, 

Man has a role in redeeming the World, but in a strictly Christian understanding of the symbol of 

the “Star of David,” God creates Man and the World (the World being created for Man to 

inhabit), God reveals Himself to Man (both directly and through His creation, the World), and 

God redeems Man and the World to Himself (according to the renewal of the Earth and the 

eternal salvation enacted per the Book of Revelation); see the graphic representation of the 

tangential phenomena below (Fig. 3.1), which illustrates the matrix of confluence. The glory and 

selfless sacrificial burden are entirely God’s in the Christian context, and Man is but the 

beneficiary of the beneficent God. This understanding of the ontological symbol does not free 

Man from his obligation to his fellow men, for God calls upon mankind to model itself after 

Himself, and biblical authors exhorted their brethren to model themselves on men who model 

themselves after Christ. See, e.g., Lev. 11:44-45, Lev. 19:2,  Lev. 20:7, Lev. 20:26, Lev. 21:8, 
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Deut. 23:14, Thess. 1:6-7, Heb. 13:7, 1 Cor. 4:16, 1 Cor. 11:1, 1 Pet. 2:21, Phil. 3:17, Phil. 4:9, 2 

Thess. 3:9, 1 Tim. 4:12, Titus 2:7, and 1 Pet. 1:16.) 

 

Figure 3.1: The Ontological Representation of “The Star of Redemption” 

     Carlson refers to the mariner tales he discusses as “cosmic allegories” which dramatize “the 

destiny of Man,” and he compares them to Melville’s grand novel of a decade later, Moby-Dick, 

in that the protagonists of both authors are driven—Ahab by a will to power (to conquer Nature) 

and Poe’s by a will to survive (“Poe on the Soul”). This argument makes no sense, and not 

simply because Poe’s protagonists in the seafaring tales do not evidence a will to survive: The 

narrator of “Bottle” casts all caution aside in pursuit of knowledge of the natural phenomenon, 

and the narrator of “Descent” both humbly resigns himself to Nature’s God, and is more 

concerned with the welfare of his brothers than with his own safety, for he jumps into the 

turbulent waters to rescue the brother who has fallen overboard, and he later yields the presumed 

position of safety to him when the man endeavors to pry the narrator loose from it. Carlson isn’t 
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wrong when he says that the sea voyages are not merely melodramatic catastrophes, but have 

“allegorical, moral, and anagogic dimensions of meaning”—but he is entirely mistaken in what 

he perceives them to be.  

     Carlson thinks the aforementioned Existentialist themes he outlines are to be found, in 

varying degrees, in a few other tales, including “Pit,” which he mistakenly sees as entailing a 

narrator whose will to survive “is rewarded” by an outstretched hand—except the narrator is 

saved once he surrenders the notion that he can save himself, and is then rescued by grace, which 

is unmerited (and here unexpected) favor. Immediately after this confused misreading of the tale, 

Carlson adds: “Otherwise, throughout this tale, too, man is seen as condemned by man’s 

inhumanity to man, almost overcome by a ‘sickness unto death’ in his confrontation with the 

Abyss. In “The Masque of the Red Death,” also 1842, the idea of mortality interposes 

impressively when the ebony clock tolls out each hour as the gay masquerade of life whirls 

madly on, indifferent to Time and Death” (“Poe on the Soul”).  

     This is a jumble of ideas, and none of them speak to Existentialist themes. Man’s inhumanity 

to his fellow man does not hearken to the notion that the Universe is indifferent to human 

suffering: Camus’ novel L’Etranger shows that indifference for our fellow man can lead to 

human suffering, because the protagonist, Meursault, is indifferent to the tragedies and sorrow he 

has visited upon the other characters in the novel; the book ends with some of the most famous 

lines of all Western literature, in which Meursault, awaiting his execution for the murder he has 

committed, confesses that he laid his heart open to “the benign indifference of the Universe”. 

Except indifference is anathema to benignity, for apathy paves the way to barbarism, as 
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witnessed in the spectacular failure of the Gentile world to the respond with impassioned “moral 

energy” to the travesties and horrors of the Holocaust.  

     The manner in which Man is condemned by his inhumanity to his fellow man lies in his 

rejection of the embrace of the two greatest commandments of Scripture, the panacea which Poe 

advocated. The narrator of “Pit” does not suffer from an Existentialist “sickness unto death” in 

his confrontation of a metaphysical Abyss; he suffers from literal food poisoning which causes 

him to pass out, and from legitimately-induced fears resulting from confrontation of the physical 

realities of a dungeon pit. The Existentialist emotional or spiritual despair about which 

Kierkegaard wrote does not apply to a situation wherein the narrator has veritable cause to 

despair of bodily torment and death.  

     And how, for the love of God, does the unrelenting mortality of Man, his material subjection 

to the indifferent twin phenomenon of “Time and Death,” make “Masque” an “Existentialist 

Fable of the Human Condition”? Poe is not concerned with the human condition, least of all the 

Existentialist one of mere bodily existence in a purely material world, in which Man must 

respond to the challenges of an allegedly meaningless and purposeless world. Instead, Poe’s 

“fables” are concerned with human nature, with the inherent wickedness of Man and the means 

by which it can be corrected or made upright, the two greatest commandments of Scripture. 

     Carlson transitions from his discussion of the mistakenly-labelled “Existentialist Fables” to 

the category of the “Murder Tales,” written during the chronological period of 1841 through 

1844. If, he says, the earlier tales depict “the Spirit of Man confronted by death,” whether as 

finality or discovery of the undiscovered country, then these later stories, more so than any 

others, “have identified Poe with the pathological and the psychotic, and thus as lacking 
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humanity and soul” (“Poe on the Soul”). Stated this way, it means that these are the tales which 

led people to identify Poe with the mad and murderous characters about which he wrote, 

although this is simply a matter of poor phrasing on Carlson’s part, for that is not what he here 

suggests. Instead, Carlson means to indicate that Poe comes to be associated with these themes 

and depictions of characters which fit the bill, as Carlson then refers to them as “studies of the 

demonic self and the pathology of crime and confession” (“Poe on the Soul”).  

     Well, yes and no. What makes the characters “demonic” is their grotesque Self-ishness, and 

the fact that, in the commission of their crimes, they are modelled on the Devil. Carlson states 

that the tales do not reveal the “root causes” of the disorientation and violence depicted in the 

murder tales (many of which are Lucifer-figure tales, which excludes the detective fictions). But 

Poe is actually quite insistent and consistent in the factors he attributes to the madness and 

murders, the first resulting from the second. The murders are the result of human perversity, of 

innate human wickedness which seeks to cast off the straightening effects of God’s dual-rodded 

Law of Love, the two greatest commandments.  

     The madness which follows the murders are indicative of the utter collapse into radical 

subjectivity, in which instances the protagonists are no longer tethered to objective reality; no 

tether to God and Man, no ordered mind or heart. (“Cask” presents a unique spin on this question 

of insanity, addressed elsewhere in this paper.) How can we condemn “demonic “behavior, but 

not acknowledge the root of that conduct as being the innate wickedness of Man? External 

conditions cannot be made the sole causation, for all of human history throughout all the world, 

in all its varied conditions and stressors, exhibits this universal quality of Man. Radical 

subjectivity not only leads to radical evil, it is a form of radical wickedness in-and-of-itself. 
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     Despite the fact that no murders constitute part of its plot, Carlson beings his discussion of 

this category by pointing to Poe’s “Colloquy,” in which is described the evil which befell 

mankind having led to its total self-wrought annihilation (for it is not divine judgment 

responsible for the death of Man and the World, but German Idealism taken to its logical 

conclusion). Carlson identifies the “leading evil knowledge” of which the titular character speaks 

as being, “abstract rationalism which, along with the mechanical arts, has led to ‘the blind 

neglect’ of ‘Taste’ in the schools” (“Poe on the Soul”). Well, yes and no. If by abstract 

rationalism he means specifically German Idealism’s grotesque emphasis on human reason in the 

grounding of ethics which was anathema to Poe, then yes. (Except, of course, he doesn’t mean 

this at all, based on the arguments of the remainder of the lecture.)  

     And, no, Poe is not condemning the mechanical arts and faulting them for blind neglect of 

Taste; what he is condemning is the post-Kantian ideology of Schiller, who extolled the virtues 

of “the Arts” as the means by which human salvation could be achieved, that being the titular 

protagonist’s lament. Poe has no myopic beef against the mechanical arts, but he opposes an 

unhealthy emphasis on them (being a grotesquery of focus) at the expense of fulfilling the two 

greatest commandments; cultural artifacts cannot save Man, only the loving regard for Others is 

able to do so. The “leading evil knowledge” of which Poe’s character laments in the “Colloquy” 

is the substitution of Kant’s Positivist Enlightenment credo of “Sapere Aude!”—“Dare to 

know!”—in place of the classical moral aestheticism of Horace, wherein “sapere” involved 

knowing the difference between good and evil, which is to say, in developing a conscience [good 

moral sense being the true font of poetry], which is knowledge of good and evil—discerning 
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between the two, not defining them, as the latter is the case in the Kantian context. (See endnote 

244 for the analysis of Homer’s “Recte sapere”.)504 

     Poe does not use the word “Taste” in this apocalyptic dialogue to indicate “mere” aesthetics 

(as in superficial beauty), but he employs the word in terms of the moral appeal to duty (what 

Poe calls “Moral Sense”) by aspiring to build a connection to the Divine or supernal God, who is 

Beauty itself, just as He is Truth and Goodness themselves. Carlson reminds his audience that in 

Poe’s day, the metaphysical “world of the mind”—as opposed to the physical world of the 

brain—was construed as a “delicate balance” of Intellect, Taste, and Moral Sense, and that 

anything which upsets this delicate balance disrupts the whole of one’s being (“Poe on the 

Soul”).  It is the disruption of this delicate balance which constitutes the grotesqueries, or 

exaggerated imbalances, of Poe’s murderous Lucifer-figures, all of whom exhibit perverted wills 

which emphasize Intellect (some are quite proud of their cleverness and boast of their cunning—

e.g., the narrators of “Cask,” “Heart,” and “Imp”) at the expense of Taste (an appeal to the 

humanity of their victims), resulting in a distortion so profound that it causes them to disregard 

their Moral Sense (or duty) to abide by the two greatest commandments. Historically, as 

discussed elsewhere in this paper, aesthetics and morality were not divorced from one another, 

and Poe holds to this tradition. 

     Carlson says of them that these tales are really studies in the soul of man—and here alone 

does he seem to be on point. But within the very next breath, after noting their violence and 

sadism (for the Lucifer-figures love to torment their victims), he slides into pseudo-

psychological gibberish, for he says of the 1839 tale “William Wilson” that the murderer suffers 

an identity crisis, and that his “Moral Sense” manifests as an imaginary projected double, to wit: 
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“This ‘other’ is neither a superego nor an id, but, to judge by the following passage, a latent, 

primal Self” (“Poe on the Soul”). If this is an accurate reading of the tale, then the murderer is no 

murderer, for all he can do is suppress or do away with—deaden, as it were—his own Moral 

Sense. How this can be achieved by stabbing, the means of dispatch in the tale, Carlson never 

explains.  

     This is an example of lousy Freudian interpretation, for if the double serves as the “primal 

Self,” then it would be the Id, for the Id is the aspect of the personality which constitutes, per 

Freud, the primal and primary instinctual behaviors and desires, being, he said, the source of all 

“psychic energy”. It is the Id which is driven to satisfy its desires without thought of 

consequence to one’s well-being or the well-being of others—and that is precisely the manner in 

which the narrator/murderer acts. If the murderer represents the Id (as Poe surely never 

intended), then the imagined double only can be either the Superego or the Ego. Because the 

victim serves as constant conscience to the murderer, the double can only serve in the capacity of 

Superego (that aspect of the mind which reins in asocial conduct), not a “primal Self”.  

     (To be fair, Carlson is drawing on some expanded quackery, which says that the Self can 

extend beyond the Ego.)  Need it here be pointed out that the hyperextension of the Self is a 

moral grotesquery which characterizes the murderous Lucifer-figures? As well as the murderous 

Nazi ideology which sought to appropriate for the Germans the best of everything which has 

been thought and said and done, to borrow from Matthew Arnold’s famous words, in claiming 

German heritage for all of the cultural accomplishments and geniuses of Western Civilization? 

For all the pretense to culture, such extension can only lead to anarchy, which in turn, can only 

result in Self-wrought calamitous destruction. 
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     And if the “other” can be neither Superego nor Id in “William Wilson,” then in order for the 

Freudian template to apply, the narrator must be one of the two—and he clearly aligns with the 

Id, in his constant and unmitigated revelry in lying, cheating, gambling, drinking, and 

philandering.  But really, this is all nonsense, for Poe did not pen a tale in which the narrator 

projects an aspect of his personality into an imaginary person he then murders; the tale is useful 

to dramatize Freudian concepts, but it was not created with that template in mind. When Carlson 

refers to the tale as a study in “the psychology of IAMness,” which involves the “Search for the 

Self Beyond the Ego” (the title of a psychology text published that year by Ian Kent and William 

Nichols), he spectacularly misses the mark (“Poe on the Soul”). The only “IAMness” which 

applies to the murder tales is that each of the Lucifer-figures who commit their foul deeds think 

to be as the “I AM,” the God of Scripture, therefore seeking to extend themselves.505 

     The only other attention Carlson pays to this second category consists of very brief mentions 

each of “Imp,” “Heart,” “Cat,” and “Cask”. Of “Imp,” he merely quotes the line in which the 

deceptive and unreliable narrator suggests that good occasionally results from evil, and therefore 

the Devil (or “arch-fiend”) cannot be blamed for human perversity (Carlson “Poe on the Soul”). 

Scripture never indicates the Devil has this power, merely that he can tempt us to satisfy our 

innate perversity or wickedness, but the decision to succumb to temptation is always a matter of 

personal volition or will, for sinfulness is always a matter of choice, and we do not condemn that 

which cannot be controlled.  

     Both “Heart” and “Cat” Carlson describes as tales in which there is “clearly psychotic” inner 

conflict—except there is no conflict whatsoever evidenced by the murderous narrators (“Poe on 

the Soul”). When Carlson reasons that the “imp of the perverse” asserts itself as “a subconscious 
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need to confess” because the murderers experience the “heavy burden of guilt,” he misses the 

motivations entirely of these confessions, and he entirely misreads the narrators’ true natures. In 

“Heart,” the narrator, in his mad pride, is boasting of his cleverness and the prowess of his 

faculties, not unburdening himself of a guilty conscience; he is proud and defiant to the last, even 

condescending towards the policemen to whom he feels himself superior.  

     In “Cat,” the confession is but a ruse, an attempt to mitigate his sentence of death by 

describing the murder as a mere ordinary series of household events, in other words, to deny the 

condition of extreme premeditation and malice of forethought (mens rea) which warrants capital 

punishment. There is no sense of a guilty conscience indicated, no sense of remorse or 

repentance whatsoever.  Moreover, the confession in “Imp” is meant to depersonalize the crime 

(and therefore mitigate personal responsibility) by ascribing it to an impersonal force of human 

nature beyond the control of the murderer; if he cannot control it, then he cannot be condemned 

for its exercise—that is the lie which he would have his audience believe, in order to escape his 

execution. Some critics think the impulse of which he speaks refers to the impetus behind his 

unwitting confession, but that revelation was merely an eventual manifestation of the increasing 

mental illness which resulted from his mind’s preoccupation or obsession about keeping the 

crime concealed.  

     Carlson thinks that the confessions are indicators that “the moral sense finally cannot be 

denied,” when they are actually evidence that the moral sense of the Lucifer-figures has been 

denied until the very ends of their lives, for they remain unrepentant of their crimes (“Poe on the 

Soul”). Because Carlson errs in thinking the confessions are motivated by a sense of guilt, he 

thinks that they represent a change of heart on the parts of the murderers (nothing could be 
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further from the truth), contending, therefore, that there is cause to “reject the old notions” that 

Poe’s works are devoid of morality or “heart” (“Poe on the Soul”).  Dead wrong. Poe’s tales are 

rich in moral content, but it does not derive from the duplicitous and insincere confessions of 

unrepentant murderers, whose hearts have remained untouched to the very last. Nowhere is this 

more evident than in “Cask,” which he points to next. 

     While acknowledging that the confession in “Cask” differs from the others (in which the 

narrators await execution, implicitly suggested in “Heart” and explicitly indicated in “Cat” and 

“Imp”), Carlson thinks Montresor’s recounting of the murder committed fifty years earlier 

constitutes an “attempt to unburden the soul,” and he believes that Montresor experienced 

twinges or pangs of conscience because Montresor’s heart “grew sick” when walling up alive the 

hapless Fortunato, for Carlson says that “we sense that it is more than dampness that sickened his 

heart” (“Poe on the Soul”).  

     But Montresor is gloating on his deathbed, for he knows he will be beyond the reach of 

mortal jurisdiction, and he is boasting of having gotten away with having committed “the perfect 

crime”; he is arguably the most morally perverse of Poe’s Lucifer-figures, because at least the 

other ones sense that their real troubles will begin when they are called to face and be held 

culpable to the divine Other whose Law they have rebelled against for their earthly walk. Unlike 

the narrators of “Imp” and “Cat” and even “Usher” and “Pit,” who know some form of 

recompense is at hand, the murderous Montresor is deluded enough to think that there will be no 

day of reckoning for him, evidenced by his gleeful mocking of the sacrament of Last Rites, or 

priestly absolution. (The narrator in “Heart” is arguably the most clinically insane, for he does 

not even possess sense enough to deny his culpability to human jurisdiction.)  
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     Carlson forgets that the dramatic pause which accompanies Montresor’s recounting of heart 

sickness is meant to assure the priest hearing the confession that the incident was attributable to 

the dampness of the catacombs and not a glimmer of human sympathy. How can one know this? 

Because the very next words out of Montresor’s mouth are, “I hastened to make an end to my 

labour”.  

     In other words, he doubled-down to complete the task, no doubt in order to extricate himself 

as quickly as possible from the very environment which he knew would prove deadly to his 

victim; he did not wish to subject himself to death by exposure to the pneumonia-inducing 

climate to which he consigned his victim, seeking to avoid the face and fate of the Other. Lastly, 

in speaking of “Heart,” Carlson says nothing except that, “the existentialist condition of 

Nothingness seems to be causally linked with the narrator’s compulsion to kill the old man,” a 

statement which is so senseless that whatever logic he thinks it conveys is admittedly beyond the 

abilities of this author to suss out or refute (Carlson “Poe on the Soul”). (Again, nothing in the 

plotting and executing of the murder meets the clinical definition of compulsion.) 

     Carlson then moves into discussion of the works which he contends pertain to “the 

transcendental psyche”. Right at the onset of this division, he offers: “Poe’s central and climactic 

vision of man may be called his Psychal Transcendentalism, dominant from 1835 to 1839, and 

during his final period, from 1841 to 1849. Among Poe’s most profound and powerful stories are 

his tales of psychic conflict” (“Poe on the Soul”). Among these tales Carlson counts “Berenice,” 

“Morella,” “Ligeia,” “Usher,” and “William Wilson”.506 Need it here be stated that none of the 

murderous Lucifer-figures in those tales experiences moral conflict? Psychological conflict 

results when one is faced with making decisions pertaining to good and evil, but if one feels “as 
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if” one is entitled to define the standards for one’s own actions, what conflict is there to be 

experienced?  

     Carlson states his thesis regarding this final category quite plainly: “The central theme is 

Man’s search for his soul, and through the death of the ‘ordinary life,’ the discovery of his 

psychic potential is realized in a rebirth of the unified and creative self” (“Poe on the Soul”). 

This is a stunningly incorrect analysis of Poe the man and Poe’s body of works.  Poe, as an anti-

Utopian and anti-Progressivist, is not wrapped up in unlocking or discovering mankind’s 

“psychal potential,” or any other potential, for that matter. Poe’s tales do not revolve around 

Man’s search for his soul, but are instead focused on Man acknowledging the inherent 

wickedness of his heart, and his need to embrace the two greatest commandments of Scripture if 

he hopes to prevent the self-wrought annihilation of Man and the World; he would have them 

realize “mutato nomine de te fabula narrator”—change the name, and about you the story is 

told. 

     Carlson makes the all-too-common mistake of taking Poe at his word when satirical intent is 

in play; he thinks “Mesmeric Revelation,” “Colloquy,” “The Power of Words,” and Eureka 

define Poe’s basic ideas about life and art, which to some extent they do, except Carlson 

summarily misgauges what these basic ideas are, supposing them to be representative of ideas 

which are sympathetic to or synonymous with the Transcendentalism which Poe actually 

despised and lampooned in them. (Carlson states outright that Poe’s philosophic perspective is 

set forth in “Mesmeric Revelation,” his colloquies, and Eureka.)  

     Carlson throws into to his lecture that in his 1840 review of Thomas Moore’s lengthy poem 

Alciphron, in which Poe admits that he has adopted the word “mystic” in accordance with “the 
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sense of August William Schlegel and of most other German critics,” in which it signifies an 

“under current of meaning” with which, “‘the vast force of an accompaniment in music,’ 

vivifies, spiritualizes, and lifts the fanciful conception into the ideal, the truly imaginative” 

(“Poe on the Soul, emphasis mine”).  

     But the only place he goes with this information is to offer that an understanding of “soul-

exalting” expanded to mean “soul-deepening” permits one to comprehend Poe’s description of 

the poetic sentiment as an “elevating excitement of the soul”. How reaching down (deepening) is 

indicative of reaching up (elevation) is never clarified, and Carlson never identifies this 

undercurrent in Poe’s work as being one of traditional biblical morality. Of course, he does not 

do this because he can only see the tales in terms of human psychology, in terms of physiological 

causes or neurological responses; he never speaks of them in terms of the inherent wickedness of 

human heart (meaning it cannot be extracted from human nature), only the human mind 

responding to external pressures or circumstances. 

    Carlson’s big finish involves turning his attention to Eureka, of which he offers: “An 

encouraging sign in recent Poe criticism is the emphasis placed on Eureka; a discouraging sign is 

the misreading and misuse of that work” (“Poe on the Soul”). Oh, the irony! For Carlson himself 

proceeds to unravel his own discouraging misreading and misuse of that work. Carlson thinks the 

heart of the matter is to be discovered in the concluding pages of Eureka, in which are contained 

(he thinks) Poe’s genuine thoughts on Divine Will, and the Unity and the Nihilism involved in 

the act of creation and restoration by means of the “law of periodicity” and “the throb of the 

Heart Divine,” in which final act Man will enjoy an “identity with God” (meaning they would be 
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identical in the sense of being unified into a single entity), for he points to the concluding words 

of Eureka as validation of his position: 

     Think that the sense of individual entity will be gradually merged in the general 

consciousness — that Man, for example, ceasing imperceptibly to feel himself Man, will at 

length attain that awfully triumphant epoch when he shall recognise his existence as that of 

Jehovah. In the meantime bear in mind that all is Life — Life — Life within Life — the less 

within the greater, and all within the Spirit Divine. (“Poe on the Soul”) 

 

     Carlson fails to realize that the entire work, from its title to its final words, is Poe’s highest 

parodic, satirical burlesque of American Transcendentalism, that it is a derisive mockery of  

German metaphysics couched in the language of (mostly German) astrophysics, for it is the 

Germans who infected their American counterparts with ideas which were anathema and 

ridiculous in Poe’s eyes. Carlson asks of these final words to Eureka, “Is this a slyly ironic 

hoaxer speaking?” (“Poe on the Soul”) Yes, yes, a thousand times yes!  

     Poe never wholly relinquishes the humorous and righteous aspects of his personality, and he 

employs them in full force in Eureka, the work which he says he could never top in the entirety 

of his literary career. Carlson’s proof that it is not the work of a hoaxer? The comparable 

description given of the process of the loss of individual identity in Poe’s “Colloquy,” which 

Carlson errantly supposes is rendered “again without irony,” thinking that tale’s main theme 

consists of “the rebirth of the individual spirit into the creative power of the angelic imagination” 

(“Poe on the Soul”).  

     But Lucifer was an angel, too, and when Man thinks himself equal to the Creator, he dooms 

himself to divine condemnation; in Eureka, Man is depicted as committing the greater apostasy 

of blasphemy, in which he thinks of himself as if being not merely rival to God, but God 

Himself. The painful “rebirth” process described in the tale involves the mortification of the 
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senses, and is meant to symbolize the mortification of human sympathy, the deadening of Man to 

the cares of his fellow men, as in the Eastern mystic tradition of Buddhism, wherein the fifth-

sixth century Common Era religious figure Siddhārtha Gautama is believed to have “rid himself” 

of earthly concerns, including even the welfare of and relations with his own wife and son, both 

of whom he abandoned to pursue his attainment of Nirvana. (Gautama’s teachings are meant to 

stop the soul’s reincarnation cycle, putting an end to rebirths by achieving the state of Nirvana, 

which involves the extinguishment of the “flames” of desire, hatred, and ignorance which cause 

the cycle of rebirth and suffering to perpetuate itself.)  

      Carlson declares of Eureka: “Any direct transmission of German ‘transcendental irony’ as 

Poe’s philosophic perspective remains to be proved” (“Poe on the Soul”). Well, yes and no. 

There is a direct transmission of German Transcendentalism in the work, and it does remain to 

be proved (perhaps a future project!), but any such German Transcendental thought conveyed by 

the work most assuredly would not be Poe’s philosophic perspective, but it would be indicative 

of his contempt for it.  

     Carlson refers briefly to Clark Griffith’s contention from 1954 that a small handful of Poe’s 

tales are satires and ruthless parodies “of Transcendentalism, the German, New England variety, 

of course”—but Carlson fails to realize that Eureka fits this bill as well (“Poe on the Soul”). (His 

complaint against Griffith is that the other critic makes claims without offering any evidence, 

and that is a deficiency which plagues much of Poe criticism.) Carlson describes “Usher” as 

“undoubtedly Poe’s greatest story,” and he identifies it as “certainly the most complex and 

interesting of the tales which he thinks represent “psychic conflict”. 
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      Except, of course, he refers to Roderick, who experiences no psychal conflict (or moral 

qualms), only mental disintegration. Once again, Carlson descends into psychobabble in his 

analysis of the tale, stating that the fissure in the house’s wall, “of course” symbolizes “the split 

Usher Self,” and that the non-identical twin siblings “aptly represent at least two of the faculties” 

that make up the “world of the mind”—even though he does not specify which two of the three 

are represented, nor does he suggest that the unnamed narrator might represent the third faculty 

(“Poe on the Soul”).  

     Carlson quotes Poe’s essay from 1848, “The Poetic Principle” in which the three faculties are 

listed, and in which Poe points out that Taste and Moral Sense are separated by a very faint 

difference; does Carlson think that the twins whom the deceptive Roderick claims share a very 

close affinity represent Taste and Moral Sense? That dog won’t bark, Monsieur, for Taste is the 

faculty which mediates between Intellect and Moral Sense, in that it appeals to our reason so as 

to perform our moral duty, which is always to others. Put differently and simply, the Intellect is 

able to discern conditions which are unjust, thus it is merely “scientific,” reasoned, and objective. 

Taste, that faculty which is incensed by injustice, due to its cultivation of human sympathy and 

compassion, appeals to the Moral Sense so as to act in remedy of injustice; it is subjective, in that 

it induces a subject to respond to a person understood as a fellow subject a “thou”), and not as an 

object (an “it”).  

     Moral Sense is the response to the injustice, the dutiful effort to remedy it. Because properly 

understood, duty is always duty to others, it is also subject-bound, requiring the needs of the 

other subject to be met. Without Taste, the Intellect is never motivated to act upon its Moral 

Sense, which is why Taste must mediate between the others if mankind is to survive, per Poe’s 
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“Colloquy”. It is the exercise and development of Taste which enables the practice of the two 

greatest commandments, the observation of the second hinging on acknowledgement of the 

authority of the first. Because Poe associates vice or moral deformity with the ugliness of 

distortion—with grotesquery—the proper cultivation of Taste is not, by him, to mean the merely 

superficial creed of the Germans, who preached that the Arts would save mankind. Rather, Poe 

believes that the cultivation of Beauty (even when it involves the terrific) points one’s vision in 

the direction of preserving healthy and hierarchical relationships with God and one’s fellow men, 

for aesthetics and morality (supernal Beauty and divine Justice) are inextricably linked in Poe’s 

model; supernal beauty is inextricably linked to human compassion and reverence for the Most 

High God who commands it, thus it encapsulates both the two greatest commandments given in 

Scripture. 

     Carlson lapses into the nauseating glorification of Roderick as “the poetic soul in the 

visionary state”— he actually celebrates a calloused and cold-blooded murderer! He is not alone 

in this appalling reverence of the artist which excuses Roderick’s barbarism; bear in mind that 

Roderick tortured his sister by entombing her alive, not merely cleanly killing her but 

compelling her to endure the extreme agonies of that ordeal and escape. That does not prevent 

Carlson from quoting another critic with whom he agrees: “For Roderick belongs to that race of 

madly inspired, but not really insane, visionaries that we encounter in much literature old and 

new. His madness or mania is that ‘state during which man experiences a kind of self-revelation 

occurring through the emergence of a powerful spirit from the depth of his being,’ to quote René 

Dubos” (“Poe on the Soul”).  
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     Must it be pointed out here that Roderick was a lousy artist in everything he did—that his 

paintings were ghastly, his dirges unsettling, his musical compositions disquieting, and his 

poetry maudlin? He stunk at every art because, just as Satan cannot imitate the glorious creation 

of God, neither could Roderick, as Lucifer-figure, produce anything which correlates to the 

supernal beauty associated with God’s creative abilities. Roderick’s lousy aestheticism 

intentionally signifies his lousy moral condition, his gross and willful injustice; the “ugliness” of 

his works of shoddy and inferior quality represents the ugliness of the quality of his soul, made 

grotesque by its overemphasis of the Self.  

     Roderick is described by Poe as being a person wanting in “moral energy” and one possessed 

of “an excited and highly distempered ideality,” subtle indications of Poe’s disdain for the 

immoral and apostate Idealism of Kantian thought. Carlson thinks that Poe’s use of the term 

“moral energy” most likely does not have an ethical importation, but instead indicates what he 

claims is an older definition of the word, being: “Pert. to mind; specif., pert. to the volitional or 

conative nature as distinguished from the intellectual” (“Poe on the Soul”). But that would mean 

that Roderick is a creature of supremely perverse will or volition, defiant of God’s Law and 

Man’s, both of which prohibit murder. Carlson contends that the suppression of Roderick’s 

“psychal energy” necessarily brought on the death of his whole being (“Poe on the Soul”).  

     This is an entirely cockamamie analysis, for what assures his death is his moral, mental, and 

physical degeneration (signaled in the eventual collapse of the ruinous estate), climaxed in his 

dread of recompense for his evil,  not a denial or suppression of his creativity; he had a vast 

fortune and lived in seclusion, therefore whom or what could have suppressed his “psychal 

energy”? Carlson outright contends of the twins that they enjoyed a “mutually sustaining 
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relationship” (“Poe on the Soul”). There is absolutely nothing in the tale to support this theory. 

He equates the victim with the villain, and actually says that the innocent woman tortured and 

murdered was “sustained” by the brother who likely had been poisoning her to cause her 

suffering before burying her alive! He adds insult to injury when he contends that Madeline and 

Roderick must die together, “symbolically speaking,” but that reading only works if the rest of 

his psychobabble applies, which it surely does not.  

     Carlson is not wrong when he states that the remoteness and isolation of the Usher estate 

symbolizes a turning of one’s back on the world of humanity which meets with deadly 

circumstances. But he says this applies only to “the artist” Roderick, when it should be borne in 

mind that the estate is antiquated, and therefore not built by Roderick; it symbolizes the entire 

male lineage which constitutes the “House of Usher,” suggesting that such evil characterizes the 

familial males of that line.  Incredibly, Carlson justifies Roderick’s crappy artistry and immoral 

conduct by equating it with Poe’s deft craftsmanship and moral standard: “Ten years later Poe 

reaffirmed the dependence of the artist on the integrity of his soul in these strong words: ‘Not 

only do I think it paradoxical to speak of a man of genius as personally ignoble, but I confidently 

maintain that the highest genius is but the loftiest moral nobility’” (“Poe on the Soul”). What he 

should have realized is that by relying on this juxtaposition, because the fiendish Roderick is so 

personally ignoble and reprobate, that is the reason why his genius or artistry is of the absolute 

lowest variety or quality. 

     Carlson’s vision of Poe is clouded by wretched literalism (his failure to recognize the satirical 

aspects of works), and even more contorted psychobabble. The essay does not, in fact, trace the 

“evolution of Poe’s vision of Man from the Pastoralism and Neoplatonism of his early years 
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through his Existentialist period to a third or final vision” involving a “major theme, from as 

early as 1835 to the end of his life” which involves “the irrepressible will in man to self-

realization as a process of rebirth” (Carlson “Poe on the Soul”). What it does do instead is reveal 

the magnitude of Carlson’s misreading of Poe’s works in breathtakingly convoluted, 

unsubstantiated, and downright counter-logical or illogical analyses which rely on contradictory 

and fabricated theories which were anathema to the author and which project preposterously 

inaccurate templates on the works which Poe surely never intended and of which he most 

certainly would not have approved.  

     Carlson’s analyses read as though they were “Bizarro world” critical inversions from the 

Superman comics, in which everything is rendered as precisely the opposite of what it is in the 

normal reality which it mirrors, a world in which good is evil and vice versa, no less; in analyses 

of Roderick, a sadistic murderer is not condemned by critics for being a foul murderer and lousy 

artist he actually is, and is instead celebrated as a heroic and visionary poet! 

     In his concluding remarks, Carlson blathers on about Poe’s over-arching and consistent theme 

of the renewal of the soul, which Poe, he alleges, thinks “can come only from a rediscovery of 

man’s psycho-transcendental awareness and energies, the powers that constitute the God 

Within,” evidenced in his works which, “his all-encompassing high vision of the human spirit, 

actual and potential” (“Poe on the Soul”). This is pure balderdash, upon which Carlson heaps 

further rubbish: “In Poe’s writings we have not only a ‘message’ and a vision but also an 

unfolding drama of the divided self in search of his Soul, and, through love and will, discovering 

the authentic Being-self of “full-humanness” (“Poe on the Soul”). The Lucifer-figures are 

sadistic murderers, the epitome of individuals in whom there is a “triumph of the will” over their 
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human compassion and reverence for the Most High God; other than grotesque, radical, 

excessive Self-love demonstrated on their parts, love has nothing to do with the dramas which 

unfold. 

     Poe’s works are not interested in potentiality, or with the renewal of the soul by the 

“rediscovery of psycho-transcendental energies,” or with “the divided self in search of his Soul” 

in the quest of discovering “authentic Being”. What they are concerned with is reminding his 

readers “Memento Mori,” that they are liable to die and therefore shall meet their Judge and 

Maker; in this, they should be mindful of obedience to His Law of Love or fear annihilation of 

their souls in the afterlife. He wants his audience to understand that every human being is 

capable of being either the victim or the villain, and that they must choose either good or evil, 

life or death. He wants them to bear in mind their responsibilities to the mortal and divine Others 

in their lives; in short, the focus of Man is never supposed to be on the Self, as Carlson suggests, 

but that it should ever and always be concentrated on the preservation of his loving relationships 

with God and his fellow men. 

     Where Carlson really proves himself “ablest” is in his work which provides historical context 

for Poe’s motivational muse, such as in his 2002 essay pertaining to Poe’s oeuvre from 1840-

1849, “Poe’s Ten-Year Frogpondian War,” which does a nice job of laying out the protracted 

nature of the famed controversy. Remarkably, Poe and Emerson never met, and as Carlson points 

out, he knew his targets “only through their writings and their reputation” (“Poe’s Ten-Year” 

38).  In fact, Poe knew personally almost none of the American Transcendentalists he lampooned 

and satirized, except Margaret Fuller, whom he barely knew from a mutual acquaintance, having 

met Fuller at a salon gathering one evening. One may believe Poe, therefore, when he writes that 
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he has nothing personal against his Transcendentalist countrymen, for it is their apostate doctrine 

which draws his ire; he hates the sin without hating the sinner. That does not mean that Poe 

thought his adversaries reflected his position or sentiment. Per Carlson, other than Fuller’s 

favorable review of some of Poe’s work, “no leading Transcendentalist assessed (or felt the need 

to assess) Poe during the latter’s lifetime….. ‘New Englanders,’ Poe wrote to Helen Whitman, 

‘knew me least and are my enemies’” (“Poe’s Ten-Year” 37).  

     There is doubtless an element of truth in Poe’s words, for it is impossible that so gifted a 

talent as Poe could be ignored by his rivals to the North other than a result of sheer regional 

pettiness or personal cowardice on the part of the Bostonians, for those who did finally write of 

him all waited to pronounce against Poe when he was dead and defenseless, thereby protecting 

themselves from any repercussions stemming from Poe’s scathing wit. As a self-styled Southern 

gentleman, Poe would have preferred to conduct his duels in the open, and not resort to the 

dishonor of challenging a corpse. (To his credit, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, whose 

popularity Poe thought undeserved, was most gracious in his comments on his posthumous 

rival.) The term “Frogpondians” initially alluded to Bostonians, and then generally was 

indicative of the Transcendentalist crowd residing in the Boston vicinity. As Carlson records, 

Poe wrote of them: “The Bostonians are very well in their way. Their hotels are bad. Their 

pumpkin pies are delicious. Their poetry is not so good. Their Common is no common thing—

and the duck-pond might answer—if its answer could be heard for the frogs’” (“Poe’s Ten-Year” 

38).  Translation? Their pastries please the palate but their poetry does not, and their literary 

standards and their metaphysics amounts to nonsensical croaking. 
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     In his initial paragraph, Carlson indicates that his goal will be to unearth and reveal both the 

“overt and hidden” motivations having spurred Poe’s literary direction, including a range of 

possible factors. These factors range from the personal (such as envy regarding his drawn out 

“Longfellow War,” in which he consistently sought to tear down the celebrated New England 

poet Longfellow) to the purely professional (such the championing of a distinct aestheticism, 

cultural principles, or intellectual trends) (“Poe’s Ten-Year” 37). 

      Carlson first praises the work of a predecessor (Sidney P. Moss’s Poe’s Literary Battles) for 

its recognition that, “‘for almost his entire career he single-handedly fought the two most 

powerful cliques in America—those in Boston and New York—by attempting to develop critical 

principles and practices that, for America, were unprecedented and brilliant—brilliant enough for 

him to be called our first great critic’” (“Poe’s Ten-Year” 37). But then he turns around and 

faults Moss for a deficiency he perceives in his work, accusing Moss and other biographers and 

critics of failing to “correct the misconception that Poe was simply and wholly opposed to 

Transcendentalism,” as Carlson propounds that the decade-long feud of which he writes involved 

a greater range of targets, including Transcendentalism, plagiarism, and Poe’s railing against the 

“‘heresy of the Didactic’ in poetry and the tale” (“Poe’s Ten-Year” 37).  Carlson is off to a bad 

start, for he already has extended the standard which Poe intended be specifically applied to 

poetry (whose chief province is Beauty) to the tale (whose chief province is Goodness); it was 

not in Poe’s aestheticism to fault a tale for conveying a moral, merely to fault it for being poorly 

written. And Poe was wholly opposed to the unholy Transcendentalism.  Roughly three years 

into his feud with the New England literati, Poe did a lengthy series of articles for Graham’s 

magazine in 1842 (his “Autography”), in which he presented highly-judgmental and very 
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unflattering evaluations of his contemporaries, claimed to be based on their signatures. Emerson, 

the high priest of Transcendentalism, is dismissed with the summary evaluation that he is merely 

“a mystic for mysticism’s sake,” one who is endeavoring to “out-Carlyle Carlyle,” and whose 

prose is obscure and nothing more than worthless “twaddle” (and his reference to Carlyle here 

suggests that he thinks Emerson is proving to be a greater Germanophile than the Germanophile 

whom Emerson praises) (“Poe’s Ten-Year” 38).  Emerson, to be sure, was capable of the 

“flashes” of beauty which Poe conceded to his rival, and whereas I share Poe’s disdain for 

Emerson’s metaphysics, it should not be disputed that Emerson has penned some lovely 

sentiments which are not obscure in what they suggest, nor imprecise in conveyance of their 

sentiments, especially those regarding the nature of friendship. Was this petty regionalism or 

personal malice on the part of Poe? Perhaps, but given that Emerson and Poe differed greatly in 

their aesthetic approaches to poetry (Emerson aligning more with the British Romantic 

“spontaneous overflow of feeling”), perhaps not. Poe had a real disagreement with Emerson’s 

prose style, and not merely his metaphysical content. Emerson already had published Nature 

(1836), lectured on “The Transcendentalist” (December 1841), and been published in The Dial 

(1840-1844) by the time Poe disparaged him in the 1842 article, therefore he had available to 

him a sizable amount of material on which to base his condemnation. And this condemnation 

persisted throughout the final decade of Poe’s life, as Carlson informs readers:  

     In “Exordium,” his essay on the nature and function of literary criticism, Poe denounced 

“Orphicism, or Dialism, or Emersonism, or any other pregnant compound indicative of 

confusion worse confounded.” Again in “About Critics and Criticism,” Emerson, Fuller, and 

Carlyle were bracketed as “conventional” stylists in a “triple-distilled conventionality… 

meaning very nearly what, as regards personal conduct, we style ‘affectation’—that is, an  

     assumption of airs, or tricks which have no basis in reason or common sense. (“Poe’s Ten- 

  Year” 39). 
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     Carlson does not explain what Poe means by triple-distillation, but it is not unreasonable to 

suggest that he means that their works betray an Americanism filtered through a British embrace 

of Germanism, for Emerson, Fuller, and Carlyle were all enthusiastic Germanophiles of the 

highest degree. That Poe accused them of “conventionality” implies that their works and ideas 

were not truly creative or innovative, and that they were merely slavish copiers, what he termed 

“servile imitators” of pre-existent literary and ideological traditions; they inherited without 

improvement. (Affection is behavior, speech, or writing which is superficial and intended to 

impress; in essence, it is sheer pretension to erudition or sophistication. Poe does not mince 

words in calling other authors to the carpet for an inability or refusal to practice precision when 

composing their works, a succinctness which he terms “precise, terse” prose.)  

     Poe does not spare the Unitarians either  (many of whom later become the American 

Transcendentalists), for he writes of William Ellery Channing’s volume of poetry: “‘His book 

contains about sixty-three things, which he calls poems...They are full of all kinds of mistakes, of 

which the most important is that of their having been printed at all’” (Carlson “Poe’s Ten-Year” 

39) Carlson seems to think that Poe’s barbs do not spring from a well of personal animosity (Poe 

does not attack Channing’s person, merely his artistry), for he writes: “ As a whole, this review 

illustrates Poe’s unsparing ‘tomahawk’ criticism is based on strong convictions about the 

importance of distinguishing what is good poetry from what is not, and exposing the latter” 

(“Poe’s Ten-Year” 39). 

      To support this contention, Carlson quotes Poe’s letter to J. Evans Snodgrass dated to 

September 19, 1841 (Poe had “assessed” Snodgrass in only semi-favorable terms in the 

Graham’s issue earlier that month), in which Poe had written in defense of his analyses: “You 
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are mistaken about ‘The Dial’. I have no quarrel in the world with that illustrious journal, nor it 

with me…My slaps at it were only in ‘a general way.’ The tale in question [‘Never Bet the Devil 

Your Head’] is mere Extravaganza levelled at no one in particular, but hitting right & left at 

things in general’” (“Poe’s Ten-Year” 40).507 Is Poe here to be believed? Possibly.  

     Certainly, The Dial has no quarrel with him, for as Carlson states, the Transcendentalists 

never afforded Poe even the dignity of recognizing him publicly. Importantly, Poe says the tale is 

levelled at “no one in particular,” which we should likely understand to mean that he has singled 

out the entire general group of Bostonian Transcendentalists, for the tale specifically refers to 

Frogpondians. (Here, too, then, is shown the hatred of the sin, but not the sinner.) In a later letter, 

this time written to his close personal friend Thomas Holley Chivers, Poe defends himself again. 

On May 10, 1844, Chivers informs Poe that he genuinely enjoys Poe’s criticism, except when he 

“tomahawks” the authors he reviews. Chivers adds: “I cannot say that I like very much your 

dislike to Transcendentalism. All true poetry is certainly transcendental—although it is the 

beautiful expression of that which is most true” (Carlson “Poe’s Ten-Year” 41).  

     Chivers here is clearly mistaking transcendentalist (as an adjective indicative of the supernal 

sublime) for Transcendentalist (as an adjective indicative of an apostate metaphysical ideology 

which denies that supernal sublime). In his July 10, 1844 reply to Chivers, Poe writes: “‘You 

mistake me in supposing I dislike the transcendentalists—it is only the pretenders and sophists 

among them. My own faith is indeed my own. You will find it, somewhat detailed, in a 

forthcoming number of the ‘Columbian Magazine,’ published here. I have written for it an article 

headed ‘Mesmeric Revelation,’ which see” (Carlson “Poe’s Ten-Year” 41). 
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     Now, Carlson thinks this tidbit to be evidence of Poe’s self-identification with 

Transcendentalist ideology, since “Mesmeric Revelation” includes a hypnotized patient who 

speaks of God and spiritual entities as “unparticled matter” (i.e., the rarified aspect of the 

material Universe). But he overlooks the fact that Poe refers to the piece as an “article” and not 

as a “tale,” not even in a letter to his close personal friend, whom he would not hoax, one might 

think.  

     But sometimes authors delight in mystifying their friends best of all, for their friends should 

know them best; six months before the publication of Finnegans Wake, James Joyce bet each of 

the friends in his innermost circle—which included Ezra Pound and Samuel Beckett—that the 

none of them could guess the novel’s title. Eugene Jolas did, in fact, figure out that it was 

borrowed from a still-popular Irish pub song, and Joyce paid up the hundred francs, the bet lost.) 

The word “revelation” is intentionally mimetic of the final book of the Christian Holy Bible, 

only that which is revealed by the body in the state of alleged mesmerism utterly contradicts 

Scripture. Your friends and confidants are often those best in a position to blab your true 

intentions (even unwittingly), and Poe, given to puzzles and riddles, was not about to give 

himself away. (Joyce, in a letter to his closest brother Stanislaus, said that his 1922 novel Ulysses 

had so many of them in it that it would keep scholars and critics guessing for centuries. James 

was quite close to Stanislaus, but in his letters, he never identified those puzzles and riddles for 

him.)  

     Poe had presented tales as articles other times as well, e.g., “The Facts in the Strange Case of 

M. Valdemar,” in which instance the word “facts” and “case” were meant to dupe the readership 

into believing an actual scientific case was being presented to it (part of a popular craze), the 
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joke not being realized until the tale proceeds towards an absurd conclusion—a normative 

framing of tall-tales, no less, and the very same means by which “Mesmeric Revelation” unfolds. 

(Poe even admits that there is “a small modicum of truth” in “Valdemar,” which suggests that 

most of it is meant to be taken as nonsense—both the tale itself, and the metaphysics which it 

propounds.)  

     When Poe, in a March 17, 1845 letter to J. Hunt, Jr., distinguishes between his own 

metaphysics and that of, “the burlesque [joke] philosophy, which the Bostonians have adopted, 

supposing it to be Transcendentalism,” one must bear in mind two things, the first being that he 

is distinguishing between his metaphysics and theirs, and the second being that Poe’s definition 

of “burlesque” entails the witty elevated to comic absurdity (Carlson “Poe’s Ten-Year” 42). The 

British tradition of literary burlesque (especially that of the Scriblerians) relies on caricature, and 

the patients in both of the above-discussed tales may be taken to represent caricatures of the 

Bostonian Transcendentalists. 508 

     To describe the philosophy of the Bostonians as “burlesque” implies both absurdity and 

mock-elevation on its part; that Poe says they pretend to Transcendentalism signals that they 

depart from the apostate German Idealism which informs the American strain, and they take it to 

even greater heights of absurdity by conflating it with equally apostate Pantheism, Romanticism, 

and Swedenborgism. He is not, as Carlson supposes, claiming a belief in Transcendentalism 

which merely differs from the Bostonians, but is differentiating between the varieties of the 

Bostonians and their German forerunners. 

      But what of Poe’s comment that “somewhat” of his own religion is to be found within 

“Mesmeric Revelation”? Does not such a remark suggest that he is somewhat beholden to 
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Transcendentalist ideas? No. With Poe, one must learn to read between the lines, or, rather, 

below the surface, for Poe’s tales do not admit surface readings in place of the presence of strong 

undercurrents. And what is the surface reading of the tale? That Poe is sympathetic to 

Transcendentalist ideas—which means, of course, that he views and his religion are not to be 

found within the surface projection, and, read carefully, one is able to discern that they are 

precisely the opposite, for the tales lapse into absurdity no less than do the patients who succumb 

to bodily death— just as surely as those persons shall succumb to spiritual death by embrace of 

the Transcendentalist they espouse.  

     Here, then, is Poe’s play on the “material and spiritual universe” which his adversaries 

propagated, dramatized to an absurdity which either amuses or astonishes, but still meets with a 

bad end. Mabbott also erred in believing that Vankirk’s beliefs in “Mesmeric Revelation” were 

Poe’s own, but he has proven himself a respectable Poe scholar elsewhere, therefore we must 

forgive him this transgression. Mabbott thought Vankirk’s words evidence of a pro-Epicurean 

philosophical belief in the spirit as rarified matter, but as seen in Poe’s tale “Bon-Bon,” 

Epicureanism is merely utilized as a narrative construct to frame the point that the “German 

diableries” of Kantian Idealism were even too unpalatable for the gourmand Devil.  

      If Poe borrows any ideas from the Epicureans, it is that the most moral person is also the 

most refined one in his tastes—a notion which Poe actually mocks in “Bon-Bon,” for the 

Devil—the least moral person—is the character possessed of the most refined gustatorial taste. 

Poe takes the Epicurean belief and somewhat modifies it for his own aesthetic theory, in that 

Beauty is an effect for Poe (a reaction elicited by an object or person), and not a quality or 

property of an object or person. It is still linked to morality, though, which is why the righteous 
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and goodly unnamed narrator of “Usher” responds with shudders to the wickedness or 

grotesqueries of both Roderick and the estate. What Poe is really saying in the mesmerist’s tale is 

that the Americans took the apostasy and the inanity of the German Idealists and elevated their 

apostacy and their inanity to even greater absurd or burlesque heights. 

     Later that year, in November 1845, Poe, defended himself against accusations of shoddy 

performance in a poetry reading given by him at the venue of the Boston Lyceum. Poe claimed 

that he knew that, regardless of whatever high caliber of work he might present to them, he 

would be disparaged by the provincialist pettiness of the New Englanders, offering of them 

(speaking in the third person): “We knew that were we to compose for them a ‘Paradise Lost,’ 

they would pronounce it an indifferent poem,” to which relatively faint condemnation he then 

added:  

     In conclusion:-- The Frogpondians may as well spare us their abuse. If we cared a fig 

for their wrath, we should have not first have insulted them to their teeth, and then 

subjected to their tender mercies a volume of our poems […] The fact is, we despise them 

and defy them (the transcendental vagabonds!) and they may all go to the devil together! 

(Carlson “Poe’s Ten-Year” 43-44) 

 

      This is not the Poe of earlier days, for he is now exasperated by the financial hardships, 

incensed by social snubbing, frustrated by commercial disappointments, offended by lack of 

critical acclaim, and embittered by what he sees as unmerited success and celebrity of his New 

England counterparts. Here, unlike before, is pettiness and envy, but one must not fault him too 

harshly, for the tragedy-beset Poe was only human, and it seems every man has a limit to the 

prolonged indignation and hardships he can endure.509 

     Carlson sees Poe’s quarrel with the New England crowd as being informed by more than 

mere intellectual, economic, and emotional motivations, pointing to what he refers to as “the 
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traditional cultural pattern of the South,” reminding readers that Poe never lost sight of his 

identity as a Southerner from Richmond, in both his manner of dress, his mannerisms, his 

speech, and his largely gallant treatment of women in real life (Carlson “Poe’s Ten-Year” 45-

46).  

     Writes Carlson: “Poe’s ingrained Southern outlook included his distrust of and opposition to 

Democracy (‘mobocracy’); ‘modern reformist Philosophy’; doctrines of progress or 

perfectibility, of equalitarianism, feminism (equality of status for women), New England 

abolitionists” (“Poe’s Ten-Year” 46). Whereas my research to date precludes me from 

commenting on the accuracy of some of these claims, Poe’s anti-Progressivism and anti-

Utopianism are both well-known and founded in the biblical truths to which he held.  

     But any claims that Poe was hostile to democracy (as thought by Matthiessen, for example, 

and those who kowtow to his opinion, Carlson included) are resoundingly mistaken, for Poe’s 

condemnatory use of the term “democracy” is meant to indicate the Transcendentalist levelling 

of the biblical hierarchy of God, Man, and the World. When Poe speaks of “mobocracy,” he is 

belittling herd mentality of the non-thinking masses, for mob rule is dangerous and misguided, 

even in literary and ideological trends. 

     Carlson missteps entirely when he proffers that Poe’s own philosophy consisted of a 

combination of what the critic calls “psychal/mesmeric transcendentalism” and “dualistic 

Platonic Idealism,” and he spends the final two pages of his essay endeavoring to justify this 

wholly untenable claim (“Poe’s Ten-Year” 46). Any examples he points to are those which Poe 

derisively and mockingly satirizes by means of dramatization such ideas, and all Carlson’s 

readings are woefully superficial, meaning they take Poe’s works at surface value.  
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     Poe was utterly opposed to Platonic Idealism (Heaven differs vastly from Earth, per both 

biblical Testaments, and consists of more than the limited human man can conceive). In a letter 

to editor F.W. Thomas dated February 14, 1849 (less than eight months from when Poe dies), 

Poe writes:  

     I wish you would come down on the Frogpondians. They are getting worse and worse, 

and pretend not to be aware that there are any literary people out of Boston. The worst and 

most disgusting part of the matter is, that the Bostonians are really, as a race, far inferior of 

anything beyond mere talent, to any other set upon the continent of N.A. They are 

decidedly the most servile imitators of the English it is possible to conceive. I always get 

into a passion when I think about it. It would be the easiest thing in the world to use them 

up en masse. One really well-written satire would accomplish the business. (Carlson 

“Poe’s Ten-Year” 47)510  

 

     This satire, I contend, would appear that same year, as Eureka, and Poe is just as wholly  

 

opposed to Transcendentalism—in any form—at the conclusion of the decade-long feud with  

 

the Frogpondians as he was at its onset. If Isaac Newton’s third law of physics holds true,  

 

then for every action there should be an equal and opposite reaction; Poe complains that the  

 

Frogpondians grow increasing worse, which means that he must increase his opposition to  

 

match (or best) them—and Eureka, which was written during roughly the same period of his  

 

complaint, and which is a mocking, satirical parody of the German metaphysics the  

 

Frogpondians embraced rendered in the language of physics, just might constitute the  

 

increased oppositional force requisite to the task. (Poe claimed it was the pinnacle of his  

 

work, and that he believed he could not surpass it in excellence; not only is matter extremely  

 

rarified in it, so is his wittiness., for its true portent has remained elusive to most readers and  

 

critics for the centuries…and the work does include a boast of writing which would take  

 

centuries for readers to unravel its mysteries.) 
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3.7  From Theory to Praxis: David H. Hirsch 

 

 “Now I am become Death, the destroyer of worlds.”511 

 

     David H. Hirsch’s essay from 1998, “Poe as Moralist: ‘The Cask of Amontillado’ and the 

Transvaluation of Values,” is the first work which boldly asserts that there is a moral aspect to 

this particular tale. It was first published just shy of the twenty-first century, a half-century after 

the end of the Nazi Holocaust. Hirsch sees the tale as being a dramatization of German 

philosopher (albeit of Polish ancestry) Friedrich Nietzsche’s concept of the “transvaluation of 

values,” in which construct biblical morality is perceived as nothing more than a sham of 

valorized weakness contended by the weak Israelites themselves, a sham which the strong and 

truly morally superior must overcome by asserting their dominance over these weak others in the 

pursuit of their own desires.  

     Put simply, the strong must disregard traditional biblical ethics allegedly formulated by the 

weak so as to demonize strength, and they must assert their own “will to power” over their weak 

and inferior counterparts. (The Will to Power [Der Wille zur Macht] is the name of Nietzsche’s 

posthumously-published work of 1901; the 1935 film The Triumph of the Will [Triumph des 

Willens] is the only Nazi propaganda film authorized and starring Adolf Hitler, directed, 

produced, edited, and co-written by Leni Riefenstahl.) Nietzsche’s atheism and anti-theism 

should be patently obvious, for if he believes the ancient Israelites created the ethical code of 

Scripture (as Freud errantly contends as well), then he cannot believe that it was handed down or 

revealed to them by the God of Scripture. If that ethical code is manmade, then it can be 

superseded by the will of stronger men; in this scenario, might makes right. What Nietzsche has 

done is invented a false-yet-useful unsubstantiated mass psychology to explain away the moral 
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code of conduct handed down by the God of Scripture, which must be done away with in order 

for Man to be as God, so as to grant himself license to decide for himself that which is good and 

evil.  

     Sigmund Freud, in his 1939 Moses and Monotheism, does precisely the same thing—but the 

false, unsubstantiated mass psychology he invents for the ancient Israelites was an effort on his 

part merely to prove that YHVH was an invention of Man (borrowed from Egyptian monotheism 

which actually dates to later than the Mass Exodus). Freud was seeking to legitimize a purely 

Positivist worldview which denied supernaturalism (miracles, prophecy, divine inspiration, 

revelation), and which relied on Darwinian principles of cultural relativism to explain moral 

codes of conduct. (In a Positivist framework, laws are construed as socially agreed upon rules, 

wherein the local demographic determines moral and immoral behavior based on the force of the 

authority which validates those distinctions; in this sense, the Third Reich was a Positivist 

society.) 

      Nietzsche also advocated Positivism, and it is a Positivism he derives from Kant. Kant, after 

all, is the writer who insists that our heritage is animal, not divine, and it is Kant who puts man in 

the animal kingdom of Nature—and more than a full century prior to Darwin’s 1859 On the 

Origin of Species, at that. In his 1754 essay, Idea for a Universal History from a Cosmopolitan 

Point of View, the Prussian philosopher writes, for example, “Thus Nature produced Kepler, who 

subjected, in an unexpected way, the eccentric paths of the planets to definite laws; and she 

produced Newton, who explained these laws by a universal natural cause” (Kant). Nature, per 

Kant, not Nature’s God, produced these Men, who, in being deprived of their shared divine 

parentage, are nothing more than the products of Nature. 
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     And, of course, Man being animal, cannot be superior to animals; any claims which do not 

acknowledge that Man is a special creation to whom God gave dominion over the animal 

kingdom to which Man does not belong (per Genesis 1) are contra-biblical, as Kant’s surely 

were, per his supreme apostasy. Moreover, this trajectory, taken to its logical conclusion, 

suggests that, in reducing Man to mere sensate animalism, Man is devoid of a divinely-created 

soul or spirit, and therefore is but a machine—one with a “ghost” in it—devoid not merely of a 

shared divine parentage but also of free will, and at the mercy of merely physiological stresses 

and inherited traits, and social conditioning à la the experiments of Pavlov and Skinner. 

     There is no good and evil in the framework of cognitive psychology, only normal or 

abnormal, and wickedness and will can be reframed in terms of merely biologically-derived 

instinct and stimulus response. For all of the Kantian emphasis on the will, the philosophy born 

of Kant actually paves the way to a purely mechanical or physical notion of Man, stripping 

mankind of its metaphysical origin and aspects. This would be the position adopted by Freud, 

himself a post-Kantian thinker, and no wonder, for Poe anticipated such a trajectory in which 

God would be thought out of the picture altogether; it is for this reason, most likely, that God is 

excluded from Poe’s apocalyptic dialogues, for He is not responsible for the self-wrought 

annihilation of Man and the World, once Man thinks to exclude Him and acts “as if” he is the 

Most High God. (Kant’s contra-biblical philosophical ideas about the autonomous individual are 

directly linked to the anti-biblical Freud’s psychoanalytical theories in a growing number of 

scholarly essays, no less.512) 

      Nietzsche considered a “free spirit” to be the embodiment of a transvaluation of all values; to 

be free, then, means to be free of God and to free one’s Self from the ethical code which He has 
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commanded in His Moral Law—to be “autonomous” (auto = self, nomos = law), being a law 

unto one’s Self. This is because Nietzsche thought German philosophy “corrupted” by its 

theological underpinnings. Nietzsche was critical of Kant’s categorical imperative, not because it 

makes God superfluous and thinks Him out of the picture in the grounding of ethics, but because 

he thought it does not rely on personal necessity and choice (even though, arguably, Kant’s 

conception of “Self-love” is tied to both).  

      Kant’s maxim claims to rely on universal application, therefore Nietzsche deems it unsuited 

to meet individual desires to which the will to power aspires; in other words, for Nietzsche, even 

Kant’s formula, which secondarily or latterly takes consequences as they affect the well-being 

others into account, is too limiting because the wants or needs of others still plays a role in it, 

even if only in terms of utility to one’s “Self-love”. If one must choose to act with even a 

modicum of regard (not due regard, mind you) for others, that is too limited a choice for 

Nietzsche, who disdained Kant’s maxim because it still might allow for “the sublime command 

‘thou shalt’” to make itself heard (Nietzsche 7).  

     In short, Kant’s neglect of God was not extreme enough for Nietzsche, who boldly advocated 

outright rejection of Him; it should be pointed out that it was not safe for Kant to declare his 

apostasy in terms as blatantly defiant as Nietzsche’s brazen “God is dead,” for the advent of 

Darwinism had not yet occurred, a burgeoning movement which made atheism an anti-theism 

tentatively  “respectable” and reasonable positions for thinkers to adopt publicly, as was the case 

in Nietzsche’s later lifetime. But Nietzsche’s invented history and motivation for the ancient 

Israelites predates Freud’s by half a century; it was penned in 1888, and published in 1895 as 

Der Antichrist, just five years shy of Nietzsche’s suicide in 1900.  (1900 is the year in which 
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Freud rose to prominence, no less, due to the publication of his landmark text in psychoanalysis, 

The Interpretation of Dreams, published in November 1899.)  

     In that Nietzschean work, pity and mercy are vile weaknesses, for they deprive people of 

their natural vigor and strength. Freud merely sought to delegitimize historical Judaism, but 

Nietzsche was concerned with developing a mindset of power to overcome Judeo-Christian 

biblical moral prescriptions; both sought to think God out of the picture, and both, therefore, 

denied the shared divine parentage of humanity and discounted even the possibility of the 

factual reality of revealed religion, as did the German Higher Critics.  

     Given the stinging humiliation of the German losses at Jena in 1806 at the hands of the 

French, an indignation from which the Germans had not yet fully recovered even by the 

twentieth century (and a loss which resulted in the nationalist Fichte’s 1807-1808 “Addresses to 

the German Nation” which witnessed the remodel of the entire Prussian education system so as 

to preclude such future losses), perhaps Nietzsche’s obsession with power is understandable, 

even when that which it advocates is neither sane nor forgivable. If we are to believe Freud, then 

what may be understood may be forgiven… but Freud is not God, thank God, and both he and 

Nietzsche may safely be repudiated. 

      (That Nietzsche also suffered from mental illness which developed as a result of syphilis he 

contracted years earlier at a brothel does not seem to trouble those who valorize his philosophy; 

his mental integrity began to slip in 1887, and his first well-known breakdown in public was on 

January 3, 1889, which means his work from 1888 was most probably issued from the pen of a 

madman.513 Not unlike the Poe tale of “The System of Doctor Tarr and Professor Fether,” in 
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which the sanitarium patients assume control of the institution, the inmates are running 

academia, which, in turns, shapes the general culture. ) 

     Hirsch’s essay begins with words “Postmodern” and “Post Cold War” as means of providing 

historical context to F.O. Matthiessen’s decision, in 1941, to make the central theme of his 

American Renaissance a celebration of American democracy: 

     As Matthiessen was writing American Renaissance, the bitter and violent struggle 

between totalitarianism and democracy was already taking place. It is not surprising, 

therefore, that the main assumptions held by Matthiessen’s group of American writers 

should have been rooted in the superiority of democratic ideology […] The bookends of 

Matthiessen tradition, Emerson and Whitman, expanded human possibilities engendered 

by the Enlightenment and portrayed the human condition as infinitely progressive. Clearly, 

Poe did not share their optimistic belief in the progress of civilization and in the inherent 

goodness of human beings. (“Poe as Moralist”) 

 

     Hirsch, therefore, absolves Matthiessen the crime levied against the critic of omitting Poe 

from that work, because he understands the cultural conditions which might have led to the 

earlier critic’s decision. Hirsch seems to agree with Matthiessen’s assessment that Poe was 

hostile to democracy, because, of course, both men misunderstood in what metaphysical sense 

Poe employed the term. But Hirsch is not wrong about Poe’s anti-Utopianism or anti-

Progressivism, based on Poe’s biblical understanding of the inherent wickedness of human 

beings; as Hirsch himself states, “Poe persisted in asserting human limitations” (“Poe as 

Moralist”). Any author who insisted on human limitation could not possibly endorse an 

American Transcendentalism having equated Man with God, for God alone, He who establishes 

boundaries (per the Book of Job), is without limitation (other than when He chooses to Self-limit 

for the benefit of Man, as in the Jewish notion of the tzimtzum, or the Christian notion of 

kenosis).  
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     When Hirsch writes that Poe ridiculed the notion of equality, he is failing to comprehend that 

Poe is not thinking of American politics as applied to the general populace, but, rather, of 

German philosophical tradition embraced by the New England intelligentsia in particular. Hirsch 

quotes from Genesis 6, in which the wickedness of Man is said to be very great, and “every 

imagination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually”; he thinks this represents 

Poe’s position, albeit as being in fundamental opposition to the Enlightenment ideals of the U.S. 

Declaration of Independence. But Hirsch neglects the fact that our foundational document 

acknowledged the Creator, from whom it declared all unalienable rights derive. He isn’t wrong 

that Poe’s opinion is predicated on Genesis 6, but he doesn’t connect it to the sin of Genesis 3, 

and both texts are crucial to understanding Poe’s traditional biblical moralism.  

     Hirsch says of Charles Baudelaire that the French author first recognized the pessimism 

which informs Poe’s works, which distinguishes him from the optimism of Emerson and the 

anti-Christian aspect of European Romanticism (which, of course, was not universal, as many 

German Romantics sought refuge in Medieval notions of Roman Catholicism). Baudelaire writes 

of Poe that his American idol, “has clearly seen, has imperturbably affirmed the natural 

wickedness of man” (Hirsch “Poe as Moralist”).  

     But Poe does not affirm this truth so much as he confirms it, for Scripture first reveals it and 

Poe merely writes so as to point his readers back to the Scripture which reveals this fact of 

human nature. Baudelaire proceeds to quote from Poe’s tale “Imp” as justification of his 

estimation of Poe, but the narrator in the tale is somewhat mad by the time he renders his 

confession (if by madness we include the inability to control one’s thoughts or speech), and the 

tale follows the pattern of descending from merely apparent logic into actual untenable Self-
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justification; it moves “downward” from the narrator’s relation with objective reality into 

subjective existence and reasoning. In the pattern of Lucifer-figure tales, he who would ascend is 

brought low, just as in Jesus’ parable of the wedding feast given in Luke 14:7-14, in which those 

who seek to raise themselves above their fellow men are eventually humbled by the folly of their 

pride. 

     Hirsch does not challenge Baudelaire’s misreading of Poe when he offers the common critical 

understanding that Baudelaire confessed admiration of what he thought to be Poe’s “unyielding 

opposition to ‘bourgeois mediocrity,’ by which Baudelaire understood bourgeois morality. 

Baudelaire considered Poe’s world-view the antithesis of the ‘counting house morality’ of 

Benjamin Franklin, which reflected a culture and a ‘century devoted to materialism’” (“Poe as 

Moralist”).  

     But Baudelaire was wrong about Poe; not only did Poe advocate traditional bourgeois 

morality (Christianity), he also would have been perfectly comfortable with Franklin’s desire to 

be commercially successful, for Poe sought financial prosperity, security, and independence his 

entire adult life. (Poe even clearly modelled “Cask” after a little-known work penned by 

Franklin, as discussed elsewhere in this paper.) Hirsch rightly notes that T.S. Eliot’s 1930 essay 

on Baudelaire concluded that the Frenchman was deeply concerned with the problem of good 

and evil, and that he “perceived what really matters is Sin and Redemption”—without 

mentioning, though, Baudelaire’s debt to Poe in this regard (“Poe as Moralist”).  

     When, in 1948, Eliot revisited Baudelaire, he included Poe in the discussion, but his 

assessment of Poe was disastrously short-sighted for so gifted a talent as Eliot; not only does he 

accuse Poe of demonstrating a mere pubescent writing ability, and determine that Poe was 
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careless and unscrupulous in his use of vocabulary, he renders a condemnation of both Poe and 

his work, stating that the poem “The Haunted Palace” alluded to Poe’s alcoholism (from which 

Poe did not suffer), and that “the disaster has no moral significance,” consisting of an “isolated 

phenomenon” devoid of meaning (Hirsch “Poe as Moralist”).Quelle horreur!   

     Hirsch points to the now-famous connection which Eliot (erroneously) perceives between the 

two authors, in which Baudelaire conceived of Poe as the prototype of the societal outcast, le 

poète maudit (the role of which Baudelaire thought himself representative), a self-stylized and 

valorized counter-culture “rebel against society and against middle-class morality”; 

unfortunately, Hirsch agrees with Eliot, and asserts that Poe was every bit this type of rebel the 

Frenchman claimed him to be (“Poe as Moralist”). Many of the German Romantics celebrated 

characters and figures who challenged traditional Christian morality, but Poe vilified them; 

Baudelaire sought to vilify the hypocritical bourgeoisie, but Poe sought to call them to 

repentance. The topics of “Sin and Redemption” might have been common to both Poe and 

Baudelaire, but Poe stressed redemption whilst Baudelaire reveled in sin, in “les fleurs de mal”: 

Simply put, flowers of evil are impossible to reconcile with the supernal beauty which informed 

Poe’s own aesthetic theories and aspirations, for righteousness hath no part with belial. 

     Hirsch credits Baudelaire with recognizing that Poe “had a tendency to conflate morality and 

aesthetics,” but that fact should surprise no one familiar with the classical aesthetics of Horace’s 

Ars Poetica, or pagan Epicureanism, or Italian Renaissance aestheticism, or the Neoclassical 

British familiarity with Horace’s antiquated text, the latter tradition of which was well known to 

Poe, as documented elsewhere in this essay. This is true especially regarding the British 

philosophical tradition of the sublime, which begins with an interest in Longinus’ first century 
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Common Era aesthetic treatise On the Sublime, and which is shown in the Earl of Shaftesbury’s 

1709 treatise Moralists, Joseph Addison’s periodic discussion of the sublime in The Spectator 

and his subsequent series of essays in The Spectator (nos. 411-421) called “The Pleasures of the 

Imagination,” and Edmund Burke’s landmark contra-Kantian essay from 1756, A Philosophical 

Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful (with which Poe would not 

have entirely agreed, in that Burke argued that beauty and sublimity are mutually exclusive). 514 

Not to be discounted is Scottish moral philosopher Francis Hutcheson (1694-1746):  

     He offers a moral sense theory that conceives of our affections much as did Shaftesbury, 

while maintaining that our moral judgments bottom out in specific kinds of emotions. 

Although his account of the emotions is closely tied to the requirements of his moral 

philosophy, Hutcheson also develops an affective psychology and phenomenology. The most 

important works for understanding his views on the emotions are his Inquiry into the Original 

of our Ideas of Beauty and Virtue (1725) and his Essay on the Nature and Conduct of the 

Passions with Illustrations on the Moral Sense (1728), which discusses the views of Cicero 

and Malebranche, among others. (Schmitter) 

 

     Not that Poe would agree with everything proposed by such thinkers, but that does not mean 

that his own ideas were not shaped by them, at least in part. (Hutcheson, for example, thinks of 

morality in terms of utilitarian outcome, and Poe thinks of beauty as an effect, and not a quality, 

thus on these two important points they differ; still beauty and morality are twinned aspects, even 

for Hutcheson.)  

     Hirsch is not incorrect when he offers that Eliot did not even entertain the possibility that Poe 

was as deeply concerned with issues of morality as was Baudelaire, never mind that Baudelaire 

developed that interest as a result of reading Poe. Hirsch does fault, Eliot, though, for exhibiting 

an “inveterate tunnel vision” in overlooking “Baudelaire’s Satanism” in 1948, a time when it was 

well established that the death camps of the Holocaust flourished in European Christendom, for 

he says of the self-professed Christian and moralist critic: “It apparently did not occur to him that 
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the idea of a Christian society had already been disfigured by Christian societies, and that the 

image of Western man, that is of Christian man, had been irreparably shattered by the events of 

1939-1945” (“Poe as Moralist”)  

     Hirsch’s use of the term “disfigured” plays well into Poe’s understanding of vice as deformed 

virtue, as a grotesquery of the biblical standard. Following this criticism of Eliot, Hirsch 

applauds the French Roman Catholic religious thinker Francois Mauriac, who in his prefatory 

statement appended to the death camp memoir of Micheline Maurel, declared the very truth 

which Poe himself endeavored, in the many long years of his Frogpondian War, to dramatize and 

deride in his satires and diatribes of the intellectual and cultural movements of his day: “Every 

philosophy based on the inherent goodness of man will forever be shaken to its foundations” 

(“Poe as Moralist,” emphasis mine). Poe’s response to the many “isms” of his day would always 

be to exhort others to turn again to the I AM of Scripture, against whom no man-made “ism” 

could ever hope to best, or outlast, or triumph. Added to this astute realization, Mauriac offers:  

     Once again, Christians are confronted by the mystery of evil, although never before has it 

reared its head in such organized form as a tested method of torturing and vilifying God’s 

creature by using it to the last drop of sweat before throwing the remains in the crematorium. 

We know of no other answer than that made by the Son of Man: “In agony until the end of the 

world”. (“Poe as Moralist”) 

 

     The phrase “In agony until the end of the world” is likely unfamiliar to those not acquainted 

with Roman Catholic tradition, as it does not appear in Protestant bibles. It has an entire art 

tradition associated with it, of a grief-stricken Christ, and is meant to signify that Jesus will 

suffer in Heaven, emotionally, until the Second Coming, because he is anguished by the evil that 

men will continue do unto one another until his final return as the glorious Messiah. The 

originator of the phrase is the Roman Catholic French theologian Blaise Pascal (1623-1662), 
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who claimed, “Jésus sera en agonie jusqu’à la fin du monde,” which is to say, “Jesus will be in 

agony until the end of the world,” not the Jews (Rutler).  

     Of course, Mauriac means that the abuse of the Jews contributes to the agony of the Christian 

Lord, and this sentiment corresponds to the biblical account of Genesis wherein God is grieved 

that He has created Man, not because Man does not worship God (the Divine Decalogue and the 

two greatest commandments had not yet been handed down), but, rather, the source of God’s 

distress is that men commit acts of violence (hamas) and cruelty against one another, acts which 

increase in their grotesque depravity and barbarism. God says of Man that, else mankind be 

restrained, nothing will prevent it from fulfilling the lusts or desires of their own hearts; if left 

unchecked by the Moral Law of God, they will pave the way to their own destruction by means 

of their own violent deeds, just as the Third Reich did unto itself, once constrained by other 

forces which still held to that Moral Law. 

     Aside from Eliot, Hirsch heaps scorn on the blatant insensitivity of Joseph P. Moldenhauer’s 

1968 essay, “Murder as a Fine Art: Basic Connections Between Poe’s Aesthetics, Psychology, 

and Moral Vision,” alleging that the critic (with a German surname, no less) should have been 

mindful of how “ethically troubling” such a title is in the not-too-distant aftermath of the 

Holocaust. Hirsch likewise takes issue with Moldenhauer’s analysis of Poe’s work, in that 

Moldenhauer thinks Poe wants his readers to experience a transference of the “hero’s values and 

psychology” into their own minds and hearts—an argument which essentially asks us to believe 

that Poe wants his readers to self-identify with the murderers of this tales, whom Moldenhauer 

implies are heroes, and not merely protagonists! 
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      According to Moldenhauer: “This is what makes Poe’s tales so permanently and 

authentically horrific, as the line between spectator and perverse actor imaginatively dissolves. 

Poe’s protagonists are never ethically accountable to mankind for their deeds, being compelled 

by profound intuitive reserves within themselves to do that which is at once an outrage upon life 

and a salvation from life’” (Hirsch “Poe as Moralist”).  

     But Poe does not want us to relate to the villain (the “hero”) so much as he wants us to relate 

to the victim; Poe wants us to be mindful of the villain only so far as he does not want us to 

identify with him. The line which dissolves is the line which permits us to put ourselves in the 

story (“mutato nominee de te fabula narrator,” change the name and the story is about you). 

Moreover, Poe’s protagonists are ethically accountable to mankind for their deeds, for they face 

certain execution in “Imp,” “Cat,” and “Heart,” each tales in which the police know of their 

crimes (and it is implied that they shall eventually face recompense in “Pit”).  

     And they are all ethically accountable to God for their deeds, for Hop-Frog and Montresor 

cannot reasonably hope to escape divine judgment, if we adhere to Poe’s patterning of the 

Lucifer-figure tales, as God does not reward wickedness, or good for evil. Additionally, as 

discussed elsewhere in this paper, the murderers do not kill their victims as a result of either 

impulse or compulsion, therefore Moldenhauer is incorrect when he attributes their vile acts to 

the “profound intuitive reserves” which the murderers claim or offer as pretext to commit their 

crimes. What makes Poe’s tales so “permanently and authentically horrific” is that they illustrate, 

perfectly, the ease with which men slide downwards into barbarism committed against their 

fellow men, and the greater ease with which they Self-justify their own barbarism once they have 

denied the God who made them and forsaken the two greatest commandments which He handed 
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down to them. Such is the “authentic” horror of the Poe Lucifer-figure tales, and such is the 

authenticated horror of the Holocaust. 

     Where Hirsch really launches into his own analysis proper of Poe’s tales is in his quotation of 

one of Moldenhauer’s claims about Poe’s tales involving murder (sans the detective fiction), that 

being: “‘Murder […] is a signal virtue, a route to the aesthetic heaven of death. The perversions 

in Poe’s fictions finally defy any judgment or even comprehension in conventional moral terms’” 

(“Poe as Moralist”). 

      To put it bluntly, at least as far as being a critic goes, Moldenhauer is a grade-A schmuck. 

Murder is a virtue? Murder is a route to heaven, in that death is heavenly? What claptrap! 

Contrary to Moldenhauer’s revoltingly inane opinions, perversions in Poe’s fictions do not defy 

judgment or comprehension in conventional moral terms, for all of these tales conform to the 

authority of traditional biblical ethics. Aside from being contra-logical and ill-supported, his 

conclusions reveal an embarrassing embrace of Freudian foolishness, for to contend that the 

murderers perceive murder as means of attaining a celestial state of being is nothing more than a 

re-articulation of Freud’s preposterous conception of mankind’s “death drive”. Per classical 

Freudian psychoanalytic theory, the death drive compels a person towards self-destruction, 

which is the non-fiction version of Poe’s “Imp of the Perverse”.  

     Originally proposed in 1912 by Sabina Spielrein in a paper titled “Destruction as the Cause of 

Coming into Being,” Freud took up the idea and ran with it, eventually developing it in his 1920 

work, Beyond the Pleasure Principle. As Spielrein’s title suggests, annihilation is construed as a 

creative and positive force. But no person can create anything, once they have been obliviated, 
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which is the biblical penalty for sinfulness in the framework of divine justice: Nothing from 

nothing is nothing, and only God creates ex nihlio. 

     Hirsch rightly takes issue with Moldenhauer when he writes of Ligeia’s husband’s “tasteful 

extermination” of Rowena (as if poisoning someone to death, or murder, could be “tasteful”!), 

and Moldenhauer contends: “Murder constitutes a radical but fundamentally aesthetic solution to 

the problem of disunity and separateness in a fragmented universe” (Hirsch “Poe as Moralist). 

This is but added proof of his perceiving the Lucifer-figure tales through the concept of a 

Freudian death-drive, as well as confirms his insistence that Poe intends for us to relate to his 

work through the eyes of the villains. But it does more than that, for it reveals a decidedly 

German presumption on Moldenhauer’s part that unity is the only desirable state towards which 

one should strive. The Jewish position, which is to state the biblical position, is that unity is 

neither desirable nor possible, since it is only harmony of discrete entities which permits for the 

possibility of relationships; in a biblical construct, God, Man, and the World do not represent 

discordant fragmentation of the Universe, being instead the necessary components which, when 

properly afforded their due regard, together complete it in a harmonious state of holy perfection. 

      It is for this very reason that Poe condemns the German philosophical obsession with unity in 

Eureka, and therefore Moldenhauer cannot be correct when he analyzes that Poe work by 

pointing to (of all people!) German philosopher and unrepentant Nazi sympathizer Martin 

Heidegger’s belief that, “‘since the annihilation of worldly time may bring about a return to 

Being, human ethics, which exist only in time, must remain subservient to aesthetics, which put 

man in touch with Being’” (Hirsch “Poe as Moralist”). Never mind that he thinks human ethics 

are tied to the mortal realm; what proof can Heidegger offer that human aesthetics do not also 
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perish in the annihilation of time? Is Man still “Man” once time has abolished mortal humanity? 

Heidegger was an atheist and an anti-theist, so he cannot be thought to argue for an immortal 

spiritual existence, apart from a divine Creator who sustains the Universe: Things and persons 

cannot will themselves into Being, for as nothing from nothing leaves nothing, then neither can 

nothingness bring about a “return to Being”. (Moreover, the ethical code which God hands down 

to Man does not perish when time concludes, according to the Holy Bible, for the Moral Law of 

God is described utilizing the exact same adjectives which are written of God Himself in 

Scripture, and they indicate that the Law is, amongst other things, eternal and unchanging; see 

Figure 1.3.) 

     The chilling compatibility of Heideggerian philosophy and Nazism is displayed in 

Moldenhauer’s attestation that murder “constitutes a radical but fundamentally aesthetic solution 

to the problem of disunity”: The Nazis, then, are exonerated of the radical campaign of murder of 

their Jewish victims as a part of a “final solution” to the “Jewish problem,” seen as disunity in 

German biology, politics, culture, and business resulting from Jews being framed as an 

undesirable, fragmenting faction in the vaunted Pan-Germanism of the Third Reich—and the 

Germans were obsessed with the concept of unity.  Hirsch departs from and builds off 

Moldenhauer’s offensive and untenable observations by immediately following them with the 

thrust of his own analysis, that being: “It would be more appropriate to say that Poe deliberately 

creates bizarre human interactions and situations in his fiction for the purpose of pushing the 

serious reader into new moral territory” (“Poe as Moralist”). Well, yes and no. Poe merely 

sought to dramatize that which would happen if mankind inculcated and followed the wicked 

trajectory of sinfulness on which it was headed, in which that “new moral territory” of the 
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inversion of good and evil,  the “transvaluation of values,” and eventually the anarchical lack of 

distinction between the two (when every man does that which is right in his own eyes), becomes 

the norm; he did this by demonstrating its manifestation both in morally corrupted individuals (in 

his Lucifer-figure tales) and in its logical conclusion, the end result of which leads to the self-

wrought annihilation of Man and the World (in his apocalyptic dialogues).  

     But Hirsch errs in thinking that this cultural phenomenon is “new moral territory,” for it is as 

old as the temptation of Eden described in Genesis 3, and it is witnessed in the evil of mankind 

recorded in Genesis 6. It is the same “moral territory” of the time of the biblical book of Judges, 

when every man did that which was right in his own eyes, when there was no king, no authority 

recognized to enforce the Moral Law (Jdg. 17:46, 21:25). It is the same “moral territory” against 

which the Book of Proverbs warns when it instructs: “Trust in the LORD with all thine heart; 

and lean not unto thine own understanding. In all thy ways acknowledge him, and he shall direct 

thy paths” (Prov. 3:5-6). It is not new moral territory, but is the oldest, constant, deepest, and 

most characteristic quality of human nature, per Jeremiah 17:9. The phenomenon is not new; all 

Nietzsche does is provide new terminology for a phenomenon which dates back to the Old 

Testament he so despises.  

     Hirsch acknowledges the disparity existent between the ideals held by Emerson and Poe, but 

he stresses a commonality in their works, that being the examination of the notion that “man is a 

god in chains”. For Emerson, not even the sky is the limit, but for Poe, it is satanic to think to 

ascend to the heavens and try to be as the Most High God— or worse, to claim, as did Emerson’s 

Kantian-fed Transcendentalism, an unholy merger in which one Self-identifies as being the Most 

High God Himself. Emerson’s Kantianism is clearly evidenced in his 1841 essay, “Self-
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Reliance” wherein he writes: “Nothing is at last sacred but the integrity of your own mind […] 

No law can be sacred to me but that of my nature. Good and bad are but names very readily 

transferable to that or this; the only right is what is after my own constitution; the only wrong 

what is against it” (Hirsch “Poe as Moralist”).  

     What else is this but a reinvented paraphrasing of the sin in the Garden, in which mankind 

thinks to be as God, in deciding for himself between good and evil? As if this blasphemy were 

not enough, in his famous address to Harvard divinity school students, to drive home the point 

not merely that Man was on equal footing with God but actually identical to God Himself, 

Emerson declared that, “the gleams that flash across my mind are not mine, but God’s” (Hirsch 

“Poe as Moralist”). Hirsch includes a brief mention to Stephen F. Wicher’s analysis of 

Emerson’s essay “Heroism,” in which the critic asserts: “The Nietzschean Superman is already 

half-explicit in Emerson’s hero” (“Poe as Moralist”). (George J. Stack has written about 

Nietzsche’s fascination with Emerson in his 1992 book, Nietzsche and Emerson: An Elective 

Affinity.) 

     Indeed, Matthiessen himself speaks to the thread of continuity which runs from Emerson to 

Nietzsche, from Nietzsche to the Nazis, a thread admittedly perverted in distortion and meaning 

as it is spun out, but Poe understood well that the ideological seeds can only produce bad fruit, 

when they are taken to their logical conclusion. Matthiessen writes: 

     This religious assurance, unleashed from all control in dogma or creed, must be called no 

less than terrifying in the lengths to which it will go in proclaiming the individual as his own 

Messiah. For this tendency, so mildly innocent in Emerson, so confused and bombastic in 

Whitman, was to result in the hardness of Nietzsche, in the violence of those characters of 

Dostoevsky’s who have been uprooted from all tradition and find no law but themselves, in 

such demonic nihilism as that of Kirilov in The Possessed. Nietzsche, reading Emerson’s 

Essays when he was thirty, found him the most fecund in thoughts of any writer of the 

century […] When the doctrine of the Superman was again transformed, or rather, brutally 
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distorted, the voice of Hitler’s megalomania was to be heard sounding through. (Hirsch “Poe 

as Moralist”)515 

 

     What neither Matthiessen nor Hirsch do, though, is trace that deadly thread back through to 

the sources from which Emerson drew, the Germanophile Carlyle, and the originator of the 

noxious filament, Immanuel Kant. It is from Kant’s categorical imperative that the world is 

infected with the “poison of Subjectivism” against which Poe warned and Lewis preached. It is 

Kant who is the father of the perniciousness of Postmodernism, imported to America by 

Emerson via Carlyle. Matthiessen speaks of distortion, and Poe thinks of this corruptive German 

metaphysics in terms of grotesquery, in which vice is the perversion of virtue, such as the 

Nietzschean transvaluation of values.  

     When the perversion has reached a point of grotesquery to so great an extent that it entails the 

“radical evil” which denies even that distinctions between good and evil exist, we move “beyond 

good and evil,” beyond even the inversion of the Nazis and the “anti-world” of the Holocaust 

death camps, and we slide into Postmodern doom (“Post-Auschwitz,” being not merely the death 

of distinctions, but also the death of care about distinctions), an exercised propensity which 

ensures the ultimate and eventual self-wrought annihilation of Man and the World. Left 

unchecked by the two greatest commandments of Scripture, the trajectory of the utterly 

perverting influence of German metaphysics proves toxic to all the planet—that is the moral to 

be gleaned from Poe’s apocalyptic dialogues and Eureka.  

     That is the logical conclusion of the trajectory of acidic German metaphysics against which 

Poe ardently and assiduously railed for the final decade of his life. And to his credit, Hirsch sees 

the reality of this claim, for he attests that it was Poe, “who first perceived the more troubling 

implications of Emerson’s prophecy and who, in his non-angelic tales, indicated where the 
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doctrine man-as-god might lead” (“Poe as Moralist,” emphasis mine). (Hirsch refers to the 

apocalyptic dialogues as “non-angelic tales”.)  Poe , indeed, indicates as much in his non-angelic 

(apocalyptic) works as well; the sin which infects the individual poses a corruptive danger to the 

entire community, which is why the sinful man is necessarily cut off from among his people in 

the Old Testament. The physical World is imperiled by the violence of mankind, and 

unrestrained sinfulness puts Man’s relationship with his fellow men at risk, as well as his 

relationship with God. 

     Hirsch also quotes Mauriac’s much better known prefatory statement appearing in another 

Holocaust camp survivor’s recounting of his harrowing ordeal, Elie Wiesel’s celebrated Night, in 

which Mauriac confessed:  

     I believe on that day I touched for the first time upon the mystery of iniquity whose 

revelation was to mark the end of one era and the beginning of another. The dream which 

Western man conceived in the eighteenth century, whose dawn he thought he saw in 1789, 

and which, until August 2, 1914, had grown stronger with the progress of the Enlightenment 

and the discoveries of science—this dream vanished finally for me before those trainloads of 

little children. And yet I was still thousands of miles away from thinking that they were to be 

fuel for the gas chambers and the crematory. (“Poe as Moralist”).  

 

     The dreams of the Enlightenment of which Mauriac speaks, it should be pointed out, were 

popularized by the French and the Germans in the eighteenth century; the true onset of the 

Enlightenment, though, begins in the seventeenth century, in England, with Locke and Newton, 

and other prominent British thinkers who refused to think God out of the picture, as did their 

eighteenth- century counterparts on the Continent. The German Idealism which fed into the Nazi 

ideology is referred to by Poe, in his tale “Colloquy,” as consisting of dreams, delusional 

precepts by which the Man and the World in that tale are led to utter self-wrought destruction.  
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     As the Holocaust illustrated, some men’s dreams prove to be other men’s nightmares. In his 

Lucifer-figure tales of murder, Hirsch contends that Poe anticipated the “collapse of the dream to 

which Mauriac refers,” and Hirsch points specifically to “Heart,” “Cat,” “Imp,” “Hop-Frog,” and 

“Cask,” choosing to focus on “Cask” as being the most forceful illustration of the implication 

that man acts “as if” he is God (“Poe as Moralist”). Directing his readers’ attention to one of the 

only genuinely promising assessments of Stuart Levine, he quotes his fellow critic, who offers: 

“Montresor, too, plays god, and were the story more overtly concerned with moral issues, one 

might even be able to say that god-playing is his sin”—which, of course, is precisely a point Poe 

is trying to raise, for to act “as if” one may do so “with impunity,” as Montresor errantly 

believes, is to play at being God (Hirsch “Poe as Moralist”).  

     What other lesson is to be gleaned from the tale? The God which Montresor and the other 

Lucifer-figures seek to be is not the God of the Law of Love for others; in their willful and 

rebellious refusal to love others, they can never achieve the godhood which they attempt to 

assume. Which leads one to ascertain the third lesson, that being that Man is bound to be 

beholden to the two greatest commandments if Man does not wish to perish, in this tale to be 

understood in the hereafter, since Montresor’s physical mortality is not threatened, only his 

metaphysical soul is in danger of losing its immortality.  

     Montresor’s decision to confess on what is presumably his deathbed, fifty years after the 

murder, indicates that he is gloating, self-assured that he will be beyond the reach of human law 

to punish him for his crime. Mabbott errs when he states that “Cask” is “on its surface 

completely amoral,” but is “perhaps the most moral of [Poe’s] tales,” in that he believes the 

murderer has been troubled by a guilty conscience for the past half-century, to which opinion 



972 

Mabbott adds: “These questions, however,…will probably always remain moot” (Hirsch “Poe as 

Moralist”). As later exhaustively demonstrated in this paper’s subsequent analysis of “Cask,” 

even the mighty Mabbott slips up at times. 

     Hirsch confirms, as late as 1998, that the general consensus of the majority of Poe critics 

(Moldenhauer included) hold that Poe was, “totally oblivious to questions of morality,” and he 

substantiates this assessment (which is correct) by quoting Vincent Buranelli’s 1961 biography 

of Poe (cited elsewhere in this paper): 

     Poe does not touch on morality. Although his aesthetic theory admits that goodness may 

be a by-product of art, he himself does not look for it. Sin and crime are absent from this part 

of his universe; and the terrible deeds that abound there are matters of psychology, abnormal 

psychology, not of ethics. Natural laws apply, working through human nature; the moral law 

does not apply. Remorse is always compulsion, never an accusation of the moral sense after a 

responsible act. (“Poe as Moralist”) 

 

     But it is a mistake to think that Poe did not conceive of the tale as the province of Goodness, 

and for that matter, criticism as the province of Truth. Sin and crime may be absent from Poe’s 

universe only if the murderers are mad at the time they kill their victims, but as the Lucifer-

figure pattern reveals, they are all quite compos mentis when plotting and carrying out their foul 

deeds. True, very true, that which cannot be helped cannot be condemned, but none of the acts of 

the murderers meet the definition of either impulse or compulsion, when scrutinized, therefore 

they do not act as a result of abnormal psychology (in fact, abnormal psyches result from their 

acts), but out of the wickedness of their hearts;  they suffer from self-wrought moral aberrations, 

not uninvited mental ones. 

      (If Poe’s murders were not guilty of the crimes of which they have been charged, tried, found 

guilty, and sentenced to hang, for example, in “Cat” “Imp,” and implicitly in “Heart,” then it is 

the general society of law-abiding men whom Poe would have serve as the murderous monsters 
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in Poe’s tales—but he doesn’t, and they do not, which means that the narrators must, in fact, be 

guilty of the sinful crimes they have committed.) 

      Hirsch refutes Buranelli by insisting that sin is not absent from Poe’s universe, and he thinks 

the evidence for this claim lies in the fact that, “characters who have committed foul deeds do 

not register any sense of guilt or remorse,” adding: “An author who creates a universe in which 

crimes are committed, while those who commit them frequently do not register a consciousness 

of having sinned, is certainly an author touching morality” (“Poe as Moralist”). Poe does more 

than touch on morality, he tackles it head-on, with all the force he can muster. 

     Hirsch cannot be correct when he claims that Poe is pushing his readers into new moral 

territory, given that it existed even as recorded in the Old Testament, but he is on point when he 

contends that Poe dramatized a “counter-morality,” the reversal of that which is deemed good or 

evil, a phenomenon foretold, no less, in Scripture. Writes Hirsch: “Viewed from a post Holocaust 

perspective, Poe looks less like a writer of unbelievable grotesque tales and more like a pioneer 

of the human psyche”—yet it would be better stated that Poe looks less like a pioneer of the 

human psyche and more like a prophet of God, for the role of the prophet is to turn the people 

again towards God (“Poe as Moralist”).  

     Poe preaches nothing new, and Nietzsche simply provides a new vocabulary to describe the 

condition of the wicked human heart. Hirsch quotes Philippa Foot’s summary of Nietzsche’s 

hostility to biblical ethics: 

     Nietzsche wanted to show Christian morality as a “slave morality” rooted not in anything 

fine or admirable but rather in weakness, fear and malice….When the weak call the strong 

evil the move is not merely defensive; it is also an expression of that peculiar malice which 

Nietzsche referred to as ressentiment. Those who cultivate humility and the other propitiatory 

virtues to cloak their weakness nourish an envious resentment against those stronger than 

themselves. They want revenge for their inferiority and have a deep desire to humiliate and 
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harm. The wish to punish seems to Nietzsche one of the most evident signs of this hidden 

malice….Nor is punishment always directed outward; the man of self-sacrificing virtue is 

resentful and venomous also towards himself. (“Poe as Moralist,” emphasis mine) 

 

     (Although Foot does not mention it in this excerpt, Nietzsche’s original complaint is against 

the ancient Israelites, whose slavery in ancient Egypt led him to develop the concept of “slave 

morality”.) Hirsch is not wrong in thinking that “Cask” is a perfect dramatization of the 

Nietzschean concept of ressentiment, but “Cask” does not broach new moral territory, since 

Cain’s murder of his brother Abel may be construed as an example of it as well; Cain slays Abel 

as a result of envy and pride on his own part, and he resents the godly Abel for his goodness. 

“Revenge” is the wrong word, as would be “avenge,” for both indicate that the party lashed out 

at has somehow deserved the evil visited upon him, differing only in terms of the emotional 

motivation and the furtiveness on the part of the party seeking to harm the intended target.  

     As the pattern of the Lucifer-figure tales reveals, just as in the case of Cain and Abel, the 

victims are entirely innocent of wrongdoing, thus not meriting vengeance of any kind. Hirsch 

mentions that Montresor does not offer details of the injuries and insults he alleges were 

committed by Fortunato, and he believes that Poe left them unanswered for more than mere 

structural unity, but he does not see that the details are not forthcoming because no such offenses 

transpired; all of the Lucifer-figures who confess offer legal pretexts for the commission of their 

crimes, and some are warped enough to believe them. In the Christian context, this “new 

territory” is not even limited to the wickedness of the human heart, but all of God’s children 

possess this inherent tendency to Self-rule (the angels are referred to as “the sons of God” in 

Scripture); Lucifer demonstrates ressentiment against God, and the Devil, in his inferiority, rages 

and brings about his own Self-destruction in being damned to perdition. Evildoers cannot bear 
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the sight of the good, they cannot bear the sight of themselves, and they cannot bear to be in the 

sight of the good. 

      Hirsch himself notes that Montresor does not sound repentant (and Poe was a master of tone), 

as well as rightly concludes that the confession is nothing more than a parody of a confession on 

Montresor’s part; given the character’s apparent disdain of his religious tradition, this assessment 

makes perfect sense (“Poe as Moralist”). Hirsch is amongst the group of critics who thinks 

Montresor has failed to meet his own definition of perverted or grotesque justice, offering that 

Montresor has failed to make known to his victim why he was being entombed—but Montresor’s 

definition does not specify that a reason (or even a pretext) must be provided to the intended 

victim, merely that the one who inflicts the damage must “make himself felt” to his target, and in 

that capacity, he has accomplished his goal, for he is not “overtaken by retribution” for the act, 

even a half-century later. Hirsch uses the word “revenge,” but Montresor uses the word 

“avenge,” and to avenge a crime is done openly, where the vengeance may be justified by 

dispassionate, non-participatory parties with no personal loss or gain in the matter; in short, to 

avenge requires objective confirmation (such as a trial or a duel, in which there are witnesses 

required for both the offense and the reproach), thus Montresor has even subjectively perverted 

or made a grotesquery of the definition of “avenge,” in order to substantiate his subjective 

malice. The substitution of the meanings or values for the words  “revenge” and “avenge,” 

therefore, constitutes a form of the transvaluation of values on Montresor’s part. 

     In one of his final notes of the essay, Hirsch points out the relevance of Montresor’s crime 

being carried out during the Roman Catholic “Carnival” season, a specifically limited, pre-

Lenten time when inversions are an accepted norm, heading into the church calendar period 
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when self-sacrifices are undertaken in preparation for Easter observation. As Hirsch notes, Poe’s 

use of the event serves thematic as well as structural purposes, not the least of which is to 

continue conveyance of the anti-papist sentiment in early American culture. Poe describes the 

period as one in which “supreme madness” is the normative convention, therefore Montresor’s 

madness is hinted at by very subtle means; he isn’t mad in the same sense as the other Lucifer-

figures which populate Poe’s tales, but Poe utilizes mental perversion to signify moral 

perversion. Radical subjectivity and extreme madness are of a piece. 

      The inverted values of the world of carnival may be paralleled with the inverted values of the 

Nazi death camps, for in both, as least as far as concerns those who wield power over weaker and 

weakened others, “the love of God is no longer operative” (Hirsch “Poe as Moralist”).  (Hirsch 

says that forgiveness and mercy are forgotten as well, but this statement must be refuted on the 

grounds that the victims, same as those of the Holocaust, did nothing which warranted that they 

be forgiven or shown mercy; such things are applicable only to the guilty. The Nazis remained 

unrepentant until the very end of their regime, even doubling down on their murder of their 

Jewish victims and racing to cover up their crimes against humanity as their defeat at the hands 

of the Allies Forces became increasingly immanent. Forgiveness and mercy are to be afforded 

only to the repentant, per the divine framework.) 

     Noting Buranelli’s opinion that the deeds which abound in Poe’s fictions are nothing more 

than the result of abnormal psychology and are wholly unrelated to ethics, Hirsch makes a salient 

observation:  

     It is odd that students of Poe should be so quick to cut off Poe’s psychology from his 

ethics. We would not think of doing such a thing to Hawthorne, whose stories are also 

psychological. In the case of Hawthorne, we are willing to concede that the psychological 

condition of the character may represent a point of entry into a moral dilemma because 
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Hawthorne’s characters are obsessed by feelings of guilt. Indeed, they sometimes feel this 

guilt even for crimes they may not have committed. Perhaps it is because Poe’s characters 

sometimes seem to feel no guilt for crimes they surely have committed, or actually deny 

feeling guilt for their crimes, that we mistakenly refuse to give Poe credit for raising moral 

issues in his fiction. (“Poe as Moralist”) 

 

     Precisely so. (In one of his end notes to this essay, Hirsch, to his credit, acknowledges the 

biblical view of Man as being shared by Hawthorne and Poe, although he limits that to the 

concept of original sin.)  Hirsch writes that Poe is dramatizing what happens when “the death of 

God” so boldly asserted by Nietzsche’s in his non-fictional ideology is depicted in fiction, and he 

quotes Thomas Mann’s opinion that “the later Nietzsche” should be counted “‘the greatest critic 

and psychologist of morals known to the history of the human mind,’” a title Hirsch which thinks 

is better suited to Poe (“Poe as Moralist”). (Mann’s statement is tendered in reference to the 

Holocaust, in his 1947 transcribed lecture, “Nietzsche’s Philosophy in the Light of 

Contemporary Events.”)  

     But from a biblical perspective (one which Hirsch himself adopts), there can be no greater 

insight into human nature than that accomplished by the God of Scripture, who in both 

Testaments is given to have the power to read human hearts and minds, and who, as divine 

parent, knows both that which is in His children’s best interests and that of which they are 

capable of thinking and doing. Poe drew on Scripture to model his stories, so as to reflect the 

constant and inherent truths of human nature revealed in that holy text, and if he is wise before 

our eyes, it is only because, as taught in Proverbs 9:10, “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of 

wisdom: and the knowledge of the holy is understanding.” 

    Hirsch provides some rather interesting notation which might have served him better in 

making his arguments in the body of the essay. One such note involves his refutation of the facile 
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estimation of Poe as an author obsessed with generalized obsessive behavior, done by pointing 

out the differences in the murderous narrators of the tales which preclude them being “lumped 

together” as clinically mad men. And he brings up Eliot’s 1919 relatively well-known essay on 

Shakespeare’s Hamlet, although he does not elaborate on its relevance to understanding Poe’s 

works. Eliot writes: “‘The only way of expressing emotion in the form of art is by finding an 

‘objective correlative’; in other words, a set of objects, a situation, a chain of events which shall 

be the formula of that particular emotion; such that when the external facts, which must 

terminate in sensory experience, are given, the emotion is immediately evoked’”  (Hirsch “Poe as 

Moralist”). 

      This observation speaks not only to Poe’s aesthetic theory, as Hirsch suggests, but also to his 

moral theory, for Poe’s Lucifer-figures, in their lapsing into radical subjectivity, have no 

connection to an objective reality which (via others) could check their sanity and correct their 

character; no emotion is evoked in Heideggerian mere “Being” in a sensate World, for 

relationships necessitate the involvement of all relevant parties, and not merely their presence. (If 

we are speaking in terms of madness here, while critics are divided as to whether or not Hamlet 

is truly mad, it should not be forgotten that his sanity is revealed by his constant seeking of 

reassurance that he has not imagined things or acted without appropriate purpose, witnessed in 

his frequent conversations with his bosom friend, Horatio, whose sanity no one doubts. Horatio, 

then, is the “other” against whom Hamlet gauges both his sanity and moral propriety, being an 

entity in the objective world but one with whom he enjoys a loving relationship, as tether to both.  

     The Lucifer-figures demonstrate no such comportment or inclination. Perhaps this is because 

Hamlet is not the picture of self-willfulness evidenced in Poe’s murderers.) In Hirsch’s analyses, 
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then, we have presented the full arc of Poe’s moral undercurrent; he examines the transvaluation 

of values of the Lucifer-figure in his examination of “Cask,” and he follows the trajectory and 

relates the phenomenon to the ideological underpinnings of the Holocaust, in his discussion of 

the dangers inherent to the Postmodernism born of those ideologies. 

     The title of Magdalen Wing-Chi Ki’s 2013 essay “Superego Evil and Poe’s Revenge Tales” 

sounds promising enough, except that none of the tales involve revenge, for revenge involves 

redress for a wrong, and all of the victims of Poe’s murderers are innocent of wrongdoing, just as 

Abel had not wronged Cain but had been slain because Cain’s evil nature could not bear the sight 

of Abel’s good one. The article is divided into two major themes, the first being an examination 

of the legal parameters of the concept of revenge, the second dealing specifically with three Poe 

tales in which the author thinks the most radical kind of revenge is operative, what she terms 

“superego evil”; these tales are “Hop-Frog,” “Cask,” and “X-ing a Paragrab”. 

      It is an often-convoluted essay, for the critic freely interchanges the words “avenge” and 

“revenge” within the opening paragraph. To avenge is to execute lawful retribution in a public 

and dispassionate manner, because justice requires redress or remedy for the offending and 

illegal act; revenge is to exact retribution for a wrong (whether perceived or actual) beyond the 

confines of what public law allows, and it is motivated by a strong personal desire to punish and 

harm the offending party (alleged or otherwise). Avengers are defensive and reactive agents of 

righteousness who operate in public to uphold the law on behalf of public interest or common 

welfare, but revengers are punitive and Self-righteous agents with no interest in justice, only 

pursuing unmitigated recompense for often unwarranted and non-justifiable personal interests. 
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      Any discussion of Poe’s tales which does not comprehend the radical distinction between 

what these terms signify is bound to fail on some level. Ki’s essay habitually refers to these Poe 

tales as “revenge tales,” and whereas one might make the weak argument that “Hop-Frog,” for 

example is, no such convincing case can be made for the other two tales. Ki reasons, “Poe’s 

demented or wicked heroes often suffer punishment, but most of his ‘avenging angels’ go free” 

(59) It is oxymoronic to speak of “wicked heroes”; mere protagonists are not heroes, as heroes 

risk their own well-being for the sake of others, and are not the tormentors and murderers of 

others. The abstract for the paper states:  

     This essay analyzes the differences between traditional and Kantian retributivism. Poe's 

revenge tales not only highlight the intricate links between the Law and superego evil but also 

lay bare the agenda of the perverse subjects of the Law. Vengeance is often justified on legal 

grounds: law-preserving violence, lawmaking violence, and law-bending violence. And the 

avenger can hide behind the Law to reap surplus enjoyment in practicing evil and executing 

boundless revenge. (Ki 59) 

 

     (The three types of violence which Ki points stem from the theories of critic Walter 

Benjamin.) Ki’s use of the words “perverse” and “wicked” suggest that she is on the right track, 

but is she? Ki’s opening paragraph concludes with the opinion that the “happy” endings in the 

tales she examines “reveal that retributive justice can condone injustice” (59). Good Lord, no it 

cannot! More to the point, as a traditional biblical moralist, Poe would never even suggest as 

much. In no sense whatsoever can “Cask” be argued to have a happy ending, for Fortunato is 

innocent of all wrongdoing which Montresor alleges, therefore readers should not be pleased that 

Montresor has redressed a non-existent wrong, and he has misclassified it as an avenging act, 

perverting or making a grotesquery of the rightful concept, as all vice relies on virtue, or all 

corruption relies on an uncorrupted original: There can be no retributive justice if there is no 

offense on which the revenge is predicated! In essence, the injustice which she thinks is 
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condoned is not tied to any act which could be considered the source of retribution, meaning the 

murderer acted without motive, other than the wickedness of his own heart; the deed was done 

motive not motivert, just as the murderous narrator of “Imp” reveals.  

     Even if Fortunato were responsible for the alleged insult which drove the mad, proud 

Montresor to murder him in so heinous a manner, it is impossible that Fortunato’s “punishment” 

did not exceed the crime alleged; Montresor’s actions were cruel, unusual, and excessive. (True, 

very true, legal guarantees against such abuses might not have typified the laws of the European 

country in which the story takes place –no such extensive crypts existed in America— but they 

would have been well-known prohibitions to Poe’s readers, contained, as they are, within the 

U.S. Constitution’s Bill of Rights. And certainly God’s Law prohibits such offenses as well.)  

     That the punishment should fit the crime is a key characteristic of retributive justice, and Ki 

refers to the tales as ones which involve instances of retributive justice, which she doesn’t define. 

Retributive justice involves the enforcement or application of punishment as a recompense for 

the offense, and it relies upon the operative principle that the punishment fit the crime. 

(Retributive justice is not meant to serve as a corrective or deterrent to the commission of future 

crimes, as is rehabilitative justice. Restorative justice seeks to reconcile victim and offender for 

the interest of the community and to the satisfaction of both parties involved in the act being 

adjudicated.) The actions of the murderers in “Hop-Frog” and “Cask” do not meet the conditions 

necessary for them to be considered acts of retributive justice.  

     Ki’s examples of “retributivism”? Poe’s economic woes as a teenager, which resulted from 

his stepfather’s stingy and stinging disapproval; what exactly Poe had done to deserve this 

“punishment” she never explains, and it would be difficult to fathom what a teenaged boy having 
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just turned seventeen who had engaged in no criminal activities might have done which would 

have warranted a parent shipping his child off to boarding school without adequate funds to meet 

even basic needs at a time when boys could earn neither their tuition nor their keep (least of 

gentlemen’s sons)—the “punishment” far exceeds the unnamed “crime” of the victim, a crime 

which seems not to exist, same as in the pattern of the Lucifer-tales. (In fact, the last I checked, 

merely meriting parental disapproval has never been a crime in this country, and present law 

would incriminate the stepfather for neglect of parental duties.) Another example? Poe’s 

acrimonious libel suit against Thomas Dunn English…for which Poe was justly compensated in 

a court of American law. Ki does not argue that Dunn English was fined as a result of retributive 

justice, but she suggests that Poe initiated the lawsuit as a matter of personal revenge. Except 

cases prosecuted openly before the law do not constitute examples of revenge, for revenge is 

secret and operates beyond the confines of the law; Poe sought just recompense before the law, 

and revenge has no interest in justice, only perverse recompense. 

     Ki argues that the “dynamics of revenge” thrive on what she sees are links between 

lawfulness and unlawfulness (60). But there are no such links, for the two are polar opposites, 

and have nothing to do with one another in the same way that righteousness hath no part with 

belial. Unless, of course, lawlessness is seen as a perversion of lawfulness, in the same way Poe 

(and C.S. Lewis) see vice as a perversion of virtue.  In a Freudian context, the Superego is the 

aspect of the personality which regulates the conscience, calling into remembrance and gauging 

ethical and moral considerations of the mind; it is the angel on the shoulder of the Ego, working 

to counter the Self-indulgent, uninhibited, and more destructive tendencies of the Devil on the 

other shoulder, the Id. 
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      The term “superego evil” is somewhat of an oxymoron, then, and it would be more accurate 

to state that Poe’s murderers all suffer from inflated or “super egos” (Self-ishness), not active 

“Superegos”. Ki draws her definition of superego evil from Slavoj Žižek, a well-known, 

contemporary Continental philosopher whose works draw from, amongst other things, the wells 

of Lacan’s brand of psychoanalysis and Hegel’s Idealism (which means he may be counted 

among the camp of the “Franco-Prussian” school which Hirsch rightly condemns). Ki writes that 

Žižek defines superego evil as evil “‘accomplished in the name of fanatical devotion to some 

ideological ideal,’ principle or Law” (60, emphasis mine). In plain English, it is devilish work 

carried out by ideologues—as were the Nazis who orchestrated the “Final Solution” at the 

infamous Wannsee Conference in Berlin, as were the guards and medics at the Nazi death 

camps, as were the Nazis who tortured and murdered the Jews they herded into unspeakable 

conditions of  ghettos the Germans created throughout Europe. For such persons (radical 

ideologues), the idea overtakes or overshadows the humanity of the persons before them; this is a 

logical outgrowth of German Idealism, taken to its conclusion (and, to be sure, Ki draws its 

originator, Kant, into the fray).  

     But what overarching principle or law spurs the murderers of Poe’s tales to act? Ki never 

identifies the ideologies to which they should be beholden, per her line of argumentation. It 

should be understood as the ideology which promulgates “the sovereignty of the Self,” radical 

autonomy (auto = self, nomos = law) born of the Kantian categorical imperative, Self-rule, in 

which rubrics they become laws unto themselves, deciding for themselves between good and 

evil, as if they were God. Ideologies which place Man as the grounding of ethics—whether 

human reason (as in German Idealism), or human emotion (as in German-led Romanticism), or 
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human intuition (as in German-fed American Transcendentalism)—all these lead to murder and 

the ruin of mankind. What says Ki, though? In a stunningly cursory and baffling move, she 

transitions immediately from the definition of superego evil to this argument: 

     Revenge and superego are inextricably related because the drive to take revenge on a 

transgressor arises when the subject internalizes certain Laws. Traditional or institutional law 

has two sides, and can occur in two sides, and the problem can occur in either direction: the 

public (Apollonian) Law-of-the-Father can be too “moral” and negating the spirit of humans 

and the Law. Meanwhile, the way of the Law can be obscene, indicating the triumph of 

Dionysian lawlessness. (Ki 59-60). 

 

     These three sentences represent the jumble of misused terms and misconstrued concepts 

which characterize this increasingly embarrassing and untenable essay; because the author is 

given to be in Hong Kong, perhaps she can be forgiven for being unaware of the nuances of the 

English language, but the native English speakers who serve as editors for the Poe Studies issue 

in which Ki’s essay appears have no such excuse in permitting it to be published in its present 

form. Not only does Ki launch into an analysis which points to diametrically opposed constructs 

of Nietzsche’s philosophy without first providing even a cursory explanation of their application 

herein (although she does so later), her words here make no sense whatsoever; the Law negates 

the Law? The way of the Law leads to lawlessness? This is sheer Postmodern gobbledygook, and 

these lines should never have seen the light of day in print in a peer-reviewed scholarly journal; 

shades of Alan Sokal’s exposure of the shallowness, pretension, and superficiality of Postmodern 

“scholarship” spring to mind. 

     One may take as credible, for example, her attestation that revenge and superego are 

inextricably related, but only if one construes superego in a non-Freudian context, as “super 

ego,” or radical egocentrism, and not that which operates above the ego: Evil is always the result 

of radical egocentrism, or Self-sovereignty, as is revenge, because revenge is an evil act which 
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has no regard for justice and no authority behind it except Self-rule.  Evildoers are laws unto 

themselves, which is why they are evildoers. Ki contends that “the drive to take revenge on a 

transgressor arises when the subject internalizes certain Laws”. Wrong on at least two counts.  

     On the first count, in Poe’s tales, all acts of alleged revenge are motive not motivert, without 

an objective legitimate motive, meaning there is no transgressor in the formula on which the 

drive may be based or given cause to rise; without such objective basis or motivation, all such 

acts necessarily arise from subjective causes alone, meaning from the innate wickedness of the 

party alleging a right to take revenge. Which leads us to the second count: Without an objective 

cause or transgression, the transgressor is pronounced guilty and sentenced to torment and death 

by nothing other than the radical subjectivity of the party self-allegedly wronged. Translation? 

The murderous party acting against the victim has no standards by which to gauge the victim’s 

innocence or guilt, goodness or wickedness, other than the murderously acting party’s own 

standards.  

     What is the guaranteed trajectory in such a scenario, or how does this framework play out? 

The party Self-defines evil and transgression, Self-imposes its definitions onto others, Self-

accuses others of meeting those definitions, and then Self-licenses the Self to punish others for 

meeting the definitions of transgression or evil which the Self has defined. The subject or Self 

does not “internalize certain Laws,” but instead rejects them, for they are created beyond the Self 

who would prefer to establish them by internal means, in the Self, whether that be by means of 

human reason, human emotion, or human intuition. The Self can never be found to be guilty 

before laws which the Self entitles the Self to create. 
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      This is precisely the trajectory phenomenon which takes place during the Holocaust: The 

radical subjectivity of the Nazis sought to define evil as being anything Jewish; they imposed 

their definition of evil onto Jews, who met the criterion of being Jewish; they accused the Jews 

of the evil of being Jewish; and then they gave themselves license to “punish” the Jews for the 

crime of being Jewish, according to the definition of evil which they themselves established. The 

anti-Semitic laws which the Nazis passed were enacted so as to make legal or “legitimize” the 

heinous actions taken against their Jewish victims, and they could not be found guilty of 

violating laws in which they granted themselves license to act as they so desired, hence radical 

subjectivity can never be equated with justice, only with the interiority of ideologies which 

preach “the sovereignty of the Self,” those which reject (and do not internalize) the revealed,  

fixed, and transcendent (objective) Moral Law of Scripture. 

      Moving swiftly from a bizarre and unexplained nod to Nietzsche, Ki moves onto discussion 

of Kant’s categorical imperative. She is not incorrect in describing that which it involves, nor is 

she incorrect in discerning what its end result will be, namely the creation of pretexts for abuse 

of one’s fellow man, or as she phrases it, it can “give the revenger a great deal of room to 

formulate arbitrary maxims” (Ki 62). But Ki does not accuse those who employ it of being guilty 

the sort of duplicity practiced by Poe’s murderers, for she says of those other types of persons 

that they think to themselves: “I see that this way is the universal way; I will make it my duty to 

follow it” (62). None of Poe’s murderers justify their actions by construing the foul deeds within 

the context of universally-applicable moral code (either per the letter of the law or the spirit of it) 

when the official law fails, in what Ki terms “anti-legal morality”. Such an individual she refers 

to as “enlightened revenger,” who acts in acting with conformity of his own sense of duty, and 
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for the sake of duty. In what society was it a duty to do one’s duty, for the sake of duty, even if 

that duty involved the murder of innocents? The Prussian society in which Kant was raised, and 

in the Nazi society which developed from it. 

     As explained in the subsection on German Idealism in this paper, this Self-justification is no 

justification, and who amongst us cannot excuse one’s Self if it serves our purposes to appeal to 

our own desires? Such is the “enlightened” lawgiver of Ki’s analysis—the person who succumbs 

to the “Bosom-Serpent of the Ego” about which Hawthorne writes and which Genesis 3 

condemns. Ki, after declaring that “modern ethics” are “grounded in Kant,” she asserts that this 

Kantian model “promotes a self-given, superegoic Law that can be ethical and at the same time 

evil” (62). This is the poison of Subjectivism against which Lewis preached, and the apostate 

solipsistic German Idealism against which Poe railed for so long.  

     That modern ethics is grounded in Kant is precisely the problem of the Post-Auschwitz age, 

and is what led to Auschwitz; this is the trajectory of Man acting as if he is the Most High 

God. Poe foresaw this dire trajectory, and he warned against it for the final decade of his life. 

The Kantian model she thinks can be seen as being ethical and evil simultaneously, but not only 

would that defy Scripture, which avers that righteousness hath no part with belial,  but it also 

would defy the secular “law of non-contradiction”. Ethical and evil are not two sides of the same 

coin whose dual surfaces can simultaneously be uppermost. No, a thing may not be both good 

and evil (we are not speaking of helpful or harmful herein, for wickedness and perverseness are 

internal and are not bound to outcomes or ends), it only may be perceived as such; Ki suggests 

that if the mind of the murderer sees his acts as justified based on some personally-constructed 

code of duty, then the murderer is acting ethically, even if the action is thought to be evil in the 
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minds of others. This is absolute claptrap, for many evildoers would absolve themselves of their 

own crimes based on such a standard, and many of them did, for how else to describe the ease of 

conscience with which the murderous members of Third Reich acted against their victims?  

     Ki dips into the Marquis de Sade’s justification of torture and sexual abuse based on his creed 

that he was entitled to satiate his desires, “‘without any limit to the capriciousness of the 

exactions I may wish” (62). She says that under a Kantian rubric, so long as Sade believed this 

maxim held true for everyone—that it were universally applicable—then it would be ethical. But 

this is illogical, for then any moral code which denies boundaries which respect the personhood 

of others could be said to be truly ethical, and by this standard, so could Nazi genocide. Ki 

reckons that a Kantian subject is one possessed of a perverse attitude, and, “In the worst 

scenario, he lives in an ethical fantasy that has no ethical content. A manipulative person can 

easily make his maxims seem universal, hence justifiable” (63). 

      In these first two assessments, she is surely not wrong—and that is why Poe refers to German 

Idealism as dreams in “Colloquy,” and blames Kant for the ideology which led to the destruction 

of Man and the World; it also describes and explains the phenomenon of Kantian-inspired Nazi 

ideology. But she is wrong in thinking that this is the phenomenon which applies to Poe’s 

murderers, for there is nothing in any of his tales which even suggests that they think to act in 

intentional accordance with Kantian universality of applicability of the categorical imperative. 

They think only of subversively acting out against the victims whose faces are before them, and 

not if their deeds would be considered justifiable in the eyes of others; how can we know this to 

be true? By two things: (1) because they intentionally act when they know their deeds will not be 

seen by others; and (2) because many attempt to conceal their guiltiness before the law (not to be 
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confused with feeling guilty, which they do not) because they know they have not acted ethically. 

In other words, they know that their autonomy is fundamentally incompatible with the “Law-of-

the-Father,” especially because His is a Law of Love, not Kant’s “self-love”. The very fact that 

they act furtively proves that they are aware that their actions cannot merit universal approbation, 

thus they perform in secret that which they know full well could not reasonably be an accepted 

norm for human society. 

     But Ki never grasps that a fountain cannot issue both sweet and bitter waters, for in speaking 

of “Cask,” she writes: “I see Montresor as a transitional figure between the traditional and 

modern ethics of revenge. He sticks to both the written Law and the self-given Law of the 

superego. He is faithful to the family’s Law, but he also formulates maxims for himself to 

perform perverse acts of revenge” (64). What she means by these barely sensible sentences is 

that he has reached the point of being beyond good and evil, as Hirsch writes more directly and 

sensibly in his “Poe as Moralist” lecture about the tale. (Her logic breaks down here, because 

there is no controversy between fulfilling his “family’s Law” and the perverse act off murder he 

carries out; in point of fact, the maxim to commit such a crime is his “family’s Law,” embodied 

in the familial crest’s motto. In like manner, the act of murdering Jews is the law of the Nazis, 

that being the code which they established for their own “family” of Germans.)  

     None of Poe’s murderers are ideologues, therefore none of them meet the definition of 

superego evildoers based on the criteria attendant to Žižek’s use of the word on which she relies. 

Ki notes that Montresor dispenses with “brotherly confirmation, for his Law is self-validating” 

(66) What is this but a disregard for objective reality and the communion with one’s fellow man 

to authenticate (objectively) the grievance alleged, and to justify any attendant punishment in a 
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court operating on biblical moral law as a norm? What other than the murderer’s desire in “Imp” 

to appeal to his own heart, in order to escape legal culpability for his heinous crime? Before 

moving onto equally untenable analyses of the other two tales she has selected to examine 

(which are fraught with even more dubious substantiations and curious conclusions), she offers 

these final words regarding “Cask” and the murderous, unrepentant Montresor: 

     My reading argues that his “law-abiding” spirit must now lead him to violate himself. 

Montresor cunningly pretends to be Fortunato’s “brother” and subsequently turns him into 

a “family member,” so he has the duty to say “rest in peace” to the man. He must suffer for 

his double roles as a revenger and a wrongdoer. The traditional “law-preserving” outlook 

gives Montresor grounds to kill, but it also kills his triumphant joy. (Ki 66) 

 

     (Well, as the kids raised in our Postmodern society are wont to say, that’s her truth, which, of 

course, is anything but true. Montresor has no grounds for revenge, and he personifies a person 

who flauts the law, both mortal and divine, hence the secretive nature of his sinful conduct and 

his lack of humble repentance.) Ki points to Kant’s famous motto of “Sapere aude!,” i.e., “Dare 

to know!” (66) But the audacity of Kantianism is that the knowledge which he entreats his fellow 

man to acquire is more than a mere Faustian bargain, in which scenario the forbidden fruit is 

occult information acquired for the abuse of power over others and manipulation of the material 

world. 

      No, it is the forbidden fruit of Genesis 3, in which man seeks to be as God, “knowing good 

and evil,” which is to say, defining (not merely discerning) for himself that which counts as good 

and that which counts as evil. The essay is a mélange of buzzwords and notable names (Hannah 

Arendt’s “banality of evil” gets dragged into her analysis of “Hop-Frog”), which is too painfully 

awful to address here, as it descends into a discussion of the king and courtiers in the context of 

“the culture of BDSM”—bondage, discipline, sadism, and masochism associated with human 
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sexuality (because he chains his victims and burns them alive, never mind that all of the Lucifer-

figures do not merely desire to kill their victims, but act so that the victims suffer). 

      There is nothing of value to address in the remainder of the essay, therefore skipping ahead 

to her final paragraph, one learns that superego evil might involve subjectively-justified murder 

which constitutes objectively-justified murder, but that, once the spirit of revenge is unleashed, it 

spirals out of control and extends or expands the villainy practiced against others—a position 

which makes zero sense if applied to the Poe tales she has addressed or to any of Poe’s 

murderers, for none of the tales indicate that the murderers sought to act out against anyone other 

than their chosen victims, or that they had done so even after many years had passed (“Imp”) or 

even decades “(Cask”).  

     Moreover, none of the murder tales involve revenge, in that all of the victims are entirely 

innocent (the wife from “Cat,” Madeline from “Usher,” the old Master from “Heart,” the 

recusant from “Pit,” the unnamed relative in “Imp,” and, yes, Fortunato in “Cask,” if the pattern 

holds true, as it surely must). If there can be no objectively-justified murder, then the absurd 

possibility of a dual-sided coin of evil/ethical which Ki argues cannot apply. There are no 

“boundless conflicts” which result from the acts of any of Poe’s murderers, for the victims are 

never granted retribution which escalates and expands, as Ki surmises. The only framework in 

what she contends makes sense would be if she were to link that assessment to the prophetic 

trajectory which Poe foresees, in that Man will increase in his barbarism if his wickedness is not 

held in check or his Self-ishness restrained by the two greatest commandments of Scripture, 

eventually expanding so as to ensure the self-wrought annihilation of Man and the World.  
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     Except, of course, she doesn’t. Ki’s essay is mostly hogwash, for her examples do not 

support her arguments, her arguments are illogical, and her conclusions are absurd. But in a 

Postmodern academia, even hogwash, it seems, if her standard is to be embraced, is 

subjectively-justified and objectively justified. Bah, humbug! 

     Carlson updated an earlier work from 1966 in order to put out his 1987 expanded, edited 

collection of Poe criticism, Critical Essays on Edgar Allan Poe. Unlike the manner in which he 

approached his editing responsibilities in the Companion to Poe Studies anthology, which sought 

to include essays representing diverse critical schools, the entries selected for the Critical Essays 

are presented chronologically, and, as he offers in his introductory paragraph, “Strictly defined, 

‘critical essays’ here excludes biographical, textual, and source studies” (Carlson Critical 1). In 

other words, the entries selected consist of brief opinions regarding Poe’s work given by his 

contemporaries (first section), the opinions rendered by a handful of famous authors (second 

section), and a sampling of short essays wherein “modern” critics (1950-1985) weigh in Poe’s 

work (third section), most of whom are considered luminaries in the world of Poe criticism. 

Carlson, where he fails as a critic, triumphs as an editor, for his introduction to this book does a 

very admirable job of outlining the shape of Poe criticism in broad strokes for each of the major 

timeframes by which he subdivides the opening chapter.  

     The general estimations of Poe’s contemporaries are touched upon in the segment dating 

“1829-1909,” after which follow segments divided as “1910-1949,” “1950-1969,” “1970-1985,” 

in which are provided the highlights of important works in Poe criticism, many of which steered 

it in new directions. In the final timeframe, Carlson devotes the final five pages of the 

“Introduction” to the then-current critical schools, under the subheading of “Structuralist and 
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Deconstructionist Essays on Poe”; although Carlson himself is no New Critic, he apparently 

shares some of their disdain for the Postmodernist “Franco-Prussian” camp (somewhat ironic, 

because his own interpretive style of analysis somewhat relies on it), at least in terms of its utter 

disregard of the body of pre-existent Poe criticism, with which it refuses to dialogue. (Of course, 

given the radical Self-ishness and extreme subjectivity of Postmodernism, the refusal to 

dialogue, to consider the opinions of other critics, should come as no surprise, for that camp 

refuses even to grant the author his or her own voice.) 

     Carlson does a fine job of outlining major works which had become staples in Poe criticism 

before the advent of the Postmodernist proclivity for casting prior analyses aside in favor of 

intentional “obscurity” (to borrow a favorite of Poe’s terms) and superimposition of the reader’s 

“authority”. (It bears repeating: One cannot be the originator of that which one has received; the 

author is the authority, and if the interpretation becomes perverted by its critic so that it does not 

correspond to the author’s intent, then it is no interpretation but a grotesquery instead—and 

grotesquery is vice, which should be rejected. Nowadays, such vice is embraced, and good 

becomes evil, and vice versa. With Derrida and Fish, the transvaluation of critical values is 

achieved, and garbage comes to pass for gold; all that glitters is not gold.) One can learn much 

about the history of Poe criticism from Carlson’s estimable “Introduction”. In speaking of the 

critical reviews tendered by Poe’s contemporaries, Carlson is not wrong when he notes that they 

set the stage for “the unfolding drama” of how Poe’s life would be viewed and his work would 

be understood in the future (Critical 1).  

     As Carlson rightly notes of this earliest critical period, it was dominated by “The Griswold 

Controversy,” in which the biased, falsified, and vituperatively-rendered portrait of Poe enjoyed 
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major and recurrent exposure, thanks to the dastardly machinations of a former literary rival, 

Rufus Griswold, whose venomous obituary continues to give novice Poe readers pause. Added to 

the now-infamous “Ludwig” letter which Griswold (a pastor!) wrote to assassinate Poe’s 

character posthumously (the coward dared not indulge such bitterness whilst Poe lived), the 1850 

“Memoir” of Poe which Griswold penned and published in several editions of a volume of Poe’s 

works served to increase circulation of the damnation.  

     Because it appeared in every successive edition of Griswold’s printing runs, Carlson suggests 

the damage was extensive because it reached many more readers than any “authoritative” 

document regarding Poe; it is no longer reprinted, he states, and is seldom available even in 

research libraries (Critical 3). Equally impassioned, albeit with the obverse intent, was Sarah 

Helen Whitman’s 1860 book, Poe and His Critics, in which she protested against accusations 

that “Poe did not repudiate moral values,” as the themes of conscience and remorse were present, 

she thought, but anyone who sees the confessions of the murderous Lucifer-figures as evidence 

of such things greatly errs.  

     The moral content which does exist in Poe’s works escapes her view, as do the indicators of 

the unrepentant nature of the murderers. Of Eureka, the reception of which distressed Poe in that 

it witnessed him accused of the very paganism which he satirically condemns in this parodic 

masterpiece, Whitman declares it to express, “a form of unbelief far more appalling than that 

expressed in the gloomy Pantheism of India” (Carlson Critical 3). Whitman fails to see that the 

work does not signify Poe’s own beliefs, but that it represents the beliefs of those metaphysicians 

whom he derisively mocks. 
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     Carlson leads his introductory section on famed creative writers’ responses to Poe’s oeuvre by 

crediting nineteenth century French author and critic Charles Baudelaire’s translation of Poe’s 

works as the vehicle which broadly disseminated them in Europe, impacting both the prominence 

of his American counterpart, as well as playing a major role in shaping the European view of 

Poe: “Essentially, Baudelaire saw Poe as the alienated artist—le poète maudit—which became 

the central image of Poe among artists and creative artists, especially in Europe” (Carlson 

Critical 3). 

      Of course, this dreamed-up vision of Poe does not correspond to Poe’s own intentions, for 

Poe was amongst the first authors to try to support himself exclusively by writing, and he always 

sought the respectable income and the social approbation of bourgeois society which Baudelaire 

disdained; Poe advocated traditional biblical ethics, and never sought to rebel against anything 

other than enabling the establishment of a shoddy literary tradition in his native land. 

      Poe was no outcast by choice, and he was never the inveterate drinker, gambler, womanizer, 

brawler, or violent/petty thief which le poète maudit characterization exults; I suppose forty 

million Frenchmen can be wrong. In Russia, a forty-year-old Fyodor Dostoevsky published (in 

his magazine Vremya, i.e. Time) three Poe tales he translated personally, praising Poe as “a 

strange, enormously talented writer,” whose abilities included a “capricious” imagination and 

whose works exhibited “amazing realism” (Carlson Critical 4).  

     In 1875, just a quarter-century after Poe’s death, the tides were clearly turning in his favor, 

despite a few hold-outs well into the latter part of twentieth century, to which Carlson’s book 

dates. That year witnessed the composition of Abel Reid’s moving tribute to Poe’s 

misunderstood genius, in which he rebukes the moralists and the aesthetes, both of whom he 
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charges with failing to understand that Poe’s art consists of “the song of eternities” which have 

“the ear of God” (Carlson Critical 4) Reid’s is a long-forgotten poem, one of more than 300, per 

Carlson, which commemorate their idol, Poe. (Carlson prefers Stéphane Mallarmé’s 1883 

sonnet, written to dedicate Poe’ tomb in Baltimore, and while it is not without its own eloquence, 

it is a bit of a yawn, whereas the Reid piece is a better defense and a merited scolding of Poe’s 

detractors.)  

     The tardiness in widespread recognition of Poe’s talent was the result of many factors, the 

advent of the U.S. Civil War (1861-1865) being but one of them. A major contributing factor 

was the holdover of the Puritan spirit which still exercised influence in literary circles of New 

England, the Transcendentalists aside; for general reading audiences, still possessed of 

Calvinistic moral stances (and predisposed to Quaker-embraced moral themes in their literary 

fare, such as those offered by the novels of Brockden Brown), the distasteful tales which 

circulated regarding Poe’s personality, coupled with woefully inaccurate critical assessments of 

his work, proved insurmountable for a long time, and “the severely negative judgments on Poe’s 

Eureka, the fiction and the criticism illustrate again how moralistic preconceptions interfered 

with aesthetic appreciation” (Carlson Critical 5). But they also precluded readers from being able 

to properly discern and gauge the moral content which is rife in Poe’s writings, for far too many 

of them could not separate in their minds the myth of his egregious depravity and the depraved 

narrators which populate his tales. 

     Not surprisingly, just about the time the field of psychoanalysis was germinating, as early as 

1889, a Swiss critic by name of Ola Hansson declared Poe the first major “psychological critic” 

(not fiction writer, but critic), wherein Poe was credited with anticipating modern mental 
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pathology and psychiatric research because of his depictions of hypnotism, personality doubling, 

lapsing into states of unconsciousness, and criminal (abnormal) psychology (Carlson Critical 5).  

     At least the Swiss author did not stoop to confusing Poe with his characters the way American 

critics have tended to do, but Poe’s use of such things in his tales should come as no surprise to 

anyone who realizes that his job as magazine editor required him to stay abreast of current 

cultural fads and to draw them into publications so as to appeal to a wider readership; Poe was 

ever a man with his finger on the pulse of society, reflected in his vast corpus of criticism and his 

tales. (That his poetry is unconcerned with cultural trends is also not surprising, for they are 

focused on supernal Beauty, which does not look to this world’s affairs.)  

     On the centennial anniversary of his birth, in 1909, the London Nation included an essay 

about Poe’s merit, penned by none other than celebrated dramatist, political and economic 

theorist, the Fabian Socialist (and staunch eugenics supporter) George Bernard Shaw, in which 

article Shaw does not miss the opportunity to scold both America and Europe for its gross 

materialism and sensuality (hedonism, which he thinks results from an embarrassment of riches 

unevenly divided). Shaw heaps praise on Poe’s talents as a literary critic, and, unlike most other 

reviewers, esteems Poe’s poems highly, referring to them as being “exquisitely refined” (Carlson 

Critical 6). American novelist of considerably acclaimed reputation, Henry James, heaps no such 

praise on Poe, but concedes his importance to subsequent aesthetic movements: “He was the 

earliest modern poet to employ symbolism by ‘drawing over a subject veil after veil of 

suggestion’” (Carlson Critical 6). (This is a questionable description, but one which cannot be 

addressed at present, given the constraints of this already strained paper.) 
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     Switching to the 1910-1919 period, Carlson points out that D.H. Lawrence’s Freudian essay 

on Poe (first published in 1919 and then expanded in 1923) had a big impact on the direction of 

Poe criticism, informing especially the analyses which contend that Poe’s major theme of 

“intellectual domination or spiritual vampirism” is central to his tales (Critical 6). William 

Carlos Williams weighs in on Poe in a work which Carlson identifies as “a landmark essay,” 

although, truthfully, its relevance has waned significantly, for it does not feature in most of the 

bibliographies cited in later critical works. Williams’ essay mostly is noted for, at long last, an 

American claiming Poe for America, as Williams contends that Poe’s body of work conveys 

what he terms an authentic “provincialism,” not determined by locality but by a “hidden” feeling. 

Says Williams: “‘In him American literature is anchored, in him alone, on solid ground” 

(Critical 6). High praise, indeed. The following year saw Edmund Wilson’s oft-noted essay, 

“Poe at Home and Abroad,” in which Wilson proposes two major ideas: (1) a poor understanding 

of historical context was to blame for the accusation that Poe had no connection to his own time 

or reality; and (2) Poe was a bridge between the Romantic and Symbolist movements (Carlson 

Critical 7). Well, yes and no.  

     Certainly, Wilson is correct about his first point, as the “Introduction” to this paper should 

evidence; Poe was responding to the many “Isms” of his day, therefore he was intimately aware 

of his time and reality. But Poe would never think of himself as a Romantic author (he disdained 

that movement), and as argued elsewhere in this paper, he wasn’t one, therefore to credit him 

with being a transitional figure stemming from it seems a dubious position to adopt. Howard P. 

Lovecraft’s 1927 essay, “The Supernatural Horror in Literature” reinforced two disastrously 

incorrect trends in Poe criticism, for in that work, Lovecraft both associated Poe’s tales with 
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supernatural causes, and helped to establish Poe as a “deity and fountain-head of all modern 

diabolic fiction” (Carlson Critical 7). 

      In other words, Lovecraft handily and conveniently dismisses Poe’s own claims that his tales 

will employ “legitimate causes” instead of the cheap, schlocky supernaturalism on which 

German horror stories relied to advance their plots, and Lovecraft firmly denounces the 

possibility that Poe is a moralist, for he offers Hawthorne as representing the camp in which he 

claims Poe has no admission or fraternity. Poe criticism has somewhat recovered from the 

adamant insistence on these twinned-errors, but never entirely. 

     In speaking of William Mentzel Forrest’s impressive array of literary sources in his book 

from 1928, Biblical Allusions in Poe, a text which is commonly cited in Poe criticism thereon 

after, Carlson falls into the same error as had Forrest and as do many Poe readers still, namely 

that, “this scholarly work is one of the most comprehensive studies of the religious and 

philosophical roots of Poe’s ideas” (Critical 7). Well, yes and no. It does present a wealth of 

information, and it does a very good job, for example, of pointing out similarities between the 

ancient mystic traditional beliefs of India and Poe’s Eureka. Except the pagan Pantheism which 

Forrest attributes to Poe does not represent Poe’s own beliefs, as the excerpts which Forrest cites 

in support of his position are actually employed by Poe to derisively mock his Transcendental 

compatriots, as it is their Pantheism he depicted, not his own; the German philosophers and 

philologers were fascinated with Eastern mysticism (e.g., Schopenhauer and Nietzsche), and the 

American Transcendentalists, in turn, were fascinated with the Germans.  

     Almost no critical analyses of Eureka perceive it to be a parodic satire— a burlesque of the 

highest order—of the German metaphysics which inform American Transcendentalism. (And 
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Carlson had a big role in that development, for he disparaged critics such as Harriet H. Holman 

who pointed to its comic intent, and he lavished praise on idiotic analyses such as one offered by 

David Ketterer; Carlson refuses to see the work as a hoax, even though everything from its very 

title to its structure is intentionally humorous and derisive. One short-sighted or myopic critic 

holding sway can do untold damage. Forrest’s work is discussed elsewhere in this paper.) If 

anything, though, Forrest’s work does prove that Poe was “steeped in Western intellectual 

tradition,” as Carlson notes; why he fails to recognize that Scripture constitutes Western moral 

tradition is a puzzle (Critical 7). 

     In the same year in which Forrest laid out for readers Poe’s astonishing familiarity with 

Scripture, Norman Foerster’s book on American critical tradition (which he began with Poe) 

accused Poe of failing to “fuse the moral and the aesthetic in art as in life,” faulting Poe for being 

possessed of a “deficient ethical development” resulting from his “lack of interest in humanity” 

(Carlson Critical 7).  But Poe’s tales consistently hold to Western Civilization’s longstanding 

tradition of fusing the moral and the aesthetic, perhaps nowhere more evident than in “Usher”.  

     Poe, he charged, was “unmoral and unphilosophical in his poems and tales because he himself 

was unmoral and unphilosophical,” and he wrote in a manner which Foerster described as 

“diffused romanticism,” one characterized by strangeness of an infernal as opposed to supernal 

quality (Carlson Critical 7). Well, yes and no. One should not expect to find either morality or 

philosophy in Poe’s poems, for he declared the province of poetry to be Beauty, not Goodness or 

Truth, therefore to fault him for their absence in his poetry is a little like accusing a Buddhist of 

being a poor Christian—the wrong standards apply in the shaming intent. But as for the tales, 

they are heavily-laden with moral and philosophical content, and as Poe starts with the ending in 
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mind, crafting his tales so that every aspect of the plot works towards achieving the final totality 

of effect, one should realize that the moral and philosophical aspects of them are not merely 

peripheral considerations or decorative elements, but, in fact, inform and shape the tales 

themselves.  

     Many a critic is blinded by the brilliance of Poe, and therefore they cannot see that which is 

laid out before them by virtue of their own diminished sight. Floyd Stovall is a widely-respected 

Poe critic, but his essay’s focus was on Poe’s poem “Al Aaraaf” and outlining Poe’s debt to 

Coleridge and August Wilhelm Schlegel; it is he who must be credited first in proclaiming that 

Poe was “a poet of ideas,” contrary to Foerster’s derogatory estimation. 

     Finally, in 1931, critical attention diverts from allegations of Poe’s unmitigated spleen to 

recognition of his comic genius; James Southall Wilson’s essay “The Devil Was In It” is a 

marvelously concise overview of Poe’s novice attempt to break into the world of publication, as 

it describes Poe’s incredibly witty burlesquing of well-known literary figures, in which he 

parodied each of their styles as clues to help correctly identify their caricatures. The publishers 

rejected the offer to print the Folio Tales, stating they were too rarified in their intellectualism 

for the common reader (and therefore not a profitable venture), but two things should be apparent 

to Poe critics and readers after perusing Wilson’s article: (1) the “Devil” in the work is Poe 

himself, in the role of the mischievous (as opposed to malicious) imp of American and European 

folklore and humor; and (2) Poe’s parodic style, even at the outset, is intentionally mimetic of 

that which he satirizes.  

     What this means is that Poe’s oeuvre evidences a comic element to them from start to finish, 

beginning with the Folio Tales right up through Eureka, sometimes at the surface and sometimes 
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as an undercurrent, sometimes overt and sometimes subtle. Eureka should be read in the same 

manner in which Poe crafted the Folio Tales, in which case that work is intentionally mimetic of 

that which intends to lampoon; the apostasy of Eureka, then, is not his own, but is that of those 

whom he condemns by means of mockery—the true function of the British Augustan moral 

satires which Poe greatly admired. 

      In this same year, Constance M. Rourke devoted some pages to discussion of Poe in her book 

on American humor, “in which the romantic tradition of the American comic tale is credited as 

the primary source of Poe’s use of the burlesque, the hoax, the comic fantasy, and the 

dramatization of subconscious conflict in the first person” (Carlson Critical 8). It seems odd to 

construe the American comic tale as belonging to “romantic tradition,” unless one is speaking of, 

perhaps, sudden reversals of fortune, or the role of coincidence attendant to both, as seen in the 

more unbelievable works of Hawthorne, for he termed his own unbelievable tales “romances”.) 

     In 1933, the three-volume Freudian analyses of Poe and his tales surfaced, and the stench 

emanating from this scheisse continues to rise in literary criticism, despite what Carlson correctly 

opines is its “doctrinaire extremism” (Critical 8). Fortunately, Roger Forclaz, in his “Poe and 

Psychoanalysis” attempts to flush some of it away, demonstrating how Freud’s theories and 

terminology are applied in Psychoanalytic criticism in the most “inconsistent yet unsparing way” 

(which is a nice way of stating that the critics cling to their delusions in the same manner as do 

Poe’s characters  plagued with madness) (Carlson Critical 8).  

     Carlson points out that Ernest Marchand’s “Poe as a Social Critic” has endured for more than 

half-a-century (by 1985), in terms of being the “definitive study” of Poe’s views on democracy, 

progress, and social reform (Critical 8). Well, yes and no. Certainly Poe’s anti-Progressivism 
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and anti-Utopianism are now relatively commonly understood, but no critic, to date, seems to 

fathom that Poe’s railing against “radical Democracy” had nothing to do with the American 

political system and everything to do with his anti-Transcendentalism, which collapsed or 

levelled or equated the biblically-hierarchical and discrete entities of God, Man, and the World. 

In 1935, Yvor Winters excoriated Poe, inexplicably accusing him of being a “bad influence” and 

“an explicit obscurantist” (Carlson Critical 9). Winters is simply not “in on the joke,” one had at 

his expense. 

     So much truly awful Poe criticism is mercifully countered a few years later with a genuine 

watershed moment in Poe scholarship in 1941, in which year Arthur Hobson Quinn’s Edgar 

Allan Poe: A Critical Biography is published. As Carlson puts it, “Here, at long last, Poe critics 

had a fully-documented, scholarly biography free of psychologizing or other speculation about 

the nature of Poe’s personality. To this day it remains the most reliable traditional Poe life-and-

letters” (Critical 9) (Unfortunately, the pendulum has reversed, resulting in two far inferior and 

highly-questionable Poe biographies which fall back on what should only be counted tenth-rate 

psychoanalyses, Daniel Hoffman’s and Kenneth Silverman’s.)  

     The 1940s witnessed an uptick in Poe criticism, for George Snell declared Poe to be the first 

to employ the New Critical methodology, in which Poe practiced objective analyses of “the 

poem per se,” concentrating on its internal complexities or what the New Critics prefer to call 

subtle “tensions” within a work. F.O. Matthiessen, although he famously excluded Poe from his 

highly influential American Renaissance of 1941, nonetheless acknowledged some years later, in 

his equally famous 1946 essay featured in the Sewanee Review, that Poe was amongst the first of 
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critics to insist on “the importance, not of the artist, but of the created work of art” (Carlson 

Critical 9).  

     Although it is inappropriate to situate Matthiessen in the same company as the New Critics, 

given his Cultural Historical approach, he apparently did not place much stock in Psychoanalytic 

criticism which read too much of Poe in his tales and poems. But the decade that gaveth also 

tooketh away, for T.S. Eliot, despite all his erudition, confessed to being baffled by the French 

admiration of Poe, for he did not think Poe’s work merited high favor, and he faulted Poe for a 

provincialism and flawed poetic diction which make Eliot’s analysis itself baffling. In terms of 

focus on a single tale, Darrel Abel’s analysis of “Usher,” in which he argues that the unnamed 

narrator moves from being rational and grounded in Lockean sensation to being irrational and 

convinced of supernatural causation, comes up again and again to bolster later erroneous 

“interpretations”.  

     But the narrator never abandons his Lockean sensibilities, and he is quite sane throughout the 

tale, even when he is ill at ease by that which he experiences; as a matter of fact, the very fact 

that he is ill at ease in the very wicked and isolated environment in which he finds himself, and is 

troubled by the unsettling activities of his host, is the very means by which his sanity is 

evidenced, for he remains ever aware that things are not as they should be in a rational and moral 

order—proven best by his dismissal of Roderick’s claims regarding the malevolent and willful 

sentience of the estate, and by his being aghast at the unwitting role in which he played in the 

Lady Madeline’s torturous murder. 

     Allen Tate’s 1949 essay “Our Cousin, Mr. Poe” made quite a splash at the end of the decade, 

for in it, he elaborates on D.H. Lawrence’s themes of “spiritual vampirism” (what nonsense!) 
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and speaks to Poe’s vision of “dehumanized man”. Tate’s work was well-received because it 

came on the heels of the Holocaust, an event which left its stamp on the minds and works of 

many New Critics having knowledge of that horrific historical event. Carlson points to the 

dramatic shift in Poe studies in light of that tragedy: “In sharp contrast to ‘the American case’ 

against Poe before the First World War—a case that rested on Poe’s alleged indifference to 

moral values—Tate maintained that ‘there is no indifference, there is rather a compulsive, even 

a profound, interest in a moral problem of universal concern” (Critical 10, emphases mine).  

     The magnitude of the crimes against humanity which characterize the Holocaust logically call 

to mind the horror and the criminality of Poe’s better-known tales, and they are often mentioned 

in relation to that event. But whereas Poe’s murderous narrators are seen as the products of 

abnormal psychology, Poe conceived them to be representations of abnormal metaphysics—of 

German Idealism gone awry without check, in which the Self overinflates its worth and abilities, 

and collapses into itself, into a world of extreme subjectivity, for Kantianism, taken to its logical 

conclusion, results in a world of pure imagination, and à la Willy Wonka, a largely nightmarish 

one, at that.  

     Poe’s murders suffer from deranged minds because they have indulged their exceedingly 

wicked hearts; grotesquery is defined by either excess or deficiency, therefore in the expansion 

or excess of Self-worth and Self-will, they suffer from a deficiency in humility and loving regard 

for others. In short, they do refuse to honor or meet the standards of goodness which God 

Himself has established: “He hath shewed thee, O man, what is good; and what doth the LORD 

require of thee, but to do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly with thy God?” (Mic. 

6:8) 
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     The second half of the twentieth century saw a veritable outpouring of Poe criticism, much of 

which focused on previously neglected works, such as Poe’s novella Pym, his tales “The System 

of Doctor Tarr and Professor Fether,” “Morella, “Eleonora,” “How to Write a Blackwood 

Article,” “Metzengerstein,” and “The Man Who Was Used Up”. It also brought new analyses of 

“Usher,” “Ligeia,” and Eureka, and in many ways began the trend of examining several of Poe’s 

works in tandem with one another (and with his three theoretical essays on the art of 

composition), a technique which often makes for deeper and richer analyses, but one which 

makes isolating critical assessments of individual works increasingly difficult. 

      This is the veritable advent of the trend of examining Poe through thematic lenses which seek 

to detect a common thread to his literary corpus, instead of hermeneutically teasing out meanings 

from a particular work—much more in keeping with the French mode of gauging an author’s 

merit. Preeminent among this newer batch is Allen Tate’s greatly influential essay of 1952, “The 

Angelic Imagination: Poe and the Power of Words,” which still has a firm footing in the New 

Critical camp. In that work, Tate tackled Poe’s Eureka and the three apocalyptic dialogues, 

which he refers to as “angelic colloquies” (which were largely overlooked in previous criticism). 

      In tying them together, Tate professes to have uncovered the “philosophical perspective 

implicit” in these works—and, to be sure, there is a philosophical perspective implied within 

them, but it is the obverse of what Tate surmises it to be. As Carlson phrases it, “Tate found only 

the unity of a silent God, an abyss of nothingness, a zero,” and Carlson faults Tate for 

overlooking the closing theme of Eureka, “Life—Life—Life within Life…and all within the 

Spirit Divine” (Critical 11). They are both wrong, though, because neither of the assessments 

align with Poe’s own sentiments, and what these works signify and condemn, even being 
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mimetic of, are instead the metaphysics of his theological adversaries. (Tate’s essay is discussed 

in depth elsewhere in this paper, given its importance to its topic.) 

     Unfortunately, Leo Spitzer picks up and runs with the insistence that the Usher twins are 

guilty of incest, the “familial evil” which is responsible for what he deems is sterility preventing 

the Usher line to flourish (he does not even consider that the males have been killing off their 

siblings for generations). In an absolutely preposterous analysis which never should have seen 

the light of day, Spitzer (a Psychoanalytic critic) actually argues: “Madeline resists the curse and 

later frees herself from the tomb, ‘the true male and last hero of the House of Usher’ in her will 

to live” (Carlson Critical 11).  

     The true male? What does that even mean? That the male strength of will is strength of 

character, which could not possibly be female? Moreover, Poe’s villains are villains because 

they are creatures of will, and not of heart. William Whipple perceives Poe’s tale about the 

insane asylum as a satire on the “moral treatment” of such centers. (He’s incorrect, and the tale is 

addressed elsewhere in this paper.) In 1957, Edward H. Davidson and Harry Levin put out 

separate books about Poe, both of which pop up rather regularly in the criticism of other authors. 

Davidson’s Poe: A Critical Study contends that Poe strove to solve the problem of Cartesian 

dualism, “by renouncing the real world and reconstructing through artistic experience the mind’s 

unity with the world” (Carlson Critical 12).  

     But this cannot be correct, for it smacks too much of the German obsession with unity and 

Kantian Idealism, which were both anathema to Poe. (For the record, Carlson does not think 

Davidson succeeds in proving his argument.) The section on Poe in Levin’s The Power of 

Blackness: Hawthorne, Poe, and Melville focuses on Pym (which he calls the first novel of 
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“American innocence and individuation”), but in the chapter titled “Notes from the 

Underground” (a clear nod to Dostoevsky’s “The Underground Man”), Levin concludes: “Poe’s 

cult of blackness is a bold attempt to face the true darkness…the narrowing yet bottomless abyss 

that underlies the human condition” (Carlson Critical 12).516 The work is as unpalatable as it is 

misguided,  as it shows an interest in teasing out the alleged racial, homoerotic, and liberal 

viewpoints of these authors. Poe is concerned with human nature, not the human condition—

except as it pertains to human nature, which is possessed of an inherent propensity to 

wickedness, made straight only by the Moral Law of Scripture, which is a law of love.  

     Patrick Quinn also published his The French Face of Edgar Poe, which focused on French 

reception of Poe’s work, especially Pym and the detective tales. As Carlson points out, “The final 

chapter examined the themes of death as metamorphosis, the fusion and continuity of life and 

death, of dream and fact, the double, etc., as these express ‘the life of a great ontological 

imagination’” (Critical 12). This idea has become a staple of Poe criticism, and it is incorrect, as 

analyses of the apocalyptic dialogues elsewhere in this paper endeavor to prove, at least 

marginally; because of his interest in harmony, Poe is emphatically opposed to “fusion,” for 

fusion disallows charm of proportion. 

     In 1960, there was quite a bit of attention devoted to Pym, including the terribly facile and  

 

superficial analysis offered by Sidney Kaplan, who speculated that the conclusion of the story  

 

signifies “Poe’s Biblical fundamentalism and his belief in Negro slavery,” because the black  

 

natives of Tsalal are alleged to speak a form of Hebrew, because the writings on the cavern walls  

 

in the story are a mixture of Ethiopian, Arabic, and Ethiopian—and because, “Pym, frightened  

 

by the blackness around him, flees into the ‘embracing arms of the comforting White’” (Carlson  
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Critical 13).  Kaplan does not bother to define what he means by “Biblical fundamentalism,” but 

it may be assumed to signal a belief in the literalness of Scripture; given Poe’s familiarity with 

the literary qualities of Scripture (as ably demonstrated by Forrest’s 1928 text), Poe would be 

well aware that there is figurative language employed in the biblical text. Moreover, Pym was 

not “frightened by the blackness around him,” in terms of mere skin color—he fled because of 

the blackness of the souls of the Tsalal, because they were attempting to murder him, which is a 

reasonable motive for wanting to avoid them! (The correct analyses of some of these aspects are 

addressed elsewhere in this paper.) 

      The years 1961-1962 proved fruitful for Stephen L. Mooney, who put out a few essays on 

Poe, the two better known ones dealing with Poe’s humor (“Comic Intent in Poe’s Tales: Five 

Criteria”), in which he outlined five criteria for classification purposes (he terms these ascending 

motion, descending motion, group-action, machine-motions, and the Devil as a character), 

wherein he argued a definite hierarchy or comic progression: “from disguise, to action, to error, 

to the comic revelation and result—their common quality being ‘charades played by marionettes’ 

revealing the deadness and the pretensions of society and, by implication, affirming ‘the 

superiority of the solitary man’” (Carlson Critical 13).  But, of course, Mooney cannot be 

entirely correct, for the solitary man is the doomed man to Poe—he is the man who has Self-

severed his relationships with God and Man, being in full violation of the Law and the Prophets. 

Such a man is not merely inferior, but he has collapsed into the lowest state possible, having cast 

himself down as far as Satan was cast down from Heaven.  

     The other essay, “Poe’s Gothic Waste Land,” contends that Poe utilized conventions of 

Gothic fiction in order to present “ironic images of man in a nineteenth century age of anxiety 
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which…forecast the twentieth century waste land as a theme for literature,”  achieved by his 

“heightening of sense perception, sublimity of mind,” secrecy, and terror of the soul (Carlson 

Critical 13). There is an obvious nod to New Critic T.S. Eliot’s most celebrated work, “The 

Waste Land,” which incorporates some of those elements in his great theme. But even though 

Poe and Eliot might incorporate many of the same elements, they do not add up to the same 

theme for Poe: Poe’s heightening of senses in the Lucifer-figures is meant to suggest a satanic 

supernaturalism; sublimity of mind demonstrates either Poe’s emphasis on the undercurrent, or 

his desire to be appreciated by an intellectually engaged or active readership; secrecy is requisite 

for the execution and attempted concealment of the subversion evidenced on the part of the 

murderers; and terror of the soul pertains to the actual experiential (physical) torture experienced 

by the victims in Poe’s tales. (There is no actual terror in Eliot’s work, merely ordinary fears, 

metaphorical language, and subtle allusions to mythology.)  

     If Mooney is to be believed, then both “Metzengerstein” and “Usher” are Gothic parables 

because they are tales which are “fatal dramas of cognition” which climax each in “one symbolic 

action, a psycho-architectural or psychosomatic gesture, in which mind and body, dying together, 

become one” (Carlson Critical 13). Setting aside the problematic application of the thesis to the 

first tale, there is a major problem with its application to “Usher,” for if the siblings are “one,” 

then what forbidden knowledge proved fatal to Madeline? What action did she take which would 

impel her towards her fate? Nothing in the tale whatsoever even so much as hints that she and her 

brother Roderick were anything alike, other than in appearances (which can be deceiving)—we 

have only the word of a sadistic, murderous, and deceptive Roderick on which to base 

allegations even about her health. (No critic seems to explore the possibility that he was 

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/47311/the-waste-land
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/47311/the-waste-land
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poisoning his sister, with the aid of his physician—hence his fear that “her medical men” might 

want to examine the entombed body.)  Even their similar appearances might be Poe’s alluding to 

Scripture, wherein Satan is given to be able to transform his appearance so as to resemble a 

minister of light, here Roderick merely resembling Madeline as a godly, persecuted soul (2 Cor. 

11:14), he being a counterfeit to the genuine article. More to the point, Madeline cannot be “one” 

with her brother, for he is associated with the estate, and the estate is specifically associated only 

with the male descendants of the Usher familial line. 

     As Carlson indicates, James Gargano’s early 1960’s essay titled “The Question of Poe’s 

Narrators” quickly became (and has remained, in some critical camps) “a basic point of 

reference” for criticism which perceives Poe’s narrators as “dramatic personae” defined by the 

psychology, structure, and purpose of the tale (Critical 15). In other words, to his credit, Gargano 

is amongst the first of the critics to insist firmly that Poe should not be confused with his 

narrators, for he argues that whereas “his narrators are often febrile or demented, Poe is 

conspicuously ‘sane’…mature and lucid” (Carlson Critical 15). (“Personae” is the very term 

which Ezra Pound employed in defending accusations levied against him by the poet William 

Carlos Williams, when confusing the author for his characters.) Floyd Stovall bolstered this 

attestation in his essay, “The Conscious Art of Edgar Allan Poe,” which refuted allegations to the 

contrary made by Eliot, Huxley, Winters, Bonaparte, and a few other critics whose bias and 

proclivity for superimposing their own templates precluded them from seeing Poe’s artistry 

clearly as a product of a non-demented mind.  

     Of course, the decade also produced some of the more ridiculous readings of Poe’s work. 

Take, for example, J.O. Bailey’s take on “Usher,” which cast Poe’s tale as a genuinely German 
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Gothic piece (by which is meant it relies on the supernaturalism which Poe rejected to advance 

plot, à la E.T.A. Hoffman). Says Bailey: “‘The House as a psychic sponge drains Roderick’s 

vitality through his hair and lives on it’”—never mind that Madeline lives in the very same estate 

and was able to muster enough physical and mental vitality to break free of the coffin, tomb, and 

vault in the eight days she struggled, and, presumably, her hair was even longer than her 

brothers, as was the custom in days past (Carlson Critical 14).  

     Bailey makes it sound as though Roderick is Samson and the house is Delilah, in that 

Roderick’s hair is the conduit through which his strength is channeled or his vitality is deposited. 

It is no exaggeration to state that, not only is there so much Poe criticism, but that there is so 

much bad Poe criticism, and so much of it is so very, very wrong. Carlson credits Geoffrey Rans’ 

1965 Edgar Allan Poe as being the first biography to incorporate metaphysical frames of 

reference, arguing that the ideas in Eureka are “‘crucial to an understanding of the underlying 

patterns of Poe’s tales and poems’” (Critical 14).  

     Well, yes and no. The problem is that whereas Rans is correct that the metaphysical ideas 

which are represented in Eureka do appear in Poe’s tales (not so much the poems), he and the 

subsequent critics who look to him fail to realize that the ideas represented are not Poe’s own, 

but are instead those of the metaphysicians whom he mocks and opposes. This trend has never 

reversed, and it remains fully in effect today; this paper, in part, seeks to remedy this error, but 

given the constraints of its focus, it can hope to do nothing more but plant redemptive seeds 

which require added time and care to properly germinate them and bring them to fruition.  

     This period also saw David H. Hirsch first perceive Poe through a biblical lens, in his essay 

“The Pit and the Apocalypse,” in which he presents the tale as if it were a dream vision of 
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Judgment Day (a staple, actually, of the American jeremiad tradition of Poe’s day). Says 

Carlson, “Using Kierkegaard as a gloss, Hirsch elicited the Existentialist themes of dread and 

absurdist freedom. In the allusion to Revelation, he found undertones of transcendental meaning, 

apocalyptic patterns, and a final salvation that is ‘an absurd leap into transcendence’” (Critical 

15). 

      This is a surprising instance of Hirsch partially lapsing into the methodology of the Reader-

Responsists, and this essay does not make as strong a case as his 1998 “Poe as Moralist” 

argument about “Cask,” in which he utilizes Nietzsche as the gloss. To be sure, there is dread in 

“Pit,” but it is not of Existentialist variety; the narrator in that tale never despairs of a belief in 

God or meditates on the meaninglessness of existence. In fact, he describes himself as a “bold 

recusant,” which means his piety is in earnest, and not relinquished even in the face of certain 

death. The bold recusant’s alleged salvation is not the result of an “absurd leap of transcendence” 

so much as it is symbolic of the salvific graciousness of God, who raises up those who humble 

themselves, as the narrator is rescued at the very moment he acknowledges that he is unable to 

save himself.  

     Glosses of Poe’s tales through use of the theories or concepts of other authors is helpful in the 

sense that the dramatization of events helps one to understand those other writers, but they do 

little to help us understand Poe. Operating somewhat within the Existentialist framework then in 

vogue, Robert Kiely’s “The Comic Masks of Edgar Allan Poe”  suggests that Poe’s humor is a 

type of defense mechanism, or as Carlson phrases it, “a mask of rationality” which Poe fabricates 

in order to “preserve sanity” as a means of coping with and “hiding Poe’s anger toward society 

and toward God for his indifference to man” (Critical 15). (The “purist” forms of Existentialism 
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deny the existence of God, therefore they cannot be angry with a person who does not exist—

necessarily a person, for it would be madness, indeed, to rage at the elements, as did King Lear.) 

Kiely’s analysis must fail in light of Poe’s consistent moral undercurrent which advocates 

adherence to the two greatest commandments of Scripture; if Poe’s anger was directed against 

anyone, it was against those factions who actively sought to undermine biblical authority, and 

even then, his attacks were not typically vituperative, but rather comical in bent. 

     The late 1960s produced essays on Poe’s detective fiction, and the solving of some of Poe’s 

mysteries, at least to more contemporary readers. John E. Reilly’s essay “The Lesser Death-

Watch and ‘The Tell-Tale Heart’” is a perfect example of the unravelling of Poe’s punning clues 

which might have been understood in his own day, but which have lost their currency in our 

more modern, urban lifestyles. Reilly explains that a “death-watch” is a form of insect which 

used to commonly reside within the walls and floors of wooden homes, and that of the two then-

known varieties, one produced a rhythmic sound (muffled by insulation) comparable to the mad 

narrator’s description of the noise of a heart muffled in cotton. Reilly thinks this represents Poe’s 

“enlarging of the psychological dimension of Poe’s fiction,” but what it really does is 

demonstrate that Poe is employing “legitimate means” as a substitute for cheap, German Gothic 

supernaturalism to advance plot (Carlson Critical 16). 

     The use of the insect is not simply meant to shed light on the true mental state of the narrator, 

whom Reilly describes as being “a victim” of paranoid schizophrenia (albeit he is no victim to a 

condition he has brought upon himself because of the murder he has carried out); instead, it is to 

provide a legitimate sound for the three sane police officers to ignore, being familiar with such 

insect habits. In other words, it is to provide an element of objective reality, something external 
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to the Self of the radically subjective Lucifer-figure, by which the narrator’s insanity can be 

gauged. All one needs to know about the narrator’s present state of mind whilst confessing is that 

he claims to hear supernatural noises—many things in Heaven and all things in Hell.  

     Rounding out that decade, Ottavio M. Casale’s essay “Poe’s Transcendentalism,” gauging 

Poe’s response to Kant, Coleridge, and Emerson (therein an unholy trinity, to Poe), arrived at the 

baffling conclusion that Poe was opposed more to their style than their substance, and that Poe 

actually embraced Transcendentalism as “an ennobling philosophy” (Carlson Critical 16). Good 

God, no! In fact, it was the Transcendentalist doctrine of Man ennobling himself  to the point 

that he attained godhood which Poe objected to most strenuously, for the categorical imperative 

succeeded in raising up Man only at the expense of tearing down and excising God as the ground 

source of ethics. Joseph J. Moldenhauer’s highly-controversial and even less-sensible essay 

“Murder as Fine Art: Basic Connections Between Poe’s Aesthetics, Psychology, and Moral 

Vision” is first published, and is tackled most vociferously by Hirsch in his own essay “Poe as 

Moralist,” not the least reason of which is for a gross insensitivity in its language in the wake of 

the Holocaust. (Hirsch was Jewish and anti-Heidegger, whereas Moldenhauer was German and 

pro-Heidegger; those facts might have nothing to do with their positions, but on the other hand, 

they just might. Moldenhauer’s gross deficiencies are addressed elsewhere in this paper.)  

     Finally, in 1969, four new books on Poe came out, and a chapter on Poe in another, the latter 

being Joel Porte’s, which errantly construed Poe as a Romantic, and called “Usher” a dream 

allegory of incest.  These books include: Floyd Stovall’s earlier essays (reprinted and collected in 

a single volume); Jacobs’ book which focused on Poe’s roles as journalist and critic (but which 

nonetheless included two chapters dedicated to arguing that Poe was a Pantheist and a 
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Transcendentalist who genuinely believed in the gradation of matter and other Transcendentalist 

tenets he actually mocked); Louis Broussard’s analyses of Eureka, the colloquies, and “The 

Raven” as evidence of Poe’s use of allegory and symbolism to convey the unification of his 

philosophic and aesthetic vision (which Broussard also mistakenly perceives to be a Germanized 

Romantic-Transcendental unity of all life); and Michael Allen’s original thesis that Poe wrote 

with a “two-audience” mentality, aspiring to achieve success with a twin-pronged “quality-

popularity” readership, in which his cleverness and innovation would grant him recognition by 

the more elite “few,” while his work was still accessible to the more general and gullible wider 

audience necessary for commercial success—fame from the former, fortune from the latter 

(Carlson Critical 16-17). Because Poe’s popularity seems never to have waned, and because 

there are still discoveries at hand which demonstrate the magnitude of his cleverness, it seems 

Allen’s theory is credible, even if the proof of it comes too late to be of beneficial service to Poe 

himself. 

     Carlson’s last major segment of the “Introduction” is dedicated to the years 1970-1985. A 

book on the detective fiction, plus an examination of Poe’s alleged plagiarism of Charles 

Dicken’s work (Poe would disagree, for he contended a truly skilled writer could reinvent and 

improve the work of authors, thence his frequent borrowing elements from other writers, to 

combine them in new ways), and two essays by Barton Levi St. Armand are singled out by 

Carlson.  

     The first of these essays is dedicated to examining Poe’s use of alchemy in “The Gold Bug,” 

and the second (which is much better known) is an analysis of “Usher” which similarly points 

out Gnostic, Hermetic, and alchemical symbols and ideas in the tale; considering the extreme 
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apostasy of Roderick, as indicated by the book titles in his den of iniquity, such elements should 

not much surprise one. Harriet R. Holman’s “Splitting Poe’s Epicurean Atoms” correctly casts 

Eureka as a literary satire, wherein she rightly argues that Poe, “used the discredited Epicurean 

atomic theory as ‘an elaborate and protracted conceit’ in his war against the Boston 

transcendentalists’” (Carlson Critical 17).  She was absolutely right in this contention, but critics 

with higher standing, such as Carlson himself, pooh-poohed her position, thus consigning her to 

the dustbin of mere footnotation in Poe scholarship, a gross injustice which this paper hopes to 

remedy, in part.  

     Arguing the very converse of Holman is Stuart Levine’s book from 1972, the aptly-titled 

Edgar Poe: Seer and Craftsman, in which Levine mistakenly perceives Poe to embrace the 

pattern of Boston Transcendentalism he traces in Poe’s works, especially evident, he thinks, in 

Eureka (Carlson Critical 17). The year 1972 also brings to bear Daniel Hoffman’s often amusing 

but often untenable analyses of Poe through a kind of personal memoir-biography hybrid; Poe 

Poe Poe Poe Poe Poe relies on Psychoanalytic misreading of major Poe tales.  

     The same year Sidney Moss’s “Poe’s Apocalyptic Vision” appears for the first time, which 

errs in its argument that Poe held an Existentialist view of both Man and Nature (a view which 

denies God and meaning in the World). Clark Griffith’s “Poe and the Gothic” extolled Poe as the 

writer of “a genuinely new Gothic”—an assessment which holds true, one supposes, only if by 

“new Gothic” one means “anti-Gothic,” for Poe had little patience with the laziness of the cheap 

and schlocky supernaturalism which characterized much of German Gothicism (and 

overwrought, maudlin sentimentality which largely typified the British variety).  
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     Carlson himself saw published his “Poe’s Vision of Man,” an essay which had its ideas 

expanded in the lecture he gave that same year at the annual commemoration of Poe’s death by 

the Edgar Allan Poe Society of Baltimore, “Poe on the Soul of Man; that lecture, of course, is 

previously analyzed within this paper, given the major impact it had on Poe criticism.  

     That same year, G.R. Thompson put forth his “Poe and Romantic Irony,” an essay which has 

become somewhat of a staple in both Poe and Romantic studies. Thompson proposed that Poe’s 

“Gothic tales” (a description which likely would make Poe balk) could be read on three levels—

“supernaturalistic, psychological, and absurdist” (Carlson Critical 18). Yes, they could appeal to 

readers with tastes in each of the three modes (necessary to meet popular demands), but that does 

not mean that their moral undercurrent should be discounted; Thompson never argues for a 

“moralistic” level. Given Poe’s insistence on the use of “legitimate causes,” Poe would discount 

the first mode of reading, and given his firm biblical stance, the third mode also seems highly 

dubious. To read the works as psychological might make sense as long as one understands that 

Poe is utilizing mental perversion to symbolize moral perversion, and that the madness results 

from the murders, not the other way around. Except, of course, that is not Thompson’s take on 

the tales at all. In this essay, Thompson indicates that Poe’s favored German authors were Tieck 

and August Wilhelm Schlegel, both of whom believed, per Thompson, in “the idealistic 

‘transcendence’ of earthly limitations through the Godlike immanence and detachment of the 

artistic mind’” (Carlson Critical 18).  

     In other words, the poet was not merely the prophet of the gods, as in classical tradition, but 

possessed the ability to be as God by means of his creative prowess. Cast in that light, the gifted 

artist did not merely point upwards to God, as per the function of poetry which strives to attain 
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glimpses of supernal Beauty. In the German construct, the artist became as God, and creates 

Heaven on Earth; this is the transcendence of German Idealism which was anathema to Poe.  

     Poe would agree that works which spring ex nihlio from the mind of the author (as Minerva is 

said to spring from the mind of Jove in the Goethe fragment which serves as the motto to his 

1840 anthology of the tales) are mimetic of the creative powers of God, in that Man is stamped 

with His image and likeness. But the caveat for Poe is that there is no detachment to the sensate 

world, in that Poe forever is mindful of the Lockean objective reality by which the subjective 

creative Self is fueled, being also that which provides the high contrast needful to discern 

supernal Beauty from earthly varieties: Poe is always tethered to objective reality, because 

grotesquery is avoided by adhering to the classical notion of the golden middle way or perfect 

moderation; to lose one’s Self to the ethereal and radically subjective “transcendence” of 

Idealism is one extreme to be avoided, as is the opposite extreme of being bound down by radical 

insistence on materialistic Positivism.  

     Man cannot be regulated by the mind (Idealism), nor simply by the bodily (Positivism), but he 

must instead be regulated by a heart made upright by the Moral Law of Scripture, which derives 

from revealed religion; in that sense, it is attributable to a fixed, transcendent, objective or 

external source, by which or against which our subjective or internal selves, standards, and 

conduct can be checked/restrained or measured. (Goethe seems to have recognized the relevance 

of the sensate, objective reality moderated by the subjective faculties; see, for example, 

Appendix A, titled “Poe und die Deutschen”.) 

     Thompson sees all three authors (Poe, Tieck, Schlegel) as being concerned with the comic, 

the ironic, and the absurd (not in the Existentialist sense of meaninglessness), the combination of 
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which he calls “Romantic Irony”. He expanded this thesis the next year in his 1973 book, Poe’s 

Fiction: Romantic Irony in the Gothic Tales, a text which provides (methinks) the best overview 

of the historical debates surrounding Poe’s use of the terms  “grotesque” and “arabesque”. 

Carlson’s disdain for Thompson’s contribution is palpable, and not even thinly disguised; he 

outright dismisses Thompson’s major claim that, “almost everything Poe wrote is qualified by, 

indeed controlled by, a prevailing duplicity or irony in which the artist presents us with slyly 

insinuated mockery of both ourselves as readers and himself as a writer” (Critical 18).  

     Carlson fails to bear in mind that Poe advocated Schlegel’s valuation of the undercurrent 

(duplicity requires both a surface current and an undercurrent), and he does not realize that Poe’s 

works must be read through the twin lenses of his humor and his moralism—those being the 

major aspects of the British Augustan satirists whom Poe greatly admired. Carlson writes of 

Thompson’s book: “Incredibly, Eureka was said to be ‘Poe’s most colossal hoax’ and ‘Mesmeric 

Revelation’ ‘a parody on the beatitudes of the psychal mystics’” (Critical 18). Well, actually, yes 

they were, but Carlson pooh-poohed Thompson, and because he was the critic of higher status, 

Thompson’s work never has received the respect it deserves for recognizing as much—

something which this paper hopes to remedy, at least in part.  

     Carlson reads Poe far, far too literally at times (that is when he is not descending into 

psychological nonsense), ignoring Poe’s comic and cryptic tendencies, and he is not alone in that 

error, for Richard Wilbur’s analysis of Pym in 1973 advances the woefully mistaken view of a 

pro-Transcendentalist Poe, in which the doomed voyager is said to move through stages which 

propel him towards a final “reunion of the voyager’s soul with God or—what is the same thing—

with the divinity within himself” (Carlson Critical 19). But that is Emerson’s vision of the 
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eventual godhood, and not Poe’s. This mistake is repeated by Richard O. Finholt, whose analysis 

of “Descent” draws on the cosmology presented in Eureka and the mysticism of “Mesmeric 

Revelation” (the very works Thompson points to in order to substantiate his own incorrect 

thesis), in which the voyage of the undoomed voyager is not absorbed into God and Nature, but 

is said to at least have a vision of such reunification with “the Unity (God) toward which all 

matter tends” (Carlson Critical 19).  

     Read enough Poe criticism, and it becomes as tedious as listening to a broken record which 

continues to skip in repetition of a musical score performed off-key. And even when the key 

changes, it more often than not is still not the correct one. David Halliburton’s book that year, 

Carlson points out, was the very first phenomenological critical analysis of Poe’s work. But it, 

too, relied on the cosmogony of Eureka, and Halliburton errantly sides with Carlson that Poe’s 

quizzical text is not a grand hoax but is an affirmation of Poe’s “transcendental vision” (Critical 

19). 

     Roger Forclaz’s book from 1974 (Le Monde d’Edgar Poe) focused on the tales at the expense 

of the poems, in which he claimed to find the main themes of, “unity, American pragmatism and 

idealism, dark Romanticism, and a mystical cosmic vision” (Carlson Critical 19). Well, yes and 

no. If these themes are to be found in Poe’s work, then they are mocked and derided, except 

Forclaz does not seem aware of as much. That same year, Claude Richard’s hefty book (600 

pages) examines Poe’s roles as journalist and critic, and similarly missteps in that it concludes 

that Poe is a Transcendentally-inclined religious poet (Carlson Critical 19).  

     There were no books published on Poe in 1975, but there was a slew of “interpretive essays” 

on Eureka: Need it here be said that they are lock step in their literal reading of the work, and 
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mistakenly confuse Poe’s mocking condemnation of Transcendentalism for a condoning of it? 

More than two-dozen essays on Pym manifested in the 1970s, including Harold Beaver’s 

introduction for the Penguin edition of the work, which built on Moss’ earlier errant analysis of 

the narrative as a “Southern fantasy” which advocated “Biblical racism in the treatment of Tsalal 

as an ‘inverted Eden,’ with its Hamitic language and symbolism” (Carlson Critical 20). 

(Elsewhere in this paper is offered a far, far more accurate rendering of the color and name 

symbolism Poe employs in Pym.) 

     James Gargano advances the theory of “spiritual vampirism” put forth by D.H. Lawrence in 

his own discussion of “Usher,” although he re-terms it “trans-human vitality” and applies the 

made-up phenomenon to “Morella”; both authors disregard Poe’s insistence of “legitimate” 

causes and his repudiation of supernaturalism, therefore calling the accuracy of their dubious 

hypotheses into question. Where Beaver fails as a critic, apparently he shines as an editor, for his 

1976 Penguin edition of The Science Fiction of Edgar Allan Poe is recognized by Carlson as 

being, “one of the best [which] carefully established the period interest in electromagnetism, 

animal magnetism, and ‘every form of transcendentalism’” (Critical 20). (Taylor Stoehr’s book 

from 1978, Hawthorne's Mad Scientists: Pseudoscience and Social Science in Nineteenth-

Century Life and Letters, does an admirable job of documenting the many fads of the authors’ 

day. Need it here be pointed out these mad scientists are the Lucifer-figures of Hawthorne’s 

tales? That they, too, forsake humane regard for their victims, and act without Self-restraint in 

fulfillment of their heart’s own desires?) 

      Carlson does not miss an opportunity to take another swing at Thompson in his praise of 

Beaver’s work, which challenges Thompson’s view, for Carlson offers, “how doubly duped must 
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be those critics who theorized that Poe’s gulling of the average reader actually worked by what 

they call Poe’s ‘duplicity,’ ‘sly-foxery,’ and ‘self-parody’” (Critical 21). It is Carlson, though, 

who will prove the unwitting fool, and Thompson who, with Poe, shall have the last laugh, if this 

paper succeeds, in part, in what it argues and documents. 

     By 1979, David Ketterer published The Rationale of Deception in Poe, which Carlson states, 

“succeeded in tracing the ‘full design’” of what they think is Poe’s Transcendentalism, evidenced 

in analysis of several of his works (Critical 22). This is another example of Carlson praising any 

critic whose work agrees with his own errors, and also disparaging any critic which challenges 

them; unfortunately for Poe criticism of the past half-century, Carlson’s endorsement or rejection 

has determined the trajectory of Poe criticism for the worse, for he is almost always wrong in his 

analyses, both in terms of their intended proofs and their conclusions. As Carlson points out, the 

new decade begins with a bang, with the publication of John T. Irwin’s impressive and not-so-

impressive American Hieroglyphics: The Symbol of the Egyptian Hieroglyphics in the American 

Renaissance (discussed elsewhere in this paper).  

     In terms of being a work of Cultural Historicism, it is a bona fide gem, and Irwin is really in 

his element as a scholar in that methodology, for the book provides an excellent overview of the 

Egyptian Revival which swept America and Europe in Poe’s day, thanks largely to Jean-François 

Champollion’s cracking the ancient hieroglyphic code of the Rosetta Stone; that is what is 

impressive about the text. Not so impressive? His lengthy and convoluted analysis of Pym 

(which takes up a substantial chunk of the book) and his 200-page analysis of Eureka. Pym he 

sees as a Platonic quest (despite Poe’s anti-Platonism), and he ties the work to Eureka by 

contending, as Carlson correctly summarizes, that “Pym’s final vision of a self-projected ‘God,’ 
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remains indeterminate as his ‘quest for fixed certainty’ and the primal Oneness of Eureka ends as 

a death wish” (Critical 22). In his most groan-inducing arguments, Irwin draws on Freudian 

rhetoric to justify what he sees as Poe’s Transcendentalism—wrong on both counts!  

     Carlson then mentions the “rare exchange” in Poe criticism between Patrick Quinn and G.R. 

Thompson, in which the critics directly address each other’s analyses. Thompson’s 1973 analysis 

of “Usher” was critiqued by Quinn in 1981, thus being one of the first examples of a critic taking 

another critic to task, a tradition which the New Critics have continued to this day (such as in 

Hirsch’s book and including as practiced by yours truly). Carlson crystalizes the controversy: 

“Thompson’s argument centered on the idea that everything may be ‘the fabrication of the 

completely deranged mind of the narrator.’ In his response, Patrick Quinn effectively repudiated 

the argument for an unreliable narrator (and an ironical author) in discussing the appearance of 

the house, the narrator’s experience, the ending, and the theme” (Critical 22).  

     Here, Carlson’s disdain for Thompson is warranted, because the narrator of “Usher” is sane  

 

throughout the entire tale, as detailed elsewhere in this paper, in the chapter devoted to analysis  

 

of that work.  The mid-1980s, though, did not see Poe criticism shake free of Psychoanalytic  

 

criticism, which remained just as preposterous as when it first appeared in Marie Bonaparte’s  

 

1933 multi-volume work. J.A. Leo LeMay’s “The Psychology of ‘The Murders in the Rue  

 

Morgue’” applies a Freudian sexuality template to the detective story, in which he actually  

 

argues that “Dupin represents the head, the mind; the orangutan the body or a psychotic sex  

 

mania. Thematically, ‘we are all potential psychotic sex maniacs…in a non-rational, chaotic 

 

 world’” (Carlson Critical 23). Umm, no. In fact, no, no no, no no.517    

 

      The final few pages of Carlson’s introductory overview (23-28) are devoted to “Structuralist  
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and Deconstructionist Essays on Poe”. He first mentions Barbara Johnson’s essay from 1980, 

  

which traces the Lacan and Derrida critical analyses of Poe, dating back to 1966. In 1980,  

 

Claude Richard (another New Critic) lambastes the Deconstructionist critics in a lecture which 

  

rightly contends: “‘Neither Derrida nor Lacan, nor practically any of the modern French critics,  

 

is interested in the writer he talks about. That is to say Poe is not the case in point. Literature of  

 

text becomes a pretext for philosophy…Derrida doesn’t know a thing about Poe’” (Carlson  

 

Critical 24).  

 

     Louis A. Renza apparently sides with Thompson in thinking Poe is having fun at the expense 

of his readers, for “Renza viewed the tales as secretly autobiographical in that Poe imagined their 

being misread by others; through verbal jokes, puns, anagrams, and so forth, Poe is said to have 

mocked his readers’ attempts to fathom meaning where none exists” (Carlson Critical 24).  

     Well, yes and no. Poe assuredly did mock his readers, especially the American 

Transcendentalists among them, but it was not that the tales were devoid of meaning so much 

that their meanings were misunderstood. Roland Barthes is listed as a seminal Structuralist, one 

who advanced the theory of textual analysis which became the hallmark of Reader-Response 

criticism, offering that the goal of the critic is not “to find the sense, nor even a sense of the 

text,” but to seek “a playful reader-response guided by working procedures called ‘codes’: the 

‘actional’ code (plot), code of the Enigma (reader interest), symbolic overtones, ‘cultural code,’ 

and ‘code of communication’ (relation of narrator to reader)”—although, as Carlson points out, 

“No attempt was made to integrate these codes into a unified interpretation” (Critical 24). Bah, 

humbug! 
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     The collection of essays edited by Dennis W. Eddings for the 1983 anthology, The Naiad 

Voice: Essays on Poe’s Satiric Hoaxing (which reprinted essays from 1954-1977) consists of 

contributions by authors who weigh in on Thompson’s major claim about Poe’s duplicity. 

Eddings offers that “many Poe scholars are not convinced by this reading [of Poe as a 

hoaxer]…If such a tale as ‘Ligeia,’ for instance, is a satiric hoax, how then are we to account for 

the obvious seriousness of its development of theme? How, in other words, can Poe be guilty of 

ridiculing that which he presents seriously?’” (Carlson Critical 25)  

     Eddings, it seems, fails to comprehend that not every Poe tale should be seen as a hoax, given 

Poe’s vast repertoire, and he also seems to forget that Poe can mock the ideology of his 

adversaries by treating of them in mock seriousness—that is precisely the manner in which 

Eureka derides the metaphysicians he opposes.  Interestingly, Carlson includes brief mention of 

Thompson’s 1983 lecture in Baltimore to Poe devotees, in which Thompson apparently 

abandoned his theory that Eureka was a hoax and instead suggested that Poe’s oeuvre was a 

Platonic “matrix of Poe’s aesthetics and metaphysics,” wherein Eureka in particular evidences a 

definite Monadism informing both aspects of Poe’s work (Carlson Critical 25, emphasis mine).  

     Well, yes and no. There is Platonism and Monadism to be found in Poe’s works, but they do 

not signal his own beliefs, being  rather representations of the beliefs of his adversaries; he 

employs their language in order to lampoon them, in the same way he practices mimesis of the 

writing styles of the authors he caricatures in the Folio Tales; from start to finish of his intended 

career, Poe is a jovial jester whose jokes more often than not sail over the heads of his readers, 

being, as per the editor of the publisher who rejected printing the Folio Tales, far too rarified for 

the common intellect. 
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     In 1984, Harold Bloom’s infamous derision of Poe appeared, in which he dismissed Poe’s 

criticism as inconsequential and his poems as having no value. In an egregiously dim-witted 

assessment of Poe’s importance and brilliance as the seminal American literary critic, Poe’s far, 

far inferior counterpart opined of his predecessor: “There are no critical insights, no original 

perceptions, no accurate or illuminating juxtapositions or historical placements” (Carlson 

Critical 26). (Got mirror, Bloom?) In a rather curious twist, Douglas Robinson’s book from that 

year, American Apocalypses: The Image of the End of the World in American Literature, 

challenged Bloom’s dismissal of Poe, and claimed that Emerson and Poe served as “our seminal 

apocalyptists,” therein granting to Poe “his most significant context” (Carlson Critical 27). 

Emerson thinks the road to salvation is to be found in the creation of a secular, scientific society 

in which Man ranks supreme, and Poe believes that it rests solely upon obedience to the two 

greatest commandments given in Scripture and the Most High God from whom it derives. 

      Curious because Robinson offers an untenable New Testament reading of Pym (in which the 

“white shadow” signifies humans projected as transfigured beings in the beyond), and because 

Emerson’s vision was to dismantle the biblical tradition which Poe advocated, calling for the 

erection of a new secular society based on scientific principles, the very antithesis of what Poe 

desired. Poe’s apocalyptic dialogues are sober prophecies—jeremiads—which call for readers to 

reflect upon and to repent of their apostate ways, whereas Emerson’s essays celebrate the 

abandonment of traditional biblical modes of thought and conduct, conduct against which Poe’s 

tales warn. The bright spot during this period is Roger Forclaz’s “Psychoanalysis and Edgar 

Allan Poe,” which takes to task the critical analyses of Poe’s works which rely on Marie 

Bonaparte’s Freudian posits; his exasperation with such nonsense is lucid and refreshing, as he 
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succinctly tackles Freudian concepts such as necrophilism, sexual impotence, and sadism 

regarding Poe’s works, exposing them as “fallacious and inadequate” templates by which to 

properly gauge the writings (Carlson Critical 27).  

     Carlson concludes his “Introduction” by pointing to one of his own works from the mid-

1980s, “Frames of Reference for Poe’s Symbolic Language,” in which he thinks he has managed 

to reconcile “the confusing situation in Poe criticism” at that time, said reconciliation being 

achievable by means of combining Allen Tate’s “philosophical perspective,” Barbara Johnson’s 

“frame of reference,” and his own “parallactic method” (Critical 27). He explains what he means 

by such a combined effort: “Two semantic clusters of key terms are established as frames of 

reference for Poe criticism, one as defining his epistemology, the other is ontology and 

cosmogony. Thus a base line is laid for interpreting the symbolic language in, for example, 

‘Usher’ and “Ligeia’ (especially the symbolic use of wild)” (Critical 27-28).  

     This, he adds, is the only means by which the “interpretive Poe community” is to rise from 

the ashes (presumably from the destruction brought on by the disastrous theories of the 

Structuralists and Deconstructionists) and transform itself into a new and glorious accuracy, a 

goal which can be reached, he writes, only by means of the consensus which has developed over 

the many long years of Poe criticism (Critical 28).  

     Well, yes and no. First the “no,” for Poe well understood that, as my mother is wont to say, 

“the masses is asses,” and that the consensus of “a thousand profound scholars” oftentimes 

should be rejected—and Poe said as much himself in the posthumously published essay of 1850, 

to wit: 

     “But, if this is the case, how,” it will be asked, “can so much misunderstanding have 

arisen? Is it conceivable that a thousand profound scholars, investigating so very simple a 
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matter for centuries, have not been able to place it in the fullest light, at least, of which it 

is susceptible?” These queries, I confess, are not easily answered: — at all events a 

satisfactory reply to them might cost more trouble than would, if properly considered, the 

whole vexata quæstio to which they have reference. Nevertheless, there is little difficulty 

or danger in suggesting that the “thousand profound scholars” may have failed, first 

because they were scholars, secondly because they were profound, and thirdly because 

they were a thousand — the impotency of the scholarship and profundity having been 

thus multiplied a thousand fold. I am serious in these suggestions; for, first again, there is 

something in “scholarship” which seduces us into blind worship of Bacon’s Idol of the 

Theatre — into irrational deference to antiquity; secondly, the proper “profundity” is 

rarely profound — it is the nature of Truth in general, as of some ores in particular, to be 

richest when most superficial; thirdly, the clearest subject may be overclouded by mere 

superabundance of talk. In chemistry, the best way of separating two bodies is to add a 

third; in speculation, fact often agrees with fact and argument with argument, until an 

additional well-meaning fact or argument sets every thing by the ears. In one case out of 

a hundred a point is excessively discussed because it is obscure; in the ninety-nine 

remaining it is obscure because excessively discussed. When a topic is thus 

circumstanced, the readiest mode of investigating it is to forget that any previous 

investigation has been attempted. (“The Rationale of Verse”) 

 

     Carlson is an absolute sucker when it comes to taking Poe at his word just when Poe requires 

the reader to do precisely the opposite, and just as much a rube when it comes to disregarding 

Poe when Poe is being serious, as he plainly contends in this non-satirical essay. As the beastly 

long “Review of the Literature” of this paper demonstrates, just shy of two centuries of Poe 

criticism has failed to crack Poe’s semantic or “hieroglyphic” code, although some few daring 

souls (later crushed into submission by Carlson’s too-heavily weighted opinions) came close to 

doing so in their own ways, e.g., Harriet R. Holman, David H. Hirsch, and G.R. Thompson. 

Instead, Carlson holds up as models to be emulated doltish critics the likes of David Ketterer 

(who also pooh-poohed Holman’s take on Eureka).  

     As for the “yes,” all Carlson is really saying here, in ten-dollar words, is that one must crack 

the hieroglyphic code of Poe’s writings (the Rosetta Stone, in fact, was cracked by cluster 

revelations), achieved by deciphering key words which serve as clues in helping to break the 

https://www.eapoe.org/works/essays/ratlvrsd.htm
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cipher of his oeuvre. And that is precisely what this dissertation intends, in its pointing out the 

repeated textual clues employed by Poe— in his depiction of Lucifer-figures in the major tales, 

in his rendering of apocalyptic visions, and in his parodic satire of mostly German metaphysics 

in Eureka. In that sense, by coding his works, Poe has stolen the ancient secret of the Egyptians, 

and in that same sense, by decoding them, this dissertation serves in the same capacity as 

Champollion’s enterprise (although it is doubtful that it will be as well and as warmly received as 

was Champollion’s contribution). 

    Early in his “prose-poem” Poe writes of Champollion and famed astronomer Johannes Kepler, 

upon whose theories Sir Isaac Newton derived his understanding of and maxims regarding 

gravity:      

     I have often thought, my friend, that it must have puzzled these dogmaticians of a 

thousand years ago, to determine, even, by which of their two boasted roads [deduction or 

induction] it is that the cryptographist attains the solution of the more complicated cyphers — 

or by which of them Champollion guided mankind to those important and innumerable truths 

which, for so many centuries, have lain entombed amid the phonetical hieroglyphics of Egypt 

[…] Yes, Kepler was essentially a theorist; but this title, now of so much sanctity, was, in 

those ancient days, a designation of supreme contempt. It is only now that men begin to 

appreciate that divine old man — to sympathize with the prophetical and poetical rhapsody 

of his ever-memorable words. “For my part, “continues the unknown correspondent, “I glow 

with a sacred fire when I even think of them, and feel that I shall never grow weary of their 

repetition: — in concluding this letter, let me have the  real pleasure of transcribing them once 

again: — ‘I care not whether my work be read now or by posterity. I can afford to wait a 

century for readers when God himself has waited six thousand years for an observer. I 

triumph. I have stolen the golden secret of the Egyptians. I will indulge my sacred fury.’” 

Here end my quotations from this very unaccountable and, perhaps, somewhat impertinent 

epistle; and perhaps it would be folly to comment, in any respect, upon the chimerical, not to 

say revolutionary, fancies of the writer — whoever he is — fancies so radically at war with 

the well-considered and well-settled opinions of this age. (Eureka 21) 

 

     ( The implication is that Poe himself is in sympathy with the impertinent author, and that he, 

too, has stolen the golden secret of codified writing, the divine aspect so subtly conveyed in its 

complexity that his true meanings will elude readers for a long time to come. In the American 

https://www.eapoe.org/works/essays/eureka1.htm
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tradition of the tall tale, this work being the “tallest,” or highest parody, in that the narrative 

unfolds in a manner which proceeds from the plausible and reasonable to the implausible and 

preposterous, therefore his treatment of and/or regard for historical figures of the scientific 

pantheon may also unfold in this manner, moving from respectful admiration to outright 

mocking derision.) The word “Eureka” (meaning “I have found it,” or “I have discovered it”) is 

the exclamation attributed to the ancient Greek genius Archimedes upon his sudden realization, 

whilst lowering himself into a bath, that he could test the purity of gold in King Hiero of 

Syracuse’s crown by submersing it in water and then gauging the amount of liquid displaced, 

since its specific density could be measured by submersing a comparable amount of pure gold 

given to the goldsmith to craft the crown. Poe writes, in Eureka, that Kepler was innocently self-

deluded into thinking that he realized his famous contributions to astronomical laws intuitively, 

arguing that he had instead come to them by the very same means which Newton had come to 

realize the laws of gravity, as Poe writes: 

     Kepler admitted that these laws he guessed — these laws whose investigation disclosed 

to the greatest of British astronomers that principle, the basis of all (existing) physical 

principle, in going behind which we enter at once the nebulous kingdom of Metaphysics. 

Yes! — these vital laws Kepler guessed — that it is to say, he imagined them. Had he been 

asked to point out either the deductive or inductive route by which he attained them, his 

reply might have been — ‘I know nothing about routes — but I do know the machinery of 

the Universe. Here it is. I grasped it with my soul — I reached it through mere dint of 

intuition.[[’]] Alas, poor ignorant old man! Could not any metaphysician have told him 

that what he called ‘intuition’ was but the conviction resulting from deductions or 

inductions of which the processes were so shadowy as to have escaped his consciousness, 

eluded his reason, or bidden defiance to his capacity of expression? How great a pity it is 

that some ‘moral philosopher’ had not enlightened him about all this! How it would have 

comforted him on his death-bed to know that, instead of having gone intuitively and thus 

unbecomingly, he had, in fact, proceeded decorously and legitimately. (Eureka 20, 

emphases Poe’s) 

 

     (Here is dropped a hint that the text will treat of metaphysics, even if rendered in the language  
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of physics.) Poe’s point here is that Archimedes’ discovery was not the result of “sudden” insight 

but rather an educated realization which took into consideration the body of knowledge he 

already had acquired regarding certain laws of physics (e.g., hydraulic displacement, specific 

density), laws which themselves relied on experimentation in the testing of hypotheses. In other 

words, no great truths are the result of pure intuition, least of all the great truths which constitute 

“the imperishable and priceless secrets of the Universe,” as Poe writes in this same section of 

Eureka—and by that token, nor can they be based exclusively on individual human subjectivity, 

for scientific truths are discovered, not created. Meaning what? 

      That God has established them in His creation of the World, and Man is able only to discern 

or manipulate them, not outright invent them. Because this work is a satire attacking the moral 

truths which the Kantian-inspired American Transcendentalists contend can be attributed solely 

to human intuition, the laws of physics are meant to signify the laws of metaphysics, i.e., Poe is 

indicating that the German (Kantian) attestation that moral truths can be derived from human 

intuition is just as fallacious as is the German (Keplerian) attestation that astrophysical truths 

could be. Moreover, just as Man is incapable of establishing the laws of the natural world, Man 

is incapable of establishing the moral laws intend to regulate humanity—Man has no ability to 

ordain that which is good or evil, being merely able to discern or manipulate them, to render 

them into grotesqueries by disfiguring them. This is true also of the hierarchical relationships 

between the three discrete entities of God, Man, and the World. 

     The man who discerns the Moral Law (which is a law of love) established by God 

(conscience indicating with knowledge of the difference between good and evil), and who also 

abides by it, is made righteous by the constraints of the two greatest commandments which 
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counter his innate propensity to wickedness. In like vein, the man who discerns that same (and 

sane) Moral Law and seeks instead to manipulate it as a result of his own Self-willed perversity 

(in that he has kicked off the stakes or “kicked against the pricks” of conscience of which the 

Apostle Paul writes, intended to keep Man upright)—that Man is wicked to the point of 

sinfulness, for sin is rebellion against God’s Law (which is a law of love). It is for this reason 

that the Devil is associated with lawlessness, even going so far as to try to seduce Jesus into 

breaking the commandment which prohibits worship of anyone but YHVH; Satan is repeatedly 

called “the lawless one” in Scripture (2 Thess. 2:8-10).  

      Lawlessness denies the possibility of justice, and injustice (grotesqueries or perversions of 

justice), according to Poe, were most keenly perceived by those most possessed of a poetic 

sentiment, for the morally refined man would find such grotesquery repugnant: When 

lawlessness abounds, then the three requisites of human goodness which the prophet Micah 

relate—doing justice, practicing mercy, and walking humbly before God—become practical 

impossibilities for mankind: no law, no justice; no justice, no mercy; no mercy, no walking 

humbly before God. (On can even argue that the lawlessness results from the refusal to walk 

humbly before God, therefore creating a cycle of hamas and chaos, violence and anarchy; in this 

manner, evildoers shall wax worse and worse, as described in 2 Tim. 3:13.)  

     As sin is defined, in Scripture, as rebellion against God’s Law (which is a law of love), all of 

Poe’s Lucifer-figures murder their victims with full cognizance of being in defiance of it, and 

when in full compos mentis, since no just God would condemn conduct which could not be 

controlled. Not one of them loved the victims who apparently and admittedly loved them—the 

very sin of Satan against his loving benefactor, the person against whom he turned and sought to 
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murder, the Most High God. If it is the law of love for others which is being defied, then what 

takes its place in the vacuum created by its excision in the hearts of the Self-ish murderers is 

Self-love…which is the Kantian ideal, for he goes so far as to vaunt a loveless model of mere 

physical reciprocation, absent the emotional component which is intended to bind us firmly and 

of a surety to one another.  

     And to what did Kant’s God-less, loveless categorical imperative lead? The hamas of the 

Holocaust; so admits Joachim Fernau, the Nazi propagandist whose words are cited elsewhere in 

this paper. Poe understood the trajectory of Kant’s moral maxim, and realized full well that it 

must, in its logical outcome, only lead to self-wrought annihilation of Man and the World, taken 

to its logical conclusion. Nazism, then, was also an evil manifestation of the desire to murder the 

Most High God,  pursued so as to assume His place as the irrefutable author or definer of good 

and evil, the Self-ish agenda pursued so as to grant the collective Selves of the Germans the right 

to act  “as if” with impunity.  

     The lesson which Poe would impress upon his readers is that, even though the murderers 

believed themselves able to define good and evil for themselves, trusting to their own willful, 

subjective desires, in the end, only God has the authority to define them, and God retains the 

final ability to punish its willful transgression. Again, in the 1999 film The Matrix,  the character 

Cypher (intentionally modelled on Satan) utters in disbelief “I don’t believe it!” when a shipmate 

named Tank whom he thinks he has murdered resurfaces with a flame thrower aimed at his 

would-be killer. Tank responds, “Yeah, well you’re still gonna burn!”— and he finishes off 

Cypher. Poe’s moral message is one of memento mori,  that regardless of what evildoers or Self-

justifiers the likes of the Kantians believe, in the end, they’re still going to burn (be cast into the 
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destructive “lake of fire” spoken of in the Book of Revelation) if they subjectively reject or 

refute (endeavor to manipulate) the Law of God which constitutes the ultimate objective reality 

or fixed, transcendent standard by which mortal conduct and emotion must be gauged.  

     This notion of manipulation speaks to Poe’s perceiving vice as a grotesquery of virtue, and, as 

argued plainly by C.S. Lewis, why vice cannot exist independent of virtue, since it can be 

nothing more than a perversion of a pre-existent model which it necessarily acknowledges as 

being its source—hence the biblical truth that God made everything good, and Lucifer and Man 

come to be evil by means of their own volitions. 

     The “well-considered and well-settled opinions” of the age signify “the thousand profound 

scholars”—Poe’s critics— who often get it wrong, and who should not be afforded deference 

simply because they speak “from authority” and “with authority”. Poe has waited for more than a 

century for readers able to begin deciphering his narrative hieroglyphic code—the clues which 

reveal a moral undercurrent or “mystical” aspect (to use the German term by Schlegel which Poe 

cites) which points upwards, as do hieroglyphs. The term “hieroglyphics” literally translates as 

“higher writing,” which can mean writing employed to signify religious ideas, or it can mean 

writing rendered in a style which is inaccessible to the common reader, understood only by the 

“highly educated” or rare elite initiated in that mode of rarified communication (such as the 

Egyptian priesthood); for Poe, both significations apply.  In order for any syllabary to be 

coherent and then decipherable (which a cryptologist such as Poe well understood), the same 

symbols are necessarily repeated, just as letters must be repeated or hieroglyphs, and, 

importantly, they must signify the same thing which the author intends, otherwise there is 

nothing communicated, merely babble. Any “interpretations,” therefore, which discount Poe’s 
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intent in favor of their own templates do nothing more than present babble, and “Babel” means 

“confusion” in biblical Hebrew, ergo the confusion in Poe scholarship to which Carlson points. 

      Poe has triumphed, he has indulged his sacred fury, and he has waited his century for a 

reader to at least make a significant breakthrough in the arduous task of deciphering his 

hieroglyphic code, that being the goal of this dissertation. That Poe does not provide readers with 

a multitude of symbols in order to decipher his moral content is to be expected, for Poe wrote, 

regarding the clever Chevalier Auguste Dupin, that the person ablest to solve mysteries is the one 

who is “‘first-rate in all games in which success depends on the exact valuation of chances’ and 

who is able to read his companion’s mind from a few clues” (Carlson Critical 46). Poe’s 

“games” are at the expense of his readers, and his writing is calculated according to exact 

valuations which give them fair chances to solve his mysteries and puzzles, a principle he stated 

was necessary in rendering them. One need only go back to his 1846 review of Margaret Fuller’s 

writing to ascertain as much, wherein Poe wrote: 

     The supposition that the book of an author is a thing apart from the author's self, is, I think, 

ill-founded. The soul is a cypher, in the sense of a cryptograph; and the shorter a cryptograph 

is, the more difficulty there is in its comprehension—at a certain point of brevity it would bid 

defiance to an army of Champollions. And thus he who has written very little, may in that 

little either conceal his spirit or convey quite an erroneous idea of it—of his acquirements, 

talents, temper, manner, tenor and depth (or shallowness) of thought—in a word, of his 

character, of himself. But this is impossible with him who has written much. Of such a person 

we get, from his books, not merely a just, but the most just representation. (“The Literati of 

New York City,” emphasis mine) 

 

     Poe has written much, and his soul, spirit, and character are revealed in his expansive and 

diverse literary corpus. Yes, the clues are intentionally sparse, in order to maximize the difficulty 

in deciphering the moral content which comprises the strong and steady undercurrent which 

flows through it. The combined subtlety and brevity of his narrative hieroglyphic code has bid 

https://transcendentalism.tamu.edu/criticism-edgar-allan-poe
https://transcendentalism.tamu.edu/criticism-edgar-allan-poe
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defiance to an army of critical Champollions; to quote Walt Whitman’s Song of Myself, “I am 

large. I contain multitudes.” Or, rather, to borrow a military term from Scripture in a non-

demonic connotation, in this critical fray, I am legion. 

     But let us turn now to the actual contents to which the Carlson’s introductory comments 

speak. Margaret Fuller, in an 1845 review of Poe’s Tales of the Grotesque and Arabesque, grants 

him marginal praise, but closes with examples which she thinks evidence “failures” or errors 

made by him which she thought suggests hypocrisy on his part, for Poe regularly faulted the 

Bostonian Transcendentalists of being “obscure” (vague and nebulous) in their own writing. 

Fuller opines: “As Mr. Poe is a professed critic of all the band the most unsparing to others, we 

are surprised to find some inaccuracies in the use of words, such as these: ‘he had with him many 

books, but rarely employed them.’—‘His results have, in truth, the whole air of intuition.’” (37).  

     But are they inaccuracies, or has Fuller simply missed what Poe’s aim is in using those terms? 

The first quote seems most likely to be a poke at an Emerson quote from his 1841 Essays: First 

Series (in which “Self-Reliance” first appears), in an essay called “Friendship,” in which he 

writes: “I do then with my friends as I do with my books. I would have them where I can find 

them, but I seldom use them.” Poe substitutes the word “use” with “employed,” for Emerson’s 

phrasing suggests that he does not disabuse or take advantage of them, but Poe’s phrasing 

suggests that Emerson does not make good study of useful texts in reaching his decisions, relying 

instead on intuition. That this is Poe’s meaning is underscored by Fuller’s second example, for 

Poe implies that intuition, associated with air, provides no reliable or substantive ground on 

which the determination or moral truths may be based. What Fuller sees as hypocritical 

http://www.literaturepage.com/read/emersonessays1.html
http://www.literaturepage.com/read/emersonessays1.html
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inaccuracies are actually deft and subtle digs on Poe’s part against American Transcendentalists 

such as Fuller herself. 

     E.D. Forgues (real name Paul Emile Daurand), Carlson offers, rendered Poe “the ultimate 

critical courtesy” by treating Poe as a “serious writer” in the first critical discussion of Poe to be 

published in France, in 1846, a courtesy which was a longtime coming (and still challenged as 

late as the 1980s by Harold Bloom) in Poe’s native land (Critical 41). Forgues only had access to 

the Tales anthology of 1845 at the time he translated and reviewed Poe’s work, being unaware 

that Poe was also a poet, journalist, and critic like himself. Writes Carlson:  

     What especially impressed him about the handful of stories was Poe’s powers as a 

probabilist, powers, he felt, Poe was using ‘to explore the most difficult problems of 

speculative philosophy,’ and he paid him the highest compliment by placing him in the 

French mathematical tradition represented by Blaise Pascal, Pierre Fermat, and the Marquis 

de Laplace. Probability theory was first developed by Pascal (1623-1662) and Fermat (1601-

1665) to analyze games of chance, and it remained limited to such amusements until Laplace 

(1749-1827), not to mention Karl Friedrich Gauss (1777-1855), discovered that the theory 

had wider application. Laplace saw no essential difference between calling observable 

outcomes “heads or tails” and calling them “life or death,” from which observation emerged 

actuarial science and demography. By like logic Mendel’s study of the “toss-ups” of genes in 

garden peas enabled him to formulate his famous laws concerning hereditary phenomena. 

(Critical 41-42, emphasis mine) 

 

     The relevance of this information to our discussion of Poe is not in regard to his cleverness, 

but speaks to his moral intent in the tales, for Forgues explains the significance of probability 

theory in relation to the “difficult problems of speculative philosophy” to which he refers:  

     Exactly what was Laplace looking for in his analysis of chance and [Georges-Louis 

Leclerc, Comte de] Buffon in his political arithmetic? Each of them…wanted to subdue an 

obstinate unknown quantity by the power of induction, to neutralize the resistance it offers to 

reason, and to gain a mathematical certainty in regard to moral problems […] In his own 

unique way, Mr. Poe is also concerned with probability, but he does not weigh them by rules 

but by intuition. (42) 

 



1039 

     Well, no and maybe. Certainly, Poe was concerned with moral problems, and certainly he 

tackled speculative philosophy (if only to deride it), but, being unfamiliar with the intricacies of 

probability theory does not permit me to weigh in further on the accuracy of Forgues’ associating 

Poe with this tradition. Yet Poe would disagree strongly with Forgues’ opinion that Poe relies on 

intuition, especially given his condemnation of it in the opening pages of Eureka, per the 

discussion of Kepler’s discovery of astronomical laws. (Ironically, as early as 1846, two years 

before Eureka first appeared, Forgues wrote: “To touch on these great secrets of human and 

planetary death seems the business of the profoundest thinkers, the longest studies, and the most 

complete systems” (43). And the annihilation of Man and the World—“human and planetary 

death”—is precisely the focus of Eureka and the apocalyptic dialogues, as Forgues himself later 

notes: “The final ruin of the globe, the destruction of our planet, is as methodically treated in the 

conversation of Eiros and Charmion as is the decomposition of the human being in that of Monos 

and Una” (44).  

     Forgues does not see, though, that the means by which such destruction is wrought in these 

tales is the embrace of Kantian (and post-Kantian) ideology which rejects the authority and 

Author of Scripture in favor of self-constituted codes of moral conduct, the result of which is 

“the decomposition of the human being” (Levi Primo stated that the goal of the Nazis was to 

destroy the biblical understanding of Man; in this claim, he was not wrong, for they sought to 

create Man in their own image and likeness, both literally via their eugenics program, as well as 

figuratively, in their vain philosophies).  

     The decomposition of the body described by Monos, in which is described a mortification of 

the human senses, signifies the mortification of human sympathy and compassion which results 
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in the rejection of the two greatest commandments entailed in the Kantian rejection of the 

authority and Author of Scripture. The mortification of the senses involves a process of 

desensitization, manifested on a grand scale in the Nazi assault against God and Man, for to 

anaesthetize is to deaden (the natural phenomenon of one of the apocalyptic tales), but the 

function of aesthetics is to stimulate, to vivify, to quicken our souls in relation to supernal 

Beauty, which is God Himself, just as Scripture relates that He is also Truth and Goodness. An 

embrace of German metaphysics leads to the death of Man and the World—that is the moral to 

be gleaned from Poe’s prophetic jeremiads. 

     Forgues’ analysis of Poe is not without error, for subsequent to his praise of Poe, he offers the 

following estimation: “Having approached such problems, one takes pleasure in examining all 

those that philosophy seems eternally condemned to deny us the solution, reserved as they are to 

God. Mr. Poe is thus led to look for a plausible explanation of the human soul and of divinity. 

This is the subject of the third story entitled Mesmeric Revelation” (44).  

      Well, yes and no. In the story, the character of Vankirk, has doubted the immortality of the 

soul, and requests that he be mesmerized on his deathbed, in the hope that he will be suspended 

in a state of consciousness with one foot in each life and death, to decide for himself and convey 

whatever “truths” he observes within that abnormal state. (His surname is Swedish—which 

should come as no surprise, considering the tale mocks the heretical religious ideas of the 

Swedish theologian Emmanuel Swedenborg, whose ideas Emerson praised and embraced, even 

calling Swedenborg his “oracle” at one point. “Van” indicated a commoner of lower social 

status, whereas “Von” indicates a mark of aristocracy, either inherited or earned, as Goethe, for 

example, is Von Goethe, having been elevated socially, where the composer Ludwig is Van 
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Beethoven, indicating his lower social rank. “Kirk” is the word for church, therefore the name 

Vankirk might be Poe’s punning on the inferiority and absurdity of what Swedenborgian 

doctrine preaches, being deemed of low esteem in his eyes.) Fourges makes the same mistake 

other critics do, believing the tale to be a bona fide representation of Poe’s own metaphysics, for 

he thinks it explains Poe’s conception of “the unparticled materiality of God” which Emerson 

and his crowd promulgated. Fourges does not dismiss that such a mesmeric state is possible, 

asking his readers, “does it not follow that the mesmerized person is better qualified than others 

to explain to us the hidden realities of the invisible world?” (45) He has naïvely and uncritically 

swallowed the bait of the tall tale. 

     Fourges’ gullibility is a perfect example of why Poe wrote the tale, having fun poking at his 

targets right under the noses of an unsuspecting public, including even (or especially) his own 

friends. And it is a tale, for it unfolds in a manner common to tales, in which a seemingly 

plausible beginning is offered by an alleged witness to the events recounted, which get more and 

more absurd and untenable as the story progresses, until the audience realizes, at last, the farcical 

nature of the tale and that they have been “had” by the teller. Except most Poe readers and critics 

never come to this realization, and they remain duped (just as Thompson insists of Poe’s 

relationship with his readers).   

     The fact of this mockery is underscored by Fourges’ later statement in his review: “We will 

not pursue this purely hypothetical revelation that reminds us of the inspirations or aspirations of 

those fiction writers of fourteen or fifteen years ago who found it fascinating to put into 

‘madrigals’ the visions of Jacob Boehm, of Saint Martin, of Swedenborg, and even of Mme. 

Guyon” [mystics of varied-yet-comparable heretical strains] (45).  Well, yes, the tale intends to 
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“remind us” of these dubious metaphysicians because Poe is actually mocking them, and one of 

Poe’s favored modes of satirizing his targets is to write in a manner which is mimetic of their 

own terminology, argumentation, examples, and prose styles—that is his method of “attack” in 

the Folio Tales from the onset of his intended career, and going right up through Eureka very 

near its conclusion, a method which he did not abandon mid-career. 

     Poe’s detective fiction titled “The Mystery of Marie Rogêt” (1842) makes use of this quote 

from Novalis’ Moral Ansichten (Moral Views) as its epigraph: “There are ideal series of events 

which run parallel with the real ones. They rarely coincide. Men and circumstances generally 

modify the ideal train of events, so that it seems imperfect, and its consequences are equally 

imperfect. Thus with the Reformation; instead of Protestantism came Lutheranism” (Fourges 

47). (Of course, one might expect such a criticism to be tendered by a Roman Catholic author, as 

was Novalis.) Fourges thinks Poe selected it to explain to readers his own metaphysical design.  

     Well, yes and no. The epigraph might best be understood to be yet another subtle 

condemnation of German Idealism, whose ardent supporters perceive the World as a 

subjectively-crafted re-presentation of their own wills instead of purely as an expression of 

God’s volition; their views run parallel to those of objective reality or “the real ones,” and rarely 

coincide. That Man makes modifications suggests the perverse attempt to alter the moral code 

which God established, that being the true “ideal” (as in optimal) which Man wicks into 

grotesqueries so that the ideal code of moral conduct establish by God seems imperfect (or at 

least ill-suited to Man’s evil designs); once the divine ideal is abandoned for the imperfect 

modification, imperfect and disastrous consequences ensue. That the ideal runs parallel with the 

real and only rarely coincides with its counterpart suggests that Man, as a result of the innate 
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primacy of his wickedness (Jer. 17:9), struggles to meet the ideal moral code which God has 

established, that being the Law of Love which mandates due loving regard for others, as 

encapsulated in the two greatest commandments, instead of the emphasis on “Self-love” as 

motivating impetus in German Idealism. All Kant’s categorical imperative does is either make us 

have to do what we already want to do, or it makes us slaves to loveless duty. 

     Interestingly, immediately after Fourges claims this epigraph signals Poe’s metaphysical 

design, he pairs that claim with the tactics employed by Dupin in solving the mystery of the 

story, indicating that it is the same means by which Poe solved the mysteries of metaphysics, 

accomplished, 

     when he exposes the gross errors of common logic, improvised as fodder for the 

unintelligent masses, his purpose is to prove that by virtue of certain principles an ideal 

series—one that is purely logical and consisting of mutually related facts—must lead, by an 

accumulation of mutually corroborative suppositions, to the nearest point of the real series or 

the truth. By an inexorable dialectic he thus destroys the false systems and, having 

thoroughly cleared the terrain, constructs a new edifice with all the pieces in place […] 

Modern science, which very often depends on the unexpected and proves the known by the 

unknown, understands better than the courts the importance of secondary incidents, of 

collateral evidence, which, above all, must be taken into consideration. There are seemingly 

inessential facts, apparent fortuities, which have become the foundation of the most 

complete and best-established systems…This principle once granted, the consequences are 

self-evident. (47) 

 

     In much more concise and familiar phrasing, what Fourges argues here about the manner in 

which to proceed when solving mysteries may be summarized in a small handful of the best 

known and most often quoted words Sir Arthur Conan Doyle puts in the mouth of the famous 

detective he created (admittedly modeled on Dupin, no less), Sherlock Holmes, who says to his 

trusty companion in nearly a half-dozen novels, “You know my methods, Watson”. What are 

these methods? In The Sign of the Four (1890), he says to Watson: “‘You will not apply my 



1044 

precept,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘How often have I said to you that when you have eliminated 

the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth?’” (Stock)  

     In The Memoirs of Sherlock Holmes (1893), another tactic is explained to Dr. John Watson, 

after Holmes discerns that his confidant is tired from a busy round at the hospital because his 

boots were unmuddied (therefore compelling the physician’s decision to take a hansom cab 

instead of walking the dirtied streets):  

     “Elementary,” said he. “It is one of those instances where the reasoner can produce an 

effect  which seems remarkable to his neighbour, because the latter has missed the one little 

point which is the basis of the deduction. The same may be said, my dear fellow, for the effect 

of some of these little sketches of yours, which is entirely meretricious, depending as it does 

upon your retaining in your own hands some factors in the problem which are never imparted 

to the reader.” (Stock) 

 

     “Meretricious” is a gem of a word which has fallen out of contemporary circulation; it is an 

adjective which suggests something which merely seems attractive and sound at first glance, but, 

appearances being deceiving, proves to be of no genuine value or actual integrity. It is a perfect 

term to describe the widespread misconception of Poe critics that Poe was a Transcendentalist, a 

theory which is attractive only at the merest surface level of reading, but which proves utterly 

lacking in feasibility and value upon closer inspection. Most Poe critics are guilty of not focusing 

their gaze where Poe intended, that being the undercurrent; the overwhelming majority of 

literary critics (aside from the Postmodern ones, either too busy inventing meaning or denying it 

to Poe) who perceive of Poe as a Transcendentalist are focused on surface readings of his works; 

to point to another famous Holmes’ tale “Silver Blaze,” they are preoccupied with so many other 

details that they overlook the clue in front of them which helps to correctly identify the murderer, 

not looking “to the curious incident of the dog in the night-time” (Stock).  

http://www.bestofsherlock.com/top-10-sherlock-quotes.htm#elementary
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     In that mystery, the dog did not bark to alert the residents of the estate that a prowler had 

trespassed and invaded the home; Holmes was therefore able to discern that the dog did not do so 

because the murderer was well-known to the dog, and therefore Holmes proceeds to rule out 

suspects until arriving at the proper conclusion. Poe critics are guilty of failing to direct their 

focus where it belongs, and they read Poe far too literally and facilely, ignoring the more subtle 

clues which spell out and identify his true metaphysical sentiments. (Poe actually writes of this 

very critical error in his discussion of the rationale of verse, previously cited,) 

     Fourges makes the connection between Poe and his literary, compatriot predecessor having 

depicted Lucifer-figures:  

     If one wanted to show in America itself a predecessor of Mr. Edgar Poe, on 

could…compare him to Charles Brockden Brown who also searched in good faith, even in 

his most frivolous fictions, for the solution of some intellectual problem, taking pleasure as 

Mr. Poe does in describing those interior tortures, those obsessions of the soul, those 

maladies of the mind which offer so vast a field for observation and so many curious 

phenomena to the thoughtful makers of metaphysical systems. (48) 

 

     There is great truth to this assessment, even if Fourges does not outline the intellectual 

problems of which he speaks, for both Brockden Brown and Poe were deeply interested in 

philosophy, and both wrote works which indicated the superior worth of John Locke’s ideas 

while still pointing to deficiencies they perceived in them. In one of Brockden Brown’s novels, 

his 1798 Wieland, the protagonist literally goes mad with grief after he learns that he has been 

deceived into murdering his beloved wife and children because he was fooled by a migrant, 

Roman Catholic ventriloquist (Carwin, the “biloquist,” a term suggesting a double-tongue, as the 

Devil is said to have a serpentine tongue), as he is tricked into thinking that he was actually 

hearing the voice of God commanding him to do so. This is an instance in which the character 

relied too much on Lockean sensation and not enough on reflexion, in that he did not discern that 
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his senses had been deceived and were therefore not reliable as the sole means by which 

knowledge of the truth may be discerned.  Moreover, it is clear that he did not know that the God 

of Christianity would never condone the murder of his wife and children innocent of 

wrongdoing. Indeed, Brockden Brown paints Wieland as a devotee of pagan and apostate 

German “Weimar Classicism” (dating 1772-1805, and inspired by a melding of pagan 

Classicism, Romanticism, and Enlightenment ideas), for Wieland has built a pagan temple in the 

grove where he puts on performances of German dramas, holds readings of German poetry, and 

participates in performances of German music. Brockden Brown, them, same as Poe, perceived 

of German culture as a source of great apostasy, the embrace of which was bound to lead to a 

ruinous end. 

      (The Classicism of Germany was not the same as the Neoclassicism of the British, for the 

former embraced the paganism of their ancient models, whereas the latter roundly rejected it in 

favor of Christianity, adhering only to their aesthetic precepts and moral concerns. German 

Classicism, Romanticism, and the continental Enlightenment—unlike the British incarnation 

which precedes it—are all fundamentally atheistic or anti-theistic, with the exception of the 

romanticizing of Medieval Roman Catholicism, which would have been anathema to Brockden 

Brown as well as to Poe, as most early Americans were Protestant anti-papists.) 

      In like manner, Poe’s decade long feud with the Frogpondians was the result of his challenge 

to the contra-biblical apostasy of German cultural and intellectual currents, especially its 

religious and philosophical metaphysics which denied the grounding of ethics in scriptural 

authority. Poe flirts with Lockean philosophy in the form of his unnamed narrator in “Usher,” 

who falls into error and becomes unwitting accomplice to murder precisely because he does not 
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pay enough attention to Lockean sensation or reflexion, for if he had, he would have discerned 

that Madeline was still alive when sealing her into the coffin and crypt. 

      The unnamed narrator snaps back into sharp focus during the reading of “The Mad Trist,” 

and is in full possession of his senses (bodily) and his senses (mental faculties) when the story 

concludes, which helps to save his life, for he rushes from the estate before it collapses and sinks 

entirely into the ground. Death may have swallowed up the “HOUSE OF USHER” in victory 

(signifying the male lineage), but the repentant and sane (the two are of a single piece, for Poe) 

narrator escapes death because he signals his reverence for God and his fellow man in being 

“aghast” by realization of his complicity (committing manslaughter) in the torturous killing of 

the Lady Madeline; the unrepentant murderer Roderick cannot escape the doom he has brought 

upon himself in the madness resulting from his great apostasy and rebellion. 

     Carlson next includes brief excerpts from Rufus Griswold’s 1850 volume of Poe’s work, 

including a review by Evert Augustus Duyckinck, who writes of Poe, for example:  

     Briefly, he was what Napoleon named an ideologist—a man of ideas. He lived entirely 

apart from the solidities and realities of life: was an abstraction; thought, wrote, and dealt 

solely in abstractions […] His indifference to living, flesh and blood subjects, explains his 

fondness for the mechanism and music of verse, without reference to the thought of feeling 

[…] that is attainable without a soul” (50-51).  

 

     This, he says, of a man who dedicated the span of his career and who mustered the deep 

reservoir of his abilities in order to craft works which repeatedly called for his readers to hold 

fast to the two greatest commandments of Scripture as a means to prevent self-wrought 

annihilation of Man and the World; his concern for flesh and blood subjects was ever his 

motivation, and whereas he was a man of ideas in that he understood the profound implications 

and consequences of the contra-biblical metaphysics and movements of his day, he repudiated a 
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life of Idealist abstraction, hence Roderick’s chilling paintings in “Usher,” all of which signified 

them as being such anathema to Poe. Griswold himself infamously paints Poe in an unflattering 

and demonic portrait, saying of his former rival and far better:  

     He was at all times a dreamer—dwelling in ideal realms—in heaven or hell—peopled with 

creatures and the accidents of his brain. He walked the streets, in madness or melancholy, 

with lips moving 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 the objects of his idolatry; or, with his glances introverted to a heart 

gnawed with anguish, and a face shrouded in gloom, he would brave the wildest storms; and 

all night, with drenched garments and arms beating the winds and rains, he would speak as if 

to spirits that at such times only could be evoked by him from the Aidenn [Eden] where those 

he loved – the Aidenn, close by whose portals his disturbed soul sought to forget the ills to 

which his constitution subjected him—the Aidenn which he might never see, but in fitful 

glimpses, as its gates opened to receive the less fiery and more happy natures whose destiny 

to sin did not involve the doom of death. (56) 

 

     In a single paragraph, Griswold intentionally associates Poe with the mad, murderous narrator 

who roams the streets mumbling to himself from “Imp,” associates him with the mad King Lear 

who rages against the elements in his anguish (brought on by his own folly), and even goes so far 

as to presume that Poe would be denied a place in Heaven—and this, all spleen from an ordained 

Baptist clergyman; so much for his harsh, petty, and unforgiving brand of Christian “charity”! 

     Sarah Helen Whitman was much gentler and kinder in her 1860 memoir of Poe, Edgar Poe 

and His Critics. In one assessment of his genius, she offers an estimation which calls to mind 

Daniel Hoffman’s statement that Poe’s works acted upon his own mind as a relentless dripping 

faucet, causing him to go back to them repeatedly, a phenomenon not uncommonly experienced 

by Poe readers: 

     It can hardly have escaped the notice of the most careless reader that certain ideas 

exercised over him the power of fascination. They return, again and again, in his stories and 

poems and seem like the utterance of a mind possessed with thoughts, emotions, and images 

of which the will and the understanding take little cognizance. In the delineation of these, his 

language often acquires a power and pregnancy eluding all attempts at analysis. It is then by a 
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few miraculous words he evoke emotional states or commands pictorial effects which live 

forever in the memory and form a part of its internal inheritance. No analysis can dissect—no 

criticism can disenchant them. (58) 

 

     Well, yes and no.  Whitman is correct in asserting that Poe was fascinated by certain ideas 

which are repeated in many works, being signaled by the reappearance of key words, phrases, 

and images. And she is correct in describing Poe’s works as being “pregnant”—a term often 

employed in biblical criticism about Scripture, indicating that new understandings of the truths 

contained in them are possible with re-readings of both. But she is incorrect in thinking that his 

works cannot be dissected by analysis, for Poe intended them to be, else he would not have gone 

to such great lengths to render the cipher aspect of his works; puzzles are created with the 

specific intent to be solved by other people.  

     There is delight to be had in the solving of a puzzle on the part of readers, but there is also a 

different kind of delight to be had on the part of the puzzle-maker, a sense of self-satisfaction, 

not unlike the pleasure James Joyce evidenced when penning Ulysses, whose wife Nora said he 

could be heard chuckling aloud, to himself, whilst writing it. Typically, one is forced to choose 

between dissecting a flower or being enchanted by its beauty if it is permitted to remain intact; 

Poe is a rare case, for the dissection of his tales takes nothing away from their emphemeral 

enchantment. 

     Whitman is clearly a fan, and she is quite sympathetic to Poe in her review. Still, her 

congenial attitude towards him did not preclude her from mistaking his condemnation of the 

pantheistic aspect of American Transcendentalism (born of the German philosophers’ fascination 

with Eastern mystic tradition and the Pantheism of the apostate philosopher Baruch Spinoza) for 

being an embrace of that apostasy on his part: 
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      “It has been said that his theory, as expressed in Eureka of the universal diffusion of Deity 

in and through all things, is identical with the Brahmanical faith as expressed in the Bagvat 

Gita,” but he arrives at a form of belief “far more appalling than that expressed in the gloomy 

Pantheism of India, since it assumes that the central, creative Soul is, alternatively, not 

diffused only, but merged and lost in the universe, and the universe in it” (Whitman 59-60). 

 

     Whitman quotes a fragment from the “Inferno” portion of the Divine Comedy, the full stanza 

of which reads as follows: “But if our minds, when dreaming near the dawn, / Are of the truth 

presageful, thou ere long /Shalt feel what Prato (not to say the rest) / Would fain might come 

upon thee; and that chance / Were in good time, if it befel thee now. / For as time wears me, I 

shall grieve the more” (Dante, Canto XXVI, Eighth Pouch of the Eighth Circle, in which are 

punished fraudulent counselors).518 She does so in order to connect the phenomenon to Poe, 

wherein Whitman alleges that Poe puts these words in the mouth of one of the narrators of one of 

his “strange narratives”: “I cannot even now regard these experiences as a dream, yet it is 

difficult to say how otherwise they should be termed” (61).  

     She does not name the work which she claims to quote, but as of yet, I cannot locate its 

origin, for an Internet search yields only results which point to Whitman and not Poe. At any 

rate, Whitman utilizes the Dante quote in order to introduce the argument that Poe’s dreams were 

the products of his “fine alchymy,” which were “assuredly often presageful and significant,” and 

which riveted his readership’s attention to the “possible truths” of his “most marvelous 

conceptions”—but she adds the disclaimer that Poe “but dimly apprehended through the higher 

reason the truths which they foreshadowed” (61). 

      Here, she waxes rhapsodic about Poe, but never makes the leap of connecting his dreams 

with the jeremiad aspect of the apocalyptic visions; she never realizes that Poe saw clearer and 

further than any of his contemporaries the awful truth regarding the trajectory on which mankind 

http://knarf.english.upenn.edu/EtAlia/inf26.html
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had set itself in the swallowing of the grossly apostate Kantian poison of Subjectivism—that 

Poe’s apocalyptic dialogues foreshadowed the death of Man and the World, and that such an 

outcome was not a “possible truth” but a matter of the trajectory taken to its logical conclusion. 

     Charles Baudelaire’s “New Notes on Edgar Poe” from 1857 is a breath of fresh air, in 

comparison to the stale and morbid American criticism of that time; it is not free of error, but its 

deficiencies may be forgiven when offset by its greater number of strengths. The essay begins 

with the phrase “Literature of Decadence!”…which it then proceeds to define for its readers: “It 

clearly concerns a poem or a novel whose every part is skillfully arranged for surprise, whose 

style is magnificently ornate [arabesque], in which an impeccable hand has employed all the 

resources of language and versification” (63) Baudelaire is here being facetious, but he is also 

engaging in a transvaluation of terminology, for this seems more the description of what others 

would define as a masterpiece—but then, what would one expect from the man who exulted as 

the highest good “flowers of evil” as a poetic ideal? Baudelaire sought to challenge the 

bourgeoisie’s cultural, social, and literary standards of his day, the goal of many an impassioned 

young man dissatisfied with the status quo—so aspired the Italian Mannerists, the Italian 

Futurists, the German Sturm-und-Drangers, the German Romantics, the British Romantics, the 

American Transcendentalists, the French Revolutionaries, the Russian Marxists, the German 

Nazis, and so on and so forth.  

     In this essay, he attacks the cognoscenti of the literati, and in lines which echo a cross 

between King Solomon’s observation at the onset of the Book of Ecclesiastes (meaning, roughly, 

“the preacher”) and Poe’s dismissal of “the thousand profound scholars,” he begins: “I believe I 

may be permitted to inquire of these wise men whether they really comprehend the vanity and 
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uselessness of their wisdom” (63). These “wise men”? Critics and scholars, tastemakers, movers 

and shakers in the cultural sphere—and he seems as exasperated by their failings as Poe was in 

his subtle taking to task short-sighted critics and lazy, dull readers in tales such as “Never Bet the 

Devil Your Head,” “Some Words with a Mummy,” “X-ing a Paragrab,” and “How to Write a 

Blackwood Article”.  Baudelaire openly scolds his targets: “But what the avowed professors have 

not considered is that, in the activity of life, there may arise complications and combinations 

entirely unanticipated by their scholarly wisdom. And then their inadequate jargon is found 

wanting” (64). Based on the somewhat extensive survey of Poe criticism researched for this 

paper, it is not merely difficult to disagree with Baudelaire on this point, it is downright 

impossible.  

     There is so much terrible criticism about Poe, and so much of it so terribly wrong, that the 

remaining insults Baudelaire heaps on American critics seem warranted. And just as Baudelaire 

has called out the critics who fail to appreciate Poe properly or who misread him, he is startlingly 

on point when it comes to describing Poe’s tricky relationship with his own audience, for he says 

of Poe that he, “in order to combat the credulousness and the foolishness of his countrymen, 

proposed most emphatically the idea of the sovereignty of man and ingeniously devised hoaxes 

most flattering to the pride of modern man […] Poe was always great, not only in his noble 

conceptions, but even when he played the role of buffoon” (65).  

     Well, yes and no. Poe did not advance the ideology of the sovereignty of Man, because he 

understood that God alone is King, and to His Law all creation is subject—both men and angels, 

and the natural world, all are accountable and beholden to His power and authority. But Poe did 

not suffer fools gladly, therefore Poe’s tale which mock modern man’s –enlightened man’s—
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obsessions with Utopianism, Progressivism, Transcendentalism, and sundry other apostate or 

heretical “Isms” were fair game in undermining and caricaturizing the warped image modern 

man had painted of himself, for as Baudelaire enthusiastically declares: “For Poe was never a 

dupe!” (65) Had Baudelaire lived in our time, he likely would have sided with G.R. Thompson in 

his thesis (pooh-poohed by Carlson) that Poe was a grand duper; can there be any doubt that C. 

Auguste Dupin, Poe’s clever detective, is modelled on Poe himself? That the name of that 

character may be read as a verbal pun, as “See the wise duping” in play? (“August” means wise.) 

     After quoting Poe’s famous description of a mob being able to be led by the nose at any time, 

Baudelaire contends that Poe penned, “a hundred other passages in which mockery rains down as 

thick as grape-shot [a form of ammunition consisting of a cluster of small iron balls, 

simultaneously fired from a cannon), but yet remains careless and proud” (65). He isn’t wrong, 

of course, and to his credit, Baudelaire sees the tale “Mesmeric Revelation” for the lampoon of 

Swedenborgian theology Poe intends it to be, a realization which even contemporary critics fail 

to register. Baudelaire mocks the Swedenborgians who praised Poe for “the great truths he has 

proclaimed”—which is the equivalent of thanking the person who has insulted you for the act of 

insulting you! (65)  

     How Poe must have roared with laughter at the gullibility of his targets, even while fearing 

for their eternal souls; the spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak. The portrait of Poe as rendered 

by Baudelaire is conveyed in a much more palatable palette, and yet it loses none of its color, as 

he writes of his literary idol:  

     Poe always kept his philosophic calm, and whether he was defining the nose of the 

populace, or mocking those who were inventing religions or making games of libraries, he 

remained what the true poet was and will always be—a truth in strange garb, an apparent 
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paradox, one who desires no intimacy with the crowd and who runs as far as he can to the east 

when the fireworks are shot off in the west. (65) 

 

     Well, oui et non. His special targets were the inventors of new religions (Kant, Swedenborg, 

Emerson, e.g.), but Poe did not flee fireworks, he set them off and waited for the pandemonium 

to begin; how Baudelaire can say this of the author who, in his Autography series, took on the 

literati of the two major cities of the publishing industry and American trendsetters—Boston and 

New York—is a bit of head-scratcher. After praising Poe for exercising “a remarkably satanic 

subtlety,” Baudelaire commends Poe for calling to attention “that great forgotten truth—the 

primordial perversity of man,” and he applauds Poe for calling modern man into remembrance of 

this “ancient wisdom” (66).   

     Baudelaire does not indicate whether or not he believes the argument put forth by the narrator 

of “Imp” who argues this quality of Man (the perversity or wickedness of the human heart is to 

be acknowledged, but the narrator’s appeal to one’s wicked heart as a means of self-justification 

to avoid culpability before the law is to be rejected), but he congratulates Poe for bringing this 

innate wicked proclivity back into the spotlight during the self-glorified Enlightenment age of 

Progressivism which denied its very existence, as he is positively bursting with glee, offering: 

“It is a source of comfort that a few explosions of old truth burst like this in the face of all these 

flatterers of humanity, of all these coddlers and cajolers who repeat with every possible variation 

of tone: “I was born good, and you too, and all of us, were born good!” forgetting—no, 

pretending to forget, these upside-down egalitarians—that we were all born marked for evil” 

(66).  

     Bravo, bravissimo! (No doubt Poe and Baudelaire would heap scorn on the “I’m OK, You’re 

OK” Postmodernism which denies the existence of evil and which alleges tolerance of all 
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difference; if there is no such thing as evil, though, then there can be no such thing as good, and 

if there is no such thing as good, then how can Postmodernism itself be good? Likewise, how can 

an ideology which contends the impossibility of truth then be considered true itself?)  

     Poe’s impatience with the madness of Progressivism and Utopianism is pinpointed by 

Baudelaire, who quotes his muse: “The world is infested, just now, by a new sect of philosophers 

who have not yet suspected themselves of forming a sect, and consequently have adopted no 

name” (67). Baudelaire sees this as a criticism of Socialism before it was so called. Poe 

continues: “They are the Believers in everything Old. Their High Priest, in the East, is Charles 

Fourier—in the West, Horace Greeley; and high priests they are to some purpose. The only 

common bond among the sect is Credulity:-- let us call it Insanity at once, and be done with it” 

(Baudelaire 67). (By East, Poe means France, and by West, Poe means America, as “Fourier 

phalanxes” sprang up across both countries.)  

      Baudelaire thinks Poe of the same as ilk as himself when he contends: “Civilized man 

invents the philosophy of progress to console himself for what he has given up and for his 

lowered state” (68). There is a degree of truth to this, for Poe, as a traditional biblical ethicist, 

would acknowledge the fallen state of Man, and the cheapness and impoverishment of trading a 

relationship with a loving God for a mere materialistic existence. 

     Baudelaire spells out the difficulties in being a genius surrounded by inferior and bitter rivals 

in an unappreciative and resentful society: “The role of men of letters will always be hard to 

carry out, at once nobly and profitably, without being exposed to defamation, to the slander of 

the incompetent, to the envy of the rich—that envy which is their punishment!—to vengeful 

actions of bourgeois mediocrity” (69). In many ways, although he does not name them 
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specifically, Baudelaire seems here to be describing Poe’s decade-long feud with the American 

Transcendentalists  and the literati of Boston and New York, a controversy which was sometimes 

a pitched battle in which Poe seemed to take on the world as a one-man-army. 

      In a comparison which would have no doubt afforded Poe great pleasure, Baudelaire likens 

Poe to Alexander Pope, a fellow moralist and satirist who comparably waged war against the 

errors of his own age, both socially and literarily: “Such a social environment of necessity 

engenders corresponding errors in matters of literature. It was against these errors that Pope 

reacted as often as he could, and with all his strength” (70). Brian M. Barbour’s “Poe and 

Tradition,” in fact, makes the argument that Poe was responding to the pressures of his day, 

pushing back against them with all his might. 

     Perhaps because Baudelaire was an educated European, and possibly understood the ideas of 

Goethe better because of the greater European familiarity with his works and since he seems to 

have had a greater grasp of the nuances of the rich-yet-difficult German language, Baudelaire 

stands out for recognizing a connection between Poe’s work and his German literary predecessor 

which American critics still fail to grasp. He writes:  

     For Poe, imagination is the queen of the faculties; but he means by imagination something 

greater than what the word signifies for ordinary readers. Imagination is not fantasy; nor is it 

sensibility, though it is hard to conceive of a man of imagination who would not be sensitive. 

The imagination is a faculty that is almost divine and that perceives from the very first 

moment, by ways other than that of the philosopher, the intimate and secret relations between 

things, their correspondences and analogies. (70-71) 

 

     This is the sense in which Goethe employs “Der Phantasie” (“The Imagination”) in the quote 

Poe utilizes as the title page epigraph to describe the nature of the entire volume of his 1840 

Tales of the Grotesque and Arabesque. It is a faculty which is “almost divine” because it 
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signifies an aspect of the human personality which is able to create ex nihlio, things which spring 

purely from the mind, as the goddess Minerva is said to have sprung fully-formed from the mind 

of her father Jove, the context of the Goethe quote. To this understanding of Imagination 

Baudelaire joins Poe’s confessed methodology in crafting his tales so as to achieve unity of 

impression and totality of effect: “If the first sentence is not written with the object of preparing 

for this final impression, the work is a failure from the very beginning” (71).  In other words, 

each fully-thought out tale springs fully-formed from Poe’s mind before he sets out to pen it, or 

as Baudelaire puts it: “Everything for the denouement! he says over and over again. Even a 

sonnet needs a plan; and construction, the armature, so to speak, is the most important guarantee 

of the mysterious life of works of the mind” (73). 

  Baudelaire quotes from Poe’s “Fifty Suggestions” of 1849, a hodge-podge of miscellaneous 

snatches of witticisms and judgments on literature, society, and politics (e.g., Andrew Jackson, 

Fourierism, Bluestockings), wherein Poe makes the connection between beauty and virtue, as 

well as between distortion and vice, quite plain: 

     That poets (using the word comprehensively, as including artists in general) are a 

genus irritabile, is well understood; but the ruby, seems not to be commonly seen. An 

artist is an artist only by dint of his exquisite sense of Beauty — a sense affording him 

rapturous enjoyment, but at the same time implying, or involving, an equally exquisite 

sense of Deformity or disproportion. Thus a wrong — an injustice — done a poet who is 

really a poet, excites him to a degree which, to ordinary apprehension, appears 

disproportionate with the wrong. Poets see injustice — never where it does not exist — 

but very often where the unpoetical see no injustice whatever. Thus the poetical 

irritability has no reference to “temper”  in the vulgar [common use] sense, but merely 

to a more than usual clear-sightedness in respect to Wrong: — this clear-sightedness 

being nothing more than a corollary from the vivid perception of Right — of justice — 

of proportion — in a word, of tò kalón [το xαλον]. But one thing is clear — that the man 

who is not “irritable,” (to the ordinary apprehension,) is no poet. (Baudelaire 72, 

emphases Poe’s)     

 

 The phrase “tò kalón” signifies the ancient Grecian philosophical concept of combined 

https://www.eapoe.org/works/misc/fiftys1.htm
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physical and moral beauty. It is along this tradition that Disney villains, for example, are  

 

often marked by some exaggerated or abnormalized feature, signaling their moral  

 

defectiveness—e.g., Jafar, Dr. Facilier, and Cruella de Vil are extremely thin, whereas the  

 

Red Queen, Ursula, and Governor Ratcliffe display considerable girth, and both Gaston and  

 

Shan-Yu are almost deformed by bulging muscles. That Poe is the most irritable critic,  

 

incensed by both inferior literature and contra-biblical movements in society, should signal to  

 

his readers that he was also the most moral one—that his “sacred fury’ was, in fact, was an  

 

indication of proper righteous indignation on his part.  

 

     Disproportion is grotesquery, à la the Roman Catholic Medieval tradition of the 

representations of the seven deadly sins, in which one aspect of the personality so overtakes the 

others that it results in a deformity which disfigures the entire soul—the metaphysical 

grotesqueries being often represented via physical ones. Poe’s tales of the grotesque, therefore, 

seen in his ready connection of the metaphysical with physical, should alert his readers that there 

are disfigured souls featured in his works, characters who are immoral (or comically absurd) 

because they themselves have brought about the disfigurement as a result of their own volition 

and extreme subjectivity. 

      Poe often provides visual clues as to the unrepentant wickedness and evil natures of his 

immoral Lucifer-figures, the physical signifying the metaphysical; this perversion of tò kalón is 

evidenced, for example, in the descriptions of  Morella, Ligeia, and Roderick, as well as in the 

diseased body of Egaeus in “Berenice” and the “constitutional infirmities” ascribed to the 

protagonist of “William Wilson”. Poe does not mean to suggest that bodily illness actually 

indicates a demonic nature, as he merely utilizes physically unsound characters to represent 
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morally unsound natures, in the same way that he utilizes mental perversion to signify moral 

perversion. Baudelaire demonstrates that he grasps Poe’s meaning and position far better than 

did his American peers when he summarizes: 

     Pure Intellect has truth for its goal, taste shows us beauty, and the moral sense teaches 

us the nature of our obligations […] Vice impairs what is just and what is true, and is 

revolting to the intellect and the conscience; but, as a violation of harmony, as a 

dissonance, it will cause particular distress to certain poetic intelligences; and I see no cause 

for scandal in considering every infraction of superior morality a kind of violation of the 

rhythm and poetics of the universe” (74, emphasis mine). 

 

     But what of the “heresy of the Didactic” against which Poe preached? Baudelaire parrots 

Poe’s opinion and cites him: “Many people imagine that the aim of poetry is to teach something 

or other, that it must either strengthen one’s conscience, or perfect his behavior, or finally 

demonstrate something useful of any kind whatever. Edgar Poe insists that Americans have been 

special champions of this heterodox idea […] poetry has no goal but itself” (74). True enough, 

but it is needful to bear in mind that Poe specifically singled out the genre of poetry for this 

heresy, not novels, or tales, or criticism, or prose essay. Those other genres are better suited to 

those other aims, but poetry should act in the same manner as does music, which is concerned 

chiefly with effect, and per Poe, the best poetry, by that token, is that which can be mimetic of 

music in its reliance on variation and rhythm. Music is capable of elevating the soul without 

being mindful of Truth or Goodness, so long as it is beautiful, its beauty relying on its sense of 

harmony.519  

     Because so many of Poe’s critics leap to the same error in thinking that Poe thought Beauty 

and Truth mutually exclusive elements of a poem (instead of mutually exclusive aims), 

Baudelaire is compelled to clarify his position, or rather Poe’s:  



1060 

     Please understand—I do not mean that poetry does not lend nobility to human behavior, or 

that it does not finally result in elevating man above the level of ordinary concerns; to say that 

would clearly be absurd. But I do say that if the poet has tried to teach a moral lesson, he has 

diminished his power as a poet; and it is not imprudent to wager that his work will be bad. 

Under penalty of collapse or death, poetry cannot be adapted to science or to morality; it does 

not have Truth for its object, it has only itself. (74). 

 

    (Of course, poetry can be adapted to morality—Poe did not rule out that possibility—it simply 

need not have it as a requisite goal.) Because Poe insisted that a poem is created for its own sake, 

per se, meaning without an agenda to edify or persuade, it may exist solely to delight the soul or 

move it into a spiritual rapture (in much the same way music moves or affects most people), 

operating in accordance with “the poetic principle” of human aspiration to glimpse supernal 

Beauty, achieved by means of an excitement of the soul—“an enthusiasm that is entirely 

independent of passion, which is the heart’s intoxication, and of truth, which serves the food of 

reason” (Baudelaire 75) 

      His French admirer grasped almost instantly that which some Poe critics have not yet grasped 

nearly two centuries later, and Baudelaire was especially disgusted by the Americans’ inability to 

recognize the genius of their native son, noting one example of its misguided prudery and 

condemnation: “I found in a dictionary of American biographies […] where, finally, regret was 

expressed that Poe had not applied his talents to stating moral truths instead of wasting them in 

search of a perverse ideal and of pouring out in his verses a mysterious but sensual 

voluptuousness” (76). Of course, he is also quick to point out a great and universal truth, namely, 

“The reproaches made by bad critics to good poets are everywhere the same” (77).  

     Still, because Poe’s American critics did not perceive (and still have not perceived) that Poe’s 

tales are replete with moral truths, a blindness attributed, in part, to  Poe’s focus on the villains 

instead of the victims (as in the case of much of Hawthorne’s work); he is not firmly situated 
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within the ranks of the moralists having denounced him for a perversion they allege is his own. 

Baudelaire himself never comes right out and declares that Poe is a moralist, merely seeing him 

in the light of a fellow distrustful skeptic bent on exposing the hypocrisies and the mediocrities 

of the bourgeoisie.  

     To be sure, Poe shared Baudelaire’s interest in taking society to task for its wicked ways, but 

whereas the Frenchman sought merely to condemn his countrymen, Poe desired to call all Man 

to repentance so as to ensure salvation of Man and the World by keeping intact the divine Law of 

Love embodied in the two greatest commandments of Scripture. 

     Fyodor M. Dostoevsky’s “Three Tales of Poe” from 1861 lavishes praise on Poe, and he 

mentions right at the onset what he calls an essential distinction between Poe and E.T.A. 

Hoffman:  

     The latter personifies the forces of Nature in images, introduces in his tales sorceresses and 

specters, and seeks his ideals in a far-off utterly unearthly world, and not only assumes this 

mysterious magical world as superior but seems to believe in its real existence…Not so Edgar 

Poe. Not fantastic should he be called but capricious […] He chooses as a rule the most 

extravagant reality, places his hero in a most extraordinary outward of psychological 

situation, and, then, describes the inner state of that person with marvellous acumen and 

amazing realism […] Yet Edgar Poe presents the whole fancied picture of events in all its 

details with such stupendous plasticity that you cannot but believe in the reality or possibility 

of a fact which actually never has occurred and even never could happen […] Poe has often 

been compared with Hoffmann. As we have said before, we believe such a comparison to be 

false. Hoffman is a much greater poet. For he possesses an ideal, however wrong sometimes, 

yet an ideal full of purity and of inherent human beauty […] In Hoffman, true and ripe humor, 

powerful realism, as well as malice, are welded together with a strong craving for beauty and 

with the shining light of the ideal. Poe’s fantasticalness, as compared with that, seems 

strangely “material,” if such expression may be allowed. (78) 

 

     Well, da i nyet. Dostoevsky (spelled “Dostoevski” in Carlson’s text) is quite precise in 

pointing out the Gothic aspects which typify the German genre, that being the reliance on 

supernatural elements in furtherance of the plot, a tactic which Poe disdained, preferring instead 
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“legitimate causes,” i.e., causes which could be attributed to the natural world of Lockean 

sensation and reflexion. It is in this sense, then, that Dostoevsky’s charge that Poe’s works are 

strangely material can be justified, for the circumstances he depicts are all of this world, being 

aspects of the material and not the spiritual qualities of the Universe. 

      But Dostoevsky is mistaken in thinking Poe does not exhibit the same melding of “true and 

ripe humor,” powerful realism, and malice with a powerful desire for beauty; Poe’s “shining 

light of the ideal” was oriented to the supernal, and not merely concerned with mortal 

aestheticism—that being a deficiency for which Poe mocked the post-Kantian philosopher 

Schiller in his apocalyptic tale, “Colloquy,” in which the protagonist laments that the cry that 

went up of “The Arts!” as the means of human salvation, that errant focus of Taste being what 

lead to the destruction of Man and the World, for it should have been a cry up to the Most High 

God having created both; the German construct stresses the aestheticism at the expense of the 

moralism. 

     Celebrated American novelist Henry James referred to Poe’s poetry as “very valueless 

verses,” and famously declared that an enthusiasm for Poe, “is the mark of a decidedly primitive 

stage of reflection” (82) And yet Poe’s work contain within them some of the cleverest and most 

subtle attacks on metaphysics (both religious and philosophical) the world ever has seen, and 

will not likely see again for some time, if ever. In 1876, when speaking of Baudelaire and Poe, 

James called the latter the “greater charlatan of the two”; he does not specify that this assessment 

speaks to Poe’s proclivity for hoaxing the public, therefore the comment should be construed as a 

pejorative remark, suggesting that Poe tricked the world into thinking he was a writer of merit.  
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     To read James’ opinion of Poe’s Autography project, in which Poe assessed the literati of 

New York and Boston, is very reminiscent of Poe’s assessment of Emerson, for after James 

offers that Poe’s judgments are “pretentious, spiteful, vulgar,” and evidence “the most complete 

and exquisite specimen of provincialism,” he mitigates the insult by adding that there is to be 

found among them “intervals” of “happy insight imbedded in a patch of the most fatuous 

pedantry”—shades of Poe’s estimation that Emerson displayed “flashes” of praiseworthy 

language. James’ review of Poe is really a shameless show of petty and spiteful provincialism on 

James’ part, for he hailed from the very two cities which Poe targeted in the work which James’ 

reviews (82).  

     James credits Poe, however, for his congenial treatment of Hawthorne, which just proves the 

point that Poe was not guilty of the provincialism of which James charges him, as Hawthorne 

was a New Englander (from Salem, Massachusetts) who skirted with the American 

Transcendentalists for a time (but who was also able to resist their toxic ideas). Henry James 

points to Poe’s criticism of Hawthorne in order to justify his own take on the fellow New 

Englander, offering that, 

     his estimate is of sufficient value to make it noticeable that he should express lively 

disapproval of the large part allotted to allegory in his tales—in deference of which, he says, 

“however, or for whatever object is employed, there is scarcely one respectable word to be 

said…The deepest emotion,” he goes on, “aroused within us by the happiest allegory as 

allegory, is a very, very imperfectly satisfied sense of the writer’s ingenuity in overcoming a 

difficulty we should have preferred his not having attempted to overcome….One thing is 

clear, that if allegory ever establishes a fact, it is by dint of overturning a fiction”. (82) 

 

     Poe faulted Hawthorne for his early too-heavy reliance on allegory (e.g., “Young Goodman 

Brown”), since overt allegory ruins the totality of effect in a fictitious tale, for the obvious reason 

that by virtue of its very obviousness, we are constantly reminded that what we are reading is 
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unreal—the blatant quality of bald allegory disrupts the mood, and it interferes with the intended 

unity of the work. Hawthorne learns from this criticism, and by the time his second round of 

tales appears, the 1846 Mosses from an Old Manse, nearly a full decade has passed since Poe’s 

Lucifer-figures are first published; Hawthorne, as pupil, has learned to emulate his master, and 

some of his best-known and most effective tales appear in this volume, including “The 

Birthmark,” “Rappaccini’s Daughter,” and “The Artist of the Beautiful,” all of which contain 

Lucifer-Figures. Of course, such figures are to be found in Hawthorne’s earlier volume from 

1842, Twice-Told Tales, in “The Ambitious Guest” and “The Minister’s Black Veil”. But, of 

course, Poe already has set the model before him in the earlier publication of his 1840 Tales of 

the Grotesque and Arabesque, with Roderick in “Usher”. 

     James was born in 1843, near the end of Poe’s life, but Walt Whitman, born only ten years 

after Poe (in 1819), was his contemporary. Whitman, for all his own admitted artistry and 

compassion (he regularly volunteered at military hospitals during the U.S. Civil War, writing 

letters home on behalf of injured soldiers unable to do so) nonetheless failed to perceive the 

overarching sympathy for the welfare of humanity which abounds in Poe’s works, and which 

motivated even many of the subtly-rendered moral satires which challenged the undermining of 

the two greatest commandments of Scripture.  

     States Whitman in his January 1, 1880 commentary on Poe’s significance (roughly thirty 

years after Poe’s death, when Whitman was in his early sixties): “Almost without the first sign of 

moral principle, or of the concrete or its heroisms, or the simpler affections of the heart, Poe’s 

verses illustrate an intense faculty for technical and abstract beauty, with the rhyming art to 

excess, an incorrigible propensity toward nocturnal themes, a demoniac undertone behind every 
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page—and, by final judgment, probably belong among the electric lights of imaginative 

literature, brilliant and dazzling, but with no heat” (83). Well, yes and no. (Poe is large, he 

contains multitudes.)  

     Poe himself would say that his poetry—all poetry, for that matter—is unconcerned with 

anything but Beauty, enabling a glimpse of the supernal reality, when at its best. But Poe is the 

very same author who gave us the beautiful, haunting, moving, lilting “Annabel Lee,” which 

might be why Whitman qualifies his charge that Poe’s poems are devoid of “the simpler 

affections of the heart” with the term “almost without”.  

     There is nothing cold or artificial about the light of eternal and unwavering love in that poem, 

nor in the sincere despair of the narrator in “The Raven,” whose realistically-depicted anguish 

we are made to feel, and not merely understand, just as we sense palpably, and possibly even 

relate to the wistful sorrow of the narrator of “Alone”. These are heartfelt, heart-wrenching 

works which touch upon the most human and divine of themes, a desire to belong with others, to 

love and be loved in return. 

     In 1875, at a rededication of Poe’s tomb attended by Whitman, it was reported that he said the 

following of his already-interred peer:  

     For a long while, I wanted, and still want for poetry, the clear sun shining and fresh air 

blowing—the strength and power of health, not of delirium, even amid the stormiest 

passions—with always the background of eternal moralities. Non-complying with these 

requirements, Poe’s genius has yet conquer’d a special recognition for itself, and I too have 

come to fully admit it, and appreciate it and him. (84, emphasis mine) 

      

     Whitman holds fast to his conception of poetry as a celebration of the beautiful and the free 

(the American conception of America, no less), in the face of the “weird” possession of that art 

by “abnormal beauty,” the poetic culture’s tendency to “morbidity,” and “the sickliness of all 
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technical thought” which he thought contributed to the “pathological” and diseased culture of his 

age (84). We should expect such a lament from a man who witnessed the horrors of the U.S. 

Civil War (1861-1865), which resulted in the greatest carnage and destruction in American 

history, never rivalled, even to this day. But Whitman did not recognize that Poe’s oeuvre was 

ever mindful and possessed of “the background of eternal moralities,” even if that concern did 

not inform his poetry, but rather was concentrated in his tales.  

     To his credit, Whitman is more accurate than most other Poe critics, for he isolates Poe’s 

poetry from the tales or criticism when he speaks, not lumping them all together under a single 

rubric. But in terms of their wishes for humanity, they are two sides of the same coin, Whitman 

the sunny side up and Poe the shadowed side facing downward; one cannot circulate the 

currency of moralism without both, for there is no such thing yet as a single-sided coin. Poe’s 

optimism about humanity was always kept in check by a healthy skepticism and an even 

healthier grounding in Scripture. Says Whitman: “By its popular poets the calibres [sic] of an 

age, the weak spots of its embankments, its sub-currents, (often more significant than the biggest 

surface ones), are extraordinarily indicated” (84).  

     But this may also be said of its less-than-popular critics and of tale-writers, speaking even less 

popular truths about God, Man, and the World; undercurrents do not merely indicate the 

direction of the water, but powerfully determine them as well, hence Poe’s employ of them in his 

moral tales, intended to steer the course of his readership back to the mandates of Scripture. 

     Famed British dramatist of Irish ancestry (of which he was most insistently proud) George 

Bernard Shaw is another foreigner who demonstrated appreciation for Poe’s talent at a time 

when it still went largely unrecognized in the United States—but how hardly is a prophet 
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honored in his own land! Writes Shaw in 1932: “America has been found out; and Poe has not; 

that is the situation,” adding: “If the Judgment Day were fixed for the centenary of Poe’s birth, 

there are among the dead only two men born since the Declaration of Independence whose plea 

for mercy could avert a prompt sentence of damnation on the entire nation; and it is extremely 

doubtful whether these two could be persuaded to pervert eternal justice by uttering it” (86). 

Who are these two men? Poe and Whitman.  

     In this attestation, Shaw condones Poe but condemns America; curiously, he does not declare 

that Poe and Whitman merely be spared the damnation which America deserves (offering that 

“America would be damned in very good European company”), but, rather, that their 

intercessory prayers would spare America itself. Whitman, of course, would not hesitate to pray 

on his beloved-albeit-troubled country’s behalf, for he laments the “pathological” trajectory in 

which it was headed already in his lifetime. (Whitman’s January 1880 commentary opens with 

the phrase “In diagnosing this disease of humanity,” clearly intentionally mimetic of Matthew 

Arnold’s line “this strange disease of modern life” from the 1853 poem “The Scholar-Gipsy”.) 

Poe would have been inclined to pray on behalf of all humanity.  

     (The issue of Poe’s silence on the inhumane nature of American slavery is tricky and 

complicated, and beyond the purview of this paper without more research being undertaken. 

Suffice it to state for the present that his exceptional abilities to see the errors of the age did not 

necessarily extend to an ability to see the errors in himself, or that other phenomenon of his age 

were errors. Biblical justification for the institution of slavery was common in Poe’s lifetime, 

even though it was entirely a grotesque perversion of the scriptural model.) 

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/43606/the-scholar-gipsy
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     Oddly enough, Shaw most praises Poe for his ability as a poet, the very thing which most 

critics seem to have considered to be the genre in which he was least gifted, praising instead his 

tales and his criticism. Shaw, too, errs in thinking Eureka the formulation of Poe’s own 

philosophy instead of a parodic satire of the German metaphysics which informed American 

Transcendentalism (89). In likening Poe’s stories to those of William Morris, in that both are 

masterpieces comparable to “prayer carpets” (which utilize arabesques), Shaw points out another 

similarity—both authors disdained cheap, stock Gothic contrivances to forward plot, for Poe 

insisted on “legitimate causes” to do so, and states Shaw: “Morris will have nothing to do with 

mystery. ‘Ghost stories,’ he used to say, ‘have all the same explanation: the people are telling 

lies’” (89). Shaw attributes Poe’s greatness to the manner in which he set himself apart from the 

other writers of the age: “Above all, Poe is great because he is independent of cheap attractions, 

independent of sex, of patriotism, of fighting, of sentimentality, snobbery, gluttony, and all the 

rest of the vulgar stock-in-trade of his profession. This is what gives him superb distinction” 

(90).  

     Well, yes and no. Certainly, this is an apt characterization of Poe’s poetry (even that of the 

mournful-and-never-ending-sorrow variety), and should come as no surprise, given his concern 

for the material and spiritual welfare of all humanity as evidenced in his tales, especially the 

apocalyptic dialogues. But Poe did not avoid cheap attractions, for he often mocked popular fads 

and made them fair game for his rapier wit, especially when successfully hoaxing the more 

gullible members of the public in his tales of pseudoscience, such as “Mesmeric Revelation”. 

One of the best lines in the entire review is Shaw’s closing statement (although the Fabian 

Socialist issues it in order to condemn countries which he sees are preoccupied by the spirit of 
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human greed which precludes a redistribution of wealth), for he says of Poe that Poe begins, 

“just where the world, the flesh, and the devil leave off” (90). These are the three forces with 

which the soul wrestles, per Scripture and Christian tradition—a statement which suggests that 

Poe is also a moral force with which one’s soul must be reckon (1 Jn. 2:15-17, Gal. 5:16-17, 1 

Pet. 5:8). 

     Paul Valéry’s critique of Poe (undated in Carlson’s text) is exclusively devoted to enthusiastic 

praise of Eureka, which he, too, thinks is a representation of Poe’s own ideas, and a sincere 

cosmogony. After correctly outlining the main scientific ideas presented in Eureka, Valéry 

concludes: “All this can be summarized in the statement that the properties of matter seem to 

depend only on the order of size in which we place the observer” (105). (This is a statement 

which suggests the concept of parallax, wherein the constancy of an object merely appears to be 

different to observers, based on their situational relationship to it.) There is no analysis of the 

actual  ideas presented by Poe in this work, merely ringing endorsement. 

     In the final section of Carlson’s Critical Essays, the one subtitled “Modern Criticism:1950-

1985,” Carlson includes a dozen entries, a full half of which may be dispensed with for the focus 

of this paper: Edmund Wilson’s is dedicated to Poe’s role as literary critic; Donald Barlow 

Stauffer’s analyzes style in “Ligeia” and “William Wilson”; Richard Wilbur’s specifically 

examines “Eleonora”; Joan Dayan’s is an analysis of Poe’s use of the dash in Eureka; and 

Claude Richards’ looks at the rhythmic quality of Poe’s poems.  

     Another essay by Wilbur, called “Poe and the Art of Suggestion,” tantalized with its title, but 

as Tantalus was cursed with never being satisfied, the essay disappoints, in terms of its utility, 

consisting mostly of discussion of the more mystical aspects of the poems “Israfel,” “Al Araaf,” 
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and “Annabel Lee,” as well as the tales of ratiocination, in which mysteries must be solved, 

namely “The Gold Bug” and the detective fictions.  (One should not be surprised that Wilbur 

focuses on the poetry, for he is a former U.S. poet laureate, and he won two Pulitzer Prizes for 

his own poetic works. Coincidentally, when enlisted during World War II, he worked as a 

cryptologist of military codes.) But there is at least one kernel of gold contained within it, which 

should be here mined. In his essay, Wilbur does very briefly mention “Heart,” but only in 

making his claim that he does not think Poe meant for any one poem or story to elucidate 

another, pointing then to the swooning of the narrator in “Pit,” in order to prove that it has no 

bearing on the apparent lapse of consciousness which the narrator of “Ms. Found in a Bottle” 

describes (166). In other words, Richards argues that Poe’s employ of some facet of plot or 

descriptive detail does not carry the same meaning across the tales.  

     Well, yes and no. The narrator in “Pit” humbles himself before God and is raised up (he is a 

Christ-figure, in fact), but the narrator of “Bottle” does not and is doomed; either the critic 

misreads the clue or fails to assign it proper signification. That a Lucifer-figure swoons the same 

as a Christ-figure might be Poe’s means of alluding to the biblical verse which speaks to the 

counterfeit nature of Satan, who despite appearances, shall not escape punishment for his 

actions: “And no marvel; for Satan himself is transformed into an angel of light. Therefore it is 

no great thing if his ministers also be transformed as the ministers of righteousness; whose end 

shall be according to their works” (2 Cor. 11:14-15).  

     That a reader fails to make a connection between comparable details does not mean that no 

such shared signification is suggested by the author. But some symbols, he proves, are quite 

clearer. Richards’ subsequent example is the green spectacles worn by the Devil in “Bon-Bon” 
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and the green spectacles worn by the detective Dupin in “The Purloined Letter” and “The 

Mystery of Marie Roget” (166-167). The Devil explains that he requires the lenses since he lacks 

eyes, and that his natural vision is limited to sight of the soul and the power to read people’s 

minds; Dupin, Richards says, wears them as a comparable form of camouflage and to symbolize 

the fact that, he, “like the devil, is a mind-reader and a seer” (167).  

     In both instances, though, what should be clear is that the recognition of the symbols 

employed by Poe depends on the acumen and astuteness of the reader’s ability to discern them; 

in other words, one must have eyes to see, to borrow from Jesus’ saying of those able to unravel 

the meanings of his parables. Wilbur underscores this point by citing textual excerpts from 

“Heart” which he identifies as being reminiscent of Shakespeare’s Macbeth, stating, “Yet they 

are present”—meaning they may be detected by readers who are familiar enough with the other 

text to recognize the allusions within the tale which point to it (165).  

     Wilbur here is making a very good argument for Poe’s decided proclivity to utilize an 

undercurrent to give strength and force to his works, even if he fails to fully recognize the entire 

arc or spectrum of that suggestive symbolism. Asks Wilbur: “Why does Poe introduce an 

undercurrent of Macbeth into his story? I think it is because, in his accounts of psychic division, 

Poe often conceived inner conflicts in terms of regicide, rebellion, or usurpation” (166).  

     Well, yes and no. The tales of which he speaks are not accounts of “psychic division” (in 

being all Lucifer-figure tales), but they are depictions of souls which have become so perverted 

that they experienced no moral conflict, evidencing each a single-mindedness in their fully 

willful desire to violate the two greatest commandments; the “psychic division” is madness 

which results from the murders, not the inverse. But Wilbur has absolutely struck gold without 
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realizing the richness of the discovery, settling for a nugget instead of the full vein. He stops his 

arc short of the full trajectory, for these are not simply the themes of Macbeth, they are the 

themes of Scripture (to which the many other allusions in “Heart” point); regicide, rebellion, and 

usurpation are precisely the crimes of which the unrepentant Lucifer is guilty and for which he is 

damned without mitigation.  

     And herein also lies a major clue to the unrepentant guiltiness on the part of Poe’s murderous 

Lucifer-figures, the none of whom should have their sentences of death mitigated. Far too many 

critics confuse the signification of the term “guilty” when discussing Poe’s works; “guilty,” in a 

legal framework, is a meant to signal an objective determination of fault for one’s conduct, 

whereas “guilty” in terms of personality, is a subjective phenomenon of remorse experienced by 

the person having acted. In the sentence, “The guilty verdict he earned for committing the 

murder led him to the scaffold, even though he later felt guilty for killing his wife,” the word is 

employed in the first instance in the objective sense and secondly in the subjective sense.  

     None of Poe’s murderers experience the latter, therefore they are all culpable to the former. 

And many of the Lucifer-figures are practiced in the art of deception, even when they confess, or 

even when they do not confess, in terms of the narrative structure of the tales; the confessions of 

“Imp,” “Heart,” and “Cat” are clearly made to legal authorities, that of “Cask” is to a religious 

authority, Roderick’s comes just at the end of “Usher” (he could have just as easily feigned 

shock and surprise when Madeline appeared, as did the narrator in that tale), and in a bit of an 

ironic twist, the murderous “confessors” of “Pit” are the Roman Catholic clerics, since the role of 

a confessor in that religion is the priest who grants absolution to a self-professing guilty 

congregant. 
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     Wilbur, many times, veers close to hitting upon the fullness of the true import of Poe’s tales, 

for in speaking of “Pit,” he thinks it echoes Scripture and “gives fair warning that it is going to 

be two stories at once—the literal story of a tortured prisoner and the symbolic story of a soul in 

danger of damnation on Judgment Day” (168). Well, yes and no. It is a two-layered or “dual-

currented” story, but as the falsely-persecuted and greatly-afflicted narrator is a Christ-figure, it 

does not speak to a soul in danger of damnation—even though readers certainly can learn a 

moral lesson from the tale, albeit somewhat circuitously.  Per Scripture, Jesus is the Son of God 

who humbled himself, descended into Hell, and then was raised to glory by the Father, whom 

Scripture declares is the “Most High God”. (Heb. 2:5-9, Eph. 1:20-23).  

      If Jesus is God, then why would God require God to raise him, as the narrator is symbolically 

lifted from the hellish pit by the outstretched arms of the “father” of the French army, General 

LaSalle? Because nowhere in Scripture does it state that Jesus or the Holy Spirit are equal to the 

Father in their authority, even if they are in their spiritual essence, their goodness, their holiness, 

and their eternalness. Jesus himself, when still in the flesh, repeatedly confesses and stresses that 

he can do nothing and will say nothing of his own accord, except that which the Father wills 

(see, e.g., Jn. 5:19, 5:30, 7:28, 8:28, 8:42, 12:49, and 14:10).  

     In fact, perhaps the most famous verse of the entire New Testament, John 3:16, “For God so 

loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him should not 

perish, but have everlasting life,” explicitly states that God the Father was the agent responsible 

for the decision, He being the one who so loved the world that it was the motivation for sending 

a Messiah whilst the World was still in its sinful state. Moreover, after the crucifixion and 

resurrection of Jesus, now called Christ, Paul writes of the ultimate divine order (meaning 
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sequence and hierarchy), which can get a bit confusing if one does not pay particular attention to 

the role of noun antecedents in this scriptural excerpt: 

     Then cometh the end, when He [the Son] shall have delivered up the kingdom to God, 

even the Father; when He [the Son] shall have put down all [earthly] rule and all authority and 

power. For He [the Son] must reign, till He [the Father] hath put all enemies under His [the 

Son’s] feet. The last enemy that shall be destroyed is death [swallowed up by Christ, in 

victory]. For He [the Father] hath put all things under His [the Son’s] feet. But when He [the 

Father] saith, all things are put under Him [the Son], it is manifest that He [the Father] is 

excepted [excluded], because the Father is the one which did put all things under Him [the 

Son]. And when all [mortal] things shall be subdued unto Him [the Son], then shall the Son 

also himself be subject unto Him [the Father] that put all things under Him [the Son], that 

God may be all in all [that there shall be no challenge to the supreme authority of the Father 

presented by either the Son or the Holy Spirit]. (1 Cor. 15:24-28) 

 

     (In the Old Testament, even King David writes: “The LORD said unto my Lord, Sit thou at 

my right hand, until I make thine enemies thy footstool” (Psa. 110:1)—and that verse is pointed 

to many times in the New Testament to both authenticate the divinity of Jesus as Christ and to 

cement the supreme authority and power of the Father able to do so, see, e.g., Mt. 22:44, Mk. 

12:36, Lk. 20:43—the triple witness required to seal the truth, according to Judaic law—Heb. 

1:13, and Heb. 10:13.)  

     That there be no challenge to the supreme authority of the Most High God, YHVH, the 

Father, is of a necessity, for it precludes confusion and division (and therefore rebellion) if both 

the Son and Holy Spirit willingly submit to His authority. Paul spells out this hierarchy in order 

to stress the point that allegiances to particular apostles are counterproductive and illogical, since 

all disciples should consider them subject to the authority of the Gospel of Christ. Earlier in the 

same letter, Paul sets up the analogy when he writes: 

     Now I beseech you, brethren, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that ye all speak 

the same thing, and that there be no divisions among you; but that ye be perfectly joined 

together in the same mind and in the same judgment. For it hath been declared unto me of 

you, my brethren, by them which are of the house of Chloe, that there are contentions 
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among you. Now this I say, that every one of you saith, I am of Paul; and I of Apollos; 

and I of Cephas; and I of Christ. Is Christ divided? was Paul crucified for you? or were ye 

baptized in the name of Paul? I thank God that I baptized none of you, but Crispus and 

Gaius; Lest any should say that I had baptized in mine own name. (1 Cor. 1:10-15) 

 

     In what sense, then, is there a moral to be gleaned, if it merely dramatizes an account of Jesus 

as Christ? In the sense that true Christians are warned that they similarly will be persecuted,  and 

are called, many times in Scripture, to be like Christ in their own conduct (faithful in their belief 

in the promises of God and in His love, even in the face of torture and unto death), being also 

reassured that if they have a share in His persecution that they will have a share in His 

resurrection. (See, e.g., 1 Jn. 2:6, Gal. 5:20, Col. 3:1-25, 1 Jn. 3:16, Jn. 15:12, Rom. 8:28-29, 

Phil. 1:21, 1 Jn. 3:2, Jn. 15:20-22, Eph. 5:1-2, and 1 Pet. 2:21.)  

     The story may be said to work on three levels, because it functions as a straight narrative, an 

allegorical depiction of the pious suffering and eventual glory of Christ, and as a moral tale 

encouraging readers to emulate their Lord and Savior, also reminding them of the bad end 

guaranteed to those who refuse to abide in the Law of Love commanded by the Most High God, 

for the tale is clearly a partial dramatization of Psalm 1, which declares of the wicked and the 

righteous: “Blessed is the man who walks not in the counsel of the wicked, nor stands in the way 

of sinners, nor sits in the seat of scoffers […] The wicked are not so […] Therefore the wicked 

will not stand in the judgment, nor sinners in the congregation of the righteous; for the Lord 

knows the way of the righteous, but the way of the wicked will perish.” 

     Wilbur falls short of realizing the full value of what he has unearthed, and, disappointingly, 

he falls back into far more simplistic and erroneous readings of Poe’s tales, for here is his 

takeaway of the joint collapse of Madeline, Roderick, and their estate:  



1076 

     The action of ‘The Fall of the House of Usher’ is the purification and reintegration of a 

soul, but in the background of the story is a similar development in the whole cosmos, a 

development which becomes explicit when the story’s final sentence echoes Revelation’s 

prophecy of the fall of Babylon. In the light of the story’s apocalyptic close Poe’s title ‘The 

Fall of the House of Usher’ could mean not only the collapse of Roderick’s house but the end 

of Bishop Ussher’s chronology, the uncreation of the world. (169) 

 

     In the first place, the story’s final sentence does not echo the New Testament prophecy 

regarding the fall of Babylon. Here is the final sentence from “Usher”: 

     While I gazed, this fissure rapidly widened --there came a fierce breath of the whirlwind --

the entire orb of the satellite burst at once upon my sight --my brain reeled as I saw the 

mighty walls rushing asunder --there was a long tumultuous shouting sound like the voice of a 

thousand waters --and the deep and dank tarn at my feet closed sullenly and silently over the 

fragments of the “HOUSE OF USHER.” (Poe 191) 

 

And here follows the Book of Revelation’s prophecy regarding the sudden fall of Babylon: 

 

     And after these things I saw another angel come down from heaven, having great power; 

and the earth was lightened with his glory. And he cried mightily with a strong voice, saying, 

Babylon the great is fallen, is fallen, and is become the habitation of devils, and the hold of 

every foul spirit, and a cage of every unclean and hateful bird […] Therefore shall her plagues 

come in one day, death, and mourning, and famine; and she shall be utterly burned with fire: 

for strong is the Lord God who judgeth her […] And the kings of the earth, who have 

committed fornication and lived deliciously with her, shall bewail her, and lament for her, 

when they shall see the smoke of her burning, Standing afar off for the fear of her torment, 

saying, Alas, alas that great city Babylon, that mighty city! for in one hour is thy judgment 

come […] And cried when they saw the smoke of her burning, saying, What city is like unto 

this great city! (Rev. 18:1-2, 18:8-10, 18:18) 

 

     Now, even if the ending of “Usher” evinces shades of the apocalyptic vision, it in no light 

corresponds to the destruction of Babylon, which is utterly burnt by fire, and the city’s 

consumption by flames involves the production of great smoke, which obscures one’s field of 

vision. At the conclusion of “Usher,” the narrator admits of an exceptionally bright (albeit 

ghastly) moonlight granting him a more than ordinary nocturnal visual acuity, and instead of 

burning down to rubble, the entire estate sinks into and is swallowed up whole by the marshy 

ground. (There are many allusions to Scripture in Poe’s description of the concluding events in 
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“Usher,” which are spelled out plainly elsewhere in this paper, specifically in the chapter devoted 

to analysis of that tale.) 

      Moreover, the destruction of a thing does not equate with “uncreation,” and the estate in 

“Usher” existed and was destroyed—whether by Nature’s God (which Poe’s suggests 

symbolically) or by an aggregate of natural phenomena. (There is an explosion which adds to the 

“legitimate causes,” as the copper-lined crypt also housed gunpowder ammunition, which could 

have been ignited by the crack of lightning.)  

     For something to become “uncreated” would mean that it is as though it never came into 

existence. An example of a story which utilizes the notion of “uncreation” is Frank Capra’s 

classic Christmas film from 1946, It’s a Wonderful Life, in which the protagonist (George 

Bailey) wishes that he had never been born, and his guardian angel (Clarence) shows him a 

world in which he never existed, in order to show his human charge that the world was a better 

place because he had been born. And, on top of that, to even suggest that the collapse of the 

estate and the familial line in “Usher” has in any way, shape, or form something to do with 

refuting the biblical chronology speculated by the Bishop of Ussher is a preposterous stretch 

which cannot be corroborated by any other details of the tale, and, in light of Poe’s adamant 

biblical stance, should be rejected altogether. 

     The remaining essays are by Clark Griffith (about Poe’s Gothicism), David Halliburton (a 

phenomenological assessment of Poe tales), G.R. Thompson (about the Gothicism of “Usher”), 

Patrick F. Quinn (his response to Thompson’s “misreading” of “Usher”), Roger Forclaz (about 

the inadequacies and unlikely accuracy of Bonaparte’s Freudian analysis of Poe and his works), 

and Carlson’s own essay which argues for the model of establishing “frames of reference” in 
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order to decode Poe’s symbolic language, in much the same manner as Champollion decoded the 

ancient Egyptian script. (These essays already have been addressed elsewhere in this paper.) 

     Champollion began the arduous decoding of ancient Egyptian hieroglyphics by first 

unlocking “framed” hieroglyphs called “cartouches,” which signaled formal names of royalty, 

thus by first working out the letters which spelled out the name of a pharaoh, he subsequently 

was able to build up the correct syllabary of decipherment. A cartouche is a long oval in which 

the name of the ruler is rendered, which is closed off by a horizontal line at its bottom, serving as 

a form of capitalization to indicate the name as a proper noun belonging to a person of great 

regal—even divine— importance, for the pharaohs were considered divinities in their own right, 

not unlike the Greco-Roman notion of demi-gods such as Hercules being both mortal and divine, 

eventually ascending to full godhood.  

     The method employed by Champollion holds true for the deciphering of Poe’s complex and 

multivalent narrative hieroglyphics, in that once a handful of symbols are irrefutably determined, 

the remainder of the puzzling text is solvable and its meaning may be understood.520 As the 

strengths and/or defects of these works are already somewhat addressed in analyzing Carlson’s 

introductory summaries of them, it is unnecessary to dwell on detailed particulars raised by the 

authors in making their claims, and dwelling on or pursuing in-depth breakdowns of these essays 

would prove an unmerited expenditure of time and energy herein. Still, to not give them short-

shrift entirely, some few, brief points will be culled from them, in furtherance of the argument of 

this paper. 

     Griffith speaks to the “shifting” of what he calls “the locus of the terrifying,” in Poe, pointing 

to Poe’s famous prefatory remark in his 1840 Tales of the Grotesque and Arabesque, wherein he 
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contends that terror is not of Germany but of the soul, as defense against the charge against him 

of practicing Germanism. But what Poe means here is that his work does not rely on the cheap, 

schlocky German Gothic tradition which relies on supernaturalism (as opposed to “legitimate 

causes”) in order to moderately spook readers or further plot.  

     (Europeans are known for being notoriously superstitious, something even world-renowned 

artist and polyglot Salvador Dali confessed as late as the twentieth century, a fault to which he 

admitted, despite the fact that he was also well read in the laws of physics and nuclear science. 

This is especially true, he said, of Roman Catholics such as himself; the two German tale writers 

with whom Poe is most often compared—Tieck and Hoffman—were both Roman Catholic, and 

their works are often characterized by a display of fantastical supernaturalism, which is part of 

that religion’s vast European Medieval tradition on which they drew.) 

      What Poe means by stating that terror is of the soul is that the terror-inducing conditions 

which feature in his tales are the products of the wickedness of the human heart (the biblical 

locus of the soul, as opposed to the spirit, which is the mind, that being the seat of personal 

identity), for it is the human heart which contrives the terrifying circumstances in which the 

victims are situated, that being the source of human evils and man’s inhumanity towards his 

fellow man: “For from within, out of the heart of men, proceed evil thoughts, adulteries, 

fornications, murders, Thefts, covetousness, wickedness, deceit, lasciviousness, an evil eye, 

blasphemy, pride, foolishness: All these evil things come from within, and defile the man” (Mk. 

7:21-23). Poe is indicating that one does not need to point to supernatural entities (external 

forces) for terror-inducing narratives, but, rather, that one must regard the pride and perversity of 

the human heart (internal forces) as the originating causes of such things.  
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     Griffith’s conclusion, though? He offers: 

     At this point, I suggest, Poe has commenced to modify the traditional Gothic relationship. 

If terror is to be the effect of inner conceptions, it is no longer necessary to regard his narrator 

as a ‘mere man,’ beset and beleaguered by appalling circumstances. Instead, one can as 

readily think of him as Creative Man, and of the circumstances themselves as products of his 

terrible creativity. At least potentially, the locus of the terrifying has passed from the 

spectacle into the spectator. (“Poe and the Gothic” 128) 

 

     Well, no and no. What Griffith is here arguing is that instead of the narrators’ experiencing 

terror as a result of their external, physical conditions (a maelström, pit, shudder-inducing estate, 

e.g.), the transition consists in them being terrorized as a result of their internal, mental 

conditions (by their madness, as they descend into dementia and delusion); it is in the sense that 

the terrors they experience are products of  (or are created by) their own minds that he offers the 

locus has shifted from spectacle (maelström, pit, shudder-inducing estate) into spectator 

(unhinged mind). But this is conflating Poe’s narrators, for the narrators who endure the terrors 

of the maelstrom, the pit, and the shudder-inducing estate as external realities never go mad, and 

all survive their ordeals, not because their sanity remains intact, but because their humanity and 

humility remain intact. (And for Man to remain mindful that he is not God is also a humbling 

means of preserving his humanity.) 

      The seafarer in “Descent,” the bold recusant of “Pit,” and the guest in “Usher”—all of these 

narrators exhibit or represent, near the conclusion of their tales, either true godly humility (as in 

“Pit,” when the recusant finally concedes he is unable to save himself), a sympathy for his fellow 

human being (as in “Usher,” for the guest takes good care of his host, and is genuinely aghast 

when he realizes he is unwitting accomplice to the murder of Madeline), or, both (as in 

“Descent,” when the mariner selflessly tries to save his brother’s life and mumbles a hurried 

prayer to God). The narrators who endure the natural, physical circumstances which are stressful 
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to them, if thy remain true to the two greatest commandments, never lose their minds. The 

characters who do lose their minds and invent or “create” terrors, are the Lucifer-figures 

responsible for the physical stressors of their victims—e.g., the narrators of “Heart” and 

Roderick from “Usher. (Presumably, the Inquisitors in “Pit” are mad from bloodthirsty lust for 

power.)  None of Poe’s characters having descended into madness experienced the terrors they 

visited on their victims, therefore there can be no such transition as described by Griffith. The 

doomed characters, if they appear to be more than “mere men,” it is only because they are meant 

to represent the supernatural Lucifer. 

     Halliburton somewhat touches upon the juxtaposition of material circumstances and mental 

states in his essay titled simply “The Tales”. First, he makes a salient observation, that being, in 

regard to the tale of “Berenice,” we have the means by which to gauge the moral and mental 

grotesqueries of the Lucifer-figures (not his words, but mine). He offers: “Indeed, it is because 

Poe allows the world to enter, in the person of the servant, that we have a norm by which to 

judge the aberrations of Egaeus”—the latter character being the Lucifer-figure of that tale (133). 

In other words, the presence of a sane character often permits readers to discern the insane one 

against whom s/he is measured. This is the function, for added examples, of the sane police 

officers in “Heart” and “Cat”. Just as vice is a corruption of virtue, madness is a corruption of 

sanity, and, as C.S. Lewis points out, madmen are incapable of recognizing sanity, and only sane 

men are capable of recognizing madness; as the reader can be certain that the arresting  

authorities in both tales are possessed of their sanity, s/he can likewise be certain that both 

narrators are mad by comparison: No one disputes the madness of the murderer in “Heart,” but 
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many seem blind to the madness of the murderer in “Cat,” or they question the sanity of the 

narrator in “Usher,” even though the rule or pattern clearly spells out such facts. 

     This norm is not merely mental but moral, and the perversity of the Lucifer-figures is 

measured against the rightful humanity of the other characters with whom they share their tales. 

Sometimes the narrators themselves are the mental and moral standards by which other 

characters are meant to be gauged, as in “Pit,” “Usher,” and “Descent”.  

     Where Halliburton differs from Griffith is that Griffith errs by claiming Poe’s narrators move 

or transition from exterior fears to interior ones (it never happens, for none of the mad characters 

ever experienced the physical terrors which they have visited upon the victims they torment), 

while Halliburton thinks that Poe expands the catalogue of terrors, not suggesting that the one 

variety takes the place of the other, as does Griffith. Says Halliburton:  

     It is not that Poe ceases to portray the anxieties a man feels when threatened by the “other” 

[man or nature]; interest in this type of fear is a constant of his fiction as of his verse. What 

happens, rather, is that he widens the field. He is now able to show that man victimizes 

himself equally through the manmade environment, which represents an alienated human 

power still human enough to represent its alienation and powerful enough to seek its revenge. 

He is able also to suggest that the agonies he portrays, as in “The Pit and the Pendulum,” say 

something fundamental about the human condition. (133) 

 

     For Halliburton, then, Poe demonstrates that the “manmade environment” (such as the torture 

dungeon of “Pit”)—the phenomenological, material world resulting from human manipulation—

takes on a life of its own and can become a fear-inducing “other” in the same way that actual 

human beings or natural phenomena (e.g., a maelstrom, or the black tarn of “Usher”) can 

adversely impact us. Considering that Halliburton is a phenomenologist, and Continental 

philosophy relies on Kantianism, is it any wonder that his suggestion would smack of German 
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Idealism’s apostate notion that human superimposition or manipulation of phenomena “creates” 

new forms of reality?  

     Nien. His Germanism is showing, for example, when he asserts: “To refer to the master of 

design as a lord, as I have done, is to suggest that there is something godlike about conceiving 

and carrying out, in earth, one’s original designs. Poe implies as much” (136). 

      If one buys into that argument, then the Nazis, indeed, could legitimately claim to be godlike 

in their “conceiving and carrying out, in earth” their original designs of the anti-world of the 

death camps—but the claim is not legitimate, and Poe implies the exact opposite, for he was 

adamantly opposed to German Idealism. The “world” of  “Pit,” Halliburton alleges, a world 

created by the murderous Inquisitors, is physically intimidating and therefore terror-inducing 

merely as a result of its physical properties—not unlike the construction of courtrooms, which 

are often large and imposing so as to impress upon those who appear before the bench the 

gravity of issues brought to bear in them, or the erection of Gothic cathedrals which employ 

flying buttresses so that the greater light and height the construction allows inspires congregants 

to think heavenly thoughts. 

      But courtrooms are still only rooms until the human element is in play, when judgment and 

justice are at hand. So, too, even cathedrals are merely spaces to be occupied unless there are 

faithful congregants gathered within them; the material or phenomenological world lacks 

emotional dynamics without the human factor. (Even the terrors of the pit require human 

intervention—the drugging of the narrator, the binding him to the table below the blade, the 

heating and contracting of the dungeon walls.) Yet the ability of manmade environments to 

impact the psyche of the characters is not Poe’s goal; Poe dreams up his environments so as to 
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impact the mood of the readers. Moreover, Poe writes so as to demonstrate that our characters 

are revealed by our circumstances, and not merely shaped by them. He is no Freudian, thank 

God. 

     Halliburton is guilty of raising points without ever fully realizing their implications, for first 

he says of Poe that he, “offers a pattern of a human being unnaturally preoccupied with himself” 

(134). So far, so good. He adds (speaking first of “William Wilson”): 

     Wilson’s problem is too much self. What is unusual about him is his tendency to think, if 

belatedly, in moral terms. In “The Black Cat” Poe portrays a miscreant who matches Wilson 

for cruelty but surpasses him, through his philosophy of perverseness, in the theory of evil, 

while in “The Tell-Tale Heart” he portrays an egoist whose experiences carries further the 

aural dimensions contained in the typical confessional narrative. Meanwhile, another egoist, 

Prince Prospero, tries in vain to create an entire, self-contained world, only to see it claimed 

by a power higher than his own. Whereas these protagonists are victimized by their own 

desires, the hero of “The Pit and the Pendulum” is victimized—and rescued by—something 

outside himself […] we recognize that there is an important sense in which Poe tries to get 

God, or a god-figure, or a godly power, into his stories […] The master of design is forward-

tending. He looks ahead to new horizons, both literally and figuratively, and projects his 

vision across the land toward them. (135-136, emphases mine) 

 

     Well, yes and good Lord, no! All of the characters he points to, with the exception of the 

narrator of “Pit,” are, in fact, characterized by their “Self-ishness”; they all exhibit a Self-inflated 

egotism which crowds out God and their fellow men, and eventually collapse into the supreme 

subjective state of a madness which denies objective reality. For these characters, their minds 

have become untethered from objective reality as a result of their hearts intentionally unmooring 

themselves from the divine and mortal Others.  

     The narrator of “Pit” does not belong in this group, for the others are Lucifer-figures and he is 

a Christ-figure. But here is the frightening—horrifying, actually—thing about Halliburton’s 

comments. He is associating the egotism which these evil Lucifer-figures exhibit with godly 

power, and that is the very opposite of the biblical narrative, for it is when Man seeks to be as 
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God, as shown in the Genesis 3 account, that mankind begins the trajectory which results in 

abject barbarism and the loss of its humanity. And that is precisely the argument one should 

anticipate coming from a phenomenologist, for there is nothing in the philosophy of Martin 

Heidegger which is incompatible with Nazism, but everything in it which is incompatible with 

Scripture. 

      I am not here suggesting that Halliburton was pro-Nazi, but I am merely pointing out that an 

embrace of German metaphysics not only makes possible Nazism as an objective phenomenon, 

but permits the embrace of Nazism as a subjective one. The trajectory of German Idealism is 

what Poe feared, and the murderous barbarism of the Third Reich would not even be its logical 

conclusion, that being the self-wrought annihilation of Man and the World which Poe illustrated 

in his apocalyptic tales. Halliburton’s willful blindness is betrayed by his failure to stress or 

make the connection that these “god-figure” egoists who “create” worlds only create worlds of 

horror, and he never identifies them as being evil, or speaks of them in moral terms. Instead, he 

offers: 

     The Poe characters who undertake a conduct similar to God’s are the egoists like Prospero 

or the murderer in “The Tell-Tale Heart,” who seek to become […] the absolutes in their own 

fiction. In his own eyes the pseudo-God is masterly, rational, omnipotent, a superior being 

who rises above the ordinary world and its denizens. But the reader, standing apart from him, 

sees him ironically. To us he is simply brutal, bizarre, or mad. We perceive furthermore, that 

such a being, for all his show, is in the grip of some force greater than himself. The victimizer-

god is revealed to be an extreme form of the being who cannot love enough. The innocence of 

his victim heightens the guilt for which, through the power of words, he punishes himself. 

(Halliburton “The Tales” 137, emphasis) 

 

     Well, yes and no. These characters are typified by their undertaking conduct in which they act 

“as if” they are God (who alone can act with impunity, and who alone can define good and evil), 

and they do come to perceive of themselves as absolutes in their own fictions—absolute in 
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authority, absolute in power to enforce it, absolute in their determinations of good and evil, 

which they invert or “transvalue”. But the perceptions of these pseudo-Gods are distorted, 

grotesque, imperfect, unreal; the extreme subjectivity into which they collapse themselves 

untethers them from objective reality—meaning all their mad delusions about Self-sovereignty, 

power to abuse or willful disregard of others, and Self-wrought definitions of good and evil will 

eventually come crashing down upon their heads when reality and reality’s God assert 

themselves. The murderers are not “simply brutal, bizarre, or mad”—they are willfully evil. And, 

in being unrepentant, they do not experience guilt, but are guilty before the Moral Law; the 

Lucifer-figures do not seek to punish themselves whatsoever. Montresor gloats on his deathbed 

confession in “Cask”; the murderer in “Cat” confesses that he never slept better than the night he 

murdered his innocent and unsuspecting, loving and patient wife; in “Usher,” Roderick allows 

his sister to endure the agonies of her premature burial for eight days; the Inquisitors in “Pit” 

intensify their torments without abatement or hesitation, and the murderer in “Heart” is boasting 

of his cunning. 

     And Poe thought as much of German Idealism, a prophecy which is made manifest in the 

spectacular rise and even more spectacular fall of the Third Reich. But for the reader, standing 

apart from such figures, to be able to see these characters “ironically” means that he should see 

them for what they truly are—evil (not “simply brutal, bizarre, or mad”), for the none of them 

perceive of themselves as being evil, thinking themselves Self-justified and therefore “good” by 

their own standards. If, as in “Cat,” they claim to be innocent of brutality, then we should know 

that they are brutes. If, as in “Usher,” they engage in normal activities, then we should know that 

they will be touched by the bizarre. If, as in “Heart,” they claim to be sane, then we should know 
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that they are mad. Likewise, if they claim, as in “Imp” to be innocent, then we should know that 

they are guilty. Or if they claim, as in “Cask,” that the murders they committed were justified 

(implying that they themselves are good), then we should know that they were not. The truth of 

the matter is that most critics do not see these characters ironically, which, assuredly, is how Poe 

wants his sane readers to perceive them; that they are perceived as being mentally ill or mad 

instead of morally perverse or evil is the ultimate failure of ironical reading.  

     How is it that these characters can be described as “pseudo-Gods” (false gods) and the 

connection still not be made that Self-idolatry is still idolatry, and that idolatry is a condemnable 

activity? The force which is greater than their own is not an impersonal force but a personal God 

to whom they will be held accountable at last. The archetype of the Lucifer-figure is described 

here as a “victimizer-god,” an appellation which should automatically indicate that this god is 

not the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, for the biblical God of Love is not the slayer of 

innocent blood, nor would he condone it. 

      It is curious that Halliburton manages to accurately describe these characters as being 

typified by a lack of love; however, these Lucifer-figures do not suffer from an inability to love 

others, but, rather, a refusal to love them. In short, it was not a matter of “cannot” love, but will 

not love. True enough, the innocence of their victims magnifies the guiltiness of the villains (and 

it is by this pattern of the Lucifer-figure tales that readers should know that Madeline never 

committed incest with Roderick in “Usher”, and that Fortunato never wronged Montresor in 

“Cask”), for Abel’s comparable unsuspecting innocence heightened the offense committed 

against him by the murderous Cain. Halliburton is dead wrong, though, in thinking the Lucifer-

figures ever punishes themselves, for in their deluded and contorted (grotesque) moral vision, 
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they remains unrepentant, ever believing that they have committed no evil—whether confessing 

soon after the murder, as evidenced in the confessions in “Cat,” or a period of many years out, as 

in “Imp,” and even unto death, a full fifty years later, as in “Cask”. 

    In speaking of Ligeia, Morella, and “the numinous figure at the end of Pym” as a second type 

of representation of Poe’s transcendental or god-like characters, Halliburton proposes the 

following analysis: “In this relation, the god-figure is presented through the eyes of the lowly. It 

is contemplated, in other words, much as God or as an image of God is contemplated by a 

believer in real life […] If these works represent an ‘advance’ on the others, it is because they 

manage to bring man, world, and God closer together” (137, emphasis mine). 

      Well, yes and no. In the first place, the numinous figure at the end of Pym does not belong to 

this group, for it is a salvific figure and the other two are Lucifer-figures. In the second place, the 

characters who encounter the Lucifer-figures are “lowly” only in the sense that the Lucifer-

figures exhibit some sort of elevation in prowess, so as to signify the supernatural quality of 

Satan and to maximize the idea that they have fallen from a great height in being cast out of and 

down from Heaven; they are “lowly” in that they are representations of “mere” human beings in 

comparison to the Devil. 

     But, importantly, the Lucifer-figures do not come to be revered by the lowly characters they 

encounter in “Ligeia” and “Morella,” as they instead come to be dreaded and even outright 

despised; they are not worshipped and revered “as much as God or as an image of God,” but are 

resented, avoided, and feared—precisely how one should react in the presence of the Devil, 

unless in the thralls of his powers, as perhaps is the husband in “Ligeia”. The husbands in these 

tales have no natural affection for their wives, but are in awe of them, reverentially perhaps, as in 
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“Ligeia” (for he has been mesmerized by his wife, in our contemporary sense of the word, and 

thus infected by her sinfulness), but the husband in “Morella” grows to be appalled by her 

apostasy. There is absolutely no worship of Morella, and there is no worship of the numinous 

figure in Pym, which makes Halliburton’s grouping of these figures curious. 

     Halliburton never speaks to the fact that the characters he claims are “god-like” are actually 

evil, that their desire to be as God is precisely that which makes them evil. There are only 

occurrences in the phenomological, material world of his criticism, and no spiritual realities or 

consequences considered; nothing these characters do is framed in a discourse of good and evil. 

Near the conclusion of his essay, he attests: “The final and most obvious ‘conduct like God’s’ is 

of course that of the author himself. His is the power of the creator and the lawgiver, his is the 

supreme authority and the supreme responsibility. In the end, there is no absolute within a fiction 

that can compare to the power that shapes it from without” (Halliburton “The Tales” 137-138). 

Oh, the irony! 

      Is this not a perfect argument for the ultimate authority of God, who created both Man and 

the World? Is this not also the perfect condemnation of the fanatical fantasy which was the Third 

Reich? Is this not also the perfect refutation of Kant’s categorical imperative on which Nazism 

was built? And of the Heideggerian phenomenology built on Kant’s German Idealism, the very 

philosophical construct on which the critic relies? Yes, yes, a thousand times, yes! Yet here is 

Halliburton final thoughts on Poe’s egoist “god-like” characters: 

     The romantic philosophy to which Poe subscribed considered that “the artist is the man 

who goes out into the empty space between man and god and takes the enormous risk of 

attempting to create in that vacancy a new fabric of connections between man and the divine 

power…The new type of man is the romantic artist, the man who in the absence of a given 

world must create his own. The central assumption of romanticism is the idea that the isolated 

individual, through poetry, can accomplish the ‘unheard of work,’ that is, create through his 
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own efforts, a marvelous harmony of words which will integrate man, nature, and God.” 

Ellison was one example of such artist; Edgar Allan Poe was another. (“The Tales” 138)521 

 

     No, no, a thousand times, no! In the first place, the “Ellison” to whom Halliburton refers is 

actually none other than the Lucifer-figure who is the landscape gardener of  Poe’s tale “The 

Domain of Arnheim” (discussed elsewhere in this paper). In the second place, Poe is not, not, not 

a Romantic of any kind, for the main currents of Romanticism were anathema to him, such as its 

defiance of biblical ethical standards (worship of the Self over loving regard for God and one’s 

fellow man), its embrace of Medieval Roman Catholicism (especially the German strain), and its 

worship of Nature instead of Nature’s God (seen also in the British variety, and in the German 

Spinozist-fueled Pantheism). In the third place, Poe would never agree that Man was not given a 

World, for he never lost sight of the God who created this one in order for there to be a space in 

which He could reveal himself to Man and make possible the establishment of a loving 

relationship with Him. And in the fourth place, harmony does not involve integration, for 

integration is a hallmark of unity, not consonance. 

     According to the Christian understanding of Scripture, God created both Man and the World; 

God reveals Himself to Man directly and through Nature (the World) indirectly; and God will 

redeem both Man and the World in the hereafter.  It is German Idealism which is obsessed with 

creating new and inferior worlds in which its adherents think to be as God (not like God, as 

Halliburton suggests, but as God), and Poe was adamantly opposed to all forms of Kantian and 

post-Kantian metaphysics, prophesizing what their ends would be in his lamentations in the 

jeremiad apocalyptic dialogues. In the fourth place, the “isolated individual” could never be 

Poe’s ideal, for it is always the isolated characters in his works who indulge the wickedness of 

their own hearts and resort to torture and murderous evil, being willfully untethered to both God 

https://www.eapoe.org/works/tales/arnhmb.htm
https://www.eapoe.org/works/tales/arnhmb.htm
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and their fellow men; physical and spiritual isolation precludes the possibility of loving relations 

with either, and the moral isolationism leads to mental isolationism in his Lucifer-figure tales, if 

by “mental isolationism” we mean solipsistic madness which results from the radical egotism or 

extreme subjectivity into which the soul infected by sin collapses.  

     Without the buffering effect of love for God and one’s fellow man, this disease is permitted to 

rage without check, and violent barbarism (hamas) and destruction ensue. In the fifth and final 

place, “the harmony of words,” for Poe, is associated with supernal Beauty, a glimpsing of the 

divine from our earthly existence. Poe would never, ever perceive of it as resulting in the 

“integration” of “man, nature, and God” (God, Man, and the World)—and, more importantly, 

Poe would absolutely oppose such an integration, for it smacks of the American 

Transcendentalist conflation or collapse of those three biblically-discrete entities, a belief which 

Poe combatted for the final decade of his life. Halliburton is guilty here of the grossest 

transvaluation of Poe’s values. 

     G.R. Thompson’s 1973 “Explained Gothic” essay about “Usher” examines the tale through 

the lens of Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, which appeared in serial form in Blackwood’s 

Magazine in 1898-99. Thompson points to the character Marlow’s concept of the narrative, 

noting that, whereas other “tale-spinning sailors” thought of it in terms of having a core meaning 

of some kind, Marlow saw it as signifying “a system of structures” (“Explained Gothic” 142). 

The structures or cultural institutions about which Marlow narrates are, of course, the 

exploitational ones of capitalism, colonialism, slavery, etc., all of which have their uglier aspects 

revealed through the re-telling of events, which, in that sense, are incidental to the main 

objective.  
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     How one “reads” the narrative is dependent on one’s attitude about these institutions, 

although admittedly, Conrad writes so as to move hearts and minds about them by exposing the 

hypocrisy of the European myth of civilization versus barbarism, showing the highly-cultured 

Europeans as being more despicably barbarous than their pagan, African counterparts whom they 

have abused. Thompson sees “a number of surprising similarities in theme, imagery, and 

structure” shared between Poe’s “Usher” and “Ligeia” and Conrad’s story, but that is not his 

focus here (“Explained Gothic” 142-143). Thompson’s thesis in this essay is that each of these 

works “is a structure of interpreting structures that shifts its aspect with a slight shift of 

perspective by the reader. Given the initial focus of a reader, the primary answer to any question 

presented by the story varies, though the relationships among the various structures of the story 

do not” (“Explained Gothic” 143).  

     One could agree with this statement if by it Thompson means, for example, that in Conrad’s 

work, the matrix of European institutions which his story intersects maintain their relationships 

with one another, even though the readers’ perceptions of what they entail (and therefore how 

they respond) might vary, based on one’s adopted perspective; the song remains the same, even 

if members of the audience hear it differently. Such a phenomenon is nothing new either to 

literature or to literary criticism, for bias has always tainted objectivity, of both the cultural 

institutions which are described, as well as of the descriptions themselves.  

     But Thompson does not mean as much. What he does mean is that Poe’s tales are deliberately 

crafted so as to exhibit a clever nebulousness, somewhat of a dubious claim if one stops to 

consider that one of Poe’s major criticisms of the American Transcendentalists (and of Emerson 
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in particular) was that they practiced infuriating (and infernal) “obscurity” in their writings. 

States Thompson, in reference to “Usher”: 

     This can be partially illustrated by reference to the recurrent concerns of critics of the tale; 

most of the critical commentary returns obsessively to a few central points, compulsively 

repeating with slightly altered angles of vision the same set of haunting questions. What is the 

significance of the close resemblance of Roderick Usher and his sister, and are the two the 

product of, and guilty of incest? Did Roderick intentionally try to murder Madeline, and did 

Madeline actually return from her tomb, vampirelike, to claim her brother’s life? Is the 

physical house actually “alive” and by some preternatural force of will controlling the 

destinies of the Ushers? Or is the story not a tale of the supernatural at, but rather a work of 

psychological realism? What then is the precise role of the narrator?  And can the work be 

read in Freudian or Jungian terms? If the tale is a psychological or symbolic work, what is the 

meaning of the interpolated story of the “Mad Trist of Sir Launcelot Canning”? What 

significance have the titles of the books in Usher’s library, and what significance are we to 

attach to Usher’s strange, neurasthenic art works? The very fact that these questions persist 

year after year suggests that at the dark heart of the story lies an essential ambiguity, carefully 

insinuated and carefully wrought. Thus, just as with “Ligeia,” it is misleading to conceive of 

the meaning of the tale as devoting solely upon any single and fixed subject, such as the 

supernatural character of the house, or of Madeline Usher, as opposed to a Gothic homily on 

the neurasthenia of the ultimate in narcissistic artist heroes, or as opposed to the incestuous 

guilt and hereditary curse of the family. The tale is a concatenation of all these, and not an 

either/or question. (“Explained Gothic” 143) 

 

     Well, actually, it is none of these, let alone all of them. And all of these questions can be 

answered, definitively, if only the critics who contended with them had practiced sound critical 

analyses. That these questions persist is not the result of intentional ambiguity on Poe’s part, but 

is the result of outright crappy analyses on the part of the critics. Poe did employ what Carlson 

refers to as “symbolic language”; symbols, in order for a language to be decoded, must be: (1) 

identical: (2) repeated; and (3) consistent in their usage. No such ambiguity is permitted, let 

alone intended. (Of course, Carlson fails to correctly identify the relevant symbols of these tales, 

a matter discussed elsewhere in this paper.) By utilizing the pattern of the Lucifer-tales, the 

answers to all of the queries Thompson notes may be resolved, and, what is more, perfectly 
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reconciled to one another, i.e., their relationship to one another remains intact, preserving the 

perfection of plot signification which Poe did intend.  

     Although these questions are addressed in much greater detail in the chapter exclusively 

devoted to “Usher,” in brief, the answers to these queries are as follows: (1) the significance of 

the close resemblance between the twins is two-fold, playing on the European superstition that 

twins shared an emotional and intellectual sympathy, and to emphasize the notion that the face of 

the Other is that of our own, so that we are inclined to love our fellow man as our self; (2) 

Madeline, as Christ-figure, was not the product of sin, and Roderick, as Lucifer-figure, was not 

born evil but chose to be, as did Satan, in whom iniquity “was found” (signifying he was not 

created that way by God), therefore the twins are not the product of incest, nor is Madeline guilty 

of it; (3) Roderick, in choosing to be evil, assuredly intended to murder his sister (all murder is 

predicated on intent; manslaughter, of which the narrator is guilty, is not)—and since he 

confesses that he knew he buried her alive and still did not rescue her from the tomb in the eight 

days he compelled her to endure her torturous escape from it, his innocence seems a preposterous 

matter to debate; (4) Madeline is a Christ-figure, ergo she is resurrected in her innocent nature, 

and would never resort to the evil of vampirism of any kind; (5) the Usher estate is not actually 

alive; Roderick’s insistence of as much is indicative of his iniquity and of his insanity—it is a 

means of projecting blame for his crime (the result of his own will), and is Poe’s mocking of 

what he sees as being the apostate inanity of Germanic (Spinozist) Pantheism (and it confirms 

the sanity of the narrator, who is still able to differentiate between fantasy and reality in his 

apparent rejection of Roderick’s claims); (6) the story does not include even a trace of 

supernaturalism, being consummately grounded in the natural world of the senses, confirmed by 
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the presence of the Lockean-minded narrator (whose Lockeanism is not incompatible with his 

biblically-derived ethics, since he is horrified—“aghast” by the murder of Madeline)—and 

neither is it a tale of “psychological realism” because it is only the sane narrator’s mind to which 

we have access, and he speaks plainly, objectively, and truthfully; (7) the precise role of the 

narrator is to serve as a contrast to Roderick, both mentally and morally, therefore enabling 

readers to discern the extent of Roderick’s madness (born of disproportional subjectivity) in 

comparison to the narrator’s sanity (born of proportional objectivity), and Roderick’s 

unrepentant evil nature in comparison to the repentant good will of the narrator (and there is a 

condemnation of German Idealism implied, for it, too, is unmoored from objective reality); (8) 

the work can be read in Freudian or Jungian terms, but it shouldn’t be—there are far too many 

external sources carefully incorporated or alluded to in it (e.g., Scripture and Hoffman’s tale 

“Das Majorat” of 1819) for it to be an accurate representation of Poe’s unconscious mind or own 

life; (9) the reason for the interpolated story of the “Mad Trist” is demonstrate that the narrator is 

able to discern between fantasy and reality, in that, even though he is creeped out by the physical 

circumstances in which he finds himself, he is still in full command of his senses, both bodily 

and mentally;  (10) the significance of the titles of the books in Usher’s library is that they are all 

indicative of a personality drawn to works of great perversity and apostasy (if not German and 

mystic then Roman Catholic, a religion which was considered evil in Poe’s day by his mostly 

Protestant readership)—as so admirably demonstrated by Mabbott’s research, which provided a 

description of each of the titles; and (11) the significance of Usher’s strange, neurasthenic art 

works is two-fold, indicating both Roderick’s having extracted himself from relationships with 

God and his fellow man which could have kept him grounded in objective reality and preserved 
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his humanity (the art works are pure abstractions, with no content indicative of being tethered to 

the real world), as well as hinting at the extreme wickedness of German Idealism, also which 

entails a high degree of abstraction from objective reality as a result of its emphasis on extreme 

subjectivity (the world as my will re-presents it). 

      Mysteries solved, and without contradicting any of Poe’s ethical (philosophical, religious, or 

aesthetic) principles or each other, or as Thompson puts it, “without disturbing each as a 

coherent system within itself”. (You’re welcome.) 

     But the argument for “essential ambiguity” which Thompson first points to as the structuring 

of the tale so as to permit the multivalent and contradictory readings of it which he outlines is not 

the same argument which follows, to wit: 

     This primary structure is the product of the objective synthesis generated by our perceiving 

as readers the double aspects of the tale as simultaneously supernaturalistic (symbolic of deep 

structures in the human mind or not) and yet also realistic in a conventional sense. This 

multiple perception of the simultaneous or parallel levels of the tale derives from our 

perception of the subjectivity of the narrator. (“Explained Gothic” 143). 

 

     This is an entirely different claim from the first one. This statement argues that our ability, as 

readers, to recognize the dual levels on which the tale may be read (relating either supernatural 

or natural phenomena) hinges entirely on how we perceive the narrator, as being either reliable 

(objective) or unreliable (subjective). This is an untenable proposition. In the first place, there is 

no supernaturalism in the tale, if one analyzes it carefully, only “legitimate causes”. In the 

second place, the narrator is thoroughly grounded in a Lockean philosophy which is predicated 

on reflection of observations and sensate experiences of the objective world, and scrutiny of his 

language evidences that it is reasoned, measured, honest, plain, and dispassionate in its 

descriptions of his encounters with the material world—in short, it is precisely the sort of 
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language one should expect from a Lockean. He is a creature of rational proclivities, but he is 

still capable of responding on a spiritual level to the material aspects of Man and the World, in 

ir-rational ways.  

     That he still responds emotionally to the phenomena he encounters in the material world 

(shuddering at Roderick’s ghastly abstract and “inhuman” paintings, or the reflection of the 

blackened tarn) is of a necessity in conveying the intersection of Poe’s philosophical, aesthetic, 

and moral principles, for all three hinge upon proper proportion. Philosophically, Poe thinks any 

perversion or distortion of mind results in a grotesquery of intellect or reason (madness tied to 

falseness); he thinks any perversion or distortion of form is a grotesquery of representation 

(ugliness); and he thinks any perversion of or distortion of will results in a grotesquery of 

character (sinfulness). Here, then, are indicators of Intellect, Taste, and Moral Sense, all of which 

Poe argued must be properly proportioned themselves and then in “absolute proportion” with one 

another as a mark of “true genius”—and that perfect balance being the mark of the “most noble” 

personality, since vice is a grotesquery of virtue. As such, madness/falseness (in which objective 

reality is forsaken), ugliness, and sinfulness (evil) should be understood as the disproportionate 

grotesqueries of Truth, Beauty, and Goodness.  

     Because the narrator shudders at both the natural and man-made oddities he encounters, we 

are meant to know that he is sane (and therefore truthful), sensitive to the harmonies of beauty, 

and morally good—in essence, that he evidences a proper proportion of Intellect, Taste, and 

Moral Sense, which enables him to discern the lack of it in Man (Roderick) and the World (the 

estate). 522 



1098 

     That the narrator should be trusted as being reliable is made plain at the outset of the tale, as 

indicated by his rational description of his initial encounter of the Usher estate and his confession 

of its ir-rational impact on him (for he is quite sane enough to distinguish between the two types 

of experiences he “senses” and “reflects” upon, as the shudder when peering into the waters is a 

visual pun of the two main tenets of Lockeanism, sensation and reflection): 

      I was forced to fall back upon the unsatisfactory conclusion, that while, beyond doubt, 

there are combinations of very simple natural objects which have the power of thus affecting 

us, still the analysis of this power lies among considerations beyond our depth. It was 

possible, I reflected, that a mere different arrangement of the particulars of the scene, of the 

details of the picture, would be sufficient to modify, or perhaps to annihilate its capacity for 

sorrowful impression; and, acting upon this idea, I reined my horse to the precipitous brink of 

a black and lurid tarn that lay in unruffled lustre by the dwelling, and gazed down — but with 

a shudder even more thrilling than before — upon the re-modelled and inverted images of the 

gray sedge, and the ghastly tree-stems, and the vacant and eye-like windows. (Poe 177).  

 

     In other words, even though the narrator is unsettled by what he sees, he remains cognizant of 

the fact that natural phenomena, in certain combinations, can impact mood in ways which cannot 

be fully accounted for, and, in true rational form, he experiments with another combination to 

determine if the effect will be lessened. Of course, it is instead increased because the effect of the 

water’s reflection distorts the image even further—i.e., it magnifies the grotesquery of the natural 

scene, therefore intensifying his adverse reaction to it, in being a man characterized by perfect or 

“absolute proportion” in Intellect, Taste, and Moral Sense.   

     And we should realize that the narrator is quite sane and perfectly proportioned throughout 

the tale, right up to its conclusion, based on his shuddering mid-story at Roderick’s paintings 

(again, not being able to say why, since it is an ir-rational response and not a reasoned one), and 

based on his confession that he has fled the estate “aghast” (shocked and horrified by Roderick’s 

inhumanity and his own complicity, revealed to him by Madeline’s arrival). (Roderick claims to 
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shudder early in the tale, and actually shudders near its very conclusion, but that is because the 

Devil is a liar and a counterfeiter.) If the alleged subjectivity is called into question by a reader, it 

is only the result, once again, of crappy critical analyses. 

     As there is nothing to be gained by reiterating Thompson’s untenable proofs for an untenable 

theory, it is advisable and expedient to cut to his conclusion, which merely reinforces its 

untenability:  

     The ghosts in the tale of Usher, then, are those of the mind. Such an analysis does not deny 

the supernaturalistic surface level of the tale, or other significant patterns such as the incest 

motif, the eerie hint of vampirism, the use of abstract art to suggest sexuality, entombment, or 

nothingness, or the carefully balanced themes of order and sentience that other critics have 

noted. Rather, such a reading incorporates them into its overall pattern, while wrapping a 

layer of dramatic irony about the whole. As in other of Poe’s Gothic tales, the delusiveness of 

the experience is rendered in and through the consciousness of the narrator so that we 

participate in his Gothic horror while we are at the same time detached observers of it. 

(“Explained Gothic” 150-151). 

 

     Except, of course, there is no incest motif, no eerie hint of vampirism, no use of abstract art to 

suggest sexuality, and so on and so forth. If the narrator is to stand in our stead (as Carlson 

argues that the servant in “Berenice” is the means by which the reader has a norm by which to 

gauge the other character), then we should never be deluded in reading “Usher” and thinking it a 

tale of supernaturalism, for the narrator is never deluded into believing that supernaturalism is 

operative, even if he cannot fully fathom or articulate his ir-rational responses to the phenomena 

he experiences or “senses”. Importantly, Poe does not want the reader to perceive of the tale as 

one involving supernatural terrors, for there is no moral lesson to be gleaned from encountering 

supernatural phenomena; it is a horror tale precisely because such evil can and does take place in 

the mortal realm as a direct result of human, all too human agency.  
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     Encountering a ghost or a vampire might temporarily frighten a person, but the experience 

will never teach him a moral lesson meant to have a lasting impact on one’s soul or psyche; Poe, 

as a biblical moralist, is very mindful of the notion of “mutato nomine de te fabula narrator,” 

i.e., “change the name and the story applies to you”— meaning that all humans are prone to such 

wickedness, all humans must be on guard for unwitting complicity in unrighteous deeds, and all 

humans have access to repentance as a means of salvation. There is nothing to be learned from a 

merely creepy story of supernatural phenomena. 

     Patrick F. Quinn takes Thompson to task for his essay, and rightly so. His “A Misreading of 

Poe’s ‘The Fall of the House of Usher’” is relatively short, but it packs a potent punch. The essay 

is divided into four subdivisions which correspond to the varied means by which Quinn argues 

Thompson’s theory may be summarily discounted as erroneous. States Quinn:  

     Having long believed that Poe wanted his readers to give credence to, indeed to identify 

with, the visitor to Usher’s house, and finding myself unpersuaded by the opposite proposals 

in Thompson’s book [Poe’s Fiction, 1973], I should like to review the matter in some detail. 

Taking up four points that are worth more or less discussion: the appearance of the house, the 

narrator’s experience, the ending of the story, and its theme, I shall try to show that in this 

case it may be the critic of the story rather than its narrator whose reliability is more open to 

question. (“Misreading” 153) 

 

     Ouch! That had to leave a mark. First tackling Thompson’s insistence that the skull-like face 

of the estate was intended by Poe “to dominate as the central image of the tale,” Quinn does a 

quantitative analysis of “Usher,” adding up the number of paragraphs and a statistical count of 

references within the tale (“Misreading” 153). He also considers the dimensions of the estate, 

based on the given descriptions of it, and comes to the conclusion that, contrary to Thompson’s 

description of it as a skull, for Poe never utilizes the word in describing it (Poe writes merely that 
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the narrator perceived “bleak walls” and “vacant eye-like windows”), see from in front, it can 

have no “plausible resemblance to a death head” (“Misreading” 154).  

      The description of the windows as vacant and eye-like is meant to suggest the iniquity of the 

“house” (male Usher), for eyes are considered to be the windows of the soul in Christian 

religious tradition, and Jesus of Nazareth speaks of a man formerly possessed whose demon 

(“unclean spirit”) whose demon was cast out only to return with seven spirits more evil than 

himself because the man’s soul was left vacant, i.e., not filled with the love of God, whose end 

was worse than his beginning (Mt. 12:43-45, Lk. 11:24-26). (Interestingly, the unclean spirit 

requires a watery host, for when cast out, it “walketh through dry places, seeking rest, and 

findeth none,” which might be partly why Poe situates the estate which is associated with the 

patriarchal line in a wetland. Jesus says this is the mark of a “wicked generation,” thus hinting at 

the wickedness of the male lineage, also “generational”.) Quinn is correct in calling out 

Thompson’s error; a death’s head or skull requires more than merely empty eye sockets to 

identify it as such. 

     Quinn proceeds to his analysis of the reliability of the narrator. Quinn offers: “It is of 

importance to Thompson’s case that a close link be discerned between the narrator and host, 

since the essence of the case is that the two are psychological doubles and hence the initial 

uneasiness felt by the narrator develops into a ‘frenzy of terror, engendered by and parallel to 

Usher’s terrors’” (“Misreading” 154). Just as Quinn undermines Thompson’s claim that the skull 

is major theme of the tale, he also undermines Thompson’s claim regarding the theme of 

doubling in it. (It should here be pointed out the uneasiness felt by the narrator at the onset of the 

tale is a foreshadowing indicator of his being disassociated with everything Roderick proves to 
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be, for Roderick epitomizes the grotesqueries of Intellect, Taste, and Moral Sense which are in 

“absolute proportion” in the narrator—this is why Roderick’s appearance is strange and 

uncomely, why his artistry is awful and unsettling, and also why his conduct is peculiar and 

reprehensible.)  

     Thompson essentially argues that the narrator experiences a mental collapse same as does 

Roderick (and this, because of Roderick’s influence on him), but Quinn very methodically 

demonstrates that no such “frenzy of terror” ever manifests in the narrator (“Misreading” 155). 

Pointing to the action of paragraphs 6 and 24, Quinn aptly notes that there is no shred of textual 

evidence to even suggest that the narrator’s recounting of events reflects “any progressive 

deterioration of mind or feeling” (“Misreading” 156). And that is important, of course, because if 

he deteriorates in feeling, then his three faculties of Intellect, Taste, and Moral Sense will be 

thrown off balance or into a state of disproportion. We know that his feeling has not diminished 

because he is aghast upon learning of Madeline’s murder and his complicity in her death; 

because his Taste (tied to his morality) has not diminished, neither has his rational mind (Pure 

Intellect), else he would be imbalanced. The most moral men are the most attuned to divine 

justice. Quinn writes that in those paragraphs, the narrator’s account “is concerned almost 

entirely with Usher, his appearance, behavior, and obsessions with several varieties of fear. And 

rather than respond to and interiorize these obsessions, the narrator attempts to distract Usher 

from them” (“Misreading” 156).  

     In other words, instead of having his own sanity “infected” by mental perversions of 

Roderick, the narrator rejects them and humanely tries to relieve the suffering of his host—just 

as he rejects the aesthetic perversions and the moral perversions of his host, clinging always to 



1103 

the proper notions of Truth, Beauty, and Goodness…and therefore Holiness, for at the 

conclusion of the tale, he flees from the estate, just as the Voice of God in the Book of 

Revelation admonishes repentant and righteous persons to act, so as to avoid the destruction 

which is visited upon the estate: “And I heard another voice from heaven, saying, Come out of 

her, my people, that ye be not partakers of her sins, and that ye receive not of her plagues” (Rev. 

18:4). (This is an echo of an earlier verse: “Wherefore come out from among them, and be ye 

separate, saith the Lord, and touch not the unclean thing; and I will receive you” (2 Cor. 6:17).  

     The narrator escapes with his life and is “received” by the Lord in forgiveness as a result of 

his repentant nature in being “aghast” by the manslaughter he has committed in being complicit 

in Madeline’s death. Even though the narrator shows human compassion on his suffering host, 

there is no “sympathy” (shared quality) on his part—mental or moral—with Roderick, for that 

would involve sympathy with the Devil, and the two men are perfect foils to one another, having 

nothing in common and being as pole opposite as are good and evil. Roderick collapses into 

extreme subjectivity, whereas the narrator is ever grounded in objective reality.  

     Roderick, by tale’s end, goes so far as to call the narrator “madman,” but here one must recall 

C.S. Lewis’ astute observation that insane men are incapable of recognizing sanity, just as sane 

men are capable of recognizing insanity. Concludes Quinn (and rightly so): “Usher is the one 

who succumbs, ‘a victim to the terrors he had anticipated.’ The narrator, on the other hand, 

‘unnerved’ and ‘aghast’ as he understandably is, retains sufficient sang-froid to get out of the 

house in time and witness what happened to it” (“Misreading” 157). (It should be here noted that 

Roderick is described as responding to terrors, but he is never horrified; the first phenomena are 

experienced materially, but horror is experienced spiritually or noumenally.) 
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     Quinn turns his attention next to the destruction of the estate, and here only he is in error and 

Thompson is in the right, at least in terms of providing likely “legitimate causes” for its ruin, but 

not in terms of his denying the credibility of the narrator, whom Thompson sees as “completely 

untrustworthy” (“Misreading” 158). Quinn rejects Thompson’s explanation because he thinks 

they amount to an aggregate or series of unlikely events; whereas Quinn discounts Thompson’s 

explanation, he does not offer a viable alternative, which means he offers no reasons or crafts no 

alternate explanations for conditions which could legitimately ensure the total destruction of the 

estate.  

     Criticism comes easier than craftsmanship, and Quinn seems to be forgetting Sherlock 

Holmes’ adage that the truth of a matter may discerned when all other possibilities are ruled out, 

even if the only remaining scenario, “however improbable,” can explain it. (And one cannot help 

but think of Rube Goldberg machines, which are man-made devices which operate on series of 

bizarre timings of multiple phenomena; certainly, such sequences are not impossible without 

human manipulation, as God is the ultimate mechanic of the Universe.) 

     Finally, our exasperated and unconvinced critic addresses the theme of the tale, which Quinn 

does in a single paragraph at the conclusion of his essay, which is quoted here in its entirety: 

     In “The Fall of the House of Usher,” as Thompson interprets it, Poe, through the narrator’s 

account of his experience, ironically mocks “the ability of the human mind ever to know 

anything with certainty, whether about the external reality of the world or the internal reality 

of the mind.” I find it impossible to reconcile this definition of the story’s theme with the 

contention, variously phrased, that the narrator of the story is mentally unstable, disturbed, 

prone to hysteria and hallucination—that he is, in fine, “completely untrustworthy.” Surely it 

was as obvious to Poe as it is to us that a deranged mind, mired in its own subjectivity, is 

unable successfully to perceive objective reality, much less cope with it. There would be no 

point, ironical or otherwise, mocking such inability. Therefore, only if the narrator’s mental 

credentials are in good order, and he story he tells is accepted as reliable, can there be any 

possibility that the thematic drift of the story is as Thompson describes it. (“Misreading” 159, 

emphasis mine) 



1105 

    What is true of the human mind is also true of the human heart. Moreover, if the mind is 

inextricably mired in its own subjectivity, then it is impossible for Man to successfully perceive 

moral truths, as Kant argues.  If Poe mocks our inability to know, it is not in the Postmodern 

sense of not being able to establish anything of the real world with certainty (or that anything in 

the world is certain). Rather, it would be a mocking of our belief that we could possibly be as 

omniscient as God (an accusation levied against proponents of Scientism and Positivists such as 

August Comte, who thought nothing out of mankind’s reach), thus Poe’s mocking would be of 

an inverse nature—not that we can know so little with certainty, but that we are impious and 

deluded enough to think we can know everything with certainty (including the internal reality of 

the mind, as atheistic and anti-theistic cognitive scientists think of us in merely biological terms, 

as purely material beings responding to physical stimuli).  Quinn is quite correct in rejecting 

Thompson’s contention that the narrator is mentally unhinged, and in discerning that to be mired 

in one’s own subjectivity is a form of ruinous madness—that being Poe’s very take on German 

Idealism, no less, and why that description typifies the Lucifer-figures of his tales. 

     Roger Forclaz’s essay “A Critique of the Bonaparte Thesis” is a welcome change, and another 

example of a critic attacking an entire methodology, as Hirsch does of Deconstruction. Forclaz 

starts off with a potent bang: 

     The explanation of genius in terms of medical science is particularly tempting in Poe’s 

case. Hereditary madness, epilepsy, dipsomania and degeneracy, sexual impotence, syphilis, 

drug addiction, sadonecrophilia: more explanations of genius have certainly been propounded 

for Poe than for any other writer. Among the numerous ‘scientific’ interpretations drawing on 

psychoanalysis, two deserve particular mention, those of Joseph W. Krutch and of Marie 

Bonaparte, the second being by far the more significant. Whereas Krutch merely seeks to 

locate the source of Poe’s genius in sexual impotence and construes creative activity as a 

compensatory mechanism for a being who was sexually inhibited and haunted by the threat of 

insanity, Marie Bonaparte goes much further: she attempts to explain art with the aid of 

Freudian theories and to interpret Poe’s work in light of psychoanalysis; she purports to 
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elucidate deep-seated sources of Poe’s genius and of creative imagination in general, showing 

how a literary work is rooted in the depths of a writer’s personality. (“Critique” 187) 

 

     If these works are the “gold standard” of that methodology (and they are), that academia 

would even entertain the credibility of such a great big “nothingburger” is evidence that 

twentieth-century literary criticism has been infected by Germanic nonsense even well before the 

advent of the Franco-Prussian school attacked by Hirsch.523 (Freud’s native Viennese culture was 

and remains highly Germanic in character; in fact, his theories could have been produced only in 

the particularly German tradition of literature and philosophy in which he was well-versed, but 

that is another paper for another time.) 

       Krutch’s argument should be discarded immediately, for it is purely speculative; there is no 

known means by which to test or prove his theory, and, moreover, at the time he was actively 

circulating such an idea, there had been no known scientific studies on which he could even 

predicate such a phenomenon. That one’s sexuality is linked to one’s creative energies is a pagan 

religious belief, one of the oldest and most common beliefs of non-Western civilizations, seen, 

for example in certain conceptions of Confucianism’s “yin and yang” coupling of sexual 

energies, Polynesian concepts of “mana” (spiritual energies contained in the genitals), certain 

Australian aboriginal and African tribal traditions (especially those involving “ritual sex” 

practices), and Indian/Eurasian Tantric history.  

     (It is also a belief common to modern Satanists and to Wiccans, who celebrate the practice of 

witchcraft via spells, incantations, amulets, potions, etc., in order to manipulate the material and 

spiritual worlds to their benefit.)  

     In other words, in order to substantiate such a hypothesis, one would need to be able to 

compile a control group and an experimental group of authors and artists who were known to be 
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or admitted to being: (a) impotent; (b) in dread of onset insanity; and (c) incredibly talented. And 

what of female genius? Do women authors and artists suffer from sexual impotence? Granted, 

they might be inhibited or suffer from clinical sexual dysfunction, but the more one scrutinizes 

the cracks in Krutch’s postulate, it seems more certain to collapse than the cracked wall of the 

Usher estate. And Freudianism relies on the claim that is “scientific” for justification of its 

credibility and applicability. (Freudianism is atheistic to its very core; science is concerned with 

the quantitative phenomena of the material world.) The fact that it has been discovered that 

Freud falsified his case studies in order to substantiate his theories most certainly should 

undercut his claims to being beholden to Scientism.524 

     Bonaparte is the focus of Forclaz’s essay, and rightly so, for she is the critic responsible for 

initiating the methodology which he finds sorely deficient, offering:  

     But Marie Bonaparte’s study proceeds less from a true scientific spirit than from an 

exaggerated confidence in science and from a desire to explain everything “scientifically”. A 

system that pretends to explain literature only by means of the unconscious and of early 

childhood, without taking into account literary movements or the intellectual climate of an era 

or of a country can hardly be called scientific. (“Critique” 188) 

 

     Here Forclaz hits the nail on the head, or he at least knocks several demons off the head of the 

Freudian pin. In the first place, Poe is the least likely author to have produced his works as a 

result of the unconscious mind at work, for Poe was both insistent on craft and employed 

cryptography, and had very decided aesthetic theories underpinning and informing his works; he 

had definite notions of plot construction, suitable or germane themes, provinces of genres, keen 

attentiveness to word choices, specific methodological approaches, and particular metaphysical 

expectations, all of which, especially combined, point to a mind very deliberately and 

consciously giving pre-determined shape and intended meaning to his writings. 
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      In the second place, Forclaz’s statement brings to the foreground an impossible contradiction 

inherent to Freudianism; Bonaparte’s study, he notes, refuses to take into account the larger 

social context in which Poe lived, presenting him as if he were cut off or removed from the 

general culture and had a personality formed exclusively by interactions stemming from his 

childhood. How, then, are Freudians who dismiss the impact of society on a person’s psyche able 

to reconcile their analyses of Poe with the incredibly important Freudian concept of civilization 

and its discontents, in which the stresses of one’s culture are at odds with one’s personal desires, 

therefore resulting in psychological neuroses?   

     The answer, of course, is that Freudian critics cherry-pick which of Freud’s theories are 

operative, in order to advance their analyses—but a house divided cannot stand, and Bonaparte’s 

criticism is an inheritance of just so much wind (hot air, really). To provide just a single example 

of the absolute rubbish which she very unscientifically surmises: 

     According to Bonaparte, Poe’s art is the product of a neurosis: Poe was a “repressed sado-

masochist and necrophilist”; art was a “safety-valve” for his repressed instincts; if he had not 

possessed the literary genius which enabled him to sublimate his dangerous impulses in art, 

he might conceivably have spent part of his life in prison or the madhouse. He claimed to 

write horror tales because it was the fashion of the day, but he was actually a madman 

dominated by a cruel psyche, and dark forces ruled his inspiration. Because his work reflects 

the phantasies of his unconscious, its only interest lies in its autobiographical significance. 

(“Critique” 187, citations omitted) 

 

     Nien, nien, tausendmal nien! In the first place, since Poe’s work relies so very heavily on 

allusions to other famous works of literature (e.g., Macbeth and Scripture), and because Poe 

made regular, heavy use of borrowing and recombining elements from works of literature by 

other authors (e.g., Hoffman and Dickens), and because Poe cleverly parodied many famous 

authors utilizing tropes and styles intentionally mimetic of their own (evidenced in the Folio 

Tales) , and because Poe satirized the ideas of many of his targets (Emerson, Kant, Schiller, e.g.), 
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it is preposterous to contend that his works are merely indicators of his own unconscious mind or 

neuroses on display; if anything, Poe’s works evidence the least amount of psychological 

interiority on the part of the author, drawing, as they do, from so many outside sources.  

     Would Bonaparte and the others of her ilk ever concede that it is impossible to “borrow” 

neuroses? The aspects of Poe’s tales which Freudians think prove his own psyche are actually 

gleaned from the works of other authors: How now, brown cow? And what of Poe’s heavy 

utilization of the vocabulary and themes and doctrines of Scripture, which many readers not 

sharing her atheistic view consider to be divinely-inspired text? As Forclaz rightly notes, “Marie 

Bonaparte completely overlooks the role of conscious thought in creation. She holds that Poe, 

like all writers, wrote what his unconscious dictated. But this theory is contradicted by Poe’s 

frequent use of sources” (“Critique” 189). (Conscious thought is here linked with creation, thus 

the Creator has imparted meaning in the creation of the Universe, by that token.) 

      In the second place, Bonaparte accuses Poe of lying when he claims it is needful for him to 

write the type of material for which publishers were willing to pay for publication purposes; Poe 

was compelled to write for a living, and his meagre livelihood relied on his ability to correctly 

gauge public tastes and interests. Writes Forclaz: “Marie Bonaparte’s thesis is also contradicted 

by the fact that, far from obeying an imperious necessity, Poe began his career as a tale-writer by 

writing parodies of fiction then in vogue, to publish in book form under the title ‘Tales of the 

Folio Club’” (“Critique” 189-190). Poe had to abandon his preferred subject because it was not 

deemed commercially viable by the publishers who rejected the work, therefore Poe had urgent 

need to support himself by tapping into the proclivities of popular culture, a fact which 

Bonaparte refuses to acknowledge, in furtherance of her ludicrous and preposterous analyses.  
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     For Forclaz, though, the clinching evidence of the insufficiency and outright inanity of 

Psychoanalytic criticism comes when Bonaparte wholesale ignores Poe’s many references to the 

factual murder of Mary Rogers within the tale and its footnotes on which his detective fiction 

“The Mystery of Marie Roget” is based. Bonaparte’s twisted and self-serving interpretation of 

the tale is that it was inspired by the tuberculosis hemorrhages of Poe’s young wife (Virginia 

Clemm) and Poe’s “fugue state” when in New York City, where his former sweetheart (Mary 

Starr) resided: “According to her, the nightmare of rape and murder must have been dreamed by 

Poe during his half-crazed wanderings in the woods surrounding Jersey City […] Reality is quite 

different from Marie Bonaparte’s thesis” (“Critique” 190). 

      In fact, it is, for Poe’s trip to New York City took place at the end of June 1842, and Poe 

completed it the month beforehand, as documented in two letters to editors to whom he hoped to 

sell the work (Forclaz “Critique” 190). The real nutjobs here are the Psychoanalytic critics, not 

their subject, Poe, for it can only be described as a form of insanity to invent a personality which 

never existed, and then base it on events which never happened, and to substantiate them by a 

timeline which never was. To describe the agenda and methodology of Freudian criticism in a 

nutshell, Forclaz quotes Poe’s own quote of the philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau: “de nier ce 

qui est et d’expliquer ce qui-n’est ce pas,” which is to say, “to negate that which is and to explain 

that which is not” (“Critique” 194). 

      (Unfortunately, the motivation behind Forclaz’s warranted, accurate, and supported 

arguments against Freudian analysis stem from his being a proponent of the “Jungian depth 

psychology” he thinks better able to probe the “psychological dimension” attendant to the study 

of Poe, but, really, this paper is long enough already without trying to delve into the nuances and 
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debates regarding the accuracy of Carl Jung’s theories of the mind and personality, and therefore 

no such attempt will be made to do so, not the least reason being the topic is beyond both the 

intended purview of this paper and the expertise of its already much-beleaguered author.) 

     Last but certainly not least is Carlson’s own “Frames of Reference for Poe’s Symbolic 

Language,” or what this paper prefers to term “cartouche clusters” of  “narrative hieroglyphics,” 

for a cartouche designates a person of importance possessed of god-like aspirations and self-

association with divinity—a description which fits Lucifer in Scripture proper, and which applies 

to the Lucifer-figure archetype, not merely Poe’s examples. Right at the gate, Carlson’s essay in 

this 1987 book very nicely summarizes the state of Poe criticism per his attendance at a Modern 

Language Association seminar on Poe twenty years earlier (Derrida’s landmark steaming pile of 

manure is published in 1967), when New Criticism was on the wane and the Postmodern Franco-

Prussian school was ascending to apostate heights: 

     At that time a number of new approaches to Poe had been added to the earlier 

biographical, Gothic, Romantic, Freudian, social (i.e., Southern), and transcendental or 

Platonic interpretations. Richard Wilbur’s hypnagogic reading was widely known and 

accepted. The neogothic interpretations by Stephen Mooney, Allen Tate, and Leslie Fielder 

also had commanded attention. Then in the 1960s and 1970s Poe was presented as a psycho-

moralist allegorist [by Carlson, no less], an existentialist [by Hirsch], a “psychal 

transcendentalist” [by Carlson, no less], a German “Romantic Ironist and Absurdist” [by 

Thompson]; and more recently he has been read in other new contexts: phenomenology [by 

Halliburton], Jungian psychology [by Forclaz], alchemy [by Randall Clack], Gnosticism [by 

St. Armand], “indeterminacy,” “duplicity” and “hoaxing” as authorial intentions [by 

Thompson], “autobiographical cryptograms” [by Renza], the structuralist view of fiction as an 

allegory for the writing progress [by Irwin], the American Romance [by Evan Carton], and 

the American apocalypse [by Robinson]. Even though each of these has contributed some 

special insight, the sheer proliferation of such incompatible approaches and contradictory 

findings has become a matter of special concern to some Poe critics. (Critical Essays 207). 

 

     In describing the problem, Carlson is not wrong; in prescribing a solution, he is not wrong. 

The problem lies not with the method he proposes, but in the deficiency and biases exhibited on 
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the parts of the critics whom he intends should swallow this medicinal, corrective approach. 

Carlson’s prescription is doomed to fail—why? Because Carlson and the other critics never 

speak Poe’s moral language. These days, it is doubtful that most critics even know it, given the 

apostate Postmodern culture in which we live; the rejection of New Criticism and Cultural 

Historicism, both important to the Humanist tradition which never loses sight of human nature 

and the human condition (a tradition now long-abandoned by academia), means that most 

collegiate readers (whether students or professors) neither know the Scriptures on which Poe’s 

code is based, nor care to know it, believing that what they believe supersedes whatever the 

author intended. They never examine Poe’s biblical framework of good and evil. Instead of 

looking to Scripture as the source of the base code utilized by Poe, Carlson himself frames 

everything in terms of “psychal conflict”—i.e., abnormal psychology, neuroses, identity crises—

blah blah blah.  He might refer to it a “psycho-moralist allegory,” but his criticism is heavy on 

the “psycho” and devoid of the “moralist,” for he does not speak in terms of good and evil, or 

cite Scripture in it, instead relying on Psychoanalytic concepts.  

     In order to crack any code or decipher the meaning of any text, one must gain a familiarity 

with the syllabary of both languages, which for Poe is the sacred and the secular; Poe’s critics 

have overlooked, or ignored, or belittled the former. The interiority which constitutes the 

primary focus of literary criticism of Poe’s works is focused exclusively on the mental, and not 

the moral aspects of the tales, as the critics concentrate on the perversities of the human mind but 

not the innate wickedness of the human heart.  

     But what great and essential moral truths can be gleaned from any work in a society which 

encourages or permits the readers to defiantly declare, “Well, that’s my truth!” about any self-
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delusional idea which is refuted by objective reality? The cultural embrace of the ego-driven 

fantasies of German Idealism, of German-led Romanticism, and of German-fed American 

Transcendentalism have led us to be a society in which even the most extreme forms of “the 

poison of Subjectivism” and most radical insistences on the “Sovereignty of the Self” now rule 

the day.525 Atheism is rampant in academia at present, therefore it is not illogical to suppose that 

the greater number of today’s critics would not even care about the moral content of Poe’s 

works, for they act “as if” they are as the Most High God, defining good and evil for themselves 

(when not outright denying that such distinctions exist, in their levelling of hierarchies)—a God 

whom they nonetheless deny exists. 

     The considerable multiplicity of contradictory theories about Poe just goes to prove the 

veracity of Alexander Pope’s observation (featured elsewhere in this paper, as an epigraph) that 

critics tend to superimpose their own biased templates over the work of an author, and that they 

will cling to even the most untenable interpretations in order to advance their pet theories. Can 

there be any consonance in such ego-driven pandemonium? Writes Carlson: “At this juncture in 

history of Poe criticism, two axioms of modern functional aesthetics might profitably be restated 

as follows: (1) An author’s symbolism reflects his theory of literature; [and] (2) His theory of 

literature reflects his outlook on life” (Critical Essays 207).  

     Already we have a bit of a problem, as least as far as concerns Poe, for Poe never advocates 

the use of symbolism in poetry (nor does he rely on it), since Beauty, he contends, is the 

province of the poem. Symbolism always points to something else; internally directed, it can 

mean something particular within a work (such as the blue flower in Novalis’ Heinrich von 

Ofterdinger), and externally directed, it can signify a phenomenon of the real world (such as a 
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cat indicating marital infidelity or a dog faithfulness, a popular convention in Western art 

tradition). When symbols have direct and specific correlatives, then they are employed 

allegorically, such as in the parables of Scripture. Where, for example, is the symbolism in 

“Annabelle Lee”? In “The Sleeper”? In “Eulalie”? In “The Bells”? (This last work uses silver, 

gold, brass, and iron in describing the associated uses of such metals in the composition of bells, 

but this is not true symbolism of any kind, for nothing “other” is indicated.)  

     Certainly, there is the simplest form of symbolism employed in “The Raven,” such as the bust 

of Pallas Athena (goddess of reason) and the bird itself (prophet of doom and symbol of death), 

but these symbols are not unique to Poe, being instead conventions of Western literary and 

artistic tradition, in much the same way cats symbolize romantic infidelity (for one “cats about”). 

If Poe makes use of a “symbolic language” not yet decoded, it certainly cannot pertain to works 

which rely on already well-established and well-known symbols. Poe’s poetry is unconcerned 

with symbolism (most of it is descriptive), because symbolism often gets in the way of creating 

mood (the much-desired “unity of effect”), and poetry, above other genres, is meant to function 

in the same capacity as music, which evokes or intensifies mood, and does not point to anything 

else, even when it accompanies something else. For Poe, the best of it should elevate the soul, in 

the same manner which music can quicken the heart.526 

     The problem with symbolism is that it “intellectualizes” and draws one’s attention downward 

instead of upwards towards the supernal. Symbolism may be crucial for the tales (which are 

somewhat allegorical at times), but not for the poems of Poe, and poetry was summum bonum for 

Poe. But Carlson is not entirely incorrect, for the tales do signal Poe’s aesthetic theory, that being 

one in which the most moral person is also the one most attuned to and offended by 
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grotesqueries, especially of justice, for we see this plainly in the Lucifer-figure tales, most 

ostensibly in “Usher,” when the narrator and Roderick are contrasted in high relief. 

     As far as concerns the axiom that an author’s theory of literature reflects his outlook on life, 

Poe’s outlook is consistently biblical; it is impossible to reconcile Poe’s “heresy of the Didactic” 

with Carlson’s opinion here. Why? Because Poe did not preach a single theory of literature; he 

had different aesthetic standards for different genres, and different focal points attendant to the 

three genres for which he is best known—criticism (whose province is Truth), poetry (whose 

province is Beauty), and short fictions or tales (whose province is Goodness). These three genres 

constitute the depth, height, and breadth (in that order) of Poe’s talent. Truth, Goodness, and 

Beauty are the historical concerns of most artists and authors in Western tradition, Poe being no 

exception—but to this Poe adds Holiness, a quality closely associated with all three because they 

derive from the God who both characterizes them and is said to actually be them.  

     Carlson quotes another critic, Carl Weber, who contends: “One must penetrate into the inner 

life of man, learn what he read and what he thought, inspect his secret desires and ambitions, and 

study his rebuffs and disappointments. The literary biographer’s task is not so much to appraise 

the pearl as to explain why the oyster grew it” (Critical Essays 208). There is a good deal of 

sense and truth in this attestation. Much of what Poe read (which includes Scripture) and thought 

is known; his desires and ambitions were hardly secret, even in his own lifetime. His rebuffs and 

disappointments are well-documented. The irritants which led Poe to write about much of which 

he did (in the tales, to be sure, and Eureka) are the contra-biblical movements of his day which 

first bemused and then alarmed, disgusted, and frustrated him. (The poems seem more to reflect 

personal sorrows as irritants.) 
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      And the manner in which he wrote his tales can be explained by three aspects of his 

personality which were so ingrained that he never forsook them entirely—his love of complex 

riddles, his mischievous sense of humor, and his biblically-informed moralism. These three 

factors, then, are the “Holy Trinity” by which Poe’s tales must be gauged if ever the true worth 

of his “pearl of great value” is to be ascertained. (It is not without a certain irony that pearls 

signify wisdom acquired by sorrow; pearls are associated with wisdom in Scripture, and with 

holiness (Mt. 7:6, 13:45).) 

      Carlson proceeds to explain his title and his proposed approach: 

     Most Poe critics […] follow Tate’s view of Poe’s symbols as “cast into the framework 

of the three faculties,” as pointing to Poe’s perspective [these three being Intellect, Taste, 

and Moral Sense]. My title phrase “Poe’s Symbolic Language” refers to Poe’s use of 

certain words and phrases that are stretched well beyond their denotative and usual 

metaphoric meanings until they function as motifs and symbols […] A recent count of 

such expressions in the critical writings came to seventy. That a fair number of them occur 

also in the poems and tales suggests that a unifying pattern of ideas and language underlies 

Poe’s works as a whole. (Critical Essays 209) 

 

     (Poe, Carlson notes, insisted that all three faculties must be in “absolute proportion” to meet 

his definition of “true genius” (Critical Essays 212). Given that Poe perceived vice to be a 

grotesquery of virtue, his insistence on proper proportion is understandable.) The above-given 

proposal is actually one of the most sensible things Carlson ever has offered in his own critical 

essays, for what he argues here is that one should be able to build up a syllabary for decoding 

purposes, achieved by compiling recurrent and identical textual clues employed by Poe in a 

consistent manner; in determining their proper signification, one should be able to decipher the 

message or meaning of a work which makes use of such clues as shared across others in like 

manner.  
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     The methodology which Carlson thinks necessary to decipher Poe’s symbolic language is 

proposed by him, as well as the works which he thinks should provide the rubric for gleaning it: 

     In short, sooner or later, every serious student of Poe must study out Poe’s Philosophic 

Perspective, his Artistic Perspective (including his symbology), and his Psychology of 

Realization (or epistemology). Poe passages and selections defining these perspectives 

constitute a frame of reference or base line from which, by the method of literary parallax, 

the sensitized reader can discover definite meanings in otherwise ambiguous writings. Among 

such passages are the opening and closing pages of Eureka, the 1844 letter to Lowell on 

matter and spirit, the colloquies, “Mesmeric Revelation,” “The Poetic Principle,” and the 

Marginalia passage on psychal fancies. (Critical Essays 208) 

 

(Carlson uses the term “epistemology” in the conventional sense, i.e., indicating a theory of 

knowledge, or how we know what we know is true, being the means of distinguishing between 

justified belief and insubstantial opinion. He goes on to name a handful of critics whose works 

he thinks essential to helping properly understand the meaning of those Poe writings, including, 

for example, those by Tate and Halliburton, and, of course, his own disastrously wrong “Poe’s 

Vision of Man,” that being the title of the earlier incarnation of his “Poe on the Soul of Man” 

lecture of 1972, the deficiencies of all of these authors’ works being outlined in great detail 

elsewhere in this paper.)  

     Well, yes and no. Yes, this is a logical approach and these are good representations of Poe’s 

thoughts, but the problem is that, even when critics come to realize that Poe is using his textual 

clues in the same manner to convey the same meaning, they get the meanings wrong nearly 

every single time: The overwhelming conclusion of the majority of Poe critics is that Poe 

actually endorses the ideas which are anathema to him, failing to recognize his derisive mocking 

of those ideas, hence Carlson’s firm attestation that, “Ketterer rightly concludes that ‘Poe 

belongs primarily with the Transcendentalists’” (Critical Essays 210). Good Lord, no!  
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     The methodology will be of no use to critics who never take into account Poe’s true attitude 

towards that about which he is writing, or his motivation, or certain aspects of his personal 

nature; Poe was a moral satirist, and a moral satirist condemns that which he describes, it being 

his target, not his tenets. The plethora of Poe critics who see his syllabary as an embrace of 

American Transcendentalism (or Romanticism, or Gothicism, or Idealism, or Pantheism, etc.) are 

guilty of the absolute worst surface readings of Poe, the very practice which Poe himself scorned 

and thought marked the clueless reader. All Poe scholars worth their salt know that Poe prized 

the undercurrent of a work, and yet how to account for their bizarre communal insistence that 

Poe should be counted in the ideological camps which he refuted, challenged, and mocked for 

the better part of his writing career, simply because surface readings of his vocabulary suggest as 

much? How can Carlson, who himself penned the scholarly essay documenting what he termed 

Poe’s “ten-year Frogpondian war” then go on to argue that Poe sided with the very 

Transcendentalist Frogpondians he spent the last decade of his life mocking and deriding?  It 

beggars belief. Here are the textual clues which Carlson thinks the most likely candidates to 

constitute Poe’s cryptic syllabary: 

     In these documents, among others, Poe’s universe of discourse relies heavily on certain 

key terms: soul, psychal, excites, elevating, intense, taste, poetic intellect, dim, indeterminate, 

intuition, Beauty, spiritual, ethereal, Nature, Life, identity, Divine Will, moral sense. In 

another cluster of terms, moral sense is joined by energy, moral and moral energy, vitality, 

and will. This latter group becomes the semantic core of Poe’s ontology, as taste, poetic 

intellect, intuition, and psychal fancies represent the semantic core of his epistemology, the 

two groups functioning in an organic relationship. Moral, moral sense, and moral energy play 

a crucial role in several stories. (Critical Essays 211-212, emphases Carlson) 

 

     (In an equally baffling development, how does the very same critic who stresses the 

prominence and relevance of terminology in Poe’s works which speak to morality habitually 

ignore these moral aspects and continue in speaking of them as psychological phenomena instead 
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of spiritual ones? Carlson introduced and popularized the notion of “psychal conflict” in 

discussing Poe’s tales, terminology which foregoes framing the Lucifer-figures in terms of good 

and evil.)  

     This seems not a bad sampling of terms for the establishment of a Poe syllabary, but the 

problem is that the critics fail to discern their fully correct signification, for text is of no avail 

without proper context. Whereas, for example, one might readily be able to determine that these 

words are part-and-parcel to the Transcendentalist vocabulary, without distinguishing the 

derisive attitude in which they are employed by Poe, it is not possible to detect Poe’s abject 

refutation and rejection of their tenets—and his attitude about them is conveyed by means of 

other subtle textual clues and the patterning of the tales, as argued (and more importantly, as 

demonstrated) throughout this paper.  

     It is the same problem with identifying Poe, Hawthorne, and Melville as “Dark Romantics” 

simply because their works treat of some of the same themes as do the European Romantics 

(death, madness, guilt, sin, crime, etc.). It is the vastly differing attitudes of the authors which 

constitutes their great divide from the European Romantics, that being an impassable chasm; 

they may treat of the same themes, but they do not treat them the same, for the American 

Renaissance trio above-named adopt a biblically-grounded moral framework which is rejected or 

perverted (made grotesque) by their European counterparts.  

     To argue that the mere presence of terms or themes in a work signifies the same things (i.e., 

Poe is a Transcendentalist because he employs Transcendentalist vocabulary or themes) without 

ascertaining motive or attitude is to fail to distinguish between Christ and the Devil (the 

counterfeit of Christ), for Satan more than once alludes to and quotes from Old Testament 
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Scripture when he tempts Jesus in the wilderness; the language is the same, even though he 

deceptively perverts its intended meaning.  

     And yet there are times when the critics comes sooo close to solving the riddle, falling just 

short every time. Carlson himself documents as much: 

     In his fiction, especially, Poe’s fondness for the terms wild and wildly, is unmistakable. In 

a paper on “Poe’s Critical Vocabulary,” Robert Jacobs once pointed out that wild in 

Thoreau’s usage denotes untamed, savage—its literal sense—and in Poe’s criticism it implies 

extravagant or uncontrolled by reason or caution. Sherman Paul has noted that Thoreau traced 

this word to the past participle of to will, hence self-willed, which derivation Thoreau found in 

an 1852 volume entitled The Study of Words by Richard Trench. That a similar connection 

occurred to Poe is suggested by the frequent use of wild in “Ligeia,” his story on the power of 

the will. The epigraph reads in part: “For God is but a great will pervading all things by nature 

of its intentness.” This concept, central to Poe’s metaphysics, is again hinted at in 

“Morella”—in the reference to “the wild Pantheism of Fichte” as an example of “theological 

morality”. [Burton] Pollin’s Word Index to Poe’s Fiction [comparable to a biblical 

concordance] lists wild as appearing 137 times. Among the most significant are the uses of 

wild as a synonym for psychal, as in “the wild ideas of the land of dreams” (in “Berenice”); 

and in “the wilder visions of that land of real dreams” beyond this life, and “wild, full, liquid 

eyes” of the hero in “The Assignation”. (Critical Essays 213)527 

 

     What Carlson and the other critics should have been able to glean from this information is: (1) 

Poe makes use of Emerson’s terminology in order to mock Emerson’s ideology (informed by 

German Idealism—and to mock something, literally, means to imitate it); (2) Poe’s use of 

wildness signifies perversity, apostasy, and rebellion against God’s Law (hinting at 

Romanticism);  (3) the characters who are described as being marked by a wildness of some type 

are unrepentant in their evil and therefore condemnable;  (4) that Poe’s use of the term “wild” in 

stories such as “Ligeia,” “Morella,” and “Berenice”—all pointing to Lucifer-figures—are paired 

with the terms “ideas, land of dreams,” and “visions of [meaning from, not about] that land of 

real dreams,” being all clues which point to German Idealism (Fichte was a post-Kantian), 

Germany being the land home to the ideology which thinks that the will can make dreams into 
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reality (Poe’s condemnation of German Idealism in his apocalyptic tales also associate it with 

dreams and fantasies); and (5) extreme Self-willfulness is evil and ruinous.  

      Putting these pieces of the puzzle all together, one should be able to discern that what Poe is 

really signifying when he uses the word “wild” in these tales is that: (1) German Romanticism 

(with its emphasis on the unrestrained Self) and German Idealism (with its emphasis on the 

Kantian categorical imperative and “Self-love” as motivating agency) are built upon the concept 

of extreme Self-willfulness, which is a form of perversity, apostasy, and rebellion against God’s 

Law; (2) German Idealism’s tenet that one could act “as if” he were God is an untenable delusion 

or dream of Self-righteous power, guaranteed to come to a bad end; (3) the characters featured as 

Lucifer-figures are meant to symbolize that the American Transcendentalists’ embrace of 

German Idealism and German-led Romanticism (championed by Emerson) makes their beliefs 

just as evil and apostate as German Idealism and German-led Romanticism, and signals that they, 

too, can only lead to a bad end. Even when the critics locate the dots, they never seem to be able 

to connect them in a way which permits them to recognize the full picture outlined right before 

their very eyes. 

      (Poe’s use of the word “wild” in “The Assignation” is the only one in which a demonic 

personality is not indicated, and instead signifies unmitigated passion, for the protagonist 

described thusly carries out a suicide pact with an unattainable beloved. Poe utilized the term to 

indicate unreasonable, self-destructive behavior, and ardor, being emotional, is ir-rational.) 

     Champollion was able to crack the code of the Rosetta Stone by identifying identical clusters 

of written clues (aggregate hieroglyphs, serving as Carlson’s “frames of reference”), the 

consistency of their usage pointing to a specific historical figure (the pharaoh Ptolemy), allowing 

https://www.eapoe.org/works/tales/assigf.htm
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him then to use the confirmed identifiable characters (written marks) as a means by which to 

decipher the remaining ones (providing the “base line” of which Carlson speaks). Poe’s narrative 

hieroglyphics work can be deciphered in much the same way.  

     The clusters of written clues are the biblical allusions utilized by Poe (and Goethe, and 

Brockden Brown, and Hawthorne) which point to the identification of a specific character, the 

Lucifer-figure; by confirming his identity, one is able to unlock the meaning of the works and 

therefore discover their moral and religious content, that being the preferred cryptic manner of 

communication employed by the ancient Egyptian priesthood. Importantly, such codes only can 

be cracked if the clues provided are identical, consistent, and repeated, and each convey a 

specific intent of meaning or signification.  

     Even when Poe makes heavy use of Scripture, he deliberately limits the variety of biblical 

allusions which pertain to the Lucifer-figure, in order to render the puzzle more difficult to solve 

or unlock; this paper discerns at least a handful—and that might be no coincidence, for 

Champollion’s major breakthrough revolved around his successful interpretation of just a 

handful of cartouches which bore Ptolemy’s name (White). (Again, a few of the more prominent 

of these “clustered written clues” which point to the Lucifer-figure are: (1) unnatural or lesser 

light sources and base metals, to indicate Satan’s inferiority; (2) excessive pride; (3) 

extraordinary, murderous ambition or indifference to suffering caused by the infernal 

protagonist; (4) hyper-sensation as an indicator of madness and supernatural prowess; and (5) 

transformative, mutative, or transitory qualities.)  

https://www.theshorterword.com/champollion-and-rosetta-stone
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     So how does Carlson conclude the essay and the anthology? With a veritable roll-call of the 

“who’s who” in the world of Poe criticism (a great deal of whom are addressed within this 

paper): 

     For the past nearly seventy years [1915-1985] this transcendental-symbolic reading of Poe 

has gradually emerged and been reaffirmed, partially or wholly, by the mainstream of Poe 

biographies, critics, scholars, and creative-writers—among them, Baudelaire, Sarah Helen 

Whitman, Hanson, Forrest, Stovall, Margaret Allerton, T.O. Mabbott, A.H. Quinn, J.E. 

Reilly, Beebe, Davidson, P. Quinn, Wilbur, Rans, Finholt, Casale, Gargano, Moldenhauer, 

Lynen, Jacobs, Broussard, St. Armand, Levine (1972), Stauffer, Carlson, Griffith (1972), 

Halliburton, Ketterer, Irwin, Ljunquist (1975), Forclaz, Richard, Bickman, Pitcher, Frank,  E. 

Arthur Robinson, Douglas Robinson, G.R. Thompson (1983), Harold Bloom, Joan Dayan. In 

the confusion of rival and conflicting interpretations it is not always evident how much 

consensus of competence exists under the surface of current controversy. But the history of 

Poe criticism from 1829 to the present clearly manifests a persistent preference for the 

“visionary” (sometimes Gnostic) interpretation of Poe’s major poems and tales when read in 

context of his philosophic and artistic perspectives. That consensus, tested by time and only 

slightly qualified by the few legitimate claims of irony, hoaxing, parody, and “undecidability” 

remains as a solid baseline from which new triangulations can be made. (Critical Essays 215-

216, emphasis mine). 

      

     To channel The Beatles, “I am he as you are he as you are me, and we are all together—coo 

coo ca choo!”528  Here is perfectly summarized Poe’s own argument about disregarding the 

opinions of the “thousand profound scholars” and opting instead to tackle a work directly, 

wrestling with the text as if one knows nothing of previous commentary; error heaped upon error 

multiplies the odds that one’s vision will be obscured, but to wipe the slate clean enables a clarity 

which might otherwise be unattainable. Direct engagement with literature is always the best 

approach to understanding it, for authors do not write for critics but for readers. New Criticism is 

the best method for analyzing text, and Cultural Historicism is the best means by which to gauge 

context—and context is meant to work with text in discerning the full meaning of a work, and 

not merely its impetus. 
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      If, for example, readers are unaware of the contra-biblical intellectual currents of Poe’s day, 

then they are most likely going to be unable to recognize that, not only did they motivate Poe to 

push back against them, but that Poe also made use of their ideas and terminology in attacking 

his targets within the works themselves. True, the “two-audience” theory seems to hold for Poe 

likely more than any other American Renaissance author (unwashed masses and educated 

literati, i.e., popular and elite readerships), but Poe harmonizes his currents to move in an 

identical direction, the directional strength of which lies in his moral undercurrent. His readers, 

though operating at different fathoms, are moved along towards the same destination, some 

carelessly skimming along on the surface and occasionally bobbing below it, and others 

plumbing the depths for pearls. 

3.8 The Mabbott Hatter: Thomas Ollive Mabbott 

 

“The highest reward for man’s toil is not what he gets for it, but what he becomes by it.”529 

 

     It would be both neglectful and disrespectful to fail to tip one’s hat to the “most immemorial” 

of Poe scholars and critics, Thomas Ollive Mabbott (affectionately referred to by Poe devotees 

simply as “T.O.M”.), who devoted decades to researching and writing about Poe. Mabbott 

covered each of the five tales which constitute the focus of this paper, thus it will now examine 

what he had to offer therein. All of the notes he provides are gleaned from the electronic edition 

of his 1978 work, The Collected Works of Edgar Allan Poe (volumes II and III), hosted on the 

website of the Edgar Allan Poe Society of Baltimore, therefore the pagination indicated conforms 

to that provided by the site, which itself conforms to that of the original publication.  

     The stories are addressed in the same order in which they appear within his book, which he 

presents in accordance with their chronological publication dates.  (“Usher” and “Pit” are 

https://www.eapoe.org/works/mabbott/tom2t000.htm
https://www.eapoe.org/works/mabbott/tom3t000.htm


1125 

included in the second volume, and “Heart,” “Cat,” and “Cask” are included in the third one. 

Mabbott’s first volume, from 1969, was devoted exclusively to the poems.) As should become 

evident, there are times when his scholarly endeavors exceed his abilities as a critic. 

“Usher” 

 

     In his prefatory comments to “Usher,” more than offering up his own opinions directly, 

Mabbott points to critical assessments offered by his peers with which he appears to agree; 

perhaps because “Usher” is the longest of the tales, the commentary appended to it is also the 

longest of all Mabbott’s prefatory notes. He first points to George Edward Woodberry’s 

observation that it is unsurpassed in its demonstration of unity of design, and that there is 

evidence that Poe identifies himself with the reader in the unnamed narrator’s confession that he 

fled aghast, for, “The mind is already upon the recoil as it turns to view the accomplished 

fatality” (Collected Tales 392-393).  

     That is precisely the intent of the work, for Poe means for the reader to be horrified by the 

inhumanity which results from a human, all too human villain, not a supernatural one; mutato 

nomine de te fabula narrator, for both author and readers are all human, too human, and 

therefore capable of lapsing into such maddening inhumanity if the two greatest commandments 

of Scripture are forsaken. Mabbott, to his credit, sides with Poe biographer Vincent Buranelli in 

being able to distinguish between Poe and his fictitious villains, for Buranelli stated plainly: “Poe 

is not Roderick Usher. He is the creator of Roderick Usher” (Mabbott Collected Tales 393).       

He does not seem to take issue with H.P. Lovecraft’s incorrect assessment of the overall theme 

of the tale, in which Roderick, Madeline, and the ancient estate are “all sharing a single soul and 

meeting one common dissolution at the same moment” (the estate is linked only to the male 
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descendants), nor does he with Richard Wilbur’s equally erroneous take that the trio of 

representation is indicative instead of the estate, Roderick’s physical body, and his decaying 

mind (Mabbott Collected Tales 393). 

     Mabbott points out the likely inspiration for the surname of the twins (the Ushers were close 

friends with Poe’s mother, and fellow actors, whose fraternal twins were orphaned in 1814 and 

grew up as neurotics), and he relates that medical theory of Poe’s day held that foggy and damp 

climates were conducive to melancholia, which he suggests might account for the familial 

illnesses of his characters (Mabbott Collected Tales 393-394). 

      In terms of the contributions of a “Miss Allerton,” Mabbott credits her with tracing the 

original sources which likely informed Poe’s tale, including the story “Thunder Struck” in the 

1835 Passages from the Diary of a Late Physician by Dr. Samuel Warren, as well as E.T.A. 

Hoffman’s short story of “Das Majorat,” pointing both to several plot elements shared by these 

works and his own, as well as evidence that Poe was familiar with both Warren’s and Hoffman’s 

texts (Mabbott Collected Tales 394). Because, he writes, some details of the tale have proven to 

remain puzzling, Mabbott offers what he terms “a scenario,” outlining what he perceives to be 

the major facets of the tale: 

     The House of Usher has only one soul which has its abode in the mansion and in the 

members of the family. Roderick Usher is aware of this, although his sister may not be, and 

he has concluded that since they are twins, and childless, this soul is interdependent with them 

and the building. Hence, if one dies, all must perish together. Roderick also fears that he is 

going mad, and so summons his friend, the only person he trusts who has no part in the fate of 

his ancient house. Both brother and sister are dying; the latter seems to die first, but the 

former is sure that she is still alive because he is. He avoids her actual burial by a temporary 

entombment. He reads books which deal with unusual ideas about the relation of matter to 

spirit, of doubles, and of demoniac possession. Roderick also reads a burial service for 

himself (and his sister), and plays a dirge based on a musical air supposed to have been 

written on the last day of its composer’s life. The reading of the weird romance, The Mad 

Trist — the only purely imaginary book named among the books listed as in Usher’s library 
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— probably has a subtle influence too, and climactically “the dragon is slain,” for Madeline 

escapes, but so injured that she reaches her brother only to die with him as the house totters 

and falls — slowly enough to allow the narrator (who does not share its curse) to escape. As 

Darrell Abel says, “Throughout the tale, alternative explanations, natural and supernatural, of 

the phenomena are set forth; and we are induced by the consistently maintained device of a 

common-sense witness, gradually convinced in spite of his determined scepticism, to accept 

imaginatively the supernatural explanation.” (Collected Tales 394-395) 

 

     In briefer response to this brief outline: no, no, no, no, no, no, no, yes, yes, no, no, no, and no.  

 

(The only “yesses” here are descriptions of actions within the tale, and do not pertain to any 

analyses of them.) To be a bit clearer, without expounding on these points too greatly: (1) the 

House of Usher does not have one soul which incorporates Madeline, for the tale specifically 

states that the term “House” is exclusively associated with the male lineage, and Madeline is a 

Christ-figure, who hath no part with unrighteousness or belial; (2) Roderick can “know” nothing 

of this alleged tripartite unity of soul, for it cannot exist, the male lineage specifically being 

singled out in the tale for association with the estate; (3) Roderick’s library was filled with 

expensive and rare books with esoteric and erudite titles, therefore as an educated nobleman, he 

would not have subscribed to peasant folklore and superstition that the souls of twins are 

connected spiritually, even if he chose to play on such a belief being held by others; (4) Roderick 

does not summon his former acquaintance as a result of a fear of going mad, for that fear 

manifests only after the murder has been undertaken and his guest has lodged with him for the 

evening (the reason given in the letter is merely that he fears expiring, not insanity, and Roderick 

knows full well when sending for the narrator that the estate has nothing to do with his own fate, 

a superstition embraced only once his mind begins to slip); (5) Madeline most likely was not 

dying, but was slowly being poisoned to death by her brother, being a true foil to him and 

therefore likely the picture of good health (explained in greater detail in the chapter devoted to 
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that tale), as Roderick enjoyed watching the torment of her bouts of illness as a form of 

delighting in torture (which the Lucifer-figures seem to enjoy); (6) Roderick is sure that she still 

alive because he has knowingly buried her alive, so as to heighten her agony and prolong her 

torture; (7) entombment is a form of burial, therefore it is not avoidance of such, and Roderick’s 

purpose in burying her on the estate is to preclude others from rescuing her from the torturous 

death he intends for her, and to further preclude discovery of it by means of post-mortem 

examination of her corpse and coffin (hence his fear of “her” medical men); (8) Rodrick does 

read texts which evidence his excessively sinful nature; (9) Roderick does read a burial service 

and sing a dirge for both himself and his sister, but only as a means of dramatic irony on Poe’s 

part, for the murderous twin is unaware that they pertain to his own end; (10) the reading of the 

“weird romance” has no “subtle influence” on Roderick, who is already utterly mad by the time 

it is read to him, its inclusion being merely the device by which Poe demonstrates that the 

narrator is able to distinguish between fantasy and reality and therefore has not succumbed to his 

host’s mental state; (11) Madeline most assuredly is not the slain dragon in the allegorical 

reading of “The Mad Trist,” the Lucifer-figure of Roderick is, for the Devil is also referred to as 

“the great dragon” in Scripture, whose destruction is prophesized in surety (Rev. 12:9) (Madeline 

is the hero of the tryst, Ethelred, for as Christ-figure, the clanging of the metal which announces 

the impending arrival of the slayer is meant to suggest the trumpets of heaven which announce 

the arrival of Christ); (12) there is no curse on the house, for all its calamities are self-wrought by 

the male ancestry associated with the estate, as murder is always an act necessitating personal 

volition; and (13) the supernatural explanations stem only from the mind of a madman projecting 

blame so as to avoid moral culpability, and the “common sense witness” of the unnamed narrator 
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never accepts the supernatural explanation, even rejecting it outright as the very “tell” by which 

he has discerned that his host has gone mad. (This last refutation is proven by the text, for the 

instant Roderick offers his theory of the sentience and culpability of the estate on his own 

familial actions, the narrator states: “Such opinions need no comment, and I will make none,” 

i.e., this is so patently obvious a crazy belief that nothing more need be said.) 

   Mabbott includes Thomas Dunn English’s absurd claim that the tale’s thesis is revulsion 

resulting from the readers’ mistaking sounds of agony for those of “mirth or indifference” 

(seriously—who ever thought that?), and he rejects D.H. Lawrence’s contention that there is 

incest committed between the siblings, rightly offering that, “conscious use of such a theme is 

contrary to Poe’s general practice” (Collected Tales 395).  

     He also rejects the vampiric theme suggested by some of the more preposterous critical 

analyses, correctly pointing out: “The ways of vampires are well known in British and American 

fiction, and Madeline is certainly not an orthodox vampire” (Collected Tales 395-396). Both of 

these untenable themes are discussed and dismissed elsewhere in this paper, especially in the 

chapter devoted to that tale. If the “scenario” provided by Mabbott represents his own analysis of 

the tale, it is proof positive enough that he should have confined himself to scholarly research 

(where he shines), and not ventured into literary criticism. 

“Pit” 

 

     Of “Pit,” Mabbott speaks to what some readers have complained of as the depiction of 

excessive cruelty, although anyone with even a passing familiarity of the Inquisitorial primers for 

torture would think the scenes in the tale quite moderate and mild by comparison. Lucifer-figures 

tend to delight in the torment of their victims, and within an historical context, the events in the 
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tale are Poe’s means of depicting that excessive inhumanity witnessed on the part of the 

murderous council—events which Woodberry thought were combined in great originality, even 

if the tale itself was not seen as being original (Collected Works 678).  

     Except, of course, it is highly original in that Poe manages here to employ both Lucifer-

figures and a Christ-figure within the framework of a well-known historical phenomenon, and he 

has managed to do so in such subtle terms that the profusion of biblical allusions and moral 

content contained within that tale have gone unnoticed up until this very day. (They are spelled 

out for the very first time in great detail elsewhere in this paper, in the chapter specially devoted 

to the tale.)  

     Mabbott’s takeaway is that it falls into the same category of tales involving “a series of 

hairbreadth escapes,” a genre which is reminiscent of old-fashioned melodramas, a form of 

entertainment popular on the stage which Charles Dickens then translated into the new genre of 

serial cliffhangers (the conventional stylings of which survive in contemporary soap operas); 

Poe’s other tales in this category, he believes, include hair-raising seafaring episodes such as 

“Descent,” and he thinks them parodied in “How to Write a Blackwood Article,” in which sequel 

the hapless narrator experiences a series of misfortunate events resulting in her death, of which 

she then proceeds to give account (Collected Tales 678-679). 

      Concludes Mabbott: “The central idea is that the fear of the unknown exceeds the fear of 

anything known”—perhaps better stated by the popular adage: “Better the Devil you know than 

the Devil you don’t” (Collected Tales 679). Except, of course, that is not the central idea to “Pit,” 

which is a morality tale and an allegorical representation of the trial of Jesus of Nazareth on 

trumped up charges and the testimony of false witnesses at the hands of the Pharisees, his torture 
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demanded by them at the hands of the Roman authorities, his subsequent burial and descending 

into Hell, and his resurrection as Messiah raised up to glory by the heavenly Father, set forth in 

great detail elsewhere in this paper.  

     Mabbott mentions accusations of plagiarism levied against Poe even within a year of Poe’s 

death, but bearing in mind Poe’s insistence that a truly talented writer could borrow elements 

from even the most hackneyed works and genres and re-combine them into new and improved 

works, such claims seem not mindful of Poe’s own standards for plagiarism. Moreover, Mabbott 

includes possible earlier sources for the tale’s inspiration and elements, including this tidbit from 

an historical account of the Inquisition: “On the entry of the French into Toledo during the late 

Peninsular War, General Lasalle visited the palace of the Inquisition. The great number of 

instruments of torture, especially the instruments to stretch the limbs, and the drop-baths, which 

cause a lingering death, excited horror, even in the minds of soldiers hardened in the field of 

battle” (Collected Tales 679-680). Readers may surmise that the murderous Inquisitors shall be 

held accountable to LaSalle’s troops—and ultimately, to God. 

“Heart” 

 

     Turning next to “Heart,” Mabbott stresses its likeness to a dramatic monologue, since it 

consists of a single, uninterrupted speech; for a character who has lapsed into extreme 

subjectivity, this form of speech seems appropriate. Mabbott speculates that Poe heard 

superstitions about having or giving a person the “Evil Eye” whilst stationed at Fort Moultrie in 

Charleston Harbor, but, truthfully, the concept of such things is common to many pre-literate and 

pagan societies, as well as to the popular superstitions of the European continent in particular, as 

well as the witchcraft trials of the Puritans. Mabbott conveys some of the traditions associated 
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with the Evil Eye: “It should be remembered that a man who possesses the Evil Eye need not be 

wicked, for many people (for example, in Hungary and Sicily) think it may be unwillingly 

acquired, and some kindly men avoid looking at other people intently. In the story, the veiling of 

the eye is probably symbolic, although any deformation of an eye is widely regarded with 

apprehension” (Collected Tales 789). But the deformation of the old man’s eye is a defect which 

the murderer merely alleges; we have no way of knowing if the description is true. 

      Based on Poe’s moral-aesthetic theory, and the pattern of the Lucifer-figures, deformation—

grotesquery—is the mark of extreme apostasy and iniquity. Based on this same pattern, the 

victim does not deserve to be murdered; in fact, the old master is said to have never wronged the 

murderous servant. What, then, to make of the film over the eye which the villain describes as 

being the pretext later offered for committing the murder? (Lucifer-figures are typically 

untruthful in their motivations, for the Devil is a liar; the one from “Imp” desired to inherit an 

estate, and “Hop-Frog” was evidently harangued in seeking his excessive recompense, but those 

of “Cask,” “Cat,” “Heart,” “Pit,” and “Usher” operate on sheer pretext.) 

     The old man’s alleged offending eye is described as being light blue, with a film over it. Light 

blue is a color associated with Heaven, and the film may signify the veil behind which the 

“holiest of holies” may be found, the altar of God, the most sacred spot in the ancient Jewish 

tabernacle and then Temple at Jerusalem. Biblical religious tradition holds that the eyes are the 

windows to the soul, therefore if the old man is a representation of the holy Father (YHVH), a  

God whom Man cannot ever fully know whilst in the flesh (and whom Man only can know 

because this God has revealed Himself to Man), then this partial obscuring in the eye of the 
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master serves to reinforce the inferior nature of the servant (inferior in status as well, just as 

Lucifer was inferior servant to God).  

     Blue is also the color which God specifically instructs the ancient Israelites should 

incorporate into their vestments (now a common feature of Jewish prayer shawls), so as to 

remind them of their obligations to His Law (which, of course, includes His Moral Law of love): 

     And the LORD spake unto Moses, saying, Speak unto the children of Israel, and bid them 

that they make them fringes in the borders of their garments throughout their generations, and 

that they put upon the fringe of the borders a ribband of blue: And it shall be unto you for a 

fringe, that ye may look upon it, and remember all the commandments of the LORD, and do 

them; and that ye seek not after your own heart and your own eyes, after which ye use to go a 

whoring: That ye may remember, and do all my commandments, and be holy unto your God. 

(Num. 15:37-40, emphasis mine) 

      

     In a symbolic sense, then, the murderous servant gazes directly into the face of God, and in 

full defiance, seeks to obliterate the sight of one whose gaze escapes nothing; as covering 

cherubim of the Throne of God, Lucifer also gazed directly upon God, and he also sought to do 

away with his master. What does the servant do? Seeks after his own heart and eyes, collapsing 

into radical Self-willed subjectivity. (There also remains the possibility that, because he cannot 

be trusted, we only have his word that the eye really looked as though he describes it, stripping 

away even more the pretext offered for the murder, for after he commits the murder, then he 

confesses that he “thinks” the eye led him to murder the old man; if he were really as obsessed 

with the eye as he contends, then he would not have had to invent the offending quality of the 

eye as an excuse for the murder.) 

      Mabbott ponders if the narrator is mad before he murders his master, but the servant 

demonstrates that he is in full control of his body and mind in his protracted scheming and trial 

runs leading up to the foul deed. Mabbott, after pointing out that “most readers” suppose that the 
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narrator hears his own heart, points to two literary sources for which evidence of Poe’s 

familiarity with them is said to exist. The first of these sources is a description given of a true 

crime of 1830, brought to court wherein famed lawyer Daniel Webster acted in capacity of 

special prosecutor, published as the pamphlet “Argument on the Trial” (Collected Tales 789). 

      In his recounting of the affair, Webster speaks of an elderly man having no mortal enemies, 

in his own house, in his own bed, killed in a murder-for-hire job so as to rob him, and the events 

unfold very nearly in the same manner in which they do in Poe’s tale. In his speech, Webster 

offers: 

     Truly, here is a new lesson for painters and poets. Whoever shall hereafter draw the 

portrait of murder, if he will show it... where ... last to be looked for ... let him not give it the 

grim visage of Moloch... Let him draw, rather, a decorous, smooth-faced, bloodless demon; a 

picture in repose, rather than in action; not so much an example of human nature in its 

depravity, and in its paroxysms of crime, as an infernal being, a fiend, in the ordinary display 

and development of his character. The deed was executed with a degree of self-possession 

and steadiness equal to the wickedness with which it was planned. (Collected Tales 790, 

emphasis mine)   

 

     (The “picture in repose”—is this not a perfect description of the murderers in “Usher,” 

“Heart,” “Cat,” “Cask,” and “Imp”?) This is a challenge which Poe apparently sought to meet, 

and if the Webster pamphlet is any indication of the sanity of the narrator prior to the murder, 

then it seems clear that he was just as self-possessed, steady, and equally wicked whilst planning 

it, if the fact informs the fiction. The greater the degree of malice of forethought, or mens rea, the 

greater the legal penalty, therefore the sentence of death is passed against persons having utterly 

disregarded the sanctity of human life. Webster adds, in speaking of the actual criminal: “He has 

done the murder. No eye has seen him, no ear has heard him. The secret is his own, and it is 

safe!” (Collected Tales 790)  
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      But to this impassioned declaration Webster adds that the guilty are overcome by their crimes 

and that “murder will out,” for the murderer’s fears in being found out result in his developing a 

constant state of paranoia; the secret then overtakes him: “It has become his master ... It must be 

confessed, it will be confessed” (Collected Tales 790). This is somewhat the plot, in fact, of 

“Imp,” whose murderous narrator is overheard mumbling aloud to himself the crime has 

successfully concealed for several years. But his revelation is the result of incipient madness, not 

a guilty conscience, for the Lucifer-figures are remorseless and unrepentant to their very last 

ends. 

      One may argue that the madness is a symptom of a guilty conscience, but that thesis does not 

bear up when one realizes that the murderers in “Cask,” “Cat,” “Heart,” “Usher,” “Pit,” and 

“Imp” show no sign of remorse whatsoever, seeking instead to Self-justify their actions and 

project blame for them elsewhere. The mental perversion is Poe’s means of signifying moral 

perversion, the lapse into radical subjectivity which crowds out God and one’s fellow man. 

Because Poe’s moral-aesthetic theory involves a perfect balance of Intellect, Taste, and Moral 

Sense, the perversity of the heart and soul thus involves a perversity of the mind (or— in the 

classical pagan construct—thought, feeling, and will). 

     The second most probable source is a Charles Dickens’ story, “A Confession Found in a 

Prison in the Time of Charles the Second” (Collected Tales 791). In that story, a man murders 

his young nephew, killed so as to access a fortune. He sets his chair down over the secret grave 

of the lad when visitors come to call, but bloodhounds discover the body and cause him to flee. 

Having been caught, he confesses that he could not bear to look the innocent child in the eye. 

Blue is also a color associated with spiritual innocence in Christian tradition (in religious art 
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tradition, the Virgin Mary is cloaked in blue for this reason), therefore the blueness of the old 

man’s eye might also hearken to this tradition, suggesting his innocence. 

“Cat” 

 

     In speaking of “Cat,” Mabbott states that it combines several themes which fascinated Poe 

and which were therefore repeated in his tales; of these themes, he lists reincarnation, perversity, 

and retribution, noting that perversity is treated of “philosophically” in “Imp,” a work he thinks 

less well-known because he thinks it an inferior tale (Collected Tales 847-848). Well, yes and no. 

Poe’s fascination with such things does not mean that they were incorporated into his works. 

Perversity, for sure, is a predominant theme, for the notion of grotesquery relies upon it, and one 

may rightly aver that retribution is elemental to many of the tales, but only in the sense of a 

divine recompense which readers should recognize when reading what are essentially memento 

mori morality tales.  

     As for reincarnation, though, Poe promises his readers “legitimate causes,” therefore even 

when he features characters who believe in metempsychosis—the transmutation of souls—no 

such hopes are realized, and they are proven to be wicked and idolatrous dreamers (for Self-

idolatry is still a form of idolatry), ones who seek to live in the fantasy world of German 

Idealism, which is but a form of Self-idolatry, bottommost; when one lives in a wicked world of 

one’s own fabrication, then one is not in the World created by God, the one in which the Self is 

mandated to love God and one’s fellow man. 

     Mabbott notes that Poe did own a black cat at some period in his life, and that in his 1840 

little article “Instinct vs. Reason” Poe mentions their association with witches (not as feline 

familiars but as transformed creatures), Mabbott also pointing out other possible superstitions 
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which Poe made use of in the tale, such as semi-precious stones called cat’s eyes, which were 

thought to be used in charms to jinx people or cause them bad luck. But Mabbott is way off the 

mark when he blankly declares that “Cat” is, “a story of ‘orthodox’ witchcraft; the sudden 

appearance of the second cat from nowhere, the slow growth of the white marking, and the 

murder of the wife after the animal brushes against the protagonist on the stairs are touches of 

the supernatural” (Collected Works 848).  

     A story of “orthodox” witchcraft would involve witches, here being the black cats themselves, 

if Mabbott’s points are taken together. But the black cats in the tale are not evildoers in disguise, 

nor do they demonstrate any qualities which even suggest that they are bad cats, being 

affectionate and attentive companions to the murderous narrator who describes the first feline 

victim as being guilty of showering him with “loathsome caresses”. And there is no indication in 

the tale that there was ever any growth of the white marking, other than in the paranoid mind of 

the narrator, for his quite sane and humane wife is never said to perceive it as being altered in 

appearance. Moreover, what, pray tell, is even remotely supernatural about a man murdering his 

wife because he is exasperated by a pet cat?  (The wife is not the witch here, if the second cat is 

supposed to be one.)  

     The narrator himself uses the words “hideous murder” in describing the act, and all murder is 

premeditated, therefore he slips up in his speech and reveals his fore-planned bloody intent, 

blaming the cat as a pretext which he hopes will be believed so as to mitigate his guilt (the cat on 

the stairs being one of the series of “mere household events” which led up to the murder). 

Mabbott implies that since Poe believed cats were highly intelligent creatures (a belief now 

scientifically verified), the killing of such a creature was especially despicable. 
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      But more than that, it is not the destruction of a brute (an animal characterized by a low level 

of intelligence and “moral” aspect), as the murderous narrator contends it is, therefore he is even 

lying about the nature of the beast, no less than he is lying about his own bestial nature. The one 

salient observation offered by Mabbott in closing is: “The protagonist of “The Black Cat” was 

already morally a murderer when his ultimate act of cruelty made him one legally” (Collected 

Works 848). 530Although human justice requires deeds, per the New Testament, St. John the 

Evangelist relates that by the standards of divine justice, the sins of the heart carry with them the 

same penalty as sins of the flesh, as Jesus teaches: “For this is the message that ye heard from the 

beginning, that we should love one another. Not as Cain, who was of that wicked one, and slew 

his brother. And wherefore slew he him? Because his own works were evil, and his brother's 

righteous […] Whosoever hateth his brother is a murderer: and ye know that no murderer hath 

eternal life abiding in him” (Jn. 3:11-12, 15).  

     The hatred, not the actual deed, is what makes one “morally” a murderer; one might be held 

accountable for the deed in this life, but in the afterlife, where the God able to read human hearts 

is judge, it is the hatred for which one shall be held accountable, for hatred, especially baseless 

animosity, is the consummate violation of the godly Moral Law of love. The moral lesson? 

Mutato nomine de te fabula narrator. 

“Cask”  

 

     As for “Cask,” clearly Mabbott is a fan, for he calls it “one of the undeniably great stories, by 

some critics regarded as the finest of all Poe’s tales of horror,” a category in which he is himself 

likely to be counted (Collected Tales 1252). Immediately after praising the tale for being 

“unsurpassed” for the subtly of its ironic touches, he proposes that the theme is the execution of a 



1139 

successful crime, what is sometimes referred to as “the perfect crime,” in that the murder is 

carried out without a hitch and the murderer is never found out by human society.  

     Somewhat surprisingly, he offers: “But Poe made it plain that a moral can be most effectively 

introduced into a story by subtlety; and ‘The Cask,’ on its surface completely amoral, is perhaps 

the most moral of his Tales. The murderer at the end remembers that his victim rests in peace. 

That is something the criminal had been unable to do for fifty years” (Collected Tales 1252).  

     Well, yes and no. The tale is deeply moral, and its moral is effectively conveyed by subtle 

means, but the moral is not that the victim has rested in peace while the villain has been 

tormented by a guilty conscience for a half-century, as Mabbott errantly supposes. Montresor 

recounts the murder with gleeful satisfaction, in proud and boastful manner, reveling in his 

cleverness in concocting the plot and escaping punishment whilst in this mortal coil; despite the 

fact that he is about to shuffle it off, he remains unrepentant and Self-deluded into thinking he is 

Self-justified in having committed the foul deed.  

     The Lucifer-figure’s true comportment during the confession is indicated by the fact that the 

Latin expression which concludes the tale (a perversion of the last rites of absolution performed 

by Roman Catholic clerics on behalf those about to die) suggests that he is mocking to the very 

end, and is therefore insincere in his “confession” as a soul unburdening itself of its sins. The 

insincerity of his confession is underscored by the fact that the tale is modeled, in part, on a little-

known bagatelle of Benjamin Franklin’s, in which another nobleman makes confession in his 

death throes to a Roman Catholic cleric, in which he reveals that he has been an atheist for the 

entire many years he was known to his regular confessor—hence Montresor’s mimetic statement 

at the onset of the tale, “You, who know so well the nature of my soul,” a last dig at the priest for 
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never having known it at all, the hypocrisy and deceit of the confessor being so thorough and 

well-practiced. (The significance of the biblical allusions, the religious rite, and the most likely 

sources of the tale being Scripture, Franklin, and John Donne’s “Meditation XVII” are discussed 

elsewhere in this paper, in the chapter specially focused on the tale.) 

     As to what motivated Poe to write the tale, Mabbott thinks it likely he sought to rise to the 

challenge of penning a work in which the villain gets away with his crimes, something which the 

highly-moralistic literature of the times typically did not permit, for what moral lesson could be 

learned if the wicked prosper and go unpunished? If crime pays? In support of this theory, 

Mabbott cites one of Poe’s own reviews for an 1840 nautical tale by Frederick Chamier in a 

work called The Spitfire, wherein Poe writes: 

     “Villains do not always, nor even generally, meet with punishment and shame in reality, 

and we should have been pleased if Captain Chamier had courageously departed from this 

common-place fiction and uncommon reality, and exhibited the success of an impudent 

rogue ... [instead of attempting to invest] the character of a pirate and a cut-throat with the 

attributes of a hero and a deserving man.” (Collected Tales 1252) 

 

     When villains were not punished in the literature of the times, by being imprisoned and or 

executed, or exiled, or compelled to make restitution, then the only other alternative was to 

redeem them of their vices, so that the iniquities of their pasts became overshadowed by the 

magnanimity exhibited upon repentance and rehabilitation—so much the case, for example, 

regarding the character Albert Magwitch in Charles’ Dickens Great Expectations, and in the 

character Jean Valjean from Victor Hugo’s Les Misérables. (This does not mean that they 

forever manage to escape the human long arm of the law, merely that they have conformed to the 

greater Law, that of the Divine. Hugo’s novel, interested in “social justice,” helped popularize 
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the notion that human law could be harsh, excessive, pernicious, and stigmatic, even capable of 

turning good men into criminals.)  

     One should discount the suggestion proposed by Mabbott (popularized by other critics before 

him) that the tale was an autobiographical revenge fantasy aimed at Thomas Dunn English for 

having libeled Poe (Collected Tales 1252-1253). This rejection should be predicated on a few 

reasons including: (1) the tale relies heavily on the textual sources above-named and examined in 

detail elsewhere in this paper; (2) the tale is not one of vengeance, for the victim has committed 

no offense (after the patterning of the Lucifer-figure tales, model on the biblical slaying by Cain 

of the fully innocent and unsuspecting Abel); and (3) if Poe is to be counted Montresor and Dunn 

English is to be reckoned Fortunato, that would mean Poe is depicting himself as the devilish 

Lucifer-figure, which, being the moralist of the tale, is the character with whom he most surely 

would not self-identify; he would be illogical for him to condemn himself if a revenge tale. 

     Mabbott speculates as to the possible nature of the offenses alleged by Montresor, not 

realizing that none ever were committed by Fortunato, and in a somewhat startling remark, he 

suggests that we are not told of these offenses because we might sympathize with Fortunato, pity 

him, and think his torturous murder justified, adding: “As it is, we are merely spectators of a 

terrible incident. If pity and terror are aroused, it is by the darker side of human nature per se, 

exemplified in people whom we have not met” (Collected Tales 1253).  

     But the entire point of the tale, the very moral aspect of it which Mabbott himself claims it 

possesses, is reliant upon our sympathy with Fortunato, and on our revulsion at the lack of pity 

demonstrated by Montresor. Pity, not mercy, for mercy can be afforded only to those deserving 

of punishment, a practice which cannot apply to the innocent Fortunato. Moreover, nothing 
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which Fortunato could have done to Montresor could have merited the heinous manner in which 

he is killed, in accordance with the pattern of the Lucifer-figures.  

     Even in “Hop-Frog,” when the nature of the abuses are known, the horrifying burning of 

people alive as recompense for taunts and slaps is far too excessive and executed with a spirit of 

malice to constitute justice, as the punishment is far, far out of proportion to the crime. The 

greatly inflamed passions of the executor and the executions themselves, these are other forms of 

grotesquery, which relies on disproportion. Justice is dispassionately and openly administered in 

a legal framework, but Montresor acts with malevolence and in secrecy; there can be nothing 

justifiable about his treatment of Fortunato, and it is to Mabbott’s shame that he would even 

suggest as much. The malevolence and secrecy with which the Nazis executed their victims 

likewise confirms their grotesquery of justice, regardless of however much they granted 

themselves legal license to undertake their actions. 

     Finally, Mabbott discusses sources other than the ones to which this paper points, including  

Honoré de Balzac’s  “La Grande Bretêche” (“The Large Brattice”). A brattice is a form of 

Medieval balcony of stone on a fortress through which archers may shoot arrows if slitted, or 

take cover if not. In that tale, the unfaithful wife is surprised by the unanticipated return of her 

husband, and to escape detection, the doomed paramour dashes into the unslitted brattice just off 

the married couple’s bedroom. The adulteress swears by a crucifix that the closeted area is 

vacant, but she threatens to leave her husband if he opens it. (Yet another hypocritical Roman 

Catholic, as is Montresor.)   

     The husband calls for a mason to seal it off entirely, and just before the deed is accomplished, 

the woman asks the mason to leave a hole in the wall so that she can peer into it; the last thing 
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she sees are the maddened-with-fear eyes of the man sealed within the cramped space, and for 

several days, she remains in the room with her husband, all the while hearing the muffled agony 

of the man slowly dying a terrible death from dehydration, dampness, and suffocation. In her will 

(a last confession of sorts), she places a fifty-year ban on the estate following her death, nodding 

to the fifty years after which Montresor’s secret is finally made known. It is because of the 

resolute Self-ishness, pitilessness, and remorseless nature of Balzac’s character that we are to 

realize that the same qualities are attendant to Montresor, who also never repents of his crime, 

who also peered in on the agony he caused for his victim, and who also disregarded the many 

opportunities from which the victim could be rescued from such wretched conditions. They are 

heartless, selfish monsters the both of them, but still human, all too human; Poe intends for the 

readers to serve in the capacity of horrified jury members, passing condemnation on the 

murderers. 

     That such horrors are not limited to the realm of fiction is evidenced in another published 

account of a live burial, recounted in Joel T. Headley’s 1844 work, “A Man Built in a Wall,” an 

article with which Poe is known to have been familiar. In that journal item, Headley recounts a 

visit he made with several acquaintances to the Italian town of Don Giovanni, where, in a niche 

of the wall at the Church of St. Lorenzo, the tourists were shown a skeleton of a presumably 

large and powerful man, left undisturbed until discovered by workmen attending to repairs of the 

edifice, just some few years earlier than their tour of it. The piece is important to “Cask” 

because, even though walling victims alive was a known practice of Medieval Roman 

Catholicism (visited upon nuns and monks who violated their vows, for example, albeit not 

commonly), the manner in which the deed is described is very reminiscent of the manner in 
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which Montresor proceeds, and one is painted a vivid picture of what a hellish mental, 

emotional, and physical experience it must have been for the victim, something only imagined in 

the Poe tale. (This person was walled up alive in a church, being an unholy act in what is meant 

to be a sacred space, serving to magnify the perversion of justice, absence of mercy, and refusal 

to walk humbly before God.)  

     Writes Headley of this gruesome find, 

      and though it is but a skeleton, the whole attitude and aspect give one the impression of a 

death of agony ... An English physician was with me, and inured to skeletons as he was, his 

countenance changed as he gazed on it ... he made no reply to the repeated questions I put 

him, but kept gazing, as if in a trance. It was not till after we left that he would speak of it, 

and then his voice was low and solemn, as if he himself had seen the living burial. Said he, 

“That man died by suffocation, and he was built up alive in that wall ... He was packed into 

the rough wall, and built over, beginning at the feet” ... By the dim light of lamps, whose rays 

scarcely reached the lofty ceiling, the stones were removed before the eyes of the doomed 

man, and measurement after measurement taken, to see if the aperture was sufficiently large 

... At length the opening was declared large enough, and he was lifted into it. The workman 

began at the feet, and with his mortar and trowel built up with the same carelessness he would 

exhibit in filling any broken wall. The successful enemy stood leaning on his sword — a 

smile of scorn and revenge on his features — and watched the face of the man he hated, but 

no longer feared ... It was slow work fitting the pieces nicely, so as to close up the aperture 

with precision ... With care and precision the last stone was fitted in the narrow space — the 

trowel passed smoothly over it — a stifled groan, as if from the centre of a rock, broke the 

stillness — one strong shiver, and all was over. The agony had passed — revenge was 

satisfied, and a secret locked up for the great revelation day. (Collected Tales 1254) 

 

     It is clear from Poe’s borrowing from multiple sources—Scripture, Franklin’s bagatelle, 

Donne’s religious meditation, Balzac’s short story, Headley’s article—that Poe truly possesses 

the talent to recombine materials in new and improved ways, for “Cask” is a tale which resonates 

with readers long after it has been read: Even if those other sources are not forgotten, they do not 

have the type of impact Poe’s tale has been known to have on its audiences. Poe’s alchemical 

transmutation dramatizes Donne, imbues Balzac’s story with moral aspect, edifies Franklin’s 

bagatelle, and immortalizes Headley’s account, resulting in pure literary gold, a sentiment which 
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Mabbott evidently shares, offering himself that Poe “transmuted his material as only a man of 

genius can” (Collected Tales 1255).  Perhaps it would be additionally helpful to offer a brief 

examination of a few of his comments regarding a small handful of other Poe tales which are 

drawn into the discussion of the other tales.  

“Imp”  

 

     Mabbott’s commentary on “Imp” offers no analyses whatsoever, and merely points to what he 

believes is a possible source of inspiration for it, that being Lady Georgiana Fullerton’s novel of 

1844, Ellen Middleton (Collected Tales 1218). Mabbott thinks this to be the case since Poe knew 

the work, a story in which the titular character accidentally kills her young cousin, only then to 

have her own conscience convict her that she is guilty of murder instead of manslaughter, despite 

a lack of intent on her part to bring about the death. This simply cannot be the “theme” which 

Poe borrowed, as Mabbott suggests, for the precise opposite typifies the Lucifer-figure tales, in 

which there is a considerable amount of working towards the black deeds or nefarious plotting 

involved prior to the deaths of the victims. (The narrator of “Imp” confesses that he rejected “a 

thousand schemes” before settling on the toxic candle to do away with his victim.) Whereas 

Ellen’s crime is manslaughter, the crimes of the Lucifer-figures are murders in the first degree. 

Also, whereas Ellen is much aggrieved and repentant as a result of the death she has brought 

about, the Lucifer-figures remain remorseless and unrepentant to their very ends.  

     The only other thing which Mabbott does here is point to the critic Benjamin De Casseres, 

whose opinion Mabbott apparently shares. What is this opinion? That the description of the 

phenomenon which the mad narrator in “Imp” insists represents the true nature of Man is 

actually Poe’s own opinion, as the critic asks, “Why should Nature, which does everything to 
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cause us to fight for self-survival, put a voice — or an imp — in our soul that deliberately 

advises us to destroy ourselves?” (Mabbott Collected Tales 1217) But Poe would never credit 

“Nature” instead of Nature’s God with creating Man and imparting him with this aspect of his 

human nature.  

     Moreover, as a traditional biblical moralist, Poe would understand that God would never do 

such a thing as give Man this spirit of perversity, for it is entirely the product of human free will. 

In the same way which Scripture teaches that Lucifer was created perfect until the day sin was 

found in him (meaning not placed in him by God), God creates Man and it is the volition of Man 

which perverts the human heart, for it makes zero sense whatsoever that God wills human 

perversity; it would make no sense for Him to condemn and punish it were He to will it. The 

Devil is a liar—so says Jesus—but critics count the Lucifer-figure narrators as being wholly 

reliable. Are they truthful in recounting many of the facts of their dark and disturbed histories? 

      Yes, but Satan is a counterfeiter, and as every successful counterfeit requires a great 

semblance to veracity in order to make it work. Poe’s critics should know better. Most of them, 

though, have been “had” by the narrators of “Imp” and “Cat” in their monologues concerning 

perversity—monologues offered by perverse souls and minds; what seems straight to them 

should be understood as being crooked. 

“Hop-Frog” 

 

     Of “Hop-Frog,” Mabbott chiefly points to three sources of inspiration—the 138th chapter of 

the Jean Froissart’s fourteenth-century historical survey of Western Europe during the Medieval 

Period (Chronicles of Froissart), Evert A. Duyckinck’s article “Barbarities of the Theater,” and a 

story called “Frogère and the Emperor Paul” (about Czar Paul I of Russia). The only thing he 
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offers by way of commentary are these two sentences: “The reader is expected to sympathize 

with the murderous dwarf, but the vengeance is too much for poetic justice. The story is notable 

mainly as a terrible exposition of the darkness of a human soul” (Collected Works 1343). Indeed, 

the punishment far exceeds the crime, therefore in its disproportion, it is a grotesquery of 

injustice; that the justice cannot be poetic underscores the connection between morality and 

aesthetics. True, very true, the tale is a terrible exposition of the darkness of a human soul—

which is precisely Poe’s point. Kudos to Mabbott herein. 

“Mummy” 

 

     Mabbott thinks “Mummy” is Poe’s way of poking fun of the Egyptian Revival craze which 

swept across America (and especially the Eastern coastal cities), but one must bear in mind that 

Poe himself was just as enthralled by aspects of it as well as were his contemporaries, especially 

when it came to interest in the decipherment of the Rosetta Stone, first discovered in 1799 but 

not decoded by Champollion until the second quarter of the subsequent century.  Poe was not 

making fun of the Egyptian craze, merely utilizing it as a framing device for the tale. (Most 

Americans, including Poe, would have been made aware of the findings via Sir James 

Wilkinson’s two-volume, English-language Manners and Customs of the Ancient Egyptians 

(1837, 1841) and the popular lectures of George Robins Gliddons. Gliddons” lectures were the 

basis for his 1843 Ancient Egypt, on which Poe drew largely for the tale. Mabbott lists several 

other known and likely sources on Egyptology, as well as an unattributed humorous tale from 

1832 called “A Letter from a Revived Mummy” (Collected Works 1175).) 

      Mabbott is correct in stating that the tale satirizes Progressivism, for Poe did not share the 

faith of the naïve or smug human perfectionists of his day, who preached self-improvement ad 
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infinitum, being contra-biblical apostates, atheists, or anti-theists. Mabbott explains: “The idea 

that the ancients were far more advanced scientifically than has generally been supposed was 

propounded by Louis Dutens in 1766. He believed they knew about electricity, telescopes, 

microscopes, and the circulation of the blood” (Collected Works 1175).  

     The revived mummy in Poe’s tale, Count Allamistakeo, pooh-poohs all of the alleged 

progress of the nineteenth century as described by the tale’s narrator, Dr. Ponnonner, and the 

Count contends that everything was superior in his day and culture. Their names are puns, with 

the good doctor’s suggesting having one’s nose pulled; Poe famously stated that a mob could be 

easily led by its nose, and to have your nose pulled means someone has teased or mocked you for 

being gullible.  

    The mummy, of course, is a liar; in the first place, there are no Egyptians who bore the title 

“Count,” reserved for members of the European aristocracy. If the pharaohs’ names are known, 

he cannot claim to be of royal descent, but if he desires to elevate himself above “mere” mortals, 

then he must have a title which signifies that smug superiority, thus he invents for himself the 

title. In the second place, he boasts of his kingdom’s magnificent edifices, and speaks of an 

“insignificant building” located outside of Thebes at the suburb of “Carnac,” and he describes 

this “inferior palace” consisting of “a hundred and forty-four columns, thirty-seven feet in 

circumference, and twenty-five feet apart” (Poe 460). 

      One is tempted to believe he means the world-famous Temple Complex at Karnak, which 

was known even before Poe’s age (by the 16th century), but the mummy is an exaggerator, whose 

boasts outstrip the actual achievements of known Egyptian architecture. The Egyptians utilized a 

form of sacred geometry; the Temple Complex at Karnak has 134 columns, which are 31.4 feet 
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in circumference (10 feet in diameter x 3.14, or Pi). In short, everything which the mummy states 

should be taken with a grain of salt, as he pulls the nose of his gullible audience; Poe even makes 

a poke at the American printing presses for not having hieroglyphic typesetting, a jest at the 

American public’s predilection for lazy and uncritical surface readings (a jest which applied to 

his critics, no less). 

“Conversation”  

 

     Mabbott refers to this work as the first of Poe’s three “Platonic Dialogues,” the other two 

being “Colloquy” and “Power,” and he echoes the opinion of Ducykink, who thought they were 

concerned with life and death, the natural and the supernatural, and the “arches that span the 

spaces between” (Collected Tales 451). The destruction of the World by celestial fire certainly 

hearkens to biblical apocalypticism, and there were many sightings of meteor showers and a 

succession of comets within Poe’s adulthood, phenomena which generally aroused much 

excitement in religious communities as well as scientific ones, for they long have been 

considered divine omens or judgments.  

     Mabbott points to an 1838 story by S. Austin, Jr. called “The Comet,”  which likely inspired 

Poe. In that story, a humungous comet whips up tremendously powerful tidal waves which 

drown out humanity; this climactic phenomenon is not mimetic of the end time destruction of 

Revelation, but more so of the Noahide flooding of Genesis, and since God swore never again to 

destroy the world by flood, Poe must devise other “legitimate causes” or natural phenomenon by 

which to end the World (Collected Tales 451).  

     He finds it, relates Mabbott, in Thomas Dick’s 1823 Christian Philosopher, a work in which 

the author proposes that, should God so decree that the composition of the gaseous elements of 
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the Earth’s atmosphere be altered to an ignitable state, “from what we know of its nature, we are 

warranted to conclude, that instantly a universal conflagration would commence throughout all 

the kingdoms of nature” (Collected Works 453-454). Mabbott offers no critical analyses of this 

work, but he informs: “Poe’s imagination supplied a comet with an affinity for nitrogen. Like 

Dick, he calls the atmosphere a compound, where the word mixture is proper” (Collected Works 

454).  

     Poe is typically very careful with his word choices; has he erred herein, or is the terminology 

he selects deliberately suggestive? The difference between a compound and a mixture is that the 

reactive components lose their original properties in a compound, but they may be retained in a 

mixture; mixtures can have their components separated physically (e.g., by filtering), but 

compounds can only have them separated chemically (e.g., by distillation).  

     As gasses can be separated and retain their original properties, Mabbott correctly notes that 

the atmosphere which is made up by them should be called a mixture. Poe’s use of the word 

“compound” is likely symbolic, indicating that the original state of Man as sinless can never be 

regained (that his original property is lost), and that the evil which men do has become so 

compounded that the destructive trajectory established by him cannot be reversed or undone—

that no extraction is possible (as when Lot was spared from the destruction of Sodom and 

Gomorrah), the entirety of humanity having been perverted by the wicked ideology of Poe’s 

time.  

     Mabbott relates that a short article accompanied the story when published, called “Destruction 

of the World” (which he thinks was penned by Poe). In that piece, the author concedes that the 

Earth is in no such danger at present, that such a comet would not prove wholly fatal, even if it 
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were to strike the planet, and that the “Conversation” merely speculates as to the mode of 

scientific annihilation which might correspond with biblical prophecy.  

     But the author adds three more things: (1) there can be no guarantee that future grave dangers 

might not suddenly manifest and imperil the planet; (2) readers should be mindful that scientific 

awareness of the mechanics of natural phenomena is not incompatible with a “firm reliance upon 

the wisdom and goodness of the Deity”; and, importantly (3) “The views embodied in this 

conversation are in strict accordance with philosophical speculation” (Collected Tales 454-455). 

That is not scientific speculation, but “philosophic speculation,” a phrase which suggests that the 

tale, paired with the article, is meant as an attack against metaphysics which are not compatible 

with a firm reliance upon the wisdom and goodness of God, i.e., the German Idealism and/or 

American Transcendentalism which he mocks and derides in the apocalyptic tale. 

“Colloquy” 

 

     This is the second of the tales in the apocalyptic visions trio; whereas Mabbott refers to them 

as “Platonic Dialogues” earlier, he now calls them imaginary “dialogues of blessed spirits in 

Heaven” (Collected Works 607). Mabbott thinks the tale takes up a popular theme of Poe’s, that 

being the examination of the allegedly indeterminate boundaries between the natural world and 

that of the supernatural, and he quotes Poe’s 1844 “The Premature Burial,” to wit: “The 

boundaries that divide Life from Death are at the best shadowy and vague. Who shall say where 

the one ends and the other begins?” (Collected Works 607).  

     This very well may be one of Poe’s themes, but Scripture is very clear that there are no gray 

areas, that the boundaries are sharp, and that once crossed, they may not be crossed back again; 

the beggar Lazarus is not permitted to cross over the great and divisive chasm into the bosom of 

https://www.eapoe.org/works/mabbott/tom2t046.htm
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Abraham to join the rich man, nor is either permitted to return to Earth to warn the rich man’s 

brothers; necromancy is absolutely verboten; and, “ever the silver cord be loosed, or the golden 

bowl be broken, or the pitcher be broken at the fountain, or the wheel broken at the cistern. Then 

shall the dust return to the earth as it was: and the spirit shall return unto God who gave it” (Eccl. 

12:6-7).  

     In other words, no mesmeric revelation is possible, nor reincarnation, nor metempsychosis, 

nor any of the other phenomena suggested in Poe’s tales which instead may be attributed to 

“legitimate causes”. Here, too, Mabbott offers no analyses of the tale, but he does attest that it 

emphasizes Poe’s disdain for Progressivism and Scientism, indicated, he says by Poe’s statement 

elsewhere about New York’s edifices (in a letter dating to 1846), that being: “The spirit of 

Improvement has withered them with its acrid breath” (Collected Works 607). Mabbott errs with 

every other critic which I have encountered to date, in thinking that Poe denounces political 

democracy in the tale, failing to realize that the “radical Democracy” against which Poe rails is 

the levelling of the hierarchy and lumping into one another God, Man, and the World, as 

preached by the American Transcendentalists.  

“Power” 

 

    Of this final apocalyptic tale, Mabbott states that it addresses various philosophical concerns, 

and he directly associates it with Eureka, another philosophically-driven work. Says Mabbott: 

“Poe faced in this story the problem of creation and took the position that God created only in the 

beginning” (Collected Works 1210). Well, that is the biblical position, therefore one would 

expect Poe to adopt it. But do the characters? No, for the one explains to the other how even the 

beings which are not God have the power to create through their own words—and this is Poe’s 

https://www.eapoe.org/works/mabbott/tom3t025.htm
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way of representing the German Idealists, who believed that they created “new worlds” simply 

by fiat pronouncements of their own, that the world was however their wills re-presented or 

fashioned it in their own minds and by their own volition.  

     The lesson, of course, is that all creation which is not of the God of Scripture is not only 

inferior but is destined for destruction, for only God can perfectly plan right down to the atomic 

(now sub-atomic) level every particle of the Universe so as to interact in perfect harmony with 

every other particle. Man’s desire to know did not lead to his happiness—it led to his sorrow, 

suffering, alienation from God (in being exiled from the Garden of Eden), and eventual 

destruction (it introduced death into the World). 

      In short, it was the lie of the Serpent which promised happiness and power to mankind in 

defying God by seeking “to know” the power of words viz. defining good and evil for 

themselves. Truly it may be stated that the Devil is the first Postmodernist, for he calls into 

question the truth and reality which God has instituted and expressed; the Serpent in the Garden 

says to Eve “Ye shall not surely die,” causing her to reject objective truth, and he assures her that 

she and Adam “shall be as gods,” causing her to doubt and thereafter deny objective reality. (The 

Devil uses the legally binding word “shall” for both of these lies, in order to give them the 

semblance of authority and credibility, just as the falsehoods of Postmodernism insist on legal 

constructs to contend as workable and ethical their delusional and apostate alternatives to 

godliness and goodness.) 

     Mabbott offers no direct analysis of the work, but he quotes a review by Poe from 1836, 

which, referring to the beautiful, the sublime, and the mystical, offers: “Thence spring 

immediately admiration of the fair flowers, the bright valleys and rivers and mountains of the 
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Earth — and love of the gleaming stars and other burning glories of Heaven — and, mingled up 

inextricably with this love and this admiration of Heaven and Earth, the unconquerable desire — 

to know”  (Collected Tales 1201-1211). To know what or whom? The glory of God and His 

person. 

     Presumably, Mabbott thinks this tale is the chief representation of that idea, for he opines that 

such a desire is integral to all three of the apocalyptic vision tales. But he states that the narrator 

is saved by his own mental activity, that the narrator’s curiosity is a means of self-salvation; Poe 

would never agree. Here, too, Poe is criticizing German Idealism and the American 

Transcendentalism fed by it. The tale opens with Agathos explaining to Oinos: “Not even here is 

knowledge a thing of intuition” (Poe “Power”).  (Intuition involves apprehension, but knowledge 

requires external or objective confirmation for comprehension, the prefix “com” indicating 

“with,” in like manner of honest double witness needful to establish a fact.)  

     The phrase “not even here” means that intuition is not the means by which knowledge of the 

Truth may be gained in either Heaven or Earth, nor is it the faculty in which Truth may be 

accessible in either the natural or supernatural planes of existence. This, of course, is a slam at 

the Emersonian praise of intuition as the faculty by which divine and moral truths may be 

discerned. Poe is also mocking scientific Positivism, for Oinos inquires of Agathos: “But, since 

we grow hourly in knowledge, must not at last all things be known?” (Poe “Power”)  

     Think on Auguste Comte’s firm belief that nothing will be unknown by Man, given time 

enough; Poe reminds his readers that even in an exalted or higher state of existence, we remain 

inferior to God and shall never rival Him in power, excellency, and knowledge. (This, of course, 

is one of the lessons of the Book of Job.) Agathos responds that the desire to know is not the 
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same as knowing, and that our happiness lies in the gaining of knowledge, not in the possession 

of it—words which are very reminiscent of celebrated autodidact and science fiction author Isaac 

Asimov’s famous quote, “The true delight is in the finding out rather than in the knowing.”  

     A full analysis of “Power” is not possible herein, but suffice it to state that the quote which 

Mabbott gleans from the tale is not meant to be synonymous with the quote gleaned from Poe’s 

review, for the tale’s valuation of the desire to know is meant to signify the perpetuity of Man’s 

inferiority to God, whereas the quote from the review is meant to convey that poetic sentiment is 

a response to natural phenomena involving a desire to know the supernal realm and its Creator.  

     In the review quote, Poe uses words which describe responsive action to natural 

phenomena—“admiration of,” “love of,” and “desire to know”. There are three responses to 

sublime beauty, which indicate its association with the supernal or mystical Divine, while critics 

only focus here on the last one.  These three responses, combined, are meant to be our proper 

responses to Nature’s God, and not merely Nature; we are meant, by God, to admire (or revere) 

Him, love Him, and know Him. Nature is a means by which we are able to connect with and 

appreciate God, not the natural world or ourselves as a part of it (for we are apart from it, per 

Genesis 1).  

     Mabbott’s final commentary alludes to Poe’s 1845 letter to Professor George Bush (which 

Poe appended to a copy of “Mesmeric Revelation”), in which Poe expressed an interest in Bush’s 

work titled “The Future Condition of Man,” indicating that the appended tale touched upon many 

of the ideas raised in Bush’s work.  Perhaps Mabbott only does so because the apocalyptic tale 

seems to focus on that theme of futurity, for there is no other point in mentioning it in relation to 

“Power”. Bush was a professor of Hebrew and Oriental Literature at the University of New 
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York, and Poe analyzed him in his 1846 series dealing with the signatures of  “The New York 

Literati”; it was not a flattering portrait, for Poe writes of Bush, essentially, that he has embraced 

and promulgated great apostasy, being a mesmerist and a Swedenborgian, and Poe even 

associates him with paganism: “In respect to the arrangement about his study, he has many of the 

Magliabechian habits” (Poe “Literati”).  

     The term “Magliabechain” may refer to one of two things, the first being the Codex 

Magliabechiano, an ancient text which features the rituals involving human sacrifice to the Aztec 

deities—not unlike Roderick’s study featuring a book of ritual prayers involving vigils for the 

dead in “Usher”. The second could be a reference to Giovanni Boccaccio’s Zibaldone 

Magliabechiano, a mid-14th century notebook in which the famed Italian author was copying a 

religious biography of the Islamic prophet Muhammed, indicated by Boccaccio’s title of De 

Maumeth propheta Saracenorum, Venetus. (“Zibaldone” means “heap of things,” indicating a 

miscellaneous jumble or unconnected musings, and the text is named after the librarian 

Magliabechi; “Venetus” indicates that Boccaccio was copying from the Venetian friar and 

historian, Paolino Veneto (“Zibaldone Magliabechiano”).)  

     Whereas Poe admires Bush’s geniality and his ability, he opposes the man’s heretical ideas, 

offering: “Of late days he has created a singular commotion in the realm of theology by his 

‘Anastasis,’ or the Doctrine of the Resurrection: in which it is shown that the Doctrine of the 

Resurrection of the Body is not sanctioned by Reason or Revelation,” adding that one might be 

persuaded by the arguments put forth by Bush, “provided we admit the imaginary axioms from 

which it starts” (“Power”). Poe clearly does not admit them, given his insistence on traditional 

biblical (Protestant) doctrines and beliefs, as evidenced throughout the tales. 

https://www.eapoe.org/works/misc/litratb1.htm#bushgeor
https://referenceworks.brillonline.com/entries/christian-muslim-relations-i/zibaldone-magliabechiano-COM_25462


1157 

      (In biblical times, the Jewish Sanhedrin, the body of religious authorities, was comprised of 

Pharisees and Sadducees; the Sadducees denied the possibility of resurrection of the body, 

therefore Poe, as a traditional Christian, would have found a Sadducee-spirited doctrine to be 

apostasy.) 

3.9  Poe: A Single Candle Denying and Defining the Darkness531 

 

“Since love grows within you, so beauty grows. For love is the beauty of the soul.”532 

 

     From a web blog penned by a Roman Catholic nun in Dublin, Ireland (going simply by the 

name of Sister Mary-Louise), the connection between Beauty and Holiness which Poe embraced 

is made explicit. After first noting that for a solid millennium, Saint Augustine of Hippo’s 

Confessions was the most popular “manual” on spiritual life in all of Christendom until the 

publication of Thomas a Kempis’ Imitation of Christ, she directs attention to the tenth chapter of 

Confessions, in which St. Augustine admits to God: “‘Late have I loved you, O Beauty ever 

ancient, ever new, late have I loved you!  You were within me, but I was outside, and it was 

there that I searched for you.  In my unloveliness I plunged into the lovely things which you 

created’” ("Pilgrim's Progress")  

     Here, then, Beauty is clearly regarded in terms of the supernal, as God Himself. Just as 

traditional Christianity teaches that God is both Truth and Goodness themselves, so are Beauty 

and Holiness. In fact, Beauty and Holiness are tangential, just as Poe perceives Taste to be that 

which appeals to our better nature in drawing us closer to God; the way in which we are drawn 

closer to God (or made holy, so as to be in close communion with a holy God) is by fulfilling our 

legal obligations to love others, a love which then compels us to act on their behalf as if on our 

own—that is where Moral Sense comes into play, and why it is in such close relation to Taste. 

http://pilgrimsprogresspddm.blogspot.com/2014/08/love-is-beauty-of-soul-st-augustine.html
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(Scripture relates that God has commanded us to be holy, as He is holy, meaning “set apart” in 

righteousness; see, e.g., Lev. 11: 44-45, 19:12, 20:26, 1 Pet. 1:15-16.)  

     Here also is the distinction between Poe’s ideas regarding supernal Beauty as the means by 

which Man and the World could be saved, as opposed to the German Idealists’ (Schiller, e.g.) 

notion of “the lovely things” of the Arts being a source of mankind’s salvation. Writes Poe in his 

“Colloquy” regarding the self-wrought annihilation of Man and the World (meaning not the 

result of God’s divine wrath, but a trajectory taken to its logical conclusion): 

     Alas! we had fallen upon the most evil of all our evil days. The great “movement” — that 

was the cant term — went on: a diseased commotion, moral and physical. Art — the Arts — 

arose supreme, and, once enthroned, cast chains upon the intellect which had elevated them to 

power. Man, because he could not but acknowledge the majesty of Nature, fell into childish 

exultation at his acquired and still-increasing dominion over her elements. Even while he 

stalked a God in his own fancy, an infantine imbecility came over him. As might be supposed 

from the origin of his disorder, he grew infected with system, and with abstraction. He 

enwrapped himself in generalities […] Yet this evil sprang necessarily from the leading evil, 

Knowledge. Man could not both know and succumb […] But now it appears that we had 

worked out our own destruction in the perversion of our taste, or rather in the blind neglect of 

its culture in the schools. For, in truth, it was at this crisis that taste alone — that faculty 

which, holding a middle position between the pure intellect and the moral sense, could never 

safely have been disregarded — it was now that taste alone could have led us gently back to 

Beauty, to Nature, and to Life. (Poe 596) 

 

     The greatest evil to befall mankind is the “cant” of Kant, which infected the moral and 

physical worlds, for German Idealism both equates Man with God (in terms of its categorical 

imperative as the grounding of ethics), and advocates the fantasy that Man is also a creator 

simply by means of imposing his will on the World which God created—in short, that the World 

is as Man re-presents it. Formation is not creation, nor is mere arrangement—innovation, 

perhaps, but true creation is ex nihlio, and as matter can be neither created nor destroyed by Man, 

only altered, no Man can claim to create the World as the result of mere subjective imposition of 

his own will.  
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     Friedrich von Schiller, a post-Kantian German Idealist philosopher who was a contemporary 

of Poe’s, thought that the “the Arts” would save mankind, and Poe is mocking that German 

fantasy of destructiveness; if anything, Poe leads his readers to understand that the worship of the 

Creation (Nature) or of Man’s achievements (the Arts, or “lovely things”) only can produce the 

exact opposite result—total destruction of Man and the World. (It is partly because of this type 

of German indoctrination of their own people that the shock of the First World War is so great to 

the young men who populate Erich Maria Remarque’s 1928 novel All Quiet on the Western 

Front.  

     That book begins with several young men at their studies, undoubtedly being schooled with 

such foolish idealistic notions, and then being plunged into a level of barbarism or 

“unloveliness” which their studies never prepared them to anticipate or endure. They all die by 

the book’s conclusion, even the narrator.) The “perversion of our taste” to which Poe refers is the 

disproportionate emphasis on the merely aesthetic application, which detracts from the moral 

application, a “grotesquery” touted by the Germans in their “cant”. Taste leads one back to 

Beauty, to Nature, and to Life because God is Beauty, is the God of Nature, and is Life. (God 

could never be Nature, for the World is a discrete entity in the hierarchy of Genesis 1. Scripture 

relates that all things “are and were” created by God, and that for His good pleasure; see, e.g., 

Psa. 104:24-25 and Rev. 4:11.)  

     When Poe writes here that Man can be lead back to Nature, he means that the focus will shift 

away from Man as the object of his own worship and that he will once again marvel and be in 

awe the natural world which only God could have created, therefore directing Man back to God 

via an appreciation of the natural World—to enable him to contemplate and worship God, just as 
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the mariner in “Descent” is awed by the terrific maelström, and just as the seafaring mariner in 

Coleridge’s “Rime” is humbled by his recognition of the handiwork of God in the sea serpents—

serpents having the unloveliest of associations, in Scripture, for by the power and love of God, 

even the crooked is made straight, and the lowly things of the earth attain sanctification, for all 

things are possible with God. 

     The “unloveliness” of which St. Augustine speaks is spiritual grotesquery, and spiritual 

ugliness is made manifest in the sinfulness of the material world. Schiller’s cry for devotion to 

“the Arts” as a means of salvation is destined to fall short without the moral aspect of Beauty 

which had long been the Western tradition before the Germans started tinkering with it and 

severing it from the aesthetic aspect. Writes Sister Mary-Louise: 

     It seems we are all drawn to beauty in some way, but we are not all moved by it to 

contemplate and worship God. We thirst for the divine connection with our Creator. People 

listen to glorious sacred music or visit opulent cathedrals, but while delighting in the beauty 

of the art therein, they appear to see these as hallmarks of mankind's creativity and thus 

glorify man more than God. God’s beauty is what draws us to God, and this includes the 

mystery and glory of Christ on the cross, the utter distortion of divine-human beauty and yet 

its complete fulfilment. “Only Beauty will save the world” was the phrase of the Russian poet 

and writer Fyodor Dostoyevsky. Another writer Paul Tillich believed that the word beauty has 

become so associated with what is “pretty” that a substitute for it needs to be found. He 

preferred to talk about the expressive power of works of art. For him, all forms of art evoke 

truth, truth of eye and ear and mind. When the attempt to produce something beautiful is 

separated from truth the result is mere sentimentality […] Hans Urs von Balthasar, the 20th 

century's most notable writer on the theology of beauty stated that: “We can be sure that 

whoever sneers at Beauty's name, as if she were the ornament of a bourgeois past, whether he 

admits it or not, can no longer pray and soon will no longer be able to love.” (“Pilgrim’s 

Progress,” emphasis mine) 

 

     It is interesting that she speaks of “the utter distortion” of Beauty and relates it to that event 

which is regarded as being the ugliest of acts in Christian history, the crucifixion of Jesus of 

Nazareth. Dostoyevsky was a writer whose works are deeply concerned with the problems of 

good and evil, with faith and unbelief, with self-willfulness and self-sacrifice, therefore his use 
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of the term “beauty” is much more in keeping with Poe’s spiritual signification than it is with 

Schiller’s. Tillich’s lament pertains to the severance of the moral from the aesthetic, the divorce 

of the moral truths which produces an appreciation of mere prettiness in the World but which 

produces only ugliness in Man. 

      And Tillich’s insistence on the expressive power of works of art is but a re-articulation of 

Poe’s notion of effect and of poetic sentiment being a response to Beauty (and Beauty not being 

simply an inherent property of an object). But it is the quote by von Balthasar which really drives 

home the message, for those who perceive of Beauty merely in the decorative or ornamental 

sense of the term (“the Arts”) are not inclined to worship God because, as Sister Mary-Louise 

offers, they are too wrapped up in the achievements of Man and began to worship the Creature 

instead of the Creator. When one no longer worships God, then one does not feel beholden to 

abide by the authority of His Law, which is, after all, a Law of Love, for on the two greatest 

commandments of Scripture hang all the Law (directing us to our fellow man) and the Prophets 

(directing us back to God). Schiller’s conception leads to Self-idolatry, but Poe’s looks upwards 

to God, the ultimate supernal Beauty .Poe was a spiritual lamp, whose works were meant to be a 

light unto the feet of his readership; ‘tis pity that they have not yet discerned that he cursed the 

metaphysical darkness of his day.     

3.10 “The Forgotten Church” as the Church of Satan? 

 

“The evil that men do lives after them; the good is oft interred with their bones.”533 

 

     It is somewhat ironic that our explanation of Beauty herein relies on Roman Catholic writers, 

given that early America was considerably hostile to their religion. As to whether or not Poe 

himself was, that has never been resolutely confirmed by any biographical texts or known 
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encounters. Whereas it is very true that Poe’s Lucifer-figures appear mostly to be “good 

Catholics” or have an “unhealthy interest” in Roman Catholicism (Montresor, Roderick, Ligeia, 

e.g.)—and the same may be said of Brockden Brown’s villains (Carwin) and Hawthorne’s 

(“Father” Hooper”)—no direct statement was uncovered in course of research for this paper 

wherein any condemnation of Roman Catholics was directly stated. Poe might have been 

drawing on popular belief, in order to strengthen his allusions, for if papists are commonly 

reckoned to be wicked, then readers can count on papism to signal an excessively wicked 

character. (Poe reportedly got along quite well with the Jesuits he befriended at the local 

university late in his life.) 

      Only one work encountered in researching this paper specifically deals with Poe and Roman 

Catholicism. An excellent pamphlet from 2000 by Michael L. Burdick, “Usher’s Forgotten 

Church? Edgar Allan Poe and Nineteenth-Century American Catholicism,” does an admirable 

job of spelling out Poe’s utilization of Roman Catholic doctrine and tradition in three of his 

tales—“Morella” (1835), “Ligeia” (1838), and “Eleonora” (1841). Positing an incredibly 

intriguing theory, Burdick thinks this trio of tales which feature female protagonists is meant to 

signify the “Mysteries of the Rosary,” a tradition of Roman Catholicism which commemorates 

various moments of great importance in the lives of Mary and Jesus of Nazareth.  

     A rosary is a string or chain of beads utilized in prayers to help aid and keep track of one’s 

devotional meditations, which are arranged in sets of ten “Hail Marys” called “decades,” each of 

which is preceded by one recitation of “the Lord’s Prayer” and followed by one “Glory Be” 

prayer. During each set, particular attention is focused on one of each of the fifteen so-called 

“Mysteries of the Rosary”; five “decades” are recited per bead on the chain, which are said in 
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sequence. Famously, the standard of fifteen “mysteries” was established as far back as the 

sixteenth century by Pope Pius V, the pontiff who also divided them into three sets of five which 

correspond to the chronology of the lives of Mary and Jesus—these being called, respective of 

chronology, the Joyful Mysteries, the Sorrowful Mysteries, and the Glorious Mysteries.534  

     For non-practitioners of the “papist religion” so despised in Poe’s day, Burdick quickly 

breaks these Mysteries down. The five Joyful—the Annunciation (by the angel Gabriel), the 

Visitation (to her cousin Elizabeth, mother of St. John the Baptist), the Nativity, the Presentation 

(in the Temple), and the Finding of Jesus in the Temple. These are events which pertain to 

highlights of Mary’s motherhood (child-bearing and child-rearing) of the promised Savior.  The 

five Sorrowful—Jesus’ Agony (in the Garden of Gethsemane), his Scourging, his Crowning with 

Thorns, his Carrying of the Cross, and his Crucifixion. Whilst these are all events directly 

associated with the sufferings of Jesus, they are also construed as incidents having caused his 

mother great sorrow, as she was compelled to endure helplessly witnessing the wrongful 

prosecution, torture, and murder of her beloved child. The five Glorious—the Resurrection (of 

Jesus), the Ascension (of Jesus), the Descent of the Holy Spirit, the Assumption (of Mary into 

Heaven), and the Coronation of the Blessed Virgin (of Mary as the “Queen of Heaven”) (Burdick 

21-22). These last mysteries are all of a post-mortem variety, and the final two are not recounted 

in Scripture proper but have become staples of Roman Catholic doctrine.  

     Offers Burdick: “Reading the three tales in chronological order by date of publication reveals 

a progression similar to that of the Mysteries of the Rosary,” even if though there are no exact 

similarities between Jesus and Mary in these tales (23). Well, yes and no. If we view this trio of 

tales in terms of some of the most basic, basic events depicted in them—childbirth in “Morella,” 



1164 

physical and spiritual agony in “Ligeia” (except it is the Lady Rowena who suffers in that tale), 

and apotheosis in “Eleonora” (all unified by some form of veneration or awe), then one can 

argue for a comparable chronology. But Morella and Ligeia are demonic, being the Lucifer-

figures in their respective tales, and this proposition works only if one excludes the dozens upon 

dozens upon dozens of other aspects of the tales which counter it.  

     Of course, Burdick himself doesn’t believe that Poe “consciously set out” or intended 

mimesis of the Rosary sequences in this trio of tales, for he writes: “I feel that these Church 

doctrines nevertheless provide us with an interesting new fashion of reading [them] […] At the 

very least, we should admit that this coincidence proves most interesting for readers to ponder” 

(23).  No, it is not “interesting” to waste readers’ time speculating on nonsense, for no truth or 

understanding is yielded from such fruitless endeavors. If I were in a conversation with someone 

who wasted my time directing me to chase after knowledge which is not to be found, I will be 

frustrated, disappointed, and extremely irked once I realize that I have been led down a dead end. 

This is but another example of Postmodern “interpretation” which has no weight to it, and is all 

hot air. 

     Where Burdick shines, though, is in his documentation of the Roman Catholicism evidenced 

in Poe’s works, as well as in proving Poe’s familiarity with it is a result of cultural events of 

Poe’s day.  For example, Burdick points out that the name of the character of Morella derives 

from the “famous Venerable Mother Juliana Morell, a sixteenth-century Catholic nun known for 

her intelligence and purity” (24). In the tale, the character is a perverted version of the original, a 

grotesquery in which personality attributes are exaggerated to extreme distortion. Is this a 

condemnation on Poe’s part of Roman Catholicism, or simply another clever means of utilizing 
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information and catering to the prejudices of his American authors, who expected villains to be 

Roman Catholic?  

     Burdick notes that these three tales were written at the same time when that religion was 

rising to prominence in America, and there was great discussion at that time in terms of defining 

“Mary’s pivotal role in salvation” during the 1820s, 1830s, and 1840s (24). (At one point, 

Morella even pleads aloud “Mother of God!,” hinting at her Roman Catholicism.) Marianism 

was a matter of considerable debate during Poe’s lifetime, and therefore religious conventions 

were prone to “high visibility,” says Burdick. He writes: 

     Baltimore, a city with strong Poe associations, served as the hub of American Catholicism, 

becoming the first diocese in the United States and, in 1808, the first American archdiocese. 

In order to ensure that the American Church adhered closely to the doctrines of Rome, a 

series of Provincial Councils was instituted. Eleven meetings took place in Baltimore between 

1791 and 1884, with seven significant provincial councils occurring during Poe’s adulthood. 

All of the gatherings received a great deal of press coverage and helped focus the entire 

nation on the American branch of the Church of Rome. References to at least some of the 

pronouncements made by these councils, one may reasonably assume, were read and 

remembered by Edgar Poe. (Burdick 4). 

 

     Burdick then points out that there was a surge in anti-Catholic activity in the 1830s and 1840s 

at the time these tales were penned, and that important decisions were made at these provincial 

councils, e.g., the first one in 1829 decided that the Douay-Rheims translation would be the 

official English language version of the Holy Bible, that being the only one in which the phrase 

“Holy of Holies” is to be found, a phrase featured in another one of Poe’s tales (4,12). Perhaps 

one of the most curious decisions rendered by the second council (held in October 1833, when 

Poe resided in Baltimore) pertained to the manner in which religious services were to be 

celebrated, as it is then that “the Church, deciding that the liturgy should appeal to all the senses, 

codified the music, singing, candles, vestments, and incense used during the Mass. (This 
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synesthesia—appealing to all the senses simultaneously—and its inherent beauty surely would 

have appealed to the artistic sensibilities of Poe)” (Burdick 4). 

      Well, maybe. Poe’s tale “Colloquy” was written in 1841, and in that work, one character 

describes his experience of dying as a state of simultaneous confusion and heightening of the 

senses, and the tale is one of condemnation. (It is also Poe carrying out the advice given to Suky 

Snobbs in “How to Write a Blackwood Tale,” wherein she is instructed to describe her own 

sensations while dying.) The Roman Catholic Church surely intended the full engagement of the 

senses as a positive, but Poe’s perversion of that experience might be understood as a 

condemnation not of the practice itself but of the religion with which it is affiliated. 

     Although Burdick thinks Poe possibly sympathetic to Roman Catholicism, most of the 

examples which he gleans from Poe’s work seem to contradict that sentiment, for the murderous 

Roderick’s “chief delight” is a Roman Catholic text, and the books which constitute the studies 

of the other Lucifer-figures of Morella and Ligeia also pertain to “mysteries” and occult 

associated with that religion, one which Poe depicts as not being incompatible with the very non-

Christian belief in the transmigration of souls. (Burdick is very clear, though, in his attestation 

that no Christian religion would admit of such a thing, and that Roman Catholicism frowns on 

reincarnation most definitely, although it does not rule out demonic possession, 20-21).  

     In his references to Poe’s “Pinakidia” (the Greek word for “sign”), Burdick quotes an excerpt 

which demonstrates Poe’s familiarity with the history of the pontiffs, a history which would not 

have been common knowledge to someone with a Protestant upbringing, yet Poe writes:  

     “semper sub Sextis Perdita Roma fuit,” [“Always under the sixth ones did Rome find itself 

lost”] was a line written during the pontificate of Alexander VI. Sextus Tarquinius provoked 

by his tyranny the expulsion of the kings of Rome. Urban VI began the great schism of the 
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West. Alexander VI astonished the world by the enormity of his crimes, and Pius VI did not 

falsify the saying. (Burdick 15) 

 

     Burdick himself notes that Poe has singled out some of the “most notoriously corrupt popes,” 

those being Alexander VI and Urban VI, although Burdick thinks Poe is perhaps unfair in 

counting Pius VI amongst this lot, for Pius VI was the pontiff responsible for establishing the 

Vatican Museum and striving to “restore grandeur” to the religion, given that he had the 

misfortune of being in power during the extremely anti-theistic and militantly-hostile-to-Roman 

Catholicism French Revolution of the late eighteenth century.  

     Very probably Burdick is correct when he suspects Poe is lambasting Pius VI for his failure to 

demonstrate sympathy for the poor and starving practitioners of that religion, for Poe writes later 

in “Pinakidia”: “At the bottom of an obelisk which Pius VI was erecting at great expense near 

the entrance of the Quirinale Palace in 1783 [just a quarter-century before Poe’s birth], while 

people were suffering for bread were found written these words….Lord, command that these 

stones be made bread’” (Burdick 15)  

     Whether this is “unfair” of Poe to count him amongst the worst of the pontiffs is a matter of 

personal opinion, but two things here should be pointed out to disprove Burdick’s supposition 

that Poe sympathized with the Roman Catholic Church: (1) the indifference to the starvation of 

the masses afflicted by a bread shortage as demonstrated by a notable figure who simultaneously 

enjoyed a life in the lap of luxury calls immediately to mind the condemnatory words (falsely) 

attributed to Marie Antoinette of “Let them eat cake” (meaning the crust “caked” or stuck to the 

sides and bottom of the baking pan, not the actual sweet pastry); and (2) the words featured at 

the base of the obelisk are actually Satan’s, spoken when he seeks to tempt Jesus in the 

wilderness to defy the Father (Mt. 4:3, Lk. 4:3). 
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      It seems clear from the exclusively condemnatory nature of that religion in his works, then, 

that Poe, same as many of his early American contemporaries, thought that Roman Catholicism 

was the Church of Satan. Roderick’s embrace of that “forgotten church” (compatible with books 

on his shelves which pertained to occult, torture, rituals for the dead, and demonology) signifies 

that he had not abandoned the religion which the multitudes of other Protestant denominations 

denounced as being fit only for the dustbin of history. 

     But what of his unpublished commentary? Burdick points out a little-known fact to anyone 

outside of the scholarly Poe community, that being that Poe had Jesuit neighbors when he lived 

in Fordham, being the priests at St. John’s University (subsequently called Fordham University, 

and located in the Bronx to this day). Burdick thinks it not unlikely that Poe made inquiry about 

the religion when he visited the clerics, and Poe reportedly made good use of their library as 

well, which might account for his knowledge of papal history.  

      Burdick writes that Poe became a close friend of one of the priests, Edward Doucet (1825-

1890), who would have been considerably young at the time (aged 23) and quite younger than 

Poe, and who, incidentally, also served as the school’s librarian for a while.535 Burdick thinks 

there is evidence of Poe’s admiration for his Jesuit neighbors, and the only proof he offers is a 

single quote from a letter written, not by Poe, but by his acquaintance John H. Hopkins (to Marie 

Louise Shew, a mutual acquaintance), in which Poe’s opinion of the clerics next door was, 

alleged to be: “‘They were highly cultivated gentleman and scholars…and smoked, drank, and 

played cards like gentleman and never said a word about religion” (8).  

     Well, it is possible to read this most marginal indicator either as approval or condemnation, 

for if sincerely offered then the priests are seen in an admirable light. But, if Poe was being 
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sarcastic (as he was wont to do), then he is actually subtly condemning them for the same sort of 

hypocrisy which he attributes to Pius VI, in that priests are not supposed to smoke, drink and 

play cards (possibly gamble) as they preach against such things to their own parishioners, 

especially since they do so on the dime of their parishioners. Still, there is a ring of truth to the 

remark, for even in Poe’s day the Jesuits were famous for their scholarly pursuits, a heritage with 

which they are still conversant.536  

     In short, based on extra-textual hearsay consisting of a single statement, one might argue 

Poe’s sympathy for Roman Catholicism, but it would be a poor argument, given the 

superabundance of contra-Catholic elements to be found in his published works; the weight of 

the evidence seems to fall heavily in favor of traditional anti-Catholic sentiment, not surprising 

given that Poe was raised a Southerner, and said sentiment was prevalent in the Anglican -laden 

South. 

     Burdick, then, seems on point when he claims that it is very probable that the doctrines of the 

American Catholic Church influenced Poe’s creative imagination, and even that Poe had more 

than a “mere passing interest” in the religion, albeit most likely for research purposes; it is highly 

doubtful that Burduck’s theory is true that Poe was sympathetic to Roman Catholic doctrine, 

even when he did not reject congenial relations with a small number of Roman Catholics known 

by him. Before leaving Burdick, though, it is worthwhile to point out a few observations he has 

sprinkled throughout his work, especially because they point to the opinions of other well-known 

Poe critics.  

     First, he notes that William Mentzel Forrest identifies many of Poe’s characters as being 

“good Catholics,” adding that Forrest believed Poe was “most naturally” drawn to Roman 



1170 

Catholicism because Poe was a Romanticist (Burdick 2). Many of the German Romanticists were 

drawn to Medieval Catholicism as a unifying force of European religious culture, but Poe had no 

patience with them, and, moreover, was not a Romanticist himself, for many of the very same 

reasons which led him to that impatience, their apostasy being Pantheism, Paganism, or Roman 

Catholicism. He points out the opinions of two of Poe’s biographers, Kenneth Silverman 

believing that Poe “‘was at best indifferent to traditional Christianity,’” while Jeffrey Meyer 

suggests that Poe wrote “‘as if Christianity had never been invented’” (Burdick 3). Burdick also 

adds: “Many readers, no doubt, believe Poe a confirmed atheist, with no ties to God or 

spirituality” (3) These are errors of belief which this paper earnestly strives to remedy. 

     The only other excerpts of note in Burdick’s essay (a transcription of a 1994 lecture given to 

the Edgar Allan Poe Society of Baltimore at its annual commemoration of Poe’s death) are 

mentioned in passing, and speak to Poe’s disdain of the American Transcendentalists, whom 

Burdick indicates were frequently lampooned by Poe (11). Burdick rightly offers that Poe was 

“never one to speak well of the Transcendentalists,” and he quotes Poe’s 1844 critical review of 

R.H. Horne’s latest poetic work.  

     In that review, Poe refers to an earlier work by the author called “Gregory the Seventh,” 

wherein Poe states of it that it was, ‘unhappily, infected with the customary cant of the day—the 

cant of the muddle pates who dishonor a profound and ennobling philosophy by styling 

themselves transcendentalists’” (Burdick 16). Poe uses the phrase “cant of the day” when 

deriding German Idealism in two other tales (“Blackwood” and “Colloquy”), therefore it is used 

there as here in condemnation. Burdick thinks that since the Horne work pertains to a drama 

examining the life of Pope Gregory VII (a highly controversial figure in Roman Catholic papal 
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history), the “proud and ennobling philosophy” to which Poe refers must be the general beliefs of 

Roman Catholicism (16).537  

     Not likely, for Poe is alluding here to the German philosophers (not theologians), whose 

Idealism casts off the sensate Lockean philosophy to which Poe was still much beholden. 

Burdick also suggests that General LaSalle and his troops having rescued the narrator in Poe’s 

“Pit” were likely Roman Catholic, and that they interceded to “save the prisoner from an extreme 

element within their own church” (19). Well, oui et non.  

     LaSalle served in Napoleon Bonaparte’s troops, and Napoleon was famously hostile to 

Roman Catholicism; Napoleon refused to acknowledge pontifical appointments, and he took 

Pope Pius VI hostage in 1798, after defeating the Papal States in 1796. (The pontiff died a 

prisoner the following year. Napoleon signed the famous Concordant of 1801 with the papal 

successor, Pius VII, who conceded to secular appointment of clergy in France in exchange for 

the religion’s abandonment of temporal authority there.) It is highly doubtful, therefore, and very 

improbable that Napoleon would permit a Roman Catholic to serve in the highest possible 

military rank of general. 

      As for Burdick’s referring to the Spanish Inquisitors as “an extreme element” within the 

"(formal decrees) of Pope Sixtus IV, two in particular pertain to the Spanish Inquisition. In his 

now-famous November 1478 “Exigit sinceræ devotionis affectus” (“Sincere Devotion is 

Required”), he authorizes King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella of Spain to appoint Inquisitors so 

as to root out heresy in their country. The infamously cruel and relentless Dominican friar and 

first Grand Inquisitor of Spain Tomás de Torquemada petitioned the papacy on the behalf of the 

Spanish royals. The papal bull from 1478 which replies seems to soften the accusation against 
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the papacy, for in conclusion it reads (using the formal “we” to signify the pontiff, in the same 

way royals do when speaking officially, even to this day): 

     we therefore, wishing to grant your petitions and to apply to these things the suitable 

remedies, are desirous of granting your supplications and permitting three—or at least two—

bishops or archbishops, or other men of good reputation who are secular priests or religious of 

the mendicant or non-mendicant orders, men above forty years of age, of good conscience 

and praiseworthy life, masters or bachelors in theology, either doctors in canon law or 

licentiates carefully examined, God-fearing men, whom you may cause to be selected in 

various cities and dioceses of the said Kingdoms, to take action straightway concerning those 

accused of crimes, and those who conceal or aid and abet them, under the usual jurisdiction 

and authority that law and custom allow to Ordinaries and Inquisitors of heretical depravity. 

(Walsh 460) 

 

     Well, what were these allowances of “usual jurisdiction and authority that law and custom” to 

which the Spanish Inquisitors were entitled? The legal basis for such things are attributable to 

Pope Innocent IV’s papal bull from 1252, called “Ad extirpanda” (“To Torture”), which 

explicitly authorized and called for the use of torture in eliciting confessions of those merely 

accused of heresy; Inquisitors were then granted absolution for using instruments of torture on 

their hapless victims. The bull contended that heretics are “murderers of souls as well as robbers 

of God’s sacraments and of the Christian faith,” and, as such, they are “to be coerced—as are 

thieves and bandits—into confessing their errors and accusing others, although one must stop 

short of danger to life or limb.” 

      There was a clear property interest in this analogy (thieves and murderers had to pay 

restitution), for the State benefitted from the conviction of such accusatory trials, as it was 

granted by the Inquisitors a percentage of the victim’s property, which the State then dutifully 

passed on in part to the Roman Catholic Church. (Even though the religious authorities passed 

judgment, it was left to the State to carry out sentence after torture. This is exactly the pattern of 

the crucifixion of Jesus, for the religious Pharisees condemned him but the Romans only had 

http://www.cathar.info/121295_ad_extirpanda.htm
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authority to carry out sentence of death.) The pontiff placed restrictions on the use of torture, 

including a forbiddance to cause the victim to lose either life or limb; he enacted a double 

jeopardy clause (it could only be used once on the already fleeced victim); and the Inquisitor 

alone had to deem the evidence of the accused to be virtually certain (meaning one could be 

guilty just by reasonable doubt). Is this law consonant with the second greatest commandment, 

on which hangs the sum of God’s Law? Not by a long shot.  

     The papal bull did not forbid causing the victim extreme or prolonged pain, suffering, and 

duress, or permanent repercussions, for it did not prohibit maiming, or cutting, or burning, or 

disfigurement, or dislocating limbs, or stretching victims on a rack, or, as illustrated in actual 

“primers” for torturing methods, even the inventively cruel torture of suspending victims 

(including females) completely naked over a hot metal rod and then ramming it up their anal 

cavities whilst spinning them and whipping them so as to compel utterly bogus confessions 

which would strip them of their goods or property.  

     The bravery of the “bold recusant” of “Pit” is great, indeed, for he had knowledge of the 

many torturous ways of his tormentors.538 All these acts the clerics forgave themselves of 

committing, by papal authority. Many Roman Catholics will point to the Spanish Inquisition as 

an aberration carried out by a fanatical Dominican faction of the religion, but the ugly and 

shameful truth is that the practice of torturing innocents had been standardized “law and custom” 

for at least three centuries before Torquemada was on the scene; a trajectory once established 

often gains momentum and escalates to ruinous extremes, a lesson which Poe often conveyed in 

his morality tales.  It is clear from “Pit” that Poe mitigated no guilt on the part of the Spanish 

Inquisitors, for he paints them as the Lucifer-figures of the tale, very likely disdaining the 
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religion in thinking it guilty of forgiving itself of its own sins, in much the same way he 

condemns his narrator in “Imp” for appealing to his own heart as the means to excuse his own 

sinful behavior and thereby escape culpability (for the act of absolution in Roman Catholicism is 

meant to allow a penitent escape divine retribution for folly and iniquity).  

     Poe does not preach the “mere Christianity” of C.S. Lewis which calls for Roman Catholics 

and Protestant denominations to be reconciled to one another by those beliefs which they share 

in common, and he explicitly rejects the spirit of ecumenical compatibility now called for by the 

Roman Catholic Church with other religions since Pope Paul VI’s 1965 declaratory doctrine of  

“Nostra Aetate”  (“In Our Time”). That Poe advocated Christianity cannot be understood to 

mean that he was in any way sympathetic to Roman Catholicism, for he chooses to cast his light 

on only its troublesome aspects and history, and it is a harsh and unforgiving light, indeed. 

     As stated previously, there is but one book-length examination of the moral undercurrent in 

Poe’s works, Francis Assisi D’Amato’s 1974 unpublished doctoral dissertation, “Moral Vision in 

Edgar Allan Poe”; an online citation search reveals that it is almost completely absent from 

scholarly discussion of Poe’s work. (Given his name, it seems very likely that D’Amato is 

Roman Catholic himself, or at least was raised by parents of that faith.) This is an especially 

surprising result, since D’Amato’s dissertation chair was none other than Eric W. Carlson (whose 

works he quotes and praises liberally in the essay), one of the best known Poe critics of the 

twentieth century.539  

     Even though D’Amato’s work boldly asserts Poe’s moralism, and even though it provides 

textual excerpts from Poe’s works to substantiate his assertion, it fails spectacularly in its 

analysis, even going so far as to actually identify the Lucifer-figures condemned by Poe as 

http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_decl_19651028_nostra-aetate_en.html
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salvific creatures, in essence confusing the anti-Christ for Christ. Astonishingly, D’Amato’s text 

is two hundred pages in length, but it makes no reference to Scripture as being the basis of Poe’s 

moral undercurrent, and does not even including a single biblical citation; there is no mention of 

the Most High God or of Messiah, and even the one instance where he specifically refers to a 

religious text named in one of Poe’s tales (Saint Augustine’s world-famous City of God, in 

“Berenice”), he does not speak to its significance in the tale.  

     (Lucifer-figures are Roman Catholics in the nineteenth-century fiction of Poe, Hawthorne, 

Brockden Brown, and Melville, therefore the book’s inclusion is a hint to the reader that the mad 

narrator is Roman Catholic, and therefore a villain, by implication. There are books in Roderick’s 

library in “Usher” which are Roman Catholic, as are the occult studies of Ligeia in “Ligeia”.)  

     Curiously, what we are left with is an entire essay pertaining to Poe’s moralism without: (1) 

any  foundation provided for that moral code; (2) any discussion of the consequences of 

departing from it; (3)  any proper identification of the villains; and (4) any references to or 

citations of Scripture. As it is the only book-length treatment of Poe’s moral undercurrent, it is 

necessary to examine it at some length, especially since the conclusions it reaches are oftentimes 

summarily at odds with what this dissertation contends. 

     In the first place, D’Amato seems to have fallen into the psychoanalytic trap set for him by 

Carlson and other critics, as the moralism of which he writes is psychological without actually 

utilizing Freudian or Jungian terminology. For example, he writes about what he thinks is central 

to Poe: 

     The psyche is still in conflict with itself and others […] Often presenting humanity 

suffering inner turmoil, in his tales Poe reveals both his aesthetic and moral power. With faith 

and with fortitude, but also with a certain ironic skepticism, he records imaginatively the hell, 

in many instances, around man. But as Poe probes the psychological states of man, he 
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discloses both the demonic and redemptive potential in man’s nature. (D’Amato 81, emphasis 

mine) 

 

     The only truthful statement in that excerpt is that Poe’s tales reveal both his aesthetic and 

moral “power”—everything else is untrue. Poe’s tales do not consist of characters who are 

experiencing psychic conflict; they have seared over their consciences, and they remain 

unrepentant to the last. Poe does not record the hell around man, he exposes the innate 

hellishness within man, since it is the human heart which is the source of wickedness and moral 

perversion.  

     Poe does not probe the psychological states of man, and instead uses them to convey the 

depths probed of the human heart in rebellion against the Most High God. Morals have to do 

with human righteousness, not human intellectuality, with moral health, not mental health; the 

tales are not concerned with mental states but with emotional ones, for the two greatest 

commandments given in Scripture both pertain to loving the divine and mortal others, and love is 

of the heart, not the mind.  

     Moreover, none—not one— of the tales D’Amato examines relevant to this issue (which he 

calls “murder tales” and “lady guardian tales”) have anything whatsoever to do with redemptive 

potential in man’s nature; D’Amato’s work actually makes the argument that the murderous 

Lucifer-figures repent as a result of internally-compelled confessions, and that they are saved by 

their victims! In short, D’Amato believes in the principle of “guilt will out,” and that confession 

alone is a mark of redemption; this is an entirely contra-biblical position, and a surprising one for 

an author who clearly has Roman Catholic roots, since even Roman Catholicism teaches that 

repentance is required before absolution is possible. 

     D’Amato’s conflation of the mental and the moral is evidenced in his argument that 
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psychological terror leads to a heightened moral awareness (which he calls “psycho-moral 

awareness”); he correctly attributes the source of this terror to human nature (D’Amato 83-84). 

Citing E.H. Davidson, he asserts that the penalty for moral infraction is frightful and terrifying 

for the villainous and apostate “lost souls” (D’Amato 85). But this conclusion cannot be true, 

since the murderous Lucifer figures proceed with their villainy unabated, and they remain 

unrepentant to the last, meaning they do not even fear the divine recompense or wages for their 

sin (death of the soul in the hereafter)—there is no fear evident in the confessions of the 

murderous Lucifer-figures in “Cask,” “Heart,” “Imp,” or “Pit,” and even the fearful Roderick in 

“Usher” merely suffers from paranoia (mortal terror, not moral terror). The narrators of “Heart” 

and “Cask” are even boastful of their crimes. 

     His work starts out with great promise, especially in the section which discusses Poe’s sea-

faring stories, as he outlines what he believes to be some of the key concepts and themes they 

demonstrate: 

     Thus far I have tried to show that Poe uses Gothic devices with symbolic intention and that 

the supernatural effects he exploits contain serious thematic ideas. These devices also suggest 

a moral meaning relevant to man’s beleaguered self, especially his seafaring heroes who, as 

they journey into the existential Void or Abyss, journey into themselves, their dormant 

psyches. As they experience the ordeal of alienation in an indifferent universe with 

Kierkegaardian fear and trembling, they make discoveries about God and Nature and Death 

and perhaps themselves. (D’Amato 91, emphases mine) 

 

     Well, yes and no. In essense, yes, a moral component is detected, but no, it is assigned 

incorrect signification by D’Amato. Whereas it is correct to contend that Poe used Gothic 

devices with symbolic intention, it is not true that Poe makes use of the supernatural in these 

tales; all of the phenomena which transpire in the sea-faring tales are the results of the natural 

world, since, for Poe, supernatural effects were cheap and easy Gothicism, and he was concerned 
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with “legitimate causes,” which is to say, providing explanations which could be found in the 

realm of natural phenomena.  

     Indeed, some of his seafarers (but not all of them) do make important discoveries or 

realizations about God, Man, and the World, including their own place in that hierarchy; 

D’Amato seems to fail to make the relevant distinctions between those sailors who survive and 

those who succumb, for those who survive their ordeals humble themselves before Nature’s God, 

and those who succumb to the briny deep are impious and recklessly pursue knowledge instead 

of wisdom, for wisdom begins with fear or reverent awe of God. 

     One need only compare the seafaring narrator of “Descent” (1841) with that of “Ms. Found in 

a Bottle” (1833); the first survives his harrowing ordeal, the second does not. The mariner who 

perishes makes a confession in his recovered manuscript of being enamored with Materialism, 

Naturalism, and Scientism (“physical philosophy”), about which D’Amato writes: 

     At the outset, with his arid genius and deficient imagination, he lacked poetic faith […] It 

might be said, then, that the narrator is unworthy of dispensation from the poetic divinities.  In 

other words, he suffers from a hypertrophy of the intellect, the belief in the merely rational, 

quantified knowledge, a condition that Monos identifies in “The Colloquy of Monos and 

Una” as infection “with system, and with abstraction”. (91) 

 

     What is this seafaring explorer’s confession? A crime against the wonderment of Nature’s 

God, in seeking to know everything of the material world, and in believing that only the material 

world exists, as he admits: 

     I have often been reproached with the aridity of my genius; a deficiency of imagination 

has been imputed to me as a crime; and the Pyrrhonism of my opinions has at all times 

rendered me notorious. Indeed, a strong relish for physical philosophy has, I fear, tinctured 

my mind with a very common error of this age—I mean the habit of referring occurrences, 

even the least susceptible of such reference, to the principle of that science. (D’Amato 91) 

 

      So far, so good; D’Amato’s has recognized Poe’s belief that reliance on mere Rationalism 
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and quantification of the natural world, and mere emphasis on “the life of the mind” 

(hypertrophied intellectualism or reason) are insufficient means by which to discern the divine. 

The Most High God is supranatural, therefore science is incapable of quantifying Him—and if 

one is preoccupied with merely accruing knowledge of Nature, then one is not humbly 

submitting one’s Self to Nature’s God.   

     One of the most important lessons of the biblical Book of Job is that Man will never achieve 

an understanding of the natural world which equals or rivals that possessed by the Most High 

God who created it. The moral epigraph Poe utilizes for this tale is attributed to Joseph Glanvill, 

a paradoxical minister who was at the same time a Materialist (thinking the soul rarified matter, 

as did Emerson): “‘The ways of God in Nature, as in Providence, are not as our ways; nor are the 

models that we frame any way commensurate to the vastness, profundity, and unsearchableness 

of His works, which have a depth in them greater than the well of Democritus.’ By italicizing 

Poe implies that ordinary human knowledge, symbolized as well, cannot plumb the divine in 

Nature.” (D’Amato 93).  

    In his final moments (which are not spent in prayer, compared to the mariner in “Descent,” 

who mutters a quick one after being humbled and awed by the majesty of God revealed in 

nature), he confesses that he is gripped by “‘a curiosity to penetrate the mysteries of those awful 

regions,’ which ‘reconciles’ him to ‘the most hideous aspect of death,’ noting his fellow 

shipmates similarly all bear ‘an expression more of the eagerness of hope than of apathy of 

despair,’” his thirst for knowledge overriding all concerns (D’Amato 92). Just prior to this 

admission, he admits that a “new sense—a new entity is added” to his soul, and that despite 

being mesmerized by the power and beauty of the natural phenomena about to overwhelm the 
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ship, he regards the captain of the doomed ship with “‘a feeling of irrepressible reverence and 

awe mingled with the sensation of wonder’” (D’Amato 92).  

     In other words, the doomed mariner looks not to the Creator, but to the Creature (the captain) 

and the Creation (the natural phenomena)—he worships Man and the World, but not the Most 

High God who created both. Poe herein likely means to allude to the biblical verses which 

declare that it is better to trust in the Lord than to put confidence in man (Psa. 118:8); it is the 

Lord in whom we are meant to place our trust (Psa. 56:4). When he succumbs at last to the 

watery grave, his final words are a terror-stricken cry of “oh God!”—too little, too late to save 

him. According to Christian scripture, just as every knee shall bow and confess Jesus is Lord, 

just as all souls shall stand before God and be judged, every soul, repentant or not, shall be 

compelled to acknowledge the majesty and final authority of God. 

     D’Amato incorrectly sees the two mariners as “moral counterparts” (93).  It would be better 

to think of the sailors as foils to each other. Speaking of the seafarer in “Descent,” he says: “But 

the physical signs of trauma are only symbols of his psycho-ontological triumph” (D’Amato 93).  

The physical trauma to which he refers is the sudden whitening of the narrator’s hair as a result 

of his harrowing ordeal; it is likely not meant to be anything more than intentionally reminiscent 

of the aged narrator in Coleridge’s “Rime,” while at the same time enabling Poe to show off 

knowledge of an actual effect of such trauma as a “legitimate effect”.)  

     Ontology is the branch of metaphysics which pertains to the study of the nature of 

being/existence/reality; how whitened hair can symbolize a “psycho-ontological triumph” 

D’Amato never says, nor does he specifically define what this triumph might be. Still, given his 

earlier statements about the seafarer coming to realization of truths about God, Man, and the 
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World, at most, the white hair could be seen as a symbol of spiritual cleansing and repentance—

except D’Amato does not make that claim. 

     D’Amato correctly ascertains that the two brothers who perish in “Descent” do so in the tale 

because they have violated the second greatest commandment, in putting their own welfare 

above others. Violating the second greatest commandment is also a violation of the first, for one 

disdains the Most High God when one disregards the welfare of one’s fellow man, just as one 

reveres Him by showing compassion to others.540 Only the narrator, the third brother—the one 

who selflessly endeavors to save his brethren, who grieves at the selfishness of his brethren, who 

forgives the brother that even tried to force him from safety in an effort to secure his own life, 

who humbles himself before God—he alone survives the deadly ordeal on the dangerous 

waters.541  

     D’Amato understands the moral, even though he never directly links it to the Word of God, 

and he never states that it is a biblically-derived moral code which the two brothers have violated 

and the third one has honored: 

     In the dusky hurricane and violent vortex which ensue, two of the brothers are found 

wanting.  They aggressively place physical survival above brotherhood in a camaraderie of 

suffering wherein all the brothers, by the demands of an ideal or moral nature, should have 

helped one another.  Instead, we have two egotists, who shatter the sanctity of blood ties and 

therefore the community of life by their own imperious, though understandable, claims; and 

one altruist, who, despite indifference and betrayal from his brothers, achieves a powerful 

humility which saves the life he is willing to forfeit. (94) 

 

     Yes, there is a moral code in place in the tale, and there are consequences attendant to 

departing from it—but this is not a moral code touted by any religious text except the Holy 

Bible, where it is found in both the Old Testament (affirmed, or given first to the ancient 

Israelites) and the New Testament (confirmed, by Jesus of Nazareth). Not only is this not a moral 
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code espoused by Buddhism, Confucianism, Taoism, Zoroastrianism, Hinduism, Sikhism, Islam, 

or any other Eastern and Middle Eastern mystical traditions, importantly for our consideration of 

Poe’s controversy with the intellectual movements of his day, it is not a moral code which one 

could ever possibly derive from Pantheism, German Idealism, or American Transcendentalism. 

Naturalism, Materialism, Scientism, Rationalism, Empiricism—none of these are sufficient 

means by which one could arrive at creation of a moral code of this type.  

     The command to revere God by showing selfless compassion to one’s fellow man is only 

known through revealed religion, and it is found only in the dictates of the Most High God of 

Scripture. D’Amato spends his entire paper talking about Poe’s “moral vision” without ever 

cementing its foundation in biblical tradition, instead resorting to psychoanalytic notions of right 

and wrong. Even though D’Amato will occasionally employ a reference to “God,” he cannot 

help himself from resorting back to framing everything in psychological terms, repeatedly 

speaking of the murderous Lucifer-figures as those experiencing “psychal conflict,” the 

untenable concept introduced and popularized by his dissertation chair, Carlson. 

   The mariner of “Descent” goes down in a euphoric state of “awe, horror, and admiration” in 

facing the “terrific grandeur” of the vortex, and when he survives the ordeal having flooded his 

vessel and having wiped away his brethren from the face of the earth, he notes the presence of a 

rainbow (D’Amato 96).  As the flood of Noah’s day removed iniquitous men by high and raging 

waters (the fonts of the deep broke open, as it did not merely rain), the rainbow is given by God 

to be a covenantal symbol of physical salvation for the godly man to observe (Gen. 9:13). Not 

that D’Amato or any other critic has noted as much. 

     D’Amato also looks at Poe’s only novella, his 1838 seafaring adventure story, The Narrative 
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of Arthur Gordon Pym. Where D’Amato goes awry is when he analyzes the description of Pym’s 

encounter with deadly water phenomena, as Pym is said to rush “into the embraces of the 

cataract, where a chasm threw itself open to receive us” (103).  Pym does not survive his 

seafaring voyages, readers learn, as his story is told by a survivor.  D’Amato, failing to recognize 

the soundness of his own earlier argument for the mariner in “Descent” (a man spared from 

destruction as a result of his selflessness and his humility before God), offers this:  

     Pym may be on the threshold of psycho-transcendental discovery and recovery. With 

intuitive vision rather than rationalized analysis, perhaps he effects his soul’s regeneration, at 

least by implication in the final scene, as he reaches for a more complex reality, for some 

vague, indefinable, yet ultimate ‘identity with God,’ as in Eureka, that transcends the mind’s 

conscious limits. (103) 

 

     How can D’Amato first suggest that the moral of “Descent” is that the mariner is saved 

because he humbles himself before God, and then suggest that the mariner of Pym might be close 

to salvation as a result of equating himself with God? D’Amato speaks of “psycho-

transcendental discovery and recovery,” and never of sinfulness and repentance, never of 

wickedness and righteousness. The narrator of Pym is literally doomed for the very reason that 

D’Amato suggests he might be saved! An emphasis on reason and intuition are the hallmarks of 

apostate German Idealism and its offspring, American Transcendentalism, both of which Poe 

condemned; Poe thought the equating of Man with God to be the disastrous result of buying into 

such Kantian-inspired ideologies, which is why he derides the notion in his 1848 Eureka. 

Mankind is not meant to transcend the limitations which the Most High God has established for 

it—that is the lesson of both Job and Genesis. D’Amato fails to realize that it is precisely for 

these reasons that Pym does not survive his journey, that Pym’s soul is never regenerated because 

it has embraced such apostasy. 



1184 

     D’Amato moves from discussion of the seafaring tales to the section he terms “‘Murder 

Tales’—The Demonic Self and Moral Imperative,” which appears almost two-thirds into his 

essay (104).  In this section of his paper, he discusses “Heart,” “Pit,” “Cask,” “Masque,” “Imp,” 

“Cat,” “Hop-Frog,” and “William Wilson”; “Usher” is curiously absent from the list, and oddly 

enough, “The Man of the Crowd” is included. (“Wilson” gets treated of at some length, no doubt 

because Carlson was fond of it, and Carlson was D’Amato’s actual dissertation chair.) 

D’Amato’s description of the tales which he groups into this category is as follows:  

     “In these tales which often dissect soul-states in guilt-haunted man, the hero sometimes 

seems to work against himself perversely or he tries to rationalize his own culpability by 

attributing his immoral action to someone or something else […] Other times the hero […] 

inflicts revenge on his human enemy for some unpardonable sin,” and he points to “Cask” 

and “Hop-Frog” as examples of this latter grouping (104). 

 

    In the first place,  D’Amato is dead wrong in describing these murderous Lucifer-figures as 

being “guilt-haunted”; they are every last one of them unrepentant unto the bitter end, and none 

of them evidence troubled consciences for their bloody deeds. This fact cannot be overstated: the 

mental disintegration displayed by the villains does not involve psychal conflict on moral 

grounds.  

     That the Lucifer-figures display signs of mental disintegration does not equate with them 

experiencing moral crises; their mental disintegration is a result of their lacking moral crises. A 

mind which is divorced from objective reality is not synonymous with a mind which wrestles 

with moral issues. More to the point, Lucifer-figures never wrestle with moral issues. It is true 

that the protagonists perversely work against their own best interests, but D’Amato never 

contends that it the consequence of wickedness indulged; he does not rely on or resort to use of 

moral terms (e.g., wickedness, evil, immorality), merely using psychological ones.  
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     Whereas Lucifer-figures habitually do try to attribute their immoral actions to someone or 

something other than themselves, D’Amato never makes the connection that Poe consistently has 

them do so as a means of conveying their wholly unrepentant natures. To acknowledge one’s 

sinfulness is the first step in working towards redemption, and since the murderers do not even 

take this first step of repentance, they doom themselves to eternal condemnation. (It is of no use 

to point out patterns in Poe’s work if one does not explain their significance.)  

     In the second place, as explained elsewhere in this essay, “Cask” is not a tale about revenge, 

since Montresor was never wronged by Fortunato, and murders him merely on pretext, since he 

cannot bear the sight of the good, just as Cain slew Abel without just cause because his own 

iniquity was magnified in light of Abel’s goodness. (“Hop-Frog” is a tale in which the 

protagonist is surely wronged, but the punishment is excessive, and does not fit the crime; he 

exceeds what the biblical laws allow.) Of these tales, D’Amato states: 

     Poe thus achieves a unity of effect by shedding light on a variety of situations in which a  

crime is first committed and then explained or expiated.  But rarely does Poe indulge any overt 

moral commentary or any phases of the destructive human struggles. We are made to see for 

ourselves and herein lies Poe’s compelling power as an indirect moralist.  The innocent may 

suffer but infrequently do the guilty escape punishment […] Recognizing some hint of 

ourselves in these human dilemmas, in fact, we shudder empathetically and become 

enlightened participants in life’s tension and turmoil. We see much victimization stemming 

from human aberration but as Poe details the picture he also horrifies us. And in this feeling 

there is moral affirmation. (104-105) 

 

     The crimes are always explained, but they are never expiated. One should never expect Poe to 

resort to overt moral commentary, because he prized the cryptic and believed the undercurrent to 

be the greater conveyor of moral power in his tales. Poe’s talent for making us recognize some 

hint of ourselves in these human dilemmas is precisely what makes the tales moral ones; mutato 

nomine de te fabula narratur—with the name changed, the story applies to you. Poe readers, in 
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showing empathy with the victim, can feel sorry for their plight and be frightened at the prospect 

of finding themselves in like circumstances—but, with the exception of “Pit” (whose protagonist 

is a Christ-figure), it is the villains on whom Poe wants us to focus our attention, in order that we 

learn to not be like them. With the name changed, the stories might apply to us, in that we are 

just as prone to being the villains ourselves when we depart from the moral code handed down 

by the Most High God in the revealed religion of Scripture. The way to save our souls, our 

society, and our world is to avoid being like the Lucifer-figures; the moral to be gleaned is that 

death and destruction, earthly disintegration and eternal condemnation, result from violating the 

two greatest commandments of Scripture. D’Amato hints at grasping this truth when he offers 

that Poe suggests that, “not only the human condition but also man’s ultimate fate and the 

extinction of the universe, [is] hastened by moral unconcern” (115, emphasis mine). 

    That this is the overarching theme of the works, the moral undercurrent which harmonizes 

them, is seen in the dying words of the murdered doppelgänger of “William Wilson”: “In me 

didst thou exist—and in my death, see by this image, which is thine own, how utterly thou hast 

murdered thyself” (D’Amato 106). The language of the dying man is biblical.  

     The two characters are given to be perfect contemporaries, and the narrator never speaks in 

the biblical mode, which means that the dying man’s speech pattern is not indicative of the time 

in which the murder takes place, as it occurs centuries after biblical times. Poe uses biblical 

language because the moral gravity of the tale derives its gravitas from the moral code given in 

Scripture—murder is prohibited by the authority of the Most High God, and murder amounts to 

suicide, stressing the biblical (and particularly Jewish) understanding of our fellow man as our 

self. 
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      In “The Masque of the Red Death,” the wicked and grossly self-indulgent character of Prince 

Prospero seals himself off “from the aid and from the sympathy of his fellow man,” an act 

performed in the stoniness of his heart before moving into the stoniness of his palace. The 

revelers who accompany him are there, not because he cares for them, but are present for his 

entertainment; they likewise rationalize that the “external world could take care of itself,” and 

pander to their carnal desires, foregoing spiritual necessities which involve observation of the 

two greatest commandments, thus they bring about their own deaths as a result of their 

callousness. 

     Although D’Amato never refers to the Inquisitors as villains, and even though he never 

identifies the narrator as a Christ-figure, in speaking of the victim in “Pit,” D’Amato writes: 

“Help comes, however, from his own indomitable human spirit, his desire to know and his will to 

survive. And of course from that providential outstretched arm that catches him just in time 

during his near-fatal swoon into the abyss” (116). He also refers to the closing lines of the tale 

which describe the somewhat miraculous rescue using language reminiscent of biblical 

eschatology, wherein souls are saved by the outreached strong arm of God: “And so the climactic 

yell of the narrator in ‘The Pit’ may represent both a frustrated protest and a cry for assistance 

beyond his own resources, some anguished assertion of his moral vision […] with that desperate 

scream he surrenders possibly to some ultimate faith in a greater cosmic power, symbolized 

perhaps in the triumphant French general” (D’Amato 120). Well, which is it? Does the victim 

save himself, or does he owe his salvation to God?  

     It is incorrect to state that the victim possesses an indomitable spirit, for just before he is 

rescued, he surrenders himself to his fate and does not strive against the designs of the 
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Inquisitors, realizing the futility in seeking to escape the flaming hot walls closing in on him; it is 

only when he acknowledges that he cannot save himself from the torments of his hellish dungeon 

that he is actually saved by a power beyond his own. His desire to survive is natural and 

instinctive, and it has nothing to do with a “desire to know”; it is normal and reasonable to want 

to take stock of one’s situation and to assess all information available in seeking to escape. 

     A practical desire to calculate the dimensions of one’s prison is not the sort of impious desire 

to master knowledge of the natural world and thereby indulge aspirational pretensions of 

godhood, as seen in Poe’s seafaring tales of Pym and “Ms. Found in a Bottle”: The narrator’s 

decision to measure the dimensions of his dungeon, prompted to act as a result of “a vague 

curiosity,” is not, as D’Amato opines, a hallmark typical to Poe which signifies “a saving grace” 

in his characters who express a desire to know more of the natural world (118). D’Amato makes 

no distinctions between the victim in “Pit” and the apostate mariners or Lucifer-figures obsessed 

with attaining forbidden knowledge, such as Ligeia and Morella. Moreover, possessing 

knowledge is of little to no use to a person when s/he is experiencing extreme mental and bodily 

duress, as the victim of the pit admits: “Long suffering had nearly annihilated all my ordinary 

powers of mind. I was an imbecile—an idiot” (D’Amato 117). Of what practical use is 

knowledge when it is not accompanied by understanding? It is for this reason that Scripture 

typically pairs the two (see, e.g., Prov. 2:3, 2:6, 28:2, Isa. 40:14, Jer. 3:15, and Dan. 1:4, 5:2). 

     Transitioning from his dubious and problematic discussion of the seafaring tales, in which he 

recognizes Poe’s overarching moral theme but fails to distinguish properly which characters 

observe it and which do not (gleaned by examining their disparate outcomes), D’Amato moves 

into analysis of tales which he includes under the subheading of “Murder, perverted or 
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premeditated,” into which category he has placed  “Imp,” “Cat,” “Heart,” “Cask,” and “Hop-

Frog” (123). 

      It is a curious designation, in that all murder is premeditated; that is actually part of the legal 

definition of the term and concept. He does not specify what is signified by perverted murder, 

but one suspects that he means to suggest murder by ingenious and irregular methods (a toxic 

candle, walling up victims alive, e.g.), although it might hint that the murders are the results of 

perverted minds.542 It seems odd that he never declares outright that the murders are the result of 

perverted (wicked) hearts, because the paper is all about moral vision, and sinfulness is the 

perversion or grotesquery about which Poe writes. 

      In “Cat,” D’Amato only partly rightly opines, “The narrator is morally perverse because he 

excuses himself as the key participant in an inevitable series of events” (126).543 The part 

wherein he is correct is in ascertaining that the murderer excuses himself (projects blame), but it 

is utterly incorrect to describe the actions of the murderer as “an inevitable series of events”—

even the murderer does not describe them as being “inevitable,” referring to them instead as a 

“series of mere household events”.  

     D’Amato likely refers to the events as being inevitable because he has bought into the 

murderer’s bogus declaration that he was compelled to torture his first cat and murder his wife as 

a result of being overcome by a spirit of perversity; but that which cannot be controlled cannot 

be condemned, and the narrator admits that he was stone cold sober when committing both acts, 

and even slips and uses the term “murder” to describe the act of lodging the ax in his wife’s head, 

revealing the premediated nature of the deeds. Premeditation, especially when protracted, should 

never be confused for compulsion, which is sudden and immediate, not planned or schemed; it is 
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the premeditation which makes the act murder. It is murder which makes the act morally 

reprehensible and punishable by execution under the law; no one in Poe’s day would ever argue 

that a genuinely mentally ill person should be executed, therefore the tale is only a moral one if 

there is sin committed, not mental illness displayed.  

     D’Amato says that the narrator is “morally perverse” because he does not see things as they 

truly are in the recounting of events, but that is a sign of mental perversion, not moral perversion; 

he is morally perverse, which is why he committed the bloody deeds (which were not rash), and 

he is mentally perverse in being unable or unwilling to connect himself to them. Mental illness is 

a symbol of moral perversity (or grotesquery / wickedness) in Poe’s works, and the one results 

from the other; the perversity of the heart, the locus of all wickedness, eventually spreads and 

infects the human mind. They do not mirror one another, in the sense that the latter effect is the 

result of the former one; we choose to be wicked, but we do not choose to be insane, therefore 

mental wellness is linked to moral righteousness in Poe’s works.  

     D’Amato has but a single glimpse of insight of this Poe construct, as when the narrator in 

“Cat,” in speaking of his hanging of Pluto, recognizes: “There is a note of insincerity in all of 

this and a developing hubris […] What is clear is that his decaying moral sense corrodes his 

reasoning and makes him arrogantly inhuman” (127). Yes, the moral corruption necessarily 

precedes the mental corrosion; why D’Amato fails to make this connection with any of the other 

tales he discusses is a mystery—and he never develops it in his discussion of them. 

     Referring to “Cat,” “Heart,” “Imp,” and “Cask,” he writes that the “aberrant protagonists 

murder unsuspecting victims perversely and are compelled, perhaps just as perversely, to confess 

their crimes” (D’Amato 123-124). Although he errs when he states that “Cask” is a tale 
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motivated by a need for revenge, he is not wrong when he offers: “Running through the 

psychotic and pathological violence of these tales, though, is a moral undercurrent, strong and 

insistent” (D’Amato 124). 

      So here, D’Amato says, the murderers are “aberrant,” and that they are “compelled” to 

confess their crimes; D’Amato argues that this compulsion is born of an inner sense of guilt, 

untenably believing that the Lucifer-figures are seeking to expiate their guilt, as they are guilt-

ridden at some deep level of their psyches. D’Amato repeatedly conflates the mental with the 

moral, the psychological with the biblical, and they are fundamentally incompatible modes of 

ascertaining truth, beauty, goodness, and holiness. He offers: “If man must play the role of the 

devil and subsequently feel elation in his evil success, he must also slip into the role of God and 

ultimately wreak upon himself compensatory confession of guilt” (D’Amato 125).  

     In other words, the “psycho-moral” crisis or “psychal conflict” (as Carlson terms it) is nothing 

more than the Freudian notion of the Id being confronted by the Superego about what the Ego 

should do; it is a Freudian construct stripped of Freudian terminology. It is the little cartoon 

Angel perched on the right shoulder (the Superego, which appeals to our obligations in the 

society of mankind) duking it out with the little cartoon Devil perched on the left shoulder (the 

Id, which is concerned only with satisfying its selfish desires), or the Self trying to mediate what 

the sane and decent person—the one who is mentally and morally balanced—should do (the Ego, 

which is mediated by the Superego and the Id), in order to strike a balance between the self-

indulgent Id and the socially-minded Superego.  

     The Id and the Superego do not battle over that which is moral, merely over that which is 

expedient to function in a civilized society; the moral code prescribed in Scripture is not one 
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which could ever derive from Freudianism, being antithetical to each other, and yet D’Amato 

simply cannot break free from this preposterously illogical conflation. The moral code given in 

the revealed religion of Scripture is not ascertainable by any man-derived system of thought, 

least of all an atheistic one which makes Man both the measure and measurer of all things, as 

Freudianism does. 

     It cannot be overstated; there is no psychal conflict whatsoever in the minds of the murderers. 

All of the murderous Lucifer-figures are totally compos mentis when they plot their deeds and 

when they execute them; the madness which onsets is the result of the murders, as their Self-

severance from God and Man is symbolized by their severance from objective reality and sanity. 

None of the murderers are anguished by their deeds—not one experiences the pangs of 

conscience requisite to repentance.  All of the murderers remain unrepentant to the very end, 

which means none of them ever experience “psychal conflict”; mental anguish is not 

synonymous with mental disintegration. The madness which the Lucifer-figures display is not one 

characterized by mental anguish, but by a collapse into radical subjectivity.  

     Because the murderers lived as if only their desires mattered, their minds deteriorate into a 

type of solipsism, in which only that which they will exists. In short, because their hearts refuse 

to recognize God and Man (the others with whom they are intended to be connected), their minds 

eventually crowd out objective reality. The lack of self-restraint is characteristic of the Lucifer-

figure, who has no regard for either God or his fellow man, crowding them both out in the 

expansion of his or her ego: “At Oxford, Wilson ‘out-Herods Herod,’ spurning ‘even the 

common restraints of decency in the mad infatuation of his revels,’ and he says of his shameful 

departure from Oxford “I fled in vain’” (D’Amato 109). (The use of the word “vain” is 
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frequently employed in hinting at the identity of the Lucifer-figures, suggesting both pride and 

futility of effort.) 

      In striving for godhood (by seeking to act as if with impunity), they forsake their humanity, in 

the end losing both; not content to be men (whom they think lower than themselves), they would 

be as the Most High God (thinking to raise themselves up), and pride goeth before a fall (Prov. 

16:18).544  

     As for his description of the murderous Lucifer-figures being “aberrant,” that, too, smacks of 

Freudianism, because the term merely signifies abnormal or atypical, and does not indicate 

wickedness or evil; if the murder is not a murder, then not only is it not premeditated evil, it 

can’t be evil at all. If the killing is merely the result an unhinged mind, then it is merely the result 

of mental illness and not moral perversity—and we do not condemn that which cannot be 

controlled, as mental illness cannot be helped. Freud argued that there is no such thing as sin, 

merely mental imbalance, and that everything which can be understood can be forgiven—yet sin 

is a moral issue, and only God is judge of righteousness and sinfulness, in biblical constructs.  

     We understand Poe’s Lucifer-figures perfectly well; should we forgive them their tortures and 

murderous crimes? If so, then they are no longer crimes, for murders are offenses willfully 

committed against our fellow man. D’Amato’s consistent refusal to frame the discussion in 

biblical terms instead of psychoanalytic concepts is likely the result of Carlson being his 

dissertation chair; clearly, being at his chair’s mercy, D’Amato did not risk departing from the 

foolish contentions of his widely-esteemed chair.545  

     Here are the graduate student’s final thoughts on the confession of the murderous narrator in 

“Cat,” which reveal his inability (or unwillingness) to get out from under the shadow of 
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psychoanalytic criticism which his chair foolishly imposed upon him: 

     In the climax, however, there is no moral epiphany in the narrator himself, not even a flash 

of remorse to play over his darkness. He still recognizes no evil […] Poe seems to say that the 

psycho-moral imperative in man is so deeply rooted in his primal nature that he cannot 

extirpate it. It checks his darker nature, whether or not he consciously cooperates with the 

process, and tries to order in him balance, harmony, and justice”—hence the urge to confess. 

(D’Amato 129, emphasis mine) 

 

    Well, yes and no. Yes, Poe is concerned with the Classical and Neoclassical themes of order, 

balance, harmony, and justice, and there is a moral component to Man which cannot be rooted 

out from human nature, that being the human heart’s inherent tendency towards wickedness. But, 

no, it does not check Man’s darker nature, for it is Man’s darker nature; dissonance and injustice 

are the consequences of the Self willfully refusing to restrain or keep it in check. Finally, though, 

D’Amato is speaking in biblical terms, for he uses the word “evil”…but the left hand taketh 

away what the right hand giveth, for he reverts back into discussion of a “psycho-moral 

imperative” deeply rooted in man’s  unconscious psyche, believing this aspect to be the source of 

the murderer’s compulsion to confess as a means of restoring balance within himself. D’Amato 

cannot exorcise himself free of the ghost of Freud, even when what he argues is summarily 

illogical. The narrator in “Cat” is not compelled to confess his crime by some inner psychal 

force, but is caught red-handed by the police! His “confession” is a veiled attempt at Self-

justification before the law, not a self-compelled need to work out the guilt or remorse which he 

never demonstrates.  

     It makes no sense whatsoever to attribute his confession to this mumbo-jumbo about a primal 

imperative, because criminals who get caught with the body of their victims have no need to 

admit their crimes, only to deny their mens rea or malice of forethought in committing them—

which is precisely what the narrator of “Cat” does.  (Lest it be so misconstrued, this primal 
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imperative is not indicated by his boasting of the masonry at the crime scene, which should not 

be seen as a compulsion to get caught but rather as an act which is indicative instead of his 

rebellious and unrepentant pride, one of the principal traits of the Lucifer-figures.) The Angel is 

not duking it out with the Devil on the man’s shoulders, hence there was no urge to confess or to 

be caught; pride goeth before the fall, and it is the second cat, after all, who outs the man’s 

guiltiness. 

     D’Amato moves from his implausible reading of “Cat” to his equally implausible reading of 

“Heart”.  And why not? He has refused to yield his psychoanalytic template, therefore the results 

are just as inapplicable and erroneous as witnessed in its previous application. When he is being 

merely descriptive in speaking of the tale, he is correct, as he notes, for example: “The narrator 

does not plead that he is innocent of the crime. This does not seem to concern him. What he 

argues is that he is not mad, for only an extremely sane person can be clever and systematic as he 

is in perpetrating a successful crime” (D’Amato 130).  

     This is an accurate statement, and it speaks to Poe’s treatment of the then-novel legal concept 

of the viability of the criminal insanity defense, which Poe surely rejected, given analysis of his 

tales. When he is being analytic in speaking of the tale, though, D’Amato plunges again into the 

shallow waters of Freudian-infused babble, as he states, for example: “But it is the Evil Eye of 

the old man that vexes the narrator, really a solipsistic projection of the Evil-I into the victim” 

(130). No, nothing about the old man vexes the murderous servant other than the goodness of his 

victim, which he cannot bear to see since his own iniquity, or perverse heart, or grotesque soul, 

or wickedness, is magnified in comparison to it. All of the Lucifer-figures murder on pretexts 

(which the exception of Hop-Frog, whose actions far exceed what just recompense allows), and 
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all of their victims should be understood to be good and righteous (albeit not necessarily perfect) 

persons serving as their foils; we know that the old man is good to the servant, just as we know 

the wife was good to her husband in “Cat”—what is more, even the murderers cannot deny the 

goodness of their victims.  

     One might be tempted to buy into the notion of projection, or even delusion, except that the 

pattern of the Lucifer-figure tales reveals that all of the murderers were compos mentis at the 

times they plotted and executed their bloody deeds, therefore no Freudian neuroses, psychoses, 

or defense mechanisms can be said to apply to their motives—all of the murders are without 

motivation, or as Poe has the murderer in “Imp” confess, they are each “mobile without motive, 

a motive not motivirt”.  In his final analysis of “Heart,”  D’Amato clings to the idea that the 

confession is the result of the moral “imp” or impulse of the conscience of the murderer (the 

Superego, or Angel on the right shoulder), that it is brought about by a subconscious compulsion, 

adding: “The rational precision of the narrator in committing his crime and in egotistically 

narrating it underscores the atrophy of his moral sense” (131).  

     The first claim is negated by the latter one. If the narrator is rational and precise in 

committing the crime (which is only a crime punishable by death if it is a murder), then he did 

not commit it as a result of mental illness (“psychal conflict”), but from moral perversion. And if 

he narrates it egotistically, signifying a lack of repentance on his part, then, yes, it is indicative of 

the atrophy of his moral sense. But if the confession is the result of a deep, unconscious desire to 

bring one’s sense of guilt to the surface, that guilt, however deeply buried, only can be present in 

a repentant heart—which one cannot argue exists as the force which compels the confession if 

one’s very next sentence avers the unrepentant and atrophied moral nature of the confessor. 
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D’Amato is trying to have his Freud and his Scripture, too, and the admixture coheres no better 

than the iron and miry clay which form the unstable footing of the statue in the prophetic vision 

of Daniel. “Psycho-moral” is an oxymoronic term, unless one intends to suggest that madness 

results from murder, which is not what those who employ the term mean: What is at work here is 

either the morality of the Most High God or the psychology of the too heightened Freud, but it 

cannot be both. 

     D’Amato believes that Poe resorts to what he calls “shock therapy” in tales such as “Cat” and 

“Heart,” in order to “achieve moral awareness in the reader through revulsion and pity, reactions 

which are natural in Poe’s art because he does not elicit them by didactic statement” (132, 

emphasis mine). Bingo. Of his assessments of these two tales, this is the only statement with 

which my own analyses of Poe’s work agrees, and this statement crystallizes how Poe’s 

proclivity for employing a moral undercurrent relies on incorporating subtlety and inviting 

sympathy. Somewhat surprisingly, D’Amato devotes comparatively less attention to analysis of 

“Cask” and “Hop-Frog”. 

      In speaking of “Cask,” D’Amato offers that Montresor cannot divorce himself from thoughts 

of Fortunato since the memory of the live burial grieves him, and thereby disallows him an 

undisturbed conscience for more than fifty years (133); he thinks that Montresor attributing his 

momentary heartsickness to the dampness of the catacombs actually signifies a soul-sickness 

experienced by a late-repentant Montresor giving confession on his deathbed (134); and he 

actually goes so far to compare Montresor to Coleridge’s ancient mariner from “Rime,” saying: 

“Montresor becomes a sadder and wiser man” (D’Amato 135). No, no, and no.  

     The Lucifer-figures remain unrepentant to the very end, which means that: (a) Montresor 
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never grieves for his victim, instead gloating over the deed: (b) Montresor’s confession is 

insincere, being mere boasting; and (c) Montresor is not sadder and wiser with the passing of 

time. The pause at the conclusion of the tale, wherein Montresor attributes his momentary 

heartsickness to the catacombs, is one of the most important clues in establishing his lack of 

repentance, for it is a pause in the narration, and does not bespeak of a pause in the execution of 

the deed. It is meant to assure the reader (and confessor cleric) that he had not given a moment’s 

pause to the wickedness of his heart, merely a bodily rest from his evil labors; in fact, he 

confesses that he actually hastened his labors.   

     Unfathomably, D’Amato actually suggests that Montresor might be a righteously-motivated 

agent of justice who acts out against Fortunato because God is negligent in meting out divine 

recompense—in essence suggesting that the Devil is better at being God than God is Himself! 

He offers: “Poe appears to suggest in some of his writing that the human thirst for revenge 

sometimes accelerates, and perhaps justifiably, those wheels of God which grind rather too 

slowly if exceedingly small” (D’Amato 135). 

     The paper then shifts to discussion of what D’Amato calls “Lady-Guardian Tales of Psychic 

Conflict and Psychal Vision”—ones which feature Berenice, Morella, Ligeia, Madeline Usher, 

and Eleonora (139). His inclusion of Madeline is especially curious, since the reader never 

directly engages her, other than in her silently passing by the narrator the night he arrives, 

followed by when she is being entombed alive whilst unconscious, and then when (without 

speaking) she resurfaces just before the house collapses and she falls dead on her brother. What 

psychic conflict or vision could she possibly point to in the tale? In what sense is she a 

guardian?  
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     D’Amato never really offers any sort of satisfactory explanation. The appellation is quizzical, 

since none of the women are guardians; in fact, given the social customs of previous centuries, 

women were always under the authority of their closest male relatives, and never were at liberty 

to be considered protectors—not even of their own children, who were considered a type of 

property of their husbands no less than were they themselves. His justification for this bizarre 

grouping must be rejected, too: “The female presences […] represent an ideal state, in the form 

of a symbolic love-union, which the men frustrate in various ways. Though the women strive 

mightily to merge into Eros with the males who need them, they are handicapped by men who 

are in varying stages of psychic conflict” (D’Amato 139).  

     Yes, yet again with the Freud, here in the thorny marriage of Eros and Thanatos, but, 

preposterously, D’Amato argues that the women endeavor to be salvific creatures for their male 

counterparts. D’Amato errs here in three important ways. First, we are told by Poe nothing about 

the personal qualities of Madeline (although as foil to Roderick, we can guess she is the good 

twin and he the evil one), and poor Berenice is given no voice in the tale which bears her name; 

in being foil to her dastardly husband, who is obsessed with abstraction, it is safe to surmise that 

she was his opposite, and therefore loving and godly. 

      There is no reason whatsoever, therefore, to assume, as does D’Amato, that Madeline and 

Berenice strove mightily to “merge into Eros” with their male counterparts (which, if sexually 

denotive, would mean that Madeline initiated incestual relations with her brother, a reading of 

Poe which Poe would never condone). As the unwitting victims, they could not have suspected 

the treachery afoot, because the pattern of the Lucifer-figure mostly disallows it, the exception 

being the wife in “Cat,” who endured her husband’s abuse; still, had she suspected for a moment 
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that he would be capable of killing her, especially when sober, she would not have followed him 

into the cellar where he murdered her, least of all if he had been holding an ax, as he had been. 

The murderous servant in “Heart” is deceptively kind to the old man he serves, Montresor is 

deceptively kind to Fortunato, and it is likely that the unnamed murderer of “Imp” was 

deceptively kind to his former benefactor as well, hence his being written into the will.  

     So, too, Roderick might have been gaslighting Madeline, and being deceptively kind to her as 

well, in order to lull her into a false sense of security before striking.546 Both Madeline and 

Berenice are buried alive while unconscious, meaning they never sensed the extreme mortal 

danger in which they were placed: In never guessing the extent of the wickedness of their male 

companions, these women could hardly be in a position to “strive mightily” to save men who, by 

all appearances, did not appear to be in need of saving at all.  

     Second, the male characters in these tales do not all suffer from psychal conflicts, as the 

agonizing husbands of Morella and Ligeia in no way, shape, or form resemble the unrepentant  

Roderick or Egaeus who commit physical violence against their kin; the first two men are 

victims, the second two are villains. The first two men merely think that they have gone mad, but 

the second two actually have gone mad, their madness resulting from their villainy indulged. 

D’Amato does a terrible job in discerning between his victims and his villains, in that he fails to 

make such distinctions at all. (The tale which features Eleanora has nothing in common with the 

remainder of these tales; D’Amato does not bother to scrutinize it in an effort to substantiate its 

inclusion in this category, an inclusion which is altogether bizarre and ill-fitting.)    

     Third, Morella and Ligeia are actually Lucifer-figures responsible for the emotional torment 

of their husbands; they are seduced by dark arts, and endeavor to infect their mates with moral 
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perversion (Ligeia) or to subject them to it (Morella); there is zero attempt on their parts to 

engage in love unions with their husbands, whom they instead seek to manipulate (Ligeia) or 

terrorize (Morella). Herein D’Amato has confused demonic natures for angelic beings, thus in a 

single sentence, loaded with psychobabble, D’Amato warrants three strikes against what his 

entire subsection intends to argue. 

      A brief look at his analyses of “Berenice,” “Morella,” and “Ligeia” are in order, before 

moving to his discussion of “Usher,” for they are proof positive that D’Amato has written an 

entire book-length examination of the “moral vision” of Poe and the moral undercurrent which 

flows through them…and still somehow manages to be egregiously in error, even going so far as 

to confuse proverbial demons for literary angels. Doing so will also demonstrate that Madeline in 

no way should be lumped together with the latter two females. In the first tale, the Lucifer-figure 

is the titular character’s fiancé, Egaeus, and in the second and third tales, the Lucifer-figures are 

the titular characters. 

     In “Berenice,” the offender, the narrator named Egaeus, inverts perception with conception, 

confusing ideality with reality, and the material world with immaterial things—seeing dreams as 

reality and reality as fantasy, admitting: “The realities of the world affected me as visions, and as 

visions only, while the wild ideas of the land of dreams became in turn,--not the material of my 

everyday existence—but in very deed that existence utterly and solely in itself” (D’Amato 142). 

      What else could this be but a jab at the German Idealists? And how else can their ideology 

come off as anything but that born of wickedness, leading to madness? Egaeus confesses that he 

could not bring himself to see his wife as a person, merely as an object to be analyzed through 

the lens of “the most abstruse although desultory speculation”—a proclivity of the Nazis, no less, 
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in their absurdly radical objectification of Jews (D’Amato 143). D’Amato  speaks of Egaeus as a 

fool possessed by a demented desire for metaphysical truth beyond human limitations or good 

sense; this is certainly an apt description of Kantian-inspired German metaphysics, at least in 

Poe’s eyes (143). The narrator admits that he not only objectified her, but that he turned her into 

an unreal object: “Thus Egaeus had earthly beauty around him but it did not elevate his soul” 

(D’Amato 144).  

     In reference to St. Augustine’s City of God, one of many books which Egaeus reads, 

D’Amato says that Egaeus clearly has not learned anything from it, even going so far as to 

pontificate that, “in ethics, evil is a consequence of good” (D’Amato 144).  This is a perversion 

of reason which enables a perversion of morals; the perversion of reason eventually paves the 

way to outright madness, a madness which involves murder and Self-wrought annihilation. To 

reason, as Egaeus does, that evil is a consequence of good is akin to D’Amato’s impossible 

attestation in speaking of “Cat” that the murder of the narrator’s wife was a series of inevitable 

events: If evil were the consequence of good, then mankind has no choice, no volition, no free 

will to choose between good and evil, for evil will either be the choice itself or the result of 

choosing good, meaning goodness is merely an impermanent stage working towards inevitable 

evil. 

      If evil is inevitable, and if he has no free will, then Man is incapable of sinning, for sin is 

willful rebellion against God. If there is no such thing as sin, then everything is permissible, and 

if everything is permissible, then chaos and destruction are guaranteed—the very moral of Poe’s 

apocalyptic tales. If everything is permitted, then we are confronted once again with the 

temptation of Genesis 3 to be as the Most High God, and the lawlessness of biblical time when 
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there was no king in Israel, when every man did that which was right in his own eyes (Jdg. 

21:25). This tale is Poe’s critique of reason, of the Prussian philosopher’s advocacy of the 

categorical imperative as the grounding of ethics; because no character which emulates or 

embodies German Idealism is anything but a villain, the reader can be sure that he is one of 

Poe’s Lucifer-figures.   

     The tale mirrors “Usher” in some ways, as Egaeus lives alone in a gloomy mansion with his 

female companion (who also suffers from mysterious cataleptic-like trances); he also buries the 

heroine alive, physically tortures her (extracting all of her teeth while alive); and he also is given 

to lapse into long trances in which he is lost in thought and therefore in violation of the two 

greatest commandments because he is concentrated on focusing inward (on the Self) instead of 

upward (being mindful of God) or outward (being mindful of his fellow man).  

     There are several clues associated with the Lucifer-figures which solidify his identification 

with this archetype, including an inferior light source (a lamp), the use of the word “vain,” a 

projection of fury and guilt on some phenomena which would exonerate him (monomania), etc. 

D’Amato, of course, does not make anything of the clues or of the true import of the tale. How 

D’Amato can argue that the tortured Berenice redeems Egaeus is beyond comprehension, for he 

has so seared over his conscience, so blotted out his memory of the deed, that it requires a 

servant to show the tormentor what grisly torture he has visited upon the pure and peerless 

maiden; in what possible sense, then, can she be a lady guardian to Egaeus? 

     D’Amato says of the husband who narrates “Morella” that he is “locked up in Lockean 

notions of rational identity and selfhood,” and that he does not share with her a natural affinity to 

the apostate nature of her studies, which include the “wild Pantheism of Fichte; the modified 
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palingenesis of the Pythagoreans [possibly a nod to Leibnitz’s Monadism]; and, above all, the 

doctrines of Identity as urged by Schelling” (146). That proclivity is actually what helps to save 

his sanity, just as it is that which helps to save the narrator of “Usher,” for the post-Kantian and 

post-Spinozist Fichte represents a deadly, impious conflation of German metaphysics—the very 

metaphysics with which the titular figure is preoccupied (in addition to Roman Catholic 

mysticism).  

     D’Amato fails to realize that the “highly imaginative heroine” is not, as he contends, “another 

benignant female scorned by an inferior husband who thereby scorns his healing half” (D’Amato 

145). That she is highly imaginative speaks to her embrace of German Idealism, and not only is 

her husband not morally inferior, but is actually a victim of her defiant torments; she is never his 

“healing half,” being instead the source of his fright and anguish, a role which she, in her 

unrepentant and impious nature, relishes, just as Montresor delights in the murder of Fortunato 

and the narrator of “Cat” enjoys the best night of sleep once he murders his kind and patient, 

longsuffering wife. 

     D’Amato calls her a “vital visionary involved in a marital mismatch,” a take on her character 

which he believes is underscored by Poe’s use of an epigraph from Plato, which D’Amato thinks 

emphasizes human wholeness: “Itself, by itself solely, one everlastingly, and single” (145). This 

is actually a condemnation on Poe’s part of the German obsession with collapsing categorical 

distinctions (object and subject), and a slam at Pantheism’s unifying the Creator with the 

Creation; it is also a jab at Idealism’s advocacy of autonomous egocentrism (the reason of the 

Self) as the source for the grounding of ethics.       

     Claiming next that the husband twists into ugliness that which Morella strives to make 
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beautiful, D’Amato accuses the narrator of betraying his spouse, a betrayal which he attributes to 

the husband’s “Lockean limitation, his belief only in the rational consciousness,” adding that this 

proclivity “precipitates his downfall” (146). What D’Amato thinks this fall is, he never states; the 

story concludes with Morella’s claim of spiritual possession of her young daughter’s body, 

therefore the child is a victim of apostate metempsychosis in the same way that Rowena is said 

to be in “Ligeia,” except that the demonic possession is depicted as both swift and sudden in 

“Morella” and protracted and semi-anticipated in “Ligeia”. Is his “downfall,” then, that he loses 

his much beloved child to the evil machinations of his spouse, whom D’Amato sees as being 

salvific? None of what he argues makes sense, for if she fulfills a salvific role for him, then he 

suffers no downfall by the tale’s conclusion. (Morella’s dispossessing her daughter’s soul is all 

the more evil, for children are innocent creatures in Poe’s fictions, and because the act takes 

place in a church, right at the very baptismal font within it, by which children are believed to be 

initiated into their fellowship with God.) Morella in no sense of the phrase can be considered a 

“lady guardian,” for she protects no one, and works instead only to satiate her own wicked 

desires, actually delighting in the torment of her spouse. 

     D’Amato wraps up his analysis of the conjugal relationship between the narrator and his wife 

as follows: “But he is head—not heart; thought—not emotion.  He does not love Morella, his 

necessary angel, and so he does not love his complete self […] And Morella must lose her 

patience because she is erudite and emotional and he is only rational” (147). Here, he continues 

to descend into even greater inanity. In the first place, he is not head without heart; he is devoted 

to his daughter, and he loves her beyond measure—which is why Morella assaults the girl’s soul, 
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knowing it to be most precious to the father, and therefore that being the best way to torment 

him.  

     In the second place, he is right to not love Morella, for she is exceedingly wicked and 

unrepentant, and Scripture admonishes such communion: “Be ye not unequally yoked together 

with unbelievers: for what fellowship hath righteousness with unrighteousness? and what 

communion hath light with darkness?” (2 Cor. 6:14-15) (This is not to suggest that Poe 

advocated divorce, but it should be pointed out that adultery was grounds for divorce, and 

adultery did not merely signify sexual infidelity but spiritual infidelity as well, as God forbade 

idolatry, which would include Self-idolatry. God Himself is a divorcé, as He divorced Israel 

when she went whoring after pagan idols, Jer. 3:8.) 

      In the third place, Morella, as the erudite partner, is the one who should be seen, if anyone, as 

the symbol of head and not heart, as being guilty of being beholden to “the life of the mind”.  

And if there is any emotion which characterizes her at all, it is not love but hate, or envy, or hate 

born of envy. If the Lucifer-figure pattern holds true, then the husband is a good and godly man, 

suggested by his love for his daughter and his desire to baptize her into the family of God; 

Roman Catholicism practices infant baptism, but not all Christian religions require it, therefore 

one may reasonably surmise that the father was not Roman Catholic and was not intending to 

raise his daughter in that religion, being another signal of their goodness, to Protestant readers. 

      D’Amato also thinks Ligeia an “angelic—rather than demonic—character,” and that she is 

somehow connected with “the vigorous will of God” (150). D’Amato consistently confuses 

unrepentant and therefore unredeemed characters for agents of divine redemption. Of her 
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husband, he says: “Like Egaeus, he is basically a Lockean rationalist without transcendental 

insights of his own” (D’Amato 151). Wrong. 

      Egaeus, whose extreme tendency to abstraction symbolizes German Idealism, should be 

understood to be utterly in contrast to the Lockean method of understanding the world, since 

Locke’s relies on sensation followed by reflection, which means that, unlike Kantian-inspired 

Idealism’s emphasis on intuition and reason (abstraction, hence the abstract paintings of 

Roderick), Locke’s philosophy instead relies on encounters with the material world; the first is 

characterized by subjectivity as the primary means of assessing the world, the latter by 

engagement with objective reality. (Shame on Carlson, as chair, for allowing so egregious a 

contention to go unchallenged in his critique of D’Amato’s work.) 

      Ligeia’s husband is somewhat of a rationalist, which is why he struggles with his sanity in 

coping with the iniquitous occultism of his wife, who seduces him into sharing her studies. In 

speaking of Ligeia’s obsession with transcendental studies, the husband refers to the contents of 

the texts as containing “a wisdom too divinely precious not to be forbidden,” confessing his 

wife’s having stimulated his interest in the forbidden fruit. D’Amato thinks this is a reference to 

the Roman Catholic Church ban on occult books during the Medieval Period, a fact, he notes, 

which does not deter either teacher or disciple (151). Citing Poe critic Floyd Stovall, D’Amato 

writes: “Influenced by Friedrich Schelling’s transcendental idealism […] the narrator adopts ‘the 

insane belief that the soul of Ligeia could be drawn from the regions of the dead, transplanted, so 

to speak, and made to live again in the physical substances of the dying Rowena’” (152). 547   

(The forbidden aspect also hints at Genesis 3’s “forbidden fruit” of Eden, of which Eve and 

Adam partake, with equally disastrous results.)  Scripture forbids consultation with familiar  
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spirits, hence this would be a damnable act (Lev. 19:31).  

     Also, biblically-based religions do not believe in reincarnation, or in metempsychosis, in 

which there is a transmigration of a soul from one body into that of another. In “Ligeia,” the 

titular character laments that the soul cannot survive the death of the body, and she suggests that 

death results merely from human will yielding to it—in essence contending that the triumph of 

the will enables one to defy the mortal boundaries established by the Most High God. Per 

Scripture, death enters the world as a result of sin, therefore to defy death is to deny the 

pronouncement of God that death is the penalty, or wages of sin. In Ligeia, her mortal sin is to 

seek immortality without observation of the two greatest commandments, for eternal life is the 

gift of God only to those souls who obey, and revere, and love Him., and who show regard for 

their fellow human beings, neither of which she does.  

     In his analysis of Ligeia’s relationship with her husband (wherein she serves as Eve in the 

garden, who seduces Adam with the Serpent’s fare), he sets out the untenable proposition 

(wholly indebted to the claptrap spouted by Carlson) to serve for his template in reading of the 

relationship between the siblings in “Usher”: 

     The narrator, then, reunites with his Ligeia half. ‘In thus recovering his psychal energy, he 

has revivified his own spiritual integrity and depth of soul,’ as Carlson says; and ‘Through his 

Ligeia self, he has discovered his ‘identity with God’ […] Ligeia is the affirmative female 

guardian, ‘part and parcel’ of the Divine Will […] She is the transcendental bridge that leads 

him to the ‘holy-land’ of his own soul” (D’Amato 154). 

 

     Does it really need to be said that one should not rely on psychoanalytic critic for proper 

analysis of spiritual concerns? Freudian analyses are based on an atheistic paradigm, therefore 

the critics who feel at liberty to discuss biblically-derived ethics do not subscribe to the revealed 

religion to which they owe their genesis; one is reminded of the Lily Tomlin joke about the 
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practice of relying on a male obstetrician is like trusting an auto mechanic who never owned a 

car. 

     D’Amato never surrenders this illogical schemata, for he says of the contrarian-natured twins: 

“Roderick Usher knows that he needs Lady Madeline but he lacks moral vitality and it remains 

for his stronger twin to effect their symbolic reunification” (140). Symbolic reunification? What 

nonsense is this? She bodily collapses on him and they die simultaneously; that is hardly a means 

by which a person achieves a regain in balance of “moral vitality,” whatever the hell that is 

supposed to mean; it is not as though righteousness is achieved through transmission by means 

of bodily contact, as if an infusion of blood between siblings, or as though a portion of her spirit 

could be imparted into his, via partial metempsychosis.  

     Moreover, what victim seeks to reunify with her murderer, symbolic or otherwise? She knows 

full well that he has sought to murder her, because every normative vigil for the dead has been 

foregone, vigils intended to safeguard or ensure that live burials did not occur—vigils which 

comprised his favorite study of all the books in his den of iniquity. Speaking to what he thinks 

confirms the Lady Madeline’s “symbolic significance,” D’Amato offers: “In the unity of the 

brother and sister symbolized by their physical death, in its revelatory and affirmative aspects, 

Roderick’s poetic soul symbolically finds a passage to the visionary Eden, a return to oneness, 

assuring the permanence of life in a world elsewhere” (160). The lack of logic contained in these 

lines is stunning.  What revelatory and affirmative aspects? What is revealed by Madeline’s 

collapse on her brother?  Poe is suggesting that the unrepentant murderer is assured a place in the 

heavenly Eden just because his victim falls on him, as if innocence or righteousness are 

transferred via partial, familial metempsychosis or consanguine osmosis?   
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     Incredibly, this actually seems to be the critic’s argument: “But in the very extremity of the 

horrors they perpetrate, they are compelled to confess their subconscious guilt and thus restore 

themselves to some semblance of moral humanity. And in the tales featuring the benign females, 

the divided males are supplied with moral qualities they lack, transferred to them symbolically in 

transcendental vision” (D’Amato 166). So now, according to D’Amato (who has bought way too 

much into Carlson’s erroneous template): (1) the Lucifer-figures act because they cannot help but 

indulge their wicked desires, being driven by uncontrollable inner compulsions; (2) the Lucifer-

figures confess because they cannot help but yield to some deeply unconscious compulsions to 

“out” their guilt; and (3) the Lucifer-figures are redeemed to humanity in surrendering to their 

confessional compulsions, or, they are redeemed to Heaven because the males ones benefit from 

a bizarre and non-specified transference of righteousness from their female companions. What 

madness is this? (And what of female Lucifer-figures? D’Amato utterly fails to recognize them, 

therefore he cannot discuss them.) 

      It is a weird synthesis of New Age spiritualism and Freudianism. In the first posit, if the 

murderers cannot control themselves in killing their victims, then they are not murderers (for we 

do not condemn that which cannot be controlled), and if they are not murderers, then there is no 

moral to the tale, and we can form no negative opinion about the murderers if we think them 

merely mentally ill, and that their actions were the result of mental illness; as Poe’s pattern 

shows, the mental illness follows the murders, not vice versa.  

     As for the second posit, if the murderers feel a deep-seated need to confess their crimes, then 

that means that on a deep-seated level, they also know full well that they are crimes, for we do 

not feel guilty about acts which we do not acknowledge are worthy of guiltiness or 
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condemnation. If the murderers themselves are cognizant of the fact that they have committed 

murder, then it also means that they cannot be said to have been mentally ill at the times they 

acted. If they were not mentally ill at the time they acted, then they were not compelled to 

commit the murders, which can only mean that they wantonly and willfully murdered their 

victims in cold blood.  

     In short, it is impossible that they are driven to confess as a matter of yielding to deep-rooted 

guilty consciences, since acknowledgement of guilt would also prove their sanity at the time of 

the murders. Whereas it is true that mentally ill people sometimes think themselves guilty of 

performing acts they never did, there can be no doubt that the murders were carried out, therefore 

this argument cannot be said to apply to these Lucifer-figures; if they confess to deeds they never 

committed, then they would be patently insane, and there is no moral to be learned from the 

ravings of a genuinely mad man.  

     The moral to be gleaned in Poe tales is that madness and self-destruction ensue when Self-

indulgence is unrestrained, whether that lack of restraint involves the egocentric grounding of 

ethics (Romanticism, German Idealism, American Transcendentalism, e.g.) or disrespecting the 

sanctity of Others, both mortal and divine; the ravings of his madmen are consequential of their 

actions, actions which they undertook with full mental and moral volition.  If the murderers 

killed as a result of mental illness, then they would have no deep-rooted guilt to confess, 

therefore the first and second posits are fundamentally at odds with one another; either the first is 

true, which means the second one cannot be, or the second one is true, which means the first one 

cannot be. Innocence and guilt are incompatible; they are either innocent of their crimes, in being 

mentally ill, or they confess guilt for acts which are criminal because they were not mentally ill 
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when they committed them.  As these propositions cannot both be true, given the law of non-

contradiction, it should be clear that they are unrepentant murderers, and being unrepentant, 

they must be condemned to die—which they are. The incongruity of these dual propositions 

seems lost on D’Amato, who clings to the insistent delusion that they are not: “But in all the 

murder tales the man characters are driven by some subconscious need—moral, whether they 

acknowledge it or not—to rectify conditions within or without themselves. With this fuller moral 

perspective or vision, often induced by psychal ‘perversity,’ they veer towards resolution of the 

psychal conflict in their souls” (D’Amato 139). This stance makes zero sense. 

     As for the third posit, righteousness hath no part with belial, therefore, in a biblical construct,  

there can be no collapsing of distinction between villain and victim, and the guilt of the 

unrepentant murderer is not absolved by the mere proximity of his victim at the time of death. In 

Christianity, it is the individual soul which stands in judgment before God; to argue that 

Roderick’s sin is expiated merely because his sibling collapses on him makes about as just sense 

to argue that Cain would be absolved of Abel’s murder if Abel simply fell onto his brother while 

expiring—and only an idiot would make that argument, or a Freudian symbolist. (As Mark 

Twain would say, “But I repeat myself.”)  Moreover, it should be here pointed out that the some 

of the females whom D’Amato thinks are salvific creatures are actually Lucifer-figures 

themselves, and instead of soothing or saving their male counterparts, they actually subjugate 

them (Ligeia) and terrorize them (Morella).  D’Amato fails to discern between those characters 

who uphold the biblical moral code and those who violate it, with his seafaring mariners first and 

then with his female figures.  He writes: 

     Thus, in the stories featuring the female presence, Poe contrives an affirmative unity of 

ideas while he varies its effects. Thematically, he depicts the psychological breaches in human 
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beings so that they can be made whole. Poe’s women, therefore […] are redeemers and 

healers, “angelic” powers who affirm the unity of human identity and the indestructability of 

life. (D’Amato 141).  

 

     It should be here pointed out that Madeline does not heal Roderick, Berenice does not heal 

Egaeus, Morella does not heal her husband, and Ligeia does not heal her spouse. D’Amato only 

can come up with this cockamamie theory by taking a Freudian template and stretching it beyond 

its limits; situated on a Procrustean bed of psychoanalytic illogic, it must be lopped off itself, for 

being so ill a fit to the true moral pattern of Poe’s tales.  

     D’Amato commits other critical sins, as he takes for granted Roderick’s claim that Madeline 

is afflicted by the “constitutional and family evil” of which Roderick speaks, as well as that the 

twins share a comparable nature (156). Madeline should be seen as a foil to Roderick, and 

therefore her nature should be understood to be nothing like her brother’s, and, moreover, we 

should surmise that she is actually the picture of good health absent her brother’s treachery, for it 

is quite reasonable to suspect that he is poisoning her intermittently, and that her doctors are 

baffled because they have not prescribed the laudanum whose symptoms she seems to exhibit 

sporadically. If she does not share his moral evil, or his mental perversion, then it is reasonable to 

surmise that she does not suffer from his bodily or constitutional evil, either. 

     D’Amato also seems unwilling to challenge the assessments of one of Poe’s most famous 

critical champions, as he notes of Roderick thathe may very well be gloomy and moreover 

“madly-inspired but he is ‘insane’ only in special sense sometimes ascribed to visionaries […] 

We have in him ‘something like a capacity for mere sensation,’ as Allen Tate says, ‘as 

distinguished from sensibility, which in Usher is atrophied’. Such solipsistic sensation involves a 

‘mechanism operating apart from the moral consciousness’” (159, emphasis mine).  
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     Well, no and yes. Roderick as a prophetic or divine visionary? God forbid the Devil should be 

chosen to guide mankind! But Roderick is a man of mere sensation in whom sensibility (Moral 

Sense)—is atrophied; following Poe’s tripartite conception of Pure Intellect, Taste, and Moral 

Sense, Roderick must also suffer from an atrophied sense of Taste (signified by his incompetence 

and weirdness in the arts), as well as an atrophied intellect (signified by incipient and 

encroaching madness). Roderick is not discussed here as if here were a heavenly-sanctioned 

agent of destruction, a notion which D’Amato echoes in his discussion of  another Poe tale, as he 

thinks the character Hop-Frog something more than human, even going so far as to call him a 

“divine emissary” sent to “secure immediate reparation for human cruelty beyond God’s 

patience,” adding that, as “divine agent, he may be compelled to extreme measures because of 

the extreme evil he encounters, which he must purge by fire”(135, 136).  Beyond God’s 

patience? The God who is longsuffering, and who would never condone torture and murder as 

recompense for insults and jeering pushing others about, that being a grotesquery of justice, in its 

excessiveness? 

     Hop-Frog experiences humiliation and taunting, and the heartache of abduction, but none of 

those things warrant the ghastly violent murders of several people burned alive—that is not an 

example of divine retribution, which prizes mercy over justice. Hop-Frog is a story in which the 

punishment far exceeds the crime, and no just judge, eternal or otherwise, would condone such 

an act. (To push a woman and force a man to drink alcohol which disagrees with him are hardly 

examples of  cruelty which constitute“extreme evil”; this is an absolutely unfathomable line of 

reasoning, given that it is offered in 1974, post-American slavery abuses and post-Holocaust 

horrors, both of which involved much greater abuses—in number, kind, and degree.)  
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     The unrepentant and murderous Hop-Frog is the Lucifer-figure of the story, and he is no more 

a divine agent than is the murderous and unrepentant Roderick. It is impossible that Tate could 

be correct on that point, even though he is quite correct in the latter assessment, for sensibility 

involves emotional connections, and Roderick is devoid of love for others. (Sentimental 

literature had been popularized in Europe during the century prior to Poe’s own, and still enjoyed 

popularity in America during the nineteenth century, the most famous example being perhaps 

Harriet Beecher Stowe’s 1951 novel, Uncle Tom’s Cabin.) If anything, instead of visionary, 

Roderick might be seen as a model or type for the Romantic artists, for whom Poe had no great 

love or admiration, hence Usher’s villainy. 

     Following a discussion of “Landor’s Cottage” and “The Domain of Arnheim” (which we must 

forego here, but which he also largely gets wrong), D’Amato ends his paper by reaching the 

following conclusion: “The hero of the ‘murder tales’ reveals a demonic self,  confronted often by 

a moral imperative which, though buried, soon rises to the surface and compels the perverse 

instigator to confess his crime” (200). Well, yes and no. Yes, the murderers are demonic, in being 

Lucifer-figures, and, yes, they are confronted with a moral imperative—the Moral Law of God 

written on the human heart. But, no, none of them confess out of a sense of repentance or Self-

conflict; they do not ever feel guilty, even though they all are guilty. He ends his analysis the way 

he began it, with superimposition of an illogical Freudianism which has the Angel and the Devil 

of the Ego’s shoulders’ duking it out, with the Superego striving to chastise the Id. It is an 

analysis which cannot hold water because, essentially, it exonerates the murderers of their deeds 

and insists that they are, on a deeply unconscious level, guilt-ridden and therefore repentant of 

their deeds.  
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     If they are compelled by their Ids to indulge themselves by committing murder, then they are 

not guilty of crimes, and are merely afflicted by mental illness. If they are compelled by their 

Superegos to confess, then they might be said to be repentant—but they are not repentant, just 

usually caught as a result of their own foolishness and pride (“Cat,” “Imp,” “Heart,”), or held 

accountable to some greater force (“Pit”). In “Hop-Frog,” there is no admission of guilt, deeply 

psychal or other, and in “Cask,” Montresor has seared over his conscience so well that he is not 

disturbed by his malevolent and cruel deed even fifty years after committing it.  

     Moreover, importantly, nay, crucially, Freudianism is not concerned with morality, being 

concerned only with expediency, which is to say, with the individual striking a balance between 

civilization and his or her own discontentment. There is no concept of sin or righteousness in a 

Freudian construct, therefore D’Amato cannot rightly make the argument that Poe’s vision is a 

moral one unless he frames the discourse in terms of biblical goodness and evil—which he fails 

to do. In short, the tales cannot be moral ones unless there is a moral code inherent to them, and 

unless there is a moral to be teased out of them.  

     The readers already must be cognizant of this moral code in order to recognize  (re-cognize) it 

as presented in the tales, in the same way that a puzzle, or cypher, or cryptogram, only can be 

cracked if one is already familiar with the symbols in which it is rendered and the originals 

which they signify or to which they allude. The moral code which Poe presents to his readers is 

not one which compels his readers to think of reconciling causes of mental anguish, but one 

which compels them to reconcile their wicked hearts to the will of the Most High God, as the 

moral undercurrent which feeds the tales instructs them to observe the two greatest 

commandments given in Scripture.  
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     Poe had to write so that the morals could be teased out, which means he had to utilize a 

syllabary to which his readers had immediate access, that being the King James Version Bible. 

The moral code (ethical import) in Poe’s work derives from Scripture, and the code words he 

employed to convey that moral code likewise derive from Scripture. There would have been no 

Freudian “code” (one devoid of moralism, at that) in Poe’s lifetime, therefore to project 

psychoanalytic templates onto his tales is to strip them of any possibility of moral content, and it 

is perhaps the most egregious form of anachronistic “Presentism” in literary analysis.  

     Absent a textual source (the Holy Bible) which establishes or originates the moral code which 

Poe conveys (the revealed religion of Scripture), there would be neither the moral code to which 

Poe could point, nor a means by which he could point to it. Poe would have us to understand that 

all other ethical codes which have their genesis in the egocentrism of Man (in any form of human 

agency, whether in human reason, human emotion, or human intuition, human imagination, e.g., 

Pantheism, Romanticism, German Idealism, American Transcendentalism, Freudianism, etc.) 

must fail, for they point back to nothing except the minds or hearts of their creators, and 

therefore have no correspondence with objective reality (at times not even desiring it); can 

embrace of such wholesale fantasies as these be anything but symptomatic of the madness which 

destroys the individual Man and then the whole World? Can there be any wonder, then, that Poe 

frequently utilizes madness to symbolize the impiety attendant to rejecting the ethical code 

handed down by the Most High God, in seeking either to be as Him or in forsaking 

lovingkindness to our fellow man?  

     The point is entirely lost on D’Amato, whose very final words quote Eureka, wherein he 

renders the consummation of his woefully amiss analytical judgment: “‘And now—this Heart 
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Divine—what is it? It is our own.’ The symbolic and intricate integrity of Poe’s moral vision 

finally achieves a tranquil apotheosis” (D’Amato 201). This is the most damnable of acts, being 

the act of the Devil; the Lucifer-figures are heartlessly callous, and they seek to take the place of 

the Most High God, being not even content to rival Him. Same as Satan, in their pride and envy 

and covetousness, those who are evil must strive to do away with the good, just as Cain lashed 

out at Abel, whose goodness only served to magnify his brother’s iniquity.   

     D’Amato’s paper is titled as though he would focus on the morality of the tales, yet he never 

points to the source of the moral standard by which he gauges the Poe characters whom he 

discusses—the revealed religion of Scripture. Poe’s tales teach us that an ugliness constituted by 

radical grotesquery of the soul, in the form of extreme wickedness of the heart, cannot bear the 

sight of supernal beauty in others, and therefore it seeks to mar and then immolate those who 

embody godliness. For Poe, the Good/God/godliness is associated with supernal beauty, but 

Evil/Man/wickedness is greatly associated with ugliness, with grotesquery and disproportion as 

vice, whether as excess or as deficiency. Evildoers  cannot bear the sight of the good; they 

cannot bear the sight of themselves; and they cannot bear to be in the sight of the good. But we 

must now turn to direct analysis of the selected tales, in order to support this contention. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 

“THE FALL OF THE HOUSE OF USHER” (1839) 

 

 

      “He that troubleth his own house shall inherit the wind.”  ((Proverbs 11:9) / 

             “And if a house be divided against itself, that house  cannot stand.”  (Mark 22:25) 

 

“But the others looked in the face of Aslan and loved him,  though some of them 

 were very frightened at the same  time.” (C.S. Lewis)548 

 

     The oppressive gloom of the atmosphere depicted in Poe’s 1839 tale “The Fall of the House 

of Usher” is palpable, even if the foreboding doom is not immediately evident. This result is not 

surprising, after all, as some Poe tales are merely curious (“The Devil in the Belfry”), some are 

surprisingly clever (“The Purloined Letter”), some are moderately humorous (“The Angel of the 

Odd”), and some are intentionally sarcastic (“Some Words with a Mummy”); readers should not 

expect that a dreadful conclusion is foregone. Whereas the melancholy, isolationist, paranoid, 

and mysterious mood of the narrative is established from its very onset, the tale is hardly 

suspenseful; it is the longest of the tales examined in detail, and the absence of dread 

experienced on the part of the reading audience likely minimizes the impact of horror by the 

tale’s conclusion.   

     Certainly, the unnamed narrator flees the site in terror, but the reader’s departure is nowhere 

nearly as dramatic as is his; the story is intellectually rewarding without being emotionally 

potent, as the reader's sense of dread is nowhere nearly as acute as is Roderick's. (This 

phenomenon seems to bear witness to Poe’s professed proclivity for shorter narratives to sustain 

intensity of the reading experience.) The attainment of genuine horror on the part of the reader is 

here sacrificed for the sake of overt symbolism; if Poe is anywhere guilty of overt didacticism, it 

is in this tale. 
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     The concentrated moral undercurrent which informs the bulk of his tales in which it exists 

appear to be those penned during 1839-1846, the time in which he seems to have been working 

out variations on the theme of the Lucifer-figure. If one examines the chronology of the tales 

written during this period, one can discern that “Usher” is written near the onset (1839), and that 

“Cask” appears dead last (1846); it seems that Poe was winnowing as he went, in an effort to 

perfect his craft, as “Cask” likely represents the perfection of concision and precision, so far as 

harmonizing the desired, combined elements of clever biblical allusion, foreshadowing, 

enclosure, and villainy, in order to achieve a chilling effect on the part of his readership.   

     To be sure, all of these factors are present in “Usher,” but the tale is much more drawn out, 

heavy-handed, sprawling, and less traumatizing to the reader than is “Cask”. The tone of this 

piece is identical to that of the other tales because the subject about which the author is taking a 

position is shared across these stories; it is condemnatory of those who collapse into the insanity 

of a Self-indulgent Self-idolatry which leads to utter violation of the two greatest 

commandments. In this tale more so than most others, because of the status as twins of the 

murderer Roderick and his victimized sister Madeline, the message that murder is suicide is most 

evident; in a Christian context, the consequences are eternal damnation.549 If Poe’s message here 

is entirely in keeping with this context, how, then, can he not be regarded a conventional biblical 

moralist, in the same vein as his peers and predecessors? 

     As will be documented extensively in the other Poe short stories examined in this study, 

several signifiers of the Lucifer-figure appear within this tale, many of which are hereafter 

detailed.  The story unfolds, after the fact, through the voice of an unnamed narrator, a relatively 

common framing device for Poe, in which the speaker is the murderous Lucifer-figure (“Imp,” 
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“Heart,” “Black Cat”). The exception herein is that the narrator is not the murderer, but is instead 

an acquaintance of the Lucifer-figure, being one in a position to bear witness against the 

murderer, even if he refrains from explicit condemnation of the dark deed once the treachery has 

been made manifest. It is possible that Poe does not have his unnamed narrator outright condemn 

Roderick’s villainy for a few reasons. 

     First, the tale concludes with the narrator fleeing the collapsing mansion, in which instance he 

is given to be in such a state of fright and shock that he “fled aghast” from the sight of the 

bloodied, resurrected Madeline collapsing on her brother-killer, after which time his “brain 

reeled” as he watched the entire estate sink into the familial quagmire (Poe 191). The tale ends 

on an active note, in which the events are described as still unfolding, and are not related as if the 

narrator is leisurely reflecting upon these events. (He might be recounting the events to the local 

peasantry immediately after they have transpired, just as the narrator in “Heart” engages the 

police soon after he has secreted away the body of his former master.)  

     Terror, of course, is an immediate experience, thus one cannot rightly expect a character 

describing being in the thick of a matter to simultaneously offer pronouncements which would 

eviscerate the expressed intensity of the event: It would be poor storytelling on the narrator’s 

part, indeed, to editorialize whilst recounting a rushed event, as such a practice would slow down 

the sense of urgency the recounting intends to convey.  In the second place, the narrator reveals, 

not that he is afraid of Madeline in her severely weakened state (what physical harm could she 

possibly do him?), but that he is “aghast” when she appears; why not merely surprised? Because 

she has assaulted his conscience, for her appearance forces him to confront the fact that he has 

been negligently complicit in the premature entombment which ultimately leads to her demise. In 
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short, as a sane and moral person, he is horrified by the realization that, unwittingly, because he 

has trusted in the assurances and manner of the Devil, he has innocent blood on his hands. 

     Arguably, the narrator is guilty of contributory manslaughter, and not, as is Roderick, of first-

degree murder, but the law of man and the Law of God both require punishment for the 

preventable death of another, whether intentional or accidental. The penalty for murder (which 

always involves intent) is death, but manslaughter does not merit the same fate, which is likely 

why the narrator, guilty though he is of criminal negligence, nonetheless is able to escape the 

sentence of death and flee to a sanctuary site (“cities of refuge”), the same protection offered for 

manslaughter as established in the Old Testament (Num. 35:9-34).  

     Having blood on his own hands, he is not in a position to pass judgment on Roderick for a 

deed in which he has been complicit, since he is not yet shown as having repented of his sin. 

(That he will do so once he has time and space to do so is suggested by the very fact that he is 

aghast by recognition of his role in Madeline’s demise; if he were unrepentant, his tale would be 

recounted merely as if relating a curiosity, and not as a frantic escape of horror.) Third, if Poe had 

the narrator outright render judgment on Roderick, then it would detract from the tale’s 

suggestive symbolism that the Most High God Himself had pronounced the condemnation 

against Roderick, in that the mansion and its owner are, by God, “swallowed up in victory” into 

the swamp (Poe 191, 1 Cor. 15:54).   

     These three reasons perhaps best explain the nature of the story’s conclusion, and they should 

help to discredit critical assessments which contend that the narrator’s sanity should be called 

into question; clearly, the narrator is both moral and sane if he is intended to serve as a foil 

against the Lucifer-figure of Roderick, whom is neither. In point of fact, it is because Roderick is 
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not moral that he is insane, for immorality is akin to insanity in Poe's short stories which feature 

the archetype of the Lucifer-figure. 

     The  opening paragraph of the tale describes a property which reflects accurately both the 

archetype’s aspects of isolation and excess, as the phrases “singularly dreary tract of country,” 

“insufferable gloom,” “utter depression of soul,” and an analysis of a power which “lies among 

considerations beyond our depth” are utilized to establish both the intentional remoteness of 

Roderick from his fellow man and the abject depth of his depravity (Poe 177).550  That there will 

be a spiritual (and therefore moral) element to this tale is revealed in the narrator’s admission “I 

was forced to fall back upon the unsatisfactory conclusion, that while, beyond doubt, there are 

combinations of very simple natural objects which have the power of thus affecting us, still the 

analysis of this power lies among considerations beyond our depth” (Poe 177). 

      Here can be seen a possible nod to Poe’s attestation “Terror is of the soul,” meaning it is not 

comprehended by the mind, but is instead apprehended (universally) by the soul; the immediacy 

of terror disallows reflective propensities. (Of course, that it is of the soul can also indicate that 

the human heart is the source of terror.) What is more concerned with the human soul than 

conventional religion, whose purview involves establishing and affirming moral conduct? 

Whereas the narrator is thought of typically along purely rationalist and materialist lines, Poe 

hereby reveals that such a position is both untenable and unwise, as the tale suggests that there 

are more things in heaven and earth than are dreamt of in our philosophies, including our 

intangible souls and the irrational (emotional) facets of our characters.  

     The narrator discloses that the visit to his childhood acquaintance is precipitated by a letter of 

request from Roderick which is described as being of a “wildly importunate nature,” evidencing 
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a “nervous agitation,” and constituting a “very singular summons” (Poe 178). Its author admits 

of extreme and oppressive mental illness taking a toll on his physical well-being, and the urgency 

of the request is honored by the narrator because of “the apparent heart that went with his 

request” (Poe 178). Poe’s word choice here is not haphazard, for the wildness to which he alludes 

is the impertinent and apostate strain of German Romanticism taken to the extreme, a strain 

which disregards both the conventions of the society of men and the moral strictures of the Moral 

Law of God; that the description of the letter’s timbre is linked emphatically to the heart of its 

author speaks to the anti-social and impious nature of Roderick.551  

     In fact, the narrator, recalling their youth, says of his former and future companion that his 

reserve “had been always excessive and habitual,” a remark which reveals that his anti-social 

nature is not a late development or a result of recent illness; he has recoiled from the company of 

his fellow man as a normative or habitual matter (Poe 178). (That he seems to have at least one 

companion in close proximity, whether the narrator as a young man or his sister when older, is 

perhaps indicative of the old notion that misery loves company, which is properly understood to 

mean that the miserable love to visit their misery onto others. Excess is mark of grotesquery, 

according to the pagan construct.)   

     The phrase “nervous agitation” suggests the mental equivalent of gesticulation, agitated 

physical movements traditionally associated in Christianity with demonic possession, satanic 

worship, or witchcraft. Roderick is passive-aggressive, and he is an individual whose physical 

weakness mirrors his moral insufficiency; that his gesticulations are mental and not physical is in 

keeping with his temperament, as Roderick is an example of the man whose existence consists of 

“the life of the mind,” par excellence – but the life of the mind is not the life of the heart which 
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Scripture mandates: Satan is most “subtil” of God's creatures, but he is not most loving. 

      Whereas some of the Lucifer-figures demonstrate physical prowess or swiftness enough to 

rush upon their victims (“Cat,” “Cask,” “Heart”), Roderick must rely on the assistance of others 

to perfect his murderous task; either the family doctor in the tale is complicit with the continual 

poisoning of Madeline, or he is close to discerning that Roderick is culpable for having done so. 

He appears puzzled when the narrator first encounters the him. He is described as having a 

countenance of “low cunning mingled with perplexity,” suggesting the subtilty and debasement 

of Satan as a crawling serpent in Genesis 3, as well as the physician's inability to attribute 

Madeline's symptoms to any naturally-occurring ailment. (He might simply be perplexed by the 

narrator's presence, though.)  

     The urgency of Roderick’s letter might even be a spur to action on his part, fearing, as he 

might, that the local doctors or his servant were close to discovering his deadly secret, therefore 

increasing the maniacal intensity of the plea. It could be that the visitation was expedited, so as 

to bury his sister before the area physicians were wise to the brother’s evil machinations, and 

thereby able to warn Madeline and safeguard her. This is a reasonable postulation, for the 

narrator explains that Roderick gives as an excuse for the hurried nature of the entombment that 

he feared “by consideration of the unusual character of the malady of the deceased, of certain 

obtrusive and eager inquiries on the part of her medical men” (Poe 186). (That they are described 

as her medical men suggests that the doctor encountered by the narrator might be Roderick's 

personal physician.) 

      That the correspondence is described as a singular summons hints at the devilish identity of 

its author, as Satan is to be resisted, summons or not; only God, as supreme authority, has the 
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uncontested right to issue a legitimate summons. (A summons is a legal mandate issued by a 

judge to appear before him/her in court; as only God is rightful judge, Poe is here likely 

suggesting that the Devil is arrogating God’s authority to himself.) 

     As with many other Poe tales of this ilk, the action takes place in the darker moments of the 

day or at the dead of night, as the narrator notes that he arrives “as the shades of the evening 

drew on” (Poe 177). In describing Roderick, he speaks of his host's “far more than ordinary 

waneness” and “inexpressible agitation” (Poe 182), and of his disclosure of  an “acute bodily 

illness” and his “very ancient family” (Poe 178).  All of these descriptions which accentuate 

extremity (indicating grotesquery) are clues to the supernatural (extraordinary) nature or 

characteristics of Satan and his extensive lifespan in being more than merely human, as he is 

given to have been present in the Garden of Eden per Genesis 3, Isaiah 14, and 2 Corinthians 

11:3. Roderick tends to be described in superlatives for this reason, as extremity signifies both 

antiquity and being beyond the ken of normal mortal beings, hinting at Lucifer's supernatural 

identity.  

     In fact, the mansion which is symbolically linked to Roderick (and his ancestry) is said to be 

of “an excessive antiquity,” yet is pervaded by “an atmosphere which had no affinity with the air 

of heaven, but which had reeked up from the decayed trees. […] a pestilent and mystic vapor” 

(Poe 179). These remarks point to Lucifer's former glorious estate in Heaven, which he lost as a 

result of his rebellious pride, per Isaiah 14.552  Roderick's family tree does not flourish, as for 

centuries, it “had put forth, at no period, any enduring branch,” only producing lone male heirs 

“in the direct line of descent, and had always, with very trifling and temporary variation, so lain” 

(Poe 178).  The use of the words “direct” and  “descent” here are intentionally evocative of 
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Satan's irrevocable damnation to Hell (and what reader encounters the word “descent” and does 

not think of Dante's journeys through “Inferno”?); that there are trifling and temporary variations 

suggests merely that there will be instances given per Scripture wherein Satan will appear to 

have gained some advantages, but the ultimate course of his fate is eventual and certain.553  That 

the family tree might have flourished is a possibility negated by the toxic machinations of 

Roderick against his sister Madeline, as she never could bloom and marry, having “succumbed 

[...] to the prostrating power of the destroyer” (Poe 182). 554One of the names given for Satan is 

“Apollyon,” which means “Destroyer” in Greek (Rev. 9:11); this line is a telling clue that 

Madeline did not die from natural causes, and that Roderick is a Lucifer-figure is underscored by 

the word “prostrating,” for Scripture attests that to God “every knee shall bow” (Isa. 45:23, Rom. 

14:11).  

     In Christian tradition, the Devil is an inadequate counterfeiter whose aim is to imitate or usurp 

the power and authority of God, thus Roderick must “cheat” in order to get Madeline to succumb 

to him, as he is inferior to God; without first poisoning her, it is highly doubtful that he ever 

could have compelled her to remain prostrate on her bed and then for a while in the tomb from 

which she is symbolically resurrected. (And in white robes tainted with her own blood, at that, 

suggesting also that the controversy is between Satan and Christ, as given in Christian tradition.) 

The godly are associated with a fruitful bough, but the ungodly are as bereft or burnt up branches 

(Gen. 49:22, Isa. 17:6, Job 15:30, Isa. 27:10, Ezek. 19:14, Hos. 11:6). In fact, the Old Testament 

attests “the branch of the terrible ones shall be brought low” (Isa. 25:5), and the New Testament 

reaffirms “If a man abide not in me, he is cast forth as a branch, and is withered” (Jn. 15:6). 

      That the entire Usher line itself has been ungodly, at least the male heirs, is quite likely, given 
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that the decrepit estate is analogous to the patronymic denizens; the family possesses great 

wealth, yet they fail or refuse to keep the mansion or the grounds in good repair, suggesting that 

willful disregard (sin as rebellion) is responsible for the collapse of both family and estate. 

Clearly, it is a matter of the Ushers having had a deleterious effect on their environment, and not, 

as the insane, blame-projecting, Roderick contends, the other way around. 

     The narrator's description of the fungus-laden mansion includes “a barely perceptible fissure, 

which […] made its way down the wall in a zig zag form” (Poe 179).555 That the life-threatening 

fissure is barely perceptible indicates that careful discernment is required for detecting its deadly 

portent; that it is crooked speaks to the fact that the house (in terms of its familial denizen) is not 

associated with the straight and narrow way of conduct in accordance with the mandates of 

Scripture.556  Poe describes the house as being covered in a tangled webwork of “fungi,” not 

moss; mosses are living plants, whereas fungi are not (Poe 179). Whereas moss is capable of 

reproducing life, fungi destroy the plants with which they come into contact, as fungi act as 

parasites which interfere with living plants' ability to absorb the water and nutrients they need to 

survive. 557 In addition to providing a counterpoint to Christ being associated with the waters of 

Life (Jn. 4:14, Rev. 21:16, Rev 22:1, Rev. 22:17), the presence of the extensive and antiquated 

webbed fungi bolsters the argument that the patronymic male heirs of Usher long have been 

murdering any siblings able to compete for a share of the familial inheritance, slowly yet 

eventually destroying them, as do the vegetative parasites associated with the estate proper. 

      The sight of the “mere house” leaves the narrator with “an utter depression of soul” which 

renders him nauseous, a sentence which suggests Satan's inferiority, the extremity of his 

depravity, and even his confinement in the bottomless pit (Rev. 20:1-3). According to Scripture, 
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when the Devil is confined in this pit, humankind peers into its dizzying depth and is astonished 

that it could have been deceived by a being whose “mereness” is exposed when compared to the 

greatness of God (Isa. 14-17). Perhaps quite relevant to the “mere house” of Usher, in terms of 

its familial line, though, are the biblical verses which follow, speaking of the fate of an impious 

evildoer: 

      Thou shalt not be joined with them in burial, because thou hast destroyed thy land, and 

slain thy people: the seed of evildoers shall never be renowned.  Prepare slaughter for his 

children for the iniquity of their fathers; that they do not rise, nor possess the land, nor fill the 

face of the world with cities. For I will rise up against them, saith the LORD of hosts, and cut 

off from Babylon the name, and remnant, and son, and nephew, saith the LORD. I will also 

make it a possession for the bittern, and pools of water: and I will sweep it with the besom of 

destruction, saith the LORD of hosts. (Isa. 14:20-23)558 

 

     Considering this excerpt of holy writ, one can see why Roderick enjoys no traditional burial 

(his corpse is swallowed up in the murky waters), why the ancestral line never flourishes, why 

there are so few male heirs in particular, and why the “mere house” of corpse and estate 

ultimately end up at the bottom of a body of water.  According to Strong's biblical concordance, 

the term “bittern” signifies, in Scripture, a so-called “shrinking animal,” which is to say, one 

which collapses on itself in appearance when the quills or feathers or legs are contracted, such as 

a porcupine or a heron. In fact, the term in later usage designates a heron which is particularly 

secretive in its habitation, lives in marshes, and is nocturnally active, thus it serves as a germane 

symbol for Roderick; as the isolated mansion collapses on itself and sinks, this is an apt allusion. 

(The word is also the name given to a bitter-tasting solution consisting of sulfates once salt has 

been evaporated from briny water; sulfur, of course, is associated with the satanic in Christian 

tradition.)  

     Moreover, according to Scripture, it is only fools and apostates who build their houses upon 
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unstable and shifting foundations (as wetlands), as opposed to constructing them on the rock-

solid foundation of God (Lk. 6:48-49). The fate of the structure for those who reject or refuse to 

heed the Word of God?  No less than the fate visited on the house of Usher: “And the rain 

descended, and the floods came, and the winds blew, and beat upon that house; and it fell: and 

great was the fall of it” (Mt. 7:24-27). It is crucial to note that the eventual fate visited upon 

Lucifer-figures correlates with the biblical passages which speak to divine judgment being 

pronounced against them, in order to validate the argument that Poe is advocating conventional 

Christian morality. 

      The narrator relates that his host greeted him with “an overdone cordiality,” offering that by a 

mere glance Roderick had “convinced me of his sincerity” (Poe 180.) This is a description which 

well applies to a confidence man, a person who is practiced at the art of deception, first gaining 

the trust of the person s/he intends to mislead; the Devil, recall, in Christian tradition, is said to 

convince by his manner.  As Roderick is not lying to his guest about the seriousness of his own 

malady (the physical manifestation of which is too apparent to be denied), the reader should be 

on alert that the narrator will be lied to about other matters, namely lies that Madeline's waning 

health and immanent death similarly are the result of natural illness, and that she was deceased 

when the guest's assistance was solicited to place her in the tomb.559 

     Roderick's physical description should not be glossed over, for it very pointedly suggests his 

demonic nature. His physiognomy (in which a person's character is thought to be revealed by his 

or her appearance) is given as follows: 

     A cadaverousness of complexion; an eye large, liquid, and luminous beyond comparison; 

lips somewhat thin and very pallid, but of a surpassingly beautiful curve; a nose of a delicate 

Hebrew model, but with a breadth of nostril unusual in similar formations; a finely moulded 

chin, speaking, in its want of prominence, of a want of moral energy; hair of a more than web-
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like softness and tenuity; these features, with an inordinate expansion above the regions of the 

temple, made up altogether a countenance not easily to be forgotten. And now in the mere 

exaggeration of the prevailing character of these features, and of the expression they were 

wont to convey, lay so much of change that I doubted to whom I spoke. The now ghastly 

pallor of the skin, and the now miraculous lustre of the eve, above all things startled and even 

awed me. The silken hair, too, had been suffered to grow all unheeded, and as, in its wild 

gossamer texture, it floated rather than fell about the face, I could not, even with effort, 

connect its Arabesque expression with any idea of simple humanity. (Poe 180) 

 

     His pallor is a deathly pale, and Satan is Death in Christian tradition, just as Jesus is “the 

Life” in it, the same Death who is swallowed up in victory (1 Cor. 15:54). That his eye is 

“beyond comparison” underscores Lucifer's supernatural quality, in terms of exceeding normal 

humanity and even other heavenly creatures, as indicated by Scripture, and that he is 

“surpassingly beautiful” alludes to Lucifer having been “perfect in beauty” when created by God 

(Ezek. 28:1). That he does not have a pronounced chin is somewhat of a jest, for he is a gloomy 

figure, therefore not an individual who would epitomize the optimism associated with the phrase 

“Chin up!”; the narrator reads this as being indicative of moral lethargy, feeding into Roderick's 

defeatist attitude. That the villain's hair is likened to a spider's web alludes to two particular 

verses in Scripture, that of Isaiah 59:5, which speaks of evil men, and more especially Job 8:13-

15, wherein the person who forgets God is said to be a hypocrite without hope (hence Roderick's 

glumness), “and whose trust shall be a spider's web,” being one whose house shall neither stand 

nor endure, the endgame being that “the dwelling place of the wicked shall come to naught,” just 

as is the fate visited upon the Usher estate (Job 8:22). (The “inordinate expansion” above the 

temple region is simply an instance of Poe including the then-popular fad of phrenology, which 

involved study of the shape and size of a person's cranium, allegedly to reveal his or her 

character and mental prowess. All of the other superlatives are meant to indicate grotesquery.)  

     That the narrator disassociates his host with “simple humanity” is meant to suggest both 
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Satan's superhuman nature and intellectual acuity, as well as Roderick's Self-severance from his 

fellow man.  Importantly, the narrator relates that his host's features “lay so much of change that 

I doubted to whom I spoke” (Poe 180). In other words, he appears transformed almost beyond 

recognition, just as Satan and his ministers are said to transform so as to be indistinguishable 

from godly ministers (2 Cor. 11:13-15).560 

     The narrator goes on to describe Roderick's surroundings, which include a black oaken floor, 

“feeble gleams of encrimsoned light,” a vaulted and fretted ceiling, walls covered with dark 

draperies, furniture which was “profuse, comfortless, antique, and tattered,” and a considerable 

number of books and musical instruments strewn haphazardly about, none of which enlivened 

the scene (Poe 180). Here we have the perversion of a Gothic cathedral, the architecture of 

which, in its emphasis on height and light, was intended to convey the focus of the devout 

towards a happy communion with God.  The antiquity of the furnishings, along with their state of 

decay, is meant to suggest the Devil's great age and the iniquity which corrupted him, as given in 

Ezekiel 28; that they are uncomfortable implies that the current estate is not a home, as Satan 

was cast out of his former estate. The oak tree is associated with God and godly righteousness; 

that this foundation is blackened suggests wickedness on the part of the host and his ancestral 

line.  

      The room is a vision in black and red, and possibly dark purple (the draperies), funerary 

colors and that of bloodshed.  There are “feeble” gleams of red light, with the feebleness 

implying Satan's inferiority, as does the word “gleams,” both terms indicating diffusion of 

intensity of a light source; the moonlight which comes into play in later events serves the same 

allusive purpose, as it also is said to be casting “a gleam so unusual” (Poe 191). (It also is 
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described as being “a wild light” (Poe 191). The chaotic aspect of nature was much celebrated by 

European Romantics, and the secularized worship of the wilderness characterized, in part, the 

mindset of the American Transcendentalists, both groups disdained by Poe.)  561  

     The ceiling is vaulted and fretted, suggesting Satan's aspirations and frustrations in heaven, as 

given in Ezekiel 28. The books and musical instruments are meant to illustrate his highly-

developed intellect (Satan is most “subtil” of all creatures), but more so than that, Jubal is given 

to be a direct descendant of Cain, Cain being the first murderer and liar of human beings listed in 

Scripture (Genesis 4), and Jubal being the first named inventor of musical instruments: “Jubal: 

he was the father of all such as handle the harp and organ” (Gen. 4:21).   Harps and organs are 

stringed instruments, the only types which Roderick can endure, thus a satanic progeny is 

implied (to say nothing of the fact that Roderick himself is high-strung). 

     Interestingly, the narrator offers that Roderick's family has been known for producing many 

works of “exalted art” for so long and so continuously as to be from “time out of mind”; he also 

credits Roderick with “repeated deeds of munificent yet unobtrusive charity” (Poe 178). The 

word “exalted” alludes to Satan's decision to exalt himself above God, and the protracted 

duration speaks to Lucifer's antiquity dating to his heavenly existence even before the Garden of 

Eden (Isa. 14:13, Ezek. 28:1-3). The term “munificent” suggests a donation so generous as to be 

considered excessive (and therefore a grotesquery), being beyond that which would be 

reasonably anticipated, indicating extreme philanthropy or magnanimity; “unobtrusive,” of 

course, means inconspicuous or without fanfare.  

     From this brief excerpt can be gleaned a few things. First, if the charitable acts are manifest 

(as they are said to be), then they are no longer inconspicuous; as the acts are known to the 
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narrator, and as they are given to be excessive, there are two biblical verses herein to which Poe 

likely alludes. Both allusions comes from the Gospel of Matthew, the first being: “Therefore 

when thou doest thine alms, do not sound a trumpet before thee, as the hypocrites do in the 

synagogues and in the streets, that they may have glory of men” (Mt. 6:2), and the second being 

“But all their works they do for to be seen of men: they make broad their phylacteries, and 

enlarge the borders of their garments” (Mt. 23:5). Both of the verses pertain to the wicked 

Pharisees condemned by Jesus, whom Jesus had accused of being the progeny of the Devil (Jn. 

8:44).  

     The excessive amount of the donation suggests the broadening and enlarging activities of the 

Pharisees, which are done to draw attention to how righteous they are – hypocritically, though. 

Roderick's hypocrisy involves his disdaining human companionship (and eventually humanity 

once he becomes a murderer) whilst being a major philanthropist, as the etymology of the term 

“philanthropist” designates one who loves his fellow man.  The narrator notes that these 

charitable acts have become manifest only recently; Roderick knows that he cannot take it with 

him and that has no heir, thus he likely is quickly depleting the family wealth because he knows 

that he will be murdering his sister, the only other individual by whom the estate could be 

inherited. 

      (Either that, or he is endeavoring to cover his dastardly machinations by winning the good 

opinion of the locals, as had the Pharisees recounted in Matthew's Gospel; the greater the 

guiltiness, the greater the “charity” needed to cover the multitude of sins (1 Pet. 4:8). In the 

Greek tongue, charitas means love, but the loveless Roderick only can offer funds to his fellow 

man.) 
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     After being welcomed to the Usher estate, Roderick speaks of suffering from “a constitutional 

and family evil”; the constitutional evil he describes involves suffering from “a morbid acuteness 

of the senses,” much the same as had been the lament of the murderous narrator in “Heart” (Poe 

181). Whereas it is true that other family members might have endured the same constitutional 

defect, it is also possible that the family evil of which he speaks is the poisoning of siblings; did 

not Cain slay Abel? The Usher line is not given to proliferation according to the narrator, but the 

reader cannot discern whether this pruning of the familial tree is natural or artificial. It should be 

pointed out that the narrator of “Heart” who similarly claimed extraordinary auditory prowess 

was ostensibly mad, so much so that it had been apparent to the audience whom he repeatedly 

tries to convince otherwise. Roderick's confession, considered in that light, means that the reader 

should be highly suspect of Roderick's claims per this regard, whether he is crazily self-deluded 

or merely a liar, for he willfully deceives the narrator concerning the truth about Madeline’s 

death. 

     In an example of clever foreshadowing on Poe’s part, Roderick speaks of dread of an 

approaching time when his life and his reason will be wrested from him in a struggle which will 

claim both; by the tale's conclusion, of course, he has become quite unhinged mentally, and he 

dies of fright when his sister accusingly collapses on him in her own death throes. (He is dead 

before she falls on him, thus she doesn’t tear him to death, instead expiring on his corpse.)  

Where Roderick gets it wrong, though, is that he loses his marbles before he loses his life; his is 

the form of moral malady which results from the over-inflated ego eventually imploding, just as 

the house which symbolizes him eventually will collapse from neglect of proper attention. It 

should be noted that the Ushers were doubtless a family possessed of great wealth; at any time, 
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the house could have been tended to so as to keep it from falling into disrepair. Houses which are 

not kept up properly fall into utter ruin, and Roderick, as one who has “troubleth his own 

household,” inherits the whirlwind which destroys both manor and man (Prov. 11:29).562 

     The narrator describes the ambiance of “a sulphurous lustre,” the first word suggesting hellish 

wickedness and the second one suggesting the inferiority of Satan, as lustrous objects do not as 

intensely shine as does the sun, which is associated with God. Sulfur is associated with the Devil 

because it is associated with his eternal fate, as the lake of fire is sometimes translated as “the 

lake of burning sulfur,” as in the New International Version (Rev. 20:10). The ancient cities of 

Sodom and Gomorrah were destroyed by sulfuric eruptions of bituminous pitch falling down on 

them (Gen. 19:23-25), and the apocryphal writings attributed to Enoch describe a place of 

damnation characterized by rivers of fire and a sulfurous odor. Also, the First Council of Toledo 

(397-400 C.E.) determined that the Devil smelled like sulfur, was a horned beast with cloven 

hooves, and had an enlarged phallus (never mind that none of these descriptions could be 

corroborated with documentation); the malodorous scent also became a hallmark of Medieval-

era anti-Semitic propaganda, hence the Hebrew nose ascribed to Roderick.563 

      The narrator begins to describe the activities which constitute Roderick's isolated existence. 

He is given over to “long improvised dirges” (Poe 182). A dirge is a lamentation set to music, 

most frequently associated with funerals; that his are lengthy and improvised suggests not merely 

his morbid preoccupations, but also his natural affinity with Death, who is Satan.  Roderick also 

busies himself with the hobby of painting “phantasmagoric conceptions,” abstract compositions 

which garner the narrator's attention, described as possessing “an intensity of intolerable awe, no 

shadow of which felt I ever yet in the contemplation of the certainly glowing yet too concrete 



1237 

reveries of Fuseli” (Poe 183). Here Poe refers to famed Swiss painter of German ancestry, 

Johann Heinrich Füssli, who later moved to Great Britain and is more commonly known as 

Henry Fuseli (1741-1825). 

     Fuseli, a former professor at the Royal Academy in London, and a huge influence on British 

illustrator William Blake, was known for his dark, supernatural subjects. Although his best-

known painting is his 1871 “The Nightmare,” Poe's reference here surely alludes to the artist's 

renown for having rendered a series of forty-seven illustrations based on the work of the man 

who helped to popularize Lucifer in the literary world, John Milton's Paradise Lost. (Fuseli also 

looked to Dante for inspiration.)564 One arresting image the narrator describes is of a deeply-

buried vault, bathed in a ghastly and “inappropriate splendor” (Poe 183). The splendor is 

inappropriate because it is infernal, not godly, as the term suggests Satan's attempt to counterfeit 

the glory of God, as indicated in Scripture (Isa. 14:12-14). 

     In terms of his host's favored pastimes, the narrator offers “Our books --the books which, for 

years, had formed no small portion of the mental existence of the invalid --were, as might be 

supposed, in strict keeping with this character of phantasm” (Poe 185). The narrator here makes 

the assumption that it is the books which have formed the mental character of his host; he does 

not consider that his host has sought out and found affinity with such books because of the innate 

depravity of his heart, mind, and soul; mankind is known to seek out that which it desires, and 

not desire that which it seeks.  (This is an error confusing cause and effect, just as most critics 

take for granted that Roderick is impacted by the estate instead of the other way around.) One of 

the best- known Poe scholars, in an excellently-detailed analysis of the books, speaking of 

Roderick's curious list of texts, notes: 
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       There is a long series of them -- and they have been left by most of Poe's editors 

either without comment, or with the barest details of author and date of publication. The 

 assumption that these volumes were named merely for the sake of their strange names has 

been tacitly implied or openly held by all who have hitherto shown any interest in the 

 topic […] But the peculiar care with which Poe prepared his stories […] seemed to argue 

that  here, of all places, Poe would not have violated his own dictum against the 

introduction into the perfect tale of any irrelevant or purposeless word. And an 

examination of the books referred to has amply justified my belief in the conscious use of 

every book, dear to Usher's heart, to give us a greater insight into the neurasthenic's 

character. (Mabbott “The Books”)   

 

     What are these texts? In brief, they are: 

 

• Ververt et Chartreuse by Jean-Baptiste-Louis Gresset, about a blasphemous parrot in a   

 

convent who cusses; 

 

• Belphegor by Niccolò Machiavelli, a tale about a fallen archangel and demon  

 

possession; 

 

• Heaven and Hell by Emmanuel Swedenborg, a work about mysticism and visions; 

 

• Subterranean Voyage of Nicholas Klimm by Ludwig Holberg, a story about denizens  

 

of the center of Earth, where Hell sometimes is believed to exist; 

 

• Chiromancy by Robert Flud, Jean D'Indagine, and Marin Cureau De la Chambre, a  

 

text which deals with subjects such as divination and palmistry (fortune-telling, verboten  

 

in Scripture); 

 

• Journey into the Blue Distance by Ludwig Tieck, a story which treats of supernatural  

 

beings565; 

 

• City of the Sun, by Tommaso Campanella, a utopian fiction penned by a condemned  

 

Roman Catholic cleric which hints at the animism (Pantheism in extremis) which  

 

Roderick believes about his estate (deriding the Pantheism or nature worship of the  

 

European Romantics); 

http://digital.lib.uiowa.edu/bai/mabbottusher.htm
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• Directorium Inquisitorum, by the Dominican cleric Eymeric de Gironne, a primer for  

 

priests to use when interrogating (torturing) persons accused of heresy, and a codex of  

 

books banned by the Roman Catholic Church during the Spanish Inquisition (which  

 

included the Holy Bible); 

 

• passages by Pomponius Mela, about the old African Satyrs and Aegipans; and 

 

• the Vigilae Mortuorum Secundum Chorum Ecclesiae Maguntinae (Poe 185). 

 

     What do all these titles have in common? They all speak to Roderick's delight in the profane, 

the anti-social, the supernatural, and that which is disallowed by Scripture, as, for example, 

seeking to know the future (divination) is expressly forbidden in the Old Testament, as is 

consulting familiar spirits (Lev. 19:31, 20:6, Deut. 18:11, 2 Ki. 21:6, 22:34, Isa. 8:19, and Isa. 

19:3).  

     The selection of the passages from Pomponius Mela's work are especially instructive, so far 

as concerns revealing Roderick's true character. Poe quotes them in their original Latin in his 

brief tale describing a landscape populated by mythical creatures, “The Island of the Fay,” the 

English translation of which is this: “The African tribe called Satyrs have nothing of man save 

the form”; they are characterized by “solitude immeasurable by day, and a greater silence,” and 

are given to making sounds with varied instruments and strange voices “sounding music more 

than human” (Mabbott “Books”). Roderick loses his humanity, retaining only his form; his is a 

life of intentional solitude and silence, in that he cannot bear most sounds; and he is given to 

wild vocal improvisations, accompanied by his few, select musical instruments, albeit they are 

compositions of a relatively bizarre and discordant nature. 

     Roderick is given to indulge in frequent and protracted periods of altered mental states, during 
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which times he lapses into highly-agitated, self-absorbed consciousness (like the Lucifer-figure 

of “Berenice”), of which the narrator notes that, at last, it was becoming evident to them both 

that Roderick was experiencing “the tottering of his lofty reason upon her throne” (Poe 237). 

Immediately following Roderick's unsettling performance of the creepy ballad “The Haunted 

Palace” (which relates the overthrow of a goodly king by wicked beings and the destructive 

joylessness which thereafter overruns the defeated kingdom), the narrator reveals the very 

moment in which he begins to question his host's sanity: 

     I well remember that suggestions arising from this ballad,  led us into a train of thought 

wherein there became manifest an opinion of Usher's which I mention not so much on 

account of its novelty (for other men have thought thus) as on account of the pertinacity with 

which he maintained it. This opinion, in its general form, was that of the sentience of all 

vegetable things. But, in his disordered fancy, the idea had assumed a more daring character, 

and trespassed, under certain conditions, upon the kingdom of inorganization. I lack words  

     to express the full extent, or the earnest abandon of his persuasion. The belief, however, was  

     connected (as I have  previously hinted) with the gray stones of the home of his  forefathers.  

     (Poe 185) 

 

     Here again, Roderick is leading (or ushering) the nature of the discourse, and the use of the 

phrase “train of thought” strongly suggests a trajectory line of thinking in which one moves 

towards an ultimate conclusion which proceeds by following the same reasoning without 

deviation; Roderick is noted herein for maintaining his argument with pertinacity, his idea 

assumes a more daring character, and he earnestly abandons himself to persuasive speech on the 

matter.566 The “more daring” quality is indicative of excess, which is a grotesquery. 

     Roderick proceeds to contend that his familial malady is undoubtedly the result of the stones, 

the fungi, and the decayed trees, combined with the magnifying, reflective quality of the 

brackish, stagnant waters of the tarn (in addition to their lengthy and unalterable arrangement); 

Roderick persists in referring to these factors as the physical “evidence” which contributed to the 
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noxious atmospheric conditions which clung to the walls and therefore had a deleterious effect 

on his ancestral line. As the narrator repeatedly tries to convince himself that everything he 

experiences can be explained by natural phenomena (epitomizing a Lockean emphases on 

sensation and reflection as the means of human understanding), this would seem a logical 

argument for Roderick to make in any appeal to his guest.567 Poe's stories frequently do rely on 

plausible material circumstances in order to lend them an air of credibility, but as Christian 

apologist G.K. Chesterton once noted, “Only madmen and materialists never have doubts.”  

     This incident is the turning point in the narrator's mind, and not that of Roderick's. Roderick's 

insanity is merely becoming ostensibly manifest, but the narrator begins to doubt the sanity of his 

host. He ascertains the maniacal quality of mono-myopia when Roderick pushes his theory to the 

extreme. Not content with arguing that the physical environment merely has afflicted his body 

(resulting in his ailment), Roderick insists that it has impacted his character adversely, offering: 

“The result was discoverable, he added, in that silent, yet importunate and terrible influence 

which for centuries had moulded the destinies of his family, and which made him what I now 

saw him--what he was. Such opinions need no comment, and I will make none” (Poe 240).  

Here, Roderick is endeavoring to project blame for his sins elsewhere, a practice undertaken 

habitually by Lucifer-figures, and the narrator's “no comment” remark suggests that he has 

reached the conclusion that Roderick is past the point of being reasonable, and is not of either 

sound mind or body.568 

     Of the circumstances of his final evening as a guest at the Usher estate, the narrator opines: 

“It was, indeed, a tempestuous yet sternly beautiful night, and one wildly singular in its terror 

and its beauty” (Poe 242). Here is seen, encapsulated precisely, Poe's aesthetic theory in which 
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terror figures into notions of beauty, and does not run counter to it; the wildness and 

tempestuousness of European Romanticism in extremis is a destructive force with which to be 

reckoned, but that cultural force is not without an ability to produce its own peculiar or 

“singular” quality of beauty.569  

     The natural forces, though, quite literally are gathering against Roderick, though the 

supranatural hand is hinted at, as the whirlwind builds within the immediate vicinity of the 

estate, and the narrator refers to “the life-like velocity with which they [clouds] flew…without 

passing away” (Poe 188). The life-like quality of these clouds suggests a divine presence, and 

that they are not removed from the site alludes to the godly not passing away, as is said of the 

Word of God, His covenance, and His judgments (Psa. 119:89, Isa. 40:8, 1 Pet. 1:23-25, Psa. 

105:8).  

     Perhaps even more relevant, though, is that in Scripture, the godly man declares of God: “He 

only is my rock and my salvation; he is my defence; I shall not be greatly moved” (Psa. 62:2). 

Elsewhere in the same psalm, the inescapable punishment of the wicked by God's hand is 

assured, and the psalmist indicates that “men of high degree are a lie” (Psa. 62:9).  The psalm 

concludes with the attestation of “God hath spoken once; twice have I heard this; that power 

belongeth unto God. Also unto thee, O Lord, belongeth mercy: for thou renderest to every man 

according to his work” (Psa. 62:11-12).  The man of high degree, Usher, will be recompensed for 

his villainy by God, and the narrator, whose crime is that of contributory manslaughter and not 

first-degree murder, because he is aghast at his complicity (signaling his eventual repentance), 

will be the recipient of God's mercy, as he is spared Roderick's fate, in being afforded mercy .570 

     The narrator expounds on the concluding conversation which transpires between host and 



1243 

guest, in which the narrator thrice makes mention of the manner in which Roderick speaks, 

noting: (1) “Usher, divining, perhaps, my thoughts, murmured out some few words” (240);  (2) 

then again, “as if he were murmuring inaudibly” (Poe 244); and finally (3) “I saw that he spoke 

in a low, hurried, and gibbering murmur” (Poe 244). There are numerous mentions of murmuring 

in Scripture, all of which are condemnatory of the practice; to murmur is to be ungodly, because 

a grumbling complaint against God is a challenge to His authority, even at the very core of one's 

being, which is to say, it indicates a heart full of rebelliousness against God; here, there is a triple 

witnessing against Roderick, to confirm his criminality. (The godlessness of murmurers against 

God is specified in Jude 1:14-16.) 

      In the Old Testament, YHVH is sorely displeased with grumbling dissenters who disdain His 

instruction and protection and graciousness, a rebelliousness of their souls by which they invited 

their own doom, as He punished those ancient Israelites with whom He was well displeased (See, 

e.g., Ex. 16:1-4, Deut. 1:26-40, Num. 14:26-30).571 The extremely anxious Roderick, no doubt 

aware of his impending demise, cries out in despondency, “Oh! whither shall I fly?,”  a 

lamentable query to which the narrator speculates that it had been delivered “[as] if in the 

superhuman energy of his utterance there had been found the potency of a spell” (Poe 245). 

Roderick, same as the murderous narrator at the conclusion of “Imp,” wonders aloud about the 

possible circumstances of his escape facing his execution: “To-morrow I shall be fetterless! -- but 

where?” (Poe 275)572  Roderick's words are no ejaculatory, though, as his unrepentant nature is 

suggestively revealed by the association of his query with a magical spell, as the practice of 

witchcraft is forbidden by Scripture as being an ungodly practice (Exod. 22:18, Deut. 18:10). 

     Just prior to the collapse of the house, the narrator endeavors to distract his manifestly 
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discombobulated host, and in relating their final encounters, the guest notes that, not unlike the 

murderous narrator of “Heart,” Roderick proceeds after “having carefully shaded his lamp” 

(242).  Scripture declares the necessity of adherence to God's instruction, which serves as a 

genuinely illuminating source for mankind in general and the individual human soul in 

particular: “Thy word is a lamp unto my feet, and a light unto my path. I have sworn, and I will 

perform it, that I will keep thy righteous judgments” (Psa. 119:105-106).  

     That the Lucifer-figures either choose darkened paths (as Montresor does in “Cask”), or 

darken their paths intentionally, signals that they have chosen to pursue an unrighteous path, and 

that they have rejected the authority of God, as had Lucifer when he rebelled against Him; the 

narrator points to “the lofty and spiritual ideality of my friend,” hinting at the satanic identity of 

Roderick, as Lucifer once held a lofty position in Heaven, and ideality is associated with the 

apostacy of German Idealism, which also cuts God out of the picture (242). While reading the 

overwrought romance entitled “Mad Trist” to his host, Madeline's actions correspond to those of 

the hero “who slayeth the dragon” (Poe 243). 

      If Madeline is the hero, then Roderick is the dragon, and Satan is identified as “that great 

dragon” in Scripture, eventually to be slain by Christ (Rev. 12:9). Roderick's death, especially in 

consideration of the circumstances of his demise, corresponds perfectly with the biblical 

condemnation of impious, egocentric, ungodly fools; how, then, is Poe not a biblical moralist? 
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CHAPTER 5  

 

“THE PIT AND THE PENDULUM” (1842) 

 

 

“The proud have digged pits for me, which are not after thy law.” (Psalms 119:85) 

 

“'I don't think it would be respectful to the Great Lion, to Aslan himself, if an ass like me went 

about dressed up in a lionskin,' said Puzzle.” (C.S. Lewis)573 

 

     It should be established that Poe was no less familiar with or less capable of rendering a 

traditional Christ-figure than had been Hawthorne, or Stowe, or any of the other authors herein 

discussed thus far. The biblical allusions in his 1842 tale “The Pit and the Pendulum” point to 

both a Christ-figure (the narrator) and Lucifer-figures (the Inquisitors); both archetypes shall be 

addressed, in order to make the point.  As Poe’s references are largely biblical and mythological 

(and mythology essentially deals with the study of extinct religions), his focus can be argued as 

being moral –for what does religion concern itself with primarily, if not morality? While the bulk 

of his tales would seem to evidence such notions, an examination of “Pit” will serve, in part, to 

illustrate these sentiments, as the narrative itself deals with a concrete religious topic, that of the 

Spanish Inquisition.  

     Poe’s decision to write specifically about the Spanish Inquisition (1478-1834) instead of the 

Medieval Inquisition (1233-1542) hints at both his decided craftsmanship and his proclivity for 

Scriptural reference material: “The Spanish Inquisition was much harsher, more highly 

organized, and far freer with the death penalty than the Medieval Inquisition […] it was entirely 

controlled by the Spanish kings, and the pope’s only hold over it was in naming the Inquisitor 

General” (Whedbee 96).  

     The Medieval Inquisition, by contrast, was established by papal authority and was generally 
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far less onerous, since its usual punishments involved mandates of penance, fines, and occasional 

imprisonment; when Church and State collude instead of restraining one another, villainous 

propensities can remain disastrously unchecked.574 These distinctions may be pertinent to Poe’s 

tale herein, because the narrator’s trial and punishment under the Spanish Inquisition reflect 

more accurately Christ’s trial and torment as given in New Testament accounts of those events 

(wherein religious authorities worked in collusion with secular rulership), events which Poe 

seems to be echoing deliberately.  

     The Holy Bible states that at Jesus of Nazareth’s trial, “the chief priests and scribes stood and 

vehemently accused him” (Lk. 23:10). The narrator of Poe’s tale recounts that his accusers 

demonstrated a similar vehemence, as their charges against him were “with the intensity of their 

expression of firmness – of immovable resolution – of stern contempt of human torture” (Poe 

197). Scripture also informs that Jesus’ behavior at his trial was remarkable in that “when he was 

accused of the chief priests and elders, he answered nothing” (Mt. 27:12). The narrator of Poe’s 

tale does not speak in defense at his own trial either, as he “had swooned, but will not say that all 

consciousness was lost,” conveying that his “senses were leaving him,” action which would 

render him unable to speak (Poe 196, 197).  

    ( The use of the term “swoon” is also reminiscent of another literary work dealing specifically 

with religious subject matter – Dante Alighieri's Medieval poem The Divine Comedy, wherein he 

faints in the “Inferno” when the doomed Francesca recounts her forbidden passion for Paolo, as 

he falls “as a dead body falls,” in Canto V.  So too, in swooning, one gives the impression of 

dying without actually doing so, which lends itself rather well to Christ’s appearing to have died 

but actually being resurrected.) 
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     The narrator informs that the sentence given was “the dread sentence of death,” which would 

be more consistent with the Spanish Inquisition’s modus operandi, and which reflects Jesus' 

sentence at the hands of the Pharisees (Poe 197). Biblically speaking, the sentence of death is 

always associated with the ungodly, and the judges who pass sentence on the narrator may be 

seen to represent either a demonic host or the Pharisees, who were the religious authorities 

responsible for endeavoring to condemn Jesus to death by crucifixion. Jesus, in fact, 

remonstrated the Pharisees with the admonition of “Ye are of your father the devil, and the lusts 

of your father ye will do” (Jn. 8:44).  

     Herein, regardless of whether the Inquisitorial judges are human (Pharisaic) or supernatural 

(Luciferean), in terms of their alluded identity, they represent the wicked and the ungodly. The 

fact that the fate of the protagonist is determined by these judges with the sanction of the 

government is also another facet reminiscent of Christ’s condemnation. The Spanish Inquisition, 

unlike the Medieval one, was sanctioned by the monarchy, and the Church was powerless to act 

without its approval. During Jesus' lifetime, the Pharisees were subject to Roman law, and 

therefore required consent from either Herod (the governor and then tetrarch of Galilee) or Pilate 

(the governor of Judea) before attempting to crucify Jesus, as Scripture states that it could not be 

carried out until “Pilate gave sentence that it should be as they required” (Heb. 23:21).575  

     Also, the perversity and the wickedness of the protagonist’s judges is hinted at by a number of 

narrative clues which point to their being either the Pharisees (called the progeny of Satan in 

Christian tradition) or an actual demonic host. In the opening Latin verse of the tale, the term 

“innocent blood” is used, which reiterates scriptural references to Jesus, as Judas is noted to have 

lamented: “I have betrayed the innocent blood”(Mt. 27:4).576 The narrator’s accusers are 
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described as being “black robed judges,” which is consistent with custom of the official garbs 

worn by the Pharisees (themselves judges), who also were admonished by Jesus for perverting 

religious doctrine, as they “omitted the weightier matters of the law, judgment, mercy, and 

faith”(Mt. 23:23).  

     Perhaps more telling, however, is that those who are identified as being godly and righteous, 

in biblical context, are clothed, not in black, but “white robes were given every one of them” 

(Rev. 6:11). Black is a conventional funerary color in Christian tradition, thus the blackness of 

the robes can signify not merely that the sentence of death is immutably rendered by the judicial 

body, but also can underscore the unmitigated perversity of the Pharisee-like panel which 

condemns the narrator. 

     The narrator continues to relate that his sight “fell upon the seven tall candles upon the table. 

At first, they wore the aspect of charity, and seemed white slender angels who would save me; 

but then, all at once...the angel forms became meaningless spectres with heads of flame” (Poe 

197). This singular sentence touches upon several scriptural allusions, including the notion of the 

godly being characterized by white, the color of the candles. The candles also hearken to the 

seven angels of the book of Revelation, as the candles are perceived to have been angelic beings 

by the narrator. (The candles are placed not on an altar, but an ordinary table, which may also 

allude to the inferiority and the counterfeit nature of Satan and his minions.)  

      The images of the candles proceed to transform into nonsensical phantasms with heads of 

flame. This alteration in the appearance of the Inquisitors’ candles echoes the scriptural 

exhortation: “For such are false apostles, deceitful workers, transforming themselves into the 

apostles of Christ. And no marvel; for Satan himself is transformed into an angel of light. 
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Therefore it is no great thing if his ministers also be transformed as ministers of righteousness” 

(2 Cor. 13:15).  

     Here the reference not only deals with transformation, but also light, which is the primary 

function of candles, no less. (One translation of “Lucifer” is “light-bringer”; the candles, then, in 

their association to the Inquisitorial ministers, may be seen as alluding to their demonic identity. 

In Christian tradition, flames are consistently indicative of the satanic. Also, Satan is considered 

the “the author of chaos,” which hearkens back to the Tower of Babel when chaos ensued and 

language became meaningless [as do the candles] among a once homogeneously lingual 

populace (Gen. 11:1-9): If God is not the author of confusion, and if Satan is adversarial to God, 

then Satan must be the author of confusion and chaos (1 Cor. 14:33). 

     Building upon that notion, the narrator continues by relating that “the figures of the judges 

vanished, as if magically, from before me” (Poe 197). Any references to magic in Scripture 

automatically infer demonic affiliation, as the Bible plainly states: “For all that do these things 

[acts of magic] are an abomination unto the Lord” (Deut. 18:12). These allusions to scriptural 

discussion of the ungodly point to the cleverly-disguised identities of the judges as being the 

Pharisees, who are accused of being the direct progeny of Satan (Jn. 8:44-46).  

     Perhaps more interesting, though, are the narrative passages which allude to the identity of the 

narrator as being a Christ-figure, which are numerous and possibly more readily identifiable. The 

narrator recalls that “tall figures lifted and bore me in silence down--down--still down--till a 

hideous dizziness oppressed me at the mere interminableness of the descent” (Poe 198). The 

interminableness of the descent reflects biblical reference to the pit of Hell being bottomless 

(Rev. 20:3), and the protagonist himself notes that “the pit was typical of hell” (Poe 203).  
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     (The term “descent” is consistently used when referring to the Satanic, and the tallness of the 

figures may be alluding to the Rephaim [“terrible ones,” called “mighty men”], the giants of the 

Old Testament (such as Goliath of Gath), who were the earthly progeny of the Nephilim who had 

mated with human females. [Gen. 6:1-4] Recollect that the ungodly candles, which may 

represent the fallen host, were also noted as being tall, and are likewise associated with religious 

judgment.) 

     Although one might be tempted to argue that the analogy rings false since it is the Christ-

figure being lowered into the pit instead of the Lucifer-figures, it should be pointed out that 

Lucifer-figures visit upon their victims the fates reserved for themselves, just as Fortunato is 

chained in “Cask” by Montresor, the Lucifer-figure of that tale who, as Devil, would be bound in 

chains: Just as Satan would have God reverse roles with him, wherein he would rule and God 

would be servant, Lucifer-figures indulge this fantasy of role reversal with their intended victims. 

(Moreover, Christianity holds that Jesus descended into Hell before ascending as Christ, per 

Ephesians 4:9.) The actual pit itself is scriptural in origin, as the Bible states: “For without cause 

have they [the wicked] hid for me their net in a pit, which without cause they have digged for my 

soul” (Psa. 35:7). The pit is also reminiscent of Christ's tomb, which the Gospels note was “hewn 

out in the rock”(Mt. 27:60).) The narrator, conforming to the pattern of the Lucifer-figure tales, is 

an innocent victim, and is therefore punished without just cause, his trial being a grotesquery or 

perversion of justice. 

     The narrator's initial thoughts pertain to the lack of visibility in the pit, as he relates that the 

“blackness of eternal night encompassed me,” and he avers that the “intensity of the darkness 

seemed to oppress me” (Poe 248). Darkness, in terms of scriptural symbolism, always equates 
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with Satan, his followers, and his dominions, as the Holy Bible notes that “his kingdom was full 

of darkness” (Rev. 16:10), and that “we wrestle...against rulers of darkness of this world, against 

spiritual wickedness in high places” (Eph. 6:12); certainly, the Inquisitorial agents may be 

representative of the latter most charge. The darkness of the pit emphatically implies that the 

dungeon-keeps are not in the right, nor are they godly in their judgments, as Scripture notes: 

“What fellowship hath righteousness with unrighteousness? What communion hath lightness 

with darkness?” (2 Cor. 6:14).  

     This distinction assists in surmising the true nature and identity of the Inquisitors, as it is 

merely alluded to by implementation of scriptural imagery. The narrator relates: “Upon arousing, 

I found by my side, as before, a loaf and a pitcher of water” (Poe 250). Bread and water, aside 

from being merely staple prison fare, are of tremendous significance in the Bible, as Jesus stated: 

“I am that bread of life” (Jn. 6:48), adding “if any man eat of this bread, he shall live forever” 

(Jn. 6:51). It may be reckoned that since the bread is offered by a demonic host, it is death which 

is offered instead to the narrator, and not life, and also may hint at Lucifer's attempting to imitate 

God and take his place.  

     The narrator reluctantly partakes of this fare, which would seem to allude to the scriptural 

passage of “eat thy bread with quaking, and drink thy water with trembling and carefulness” 

(Ezek. 12:18). (This warning, appropriately enough, was given to the Jews in captivity, and the 

protagonist is no less a captive himself.) At one point, the narrator relates that the water “must 

have been drugged--for scarcely had I drunk it, before I became irresistibly drowsy” (Poe 201). 

Herein he is given a compound liquid to drink, much the same as had been Jesus, who was 

“given vinegar to drink mingled with gall” (Mt. 27:34). Upon waking from this drug-induced 
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repose, the narrator relates that he was “consumed with an intolerable thirst” (Poe 202).  

     Since the water was provided by a “demonic” host, this is to be expected, since it cannot 

compete with the water Jesus offers, as the Bible states of any water not offered by him: 

“Whosoever drinketh of this water shall thirst again” (Jn. 4:14). The narrator, upon attempting to 

survey his dungeon lair, notes that the floor was “treacherous with slime,” and he describes the 

ground as being “moist and slippery,” causing him to fall (Poe 200). This reflects very well the 

scriptural passage: “For both prophets and priests are profane […] wherefore their way shall be 

[…] as slippery ways in darkness” (Jer. 23:12). Even though it is the narrator whose foot slides, it 

must be born in mind that the doers of iniquity, the Lucifer-figures (Inquisitors) attempt 

inversions of normative biblical standards, therefore they visit their own fates on their victims, 

and seek to be as the truly just Most High God who shall visit their (just) punishment on them. 

Th narrator is a victim of injustice, because injustice is a grotesquery of justice. 

     The narrator, in the course of his survey, slips and just barely escapes plunging into the recess, 

as he informs he had “fallen at the brink of a circular pit” (Poe 200). This is consistent with the 

biblical verse which reads: “My foot slippeth; thy mercy, O Lord, held me up” (Psa. 94:18). 

What is suggested here is that it is the mercy of the loving God which saves him, not his own 

wits—love, not reason (à la Kant’s Self-love) is what saves a person and mankind. Upon 

learning of the pit's edge, the narrator attempts to determine its depth by dropping a piece of 

loose masonry down it and listening for its impact. This action reiterates the following scriptural 

verse: “Therefore we ought to give the more earnest heed to the things which we have heard, lest 

at any time we should slip” (Heb. 2:1). When the Inquisitors hear the piece of rubble fall, they 

peer into the pit to determine whether or not the protagonist has, indeed, fallen into it.  
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     Herein the narrator states: “My cognizance of the pit had become known to the Inquisitorial 

agents--the pit, whose horrors had been destined for so bold a recusant as myself” (Poe 203). 

This attentiveness to the protagonist's (supposed) fall is reflected in biblical writ which declares 

“When my foot slippeth, they magnify themselves against me,” as, undoubtedly, greater 

punishment is in store for the recusant (Psa. 38:16). In his description of the physical properties 

of the pit, the narrator refers to the floor seemingly being solid, which may allude to Satan's 

being imitative and covetous of Christ, the cornerstone which the builders rejected and which 

becomes a stumbling block for sinners, and also hearkens to the rock upon which the church of 

Christ is built. So too, the pit is noted to have been circular, and those who indulge in ungodly 

worship are widely reputed to perform their black arts in circular form, or within a circle of their 

devising. The crumbling of the pit's masonry enabling the protagonist to loosen a piece of it may 

allude to Satan's inferiority as a wanna-be creator, and to his unreliability, as the righteous are not 

to place their faith in his promises. 

     The narrator wakes from his drug-induced sleep and offers: “I now lay upon my back, and at 

full length, on a species of low framework of wood” (Poe 202). This assembled wooden structure 

is intentionally reminiscent of “the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ” (Gal. 6:14), as Jesus was laid 

down and nailed to a wooden cross when crucified. (The annotation as to the woodwork being of 

a low species of framework may allude to Satan's inferiority as a counterfeit creator, and to the 

Bible's reference to his attempting to be a cedar of Lebanon [highest quality], but actually being 

nothing more than an “ashur”—a plain old box-cedar [lowest quality]. Cedars of Lebanon are 

always associated with being strong or godly.)  He then proceeds to inform that he was “securely 

bound by a long strip resembling a surcingle. It passed many convolutions about my limbs and 
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body” (Poe 202). This reflects the enshrouding of Jesus, as the Bible relates that Joseph of 

Arimathea and Nicodemus “took they the body of Jesus, and wound it in linen cloths with 

spices” (Jn. 19:40). (The spice in the pungent meat provided by the Inquisitors may be a 

reference herein as well.) The narrator has been bound to a wooden structure by the Inquisitors, 

and he is then delivered from his unseemly circumstances; this scenario is mimetic of the biblical 

verse which speaks of Christ being raised up by the Father: “The God of our fathers raised up 

Jesus, whom you had put to death by hanging Him on a cross” (Acts 5:30). As it was the 

corrupted, wicked Pharisees who had been guilty of the murderous deed in Scripture, if one bears 

in mind the biblical pattern intended by Poe, then one may be certain that the Inquisitors are 

guilty of being reprobate and that the narrator is innocent, just as are all the other victims in the 

Lucifer-figure tales, and can surmise that the Inquisitors acted on pretext, which was not 

unknown to Inquisitorial practices, especially when monetary gain (or personal malice) was 

involved. 

     The narrator next relates: “Days passed--it might have been that many days passed” (Poe 

203). The reader certainly may be led to believe that three days had passed, as Inquisitorial 

provisions were noted on three separate occasions. This would be entirely consistent with the 

scriptural accounts of Jesus' entombment, which state that “the Son of Man be three days and 

nights in the heart of the earth” (Mt. 12:40). (Also, man is so constituted that he cannot survive 

without water for any extensive period of time, which would tend to indicate the speculated time 

frame of the narrative.) Upon escaping the fatality of the pendulum's blade, the narrator's 

incarcerators attempt to force him into the pit by heating the walls of his enclosure and causing 

them to increasingly encroach upon him.  
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     This action echoes emphatically the scriptural passage regarding the persecuted, “Who 

through faith […] quench the violence of fire [and] escaped the edge of the sword” (Heb. 11:34). 

The protagonist very nearly succumbs to this fate when he reveals in the closing lines of the tale: 

“There was a loud blast as of many trumpets...An outstretched arm caught my own as I fell...It 

was that of General LaSalle. The French army had entered Toledo. The Inquisition was in the 

hands of its enemies” (Poe 207).  

     The reference to the many trumpets of his salvation alludes to “the seven angels which stood 

before God; and to them were given seven trumpets” (Rev. 8:2). The arm which spares him from 

death belongs to no less than the father-figure of the liberating army, which may be reckoned as 

alluding to the hand of God [the Father] and the army of angels in His service who chose not to 

rebel with Satan. Herein, the narrator, same as Christ, is risen again by a figure of power and 

authority (Eph. 1:20). The sufferer is rescued from his agony by one whom the Inquisitors are 

powerless to restrain: “But God raised Him up again, putting an end to the agony of death, since 

it was impossible for Him to be held in its power” (Acts 2:24).  This is not merely in keeping 

with the theme of the resurrection of Christ, but also of His descending into Hell prior to His 

ascension to Heaven, as the Bible states “he also descendeth first into the lower parts of the 

earth. He that descended is the same also that ascended up” (Eph. 4:9-10).  Although this is one 

instance in which the emphasis is on the Christ-figure, the Lucifer-figures are nonetheless 

present in this tale, and their attributes conform to those associated with that archetype. It should 

not be overlooked that the narrator uses the word “agony” passim in relating the ordeal, since the 

suffering of Jesus before he is raised up as Christ is referred to in Christian tradition as “the 

agony in the garden” of Gethsemane (See, e.g., Mt. 26:36-46, Mk. 14: 32-42, and Lk. 22:40-46.) 
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     The proliferation of biblical allusions in Poe’s works would certainly seem to evidence the 

author’s considerable symbolic tendencies, which he exercises in the cleverly deceptive 

depictions of the characters in his tales. The outcomes of these figures whose identities are 

merely insinuated by allusive means consistently echo scriptural doctrine, and since a primary 

function of religion is to instruct in the way of morals, Poe may be reckoned a biblical moralist. 
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CHAPTER 6 

  

“THE BLACK CAT” (1843) 

 

 

“Therefore shall a man leave his father and his mother, and shall 

cleave unto his wife: and they shall be one flesh.” (Genesis 2:24) 

 

“People who have not been in Narnia sometimes think that a thing cannot be good and terrible 

at the same time. If the children had ever thought so, they were cured of it.”577 

                                                                    (C.S. Lewis)  

 

     In 1843, Poe first published his chilling tale titled “The Black Cat”. Poe seems to have been 

experimenting with Lucifer-figures chiefly in 1842, as it is the same year in which “Pit,” “Cat,” 

and “Heart” had been written, as well as “Masque” and what was eventually to be called “The 

Oval Portrait”.578 “Usher” was penned in 1839 and “Cask” in 1846, representing, perhaps, the 

opposite ends of the spectrum of working out his craft in that capacity, for critics and readers 

alike have faulted “Usher” for being too obvious and literal and untenable, but “Cask” is almost 

universally admired for its concision, its plausibility, and its precision in conveying the horrific 

turn of events.  It is “Cask,” after all, which is consistently counted among the best examples of 

short stories in literary anthologies, and which is offered up as being a representative work of 

Poe's peculiar talents, with the more evident “Usher” being reserved typically for high school 

textbooks. 

     “Cat” begins (as do “Heart,” “Cask,” and “Imp”) with a murderer's retrospective discussion or 

confession of his black deed, rendered in a matter-of-fact tone, ironically devoid of the wild 

emotionalism which supposedly led many of the characters to commit their heinous crimes; there 

is cold detachment in their manner of speaking (and even pride, in “Heart” and “Cask”), and they 

are as comfortable telling lies as they are in stating mere facts. In the words of Scripture, those 



1258 

who have surrendered themselves to the doctrines of devils are “speaking lies in hypocrisy; 

having their conscience seared with a hot iron” (1 Tim. 4:1-2). The unnamed narrator of “Cat” 

begins the tale with a lie, as he starts by saying: “I neither expect nor solicit belief. Mad indeed 

would I be to expect it, in a case where my very senses reject their own evidence. Yet, mad am I 

not -- and very surely do I not dream. But to-morrow I die, and to-day I would unburthen [sic] 

my soul” (Poe 63).  (For Poe, it is madness to reject the information conveyed by the sensate 

world [a slam at the intuition-reliant American Transcendentalists], but we see also in Brockden 

Brown’s Wieland that it is foolish to rely on the senses alone, thus in that novel from 1798, we 

see a madness which results from deaths which ensue as a result of that very folly. Wieland has 

his senses tricked by a ventriloquist named Carwin, who convinces Wieland that the voice which 

he hears instructing him to kill his own wife and children is God’s; he kills his family, and then 

in maddened into despair, once the ruse is discovered, he commits suicide from the resultant guilt 

and grief.) 

     As is seen in “Heart” and  “Usher,” madness is often an attribute of the Lucifer-figure, and the 

more desperate he is to convince his audience of his sanity and his mental acuity, the surer one 

may be of the extent of the depravity of his intellect and soul.579 The opening remarks must be 

taken to be a lie since the narrator repeatedly informs his audience that the events he describes 

are ordinary, but that he had been led to commit the baseless and violent deeds owing to some 

force external to himself, either alcohol (the consumption of which he was at all times able to 

control, gradually permitting himself to indulge in states of drunkenness in greater degrees and 

frequency), or an unfathomable spirit of perversity which he contends overtook him during his 

bouts of rage.580  



1259 

     As is typical for Lucifer-figures, blame must be situated elsewhere, otherwise repentance is 

still not beyond the reach of the damned. The murderer's tale is a confession while waiting 

execution on the morrow (as in “Imp”), yet he never recapitulates his immorality, and insists 

upon a passive involvement right up until the bitter end, in that being solely at fault is never 

conceded by him. Jesus says of the Devil that he is a liar and a murderer from the beginning, and 

the narrator parlays nicely into this condemnatory description (Jn. 8:44). He admits that his 

senses reject their own evidence; this is possibly a slam at German Idealism, in which a radical 

subjectivity thinks itself capable of re-presenting objective reality, denying what is for what the 

Self wills.  

     Same as the narrator of “Heart,” the narrator of “Cat” wants his audience to believe that he is 

not mad, but, same as the narrator of “Heart,” we should know that he is—not stark raving mad, 

for Poe presents his murderers in varying kinds and degrees of insanity, since changes in 

admixtures permit for variety: All of the murderers are shown to be on the same spectrum of 

madness, albeit at differing stages or degrees of severity; as Melville will point out in his short 

story “Billy Budd,” the lines of demarcation between sanity and insanity are nearly imperceptible 

at times.  

     The narrator in “Heart” is ostensibly mad from the outset of the tale, whereas Roderick’s 

madness unfolds before our very eyes, while the narrator of “Imp” seems sensible at first and 

then his argumentation betrays his madness; in “Cask,” we are left wondering if Montresor is 

mad, even at the tale’s conclusion, unless we are careful and close readers. Montresor is the 

maddest of all Lucifer-figures, in that he has not sense enough to fear meeting his Maker and 

being held accountable for his foul sins in his unrepentant state; in “Cat,” the narrator’s madness 
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lies in his earnest desire that a sane audience will believe that premeditated murder could be the 

result of a “series of mere household events”. 

     So there is madness in which one’s reason is extremely warped (as in “Heart,” whose 

murderer can no longer distinguish between reality and fantasy), and there is madness in which 

one’s reason is moderately twisted (as in “Imp” and “Cat,” whose confessors are deluded into 

thinking they can act “as if” they can re-present facts so as to mitigate their own guiltiness), and 

there is madness in which one’s reason is twisted enough to believe that one will not be found 

out and held accountable for one’s deeds before his fellow man (as in “Usher, for Roderick could 

not have anticipated that his sister would survive eight days of torment and escape her crypt to 

face and “accuse” him with her very presence, in sight of the unnamed narrator), and then there 

is madness in which one’s reason so excessively perverted that one believes that one need not 

fear divine recompense for one’s deeds, believing one’s Self to be Self-righteous (“Cask”) or 

entitled to a grotesquery of righteous indignation per the acts of a religion which has granted its 

Self-license to act  (“Pit”) in the committing of murder of others (as do Montresor and the 

Inquisitors, respectively).  

     Of course, in a nominal sense, they are all guilty of thinking to do away with God’s Moral 

Law and thinking to be “as if” they are the Most High God, so as to act as if with impunity, as 

did Lucifer, for how can it be anything but madness to think one can murder the Most High God 

and take His place? Hence the madness of the Lucifer-figures, for Satan was witness to the 

majesty and might of the LORD, and still was thought himself superior to his Maker and 

foolishly sought to rebel against Him. (For Satan, though, murder cannot possibly precede 

madness, since the Almighty and Most High God cannot be killed, thus Lucifer only can be 
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guilty of attempted murder. But as Scripture instructs, to even hate another in one’s heart without 

just cause merits the death penalty, the Devil has guaranteed his own death warrant in his 

unwarranted and unmitigated animosity towards YHVH, whom he thought to overthrow.) 

     As is frequently witnessed in the depiction of Lucifer-figures, some extraordinary talent, or 

sensitivity, or prolonged and exaggerated feature or conduct characterizes the villain: in “Usher,” 

it is Roderick's heightened nervous system; in “Heart,” it is the accentuated sensory abilities and 

stealth of the murderous servant; in “Cask,” it is in the extent of the boasted cleverness and 

protracted plotting of Montresor's revenge; in “Pit,” it is in the unrelenting ingenuity of the 

torments of the Spanish Inquisitors; and in “Cat,” the narrator’s cruelty is shown to increase 

incrementally, as he attests: “From my infancy I was noted for the docility and humanity of my 

disposition” (Poe 63).  

     This habitual inclusion of the extraordinary serves two purposes for Poe's depictions, in that it 

suggests both the Lucifer-figure as a being a supernatural creature set apart from usual mankind, 

and it signals the former glorious estate of Satan before he is cast down by God. Indeed, the 

narrator of “Cat,” when speaking of the fidelity of dogs, opines: “There is something in the 

unselfish and self-sacrificing love of a brute, which goes directly to the heart of him who has had 

frequent occasion to test the paltry friendship and gossamer fidelity of mere Man” (Poe 63-64). 

By this statement, one witnesses the Self-separation from the brotherhood of Man which the 

second greatest commandment requires. The narrator’s Self-severing himself from his fellow 

man is not, therefore, a result of his alcoholism or due to the nature of the black cat who is 

“sagacious to an astonishing degree,” but that Self-severance is made manifest by their presence 

(Poe 64). The brute by the end of the tale is no member of his bestiary, but is his own soul 
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without regard for God or his fellow man: Our characters are not merely shaped by our 

circumstances, but are revealed in them as well. That he speaks of “mere Man” hints at the 

supernatural nature and egregious pride of Satan. It is clear that he does not recognize that he 

himself is “mere Man,” and therefore in no position to act “as if” he were the Most High God. 

      He names the first cat Pluto, a variation on the name of the mythical figure called Hades, god 

of the underworld in pagan mythology; this pet, above all others, is claimed to be his favorite, 

and he alone tends to its needs, it being a source of constant companionship to him. The relative 

degree of closeness is meant to heighten the sense of betrayal, as he refers to the feline as a 

friend (Poe 64), in much the same way Jesus addresses Judas Iscariot when consigning Jesus to 

his death (Mt. 26:48); this black cat is symbolic of his wife, as both are affectionate towards him, 

and no person is supposed to be as close to one as one’s spouse, as husband and wife are meant 

to “cleave” unto each other, per Scripture (Gen. 2:24). As is seen in other Lucifer-figures, there is 

a gradual inclination or move towards increased depravity, as in the intensification of Roderick's 

malady in “Usher,” or in the growing sense of panic on the part of the murderer in “Heart,” in the 

prolonged plotting of the wicked machinations of Montresor in “Cask,” and in the increasingly 

novel fiendishness of the tortures invented by the Inquisitors in “Pit”. In “Cat,” the narrator 

admits that over the course of several years, he daily grew more irritable, moody, and insensate 

to the feelings of others (Poe 64). Eventually, he confesses: “I suffered myself to use intemperate 

language to my wife. At length, I even offered her personal violence.  My pets, of course, were 

made to feel the change in my disposition. I not only neglected, but ill-used them” (Poe 64).  

     Disregarding his fellow man is insufficiently evil, for now he has taken to abusing his wife, 

whom Scripture attests he must protect and honor as “the weaker vessel” (1 Pet. 3:7). And, again, 
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he uses the word “suffer” (in the sense of permission), indicating his counterfeiting of God, who 

often uses the term when uttering mandates to the Israelites. To suffer oneself is to grant one's 

self license, therefore falling prey to the idolatry of the Self, or making a god of one's Self. Same 

as Montresor alleges himself insulted in “Cask,” same as the Inquisitors allege the narrator is 

heretical in “Pit,” same as the servant alleges his master's eye to be evil in “Heart,” and, yes, 

same as Roderick alleges Madeline was mortally ill in “Usher,” the narrator in “Cat” imagines 

that Pluto has offended him, wherein he relates: “I fancied that the cat avoided my presence” 

(Poe 64). 581An act of fancy is not an act of fact, hence subjectivity again trumps objectivity in 

the mind of the Lucifer-figure. And by “imagine” here is meant “invented pretext,” as in having 

nothing to substantiate the motives alleged (all falsely trumped up) for the murders, as they are 

all motive not motivert, i.e., without just cause. 

     Upon carving out an eye from the poor, frightened beast's socket, the narrator states: “The 

fury of a demon instantly possessed me. I knew myself no longer. My original soul seemed, at 

once, to take its flight from my body; and a more than fiendish malevolence, gin-nurtured, 

thrilled every fibre of my frame” (Poe 64).  Now it is demon possession, he hints, which is liable 

for his cruel act, emboldened by the booze, and excessive (“more than”), suggesting again the 

supernatural quality of Satan and removing any degree of Self-inflicted culpability; the totality of 

his evil and his delight in his depravity are evidenced in the thrill existent in his every fiber of 

being. Importantly, he admits that thus malevolence is but “gin-nurtured”; to nurture something 

is to feed into something which already exists, therefore the malevolence cannot be attributed to 

the gin, the origin of which is his own wicked heart. The only thing which the alcohol does, then, 

by his own admission, is to lower his inhibitations so that he may indulge the wickedness of his 
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heart without pause—his inebriation merely intensifying his apostasy, but not being the root of it; 

it is gin-nurtured, not gin-derived. 

     The act is one which would distress average readers (especially those having experience with 

the shrillness and loud intensity of feline caterwauling), most of whom would wince at even the 

description of the act. The murderer, though, plainly and unconvincingly tries to paint himself in 

a less-than-dispassionate state, offering: “I blush, I burn, I shudder, while I pen the damnable 

atrocity” (Poe 64). That he acknowledges a baseless destruction of life is a damnable act is not 

indicative of remorse or repentance on his part, but is merely illustrative of his disregard for the 

sanctity of life, a consistent trait of the Lucifer-figure, evidenced in his morning acknowledgment 

that he is guilty of a crime, but  nonetheless “the soul remained untouched,”  a statement which 

confirms his lack of repentance (Poe 64). He immediately and “again plunged into excess,” 

indicating both his unrepentant nature and his extra-ordinary quality as characteristic of Satan as 

a supernatural being (Poe 64). 

     Right before the narrator kills Pluto, he comes (so he would have his audience believe) to the 

determination that his final and irrevocable overthrow is due to “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” (Poe 65). This is a 

remarkable assessment, in more ways than one.  

     First, it is an internalization of the source of wickedness, unlike the externalized 

anthropomorphic blame of alcoholism; this shift indicates that he is fully cognizant of and fully 

culpable for the villainy of his actions. That philosophy takes no account of this aspect of human 
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nature is Poe's railing of atheist progressives who deny the concept of original sin, properly 

understood to mean the inherent propensity to wickedness of the human heart, (where all sin 

originates), and not tainted ancestry and inherited damnation as a result of the Adamic fall.  (In 

“Imp,” this spirit of perversity is again faulted for the ultimate and eventual downfall of the 

murderous, unnamed narrator.) The narrator, same as any confidence man or counterfeiter, must 

present a semblance of reasonability to lend credibility to his argument, for he contends 

“perverseness is one of the primitive impulses of the human heart,” thus if by this remark he 

suggest the inherent propensity to wickedness, we may reckon some merit to his contention. But 

he adds that this “primitive impulse” is what gives “direction to the character of Man”—thus the 

truth is tainted with a convenient lie, so as to attempt mitigation of guilt. 

      An impulse is either a sudden and unreflective urge or desire to act, or is a motivating force; 

importantly, it is not synonymous with compulsion, which involves an uncontrollable urge on 

which one cannot help but act. We do not condemn that which cannot be controlled, for that is a 

sign of genuine mental illness. But impulses can be resisted or overridden, meaning they can be 

controlled, therefore murder (which involves premeditation) is never predicated on impulses; 

there are varying degrees for the charge of murder, and the greater the demonstration of 

premeditation, the higher the degree, the highest degree warranting a death sentence, the penalty 

visited upon the narrator in “Cat”. Why?  

     Because he was not moved to murder his wife by impulse. Because impulses can be 

controlled, they do not “give direction” to his character, especially as he was always possessed of 

means by which to counter these murderous impulses, in being mindful of the laws of Man 

which he seeks to subvert, and the Law of God which he rebels against in his heart, having 
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willfully kicked away the pricks or stakes intended to keep his conscience and his conduct 

upright. Importantly, even though Scripture enumerates thirteen “bad fruits” of the human heart 

(Mk. 7:21-22), there is also the Law of God written on the human heart (Rom. 2:15), and that 

law is meant to curtail the offenses which spring from man's inherent inclination to indulge his 

baser temptations: To say that he human heart is desperately wicked is to say that it perverts (or 

twists) reason and emotion so as to satisfy its own desires, thus the Moral Law of God is meant 

to straighten and correct that innate tendency towards gross Self-indulgence and Self-rule (Jer. 

17:9). The narrator always had access to that Moral Law (which is a law of love), but he rejected 

it. Man is called by God to govern himself, but not rule over himself supreme (for Christian 

doctrine attests only God is “KING OF KINGS,” Rev. 19:6).   

     Famed lexicographer Noah Webster, in his 1828 American Dictionary of the English 

Language, offers a definition of the term “govern” as it had been understood in Poe's time and in 

centuries prior: “To direct and control, as the actions or conduct of men, either by established 

laws or by arbitrary will; to regulate by authority; to keep within the limits prescribed by law or 

sovereign will. Thus in free states, men are governed by the constitution and laws; in despotic 

states, men are governed by the edicts or commands of a monarch” (“Govern”). As God alone is 

King and supreme Lawmaker per Scripture, all of His Creatures (whether in this realm or 

beyond) are only in a position to govern and remain within the limits of the commands imposed 

by the greatest authority; to do as one wills is to reign over the Self (or others), a clear and 

rebellious violation of divine mandates which reserve only to God the right to define good and 

evil.  The narrator blames this spirit of perverseness for the destruction he visits on the innocent 

cat, referring to it as an “unoffending” creature, and admitting the unsympathetic mood and calm 
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manner in which he had strangled the poor thing on a rope582:  

     One morning, in cool blood, I slipped a noose about its neck and hung it to the limb of a 

tree; -- hung it with the tears streaming from my eyes, and with the bitterest remorse at my 

heart; -- hung it because I knew that it had loved me, and because I felt it had given me no 

reason of offence; -- hung it because I knew that in so doing I was committing a sin -- a 

deadly sin that would so jeopardize my immortal soul as to place it -- if such a thing were 

possible -- even beyond the reach of the infinite mercy of the Most Merciful and Most 

Terrible God. (Poe 65) 

 

     He is then awakened that same evening of “this cruel deed” (mimetic of the crucifixion of 

Jesus) by a fire which engulfs and destroys is entire house and all his worldly wealth; he barely 

escapes the calamity with his life (Poe 65). Doubtless this is an allusion to Scripture, wherein a 

man suffers great loss from a fire but is saved himself, barely escaping it (1 Cor. 3:15); the sinner 

is not yet past the point of redemption, even if only barely so, having escaped the pronouncement 

of death but narrowly. He refuses to see the events as being connected to each other in a causal 

way, and reasons to himself that the presence of the cat still in his noose— limed into the wall as 

if a bas relief at the very spot where the head of his own bed formerly had been situated—is 

anything more than the result of a logical series of acts involving the cat being cut down from the 

gallows and tossed into his window as a means of rousing him from his sleep (Poe 65).  

     Yet despite this reasoning, he confesses that the actual impression in the limestone “did not 

the less fail to make a deep impression upon my fancy,” and for several months he was plagued 

by visions of its image, a mental and moral ailment which nevertheless fails to instill in him a 

sense of penitence; he is remorseful without being repentant (Poe 66). He seeks to replace the 

creature by taking to the “vile haunts” of his drinking binges, and “in a den of more than 

infamy,” he finds a replacement for Pluto with an uncanny resemblance to the former feline, 

right down to the missing eye (Poe 66). 
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     The newer cat, though, differs in one significant way, in that it possesses “a large, although 

indefinite splotch of white, covering nearly the whole region of the breast” (Poe 66).  This white 

area will become the new source of the narrator's displeasure, as he increasingly perceives the 

outline to resemble gallows, a wooden scaffold for execution by hanging (Poe 67). His wife 

never speaks to the shape of the white spot, thus it is most probable that the narrator's description 

may be attributed to his increasingly paranoid  and delusional state of mind: The narrator loses 

his grip on reality “by slow degrees—degrees nearly imperceptible” hence in direct correlation to 

the steady growth of his devilry is an incremental level of madness, just as in “Usher” and 

“Heart” (Poe 67).583  

     That the narrator speaks of his reason struggling to reject the imagined outline as nothing 

more than fantasy (“fancy”) is not meant to suggest that he is still a reasonable person; the reader 

must bear in mind that, same as the murderous narrator in “Heart,” the narrator here is very 

concerned with coming off as a man quite in his right mind. Men in their right minds, as a 

general rule, are not obsessed with proving their sanity; the relentless need to Self-justify one's 

sanity is often the tell-tale sign of mental (and herein moral) malady. And it works against his 

best defense; he is too mad plead even to plead madness, and if he is sane enough to plead it, he 

undermines his contention. 

     It is needful to bear in mind that Poe titled the tale “The Black Cat”—not the “The Black and 

White Cat,” or “The Two Cats”— which means that readers should be focused on his 

relationship with the first cat, for it parallels his relationship with his wife; both are affectionate 

towards him, and both are repaid with increasing violence by him; both are callously murdered 

by him, and both end up in the walls of his domiciles, whose bodies are revealed to others so as 



1269 

to act in capacity as double “witnesses” against him for the sentence of death he rightly merits. 

Lest the point be misconstrued, Poe is not making the argument in his Lucifer-tales that the 

mentally ill are evil, or that being evil is a sign of mental illness. Poe is not making use of mental 

illness to explain moral wickedness, but he is utilizing it as a means to symbolize moral 

wickedness.  

     This decision on his part can be understood if one takes into considerations two things: (1) 

Poe was a voracious reader and a student of humanity, with a keen interest in the issues and 

discoveries of his day, and the insanity defense was newly being argued in criminal courts at that 

time, in which the connections (if any) between villainy and insanity were being contemplated; 

and (2) Poe believed that the best stories possessed some mark of plausibility, and for a tale to be 

truly horrific, it should be somewhat credible. The fantastic might very well be frightening, but 

only in the mind of the fantasizer; for a reading audience very much grounded in reality, Poe 

needed terrifying scenarios in objective reality on which to build towards the horrible.584 

     The narrator again speaks in terms which squarely situate him in the camp of Lucifer-figures, 

lamenting the following complaint: 

     And now was I indeed wretched beyond the wretchedness of mere Humanity. And a brute 

beast -- whose fellow I had contemptuously destroyed -- a brute beast to work out for me -- 

for me a man, fashioned in the image of the High God -- so much of insufferable woe! Alas! 

neither by day nor by night knew I the blessing of Rest any more! (Poe 67) 

 

     In just these three sentences, Poe has alluded to no fewer than four biblical posits: (1) the 

narrator here places himself beyond the ken of his fellow man, thus hinting at the Devil's 

supernatural nature (Isaiah 14)585; (2) he hints at the curse placed on him, as Serpent in Eden, 

which assures he will be debased by “every beast”(Gen. 3:14); he points to the verse which 

assures “woe to that man by whom the offence cometh!,” a divine guarantee of recompense for 
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contemptuously impious acts (Mt. 18:7); and (4) he suggests the eternal punishment awaiting 

Satan and his followers, who “have no rest day nor night” for ever and ever (Rev. 14:11).  

     Once again, the murderer couches his deeds in talk which projects blame, attributing his 

villainy to “the pressure of torments,” and he faults the cat for having “exasperated me to 

madness” – and even in the closing remarks of his confession at the very end of the tale, he still 

points a finger at the cat “whose craft had seduced me into murder” (Poe 68). Murder is always 

premeditated; he slips and reveals his own volition in the act, for the cat is now accused of 

exercising influence on him and willfully manipulating him to do the deed, just as Roderick 

seeks to blame the estate for exerting a malevolent will on him; for the narrator to contend that 

the cat used its “craft” to “seduce” him into murder is for him to imply that the cat was a witch 

having employed witchcraft, who induced him to do the deed. As can be expected with a Lucifer-

figure, the excuse is being crafted by a liar, who, in his supreme confidence, changes his story so 

that as it unfolds, it is no longer an impulse of man’s character which led him to commit the 

crime, but an external agent which manipulated him, the cat.  

     He is now drawing on superstition to try to mitigate legal culpability, even though a jury is a 

trier of facts, not popular beliefs, such as a belief in the existence of witches able to transform 

themselves into black cats and compel men to do their bidding in practice of their “craft”. Why 

the change? Perhaps because the audience or jury/judge, in being sane, recognize immediately 

that he is lying when he first seeks to mitigate his culpability before the law by contending that 

controllable impulses determine the direction of human conduct which is the result of free 

volition: No sane person should ever confuse impulsion for compulsion, although for some 

unfathomable reason, Poe critics habitually do so. (The shift in his excuses raises interesting 
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wrinkles: If the cat is truly responsible for causing the murder, in being a witch, then why would 

it permit itself to be walled up with the corpse, since that act would result in its own death? And 

if really a witch, then could she not then have gotten herself out of the wall?) 

     The magnitude of his perverse vanity is made manifest when he begins to boast of his skill in 

camouflaging the new patch of brick work so as to be indiscernible from the pre-existent and 

surrounding area, which speaks to his immense sense of Self-satisfaction, offering: “I looked 

around triumphantly, and said to myself -- 'Here at least, then, my labor has not been in vain'” 

(Poe 69). As is seen fairly consistently in the Lucifer-figure tales, the use of the word “vain” (in 

both senses of the term) is a prime indicator of the identity of the satanic character of these 

works. In both “Heart” and “Cat,” the folly and misplaced vanity of the narrators entice the local 

police to remain within extreme close proximity to the scenes of the crimes and burials. 

      It is not magnification of imaginary audible accusations which leads to the revelation of the 

fiendish act in “Cat,” but, “through the mere phrenzy [sic] of bravado,” the murderer invites 

exposure of his deed by rapping his cane on the very spot in which he has buried both his dead 

wife and the very live feline seated atop her head (Poe 69). The result it produces is readily 

imagined in the mind of the reader, consisting of  “one long, loud, and continuous scream, utterly 

anomalous and inhuman -- a howl -- a wailing shriek, half of horror and half of triumph, such as 

might have arisen only out of hell, conjointly from the throats of the dammed in their agony and 

of the demons that exult in the damnation” (Poe 70).  

     This description definitively limes the identity of the Lucifer-figure, and likely is also an 

example of Poe having a bit of fun with his audience, as the sound he describes is nothing less 

than a classic example of caterwauling (cat-walling), for, really, it could have just as easily been 
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the pet monkey or one of the birds walled in with the wife.  As has been shown, the murderous 

narrator of this tale exhibits a multitude of the traits and actions associated with Lucifer-

figures—vanity, violence, projection of blame, protracted malice of forethought, willful and 

abject disregard for the sanctity of human life, an unrepentant nature, and incremental madness. 
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CHAPTER 7 

 

“THE TELL-TALE HEART” (1843) 

 

 

“Then Judas, which had betrayed him, when he saw that he was condemned, repented 

 himself, and brought again the thirty pieces of silver to the chief priests and elders, 

saying, I have sinned in that I have betrayed the innocent blood.”  

(Matthew 27:3-4) 

 

“No one ever saw anything more terrible or beautiful.”  

(C.S. Lewis)586 

 

     Poe's short story “The Tell-Tale Heart” is easily one of his best-known tales, often included in 

textbooks for young readers exploring the distinctions between the literary concepts of mood and 

tone. Tone, of course, speaks to an author's attitude toward a subject, and mood is the intended 

emotional impact, as evoked by the author. (Based on personal experience and anecdotal 

discourse with fellow high school instructors, this is the tale which best conveys mood, and 

“Usher” is best for illustrating the concept of symbolism.) The mood of this story is shared with 

many other favored Poe tales, being one of terror, paranoia, and a degree of suspense; Poe 

himself touted the short story format precisely because its brevity and concision permitted an 

author to sustain a desired mood for the duration of a given narrative. 

      What, though, is the tone of this work? Which is to say, what is the author's attitude regarding 

his subject? And just as important a consideration, what is his subject in this tale? In “Heart,” as 

in the case of “Cat,” “Cask,” and “Imp,” the story unfolds as confession of a murderous deed 

already accomplished; clearly, the tone is neither comical nor laudatory.  One must practice 

scrutiny of the subject in order to ascertain the tone, for it stands to reason that without properly 

identifying the subject of a tale, it is impossible to discern the author's attitude about it. The tale 

involves the recounting of an old man's murder by his trusted servant, the latter of whom 
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ultimately loses the ability to distinguish between fantasy and reality, between the natural and the 

supernatural, and between good and evil.  

     Is the subject, then, murder? Or perhaps insanity? Or could it be impiety? On what issue 

should a reader expect the author to pronounce judgment, that is to say, on which matter is the 

author articulating his attitude? Understood properly, Poe is linking the three aspects of the tale, 

which means that the tone of the tale will speak to the murder which ensues as a result of the 

insanity of impiety, as well as the insanity which results from impiety.  What impiety? The utter 

forsaking of the two greatest commandments of Scripture; the narrator has violated the second, 

and in doing so, also has violated the first. 

      Poe's readers would not fault members of society suffering from genuine clinical insanity, 

even when it resulted in criminal activity, therefore it seems highly unlikely that Poe here is 

condemning mental insanity; what cannot be controlled cannot be condemned. But what of 

moral perversion? This is a human malady of the heart no less dangerous or pernicious than a 

twisting of the mind, but one which can be prevented in a manner in which mental illness cannot. 

Certainly, Poe's sanest readers would not condone cold-blooded murder, even when they 

tolerated insanity or had their doubts about its role in the act of killing.  

     To this day, in fact, the charge of murder is mitigated by degrees of malicious forethought, 

and mens rea is still a requisite factor of prosecution. Mens rea is the intention or fore-knowledge 

of wrongdoing which constitutes criminality, as opposed to the mere conduct of the accused; in 

essence, the act is criminal if the intent is criminal. Manslaughter, for example, might result in 

the accidental death of another person, but since there is no malicious forethought involved, the 

charge carries a much lower legal penalty; in the biblical model, sanctuary cities were havens for 



1275 

those Israelites guilty of manslaughter, allowing them to escape execution, in the event blood 

relatives of the deceased sought deadly recompense.  

     Key to the confessions of the murderous narrators in “Heart,” “Cat,” “Cask,” and “Imp” is 

their admission of prolonged machinations and protracted plotting; even the murderous 

Inquisitors move by insistent degrees in their tortuous endeavors against the narrator of “Pit,” 

and by considering this pattern, it is not illogical to suggest that Roderick has been slowly and 

steadily poisoning his sister Madeline in “Usher,” especially since she regains strength enough to 

escape from the vault in which he had prematurely buried her, arguably knowing full well that it 

was the act intended to finish her off at last. (Whereas the narrator of the tale did not notice the 

faint blush of vitality in the woman’s face when leaving her to the crypt, doubtless her brother 

had seen her in this semi-catatonic state many times before, likely even causing them with 

laudanum.)  Each of Poe's Lucifer- figures is not merely guilty of murder, but of wanton, willful 

murder committed with the greatest level of malicious intent, punishable to the highest extent of 

the law—the dreadful sentence of death. 

     The act of murder is punishable in human courts, but what of those perpetrators are so 

cunning that their manner and their concealments would preclude mortal detection, capture, trial, 

and just retribution? In this tale (as well as in “Pit,” “Cask,” “Cat,” “Imp,” and even “Usher”), 

the murderers easily could have escaped human justice: only an outside force could have stayed 

the hands of the murderous Inquisitors in “Pit”; the remoteness of the family estate could have 

witnessed Roderick's successful entombment of his unfortunate sister in “Usher”; and the 

narrators in “Cask,” “Heart,” “Cat,” and “Imp” were not caught as a result of normative justice 

pursuits, their deeds coming to light only by virtue of their own belated admissions or folly. 
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      In essence, these Lucifer-figures are guilty of the blackest of deeds at the blackest of degrees; 

will they evade justice forever? Poe's treatment of them suggests otherwise, for even when the 

pursuits of the courts of men fail, divine retribution must not; all of these characters will stand 

before God as Supreme Judge, all of them will face His condemnation, and all of them (being all 

unrepentant to the very last) will suffer His punishment of damnation or death of the eternal soul 

for having disregarded the sanctity of human life which God decreed. 

     To be sure, many of Poe's characters will show themselves to be guilty of other conduct which 

is denounced in or proscribed by Scripture (e.g., lying, hypocrisy, covetousness, idolatry, etc.), 

but because the crime of murder violates both of the second greatest commandments given in 

Holy Writ, it is especially heinous and irreverent. Jesus attested that on those two 

commandments hang all the Law and the Prophets (Mt. 22:34-40), thus having offended in the 

act of murder, they are guilty of breaking all the Law. (James 2:10 relates that to offend in one 

point of the Law is to be subject to penalty for having broken all of it; this is not so illogical a 

contention as one might think.  

     After all, one does not need to break all of the laws to end up in prison, just one of them, but 

the fate of being incarcerated is the same for inmates whether they are guilty of having broken 

one law or several laws.) It would hardly make sense that Poe would be advocating that his 

Lucifer-figures – guilty of the greatest severity of impious wickedness, and utterly unrepentant 

of their crimes – should not be held accountable before the law at the greatest extent of it. It is 

logical to conclude that they who have violated all the Law (and therefore all the Prophets as 

well) are ones whose final ends as given by Poe would point towards shared damnation in the 

hereafter. 
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     If the two greatest commandments which they have violated are issued from the immortal Rex 

Lex (as opposed to the mortal Lex Rex), then the divine king shall have the ultimate right of 

pronouncement; the greatest degrees of impiety, apostasy, and idolatry (herein Self-idolatry), 

must be recompensed with a death which has eternal consequences, as the severity of the offense 

warrants the extremity of the sentence. The greatest crime must warrant the greatest punishment, 

and as only God is able to pass and enforce such a dread sentence as confinement to or 

destruction in Hell, it should be understood that the fate of Poe's Lucifer-figures is intentionally 

mimetic of Satan's designation as the “son of perdition,” the soul having lost itself to its own 

sinful nature in rejection of the righteousness of God, herein as it regards the absolute sanctity of 

human life.  How, then, can Poe not be considered a biblical moralist? His Lucifer-figure tales 

underscore precisely the mainstream Christian beliefs of both his day and the centuries (and 

authors) which had preceded him. But now to the tale proper, to point out the biblical allusions 

which confirm the identity of the narrator as a Lucifer-figure. 

     The tale begins with the murderer pleading the credibility of his sanity: “True!—nervous—

very, very dreadfully nervous I had been and am; but why will you say that I am mad? The 

disease had sharpened my senses—not destroyed—not dulled them. Above all was the sense of 

hearing acute. I heard all things in the heaven and in the earth. I heard many things in hell” (Poe 

121). This brief yet powerful opening is brimming with scriptural allusions which point to the 

satanic overtones of the narrator. First and foremost, because the narrator questioningly addresses 

someone as “you,” readers can surmise that his direct address is to someone who already has 

expressed doubt as to the speaker’s sanity.  An objective observer helps to foster an impartial 

readership, and the disputed state of the narrator’s mind helps to establish the pronounced 
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dichotomy between the entirely subjective perspective of the Lucifer-figure and the normative 

objective perception of the other characters; to collapse into the world of the Self is Self-idolatry, 

thus here is seen the pattern of the selected Poe tales wherein the Lucifer-figures engage in gross 

boastfulness and Self-indulgence at the expense of their fellow men. They have fallen into the 

temptation of Genesis 3, in which they desire to decide that which is good and evil, and then to 

give into that desire which they have Self-licensed. 

     The narrator speaks of “the disease,” although no veritable physical malady is ever manifested 

in the tale; the disease which he suggests appears to be audio hypersensitivity, but even if this 

illness could be documented in the narrator, the ability to detect supernatural sounds surely 

reveals his madness, a madness which is moral and not mental in origin. Of course, faulting their 

troubles on external sources is typical for Lucifer-figures, who project blame; when Self-

culpability is denied, repentance is non-existent. As will be seen in other tales of this variety, 

there is usually some degree of elevation associated with the offending character, such as the 

(imaginary) heightened auditory acuity in “Heart,” or the once-illustrious lineage of Montresor in 

“Cask,” or the significant former prestige of the family and the hypersensitivity of Roderick in 

“Usher” (who claimed he could hear the faint scratching of the coffin lid of his sister in the 

secreted vault far below ground), or in the extraordinary affinity for animals of the narrator in 

“Cat” (whose special quality, recall, was seen in him “from infancy”) – all of these beyond-the-

norm aspects of character or circumstance are meant to hint at Satan's former high rank, estate, 

and powers, and to set the Lucifer-figures apart from common men, thereby hinting at Satan's 

being a supernatural entity.  The narrator claims to have access to the discourse of all things in 

the heavenly and earthly realms, and of many things in the underworld. Who but God has this 
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ability? The delusion of the Lucifer-figure is that, same as the Devil, he thinks he can be as the 

Most High God, the damnable fallacy to which he is prone as given in Isaiah 14. 

      But why not have access to all the discourse of Hell? Satan is a great counterfeiter, of 

impoverished and inferior ability when compared to the Almighty; in being unable to hear all 

things everywhere, unwittingly, he has revealed that he is not omniscient or omnipresent, and 

therefore not capable of being as God. Being neither omniscient nor omnipresent, nor is he 

omnipotent, and in not being omnipotent, he cannot act as if with impunity; being unable to act 

as if with impunity means that he shall face the judgment of the Almighty he thinks to supplant. 

     The narrator proceeds to confess that he had loved the old man, that he had no desire for the 

man's worldly possessions, and that “He had never wronged me. He had never given me insult” 

(Poe 121). This is an apt description of the relationship between God and Satan traditionally 

understood in Christianity, as well as speaks to certain qualities of God: the righteous and loving 

God gives no offense; the Devil formerly loved God until iniquity was found in him; God was 

very good to Satan, having blessed him greatly (Isaiah 14) ; and God has great possessions, in 

that all of the earth is His (Psa. 24:1), and all of the heavens as well (Deut. 10:14); God claims 

ownership of all souls, no less (Ezek. 18:4). As for God being an old man, His antiquated status 

is suggested by the numerous biblical verses which speak to Him being in existence from 

“everlasting to everlasting” (See, e.g., Psa. 90:2, 1 Chr. 16:36, and Neh. 9:5).  

     There is nothing in Scripture to suggest that Satan desired material possessions, seeking 

instead to be worshiped; he offers to Jesus all the kingdoms of the world (in mortal time) when 

tempting Christ in the wilderness, if only Jesus will fall down and worship him (Mt. 4:8-9).587 

There is no fault on the part of the old man's conduct, but the narrator claims that the man's eye 
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drove him to the dastardly deed; here, as in other tales, the Lucifer-figure projects blame onto an 

external source which not merely mitigates or excuses his own conduct but, in his own mind, 

exonerates it fully. Importantly, he admits that even this excuse is a pretext, for he confesses that 

he “thinks” the eye is what drove him to commit the murder—which is always premeditated. He 

reveals that “by degrees,” he determined to murder his employer (Poe 121). The incremental 

slide into moral depravity which manifests as mental malady is seen repeatedly in Lucifer-figure 

tales.  

     This gradualness is not meant to suggest that wickedness is something which develops slowly, 

but, rather, it is meant to imply the extent of impious depravity witnessed in the legal standards 

utilized in determining criminal intent in cases of murder; the longer the deed is planned before 

execution, the more indisputable the level of intended forethought of malice. He again addresses 

his audience: 

     Now this is the point, You fancy me mad. Madmen know nothing. But you should have 

seen me. You should have seen how wisely  I proceeded – with what caution – with what 

foresight – with what dissimulation I went to work! I was never kinder to the old man than 

during the whole week before I killed him. And every night, about midnight, I turned the 

latch of his door and opened it – oh so gently! And then, when I had made an opening 

sufficient for my head, I put in a dark lantern, all closed, closed, that no light shone out, and 

then I thrust in my head. Oh, you would have laughed to see how cunningly I thrust it in! I 

moved it slowly --very, very slowly, so that I might not disturb the old man's sleep. It took 

me an hour to place my whole head within the opening so far that I could see him as he lay 

upon his bed. Ha! would a madman have been so wise as this? (Poe 121)588 

 

     The narrator accuses his audience of harboring thoughts of “fancy,” i.e., fantasy. In this 

statement, the madman is accusing the sane listener(s) of being out of touch with reality, thus the 

inversion of calling good evil and evil good as condemned by God (Isa 5:20), for the act of doing 

so means either to do away with the distinctions altogether (an act which invites chaos), or to 

indulge in Self-idolatry by pretending to the throne of the Most High God who alone rightfully 
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and correctly decrees the true nature of that which is righteous or unrighteous. It is the 

temptation of the Serpent to Eve in Eden, and woe betides the individual who willfully ambles 

into this trap. That the servant is never kinder to his former master than just before killing him 

speaks to the extreme hypocrisy which Jesus condemned when addressing the Pharisees (Mt. 

23:13-14), those religious authorities of Jerusalem whom he accused of having a satanic 

paternity (Jn. 8:44). Midnight, of course, is the time frequently associated with witchcraft and 

demonic activities, a common convention in moral literature, amongst which tradition Poe’s 

Lucifer-tales must be counted.589 

     The dark lantern which the narrator utilizes can be understood to be a symbol for the narrator 

in the same way that the house in “Usher” represents Roderick. Poe’s description of the tin 

lantern used by the murderer in “Heart,” however, would be far more subtle in terms of the light 

source being unnatural and of considerably less potency than sunlight, and therefore indicative of 

Satan, as well as far less recognizable in terms of the relatively obscure inferences of inferior 

quality and deception. Tin is malleable, cheap, and an alloy; Scripture states that the word of God 

is unmalleable (Mt. 5:18, 1 Pet. 1:23, and Rev. 22:19), identifies the godly with the precious (1 

Pet. 2:4-6 and Rev. 21:11), and, in biblical tradition, purity is always associated with the godly, 

but alloys, hybrids, or commingling are associated with ungodliness. (See, e.g., 2 Tim. 2:15, Mt. 

6:24, 2 Cor. 6:15, and Jas. 3:11-12.)   

     Satan and his ministers are also said to malleable, as they transform themselves to appear as if 

ministers of God (2 Cor. 11:14-15).Tin is also the traditional, malleable metal of choice for 

tinkers, societal vagabonds (often accused of being unsavory thieves) who traveled in the course 

of their employment;  servitude, absence of a home, and vagrancy are indicators of the impious, 
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i.e.,  fugitives, murders, and the wicked,  such as with Cain and the Kenites, i.e., the progeny of 

Satan (Gen. 4:12-14 and Psa. 109:10); the fact that the murderer is a servant and does not live in 

his own home speaks also to this point.  As the story is but four pages in length, it would be folly 

to suggest that Poe’s word choice would be haphazard, given the considerable brevity of the tale 

in which to convey his moral content. 

     The gradual maniacality of the narrator's actions likely is meant to reinforce the notion of 

incremental severity relating to the character's mens rea. He boasts of his cunning; this excerpt 

speaks to Satan's great pride as given in Isaiah 14, and to the “subtilty” of the Serpent (Gen. 3:1). 

The word “cunning” has two meanings in Scripture, the first pertaining to skillful craftsmanship, 

as speaking to musicians or the artisans commissioned to build and decorate the Temple in 

Jerusalem (Ex. 26:31, Ex. 28:6, Ex. 35:35, 1 Sam. 16:16, 2 Chr. 2:7).  

     The only other instances in which the word appears in the Holy Bible is when the discussion 

turns to individuals of a base and deceitful nature, those guilty of “cunning craftiness” (Eph. 

4:14) or of propagating falsehoods, as spinning heretical “cunningly devised tales” (2 Pet. 1:16). 

The Devil, being most “subtil” of all created beings, is therefore most guilty of cunning 

craftiness in devising falsehoods; it is not for no reason that Jesus identifies him as a liar and the 

father of lies (Jn. 8:44). The narrator contends that he acted with great wisdom, yet Scripture 

relates that wisdom is a gift or blessing of God (1 Cor. 12:8, Jas. 1:5), and it begins with fear 

(reverence) of God (Prov. 9:10). 

     As Scripture declares that those who profess themselves to be wise actually become fools 

(Prov. 1:22), also warning one to not trust in one's own understanding (Prov. 3:5), it is certain 

that the narrator will die a fool's death, and a fool's death is one in which his downfall is of his 
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own doing. Foolishness is iniquity in Christian tradition because it implies that one has Self-

severed a relationship with God from whom wisdom derives and with whom Wisdom resides. 

(Prov. 8:22-30, 9:10) Willful separation from God leads to wanton disregard for one’s fellow 

man, and foolishness is repeatedly condemned in Scripture for its association with wickedness.  

     Of our narrator here in particular, a few specific verses come to mind and bring to bear his 

eventual condemnation and extinguished state: 

•  “Be not wise in thine own eyes: fear the LORD, and depart from evil” (Prov. 3:7) 

 

• “The wise in heart will receive commandments: but a prating fool shall fall” (Prov. 10:8); 

  

• “He that hideth hatred with lying lips, and he that uttereth a slander is a fool” (Prov. 

10:18); 

 

• “He that troubleth his own house shall inherit the wind: and the fool [shall be] servant to  

 

the wise of heart” (Prov. 11:29); 

 

• “The great [God] that formed all [things] both rewardeth the fool, and rewardeth  

 

transgressors” (Prov. 26:10); and 

 

• “Woe unto them that are wise in their own eyes, and prudent in their own sight!”  

 

(Isa. 5:21) 

 

     As the narrator is a prating fool, hides his hatred with lying lips, is a servant who makes 

trouble for his own house, is wise and prudent by his own reckoning, and does not fear the 

judgment of God, he will be recompensed same as are transgressors; because being wise in one's 

own sight is grouped with not fearing (revering) God as being evil conduct, surely evil is 

punished when clinical insanity is not, thus the eternal damnation of the unrepentant narrator 

(one who does not fear God) is inevitable by traditional Christian standards of morality. Nothing 

in Poe's tale runs counter to biblical tenets of Christians of his day, therefore he must be regarded 
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a traditional biblical moralist. 

     The narrator murders the old man on the eighth night of spying on his master; eight is 

symbolic of new beginnings in biblical numerics, thus as a shift in action is to be anticipated, as 

the narrator will move from a black thought to a black deed. (Madeline, in “Usher,” is entombed 

for eight days, thus her emerging signals a dramatic change or shift as well.) In speaking of the 

incredible slowness and steady caution with which he moved (a perverse or grotesque boast of 

prudence), he offers: “Never before that night had I felt the extent of my own powers – of my 

sagacity.  I could scarcely contain my feelings of triumph” (Poe 122). Here again is vain boasting 

of his alleged wisdom, and the vanity which is the hallmark of the Devil as given in Isaiah 14.  

     The emphasis Poe gives to feelings in this excerpt likely speaks to two points, the first being 

that it may be seen as a subtle condemnation of the wild emphasis of German Romanticism, 

which, while indisputably informing Poe's works, when embraced in extremity, involved so gross 

a subjectivity that celebration of the autonomous Self resulted in a rejection of God and one's 

fellow man. Poe would have frowned on such a denial of traditional Christian morality and social 

conventions of a “civilized” society, as the more noxious element of the movement disdained 

both of the two greatest commandments given in Scripture. The second point Poe tried to make 

herein is that when one collapses into the Self-determination which results in Self-justification, 

the insanity of Self-idolatry ensues: Radical subjectivity is not merely a severing of ties with 

humanity and the Almighty, it results in a divorce from objective reality.590 And this, of course, is 

Poe’s complaint against German Idealism; it was witnessed in the Holocaust, which was 

nourished by the Kantian categorical imperative, by the Nazis own admission, no less. 

     Upon the thin ray of light emitting from the lantern falling on the old man's eye, the narrator 
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becomes “furious” (Poe 122). The Devil rages because he knows his time is short, and so the 

murderer, with a rebel yell, springs into action (Poe 123). (Yes, a rebel yell since sin is rebellion 

against God.) Not merely content with first gauging out the alleged offending eye (as is done to 

the feline Pluto in “Cat”), this murderer goes straight for the kill; both the narrator of “Cat” and 

that of “Heart” have committed the ultimate betrayal towards those persons to whom they owed 

allegiance, alluding to Judas Iscariot, the traitor who betrayed Jesus of Nazareth, called “the 

innocent blood” (Mk. 27:4). It is only when one's own eye offends that plucking it out and 

casting it off is recommended in Scripture (in that it leads one to sin), a fate better chosen that to 

retain both eyes and suffer Hell (Mk. 9:47). What the narrator is guilty of here is attempting to 

remove the evil mote he (falsely) insists is in the eye of another, instead of focusing on removing 

the beam from his own (Lk. 6:42); his sin is greater still, in that his focus disallows repentance.  

     The murderer chuckles at the morbid terror of his intended victim (illustrating the depth of his 

depravity), and repeatedly attests that the old man's hopes for escape from the pronouncement of 

death are “All in vain” (Poe 122). This is the vanity and insanity which cannot see that by 

committing murder he is committing suicide, and therefore it is he who will not escape the dread 

sentence of death – it is he who will die from Self-severance with humanity (well before 

execution) and face damnation by God.  

     The constancy with which one is to regard God and one’s fellow man serves as means to 

counter the gradated, pathological stages of disease –- from dystrophy one moves to atrophy, 

from atrophy to paralysis, from paralysis to death. The pathological “disease” of which the 

murderer speaks involves the condition of his heart, which is, after all, a muscle, and muscles 

must be constantly exercised to retain their healthy condition, whether morally or materially. 
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The old man's heart, though, is strong and healthy, both materially and morally; as an innocent, 

he is a perfect foil for the villain. When spying on the terrified old man in the blackened 

bedroom, the narrator says of his master's heartbeat “It increased my fury, as the beating of a 

drum stimulates the soldier into courage,” and he describes it as an increasing “hellish tattoo” 

(Poe 123). Because there is a complete inversion of values involved, it is the narrator's heart 

which bears the hellish tattoo (or stamp); the rousing of the troops is somewhat reminiscent of 

Lucifer's stirring incitement of the demons in John Milton's Paradise Lost: This is not an 

instance of “onward Christian soldier,” but of one who backslides into the ranks of the damned. 

At “the dead hour of the night” (midnight), the murderer pounces on his prey, “with a loud yell”; 

the yell not only suggests charging into battle, but the weeping and gnashing of those souls 

eventually cast into Hell (Mt. 13:42).  

     He smiles at the done deed, and assures himself, alleging of his victim: “His eye would 

trouble me no more” (Poe 123). This is a clever means of foreshadowing on Poe's part, because it 

is the old man's heart which will plague the narrator's memory, and not his eye; in the same way, 

Poe hints at the events to unfold in that Fortunato is correct when he states that he will not die of 

a cough. But bear in mind that the narrator has invented the excuse or pretext of the eye as the 

motivating cause, for he confesses after the deed that he thought it was the eye which led him to 

murder the old man; he could have just as easily sought employment elsewhere, were that truly 

the case. 

     In relating the details of the dismemberment and concealment of his former master's body, the 

murderer states of the three planks he'd removed: “I then replaced the boards so cleverly, so 

cunningly, that no human eye --not even his --could have detected any thing wrong. There was 
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nothing to wash out --no stain of any kind --no blood-spot whatever. I had been too wary for that. 

A tub had caught all --ha! Ha!” (Poe 123). Here, too, is seen the excessive pride indicative of 

Satan (Isaiah 14), with the use of the words “cleverly” and “cunningly” and “too wary” alluding 

to the cursed devil being more “subtil” than any other creature (Genesis 3), the revelation being 

capped off with a hint of mono-maniacal laughter.  

     That he has no blood on his hands which can be seen by human eyes (aside from being a nod 

to the equally murderous Lady Macbeth, another character obsessed with a “damned spot”) does 

not mean that it cannot be seen by God. (So, too, it is reminiscent of Pilate fruitlessly attempting 

to wash his hands clean of the innocent blood of Christ, a man whom he knew was innocent, 

same as did the narrator know of the old man, for thrice he declares that he finds no fault in Jesus 

of Nazareth, being a triple witness that Jesus was just as guiltless according to the secular law of 

Man as he was according to the religious law of YHVH (see, e.g., Mt. 27:24.)  He continues by 

offering: 

         When I had made an end of these labors, it was four  o'clock […] There entered three men,  

     who introduced  themselves with perfect suavity, as officers of the police […] I smiled,– for  

     what had I to fear? […] In the enthusiasm of my confidence, I brought chairs into the room  

     […] while I myself, in the wild audacity of my perfect triumph, placed my own seat upon the  

     very spot beneath which reposed the corpse of  the victim. The officers were satisfied. My  

     anner  had convinced them. (Poe 124) 

 

     This passage is intentionally reminiscent of the biblical verse wherein God rests after having 

made an end to His labors in the act of Creation, inverted here to destruction (as did Montresor in 

“Cask”); the number four, in biblical numerics, is associated with the created earth, which is said 

to have four corners, therefore the number is a means of suggesting entirety. The presence of 

three officers serves as the double or triple witness necessary under Mosaic law for a sentence of 

death, and as the three men pay no heed to the sounds by the narrator becomes increasingly 
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perturbed, they are also an objective and sure testimony as to his madness. The superabundance 

of confidence, the audacious sense of triumph, the desire to be seated where the victim is situated 

– all these factors point to the description of Lucifer as given in Isaiah 14, wherein he thinks to 

be as the Most High God, confidently covetous of His throne. 

     At length, the narrator admits he “fancied a ringing in my ears” – the word “ringing” 

suggesting a death knell (Poe 124). As the sound continues to become louder and more distinct, 

he grows convinced that the noise is due to an external source; this attribution to someone or 

something other than the Self is another example of projection of blame which precludes genuine 

repentance, and that he remains fixed in his iniquity is evidenced in his remark “this I thought, 

and this I think” when speaking of his misguided perception of the officers (Poe 124). 591Also, 

the lines between the imaginary and the actual have now become blurred beyond distinction; 

without the ability to exercise proper discernment, the subjective has supplanted the objective.  

     (There might have been “legitimate causes” for the sounds he heard, such as the so-called 

“death-watch” insects of which John Reilly writes about, which dwelt in wooden structures. Still, 

the madness results from his inability to discern the bugs from the imagined beating heart.)  

     The murderer describes his agitated conduct: 

           No doubt I now grew very pale; – but I talked more fluently, and with a heightened voice  

     [...] I talked more quickly – more vehemently [...] I arose and argued about  trifles, in a high  

     key and with violent gesticulations [...] I  paced the floor to and fro with heavy strides, as if  

     excited to fury by the observations of the men [...] Oh God! what could I  do? I foamed – I  

     raved – I swore!” (Poe 124) 

 

     Here is seen the Devil raging, because his time is short (Rev. 12:12); he is pale, as one about 

to die, and as the pale horse associated with Death and Hell in the biblical apocalypse (Rev. 6:8); 

the word “trifles” suggests the biblical vanities by which no good is availed; violent 
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gesticulations are associated in Christian tradition with the satanic or verboten black magic; and 

foaming of the mouth is associated with raving lunacy (in both mad dogs and men) or demonic 

possession. He here recognizes God at last, just as Satan will be compelled to do so, in that 

Scripture relates that before final judgment, to God every knee shall bow, and that every tongue 

shall swear and confess to Him (Isa. 45:23, Rom. 14:11).  The Poe characters who cry “Oh 

God!” only do so when they are near the end of their stories, when they shall soon meet their 

Maker (such as Pym and Roderick), and do not call out to God (wherein they would be saved), 

for merely recognizing His authority is not synonymous with freely and reverently submitting to 

it; they all shall be compelled to submit to Him, for in a contest of the wills, only the Most High 

God’s can triumph. 

     At last, unable to bear the wickedness by which he has twisted himself to the point of 

inextricable entanglement, he states that he could no longer bear the “hypocritical smiles” of the 

men, and he addresses them as “Villains!”; before revealing the precise location of the corpse, he 

insists that they “dissemble no more!” (Poe 124). The perverting of his soul is so complete that it 

has achieved wholesale inversion in his mind; the villain sees himself as victim, he accuses the 

agents of the law of being guilty of his own dastardly nature, and the man who earlier had prided 

himself on the extraordinary dissimulation he had practiced on his former master now finds the 

same conduct intolerable and insulting, as he will not stand to be mocked (Poe 124).592 

      (This phenomenon is seen also in Roderick’s calling the sane narrator in “Usher” a madman, 

for as C.S. Lewis rightly noted, insane men cannot recognize sanity, even though sane men can 

recognize insanity.)  

     Reminiscent of the Pharisees being accused of intolerable hypocrisy by Jesus for allowing to 
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themselves that which they denied to others, the very same actions which the narrator thought 

bespoke of superiority on his part are cause for his outrage when perceived in others.593 Although 

the tale ends prior to any disclosure on the part of the narrator or author that the murder will be 

duly executed, if Scripture has any bearing on the details of the plot (which it surely does), then 

judgment is assured if one considers the admonition found in it: “How much more, when wicked 

men have slain a righteous person in his own house upon his bed? shall I not therefore now 

require his blood of your hand, and take you away from the earth?” (2 Sam. 4:11) The old man 

was righteous, was in his own house, and even was on his own bed when he was slain by the 

narrator, therefore the old man's murder shall be avenged – and the right to enact vengeance is 

the Lord's alone (Rom. 12:19). “Shall” is a term which denotes a legally-binding act, therefore its 

execution is inescapable and inviolable. 

      Although there are many other singular verses which are suggested by this tale, no doubt 

intentionally so on Poe's part, perhaps much of Isaiah 59 is best associated with certain 

particulars of this short story. In that chapter of the major prophet's titular book, it is given: 

• that one's iniquities have separated the Self from God so much so that He will not hear  

 

one (the narrator's cries to God are in vain); 

 

• that the accused's hands are defiled with blood, his lips have spoken lies, and his mouth  

 

had uttered perverseness; 

 

• that the guilty accused has trusted in vanity and conceived mischief; 

 

• that the guilty accused run to evil and make haste to shed innocent blood (as the narrator  

 

rushed upon his victim when killing him); 

 

• that the guilty accused will not know peace, having made a crooked path (wickedness  
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involves twisting), and “there is no judgment in their goings,” as they have lost the ability  

 

to discern; 

 

• that the guilty accused walk in darkness, as did the narrator each evening; 

 

• that the guilty accused are fully aware of their iniquities (which undercuts an argument  

 

for clinical insanity and points instead to self-concocted moral malady); 

 

• that it is the human heart which foments open rebellion and revolt against God, and not  

 

the mind, the latter being merely the source of evil's manifestation; 

 

• that God is displeased with those who exercise no sound judgment; and 

 

• that God will repay with fury His adversaries, and He will recompense His enemies for  

their iniquity. 

      The narrator demonstrates many of the traits of the Lucifer-figure, in that he is proud, foolish, 

acts in vain, is fallen from his former estate, and is a liar, murderer, and hypocrite. He is guilty of 

no fewer than six of the seven abominations given in Scripture which the LORD is said to hate, 

foregoing only the latter most one: “A proud look, a lying tongue, and hands that shed innocent 

blood, an heart that deviseth wicked imaginations, feet that be swift in running to mischief, a 

false witness that speaketh lies, and he that soweth discord among brethren” (Prov. 6:16). 

      Poe uses inferior light sources (here a tin lantern and moonlight), madness, and 

hypersensitivity to suggest the satanic identity of the murderous servant (who was first 

murderously minded, as are all Lucifer-figures, since the bloody deed necessitates 

premeditation).  

     Although there will be some slight variations on the theme, it will be shown that Poe is fairly 

consistent in the type of clues he will employ to point to the identity and to disapprove the 

Lucifer-figure in accordance with the standards of biblically-derived moral literature. 
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CHAPTER 8 

 

“THE CASK OF AMONTILLADO” (1846) 

 

 

   “Who is a God like unto thee, that pardoneth iniquity, and passeth by the transgression of the 

remnant of his heritage? he retaineth not his anger for ever, because he delighteth in mercy.”  

(Micah 7:18) 

 

      “They have chosen cunning instead of belief. Their prison is only in their minds, yet they are 

in that prison; and so afraid of being taken in that they cannot be taken out.”(C.S. Lewis) 594 

 

     In 1846, Poe penned what is surely one of the best-known and best-phrased opening sentences 

in all of the English-language texts in all the world: “The thousand injuries of Fortunato I had 

borne as I best could, but when he ventured upon insult, I vowed revenge” (Poe 191). The 

narrator, Montresor, is most likely giving a death-bed confession to his local Roman Catholic 

priest, since he prefaces his revelation with the direct address of “You, who so well know the 

nature of my soul” (Poe 191). This is an entirely reasonable assumption, given the fact that the 

events of the tale he recounts transpire in the very Roman Catholic country of Italy, during the 

annual pre-Lenten celebration observed by adherents of that religion even to this day.595  

     In point of fact, Montresor reveals that the dastardly murder had taken place at dusk “one 

evening during the supreme madness of the carnival season” (Poe 192). The madness of carnival 

season is a time when reversals are customarily considered the norm, hence conduct typically 

frowned upon by model Christians is not merely tolerated, but is indulged to an excessive degree 

(denoting grotesquery); arguably, it is a dubious time when good is considered evil and evil is 

good, an attitude which Scripture outright condemns as inviting tragedy (Isa. 5:20-21). (This is 

indicated by the inebriated Fortunato's emphatic response of “Good!” when Montresor describes 

the villainy of his family crest, as Fortunato “had been drinking much,” demonstrating little 
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caution and poor discernment, Poe 194.) Madness, of course, is an element common to nearly all 

of the Lucifer-figure tales, certainly for Poe’s. 

     Milton's Lucifer is no less mad than are Poe's, Hawthorne's, Brockden Brown's, or Goethe's 

Lucifer-figures, if madness includes loss of reason and connection with objective reality, as to be 

irrational is also to be highly emotional (a hallmark of German Romanticism, as witnessed in 

Werther, e.g.) In his chapter titled “Allegory and Symbolism” in a book on the American 

Renaissance, F.O. Matthiessen offers: 

     How integrally Hawthorne accepted Milton's analysis of the way the passions operate can 

be suggested by the passage where Uriel looked down upon the sudden unrestraint of Satan, 

and 'Saw him disfigured, more than could befall/Spirit of happy sort: his gestures fierce/He 

mark'd, and mad demeanor, then alone,/As he supposed, all unobserved, unseen.' Hawthorne 

had thought out the full psychological pattern of his conception, for he was careful to note in 

his final sentence that the one still potentially saving element that 'distinguished the 

physician's ecstasy from Satan's was the trait of wonder in it.'” (307)596 

 

     The physician to whom Matthiessen refers is the wicked Roger Chillingworth, from 

Hawthorne's celebrated novel of 1850, The Scarlet Letter, and on the same page of his critical 

text, Matthiessen speaks to Hawthorne's depiction of mental disintegration as proceeding in 

“stages,” a tactic employed also by Poe, in that the madness of his Lucifer-figures increases 

gradually,  signifying the result of a growing level of impiety and devilry; once the Self has Self-

severed his or her ties to God and one’s fellow man, there is no one to serve as buffer or tether to 

keep the mind (and heart) in order—no buffer, no tether, no order.  

     Loving communion (as opposed to mere communication) with others is a requisite to moral 

and mental wholeness, for it is by external persons in objective reality that we are prevented 

from collapsing into the madness which consists of and insists upon radical subjectivity. 

Matthiessen makes an astute observation when he speaks to “the profound accuracy in the 
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novelist's assumption that once Chillingworth’s malignity was deprived of its object to feed 

upon, its energy became merely self-destructive” (307). In “Heart,” in “Imp,” in “Usher,” and in 

“Cask,” this sort of Self-destruction once the victim is removed from the situation is readily 

apparent, but in all Lucifer-figure tales, characters whom are not tethered to either God or man 

collapse into gradual Self-delusion, which does not permit them to escape eventual Self-

damnation and destruction as a moral and logical consequence of their willfulness; all the 

murderers plot and act while enjoying compos mentis, therefore resultant madness, whether 

incipient or advanced, does not mitigate their guiltiness before the law.597 

    The interesting thing about these assessments of Hawthorne's work, steeped as they are in “the 

older moral and theological tradition” of Christianity, is that these assessments display precisely 

how solid Hawthorne's standing as a traditional Christian moralist is established. Yet at the same 

time, it reveals how the bias against Poe – who utilizes many of the exact same clues as does 

Hawthorne in depicting Lucifer-figure characters – is so egregious that critics remain blinded to 

the fact that Poe is no less a traditional Christian moralist than is the very contemporary author 

against whom he is most often compared for purposes of contrast. 

     As will be the case with other Lucifer-figures, excessive pride will be a standard character 

trait, for Montresor freely admits that it was an unspecified (and more than likely wholly 

fabricated) insult which allegedly drove him to murder his acquaintance.598 As is seen similarly 

with other Lucifer-figures, blame for his actions must be projected onto an innocent other, and 

projection, in that it denies Self-incrimination, also disallows the repentance needful to escape an 

adverse final judgment according to divine mandates. 

     It is not possible to beg forgiveness of God when one believes he is equal to Him, as 
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Montresor declares: “I must not only punish but punish with impunity” (Poe 191).599 Who but 

God can act with impunity? All of mankind is beholden to God, per Scripture, and to God are all 

souls accountable. (Jer. 32:27 and Ezek. 18:4, respectively.) Montresor's condescension towards 

and disdain of his fellow man is subtly hinted at in a few places, such as when he surpasses in 

volume and length the screams of his victim (Poe 195), or when Fortunato puts to him that he is 

“not of the brotherhood” (implicitly suggesting the brotherhood of man, even if explicitly 

referring to the Masons, Poe 194), and when he states that “no mortal” has uncovered the burial 

spot, a remark which both suggests he has removed himself from humanity and hints at the 

supernatural aspect of Satan (Poe 196).600   

     He also states of Fortunato: “I suffered him to hurry me to my palazzo” (Poe 192). 

Throughout Scripture, it is God, as ultimate authority, who suffers (i.e. permits) certain actions, 

demonstrating His graciousness and patience. (See, e.g., Ex. 12:23, Psa. 16:10, Mt. 8:21, 8:31, 

and 19:14.) Poe's use of the word herein as it relates to Montresor's eventual fate is interesting 

and relevant when one considers Psalm 101:5, which reads “Whoso privily slandereth his 

neighbour, him will I cut off: him that hath an high look and a proud heart will not I suffer.” 

     Also typical of the Lucifer-figure is great hypocrisy, and Montresor exhibits this vice just as 

well as do Poe's other nefarious narrators. Near the onset of the tale, Montresor remarks to his 

confessor: “I continued, as was my in to smile in his face, and he did not perceive that my to 

smile now was at the thought of his immolation” (Poe 191).601 This falsity is stressed by 

Montresor's repeated use of the words “my friend” when referring to or addressing the doomed 

Fortunato (five times altogether); the phrase is not meant purely to lull his victim into a false 

sense of security, for he consistently utilizes the phrase when speaking of Fortunato, and not 
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merely to him.  This habit is likely a means for Poe to allude to the parable of the wedding guest, 

in which the person identified as “Friend” is actually an adversary (Mt. 22:12), and in fact is 

meant to indicate the Adversary, one of Satan's titles (1 Pet. 5:8). It is a term indicative of 

betrayal as well, as in the same Gospel book, the word “Friend” is used by Jesus as a direct 

address to Judas Iscariot at the very moment Judas is betraying Jesus to the religious authorities 

(Mt. 26:50). (To refer to Fortunato as being his friend implies that Montresor was friend to him, 

being friends to one another, hence it is Montresor who fits the biblical analogy.  

     According to the pattern of the Lucifer-figure, many of the murderers very possibly did enjoy 

mutually loving relationships with their victims at some point, until iniquity was “found” in the 

evildoers, as Satan likely formerly enjoyed a mutual love with God, when he served God as the 

covering cherubim of the heavenly throne. The murderer in “Cat” admits to formerly enjoying 

marital bliss with his goodly wife; the servant in “Heart” confesses he had formerly loved his 

goodly master; and, the no-doubt goodly Madeline, as Christ-figure and foil to her brother, very 

likely formerly enjoyed a close and loving relationship with her twin in “Usher”. It is not 

unreasonable, then, to suggest that the relative whom the narrator in “Imp” murders was at one 

time emotionally close to him, and that Montresor and Fortunato also enjoyed true friendship at 

some point in the past, hence the ability of the murderers to act against their victims, none of 

whom had reason to suspect malice on the part of those who betrayed them in such vile 

manners.) 

     The inferior and artificial (man-made) light sources which suggest the poor counterfeiting of 

Satan are present in this tale as well, evidenced by the phosphorous nitre and the flambeaux 

torches utilized to navigate the treacherous labyrinth of the catacombs. In speaking of the 
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composition of the series of catacomb vaults through which the two men pass, Montresor offers 

of Fortunato that he “bowed him through several suites of rooms,” alluding perhaps to the satanic 

desire to be worshiped as God only is meant to be (Mt. 4:8-9). Scripture attests that to the 

Messiah, every knee shall bow (Rom. 14:11, Phil. 2:10-11), and the Decalogue makes quite clear 

that no one but YHVH is to be revered (Ex. 20:3-5).  

     The “long and winding staircase […] of the descent” at which the two men momentarily stop 

is likely intentionally reminiscent of Dante and Virgil likewise stopping briefly at the gate of Hell 

in “Inferno” before descending into the multi-layered realm of the doomed (Virgil/Fortunato) and 

of the damned (sundry villains of antiquity/Montresor): It has been established that Poe did read 

Dante's “Inferno,” but it is unknown if he read the entire Divine Comedy.602 These multiple 

vaults might be intentionally reminiscent of the many levels of Hell through which Dante and 

Virgil traverse, as Montresor describes passing through “a range of low arches,” after which time 

they “ descended, passed on, and descending again” come to their terminal destination (Poe 194). 

Not only is the movement always downward, the infernal path is treacherous, poorly lit, and 

undertaken in stages with momentary pauses for rest and queries, just as in Dante's “Inferno”.603 

In Christian tradition, the way of the godly is always associated with straightness and of the 

wicked with crookedness, thus the treacherous labyrinthine path associated with Montresor’s 

family suggests his villainy. 

     Of these frequent wine stops, eventually Fortunato asks for “another draught of Medoc,” but 

is instead offered “De Grâve” by Montresor (Poe 194). Both life and death are put before him, 

then, yet he foolishly chooses death. At one point, Montresor knocks the neck off the Medoc 

bottle, and then offers it to Fortunato; broken bottle necks are often associated with intent to do 
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violent bodily harm, a staple of bar room and back street brawls. When serving up the Medoc, 

Montresor says to Fortunato “'Drink,' I said, presenting him the wine” (Poe 193). This is an 

example of a profane, counterfeit inversion of the sacramental wine offered by Jesus at the Last 

Supper before his crucifixion (indeed, it is the final night of nourishment for his victim before he 

is killed in a comparable pose), or it is Poe's way of suggesting the inevitable doom of the man 

since Scripture informs that one cannot drink both of the cup of righteousness and of the cup of 

demons (1 Cor. 10:21); as he has drunk from the demon's cup, his fate is sealed.  

     The name of the wines are cleverly symbolic; “De Grâve” obviously means “Of the Grave,” 

but “Medoc” derives its name from the Gaulish word for “mead,” as spoken by the Celtic 

peoples of France, the Medulli, who controlled the mountain passes of the French Alps before 

the Common Era. The Medulli were particularly known for trading in metals goods, especially 

tin, iron and copper—all baser (inferior to gold and silver, associated with God) metals or alloys 

which are associated with violence and the Kenites, being in religious tradition either the literal 

progeny of Satan, or impious tribes having moved in periphery circles with the ancient Israelites. 

   Montresor pronounces to Fortunato: “You are rich, respected, admired, beloved; you are happy, 

as once I was” (Poe 193). Surely this statement is meant to allude to the former glorious state of 

Lucifer, as given in Isaiah 14, as this described Satan before his fall from grace, a fall suggested 

by the narrator's boast that his ancestry long ago once comprised “a great and numerous family” 

(Poe 193). When he is questioned by Fortunato about his family crest, Montresor replies it 

consists of the following: “A huge human foot d'or, in a field azure; the foot crushes a serpent 

rampant whose fangs are embedded in the heel” (Poe 193). The family motto? “Nemo me impune 

lacessit” (Poe 193). 
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      That Montresor is the serpent and not, as some critics have debated, the heel, is indicated by 

the description of him following Fortunato whilst in the catacombs, wherein he admits: “I 

followed immediately at his heels” (Poe 195). This aspect of his confession suggests that 

Montresor ultimately shall be crushed by divine judgment, and also that he will be defiantly 

unrepentant right up until his death, putting to rest any suggestions that he has made a genuine 

confession of sincere repentance for his rejection and transgression of the two greatest 

commandments of Scripture. (The serpent is “rampant,” which in heraldry, means self-raised in 

an upright position, suggesting also Satan's aspirations to be as God, outlined in Isaiah 14.) 

     Fortunato's giving himself over to reckless abandon is made manifest when handed the flagon 

of De Grâve (a flagon is typically two liters, but can be smaller), upon which act Montresor 

records: “He emptied it at a breath” (Poe 194). Fortunato's actions are in direct contrast to the 

stern warning of Scripture, which admonishes Christians to take heed to themselves, “lest at any 

time your hearts be overcharged with surfeiting, and drunkenness, and cares of this life, and so 

that day come upon you unawares” (Lk. 21:34).604  

     What day? The day which invites one's own death. Upon this rapid consumption of the entire 

container, “His eyes flashed with a fierce light. He laughed and threw the bottle upwards with a 

gesticulation I did not understand” (Poe 194). These statements indicate not that he is laughing in 

the face of danger (he is not yet aware of his impending calamity), but that he has surrendered 

himself to demonic influences, since now his eyes—the windows to his soul – are associated 

with ferocity, and the word “gesticulation” had very definite satanic overtones in Poe's day, 

suggesting movements involved in the practice of black magic and summoning of the Devil.  In 

Chapter XVII (“Miriam's Trouble”) of his 1860 story The Marble Faun, Hawthorne writes of the 
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principal female character, “we may consider Miriam as a mad woman […] ‘I tell you,’ Miriam 

went on, ‘there is a great evil hanging over me!'’”(127).605 She is, of course, the Lucifer-figure in 

this story. How can one be sure? The description of her conduct aligns with that of Milton's 

Lucifer and other Lucifer-figures, as Miriam soon begins: 

     “to gesticulate extravagantly, gnashing her teeth, flinging her arms wildly abroad, 

stamping with her foot. It was as if she had stepped aside for an instant, solely to snatch the 

relief of a brief fit of madness.” 606The similarity to the description of Chillingworth may 

again attest to Hawthorne's lack of variety in invention, just as does the red gleam in Judge 

Pyncheon's eyes. But these iterations also demonstrate how thoroughly his view of human 

behavior was colored by the older moral and theological tradition.  In devising the closely 

linked chain of events that follow, he had unquestionably brooded over the meaning of 

Paradise Lost. (Matthiessen 308) 

 

     While bricking up the crypt, Montresor confesses he briefly stopped, “that I might hearken to 

it with the more satisfaction, I ceased my labours and sat down upon the bones” (Poe 195). This 

is satanic speak, in that it is intentionally mimetic of God resting after the Creation, wherein He 

also declares of it that His work is very good (Gen. 1:31-2:2); his deed is nearly completed at 

midnight, the time for foul deeds. Of course, it is not creation but destruction at play here, but the 

inversion of values is intentional. When Montresor reaches the seventh tier of the wall (seven 

being associated with the fullness of the goodness of God, but here with the fullness of the 

wickedness of Man), he notes it to be level with his breast (his hardened heart), and he pauses to 

inspect his victim, alighting his torch and casting “a few feeble rays upon the figure within” (Poe 

196).607  

     The feeble rays not only suggest a halo on the victim, feeble only because the victim is not yet 

in a glorified body (saints and not merely Christ are possessed of halos in religious art tradition), 

but also speak to the growing darkness in the heart of the murderer; it is not yet too late for him 

to repent of his foul act and to tear down the wall in repentance, but with the situating of the final 
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stone, the very final window of opportunity for him to repent and reverse the deed is closed; by 

sealing in his victim, he has sealed his own eternal fate. 

     Just as the narrators in “Heart” and “Cat” are smugly Self-satisfied with their activities, 

Montresor experiences the same surge of misplaced confidence, revealing that “the thought of an 

instant reassured me. I placed my hand upon the solid fabric of the catacombs, and felt satisfied” 

(Poe 195). He might have escaped discovery and capture in this world, but given the twist on the 

Latin phrase reserved for extreme unction, it seems clear that he will not escape punishment in 

the next.  As is characteristic of the Lucifer-figure tales, vanity surfaces in the text, in this 

instance when Montresor discusses his endeavor to engage his victim after first callously 

taunting Fortunato: “I hearkened in vain for a reply. I grew impatient” (Poe 196).  

      The word is repeated when Montresor states “It was in vain that Fortunato, uplifting his dull 

torch, endeavored to pry into the depth of the recess” (Poe 194-195). The depth of the recess 

suggests the bottomless pit into which Satan will be temporarily bound (Rev. 20:3), as Montresor 

describes Fortunato's tomb as being at “the extremity of the niche” (Poe 195). The victim is 

fettered and padlocked in place with his arms spread apart, after which time his captor withdraws 

with the key to this pit (Poe 195). Satan, of course, is bound in the bottomless pit with a lock and 

key, and the Lucifer-figures do, at times, visit their own fates on their victims, just as Satan 

would reverse roles with the Most High God (Rev. 9:1, 20:1). 

     At one point, Fortunato insists that Montresor show him a sign signifying Masonic affiliation 

(Poe 194). Jesus admonishes members of the Sanhedrin that it is a wicked generation which 

seeks after a sign (Mt. 16:4); this is another example illustrating how apostate Fortunato has 

become in his drunken state. (This request follows Fortunato's “grotesque” movement, repeated 
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to a puzzled Montresor, being Fortunato's double witness against himself. The word “grotesque” 

is derived from “grotto,” meaning a cavern—originally underground— in which there are human 

bodies present or inhabiting it, thus it is likely another example of Poe having fun with words, 

since the action takes place in the cavernous catacombs, in which the corpses of the murderer’s 

family are buried.) 

      In biblical numerics, eleven is a number associated with judgment for having broken God's 

Law, thus the murderer's resolve to situate the final stone in the wall at the eleventh tier seals not 

only the fate of the victim but also that of his own.608 Montresor admits of this stone “I struggled 

with its weight” (Poe 196). Who struggles with the godly but Satan? Jesus identifies himself as a 

cornerstone, but this is the final and not the first stone, thus it is a complete inversion of the 

godly (Isa. 28:16, 1 Cor. 3:11, Eph. 2:20). 

      Perhaps there are two Old Testament passages which might bear on this aspect of the tale, the 

first involving a curse upon a family house wherein the offender is remonstrated that he “hast 

sinned against thy soul,” adding, “For the stone shall cry out of the wall” for murderous deeds 

(Hab. 2:10-11). The stone itself will one day bear witness against he who sheds innocent blood, 

thus Montresor's deed, although as of yet undetected by mortals, will go neither unnoticed nor 

unpunished by God. In Lamentations 3:53, the speaker relates: “They have cut off my life in the 

dungeon, and cast a stone upon me.” The verse just prior to this states that his enemies have 

afflicted him “without cause,” further suggesting that Montresor's claim regarding Fortunato's 

offense is fabricated, and therefore without substantiation. 

     Once Fortunato has sobered up and grasps the unhappy circumstance in which he finds 

himself, Montresor twice tries to engage him in conversation before sealing the crypt, wherein 
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both times Fortunato does not answer (Poe 196).  Scripture declares that the time will come 

when God will not respond to unrepentant sinners (Isa. 59:1-2). The normal state now resumed 

(as opposed to the inversion of carnival values) might be meant to suggest that twice Jesus 

refused to speak, when questioned by Herod and when interrogated by Pilate, when sentenced to 

trial for false accusations made against him, just as Fortunato's condemnation by Montresor is 

baseless (Lk. 23:8-9 and Mt. 27:13-14, respectively). 

     When concluding his insincere confession, Montresor remarks: “My heart grew sick—on 

account of the dampness of the catacombs” (Poe 196). While it might be tempting to adopt the 

position that he experienced a pang of conscience (as some critics wrongly contend), that would 

be entirely incongruous with the apparent delight he experienced during the actual entombment 

when he momentarily rested to enjoy himself, and when he thrilled at mocking the misery of his 

victim. More importantly, it would not mesh with the mocking of the Roman Catholic phrase 

awarding extreme unction by an attendant cleric during final confession.  

     No, the statement is included in order to cement (pun intended) the fact that, even to the very 

depth of his being, right at the heart of the deed, he was not tinged to the slightest degree with a 

sense of remorse, being affected merely by the material (the dampness) and not the spiritual. He 

has shown no love for his fellow man, and he is not moved even “for the love of God,” for the 

love of God is made manifest by the love for our fellow man (Poe 196). Montresor has 

summarily disregarded both of the two greatest commandments given in Scripture, thus 

unrepentant and mocking he goes to his own eternal grave, as the Holy Bible, in regard to the 

unrepentant, guarantees: “Envyings, murders, drunkenness, revellings, and such like […] they 

which do such things shall not inherit the kingdom of God” (Gal. 5:21). 
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     Whereas critics have long debated the significance of the final sentence (as to if he repented 

or didn't), it is perhaps instructive to point out two things in reaching a final determination of 

guilt. First, in the other instances wherein Poe has someone other than the narrator speak (as 

when Montresor reiterates Fortunato's words), the other character's words are framed by 

quotation marks. The Latin phrase associated with a cleric during the sacrament of final 

absolution is not given in quotes, which indicates that the words are mockingly Montresor's own, 

and it is logical to conclude, therefore, that the priest has denied him extreme unction.  

     The denial is surely predicated on the priest's awareness that the narrator is unrepentant, 

confession aside, if one recalls the fate of the friar named Guido de Montefaltro in Dante’s 

Divine Comedy. In Canto XXVII of the “Inferno” section (eighth pouch, for fraudulent 

counselors), Montefaltro is a Franciscan monk having advised the pontiff known as Boniface 

VIII in a contest against the fortress town of Palestrina, Italy, whose residents disputed Boniface 

VIII's legitimacy as head of the Roman Catholic Church. Boniface VIII promises Montefaltro 

absolution for the heinous offense of providing treacherous advice to the pontiff, as the tactical 

suggestion results in the slaughter of defenseless fellow Christians lured out with a promise of 

amnesty not honored once the pontiff’s opponents were in the open. It is for his role in the 

murderous betrayal that Montefaltro is consigned for eternity to Hell. 

      Important for consideration herein is that, in the narration of his doomed tale, Montefaltro 

recounts that the founder of his religious order, St. Francis himself, comes to claim his soul for 

Heaven, but he must concede the friar to a black cherub from Hell, as the demon rightly contends 

that absolution cannot precede repentance (and repentance cannot precede the sin).609 

Montresor's tone notwithstanding, his derisive variation of the Latin phrase indicates that he is 
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unrepentant, and therefore remains non-absolved of his sins; he is as likely a candidate for 

Dante's black cherubim as was Montefaltro, for he cannot revel in the recounting of the murder 

and simultaneously repent of it.  The presence of inferior light sources (and especially flames), 

the use of pit and key, the “cup of demons,” the crest involving the rampant serpent, the wanton 

disregard for human life and divine laws, the lying, the murder, the vanity, the inversion of 

values, and the certain doom of the unrepentant protagonist—all these elements point to this 

being a Lucifer-figure tale, and to Poe being a traditional biblical moralist. 
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CHAPTER 9   

 

CONCLUSION: THE DEVIL IS IN THE DETAILS 

 

 

“He has made it easy for the worthless 

to transvaluate values. 

For a long time to come the world 

        will feel the ill effects of this halcyonic feast.”610 

 

      9.1  Either that Wallpaper Goes, or I Do611 

 

“If it’s not love, then it’s the bomb […] that will bring us together.”612 

 

     Instead of reading Poe into each aspect of every tale, a feat witnessed in some of the more 

painfully tortuous, even Procrustean, interpretations according to a methodology which relies on 

psychoanalysis, James Gargano seems closer to the truth when he speaks of the irony employed 

by Poe, which Poe utilized to achieve the transmission of moral content in his tales; Thompson 

thinks this is “Romantic irony,” but as Poe was not a Romantic, by a long shot, this cannot be the 

correct terminology, even if the idea has merit.  

     Edward K. Kaplan, in an essay published in The Cambridge Companion to Baudelaire, refers 

to the term he has coined “ethical irony” when speaking of the dichotomy existent between 

Baudelaire's personal life and the theories he promulgated publicly, the latter of which arguably 

ran counter to how he actually lived: It seems that Baudelaire, who was devoted to exposing the 

hypocrisy of the bourgeoisie, was no less a hypocrite himself. Kaplan does not accuse Baudelaire 

of hypocrisy, but argues for artistic license – and much (but not all) of what he proffers about 

Baudelaire could be said as being equally true of Poe’s works: 

His narrators express negative and destructive moods, or feign to admire the 

depraved, in order to provoke outrage against the manifest immorality. What Victor Hugo 

had named as Baudelaire's 'new shudder' ['un frisson nouveau'] points to what Baudelaire 

himself called his 'horrifying morality' [terrible moralité], that screen of ethical ambiguity 
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around his poetry, prose poems, and some critical essays. Baudelaire's ethical irony 

challenges conventional moral dualities and confronts the complexity of good and evil, 

far beyond the simplistic tendencies of God, family and nation that dominated his era. 

Like Socrates, who pretends to be ignorant, or stupid, Baudelaire undermines the 

complacency and self-satisfaction of his public.  As a rhetorical strategy, ethical irony 

incites readers to question the polar opposites that structure Baudelaire's literary universe: 

beauty and horror, old and young, fantasy and reality, disillusion and the ideal, and of 

course, good and evil, the two 'simultaneous postulations, 'one toward God, the other 

toward Satan' ['deux postulations simultanees, l'une vers Dieu, l'autre vers Satan']. Far 

from being absolute, in actual life, these contraries are mixed, sometimes confused. 

Baudelaire's ethical irony includes a harsh ideological critique, as it exposes the 

hypocritical standards which the rich and powerful use to justify and to camouflage their 

authority. His notorious preface to the Salon of 1846, addressed with apparent sincerity 'to 

the bourgeoise', appears to glorify this class which he associated with stupidity, 

callousness, abuse of power and self-deception. (89-90)613     

 

     Arguably, Poe made use of the same rhetorical strategy as did Baudelaire, but whereas 

Baudelaire was preoccupied with utilizing his handiwork to chastise sociopolitical targets overtly 

for the hypocrisy he perceived in them, Poe was more interested in employing this method as a 

means of providing the undercurrent which subtly conveys conventional morality: Baudelaire 

desired to expose the incongruities of bourgeoisie Christian rhetoric and practice, and Poe's 

works prophetically perceived the dangers inherent to the manifestation of those incongruities. 

Poe's lessons are not merely for the rich and powerful, but for all Christian readers, as they are 

concerned with divine justice, and not merely temporal or social justice. Moreover, Poe would 

not necessarily regard beauty and terror as contrary categories, having attested that beauty could 

be found even in the terrific, in keeping with Edmund Burke’s theories regarding the sublime---

but Poe would never see horror as anything but relating to human ugliness, in terms of 

ungodliness and cruel and calloused inhumanity (depraved indifference). Whereas Baudelaire 

was content to find fault with his contemporaries, Poe actually wrote so as to call them to 

repentance and redemption. 
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     It should be pointed out that “terrific” means either that which causes terror or that which is 

amazing, and that amazement, same as horror, invite speechlessness and/or paralytic immobility, 

whether in a praiseworthy manner or in a state of being aghast. In Scripture, fear of the LORD is 

the beginning of wisdom; properly understood, fear, as used in this verse and elsewhere, does not 

mean fright, but, rather, pious or reverential awe, “awful” being not merely that which is 

negative, but full of that which inspires awe (Prov. 9:10). Importantly for Poe, the effect is the 

same—an emotional and/or psychological sense of bewildering or stupefying powerlessness, 

whether anticipatory or immediate. It should here be recalled that the word “psyche” actually 

stands for “soul” in the Greek tongue, therefore some of Poe's narrators experience mortal terror, 

which is to state, moral terror, since “mortal” means “liable to die,” and it is the perishing of the 

soul as well as the body to which Poe hints in his morality tales.  

     Why does Roderick Usher live in fear of FEAR? Because fear, for Poe, can be employed to 

signify recompense for both that which is natural and supernatural---the dread of being found out 

and held accountable in man's law, and also anticipation of the inescapable, righteous judgment 

of the LORD for having violated His Moral Law. Poe likewise shared a considerable degree of 

disdain for inept critics and the more puerile tastes of the masses, but unlike Baudelaire, Poe's 

tales demonstrate a hard line between the “two contraries,” and do not in any way, shape, or form 

render them as being mixed or confused.  

     Of course, this should come as no surprise to those readers of his works who are mindful that 

Poe's tales are crafted so as to reflect his consonance with the purely “either-or” biblical verses 

which attest: that Christ has no part with belial; that one cannot drink both of the cup of the Lord 

and the cup of devils; that a fountain cannot put forth both sweet and bitter waters; and that to 
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submit to God is to resist the Devil, who, if resisted, will flee from you. (See 2 Cor. 6:15, 1 Cor. 

10:21, Jas. 3:11, and Jas. 4:7, respectively.)  

     The radical point of departure between the mindsets of the two authors is revealed, though, in 

Kaplan's statement about Baudelaire's position regarding human will: “The poet deplores the loss 

of human freedom as Satan 'vaporizes...the rich metal of our will' [le riche metal de notre volonte 

est vaporise par ce savant chimiste'], pulling our strings as if we were marionettes” (E. Kaplan 

90). Poe warns readers of the perils of magnifying human will, and Baudelaire laments its 

diminution. Poe's tales vilify the Lucifer-figures whose Self-glorifying, Self-willfulness leads 

them both to murder and to their own consequent (albeit eventual) damnation: Humility is 

rewarded in Scripture, and pride is always punished; submission to the will of God allows one to 

resist the Devil's temptation to be as God. More to the point, by shifting the blame to Satan, man 

is not held accountable for his own sinful choices – and as sin always involves making a choice, 

free will both is necessary for salvation and makes one prone to damnation. (This is true whether 

salvation involves an eternal life with God and one's fellow men, or whether it involves 

salvaging the relationships one has with both mortal and divine in the temporal sphere.) 

      If Poe had adopted the position lamented by Baudelaire, then his narrators could be excused 

for their murders, being merely “marionettes” subject to manipulation of forces beyond their 

control (which is what they would have you believe); however, Poe's tales consistently illustrate 

that none of the murderers can claim “the Devil made me do it” because they function as if the 

Devil in the tales, without being his actual functionaries. Moses reminds the ancient Israelites 

that YHVH puts life and death before them, and permits them to choose between fidelity to 

YHVH or rejection of His Law, thus when they are called to “choose life,” it is an advisory 
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admonition, not an imperative – there are consequences which result from our decisions, not 

necessarily punitive, but logical, as wise choices preserve us and foolish ones do not (Deut.. 

30:19-20). 

      We always exercise the right to decide to whom we will give our allegiance and to whose 

agenda we will lend our hand. To put it another way, if the kingdom of God is within us, then so 

is the dominion of the Devil; Poe would remind readers not merely that they are each capable of 

submitting to the will of God, but that they are all capable of resisting devilish impulses.  

     Barbour himself points to a momentous break in cogent understanding of Poe's milieu by 

pointing to another literary critic's achievement, likewise largely overlooked by scholars in the 

Poe field: 

     The most liberating moment in the history of Poe studies came when James Gargano 

demonstrated conclusively that Poe often so designs his tales so as to show his narrators' 

limited comprehension of their own problems and states of mind; the structure of many of 

Poe's stories clearly reveals an ironical and comprehensive intelligence critically and 

artistically ordering events so as to establish a vision of life and character which the 

narrator's very inadequacies help to 'prove'. The popular view of Poe as the exotic creator 

of frisson identified him with his narrators, but in fact the tales are, so to speak, told 

against them. This accounts for the wide diversity of styles, for he invented ways to 

convincingly communicate the feel of a variety of psychic disorders. And the function of 

the ironic structure is to open a moral perspective upon the experience. (66, emphasis 

mine) 

 

     The limited comprehension on the part of the murderers who evidence the grotesqueries of 

character manifested by corrupted souls (which lead to perverted reason) speaks to Lewis’ 

argument that good should be able to see all around evil (as when sane men understand lunacy), 

but evil has only a self-limiting ability to see the big picture, even when the evildoer is at the 

epicenter of the events discussed, as, for instance, in the confessions of the narrators from “Cat,” 

“Cask,” “Imp,” and “Heart”. 
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     In speaking of the relatively late tale of “Cask” (1846), Barbour contends that it represents the 

tale to whose developments all other like tales of Poe tended, noting first what he perceives to be 

its Lucifer-figure’s amoral rationalism, and then offering: “Every word goes to characterize the 

narrator and at the same time to place him by moral standards of which he is insensible […] Like 

the biblical fool, in his heart he does not fear God” (76). What Barbour notes of the murderous 

narrator of “Cask” is equally true of the murderers of “Heart,” “Imp,” “Hop-Frog,” “Cat,” and 

even the Inquisitors of “Pit”: “He is a man obsessed with his own cleverness. In his narrative he 

takes particular delight in this cleverness, but, unawares, reveals its terrifying human emptiness” 

(76).  

     This perverse delight in employing great cunning in the extinguishing of human life (and 

therefore the murderer's own humanity) hearkens to Scripture, wherein the Devil (as the Serpent) 

is said to be the “most subtil” of all of God's creatures, whose cunning led to the pronouncement 

of death being levied against the mortals whom he deceived…but also against himself. The Devil 

is identified with Satan, and as the “old Serpent,” in Revelation 12:9; his mastery of subtlety, 

deception of human beings, and condemnation by God are given account in Genesis 3.  

     The Lucifer-figures  are characterized by haughtiness and pride of accomplishment; this is 

true of the smugly-satisfied, boastful narrators of “Cask,” “Cat,” “Imp,” “Hop-Frog” and 

“Heart”. In “Usher,” it is more subtly implied by the great reputation of Roderick's family 

regarding its magnificent contributions to the arts and significant donations to charity, causes for 

great pride of familial accomplishment and prestige.   

     Always, pride in Scripture is punished with certain destruction, most notably summarized in 

the admonition of Proverbs 16:18: “Pride goeth before destruction, and an haughty spirit before a 
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fall.” Importantly, pride is given to be a source inviting Self-destruction in no fewer than forty-

nine mentions in Scripture, and is again linked to Satan in the New Testament verses which 

speak to the intended qualities of bishops, such as: “Not a novice, lest being lifted up with pride 

he fall into the condemnation of the Devil.” (1 Tim. 3:6) As Barbour pointedly states: 

The American tradition forced on Poe (as on Hawthorne and Melville) his great 

theme, the will-to-dominate, which is to say the will without this control operating from 

below and the ideal of the atomistic society forbidding rigorous control from the outside. 

In [Martin] Buber's familiar terms from I and Thou, the world of “It” replaced the world 

of “Thou,” manipulation prevailing over meeting and relationship. Poe emphasizes the 

cost.  Others persons become looked upon not as beings to whom we are spiritually 

bound, but as mere objects in the material world, in short, as part of nature. The 

centrifugal impulse of society helped keep this obscure, but Poe seized on the hidden 

implications of this outlook, and revealed them with prophetic insight. The will-to-

dominate is, for Poe, always pathological and destructive no matter in what temperament 

it is expressed, and he is as quick to explore the consequences of Romantic will as of the 

rational didactic.  The ironic structure and moral focus are turned on the narrators, 

romantic or rationalist, and the destructive possibilities of ideals too easily believed in 

are revealed. (76, emphases mine)614 

 

     This insight helps shed light on why Poe structured his tales so as to employ unhealthy minds 

to depict diseased souls, and why he depicts souls either being infected by the contagion of sin 

(the narrator of “Usher,” who unwittingly commits manslaughter) or those which are the source 

of the contagion (Roderick, who willfully leads the narrator to the commission of manslaughter). 

The aforementioned critic continues:  

           The moral dimension of Poe's art is not always  recognized, but it is there […] But he  

     does hold an animus  against the theoretician of didactic rationalism whose arguments have  

     determined what the common man has available to him, and who has wrongfully denied life  

      in its  depths. This moves in another direction, for such denial has important moral  

     consequences. The American experience had  given unprecedented scope to individual will;  

     this could  become unrestricted will-to-dominate when it disregarded  life's moral complexity  

     and was not controlled from below by a reverence for the mystery of the person. (Barbour 75- 

     76,  emphases mine.)  

 

(Perhaps the word “sacredness” is better substituted for “moral complexity,” and “sanctity” 
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for “mystery”. Barbour likely uses the phrase “from below” instead of “from within” in order to 

avoid suggesting the heretical Transcendentalist emphasis on intuitiveness, and to connote Poe’s 

belief in the strength of the “undercurrent” to convey the moral import of his tales.) 

     Barbour notes: “W.H. Auden has said somewhere that the tendency of the Romantic hero was 

to want to be God” (79). This remark is not far from the truth, and it certainly can be said of 

Poe's murderous Lucifer-figures, those characters who endow themselves with the right to decide 

on matters of life and death, perverting the will of God so greatly that it twists back on itself in a 

wicked fashion. Poe's Lucifer-figures truly call good evil and evil good, a practice utterly 

condemned in Scripture (Isa 5:20): the narrator in “Heart” convinces himself he is in the right, as 

do the narrators of “Cask” and “Cat”. The villains of “Hop-Frog” and “Imp” Self-justify their 

conduct towards their fellow men, and even Prince Prospero, the host of “Masque,” surely Self-

justifies turning his back on the suffering of others, even if he is not directly responsible for it, 

having not unleased the deadly plague.  

     In “Usher,” Roderick's perversion manifests somewhat differently, although it shares 

something in common with that of the other murderers. In “Usher,” Roderick has resorted to the 

twisted belief that the manor itself, along with its peculiar environment (“atmosphere”), is 

responsible for the fate of his ancient family, and therefore is also to blame for his own actions 

and temperament. No criticism encountered to date has made the argument that it is actually the 

family's impious nature which has impacted the natural world of the estate, thereby linking the 

decay of the two, but reversing the cause. If one takes into account the biblical exhortation that 

the body is a temple of the Holy Ghost within the Self (1 Cor. 6:19), then the spiritually demonic 

nature of Roderick is contributing to the disintegration of the house, instead of the other way 
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around. Again, the Usher family line is fabulously wealthy, and therefore has been in a position 

to preserve and maintain the estate, simply refusing to do so. 

     So, too, Jesus refers to his own body as a temple to be resurrected (Jn. 2:21), but as Roderick 

is the Lucifer-figure of the tale, and therefore is associated with Death, he and the domicile will 

instead be “swallowed up in victory” by the non-living waters of the tarn. (See, e.g., Isa. 25:8, 1 

Cor. 15:54; Jesus is associated with living water in Jn. 4:10 and 7:38.).  In point of fact, being 

swallowed up into the earth is a punishment visited on the impious and the over-stepping proud 

on many occasions given in Scripture, including, to name but a few examples, the rebellion of 

Korah and his fellow Levitical priests (detailed in Numbers 16 and 26),  the deaths of Dathan and 

the company of Abiram with them (Psa. 106:17), and the charioteers of the Egyptian pharaoh 

being overcome by the waters of the Red Sea at the Lord's command (Psa. 106:11). 

     As Barbour correctly posits, “These narrators, caught in the grip of a will-to-dominate, 

recognize no such limits while yet insisting on their own virtue” (81). (This is an ironic tendency 

of American history in general, and not merely American literature, per Barbour.) The refusal to 

accept limiting principles (such as God's Law) or bounds of common decency is a hallmark of 

the Lucifer-figure, the individual whose knee refuses to bow to God, but who instead rises up to 

strike his fellow man like the rampant serpent of the Montresor family crest in “Cask”. God is 

associated with limiting principles (the Decalogue) and delineating powers; He has reminded Job 

that He has set the boundaries of the seas, but the rebellious spirit of a Self-willed person refuses 

to abide by the limitations set for him or her by Nature's God. Poe's horror tales involve narrators 

or victimizers whose reaching exceeds their grasp, thus Poe would disagree with poet Robert 

Browning’s contention that such reach is a heavenly pursuit, inviting instead a hellish fate. 



1315 

     The impiety of Poe's characters is stark and definite – even the narrator of Poe's 1841 short 

story “A Descent into the Maelström” features a narrator whose shipmates (including his 

brethren) dared to defy the limits of Nature as set by Nature's God, and paid the ultimate price; 

when his brothers go mad and/or drown, he narrowly escapes the shipwreck, wherein the craft is 

swallowed up in a whirlpool. There is considerable similarity between Poe's tale and Melville’s 

novel Moby-Dick (which Poe’s work precedes by a decade), and yet no one disputes the 

significant moral import of Melville's text.  

     Of course, Poe's story itself owes much to Coleridge's long poem of 1798, “The Rime of the 

Ancient Mariner”; both stories feature lone, elderly men (merely elderly-looking in Poe's tale), 

telling their stories to skeptical audiences (a sort of penance), and the narrators of both 

Coleridge's and Poe's works acknowledge great beauty even in the terrible works of God, for 

Poe's in the maelström itself, and for Coleridge's, in the hideous and lowly sea serpents: In fact, 

in Coleridge's poem, it is this very act which liberates him from his alienated existence and 

causes the dead albatross to fall from about his fettered neck at the very moment of godly 

recognition. That Poe was of the opinion that beauty could be found in terror is not to be 

disputed, for he adamantly professed as much himself in “Usher,” as voiced by the tale's 

unnamed narrator: “It was, indeed, a tempestuous yet sternly beautiful night, and one wildly 

singular in its terror and its beauty” (242).  

     Although it has been contended by many critics that Poe was not a moralist as demonstrated 

by his tales, biblical allusions carefully and consistently employed in a substantial number of his 

tales would seem to contradict these sentiments. Poe is widely reputed to have been both 

fascinated with complex puzzles and a master craftsman in terms of composition; it is these 
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combined factors which contribute to the elusiveness of his being perceived as a moralist. 

Careful examination of his tales, though, reveals a plethora of biblical references which are so 

subtly woven throughout the texts that they require considerable scrutiny on the part of the 

reader.  

     This lack of obvious display lends itself rather well to Poe’s predilection for intricate puzzles 

and his disdain for lazy readers, and the astonishing consistency of the inclusion of these 

scriptural allusions helps to cement the notion that they are far too frequently and carefully 

placed to be merely coincidental: For Poe, whose approaches to the actual craft of writing 

claimed considerable intent, this astutely-wrought implementation of such clues should come as 

no surprise to the alert and mindful reader initiated in the same moral code. As Eric W. Carlson 

suggests, the best means by which Poe may be understood is through establishing what he terms 

“frames of reference” to be utilized to map out the author’s meanings; I concur, and Scripture 

provides the best method of discerning the proper syllabary to crack or decipher the narrative 

hieroglyphics of Poe’s moral content, as given in the tales. 

      An argument should not be made that Poe is merely employing Thematism in his Lucifer-

figure tales: 

     Thematism, to put it succinctly, is the idea that themes are the best bases for stories due to 

their natural existence as the pith of and inspiration for a written text; plots are merely the 

byproduct of the means to establish and convey a story’s message. Authors who employ 

Thematist strategies pay little attention to outlining, let alone think about what should occur 

in a given chapter or section. Rather, by basing themes at the center of what they write, they 

keep constant the overall message and meaning of a piece while leaving its narrative side 

open to revision” (Burchfield). 

 

     As Poe wrote that an author must be mindful of every single word in the crafting of his or her  

 

work so as to contribute to the overall intended effect, from start to finish, Thematism seems a bit  

 



1317 

extreme a term to apply properly to Poe's method.  Poe’s habitual use of biblical imagery  

 

arguably points to his being a symbolist, as the most prevalent of his subtle references allude to  

 

the supernatural – the Lucifer-figure, the Christ-figure, the angelic or demonic hosts, and so  

 

forth. Supernatural entities are fitting subjects themselves for allegory, as allegory attempts to  

 

furnish concrete representations of the abstract, which certainly can be argued to include figures  

 

beyond the scope of the natural human condition.  While Poe’s descriptions of said characters are 

 

 not purely allegorical (too obvious for Poe’s tastes), the phrases and terms he employs to  

 

describe them connote their true natures and imply their eventual fates, all of which consistently  

 

conform to Scripture.  

 

     To any reader familiar with scriptural terminology, tell-tale phrases are mingled throughout 

the narratives, which serve as clues pointing to the figures’ alluded identities, as well as to their 

eventual demises. This regularity itself should be enough to give credence to Poe’s being 

considered a symbolist, though it may be reckoned that symbolists do not necessarily equate with 

being moralists.  

     Yet, in consistently incorporating scriptural allusions in his works, Poe more than hints at 

being a traditional biblical moralist, and the regularity of the ultimate downfall and defeat of his 

Lucifer-figures (those possessing demonic traits) would certainly seem to imply that a moral is 

being presented, albeit subtly, as the rewards of these villainous characters echo their works, just 

as in Scripture, which declares that the wages of sin is death (Gen. 2:17, Rom. 6:23). Poe does 

not blankly or plainly state “crime doesn’t pay” or “good shall triumph over evil,” or provide his 

readers with any other pithy, moral maxims which neatly summarize his tales; that would be 

entirely inconsistent with his love of the labyrinthine. Instead, just as Jesus taught using parables 
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which required an active mind to fully comprehend their intended meanings, the moral must be 

teased out from Poe's tales by careful consideration of his texts.  

     Frederick C. Crews, in his 1989 critical examination of literature, The Sins of the Fathers: 

Hawthorne's Psychological Themes, writes of Poe's peer: 

     Unlike the critics of an earlier generation, who strove to recapture Hawthorne's gentle 

melancholy and antiquarian charm, critics since the 1950s have insisted upon his 

symbolism and his didacticism. They have credited Hawthorne with the complexity of 

image-patterns and the steadiness of moral purpose that characterize a great allegorical 

poet.  His works, we now learn, came directly out of his “philosophy,” which is said to be 

'a broadly Christian scheme which contains heaven, earth, and hell.' His true subject is 

Man's Fall and subsequent growth toward redemption – a redemption occurring in 'a 

series of communions in which the bread and wine of the past vitalizes the present.' And 

Hawthorne himself, far from being guilt-ridden, is said to have dealt with sin and 

perversion only in order to demonstrate his magnanimity.  Hawthorne never sought to 

demean man, but to love him as Christ loved man – especially the outcast and the 

sinner.615 (4, author's emphasis) 

 

     Hawthorne is being recognized as a symbolist and a moralist, yet Poe is not. Hawthorne is 

credited with utilization of a complex set of image-patterns to illustrate his moral conviction and 

to convey his “broadly Christian theme,” yet Poe is not – despite the fact that they employ the 

very same complex set of image-patterns to do so. Hawthorne is credited with charitable 

magnanimity for his depictions of sin, Poe with personal depravity.  As late as 2015, another 

literary critic has penned an entire text around the classification of American Gothic literature as 

outlined by H.P. Lovecraft, one of the better-known enthusiasts (and somewhat imitator) of the 

tales of both Hawthorne and Poe. Timothy Jones, in his electronic publication The Gothic and 

the Carnivalesque in American Culture, offers a somewhat lengthy assessment, which is worth 

citing intact: 

     Nevertheless, Lovecraft's readings of his American predecessors remains astute, and he 

makes distinctions that have come to be key to the carnival Gothic. He particularly celebrates 

Poe, contrasting him with Hawthorne: 'Poe represents the newer, more disillusioned, and 

https://books.google.com/books?id=I9C_Edfay2MC&pg=PA4&lpg=PA4&dq=Hawthorne+gentle+didacticism&source=bl&ots=GnJozU6p1h&sig=H5a_9RbQCwJVYKBTC0O3UAQofuA&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjB9cqJ_djQAhXJxFQKHYLTBcgQ6AEIJDAB#v=onepage&q=Hawthorne gentle didacticism&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=I9C_Edfay2MC&pg=PA4&lpg=PA4&dq=Hawthorne+gentle+didacticism&source=bl&ots=GnJozU6p1h&sig=H5a_9RbQCwJVYKBTC0O3UAQofuA&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjB9cqJ_djQAhXJxFQKHYLTBcgQ6AEIJDAB#v=onepage&q=Hawthorne gentle didacticism&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=ecImDAAAQBAJ&pg=PT64&lpg=PT64&dq=Hawthorne+gentle+didacticism&source=bl&ots=_OYK3QKI8K&sig=ISd65_yrCRUEG7yCHwMkso35T5E&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjB9cqJ_djQAhXJxFQKHYLTBcgQ6AEIMDAE#v=onepage&q=Hawthorne gentle didacticism&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=ecImDAAAQBAJ&pg=PT64&lpg=PT64&dq=Hawthorne+gentle+didacticism&source=bl&ots=_OYK3QKI8K&sig=ISd65_yrCRUEG7yCHwMkso35T5E&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjB9cqJ_djQAhXJxFQKHYLTBcgQ6AEIMDAE#v=onepage&q=Hawthorne gentle didacticism&f=false
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more technically finished of the weird schools...Another school – the tradition of moral 

values, gentle restraint, and mild, leisurely phantasy, tinged more or less with the whimsical – 

was represented by Hawthorne.  In Hawthorne, we have none of the violence, the daring, the 

high colouring, the intense dramatic sense, the cosmic malignity, and the undivided and 

impersonal artistry of Poe.  Here, instead, is a gentle soul, cramped by the Puritanism of early 

New England...grieved at an unmoral universe...and the visible world becomes in his fancy a 

theatre of infinite tragedy and woe'.  The differences Lovecraft perceives here describe key 

differences between the carnival Gothic, represented by Poe, and the more 'serious' Gothic 

represented by Hawthorne. The Gothic carnival is highly-couloured, tends to be 

overdramatic, celebrates a cosmic malignity that is less metaphysical than it is simply 

disconnected from the everyday, and might as well offer representations of violence as an end 

in itself rather than as part of any wider expression or discourse. The sort of Gothic Lovecraft 

associates Hawthorne with responds to and expresses the real horrors of the cultural moment 

from which it emerged, or which it describes. Noting Hawthorne's tendency to offer 

didacticism and allegory, Lovecraft remarks that 'Supernatural horror...is never the primary 

object with Hawthorne' and that he 'calls upon the unreal world to illustrate the pensive 

sermon he wishes to preach'. (64) 

 

     This assessment crystallizes the disparity between Hawthorne and Poe which literary criticism 

overwhelmingly has tended to ascribe to the two comparably-gifted authors...and it is a false 

dichotomy.  Lovecraft clearly situates Poe outside of the moral camp in which he positions 

Hawthorne. The real difference between the two men's approaches to convey morality? 

Hawthorne focuses on the redemptive, and Poe on the condemnatory; they are two sides of the 

same religious coinage. Whereas Hawthorne's tales draw special attention to the victims of 

villainy, Poe's highlight the perpetrators of it. Both authors are concerned with human 

redemption, merely approaching the doctrine from different angles.616 

     This is not exactly an assessment with which Poe or Hawthorne would agree entirely; they 

would accord with Wax’s belief that none but God is holy enough to make atonement for our 

iniquities, but our nineteenth-century authors would likely contend that we are effectively saved 

from ourselves by God, as a result of His tender mercies. And this in an important addendum, for 

the Lucifer-figures are human, all too human characters whose impious folly leads to their own 
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destruction; in essence, we must be saved from ourselves, from free and unfettered exercise of 

human will which refuses or fails to refrain itself as regards “the Other,” whether mortal or 

divine; the limitations on our wills, or the restraints imposed on us by the Moral Law of YHVH 

are for our own good, our own safety, our own happiness. The Law of Love is preventative, and 

not punitive. 

      As Hawthorne and Poe are both reacting to “the real horrors of the cultural moment” (such as 

the irreverent and dehumanizing confluence of Transcendentalism and Utilitarianism, as noted by 

Barbour), and because both men employ the conventional source of cultural morality (Scripture) 

in order to convey their disapproval of that moment, and because both men were greatly 

concerned with the outcomes such tendencies would produce in the individual and in society writ 

large (evidenced in their mutual didacticism which aligns perfectly with Scripture), it seems 

contrary to logic to deem Hawthorne a moralist but not Poe, especially as scrutiny of  tales by 

both authors reveals a sharing of the traits which see Hawthorne reckoned an author concerned 

with the fate of mankind, but not his counterpart.  

     Lovecraft is in error in suggesting that Poe's “carnival” Gothic is a celebration of cosmic 

malignity, for it is decidedly a condemnation of earthly malevolence. It is curious that Lovecraft 

could declare an absence of violence in Hawthorne's work (and an absence of intense drama and 

daring), given the shocking actions of Governor Endicott which are rendered as if in flagrante 

delicto in the tales which feature dramatic representations of that historical figure (including 

cold-blooded murder of the bear-costumed reveler, sans even a trial or opportunity to speak), and 

not those tales merely recounting violence, as in the burning alive the denizens of the Indian 

camp in “Young Goodman Brown”. Poe grieved no less at the thought of existence in “an 
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unmoral universe,” but his tales focus on human depictions of a traditional source attributed that 

state, namely the World, the Flesh, and the Devil (“Flesh” meaning human weakness and self-

willed rebelliousness).  

     The overarching moral undercurrent or lesson which Poe consistently endeavored to 

convey in his tales was that to adopt the manners, mentality, and modus operandi of the Devil 

would result in like damnation: One must not violate the two greatest commandments given in 

Scripture, on which hang all the Law and the Prophets. This statement does not mean that Poe 

disbelieved in the prospect of redemption which Hawthorne's work foregrounds, but, rather, that 

Poe is keen to illustrate that, in accordance with Christian teaching, redemption is reserved solely 

for the humbly repentant: Poe's villains do not repent, therefore they are forever lost to salvation 

and remain doomed to the destructive fate of the unrepentant Lucifer, called in Scripture “the son 

of perdition”. (2 Thess. 1:1, Lk. 2:1-3)617 

9.2   The Mud and Scum of Things618 

 

“It is a heavy annoyance to a writer, who endeavors to represent [human]nature, its various 

attitudes and circumstances, in a reasonably correct outline and true coloring, that so much of 

the mean and ludicrous should be hopelessly mixed up with the purest pathos which life 

anywhere supplies to him […] Nevertheless, if we look through all the heroic fortunes of 

mankind, we shall find this same entanglement of something mean and trivial with whatever is 

noblest in joy or sorrow. Life is made up of marble and mud.”619 

 

      There are certain traits and features which appear to be more or less standard in the depiction 

of Lucifer-figures, including (but not necessarily limited to) the following characteristics: 

• an obsession with his or her own cleverness, particularly manifest as a perverse delight in  

 

employing great cunning in the extinguishing of human life (indicative of Satan’s pride  

 

and wanton destructiveness); 

 

• haughtiness, boastfulness, or excessive pride of accomplishment and/or honorific, ancient  
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ancestry (to suggest Satan's former glorious estate, status, and cause for his eventual  

 

exile); 

 

• warped Self-justification or Self-righteousness (to sear over the conscience and crowd out  

 

the divine mandates); 

 

• radical subjectivity (suggestive of the desire to be as God, and decide good and evil); 

 

• hyper-emotionalism and/or hypersensitivity (or the claim to as much, to connote satanic  

 

supernaturalism); 

 

• a rebellious refusal to accept limiting principles, to respect boundaries, or to abide by  

 

societal conventions (signifying defiance to God's Law and regard for one's fellow man); 

 

• a tendency to unwarranted rage against the innocent (suggesting Satan's frustration at his  

 

own impotence compared to God’s authoritative might); 

 

• Self-absorption  and Self-willfulness indulged at the disregarded expense of the health or  

 

happiness of others (suggesting the devilish desire to dominate and assume supreme  

 

authority); 

 

• an expressed or displayed disdain for his or her fellow man, coupled with an elevated  

 

sense of Self-worth, whether substantiated or not (to allude to Satan's supernatural  

 

qualities and his pride); 

 

• brazen impiety and blatant apostasy (sometimes portrayed as a sympathy with Roman  

 

Catholicism); 

 

• a predilection for deceptive gloating and stating falsehoods (indicative of satanic pride  

 

and the Devil's identification by Jesus as being a liar and “deceiver of the whole world”); 

 

• a pattern of hypocrisy (alluding to Jesus' charge against the impious scribes and Pharisees  

of his day, whom he identified as being children of the Devil); 
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• the apparent presence of disease in body and/or mind (used to symbolize a desperately  

 

sick soul), often increasing incrementally (to suggest absence of repentance and degree of  

 

criminal mens rea); 

 

• the protraction of planned malfeasance (in order to connote malice of forethought and  

 

degree of murderous severity); 

 

• a lack of repentance for his evil deeds, coupled with projection of blame which disallows  

 

said repentance (pointing to the certainty of Satan's eternal damnation as a result of his  

 

unwavering defiance); 

 

• a uniform tendency to act without provocation, often displaying horrendous ingratitude  

 

by turning on a benefactor (suggesting the ultimate degree of betrayal on Satan's  

 

part, having been given the highest honor and greatest powers among the heavenly host); 

           

• an arrogant and wholly misguided sense of Self-confidence, coupled with an inability to  

 

read situations as they truly are (suggesting the warping or wicking effect of playing at  

 

being God, in which instance the self is bound to collapse without the objective source of  

 

Truth providing the “stakes” to remain upright); and 

 

• a certainty of death resulting from the deeds performed by his own hands and stemming  

 

• from his own foolish pride (driving home the message that murder amounts to suicide  

 

and the inescapable fate of Satan, already doomed to execution as “the son of perdition”). 

        Literature is heavily populated with characters which evidence these characteristics; 

however, it is when they are present in combination with one another, added to language which 

alludes to Scripture especially or particularly associated with Satan, and which assures their 

ultimate demises, that the combinant presentation of these traits reveals that the Devil is in the 
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details, and that one is, in fact, dealing with Lucifer-figures. 

      Poe hints at the identity of his Lucifer-figures by relying on scriptural accounts which 

pertain to the Devil in Christian tradition and Scripture, most often per the descriptions 

given of him in Genesis 3, Isaiah 14, Ezekiel 28, the Gospels and Book of Revelation, 

passim.  Poe provides his readers with multiple semantic clues (or hieroglyphs) which help 

to reveal or decipher the identity of these Lucifer-figures, most notably those which draw 

on biblical verses which suggest:  (1) madness; (2) immense pride (including the use of the 

terms “vanity” or “vain); (3) great intelligence or cunning; (4) a former esteemed estate 

lost, as a result of one's own doings; (5) a murderous and unrepentant bent; (6) projection 

of blame; (7) habitual lying; (8) vagrancy, exile, or some type of willful disassociation with 

or being set apart from one's fellow men; (9) subterranean environments and infernal 

accouterments; (10) supreme egocentrism; (11) a profanation of the sacred; and (12) 

magical transformation. These are the “tells” of a Lucifer-figure. To this list should be 

added:  (13) inferior light sources (indicated by words such as “lustre,” “glows,” or 

“gleams”); (16) base/alloyed metals (especially copper and tin); and; (15) an affinity with 

Roman Catholicism. Importantly, Lucifer-figures are human beings who share traits 

associated with the Devil, but who never function as Satan proper.  

     Lucifer-figures in Poe’s works always require the presence an innocent victim, unjustly 

murdered, whether it be a Christ-figure or some fellow human being not meant to suggest Christ. 

(As already shown, Hawthorne’s Lucifer-figures do not stoop to murder, although they lead other 

characters to spiritual ruin. Yes, Parson Hooper’s assuming traits associated with Roman 

Catholicism would have been seen in this light by the anti-papist Hawthorne and most Protestant 
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readers of his day.) Moreover, a Lucifer-figure perverts or twists the truth to such an extent that 

he believes evil to be good and good to be evil, for he appeals to his own wicked heart for Self-

justification, as argued by the murderous narrator of “Imp” or as shown by the Inquisitors in 

“Pit”. 

     There are several reasons why Poe, by and large, has not been properly credited with being a 

traditional biblical moralist, and these may be plotted out, more or less, chronologically:  

(1) during his own lifetime (1809-1849), bias against him as a result of his often-barbed criticism  

and his personal shortcomings blinded his contemporaries to the moral orientation and content of  

his tales;  

(2) the vicious falsehoods circulated about him as put forth in the malicious biography published  

 

by adversarial author and editor Rufus Griswold helped to foster and widen the errant assessment  

 

of Poe as an unrepentant and dissolute individual, long after he expired;  

 

(3) the outbreak of the U.S. Civil War (1861-1865) occurred just a dozen years following Poe's  

 

death, and the grim and gritty realistic depictions of battlefront casualties and homestead  

 

devastations caused a seismic shift in the type of literature being written and perused, and what is  

 

not being read is not being analyzed;  

 

(4) the advance of Positivism and Scientism and other atheistic and anti-theistic intellectual  

 

movements contributed to disinclination on the part of a readership to look for moral guidance  

 

from or culpability to a divine authority it refused to acknowledge;  

 

(5) the advent of the Great War [1914-1918] shell-shocked the sensibilities of the Enlightenment- 

 

enamored world, which reeled in the numbness, disbelief, and aimless confusion of what poet  

 

and novelist Gertrude Stein termed “the Lost Generation”;  

(6) the Modernists who survived the never-before-seen levels of carnage and destruction  
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witnessed in World War I were busy trying to make sense of their broken planet and broken  

 

dreams, and to rebuild it with new paradigms which often disregarded the viability and validity  

 

of Scripture; and  

 

(7) the post-Modernists, having learned nothing from World War II (1939-1945), consequently  

 

decided that meaning itself was meaningless, variable, and unknowable— and succumbed, at  

 

long last, to the seductive lure of German Idealism, German-led Romanticism, and German-fed  

 

American Transcendentalism, embracing radical subjectivity at the expense of objectivity,  

 

atomistic plurality at the expense of harmony, and relativism at the expense of everything  

 

formerly understood and held to be good, true, beautiful, and holy – in short, they have been  

 

seduced by the “Bosom-Serpent” to believe themselves, as did Lucifer, to be as the Most High  

 

God, situating the grounding of ethics in human reason, human emotion, and human intuition  

 

instead of acknowledging the supremacy of the Moral Law of revealed religion as lovingly  

 

handed down to Man by the Most High God; Postmodernism is the tragic triumph of the  

 

grotesquery of Kantian “Self-love” over the Law of Love commanded by YHVH; the trajectory  

 

which led to the Holocaust can only, taken to its logical conclusion, lead to the self-wrought utter  

 

annihilation of Man and the World which Poe early understood and foresaw in his decade-long  

 

crusade against the intellectual trends and cultural movements of his day. 

 

      In the earliest stages of Poe criticism, disdain for the man invited his detractors to see Poe as 

the template for his Lucifer-figures, thus they would never have thought to be sermonized by a 

devilish man. Also, the derogatory influence of a libelous biography put forth by a bitter enemy 

protracted the mistaken tendency to equate Poe with his dastardly characters, from whom no 

readership would consent to moral tutelage.  In the decades which followed his untimely death, 
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the disruptive effects of a civil war shifted literary focus and tastes.  

     The growing atheistic tendency of the latter nineteenth and early twentieth centuries meant 

that critics increasingly stopped reading Scripture and attending church services; one cannot 

recognize allusions which one does not encounter, therefore nearly all critical assessments of 

Poe's works which date past the initial quarter of the twentieth century (at least those researched 

for this essay) are completely devoid of  any references whatsoever to Scripture, and with 

extremely rare exception, do not even hint at a latent or hidden moral undercurrent in the works 

of Poe.  (The three ostensible exceptions are Forrest's book from 1922, D’Amato’s unpublished 

dissertation from 1974, and Barbour's essay from 1975. The rampant obsession with grossly 

subjective Freudian and Deconstructionist “interpretations” witnessed in the 1970s surely helped 

to sweep aside any insightful relevance to be gleaned from D’Amato’s and Barbour’s works, as 

the first relies on New Criticism and the second on Cultural Historicism.) 

      Finally, in a world where the trend among the youth of today's ultra-relativist, Postmodern 

and Post-Kantian societies dismiss any objectively-verifiable facts which contradict their own 

feelings with the casual disregard of “Well, that's my truth,” not only are Poe readers not seeking 

moral guidance and spiritual truth in his works (the intuitive self now being the source of such 

things), not only are they incapable of recognizing them in his works (because they don't even 

know Scripture well), they wouldn't even acknowledge them as such (because subjective feelings 

now trump everything); radical subjectivity has supplanted objective reality in our mad, mad, 

mad, mad world—and madness leads to chaos and lawlessness, which leads to violence (hamas) 

and destruction, which leads to death. Poe would remind us that we should life as the choice set 

before us by God, since the guarantee of continued life is possible, even as a matter of a logical 
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or practical necessity, only with God. 

     In short, Poe's readers have failed to discern the moral aspect of Poe's works because they 

don't think him a good person and confuse him for his characters; they disbelieve in the 

authenticity, accuracy, integrity, and authority of the religious text on which it is based; they are 

not soundly familiar with the religious text on which it is based; or they recognize nothing but 

whatever meaning they have subjectively superimposed or projected on his work 

     Following the necessarily abbreviated examination of the topics and tales touched upon in this 

exploratory essay, several things should nonetheless now be apparent, including, in brief, the 

following major points it raises: 

(1) Poe's works may be situated firmly within a moral, biblical literary tradition which is  

 

concerned with the depiction of Christ-figures and Lucifer-figures, as exampled by his  

 

predecessors (Goethe, Brockden Brown), his contemporary peers (Hawthorne, Melville),  

 

and his successors (the directors and writers of The Matrix and Blade Runner); 

 

(2) Poe's work has generated a superabundance of criticism, all of which seems to fail to  

 

recognize his affinity with these other writers in this particular capacity; 

 

(3) Poe was inspired by and extensively indebted to his European (and especially British)  

 

literary counterparts, although he modified and rejected conventions borrowed from the  

 

Germans; 

 

(4) Poe was very much aware of and attentive to controversial cultural trends, social  

 

sentiments, and scholarly disputes of his day which stemmed from European ideas and  

 

foreign influences, including those of Scientism, Positivism, Materialism, Rationalism,  

 

Higher Criticism, Romanticism, Idealism, Transcendentalism, Progressivism, Pantheism,  
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Empiricism,  Eastern Mysticism, Roman Catholicism, Human Secularism, Occultism,  

 

Spiritualism, Swedenborgism Mesmerism, Utopianism, Naturalism, and Utilitarianism  

 

(many of which are nominally addressed in this essay), typically recognized by Poe as  

 

being contra-biblical and outright anti-biblical; 

 

(5) Poe was very much opposed to the logical conclusions towards which many of those  

 

ideological trajectories certainly pointed, recognizing their implicit and explicit contra- 

 

biblical tendencies and fearing a burgeoning cascade of confluences, consequences which  

 

were made manifest after his lifetime (e.g., Darwinism, Marxism, Nihilism, Freudianism,  

 

Nazism, Communism, Deconstructionism, Ecoterrorism, Transhumanism,  

 

Postmodernism, etc.), as all of these subsequent movements are guilty of perverting into  

 

grotesqueries the proportions of the correlative biblical relationships involving God, Man,  

 

and the World (Nature), even going so far as to act “as if” there is no Most High God to  

 

whom one shall be held accountable for violating these boundaries; 

 

(6) Poe's protracted quarrel with the American Transcendentalists should be understood as a  

 

battle regarding the grounding of ethics, and not merely as petty provincialism or egoism,  

 

especially in light of Perry Miller's persuasive contention that the Transcendentalists  

 

themselves considered their movement to be chiefly a religious one, and given Poe’s utter  

 

contempt for German Idealism’s categorical imperative, German Romantic  

 

rebelliousness, and German Pantheism and Higher Criticism, all of which on the  

 

American Transcendentalists admittedly drew; 

 

(7) Poe's transparent mocking and subtle derision of the American Transcendentalists (in his  

 

criticism and his tales) was the assumption on his part of a moral stance wherein he  
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aligned his own principles with those prescribed by a non-specific, Christian Protestant  

 

tradition (given his apparent disdain for the papist religion and his rejection of the  

 

Spinozist-fed Pantheism and Eastern mysticism by which the Germans and  

 

Germanophiles had been fascinated); and 

 

(8) Poe's preference for subtly conveying traditional moral themes via so-called “horror  

 

tales” in short story format is the combined result of: (a) his admitted love for ciphers and  

 

the complex (betraying contempt for obvious preachiness or bald allegory); (b) his  

 

insistence on active readership and his scorn for lazy or incompetent critics; (c) his  

 

demand for unity of effect; (d) his belief that divine or supernal beauty could be found  

 

even in the terrific (a la Coleridge's vile-yet-wondrous sea serpents in “Rime,” the violent  

 

eddy of his own “Descent,” or the tempestuous sky at the conclusion of “Usher”); (e) his  

 

consciousness of craft (as evidenced in his three philosophical treatises and his criticism);  

 

(f) his intentional mimesis of the parabolic teaching style of Jesus of Nazareth, the import  

 

of which is discernible only to attentive and sympathetic audiences (those with “eyes to  

 

see and ears to hear”); and (g) his admiration for the renowned, ingenious philologist and  

 

Egyptian hieroglyphics decoder of the famously-cryptic Rosetta Stone, Jean-François  

 

Champollion. 

     These factors, taken in consideration together, cement the argument that Poe was no less a 

traditional biblical moralist in the American camp than were Brockden Brown, Hawthorne, and 

Melville, with the principal distinction being that Poe's moral undercurrent is not as patently 

obvious as are the more readily discerned ethical components at surface in the works of the other 

writers, none of whom should be considered Dark Romantics. Despite their consistent focus on 
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the villains, Poe's Lucifer-figure tales actually: 

(a) promulgate Judeo-Christian standards of ethical conduct (in which Self-ish  

 

indulgence and rebelliousness are condemned, and regard for both the human and  

 

divine “Other” assumes primacy); 

 

(b) conform to biblical notions of divine judgment (in that the unrepentant wicked are  

 

doomed to an eternal severance from God and Man, brought about by their own  

 

arrogant pride and folly); and 

 

(c) concur with scriptural attestations regarding both human nature (being innately  

  

            wicked and dependent on God for up-righteousness) and the means by which God is  

  

                  known and religious truth discoverable (divine revelation). 

 

     Poe is to be regarded a traditional biblical moralist in the strictest sense of the definition, in  

 

that he writes tales which are intended to inculcate morals by depicting that which should be  

 

avoided – in Poe's eyes, the abject disregard for the two greatest commandments of Scripture.  

 

His Lucifer-figures are meant to serve as stark warnings, illustrating for alert readers the  

 

disastrous consequences which ensue when one abandons one's Self to the Self at the expense of  

 

both God and one’s fellow man.   

 

     What moral lessons would Poe have his audience learn? No less than those lessons which 

Scripture itself teaches: When, in mad and rebellious pride, the individual surrenders 

himself to selfish desires instead of the tempering influences of divine law and mortal 

propriety; when he foolishly insists on the cry of unbounded autonomy instead of a hedging 

consideration for those within his immediate and extended circles; when he defiantly 

celebrates the will-to-power instead of humble servitude towards God; when he arrogantly 
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seeks to establish an objective reality on the basis of grossly subjective emotional 

inclinations; when he elects to rely on human agency for attaining transcendent religious 

truths instead of the divinely-revealed mandates of Scripture; when he seeks to act as if 

with impunity in his conduct and with audacity in his contra-biblical pronouncements (or 

extra-biblical speculations); when, in an unbridled and unwise elevation of the dignity of 

man and the nature of Nature, he inflates himself  to the point wherein he recognizes no 

pre-existent and transcendent buffer, tether, or order, he collapses back into himself as a 

result of over-inflation, and, remaining defiantly unrepentant, meets with a bad end. 

     Poe would have his readers bear in mind that when Man plays at being God, when he 

pretends that he has the means by which to define (as opposed to discern) good and evil for 

himself, when he is seduced by “the Bosom-Serpent” of Egotism against which Hawthorne justly 

warns – the very temptation of Satan in the Garden of Eden –  then he has rejected both God and 

his fellow man, and most surely shall perish himself as a result of that rejection; in seeking the 

status of godhood, he has refuted his claim to humanity, and in the act of doing so, loses both.  

     Poe (as well as his anti-Transcendentalist, Unitarian contemporaries) understood that this 

danger is not contained to the sphere of the individual but puts all of human society at risk, for a 

germ mutates and mushrooms into a pathogenic disease which can spread like cancer and cause 

the entire body to suffer, resulting in a corporate death. Just as a singular point of heavily-

concentrated gravity – a black hole –  will cause a momentous collapse of surrounding matter 

and light from which cosmological point or position there is no escape, so is the adverse effect 

on a society in which reckless and unmitigated Self-indulgence, atomistic supremacy, and 

spiritualized autonomy are over-prized; the Third Reich is the consummation of such a 
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disastrously-pursued trivium, and its downfall solidifies the certain demise of societies which 

follow suit.  The danger which Poe arguably recognized with individuals adhering to such 

dangerous tenets is that the more powerful and influential ones draw others into their spheres, 

eventually leading to an accumulative effect in a society wherein even the innocent are sucked 

into or sacrificed to that dark and heavy phenomenon, thereby perishing as well from the 

hazardous, aggregated momentum of their affiliates. (The narrator in “Usher” being infected by 

Roderick is perhaps the best illustration of this type of contagion.) 

     Poe was a visionary, and he saw that the path down which Western Civilization was headed 

was no less than the one paving the way to Auschwitz.  The German Idealist emphasis on human 

reason added to the French Enlightenment cry for scientific and naturalistic Positivism (which 

called for thinking God out of the human picture, as man's knowledge of the natural world 

increased), which helped to pave the way for biblical Higher Criticism (which employed 

Positivism in order to disembowel the authority of Scripture). Higher Criticism (along with 

German Romanticism and Pantheism), in turn, fed into Transcendentalism (wherein man fills the 

existential vacuum he has created and assumes the former position of authority previously 

acknowledged only to God), a trend which contributed to Man's belief that, in being the source 

of authority for that which is good, true, beautiful, and holy, he could re-fashion (or re-present) 

the world according to his own will, tastes and purposes, manifested in the craze for progressive 

Utopianism ( rebuilding human society “for his pleasure,” which is always subjective), a 

dangerous proclivity (trying to be as God) which paves the way to an irreverent abuse of one's 

fellow man by those in control (might making right), with a powerful majority using weaker and 

lesser peoples as materials (Utilitarianism), going so far as even to deny the humanity of the 
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abused populations in their assumed, elitist (materialist) authority.  (The Nazis, who made 

lampshades and soap from the bodies of their Jewish victims, referred to living Jews as 

“stücke“ [pieces] – a term signifying inanimate objects, lower even than the status of animals.) 

     The end result of this cascade, which begins by putting God “on the dock” instead of on the 

bench, is attempted democide, an effort which results in murder, eugenics, cultural relativism, 

abortion, euthanasia, infanticide, forced sterilization – all sorts of activities in which is 

demonstrated an abject disregard for the inviolable sanctity of human life – in short, the “anti-

world” of the Holocaust death camp, the human society where neither the persons of God nor 

one’s  fellow man are considered holy. If one can think God out of the picture, cannot thinking 

man out of it be far behind?  

     That is precisely what happened in the Holocaust; the Germans had removed God from their 

sight, and once they had done so, they removed the Jews from their view of humanity. Man is 

not an idea in the mind of Man any more than God is an idea in the mind of Man; we do not have 

relationships with ideas, and ideas are incapable of declaring themselves to be good, beautiful, 

true, or holy. (To be holy means to be set apart, and as ideas do not distinguish between 

themselves, it stands to reason that personhood always, always, always is attendant to the 

concepts of Holiness, Truth, Beauty, and Goodness, hence God is a “whom” and not a “what”—

necessarily being a “Thou” instead of an “It”.)   

     Poe's insistence on fidelity to the biblical mandates outlined in the two greatest 

commandments is arguably due to his recognition of the disastrous consequences which ensue 

when they are abandoned.  True, very true, he could not wholly disengage himself from the pro-

slavery sentiments of the South, but it is an exceptionally rare man who can see both the 
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shortcomings of others as well as his own; even Scripture suggests that the natural human 

tendency is to attempt to remove the mote from another's eye before removing the beam from 

one's own (Mt. 7:3).  To admit that Poe has written moral tales does not require a belief that Poe 

himself was without serious faults; the prophets, priests, and kings of the Old Testament (Moses, 

Jonah, David, Aaron, Solomon), as well as the Apostles of the New Testament—none of them 

were without their flaws, yet each of them recognized the inviolable and uncontested authority of 

the Divine Lawgiver and the inviolable binding aspect of His Moral Law. One cannot expect Poe 

to be perfect (that would make him as the Most High God), as even he would necessarily 

concede that all do grievously sin and fall short of the glory of God (Rom. 3:23). 

     Poe had a strange ally in the person of Unitarian minister Andrews Norton, in that Poe had no 

special fondness for Unitarianism; but the enemy of my enemy is my friend, as the popular 

saying goes, and both men were united by their fierce opposition to the immediate and long-term 

personal and societal dangers which an embrace of the foreign-fueled American 

Transcendentalism invited, as it constituted a veritable Pandora's Box, even  more to be dreaded 

when combined with the other cultural trends in circulation at the time. The youthful advocate of 

the “new religion,” Orestes A. Brownson, clearly irritated by the resistance he and his fellow 

American Transcendentalists encountered by the elder Unitarian ministers, impudently scoffed 

their critics and inquired what the big fuss was about, and why their “new religion” posed such a 

great threat to society.  

     Ironically, Brownson converted to Roman Catholicism, and eventually even accused Emerson 

of being guilty of embracing  Germanic “Ideal Pantheism,” causing even greater confusion and 

chagrin in the Transcendentalist ranks (Perry 45, 431). Norton and Poe had a superb grasp of the 
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situation, realizing both what was at issue and what was at risk. In the closing lines of his August 

1838 essay, “The New School in Literature and Religion,” which he published just days after 

Emerson's notable address to the Harvard Divinity School graduates, Norton summarized the 

peril just months before Poe's own ten-year diatribe against Emerson's Frogpondian crowd 

began620: 

      But the subject is to be viewed under a far more serious aspect. The words God, Religion, 

Christianity, have a definite meaning, well understood. They express conceptions and truths of 

unutterable moment to the present and future happiness of man. We know well how 

shamefully they have been abused in modern times by infidels and pantheists; but their 

meaning remains the same; the truths which they express are unchanged and unchangeable.  

The community know what they require when they ask for a Christian teacher; and should 

anyone approving the doctrines of discourse assume that character, he would deceive his 

hearers; he would be guilty of a practical falsehood for the most paltry of temptations; he 

would consent to live a lie, for the sake of being maintained by those whom he had cheated.  It 

is not, however, to be supposed that his vanity would suffer him long to keep his philosophy 

wholly to himself.  This would break out in obscure intimations, ambiguous words, and false 

and mischievous speculations. But should such preachers abound, and grow confident in their 

folly, we can hardly overestimate the disastrous effect upon the religion and moral state of the 

community. (Perry 196) 621 

 

     The cascade effect was seen by both men. First, one argues that science can (and should) be 

used to disprove the existence of God. Second, pseudoscientific methods are employed to 

damage the authority of Scripture, in order to disprove His existence as divine Author, and 

therefore its authority. Third, upon having endeavored by pseudoscientific methods a denigration 

of the source of His authority (Scripture) either that God does not exist or that the Word of God 

is not accurate, Man declares that he possesses the power to define good and evil, and truth or 

falsehood. Fourth, Man endeavors to put into effect schemes which intend to re-form human 

society and utilize the natural world according to his own varied desires. Fifth, other men (no 

longer stamped with a shared divine parentage) are reduced to being reckoned mere components 

of the natural world, also able to be used. Sixth, ultimately, because desire is always subjective, 
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even fellow men whom those in power come to disdain are stripped of their humanity, because, 

as a result of God no longer being seen as the source of human origin or paternity, the sanctity of 

human life erodes to the point of nothingness—resulting in totalitarianism and total nihilism.  

     With Man in the role of assumed authority, might makes right, and those who willfully 

disregard the humanity of others descend into hellish insanity and self-destruction, having 

rejected God and having severed themselves from humanity by abuse of it –destroying everyone 

and everything else in the process, resulting in humanity’s self-wrought utter annihilation of Man 

and the World, as Poe predicted: The violation of the first and greatest commandment invariably 

leads to violation of the second greatest commandment. In essence, a belief in the murder of God 

leads to the actual murder of man, and murder amounts to suicide. All of the Lucifer-figures 

exhibit this gross and flagrant disregard for the holiness of God, leading them to disregard the 

sanctity of human life, a form of incipient madness (for only a madman would think he could 

murder God and take His place), which eventually results in their own demises. Once the world 

is filled with the madmen of Nietzsche's narrative, once the Übermensch are realized at the 

expense of the Most High God, nihilism is guaranteed – community by community; Western 

Civilization and Christendom, and eventually all of humanity, succumbs to the disease which has 

its genesis in Genesis and in the German thought or “cant” (Kantianism) against which Poe 

adamantly preached in his own, subtle ways. 

     The egocentrism and rebelliousness of German-bred Idealism, German-led European 

Romanticism, and German-fed American Transcendentalism (with their precarious and 

preposterous attendant outcrops of Relativism and Pluralism); the unmitigated impiety of Higher 

Criticism;  the soullessness of Materialism. Positivism, Naturalism, and Rationalism; the 
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disregard for individual and communal welfare of Nihilism and Utilitarianism (including the 

attendant phenomena of Industrialism and Urbanization); the unchecked hubris of Progressivism 

(later manifested as Social Darwinism, Marxism, Nazism, etc.); the unmitigated folly of 

Utopianism (evidenced in libertine and philistine “free love” communes or the spectacular 

failures of Brook Farm and Fruitlands) – against all these contra-biblical cultural factors and 

ideas circulating in his own lifetime, Poe battled. He prophetically discerned the dangers inherent 

to these religious movements and philosophical worldviews, and he was disconcerted enough by 

their ill omens to sound out his cries of alarm; his moral tales are lamentations and jeremiads of 

an innovative breed. 

     The role of the prophet is to call a people back to remembrance of their rightful devotion to 

God and to abide by the wisdom of His divine proscriptions, lest they fall into ruin by their own 

sinful ways. This call to humble repentance given by the prophet is achieved even by means of 

pointed and unflattering criticism; one does not call a people to repentance by smoothing away 

recognition of their faults or by appeasing them with kind flatteries. The prophets of the Old 

Testament met with harsh criticism by the very society which they were intended to help save, 

and Jesus had observed that a prophet is hardly honored in his own land.  

     Poe certainly could be said to have fulfilled the role of American prophet per these criteria, in 

that: (1) he was much despised for his truthful condemnations; (2) he was not recognized for his 

peculiar genius in this country, even when his works were embraced by foreigners; and (3)  he 

was concerned with preserving the scriptural mandates for individual human conduct and with 

upholding the biblical model for human society.  Sadly for Poe and for human society, same as 

had been the fate of many of the biblical prophets, his warnings went (and continue to go) 
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unheeded. 

9.3   Tenth-Rate Professors622 

 

“You'll have a good, secure life when […] love more than money […] 

when the mood of Beethoven's or Bach's music becomes the mood of your whole life […] 

 when your thinking is in harmony, and no longer in conflict with your feelings […]  

when truths inspire you and empty formulas repel you.”623 

 

      So much of Poe has been understood incorrectly because of the modern tendency to serve up 

interpretations instead of doing the difficult work of close reading and research in order to 

provide sound critical analyses; literary criticism is not merely the victim of the poison of 

Subjectivism, but is its chief purveyor and propagator. The legions of the tenth-rate professors 

whose superimposition of subjective templates Pope advised readers to ignore in his critical 

advice, the social planners whose ideologies lead to the sorts of barbarism against which 

Chesterton preached, the academics who foment and promote the ideologies of radical 

subjectivism against which Lewis campaigned, the Franco-Prussian intellectuals against whom 

Hirsch levied his criticism— all of these are no less than the “thousand profound scholars” of 

whom Poe wrote when charging them with missing the most important points in assessing his 

work and the works of others. For Poe, at least as far as his moral tales are concerned, that point 

is that the correct and authoritative grounding of ethics is to be found in the two greatest 

commandments handed down by the Most High God in the Old Testament, both of which were 

endorsed and confirmed by Jesus in the New Testament.  

     To bullet some of the points raised about the technical or formal aspects of Poe's writing 

herein discussed, which these ranks of professors have missed, or which are lost on them in their 

fantasy worlds of ideological templates, this essay makes these specific, novel claims: 

• Not unlike Baudelaire, Poe utilized “terrible moralité” to create an internal tension (or 
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ethical irony) in which villainous characters act in stark contrast to normative divine 

mandates and social conventions. Unlike Baudelaire, Poe does not intend to scold the 

bourgeoisie for their hypocrisy, but instead presents the negative side of the human coinage 

in order to drive home the lesson that the ultimate bad end is guaranteed to those who reject 

the boundaries and the standards set by God regarding one's fellow man: Mutate nominee 

de te fabula narratur. For Baudelaire, good and evil exist in admixtures, in a thousand 

shades of gray, but for Poe, good and evil are painted in the black and white of however 

God defines them in Scripture, and they always remain polar opposites. Both authors held 

to a belief in what Baudelaire termed “les deux postulations,” except for Poe, these 

orientations could never be held simultaneously, as one is either oriented toward God or 

toward Satan, if Scripture be taken at its word.  

     Baudelaire targeted the middle class's self-satisfaction, yet Poe was concerned with the 

eternal fate of humanity. In the construct of a legal court, Baudelaire was concerned with 

accusation and social justice, Poe with pleading for divine judgment and calling readers to 

repent so as to enjoy the mercy in which God delights. Importantly, Baudelaire celebrated the 

triumph of human will and ascribed the dissipation of freedom (really Self-license) to the 

machinations of the Devil; for Poe, the contraction of the Self and willful submission of the 

will of God was not cause for lament, but constitutes the ultimate act of Self-preservation.  

Poe's fiends never can fault the Devil for their murderous deeds because, if merely the 

“marionettes” of Satan, then they would be blameless, since one cannot condemn that which 

cannot be helped. Both authors portray despicable characters; however, Poe would remind 

readers that they are capable of resisting devilish impulses because they exercise free will. 



1341 

 Poe was educated in classical studies, both formally when at university, and informally in   

his prodigious reading habits, evidenced clearly in his easy and ready use of classical 

allusions, due, in part, to his great admiration of the British Neoclassicists. As such, he was 

ever mindful of the discourse regarding the beautiful, the true, and the good, to which he 

would add the holy. His aspirations regarding supernal beauty and his associating it with 

glimpses of the divine should be construed so as to be limited to the function of poetry as 

the means to elevate the soul. Critical contentions which argue that Poe advocated art for 

art’s sake are applying wholesale a rubric he intended only for the genre of poetry. Poe 

strongly insisted that plot be the main driver of his tales, and that every detail need work 

towards the desired conclusion, which means that the unity of the final effect must be 

predetermined for each tale, and that all elements of the tale necessarily conform to 

achieving this singular goal. In having a predetermined effect in mind towards which he 

worked, the tales, then, are not examples of art for art’s sake, but, in having a moral intent, 

are examples of art wrought with a purpose other than mere artistry.  

     The so-called “heresy of the Didactic” against which he railed is nothing more than the 

insistence that poems contain a moral element, a then-common staple of literary convention 

and critical estimations. Poe believed that injecting a moral aspect where none was called for 

could mar the beauty of a poem, and thereby thwart its aesthetic integrity and weaken its 

ability to elevate the soul (negate its sublime qualities). Because the parts of the tale must all 

conform to the intended effect of the plot, and the effect intended is a heightened moral 

sensibility, the moral content in Poe’s tales is neither accidental nor the product of 

unconscious writing. (And because they are not the products of his unconscious mind, 
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borrowing from other works by different authors, they cannot reveal neuroses which he did 

not possess, contrary to what Psychoanalytic criticism contends.) 

 Much has been written about what Poe intended by use of the words “grotesque” and 

“arabesque”. G.R. Thompson has written the best and most comprehensive treatment of the 

historical genealogy of these terms, although he fails to make the connection of the 

grotesque with the Italian discovery of the subterranean Domus Aurea (Golden House) built 

by the “mad” Roman emperor, Nero. (As he did not major in art history, we can forgive 

him this oversight; as I possess a graduate degree in it, though, I must rise to the occasion 

and include it.) The use of the word “grotesque” would have appealed to the playful wit of 

Poe on several levels, for its subterranean aspect alludes to traditional motions of Hell, and 

the madness of the anti-Christian Nero would be a dig at both “Romanism” and apostasy. 

      Moreover, the figures which adorned the walls of the buried structure were twisted and 

deformed caricatures, nodding to Poe’s suggestion that his villains suffered from 

grotesqueries of character, the result of the wickedness (Self-wrought wicking or twisting) 

of their souls. It also lends itself to the notion of ridicule (which is shame-inducing) and 

ludicrousness (mere poking fun), which would have aligned quite well with Poe’s 

proclivity for both good-natured mocking and his tendency towards righteous indignation-

fed derision. Says one art historian of the term’s origin: “This pictorial style did not meet 

with unanimous approval, however, as it was often accused of being unseemly or ridiculous 

because of its brightly coloured fragile silhouettes painted in a calligraphic manner on a 

monochrome background devoid of perspective – rather monstrous hybrids with 

naturalistic effects in a geometric framework. In time, these criticisms would give to the 
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word […] a sense of the unusual and bizarre, extending to the caricatural or extravagant” 

(J. Smith).  

      An arabesque is a complex pattern, in which the elements are quite distinct and yet 

repeated in order to achieve an overall design which binds them together. Poe’s tales, he 

confessed, were written so as to be parts of a major collection of works unified by some 

such pattern, being an arabesque of grotesqueries, whether of style or of character. His use 

of the terms seems most to align with the German aesthetics put forth by the Schlegel 

brothers, in which the comic (arabesque) and the tragic (grotesque) are united, the 

combination of bathos and pathos witnessed in the best tragicomedies of the Classical 

pagans and Shakespeare, authors whose works the Germans had so admired. Indeed, there 

are strangely humorous moments even in the darkest of his tales, such as Montresor’s 

brandishing a trowel when asked by Fortunato about Masonic brotherhood. 

      Poe’s use of short story formatting not only suited his desire for achieving and 

sustaining singular effect, mood, and tone, it also helped abbreviate the moral ciphers in 

them, thereby increasing the cryptographic challenge to “solving the riddles” in detection 

of the moral undercurrent inherent to them. Poe taunted his critics for their inability to 

discern the undercurrent of moral content of his works, most notably in “Some Words with 

a Mummy” (in which he lambastes the American predilection for the obvious) and “Never 

Bet the Devil Your Head” (in which he—facetiously— satisfies that predilection for 

surface readings). He was extremely distressed when he was accused of impiety and 

blasphemy since the satirical and moral bent of Eureka was entirely misunderstood by his 

contemporaries, a deficiency from which Poe criticism still suffers almost entirely.  

https://medmeanderings.com/did-you-know/nero-and-the-meaning-of-the-word-grotesque/


1344 

     There are really only two critical essays which come close to grasping the true nature of 

Eureka, and neither of them connect the relevance of their observations to Poe’s oeuvre 

writ large—Harriet R. Holman’s essay from 1969 (entirely and errantly dismissed by Poe 

critics), and Courtney Fugate’s 2012 essay regarding Poe and German cosmological 

tradition. The first author speaks to the satirical aspect of the text, and the second to its debt 

to Germans cosmogony. What neither do, though, is realize that Poe is actually utilizing 

German physics to satirize German metaphysics. The importance of Eureka in 

comprehending other works in Poe’s repertoire penned during his decade-long feud with 

the Transcendentalist “Frogpondians” cannot be overstated; Poe thought it the pinnacle of 

his parodic and satirical powers, and it represents the key or map legend by which the other 

works may be read, working backwards, in terms of expressing his disdain for, objections 

to, and concerns about the dangers inherent to the ideologies of his day.  

     The ideologies with which Poe was most concerned were especially those promulgated 

by the Germans and injected into American culture via the Brits and Scots, via the likes of 

Samuel Taylor Coleridge and Thomas Carlyle, authors with whom Emerson and the 

Transcendentalists were enamored. Poe was responding to the contra-biblical movements 

of his age, and the point of contention with which he was most obsessed was the challenge 

put to the grounding of ethics given in Scripture, as there was a constant barrage of new 

trends which sought to undermine the integrity of Scripture and thereby destroy any 

authority stemming from it on moral matters. The movements and ideologies of his day 

were pushing Man to the forefront and, not content with merely pushing the Most High 

God into the background, Poe understood that the trajectory would lead to Man pushing 
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Him out of the picture altogether, with mankind striving to assume godhood for itself.  

     Elevating Nature (an outgrowth of Pantheism) was simply another means of elevating 

Man, since the two came to be inextricably linked instead of being reckoned separate 

creations; elevating the demographic to which one belongs is merely another form of 

elevating the Self, whether that be the nationalism of the Nazis, or the Eastern-mysticism 

which inspired the Romantic-embrace of Pantheism, or the proto-Postmodern 

Transcendentalist creed of “radical Democracy,” in which all distinctions are collapsed into 

each other and Man becomes one with Nature and God, or as Emerson would have it, “All 

in All”.624 

      The belief that Reason alone does not lead one to Love is echoed in Poe’s argument that 

Pure Intellect (Rationale) does not lead one to Moral Sense (Duty); there must be a 

mediating agent which appeals to reason to meet moral duty, an agency which Poe calls 

“Taste” (taste has to do with that which appeals to one). The human will, therefore, is the 

all-important element in attaining this heavenly goal, thus it must be oriented properly if it 

is to fulfill its benevolent purpose; it cannot neglect Reason altogether, but must motivate 

Reason into action, in order to compel it to meet moral duty. Orientation is not merely 

directional but is relational, for one must be oriented to something or someone, for Poe 

that being the person of God and His Moral Law. What is instructive for our purposes here, 

though, is the thread of continuity which connects Poe to the morality literature upon which 

he consistently draws, especially as it pertains to beauty and poetry; for Poe, Taste mediates 

between the Pure Intellect and the Moral Sense, thus these three faculties are construed in 

the same manner in which traditional Christianity thinks of the Holy Trinity—separate, 
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equal, and related.  Dwelling on Horace’s Ars Poetica is instructive, for it links Poe not 

merely to Pope, but also to Coleridge. Horace insists that good moral sense (sapere for 

Horace, “Taste” for Poe) is the first requirement of poet, but it need not be the primary 

focus of the poem itself. Of the three forms of writing for which Poe is best known—his 

criticism, his poetry, and his tales—are to be discerned the respective, focal priorities for 

each genre: Truth is the province of criticism, Beauty is the province of poetry, and 

Goodness is the province of the tale, hence the consistency of the moral content in Poe’s 

tales.  Criticism allows for the greatest directness and is best suited for conveying rational 

truths of reason (Pure Intellect), and the tales are best suited for inculcating moral truths of 

revealed religion (Goodness/ Duty/ Moral Sense). Criticism is explicit clarification, and the 

tales are implicit instruction; the tales work best for inculcating morality since their 

narrative form illustrates for readers the circumstances in which they might find 

themselves, thus inviting the effective application of the Horatian adage, “Mutate nominee 

de te fabula narrator.”  

      As stated elsewhere, Poe’s use of the word “Charm” may be understood to signify the 

“charm of proportion” which determines proper context and therefore sound judgment; 

sound judgment is crucial to Moral Sense, since one must be able to discern—not define—

the difference between good and evil, hence Poe’s admittance that Aristotle was correct to 

maintain the close relationship between Taste and Moral Sense. Once a rationale is 

determined, there is a faculty which appeals to moral duty to meet that rationale; the 

fulfillment of duty is not a guarantee, thus Taste necessarily mediates or intercedes between 

Pure Intellect (rationale) and Moral Sense (duty): To know what must be done (rationale) 
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does not guarantee that it will be done (duty), hence the requisite intercessor (appeal to 

duty) to bring the thought to action.  

     Vice is characterized by deformity, by disproportion, by grotesquery of character, since 

grotesquery is hostile to harmony, just as vice is to virtue. As harmony (a musical term) is 

most closely associated with virtue, and virtue with beauty, and beauty with the supernal, 

and the supernal with poetry, and poetry with music, and music with the elevation of the 

soul, then the harmony of beautiful (musical) poetry is a virtue by which vice is 

countered—and this belief is why Poe has Monos lament to Una in the colloquy which 

bears their name that a proper sense of Taste could have saved mankind, for Taste, 

involving sound judgment, is bound to Moral Sense since one must first recognize (not 

designate) distinctions between good and evil before one can choose which to embrace or 

repel: If one is not able to distinguish between a poison and a medicine, then the elixir set 

before one will prove either toxic or beneficial.   

     Poe is not merely mocking the German claim that the Arts will save us (Schiller),but 

also the Transcendentalists’ emphasis on intuition to determine morality and the German 

Idealists reliance on the human mind or reason to “create” reality. Grotesquery is 

characterized by deformity, thus the grotesque in Poe’s tales is manifest in  deformity of 

character, especially in his Lucifer-figures. Harmony is typified by order, balance, and 

symmetry—the same traits so very prized by the British Neoclassicists. True enough, the 

Germans later embraced classicist aesthetics (again Goethe is at the forefront), but, as 

seems typical of the Germans, whatever they embrace they eventually deform by excess, 

thus Poe likely came to see their speculative philosophies, their literary tendencies, their 
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aesthetic theories, their religious propensities, and their philological obsessions all as 

grotesqueries which disproportionately elevated the worth of Man by means of distorted 

proper judgment, witnessed as attempts on their parts to do any of three things—to equal, 

to outdo, or to reject God. For Man to equal God would be to negate Him as God, therefore 

harmony would be lost, since harmony necessitates the cooperation of at least two 

distinctly different entities, and not merely dual entities; in a chorus of nothing but mezzo 

sopranos, none can sing in harmony, only in unison.   

     For Man to outdo God would be to invert the source and accuracy of the scales of 

justice, therefore man’s balance would be lost;  one cannot endeavor to be both the weight 

measured and the instrument of measurement without risk of gross errancy and faulty 

execution.625 And for Man to reject God would be to cast Him out of the picture altogether, 

therefore symmetry would be lost, as there would be no “Other” available against which 

mankind could measure the mirrored conformity which symmetry requires; without a 

model on which to gauge the efficacy of a pattern, there can be no standard, and without a 

standard, no deviance (or asymmetry) can be detected.   

     Poe seems to suggest that, like it or not, Man requires the loving God of Scripture to 

prevent sliding into barbarous violence (hamas) and unjust chaos; without God as 

supremely fixed and transcendent Other establishing the objective world, mankind cannot 

attain the harmony of order, balance, and symmetry; the deformities invited by attempts to 

equal, to outdo, or to reject God are an invitation to vice, and a preclusion to either the 

attainment of virtue or the possibility of glimpses of the supernal. 

      Poe’s Lucifer-figure tales deal with the consequences of disobeying the two greatest 
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commandments of Scripture, as do his apocalyptic tales; the first category deals with the 

Self-wrought “disintegration” (or hyper-inflation) of the ego or Self, and the latter group 

with the disintegration of human society leading to the consummate self-wrought utter 

annihilation of Man and World. Redemption always begins with the individual soul, as 

does damnation, for it is within the individual human heart that repentance either occurs or 

does not, and it is the individual will which either submits to the authority of God or which 

chooses to rebel against Him. When the wickedness of an individual is permitted to act 

without restraint, then that spirit of utter and resolute autonomy infects the thinking of 

others, leading to every man doing that which is right in his own eyes, mimetic of the 

chaotic barbarism when the ancient Israelites had no king and violent lawlessness 

abounded. 

      Lawlessness is a precursor to destruction, the result of what Lewis recognized as being 

the Postmodernist poison of Subjectivism. Poe’s tales which deal with disastrous 

consequences for individuals and the human collective should be understood principally as 

a rejection of German metaphysics, whether that be the speculative philosophy of German 

Idealism or the hypocritical religious fraudulence of Higher Criticism, both of which 

informed and helped to spawn the American Transcendentalist movement with which he 

took such great issue for so long. To be sure, the Pantheism derived from the Eastern 

mysticism which formerly had fascinated the Germans, the revolt of the German Sturm-

und-Drangers against traditional biblical morality, and the distorted or grotesque 

celebration of the Self (or “cult of ego,” as Schenk describes it) of the German Romantic 

figures— all of these cultural phenomena also sought to diminish, disregard, or displace the 
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Most High God, and Poe lampooned or excoriated them in ways both subtle and not.  

     Yet his repeated references to Kant (rendered “cant”) make it clear that it was the 

abstraction/extraction of God from the moral equation which most upset him, for once 

God, the Eternal Rock, is removed from the grounding of ethics, there remains no 

foundation possible except shifting sands of mortal imperfection or villainy, and the 

crooked timber of humanity from which Kant himself admitted mothing straight ever could 

be hewn. If the human heart is the source of depravity and destruction, how can the soul 

be saved by the very self-seated source which contaminates it? One cannot be saved from 

death by drawing from the depths of a Self-poisoned well. That Kant would situate the 

locus of morality in human agency instead of revealed religion while at the same time 

claiming Christianity is a paradoxical impossibility: Scripture plainly asserts that 

wickedness (perversion of reason leading to perversion of conduct) is the natural 

inclination (not state) of the human heart, therefore to look inward, as Kant suggests, is to 

look for an ethical foundation on an inherently weak or warped source. Objections which 

counter that reason is not associated with the heart but speaks only to the head either forget, 

ignore, or are not aware of the biblical proverb which states of a person, “For as he thinketh 

in his heart, so is he (Prov. 23:7).  

     We may self-delude our minds when it suits us, but it is in our hearts wherein our true 

natures are to be found; it is there, therefore, where Kant should direct us if Man must be 

the autonomous arbiter of morality, for only where moral truth is found can there be 

discernment between good and evil. (Kant’s categorical imperative would do more than 

discern, though, actually seeking to define or re-present those parameters by means of 
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human agency.) Poe would have us realize that when Man begins by removing God from 

the ethical equation,  in seeking to be as the Most High God, he loses not only his intended 

godhood in the process, but also his humanity, and all of mankind and creation eventually 

suffers as a result of such an endeavor.  

     Poe conveys to readers that the disintegration of the World begins with the 

disintegration of Man, which begins when he disintegrates or dissolves God from the 

position of authority in determining good and evil, for we cannot be our own foundation 

any more than we can give birth to ourselves, needing a parent source for both original 

substance and continued sustenance; as we are ever His children, we are ever in need of our 

heavenly Father’s protection, love, and succor. Poe would have his readers understand that 

we become mewling, Self-entitled brats, in dire need of loving correction for our own 

welfare; he did not hesitate to chastise his brethren, as all moral satirists are wont to do. 

     The call to repentance is fundamental to the memento mori society in which Poe lived; to 

be reminded that one is mortal is to be reminded that one will face one’s Maker and be held 

accountable in His divine court. This, then, is the crux of the moral undercurrent which 

flows though Poe’s Lucifer-figure tales. (Poe, therefore, does not have a morbid, unhealthy 

fascination with death, as Freudian critics mistakenly contend.)  

     It is not merely that “guilt will out,” or that “truth will out,” but that divine justice cannot and 

should not be thwarted by Self-centeredness, whether that be the result of satiating wicked 

indulgences or the product of looking inward instead of upward for determining that which is 

beautiful, good, true, or holy: Man cannot be the measurer of God or of Man, even if he can be of 

Nature.  
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     One cannot (except foolishly) feign either humility or madness before an omniscient, 

omnipresent, and omnipotent Judge able to read one’s heart and mind, as YHVH is able to do 

according to Christian tradition and Scripture. The prophet Micah spells out plainly on what 

conduct Man will be called to account before God: “He hath shewed thee, O man, what is good; 

and what doth the LORD require of thee, but to do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly 

with thy God” (Mic. 6:8). Jesus confirms that to obey the two greatest commandments fulfills all 

the Law and the Prophets (Mt. 22:34-40), and it must be stressed that the Law of God is love: 

“For all the law is fulfilled in one word, even in this; Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself” 

(Gal. 5:14). (This does not mean that Poe fulfilled it, in his human imperfection, but that he 

acknowledged the right of God to demand it and to punish its defiance, in being the supreme 

authority of Heaven and Earth.)  

     The Prophets call the people to remember the necessity of loving God, and the Law calls the 

people to remember the necessity of loving mankind. Lucifer-tales consist of stories which 

feature characters who violate both of the greatest commandments, for in willfully defying the 

second, one inextricably defies the first, since to defy the second involves denying God’s 

parental, kingly, and judicial authority to issue and enforce it. Lucifer-figures are fully cognizant 

of the mandates of God, but they act “as if” they will never be held accountable to Him. 

      Allen Tate famously argued that Poe is seminal in treatment of characters which suffer from 

what Tate called “the disintegration of personality,” a phrase which suggests mental deterioration 

but not moral decay. That Tate was writing in the close wake of the Holocaust and does not make 

this connection is puzzling, for he himself writes that the event assaulted the consciences of those 

of us in the Western “civilized” world, calling us to question how such a horrific event could 
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have come to pass—but Poe knew, for he early recognized the dangers inherent to the intellectual 

currents of his day, if borne out over time. 

      Likewise, C.S. Lewis recognized the poison of radical Subjectivism which typified these 

apostate movements, and David H. Hirsch understood all too well the connection between the 

“Franco-Prussian” ideas promoted by so-called “humanities professors” and the chaos and 

barbarism which result from their embrace in academia, in literary criticism, and then the culture 

writ large, a phenomenon which others call Postmodernism but by which he terms the aftermath  

“Post-Auschwitz”.  Poe’s works reveal a prophetic pessimism, a understanding of the apocalyptic 

catastrophe towards which Man has been hurling itself; his tales often represent trajectory 

thinking, in that he follows the course of cultural, social, philosophical, political, and religious 

sentiments and movements of his day to their logical conclusions—and their conflation is deadly, 

even if he does not treat of them in entirely humorless ways. 

      (It must be borne in mind that the alembic through which we must filter Poe’s tales are 

the twinned aspects of his moral bent coupled with his irascible sense of humor, even when 

it was darkly comical, and, of course, one must not discount  the third leg of this analytical 

triad, his love for the cryptic and the complex.) 

      Poe’s Lucifer-figure tales illustrate the ultimately disastrous consequences which ensue when 

Man crowds out God and his fellow men, when he disregards boundaries, when he disallows 

space and Self-wills no room for others in his Self-inflated sense of worth, intellect, and 

importance, a habit which invites disabuse of others. Importantly, biblical prophets, however 

pessimistic, convey consequences which result from choices made by the people; unlike their 

pagan counterparts, who merely  foretell blessings or warn of impending doom as a matter of 
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punishment being meted out by deities, the biblical pattern allows for Self-corrective humility 

and repentance as a means of averting disasters once courted. 

     To willfully over-inflate the Self leads to a collapse into the Self, as when a balloon fills too 

much with air and then pops as a result of the imbalance in pressures which could prevent 

disfiguration (grotesquery) and destruction. The process involves Self-destruction no less than it 

does the immolation of others, for murder is tantamount to suicide, and, as we learn from 

Goethe’s Werther, suicide is the murder of the Self. Scripture declares that God has no delight in 

the destruction of the wicked, and would that all souls be saved, therefore even the death of 

Werther is not a glorious one warranting celebration, but is rather a tragic thing, seen in the eyes 

of God.  

     Poe wants for mankind what God wants for mankind, and his moral tales convey implicitly to 

readers of his works that which God states explicitly in His great text: “Say unto them, As I live, 

saith the Lord God, I have no pleasure in the death of the wicked; but that the wicked turn from 

his way and live: turn ye, turn ye from your evil ways; for why will ye die, O house of Israel?” 

(Ezek. 33:11) That the unrepentant sinners (whether his Lucifer-figures or his readers) shall 

not escape divine justice lies at the foundation of Lucifer-figure tales. Poe also reminds his 

readers, subtly, what God openly has decreed, that the penalty is not merely bodily immolation, 

but the utter annihilation of the soul: “Behold, all souls are mine […] the soul that sinneth, it 

shall die” (Ezek. 18:4). The word “shall” is legally binding, therefor it is an ultimate issue of 

memento mori, indeed. 

     Although Brockden Brown skirted with the idea of mental insanity as a cause for criminality, 

neither Goethe nor Hawthorne did so (even though Werther suffers from radical subjectivity, 
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disallowing him to discern the truth of objective reality, as when he believes Charlotte loves him 

despite the fact she insists she only can pity him).626 Melville contemplates their intersection, 

albeit briefly, in “Billy Budd”.627 It is Poe, though, who innovated the depiction of characters 

whose insanity results from their inhumanity; importantly, in Poe’s Lucifer-figure tales, the 

inverse is never true.  

     Poe also must be credited with foreseeing that the disintegration of the Self is not a Self-

contained phenomenon, a trajectory vision which he shared with, of all people, the Unitarian 

Andrew Norton; both saw all too clearly that sinfulness infects society and must be stemmed or 

brooked at its source, the individual human heart. And why shouldn’t they? It is a lesson of 

Scripture, and the reason why YHVH commanded that the sinful person (he who does not 

repent) must be cut off from his people. Poe’s Lucifer-figure tales seek to fulfill the New 

Testament exhortation: “And if any man obey not our word by this epistle, note that man, and 

have no company with him, that he may be ashamed. Yet count him not as an enemy, but 

admonish him as a brother” (2 Thess. 3:14-15). The Lucifer-figure never repents of his sin 

(which does not always involve violence, as in Hawthorne’s milder incarnations, but always 

impious defiance and pride)—not Werther, not Clithero, not Carwin, not Parson Hooper, not 

Montresor, not Roderick, not the Inquisitors, not Hop-Frog, not Prince Prospero, not Owen 

Warland, not William Wilson, not Alymer, not the unnamed murderers in “Cat,” “Imp” and 

“Heart,” not John Claggart, and not the anonymous “Ambitious Guest”.628 

         Melville’s character Billy Budd, although a killer, is no murderer, and he is repentant even 

of this non-premediated act. At his trial, in giving testimony, he mournfully confesses:  

     “God will bless you for that, Your Honor!” not without stammering said Billy, and all but 

broke down. But immediately was recalled to self-control by another question, to which with 
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the same emotional difficulty of utterance he said, “No, there was no malice between us. I 

never bore malice against the Master-at-arms. I am sorry that he is dead. I did not mean to kill 

him. Could I have used my tongue I would not have struck him. But he foully lied to my face 

and in presence of my Captain, and I had to say something, and I could only say it with a 

blow, God help me!” (239)  

 

     This also conforms to the pattern in Poe, in which there never had been a history of animosity 

between the adversarial parties, and therefore nothing by which the targeted victims could have 

guessed that they were in any danger from those individuals no doubt to whom they had been 

good—this is how we know that Fortunato never gave Montresor legitimate cause for grievance, 

how we can know that the righteous Lady Madeline had nothing in common with Roderick other 

than residence and name, and how we can know for certain that the other victims were innocent 

of wrongdoing as well. It is also the means by which we are to discern that envy and pride (two 

sides of the same coin) are responsible for the villainy which ensues—just as Cain is envious of 

Abel, not because Abel has done wickedly, but because Cain’s wickedness (grotesquery) is 

magnified in contrast to Abel’s righteousness.  

     Evildoers cannot bear the sight the good, so they must first attempt to disfigure it (hence 

the desire to malign the reputation and/or torture victims before death), and then they must 

seek to do away with it altogether, for only in ridding itself of the good, the true, the beautiful, 

and the holy can evil proceed unfettered—and evil unfettered spirals out into utter 

annihilation of both Man and the World. Evildoers, recall, cannot bear the sight of the good, 

they cannot bear the sight of themselves, and they cannot bear to be in the sight of the good. 

      In the thirty-third and final chapter of “Billy Budd” (the synoptic Gospel accounts present 

Jesus’ death being at age thirty-three), Melville precedes the ballad composed in Budd’s honor 

with the following words, in speaking of subsequent sailors and the mystical attributes they 
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associated with the yardarm on which Budd was put to death:  

     To them a chip of it was as a piece of the Cross. Ignorant tho' they were of the secret facts 

of the tragedy, and not thinking but that the penalty was somehow unavoidably inflicted from 

the naval point of view, for all that they instinctively felt that Billy was a sort of man as 

incapable of mutiny as of willful murder. They recalled the fresh young image of the 

Handsome Sailor, that face never deformed by a sneer or subtler vile freak of the heart within. 

(278). 

 

     Everything this excerpt conveys parallels that which Poe’s Lucifer-figure tales convey: (1) the 

persecuted victim is innocent of having formerly wronged the persecutor; (2) the victim can be 

said to serve as a Christ-figure maliciously persecuted by the Lucifer-figure; (3) murder involves 

willful intent, and is therefore a moral aberration and not a mental one; (4) wickedness is born of 

the innate vileness of the human heart; and (5) grotesquery of character (deformation) is the 

result of unmitigated defiance to God’s Law of love,  a rebelliousness (or mutiny) which is 

sinfulness. If to love one’s fellow man is to fulfill the requirements of the Moral Law, then it is 

not the actual physical deed of the murder which constitutes the sin for which a soul is 

condemned, but the unrepentant and incorrigible willfulness which does, for not loving God and 

one’s fellow men is the crime, then, just as loving them is fulfillment of that Moral Law. 

     Love precipitates acts of lovingkindness, just as hate (envious pride, defiance, etc.) precedes 

acts of atrocity and blasphemy, which is why murders are premediated and planned according to 

great lengths in the minds and hearts of the Lucifer-figures, who move by degrees; their 

incremental and protracted conduct is meant to suggest both the legal degree of mens rea in 

determining culpability before the civil law and the Moral Law, and also to attest to readers that 

the Self-willfulness is the central agent in Self-damnation, since at many points in executing their 

plots, the Lucifer-figures could have halted and reversed their steps. They have many 

opportunities to repent, and yet they do not, therefore, as God declares that He shall destroy the 
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soul of the unrepentant sinner, we may confidently surmise that Montresor will not escape divine 

justice, should the Lucifer-figure pattern hold true, as it does and must. 

      Budd is described as handsome, and his comeliness is said to never have been deformed by 

wickedness, a description which echoes perfectly Poe’s moral and aesthetic notion that virtue is 

associated with beauty and vice is with grotesquery; the mind which is out of joint is the result of 

the heart which has twisted itself into a grotesquery of its former ennobled state, just as iniquity 

is “found within” Lucifer, and does not characterize the initial state in which God created him. 

     Psychologist Karl Menninger’s 1973 book, Whatever Became of Sin?, sheds significant light 

on Poe’s use of mental maladies in his Lucifer-figure tales, which, it must be recalled, at the very 

least, are merely devices or plot constructs to lend an air of plausibility to the works, but at most 

(and most likely), should be read as being symbolic, prophetic forecasts of the state of human 

affairs (a world plunged into insanity and destruction) when Man rejects God and denies 

culpability for his own sinful nature. It is needful to quote the essay at some length, in order to 

grasp the cultural phenomena which Poe surely discerned, foreseeing also the disastrous logical 

conclusion, writ large for human society. Here are the words of the renowned psychologist: 

     Human beings have become more numerous, but scarcely more moral. They are busy, 

coming and going, getting and begetting, fighting and defending, creating and destroying […] 

They now communicate with one another in a thousand ways, swift and slow; they transport 

themselves rapidly on land, sea, and through the air […] It became the epoch of technology, 

rampant and triumphant. We boasted of our inventions, innovations, and gadgets. Rugged 

individualism, acquisition, thrift, boldness, and shrewdness were acclaimed as the great 

national virtues. Although hard work was admired, luxury and ease were inordinately 

esteemed. And as we appropriated and accumulated, we bragged and braved […] Suddenly, 

we awoke from our pleasant dreams with a fearful realization that something was wrong […] 

In all of the laments and reproaches made by our seers and prophets, one misses any mention 

of “sin,” a word which used to be a veritable watchword of prophets. It was a word once in 

everyone’s mind, but now rarely if ever heard. Does that mean that no sin is involved in all 

our troubles—sin with an “I” in the middle? Is no one any longer guilty of anything? […] 

Wrong things are being done, we know; tares are being sown in the wheat fields at night. But 
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is no one responsible, no one answerable for these acts? Anxiety and depression we all 

acknowledge, and even vague guilt feelings; but has no one committed any sins? Where, 

indeed, did sin go? What became of it? (Menninger 4, 5, 13, emphasis author’s) 

 

     (Think on the argument put forth by Zsuzsanna Ozsváth and Martha Satz, when they insist 

that someone must be responsible, be answerable, for the acts of the Holocaust, an event for 

which all of the utterly baseless, pretexted anti-Semitism Western “civilized” Christian world 

must give an accounting, whether for indulging it, fostering it, practicing it, or permitting it. 

Freud, they point out, believed that everything which could be understood should be forgiven, 

since he reckoned human beings either sane/well or mentally ill/unwell; can Nazi brutality be 

forgiven as mental illness, and not recognized for what it was—radical evil? Ozsváth and Satz 

rightly and roundly reject the Freudian template as a valid means by which to gauge the 

historical rupture of the Holocaust.)  

     Menninger’s words in many ways are as apt a description of Poe’s day as it is of our own: his 

contemporaries were dizzy with the prospect of scientific and technological breakthroughs with 

no thought whatsoever afforded to Nature’s God (Scientism and Positivism); they were obsessed 

with burgeoning Capitalist ventures and Industrialism (crass materialism); and they were heady 

with grandiose thoughts about social reform (Utopianism and Progressivism). Menninger’s book 

starts out with the proposition that, “the disappearance of the word ‘sin’ involves a shift in the 

allocation of responsibility of evil” (17).  He relies on the definition of sin which he offers is 

given by Noah Webster: “Sin is transgression of the law of God; disobedience of the divine will; 

moral failure. Sin is failure to realize in conduct and character the moral ideal, at least as fully as 

possible under existing circumstances; failure to do as one ought toward one’s fellow man” 

(Menninger 18-19). 629  His lamentation of the modern world? That metaphysical trajectory 
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which Poe foresaw, framed in discourse which acknowledges only the physical reality of Man: 

“Disease and treatment have been the watchwords of the day and little is said about selfishness 

or guilt or the ‘morality gap.’ And certainly no one talks about sin!” (Menninger 228).630 

     Orval Hobart Mowrer, a former professor at both Harvard and Yale Universities (presently 

secular institutes, yet ironically both founded to train young men for Christian ministry) also 

formerly served in presidential capacity of the American Psychological Association. International 

Christian apologist Ravi Zacharias writes of him in his own 1994 book, Can Man Live Without 

God?, in which he speaks to Mowrer’s recognition of the problem in denying sinfulness as tied 

to the problem of denying personal accountability. He quotes directly from an article written by 

Mowrer: 

     For several decades we psychologists looked upon the whole matter of sin and moral 

accountability as a great incubus and acclaimed our liberation from it as epoch making. But at 

length we have discovered that to be free in this sense, that is, to have the excuse of being sick 

rather than sinful, is to court the danger of also becoming lost. This danger is, I believe, 

betokened by the widespread interest in existentialism, which we are presently witnessing. In 

becoming amoral, ethically neutral and free, we have cut the very roots of our being, lost our 

deepest sense of selfhood and identity, and with neurotics, themselves, we find ourselves 

asking, “Who am I, what is my deepest destiny, what does living mean?” (Zacharias 138)631 

 

     The madness experienced by the Lucifer-figures, an insanity which is a consequence of their 

inhumanity, is a peril to which all of humanity is prone, or “predisposed”; our predisposition 

does not excuse our committing acts of great iniquity, or from violating the Law of love which 

God requires of mankind. Poe’s Lucifer-figure tales, taken into account with his apocalyptic 

tales, convey the overarching moral lesson that the moral disintegration of the Self, if left 

unchecked by divine proscriptions, leads to the disintegration of human society; the moral or 

metaphysical disintegration of Man leads to the physical destruction of Man and the World, an 

utterly self-wrought annihilation which is the logical result or consequence (con-sequence) of 
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sinfulness, whether that destruction be wrought by natural (physical) means or divine 

(metaphysical) recompense.  

     We run the risk of being like riotous neurotics, not unlike those inmates of Poe’s 1845 tale 

where the insane asylum patients are running the place into a chaotic mess, “The System of 

Doctor Tarr and Professor Fether”; professing ourselves to be wise, we become as fools (Rom. 

1:22). If the fool, in his heart, hath said there is no God, then he proceeds “as if” there is no God 

in a position to define and prohibit and punish sinfulness; if there truly is no God to which one is 

accountable, then one may act with impunity, or, in the words Fyodor Dostoyevsky famously 

wrote in his celebrated 1880 novel The Brothers Karamazov, everything is permitted.  

     Yet folly is not synonymous with ignorance, therefore the fool knows full well that there is a 

Most High God whom must be obeyed at all times, and yet he proceeds to act “as if” he will 

never be held accountable before Him; his folly is not one of disbelief in the existence of God, 

but in the denial of His authority to dispense divine justice.  

     This is the biblical context of folly, which Webster confirms in his 1828 entry for the term: 

“An absurd act which is highly sinful; any conduct contrary to the laws of God or man; sin; 

scandalous crimes; that which violates moral precepts and dishonors the offender. Shechem 

wrought folly in Israel. Achan wrought folly in Israel. Genesis 34:7. Joshua 7:15” (“Folly”). (He 

also defines it as criminal weakness and depravity of mind.)  

     Shechem and Achan know that there is a Most High God—they simply refuse to act in 

accordance with His will, or to believe that He will make good on His punitive promises. 

    Authors who call readers to be mindful of personal and social evils clearly must be considered 

moralists, and if they resoundingly, emphatically, consistently rely on Scripture to make their 

http://webstersdictionary1828.com/Dictionary/folly
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cases (and if they draw those arguments from its ethical standards and mandates), then they must 

rightly be reckoned traditional biblical moralists. No one disputes that his American peers –

Brockden Brown, Hawthorne, and Melville— are moralists of this ilk, yet critics consistently 

refuse or fail to see Poe in this light or category, a deficiency and denial which this paper strives 

to remedy. 

9.4 The Whole Bailiwick632 

 

“As with a moral View design'd 

To cure the Vices of Mankind: 

His vein, ironically grave, 

Expos'd the Fool, and lash'd the Knave […] 

No Individual could resent, 

Where Thousands equally were meant. 

His Satyr points at no Defect, 

But what all Mortals may correct.”633 

 

     The “key” to the legend in correctly reading a great deal of Poe’s tales (the Lucifer-figure and 

apocalyptic ones, at the very least) lies in a sound familiarity with both the Protestant King 

James Version Bible and general Christian tradition: Scripture provides the textual source which 

informs Poe’s works, and the cultural and intellectual movements of his day provide both the 

context and the impetus for that which he wrote, since he wrote in opposition to many of them. 

To understand Poe’s literary corpus properly, one must always bear in mind three things: (1) his 

moral bent; (2) his sense of humor and; (3) his love of puzzles. These are the lenses which best 

enable one to discern that Poe wrote in the tradition of the eighteenth century British 

Neoclassical moral satirists, coupled with the early nineteenth century German critical tradition 

which prized the power of subtlety—the so-called “undercurrent” which afforded major force, 

shape, and direction to literary texts of merit and skill.      

      From the Germans, it seems Poe borrowed the means by which to convey his messages; 
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 however, those messages were informed by the longstanding British tradition of Moral 

Literature—a tradition which not only prescribed content, but tone as well, being largely 

satirical. The marriage of satire and morality is both logical and conventional, as pointed out by 

Robert Harris in his 2004 essay, “The Purpose and Method of Satire”. In that work, he offers: 

     It seems to me a contradiction in terms to say, as some have […] that satire need have no 

moral lesson or didactic purpose, for the essence of satire is aggression or criticism, and 

criticism (previous to the era of existentialistic nihilism) has always implied a systematic 

measure of good and bad. An object is criticized because it falls short of some standard which 

the critic desires that it should reach. Inseparable from any definition of satire is its corrective 

purpose, expressed through a critical mode which ridicules or otherwise attacks those 

conditions needing reformation in the opinion of the satirist. I believe there is no satire 

without this corrective purpose. Accordingly, the best definitions of satire should be 

formulated from a combination of its corrective intent and its literary method of execution. A 

reasonable definition of satire, then, is ‘a literary manner which blends a critical attitude with 

humor and wit to the end that human institutions or humanity may be improved. The true 

satirist is conscious of the frailty of institutions of man's devising and attempts through 

laughter not so much to tear them down as to inspire a remodeling’[…] The best satire does 

not seek to do harm or damage by its ridicule, unless we speak of damage to the structure of 

vice, but rather it seeks to create a shock of recognition and to make vice repulsive so that the 

vice will be expunged from the person or society under attack or from the person or society 

intended to benefit by the attack (regardless of who is the immediate object of attack); 

whenever possible this shock of recognition is to be conveyed through laughter or wit: the 

formula for satire is one of honey and medicine. Far from being simply destructive, satire is 

implicitly constructive, and the satirists themselves, whom I trust concerning such matters, 

often depict themselves as such constructive critics. (Harris, citations omitted) 

 

     Poe assuredly falls into this category of writers. Poe was falsely accused of being a mean-

spirited and downright evil person; more often than not, he was very concerned with the spiritual 

welfare of his fellow men. True, very true, he had lapses into vituperative critical condemnation 

of fellow authors over what may be considered arguably petty or trivial literary “sins,” but 

history has proven him correct many times over, so far as his keen and insightful literary 

criticism and prophetic tales have shown. His contention with rival poet Henry Wadsworth 

Longfellow (who could afford to be gracious, in having been showered with accolades and 
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opportunities to publish and teach by his fellow New Englanders) was not entirely without merit, 

for Poe early grasped that the “tastemakers” of the North largely begrudged the genius of any 

authors not falling within their relatively closed circles; at times, it must have seemed to him, as 

to other outliers, to have been little more than a mutual appreciation society. With the exception 

of a few of his better known poems (“Song of Hiawatha,” “The Midnight Ride of Paul Revere,” 

e.g.), Longfellow’s works are largely ignored and his importance has faded into near oblivion—

but Poe is studied and revered worldwide to this very day; in the words of Thomas Ollive 

Mabbott, the most famous Poe scholar of the twentieth century: “Books on Poe always sell.” 

Poe, in fact, has triumphed. 

     Many of the points raised and the arguments made in this essay can be summed up “by the 

numbers,” so to speak: 

ONE:  

 

(1) There is one overarching thesis argued in the paper: Edgar Allan Poe was a traditional  

 

  biblical moralist. 

  

TWO: 

 

(1) Poe appealed to his readers to embrace the two greatest commandments of Scripture   

 

  (Love of God and Man = Moral Law). 

 

(2) This appeal is evidenced in his tales in two ways, in rendering “Lucifer-figures”     

 

          (modelled on descriptions of Satan) and “apocalyptic visions” (actually jeremiads). 

 

THREE: 

 

(1) His moral aestheticism may be discerned in his three-faculty framework of the human  

 

 mind (Pure Intellect, Taste, and Moral Sense). 

 



1365 

(2) His work should be construed through three major lenses of his personality: his wry  

 

sense of humor, his moral bent, and his love of puzzles (the complex and cryptic). 

 

(3) His works focus on types of philosophical “grotesqueries” (or distortions) of the  

 

 emphases and conflation of the discrete hierarchy of the three distinct biblical entities of  

 

 God, Man, and the World (as given in Genesis 1). 

 

FOUR: 

 

(1)  The literary tradition of the Lucifer-figure archetype is documented in the works of four  

        

         relevant authors: Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Charles Brockden Brown, Nathaniel  

 

         Hawthorne, and Edgar Allan Poe. 

 

(2) Poe’s moral aestheticism was concerned with four major philosophical and religious  

 

 concepts: the True, the Beautiful, the Good, and the Holy. 

 

(3) Poe refuted that moral truth could be known through four major human agencies (reason, 

 

 intuition, emotion, or imagination), relying instead on the revealed religion of Scripture. 

 

(4) Poe’s moral aestheticism may be perceived in all four of his writing genres: poetry,    

 

 criticism, tales, and prose essay. 

 

FIVE: 

 

(1) The paper features close analysis of five of the best-known Poe “horror tales,” those  

 

            being: “The Black Cat,” “The Pit and the Pendulum,” “The Cask of Amontillado,” “The  

 

            Fall of the House of Usher,” and ”The Tell-Tale Heart”. 

 

(2) Poe’s moral aestheticism borrows heavily from and is modeled, in part, after five of the   

 

 best-known British Neoclassical/Augustan moral satirists (e.g., Alexander Pope, Jonathan  

 

 Swift, Henry Fielding, Samuel Johnson, and Joseph Addison). 
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(3) Poe consistently utilizes at least five major “tells” or clues which point to the identity of  

 

              the  Lucifer-figure: inferior light sources, hypersensitivity, pride, transformation, and  

  

             “low  cunning” (mens rea, or malice of forethought). 

 

(4) Poe’s works are penned to suggest five co-related points about divine justice: to show  

 

    that the madness results from the murders (not the other way around); to signal that the  

 

    most extreme form of mens rea (malice of forethought) was involved in the crimes; to  

 

    remove even “reasonable doubt” that the murderous Lucifer-figures are innocent; to 

       

          demonstrate the unreliability of the (newly introduced) criminal insanity defense (for God  

      

          alone can read human hearts and minds, disallowing deception); and to assure or remind             

       

          readers that divine justice shall not be denied in a memento mori society—all points made  

      

          so as to contend that the wickedness of the human heart is restrained by not resisting the  

      

          Moral Law of the Most High God. 

 

(5)  Poe utilized the conceptions of grotesquery from at least five historical sources or traditions: 

       

        the Roman Catholic Medieval tradition of the Seven Deadly Sins; the Classical (and 

        

        Neoclassical) notions of proportion (balance, symmetry, harmony, order); the illustrated  

        

        figures of Emperor Nero’s “Domus Aurea” (“Golden House”); Classical tragicomedy; and  

       

        music theory (especially pertaining to harmony as perfection). 

 

SIX: 

 

(1)  Poe’s works were in reaction to at least six often-related pairs of anti-biblical/contra- 

 

 biblical/atheistic/anti-theistic cultural movements of the 19th Century which challenged  

 

the biblical grounding of ethics: Utopianism - Progressivism, Pantheism - Romanticism,   

        

           Positivism - Scientism, Higher Criticism - German Idealism, Spiritualism - 
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           Swedenborgism, and Utilitarianism -American Transcendentalism. 

 

SEVEN: 

 

(1)    In addition to the works of the British Augustan satirists, Poe’s works appear to be largely  

      

        informed by seven overarching works (whether in terms of agreement or refutation):  

      

        Immanuel Kant’s The Metaphysics of Morals (especially the “categorical imperative”);  

       

        Friedrich von Schiller’s “On the Aesthetic Education of Man” (with its emphasis on “the  

       

       Arts” as a salvific agent); Horace’s Ars Poetica (with its emphasis on the “Golden Mean” of  

      

       perfect moderation, as it pertains to grotesquery involving excess or deficiency, as well as  

 

       the notion of “mutato nomine de te fabula narrator”); Aristotle’s Poetics (in terms of the  

 

       close relation between Taste and Moral Sense); Friedrich Schlegel’s Lectures on Poetry  

  

       (especially the conflation of the arabesque and grotesque, already noted in Goethe’s essay  

 

       from 1789 on the subject); Sir Francis Bacon’s Essays, Moral and Civil (especially “Of  

 

        Beauty” and “Of Deformity”); and Saint Augustine’s Confessions (his thoughts on God, in  

 

        relation to supernal Beauty). 

 

     In his satirical prose parody from 1704 regarding the state of English morals, A Tale of a Tub, 

the Irish Protestant minister Jonathan Swift offers this sage observation in the section titled “The 

Conclusion,” in which light Poe’s works and his critics should be construed: 

     I conceive therefore, as to the Business of being Profound, that it is with Writers, as with 

Wells; A Person with good Eyes may see to the Bottom of the deepest, provided any Water be 

there; and, that often, when there is nothing in the World at the Bottom, besides Dryness and 

Dirt, tho' it be but a Yard and half under Ground, it shall pass, however, for wondrous Deep, 

upon no wiser a Reason that because it is wondrous Dark. (Harris) 

 

     True, very true! Poe’s works do not have a “depth in them greater than the well of 

Democritus,” for Poe would think such a claim bordering on the blasphemous, since only God is 
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without limitation in His abilities—and yet Poe’s font is not merely deep, but is bubbly, life-

affirming, and Pierian as well, in that one must take deep droughts in order to taste the fullness 

thereof which it contains. Is it too great a pun to state that its moral and comic undercurrent is 

often…Swift? Far too many critics slip on the rocks and shifting sands, and come crashing down 

with their untenable postulates or flawed and liberal analyses— or they lure readers, like sirens, 

to dead-ends, their fated failures assured by clinging to preposterous “interpretations,” ludicrous 

critical theories, or disastrously-inapplicable templates. Poe can be read properly only by 

building on the surety of  the foundation of what he recognized as being the only true, beautiful, 

good, and holy source of the Moral Law, that being “the Rock of our salvation” (Psa. 95:1).  In 

short, in denying human agency as the grounding of ethics, Poe contends that the Most High God 

of revealed religion is the author and finisher of the prescribed ideals for human conduct, 

whether those ideals apply individually or for corporate humanity, to wit: “For who is God save 

the LORD? Or who is a Rock save our God?” (Psa. 18:31) 

     Harris notes a number of literary devices which are of particular utility in the repertoire of the 

moral satirist: “Certain specific literary techniques and constructions lend themselves easily to 

satire because they can contain a measure both of wit and humor, and of the necessary irony or 

satiric association; among them are exaggeration, distortion, understatement, innuendo, 

paronomasia, zeugma, ambiguity, what I call ‘the list,’ simile, metaphor, oxymoron, parable, and 

allegory” (“Purpose). (He culls examples from Swift and Pope to substantiate his analysis of 

moralist satire.) Being quite adept and varied in his craft, in some measure, Poe made use of each 

of these devices, even though he disdained bald allegory because it constantly pointed the 

reader’s attention away from the text, disrupting mood or unity of effect. Harris also points out 
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that certain elements must be present in combination, in order to meet the definition of satire 

which is corrective in its aim: 

     There are several characteristics which distinguish satire, however; as I said above, it must 

be ironic in tone to cope with the hypocritical situation of the reprobates in the world, and for 

the same reason it tends to be hyperbolic in form to force recognition of vice upon the guilty. 

(Hyperbole or irony alone does not constitute satire: a critical element must be involved.) 

Another characteristic of most satire is the use of wit to make the attack clever, or humor to 

make it funny. Satire, like all literature and poetry, must be intellectually rewarding, be 

reasonably well written, and especially must entertain in order to survive--and in the particular 

case of satire, in order to be received at all. (“Purpose”) 

 

     Again, and again, and again, Poe’s work meets this bar established by his Classical and 

Neoclassical predecessors, and he helps to reinvent the genre of moral satire, not by emphasizing 

the evil deeds which the murderers commit (for every age witnesses hamas, or violence), but, 

rather, in focusing on the villains’ unrepentant Self-exoneration in contrast to the extremity of 

their mens rea, and by rendering characters which are modelled after the Devil in Christian text 

and tradition, accomplished in the form of the Lucifer-figure archetype. “Helps to reinvent” is a 

correct description of these phenomena, for if we are being honest herein, it is the German genius 

Goethe who most likely should be credited with this innovation, for it is in his 1774 novel 

Werther that the grotesque and wicked Self-exoneration-mens rea dichotomy is first cast in high 

relief, and in which the archetype seems to first manifest. 

   Towards the end of his sorrowful and unfortunate life, Poe described himself as a prophet.634 

The biblical prophets were repudiated, castigated, vilified, and had their warnings ignored; sadly 

for us, Poe’s prophetic call to abandon the disastrously impious movements and sentiments of his 

day similarly have been ignored, and the self-destructive trajectory which he opposed is further 

coming to fruition. The Nazi atrocities arguably born of many of the apostate German 

metaphysical and cultural movements he opposed are but one bad fruit  or “naughty fig” of such 
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noxious seeds planted in his day and prior to it; tragically, they are not their sum total, for our 

collective trajectory has not yet terminated. 

     Yes, the destruction of World War II and the Nazi Holocaust’s “transvaluation of values” was 

horrifying, but the utter self-wrought annihilation of mankind, of Man and the World is an evil 

which surpasses even the Nazi’s intentional immolation of the Jews, and it is an eventual 

outcome of a mindset which fosters false notions of acting without Self-restraint and “as if” 

impunity were possible: The Holocaust is not the summation of this apostacy, but is the mere tip 

of the deadly, deadly iceberg towards which mankind is madly and recklessly steering itself 

headlong. Lewis warns that even worse than the Nazi inversion of good and evil, there is 

something worse which follows the radical or extreme (grotesque) subjectivity and Self-

willfulness which led to the Holocaust—the embrace of no distinction whatsoever between good 

and evil.  

     The Holocaust has been drawn into this essay for three reasons: (1) to provide an analogy 

between the mindsets of the murderous Lucifer-figures and the Nazis; (2) because the connection 

between Poe’s horror tales and the Holocaust already has been drawn into critical discussion of 

Poe; and (3) because Poe himself foresaw that a society such as that of the Third Reich 

eventually would rise, given enough time and space to depart from the authority of and sanctity 

inherent to Judeo-Christian scriptures. From the first reason we are in a position to understand 

that it was excessive (or grotesque) Self-willfullness on the part of the villains which led them to 

disregard both of the two greatest commandments of Scripture, love for God and one’s fellow 

man; the analogy should make plain the parallel, and defeat the bogus claims of the so-called 

“Functionalists” who contend that the intentional torture and immolation of millions of Jewish 
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lives was never the aim of the grossly apostate Third Reich, for both murderous Lucifer-figures 

and Nazis acted with supreme mens rea, with the highest degree of malice of forethought. The 

second reason is a logical outcome, for the New Critics who helped to bring Poe back into the 

foreground and respectability were writing in the wake of the Holocaust, when Western 

Civilization was reeling and searching for answers as to what could have led to such barbarism in 

a society as cultured as “civilized” as modern Germany:   

     Here, then, is proof that Schiller’s attestation that “the Arts” could save mankind is a false 

prophecy, for Poe well understood that human nature, with its inherent tendency to wickedness, 

has not altered since the temptation in the Garden of Eden, and therefore believed that Man is in 

perpetual need of the correcting constraints of the Moral Law of YHVH. The third reason is 

entirely relevant to establishing that Poe was a traditional biblical moralist, for the apocalyptic 

tales, which deride tenets of Kantian and post-Kantian philosophy, illustrate the outcome of any 

philosophies which forsake the fixed, transcendent, objective Moral Law of the incorruptible 

Most High God, choosing instead to vaunt the subjectivity of the Self (all of which rely on 

human agency) in the grounding of  “moral truths” or ethical standards: The ultimate iblical 

condemnation of reliance on subjectivity are found in the words of Jesus: “If I bear witness of 

myself, my witness is not true” (Jn. 5:31).  

      Taking a cue from Poe, Hawthorne’s own tale, “Earth’s Holocaust” [included in his Mosses 

from an Old Manse anthology] depicts a utopian-minded humanity as tossing everything which 

itself decides is bad or evil onto a giant bonfire, a flame which grows to consume nearly 

everything as more and more things are heaped upon the blaze, including all that God has 

declared to be good, beautiful, true, and holy, the Word of God itself not being spared.  The 
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unnamed narrator who serves as witness to conflagration offers: 

     The doubt implied in his question was well founded. In the general destruction of books 

already described, a holy volume, that stood apart from the catalogue of human literature, and 

yet, in one sense, was at its head, had been spared. But the Titan of innovation,—angel or 

fiend, double in his nature, and capable of deeds befitting both characters,—at first shaking 

down only the old and rotten shapes of things, had now, as it appeared, laid his terrible hand 

upon the main pillars which supported the whole edifice of our moral and spiritual state. The 

inhabitants of the earth had grown too enlightened to define their faith within a form of 

words, or to limit the spiritual by any analogy to our material existence. Truths which the 

heavens trembled at were now but a fable of the world’s infancy. Therefore, as the final 

sacrifice of human error, what else remained to be thrown upon the embers of that awful pile, 

except the book which, though a celestial revelation to past ages, was but a voice from a 

lower sphere as regarded the present race of man? It was done! Upon the blazing heap of 

falsehood and worn-out truth—things that the earth had never needed, or had ceased to need, 

or had grown childishly weary of—fell the ponderous church Bible, the great old volume that 

had lain so long on the cushion of the pulpit, and whence the pastor’s solemn voice had given 

holy utterance on so many a Sabbath day. There, likewise, fell the family Bible, which the 

long-buried patriarch had read to his children,—in prosperity or sorrow, by the fireside and in 

the summer shade of trees,—and had bequeathed downward as the heirloom of generations. 

There fell the bosom Bible, the little volume that had been the soul’s friend of some sorely 

tried child of dust, who thence took courage, whether his trial were for life or death, 

steadfastly confronting both in the strong assurance of immortality. All these were flung into 

the fierce and riotous blaze; and then a mighty wind came roaring across the plain with a 

desolate howl, as if it were the angry lamentation of the earth for the loss of heaven’s 

sunshine; and it shook the gigantic pyramid of flame and scattered the cinders of half-

consumed abominations around upon the spectators […] Has it not consumed everything? 

Has it not swallowed up or melted down every human or divine appendage of our mortal state 

that had substance enough to be acted on by fire? Will there be anything left us to-morrow 

morning better or worse than a heap of embers and ashes? (Hawthorne, “Earth’s Holocaust”) 

 

  The lesson seems clear; any society which seeks to do away with the Most High God and His 

Moral Law is hell-bent on utterly self-wrought annihilation of Man and the World. No one 

disputes that Hawthorne is a traditional biblical moralist; if Poe’s message is the same as his, 

how can Poe not be reckoned or recognized for being one as well?  Hirsch reminds us that this 

trajectory is not yet complete, for the ultimate horror consists in our inability to be horrified in a 

Post-Auschwitz, Postmodern world, one in which everything is permitted and nothing is 

verboten because nothing has meaning—and if no thing has a definite meaning, then no one has, 
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either. To be meaning-less is to be worth-less, for no specific value is attached to the objects-in-

question…and if words, concepts, authorial intent, and texts (losing their distinctions of sacred or 

profane) come to be seen as worthless, then so will be people, the subjects-in-question.  

     “Value” is a mathematical term, which consists of a definite numerical amount denoted by an 

algebraic number; denotation mandates specificity, connotation does not. Mathematic 

formulations depend on specific values; if two plus two does not equal four, then one cannot 

proceed to be certain about anything which follows, as we learn from Winston’s diary in George 

Orwell’s novel 1984: When the Party insists that it has the right to declare “2 + 2 = 5,” it is 

asserting a delusional claim wherein it retains unrestrained (totalitarian) control over not merely 

objective reality, but metaphysical (abstract) reality as well. If Mankind similarly asserts that 

absolutely nothing is beyond its fiat (including, for example, binding and binary determinations 

of gender), then mankind will no longer constrain itself in its wickedness (Self-corruption), the 

end result of which can only be, as Poe’s tales show, unrestrained violence (hamas) leading to 

utter self-wrought annihilation of Creature and Creation (Man and the World); it was utter self-

corruption which led our Creator (God) to cause the cleansing flood of the world  in the Genesis 

account.  

     How can it be anything but sheer madness and hubris to insist that the material world does not 

require the exact same specificity requisite to the world of abstract (numerical) entities, in order 

to preclude chaos? Madness is chaotic thought which breaks down the possibility of ascertaining 

Truth, Goodness, Beauty, and Holiness, therefore the lesson seems to be that for our own 

welfare, we require a connection to a loving, fixed, transcendent God, and a Moral Law which is 

predicated on a lovingkindness of like fixity and transcendence if ever we hope to survive 



1374 

mentally, morally, emotionally, physically, and spiritually intact as individuals and as a human 

society. 

     As Poe foresaw, when the point is reached when the distinctions between God, Man, and the 

World collapse entirely, there can be neither object nor subject; when there are no longer 

distinctions between “Its” and “Thous,” people are reduced to things to be used, just as the Nazis 

referred to the Jews as “stücke”. When Mankind is no longer understood to share the image and 

likeness of God, the stamp of a shared divine parentage which cements the sanctity of human 

life, it will be more than the Jews who suffer catastrophe, it will be all of humanity—this is the 

moral of Poe’s apocalyptic tales, which take to the logical conclusion the phenomenon which 

begins in the “disintegrated” moral and mental Lucifer-figures infected by the germ of the 

Kantian categorical imperative, a wickedness which stresses human agency to create moral 

maxims instead of relying on the dictates of divine revelation.  

     The German obsession with unity, with the collapse of subject and object, is precisely what 

Poe is deriding in Eureka (where all collapses into nothingness, into utter nihilism), in addition to 

the German-fueled American Transcendentalist “radical Democracy” which equates Man with 

God, Nature with God, and Man with Nature—Poe’s mockery of Emerson’s apostate take on the 

“All in All”.   Poe would have his readers understand that no human agency—not human 

reason, not human emotion, not human intuition, not human imagination, and not human 

volition— can discern moral truths and therefore save Man and the World; it is only the 

Moral Law of God able to do so, which is a Law of Love. 

      Poe’s tales ring out to his readers just as church bells once pealed to call congregants to 

worship, and his texts are no less biblically-derived or biblically-oriented than were the sermons 
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there delivered for the sake of human salvation, both personal and societal.  One cannot un-ring 

a bell; the sound of alarm has been raised, which Poe tolled for thee and for me, dear Reader. On 

a personal level, it may serve as a call to repentance, but in general terms for a human society in 

a full-scale rebellion against the beauty, truth, goodness, and holiness of the Most High God and 

the good and evil defined by Him, it seems a death knell.  Justice is required, but mercy is 

preferred; mercy requires an acknowledgement of wrongdoing on one’s part, and a humility 

which Post-Kantians and Postmodernists alike resist; one need never repent if one grants the Self 

license to ground ethics on the intuitive, imaginative, emotional, or rational abilities of the Self, 

for there is nothing to be repented of, if everything is permitted and all men do that which is right 

in their own eyes. Perversion or wickedness leads to chaos and lawlessness, chaos and 

lawlessness lead to violence (hamas) and destruction, and violence and destruction result in the 

wholesale self-wrought death and annihilation of Man and the World.  

     Poe never lost sight of the sinfulness of Man, nor did he forget that the source of it is Man 

himself—including himself. For Poe, as for all traditional Christians, the grounding of ethics 

must be sought in the revealed religion of the Most High God, given in the Moral Law, the two 

greatest commandments of Scripture. Poe’s last words may be reckoned a sobering reminder to 

us all, in light of his treatment of memento mori divine judgment, wherein he is reported to have 

cried out: “Lord help my poor soul,” an ejaculatory to which I can only add “Amen”. 
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NOTES 

 

 

1     Edgar Allan Poe, Marginalia #194 (1848) 

 

2      This is the subtitle Ezra Pound gave to his own serial essay from 1911-1912, “I Gather the 

Limbs of Osiris”. The title is meant to suggest an attempt at creating or discerning a coherency 

within and between human history, literary purpose, and literary theory. The phrase is indicative 

of a desire to make sense of the world, to give it order and impart meaningfulness, a very 

Modernist notion in the wake of the senseless travesties of World War I, the catastrophic conflict 

by which Pound had been touched personally, having experienced a great loss (a much beloved 

friend), from which sorrow he never fully recovered. The longevity of pain associated with loss 

is a theme which Poe visited many, many times, most notably in his poems “Annabel Lee,” 

“Ululame,” and “The Raven,” as well as in his short story “Eleonora”.  

     The coherency and meaningfulness intended to inform human life, for Poe, was to be gleaned 

directly from Scripture; he, no less than the Modernists, was concerned with the intersection of 

human history, literary purpose, and literary theory. An inheritor of the American Enlightenment, 

the so-called “Age of Reason,” Poe did not reject reason, just as his British Neoclassical 

predecessors had not; they, same as Poe, instead had rejected the paganism of former ages, but 

not the moral inclination or the application of reason in the determination of truth or in the 

administration of justice. The Modernist lament of the state of world affairs, and the desire to 

bring peace, goodness, and order to the world is not really a modern phenomenon, as it can be 

traced back to the very ancient Jewish notion of “tikkun olam,” wherein one is called to act so as 

to “mend the world”. In a post-Haskalah sense (Haskalah = Jewish Enlightenment), it involves 

personal responsibility for the moral, social, and spiritual aspects of society instead of merely for 

the Self. In this sense of repairing a broken or damaged world, there is no quarrel between the 

biblical Ancients and the atheist Moderns. 

 

3      Thomas Paine, Common Sense, (1776). Paine, an atheist, necessarily appealed to common 

sense instead of human decency or divine righteousness and justice, as most of his arguments 

were of practical matters (economic and military). Still, it seems lost on him that to even have 

notions of justice and abuse require a moral system and ethical standard which must be grounded 

on some fixed and transcendentally-derived model, other than mere subjective models. The 

American form of government or way of life can only be judged as being “better” than the 

British models he calls his readers to abandon if there is a standard by which to gauge “better” or 

worse in comparison.  

 

4      Gina M. Rossetti, in her 2006 book, Imagining the Primitive in Naturalist and Modernist 

Literature, writes: “Following his death in 1849, ‘Poe studies’ as a subfield in American 

scholarship is non-existent: Rufus Griswold’s dismissive biography characterized Poe as a 

literary fraud, and, the Boston literati, a powerful group that controlled the production and 

evaluation of American literature, sentenced Poe to secondary status because of the renegade 

author’s criticisms of the literary establishment. Not until 1923, when D.H. Lawrence published 
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Classic Studies in American Literature, did he and others begin a serious reconsideration of 

Poe’s works, particularly as it is paired with Freudian psychology. Poe’s most successful 

comeback occurred with the rise of New Criticism and Allen Tate’s study The Forlorn Demon: 

Didactic and Critical Essays (1953), which presents Poe as an important transitional author in 

American literature whose attention to the personality’s disintegration is rendered in a language 

that celebrates a tradition of unity and order” (56). The tradition is actually better understood as 

the Neoclassical model of utilizing reason and striving for harmony of balance, symmetry, and 

order, principles espoused both by the British Augustan authors and in the later period of 

Weimar Classicism (1772-1805) having been introduced and promoted in German society by fast 

friends Johann Wolfgang von Goethe and Friedrich von Schiller. 

 

5      Attitude is of extreme importance; the Romantic attitude towards the Law of God and the 

laws of men is that they restrain men, but traditional biblical moralists adopt the attitude that they 

preserve mankind. One need only look to the poetic work from 1258, The Gulistan by Persian 

poet Sa’di for confirmation on the relevance of attitude in classification: “O thou full man, 

barley-bread pleases thee not./ She is my sweetheart who appears ugly to thee./To the huris of 

paradise, purgatory seems hell./ Ask the denizens of hell. To them purgatory is paradise” (Sa’di). 

(“Huris” are the seventy virgins of the Islamic notion of Paradise, promised to faithful (male) 

martyrs; it is related to the word “harem” and “whore,” signifying women used solely for 

personal sexual satisfaction.)  

     Interestingly, the idea that the Arts could provide the source of mankind’s societal salvation 

had been expressed much earlier than by the Modernists of the early twentieth century, and, once 

again, the credit must go to the Germans; Friedrich von Schiller’s (1759-1805) aesthetic theory 

called for the Arts to save the world, a postulate which Poe actually mocks in his 1841 work 

titled “The Colloquy of Monos and Una”. (Schiller’s famed treatise of 1794, Letters Upon the 

Aesthetic Education of Man, contends that humanity has lost its dignity, but Art has saved it.) No 

less than the Schlegel brothers themselves offer: “The calls for a morality that would be more 

than the practical side to philosophy are becoming ever louder and the traces of it ever clearer. 

The talk has even already touched on religion. It is time to tear the veil off Isis and reveal the 

mystery. Anyone who cannot bear seeing the goddess should flee or rot” (Wagner). Still, 

Schiller’s naivety and Poe’s derision aside, Schiller is not entirely in error, for even Poe 

necessarily must have conceded one point raised by the German author: “It was culture itself 

which gave these wounds to modern humanity” (Schiller). 

 

6      In the Judeo-Christian scriptures, when Moses speaks to the divine presence in the burning 

bush which is not consumed by the flames, and asks as to in what god’s name he should instruct 

the ancient Israelites, the record of the incident is this: “And God said unto Moses, I AM THAT I 

AM: and he said, Thus shalt thou say unto the children of Israel, I AM hath sent me unto you. 

And God said moreover unto Moses, Thus shalt thou say unto the children of Israel, The LORD 

God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, hath sent me 

unto you: this is my name for ever, and this is my memorial unto all generations” (Exod. 3:14-

.15) The phrase “I AM THAT I AM” is the transliteration of the Hebrew tetragrammaton 

“YHVH,” He whom is also identified in Scripture as the “the Most High God” (Gen. 14:18-22, 

Psa. 78:56, Dan. 5:18-21), and “the Holy One of Israel” (2 Ki. 19:22, Psa. 78:41, Psa. 89:18, Jer. 

http://classics.mit.edu/Sadi/gulistan.2.i.html
https://www.stylepark.com/en/news/opinion-documenta-14-kassel-thomas-wagner
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51:5, and passim throughout the entire Book of Isaiah).  (Jesus is identified – by a demonic host 

recognizing his authority over them— as “the Son of the most high god” in the New Testament 

(Mk. 5:7).)  

     The use of the word “God” throughout the essay, unless otherwise specified (as when 

speaking directly of Jesus of Nazareth, identified as Christ), is indicative of YHVH, since it is 

His Law given in Scripture, as the first commandment of the Decalogue (“Ten Commandments”) 

dictates that no worship of any other god is permitted before Him (Exodus 20). (The term 

“before Him” does not mean that He is at the head of the line before other pagan idols, but, 

rather, means that He will not permit them to be appearing or standing before Him, as in their 

presence being tolerated in His; it is a term which speaks to absolute intolerance of worship of 

anyone but Himself, as does not signify chronology or primacy.)  

     In the traditional context of Christianity’s trinitarian doctrine (God as co-equal 

Father/Son/Holy Spirit), YHVH is identified as the heavenly Father, thus it will always be 

utilized herein in this capacity, passim. Christianity, same as Judaism, claims to be a 

monotheistic religion. Speaking strictly from an exegetical perspective, even if one did not hold 

to the trinitarian belief that there are three co-equal aspects of the divine, it should be pointed out 

that Jesus did not instruct his disciples to worship him, and, when asked by them as to how they 

should pray, the answer given by him (called “The Lord’s Prayer,” of Matthew 6:9-13) was that 

they should pray to their heavenly Father, which would be in keeping with observance of the first 

commandment to the Decalogue, in which worship of YHVH is both supreme mandate and 

mandated supremacy, by which is meant that it is both the first order and the first in order of 

importance. In the New Testament, that the Holy Trinity is not co-equal is made plain when 

Christ eventually resumes a position which sees Him also subject to the Father (1 Cor. 15:28), as 

well as to the Holy Spirit, as both will subject themselves, willfully, to the authority of the 

Father, again in keeping with the mandate of the Divine Decalogue. (Arguments which refute 

Christianity’s monotheism on the grounds that 1+1+1=3 seem to forget that 1x1x1=1, which 

would be rendered also as 1 to the power of 3 equals 1. Poe’s ten-year controversy with the 

Unitarian-educated Transcendentalist community of New England surely had been fueled by 

theological disputations regarding the triune nature of God preached by the traditional 

Christianity which Poe had embraced.) 

 

7      The King James Version Bible would not have been the one favored by the Pilgrims who 

landed at Plymouth Rock in 1620, who instead preferred the Protestant Geneva Bible (first 

published in 1560), the version also utilized by the English Puritans who had settled in America 

in 1630, and which had remained popular with Puritans in England until after the English Civil 

War (1642-1651), after which time the royal-sponsored one rose to undisputed ascendancy. The 

New Englanders with whom Poe was in constant conflict owed their heritage to the Puritans, 

which might explain an inability on their parts to recognize the preponderance of biblical 

allusions employed by Poe which draw on the KJV Bible, although the great subtlety with which 

he employs them, combined with willful blindness owing to bias, surely contributed to their 

oversight.  

     Poe had been raised a Virginian, and as a Southerner, the biblical version of choice naturally 

would have been the King James one. The “southern cavalier” was the epitome of antebellum 

white Anglo-Saxon Protestant (WASP) manhood, suggesting, among other things, a gentleman  
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of aristocratic breeding, sophisticated taste, and chivalrous conduct towards women. (He should 

have been an accomplished swordsman and horse rider as well, since the term “cavalier” is 

related to the term “cavalry,” a military unit consisting of horseback soldiers, officer typically 

culled from the ranks of the aristocracy; Poe did enlist in the military.) The Puritan 

“Roundheads” of Oliver Cromwell’s day used the term “cavalier” to describe Royalist supporters 

of King Charles I and his son King Charles II. Virginia, a colony at the time of the Interregnum 

unrest in England (1649-1660), declared its loyalties to the crown, hence the environment in 

which Poe had been raised still embraced notions associated with cavalier tradition; Poe certainly 

always thought of himself as a Southern gentleman, and in many ways,  he did fit the description.  

 

8    For example, the Cambridge Edition of 1769 renders John 11:25 of the KJV Bible as: “Jesus 

said unto her, I am the resurrection, and the life: he that believeth in me, though he were dead, 

yet shall he live.” The original version from the authorized 1611 edition renders the same verse 

as follows: “Iesus said vnto her, I am the resurrection, and the life: hee that beleeueth in me, 

though he were dead, yet shall he lieu.” Clearly, there is no change in meaning, but the modern 

spellings are less jarring to the eyes of contemporary readers. 

 

9      To Confucius is attributed the saying that we are all ignorant, only in different subjects. To 

borrow a line from “The Purloined Letter,” I hope to not prove myself altogether a fool. 

 

10      A slight modification of William Wordsworth’s, “I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud” (1804) 
 

11     American poet  Ella Wheeler Wilcox, “Solitude,” Poems of Passion and Solitude, 1833 

 

12      This description by the Poetry Foundation is actually given to pertain to Ezra Pound, but it 

applies equally to Poe. The two men shared many more things in common, but that is another 

paper entirely. 

 

13      In a 1915 letter to Harriet Monroe, echoing Schiller’s sentiments from more than a century 

earlier, Pound himself had described his activities as an effort “to keep alive a certain group of 

advancing poets, to set the arts in their rightful place as the acknowledged guide and lamp of 

civilization” (“Ezra Pound”).  The Mirror and the Lamp: Romantic Theory and the Critical  

Tradition is the title given by literary scholar M.H. Abrams to his 1953 study of the Romantic 

approach to literature, as compared to its predecessors. Abrams’ work demonstrates that, for pre-

Romantic authors, writing had been judged according to its mimetic ability, in that it should be a 

mirror reflecting reality, thereby providing us with sight of things as they truly are. The shift 

initiated by the Romantics, he argued, is the assertion that literature acts more like a lamp than a 

mirror, with the light of the author’s very innermost soul radiating outwards and illuminating the 

world, thereby that which is true can be seen by virtue of the writer’s insight shedding light on it 

for the rest of society. (The German notion of “expression,” meaning to press out of the self, 

reflects this belief.) Considering Pound’s statement, it seems clear that he, at least in part, 

subscribed to the Romantic notion that society should be led by the poet’s vision, and it is easy to 

see from whence he  developed his notion of the “luminous detail”.  

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/ezra-pound
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     Still, how much light can be shed upon the world if it derives from a heart of darkness? 

Scripture teaches that the human heart is the source of all wickedness, which means perversion; 

how much truth can be gleaned from a soul typified by distortion? Moreover, if light pours out 

from the poet’s soul, what lit it in the first place? If it is a demonic hellfire, or “strange fire,” 

such as the apostate one associated with the two eldest sons of Aaron (struck down by God for 

their impiety and neglect of duty), then that light only can lead one to destruction, of the Self and 

of any others taking up after the perverted source—if not an invitation of the blind leading the 

blind, then of traversing an unsecure path, for that altered or alternate light must surely be feeble 

in comparison to the biblical one (Psa. 119:105). The anti-Romantic position of traditional 

biblical moralists has not deviated since the days of Poe, Hawthorne, Melville, or Brockden 

Brown: Just as a light bulb cannot turn on itself, nor a candle light itself, neither can man 

illuminate himself. Reason cannot be the true source of enlightenment, for to enlighten 

something means to shed light on it; reason is the tool, the candle, by which a man sees better, 

but, it must be lit by someone or something other than itself. There is but one being able to put 

His hand to every man’s “candle,” He who made them all; need it here be said that candles are 

unable to make themselves?  To associate the Romantics with the “camp of the lamp” instead of 

the “mob of the mirror” is somewhat paradoxical, for many of the Romantics had no desire to 

lead civilization to truth, order, or goodness, instead often practicing and promoting shameless 

self-indulgence (the Germans) or glorification of “Nature,” traditionally thought to be a contrary 

category to “Civilization” (the Brits).  

     The atheistic and anti-theistic Continental Romantics are best understood by the biblical 

verses which speak to the time when there was no king in Israel, when “everyman did that which 

was right in his own eyes,” which is to say that it was a sign of lawlessness and chaos and riotous 

living—a very apt description of what Postmodernism celebrates, owing it heritage not simply to 

the French theorists who popularized it, but to the speculative Germans philosophers and 

Romantic authors who invented it (hence literary critic David H. Hirsch’s identification of it as 

being “Franco-Prussian”). Pound insists on the Arts as means of guiding civilization (the 

Modernist quest for order and meaning), but Germany took a good idea and ran with it to excess 

(grotesquery as disproportion).The notion of the Arts as the means of saving human civilization 

was a theory promulgated by Schiller, the German author whose ideas Poe mocked in his 1841 

work, indicated by the line from the apocalyptic fiction which reads: “Art — the Arts — arose 

supreme, and, once enthroned, cast chains upon the intellect which had elevated them to power,”  

a posit stated by one character who speaks of the cause which led to the Man’s self-wrought utter 

annihilation of Man and the World (“Colloquy”). Still, Western Civilization never wholly has 

escaped either the Enlightenment or Romantic movements, as elements of both continue to shape 

and influence it right up through the present day, for better or worse. 

 

14     This an erroneous accusation having been levied against Pound as well: “William Carlos 

Williams, a college friend and himself a poet, wrote to Pound, criticizing the bitterness in the 

poems; Pound objected that the pieces were dramatic presentations, not personal expressions. On 

October 21, 1909, he responded to Williams: ‘It seems to me you might as well say that 

Shakespeare is dissolute in his plays because Falstaff is ... or that the plays have a criminal 

tendency because there is murder done in them.’” (“Ezra Pound”). Poe concerned himself with 
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 illustrating fractured psyches and the causes which contributed to their creation, not with baring 

his own saddened but sound mind. Just as a sober Shakespeare had been needful to create a 

drunken Falstaff, so, too, had been a sane Poe necessary for the creation of a mad Roderick. 

15    Taken from “An Introduction to the Economic Nature of the United States,” Selected Prose 

(Pound 167). Pound must be given credit for recognizing a great truth of Scripture, even if he 

does not credit Scripture, in terms of recognizing the link between will and evil (as well as the 

love of money being a root of evil). In “Teacher’s Mission,” although Pound was speaking of a 

perversion in the education system regarding the study of literature, the lesson about perversion 

and human agency is witnessed constantly in Poe’s works: “The evil, like all evil, is in the 

direction of the will. For that phrase to have life, there must be both will and direction” (62). It is 

a delightful and instructive little essay in which this bon mot appears, his 1934 journal article, 

which includes other astute observations about academia which still apply, such as these truisms: 

“Education that does not bear on LIFE and on the most vital and immediate problems of the day 

is not education but merely suffocation and sabotage,” and “False witness in the teaching of 

letters OUGHT to be just as dishonourable as falsification in medicine” (Pound 62-63). 

Postmodern criticism is the most dishonourable kind, substituting opinions (interpretations) for 

factual analyses. Speaking of suffocation, sabotage, and dishonorable education, one should not 

be terribly surprised that it is a German philosopher at the forefront of corrupting or perverting 

the traditional role of education formerly espoused by the British, which is too say, the 

inculcation of civil and moral responsibilities (dating at least as far back as John Milton’s “On 

Education” written in the 1600s).  Need proof? Bertrand Russell, in his 1951 text, The Impact of 

Science on Society (delivered originally as a series of public, university lectures in 1950), quotes 

the post-Kantian German Idealist Johann Gottlieb Fichte (1792-1814), the chair of philosophy 

and psychology at Prussian University in Berlin (1810), the man who influenced the thought of 

other German philosophers.  

     Russell says Fichte “got it right” when he insisted on strict, nation-wide government 

regimentation of schools: “Education should aim at destroying free will so that after pupils are 

thus schooled they will be incapable throughout the rest of their lives of thinking or acting 

otherwise than as their school masters would have wished ... The social psychologist of the 

future will have a number of classes of school children on whom they will try different methods 

of producing an unshakable conviction that snow is black. When the technique has been 

perfected, every government that has been in charge of education for more than one generation 

will be able to control its subjects securely without the need of armies or policemen” (Russell 

61). Here, then, is proposed the mechanism or means by which Adolf Hitler could achieve his 

dream of raising a generation of youth which could be counted on to carry out heinous atrocities 

against their fellow men, raised to be, as Hitler stated, “devoid of conscience, imperious, 

relentless, and cruel”.  

 

16     Moral emblems were popularized during the sixteenth through seventeenth centuries in 

“emblamata,” or emblem books, compilations of allegorical illustrations called “emblems,” 

typically accompanied by explanatory text or poems which then expounded upon the moral 

virtue being visually codified.  These moral emblems served as a type of quick read from which 

the lessons in Christian virtue could be gleaned. Although the ostensibly moral purpose and the 
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 type of artifacts in which they were presented have faded into obscurity, the concept of a 

representation in which a constellation of extra-textual or non-textual connotations are alluded to 

survives in Pound’s notion of “the luminous detail”. In “Osiris,” Pound defined luminous details 

as those which “give one sudden insight into circumjacent conditions, into their causes, their 

effects, into sequence, and law” (19). (Elsewhere he adds that these details “governed knowledge 

as the switchboard the electric circuit. In the study of the art of letters these points are particular 

works or the works of particular authors” (Pound 24).)  

     In essence, they provide an immediate shorthand of associations, in which the entire spectrum 

is illuminated, as in an epiphany moment when not merely the fact of the present situation but 

also the truth of the previous events become clear, as well as future implications. Perhaps the 

best illustration of this concept is witnessed in the closing line of James Joyce’s short story from 

his 1914 anthology Dubliners, “Araby,” in which the fair (reminiscent of an Arab bazaar) 

suddenly has been emptied of its charms, and so has the fair lass for whom he had thought to 

purchase a token of his admiration (a charm for his charmer), as the boy realizes: “Gazing up 

into the darkness I saw myself as a creature driven and derided by vanity; and my eyes burned 

with anguish and anger.” For a truly superb New Critical analysis of why this line works so well, 

and why Joyce simply could not have written it any better, see Hirsch’s extended discussion of it 

in his 1991 collection of essays about the failures of Postmodern theories which do not grasp the 

deep structural qualities lending force and beauty to Joyce’s particular phrasing here. 

 

17     A fugue, in music, consists of a contrapuntal composition in which a short melody or 

phrase (the subject) is introduced by one part, after which it is successively taken up by others, 

and then developed by an interweaving of the parts. (Many German composers mastered the 

fugue; Johann Sebastian Bach, Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Ludwig van Beethoven, and Georg 

Handel, for example.) One could make the argument that Poe’s anthology Tales itself was 

intended to be mimetic of a fugue, in which the theme is developed by an interweaving of 

distinct-yet-harmonic (contrapuntal) narratives. 

 

18     For Poe, they would have been chiefly British Neoclassical authors (many of whom had 

taken their aesthetic ideas from Horace’s Ars Poetica and Aristotle’s Poetics), as well as the 

lessons and language of Scripture, European intellectual concepts, the works of contemporary 

peers, fads of the days, and local journalism fodder, all of which were employed to enrich to his 

own materials. (Ben Jonson translated Horace’s Ars Poetica into English in 1640, and Alexander 

Pope’s justly-celebrated Essay on Criticism from 1709 heaps high praise on Horace.)  

 

19      His “The Philosophy of Composition” (1846), “The Rationale of Verse” (1848), and “The 

Poetic Principle” (1850), respectively. The latter most work was first published posthumously. 

 

20      German-Jewish prizewinning physicist Albert Einstein, as quoted in Walter Isaacson’s 

2007 Einstein: His Life and Universe (p. 551).  
 

21      True enough, Arnold preferred Hellenization to Hebraism, but, Humanist that he was, he 

realized that there were some very upsetting trends in Western Civilization which were proving 
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 to demoralize and dehumanize the world, and he sought to counter them.  Chesterton was 

profoundly disturbed by troublesome developments which he specifically associated with a 

British fascination with and embrace of the dangers he thought inherent to what he termed 

“Prussianism,” although he did not specifically fault German speculative metaphysics as 

contributing to these evils, as does David H. Hirsch, for example, and others authors who see 

Nazism as the natural development of a matrix of Kantian, Hegelian, Marxist, Nietzschean, and 

Heideggerian philosophies. Does not Scripture teach of a man that “as he thinketh in his heart, so 

is he”? (Prov. 23:7). The same may be said for entire societies. 

 

22      Piers Plowman is written during the fourteenth century, well before the European 

Enlightenment begins in the seventeenth century, in Great Britain, during which time revealed 

religion still enjoyed favor and respectability in harmony with scientific truth and rationalism, 

perhaps best embodied by the deeply religious, impressively insightful, and meticulously 

experimental Sir Isaac Newton. In the eighteenth century, however, on the European Continent, 

the argument would gain momentum (especially in France) that human reason was self-sufficient 

in determining morality and leading one to proper conduct, an argument put forth by the German 

(Prussian) metaphysician Immanuel Kant (1724-1804). The concept was not new, therefore, but 

it came to enjoy tremendous popularity in intellectual circles of apostates, atheists, and anti-

theists, and has never been wholly rejected by many members of the scientific community, even 

to this day. 

 

23      From a biblical stance, to rely on reason alone is the criminal aspect of Enlightenment 

thought; why criminal? If love for one’s fellow man is the fulfillment of biblical Law (Jas. 2:8), 

then any ideology which disregards or denies the goal of attaining that love must be in 

contravention of that Law; to disregard it is folly, akin to manslaughter, but to deny it is 

rebellion, akin to murder. There are consequences for both levels of criminality, but the state of 

reprobation is so severe in the cold-blooded murderer that he cannot be “redeemed” by anyone 

but God, and therefore he continues to murder until stopped by a force greater than himself. Even 

if one does not attribute the Holocaust to the German attempt to do away with God, in any 

society where there is a self-mortification of human sympathy, its own destruction surely 

follows; the Nazis, in their unrepentant and cold-blooded murderous spree, actually ensured the 

destruction of Nazi society by incurring the wrath of [Allied] powers greater than themselves 

able and willing to stop its spread. 

 

24      The theories of atheist British naturalist Charles Darwin helped to give rise to the concept 

of cultural relativism, an idea which essentially argues that moral codes develop in individual 

societies which make sense for meeting perceived needs in their particular conditions; is it any 

wonder that Hitler self-justified the creation of his utopian vision in Mein Kampf along 

Darwinian lines? This untenable line of thinking ties goodness to chronology, in addition to 

geography, for those in power change over the course of time, thus what is deemed evil in one 

man’s time might be considered good in the next. (This transvaluation of values has taken place, 

no less, but this phenomenon is foretold in Scripture, wherein men will become “lovers of 

themselves” and “despisers of those that are good,” by which is meant that which is good will 
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 become vilified as if it were evil and vice versa (2 Tim 3:1-7).  

     This is not necessarily a prophetic statement in terms of divine revelation, but could be an 

example of trajectory thinking which foresees the logical outcome or consequences of rejecting 

biblical authority.) There is zero accountability to God in the Darwinian ideological construct of 

cultural relativism (also called moral relativism), which means that might makes right more often 

than not in societies wherein Darwinian posits enjoy supremacy, for it is the will and desires of 

the elite power-holders which are met, as weaker members suffer at the hands of those who 

choose expediency in meeting their own needs over compassionately seeing to the welfare of 

others. 

 

25      Even quantum physics and chaos theory have a universal logic to them, regardless of the 

varied outcomes with which they are concerned; all scientists operate on the same scaffold of 

known postulates, even if they expand it. The newly-acquired knowledge that an electron can be 

either a wave or a particle depending on the manner of its reception (as opposed to merely its 

transmission) involves recognition of a uniform principle which regulates the alteration of the 

phenomena. Whereas wave-particle theory of electrons had not previously grasped whether 

electrons were waves or particles, since their behavior disallowed for them to be observed 

simultaneously as both, it is now understood that they possess a dual-fold property which permits 

particles to behave as waves and waves to behave as particles; this bi-fold property is now called 

“wave-particle duality”. The property, however, remains fixed or uniform, albeit only lately 

recognized; scientific laws newly discovered call to mind the words of Alexander Pope’s An 

Essay on Man (1733-34), “All Nature is but Art, unknown to thee;/All Chance, Direction, which 

thou canst not see”. 

 

26     This is not the place to address the preposterously untenable and unwise obsession of 

certain German philosophers to collapse or unify subject and object. It is also why the American 

moral literature of the Federalist era consistently employ the word “govern” instead of “rule,” for 

to govern something or someone, including the Self, is to recognize a self-limiting principle 

which much remain in effect, despite one having been given charge over something or someone. 

 

   27      Lewis was of the opinion that, contrary to popular thought, Satan and Jesus are not rivals 

equal to one another, but that the archangel Michael and the former cherubim Lucifer are. Such 

a posit matches two angelic beings against one another, since the Devil cannot be an equal 

match to God, especially since he is given to appear in God’s court and demanded by God to 

give an account of himself to God in Job 1, an incident which speaks to his inferior rank and 

abilities. Even his name (or title) signifies his inferior status. The name “Lucifer” means “light-

bearer,” sometimes being translated as “light-bringer”; it does not mean “light-giver”. The 

person who brings light is the person who is in the subordinate position, having been ordered to 

take it somewhere. In Scripture, God is Light (1 Jn. 1:15, Psa. 27:1), and He sits upon a 

heavenly throne. Lucifer’s role was as “covering cherub,” anointed by God to have charge over 

(cover) it, but he grew to want to usurp that throne, that being the great iniquity that was found 

in him (Ezek. 28:14-15).  

          African kings, to this day, are transported on their thrones by servants who run poles through  
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     rings on top of the platform on which their thrones are situated—this, then, is the proper way to 

     construe Lucifer’s original role as “light-bearer,” as a servant trusted enough to transport the 

holy throne of God. Even the Ark of the Covenant follows this model, as there are rings on it 

through which rods are inserted for transport purposes; it is an earthly model patterned after a 

divine one. In Scripture, the Ark of the Covenant is actually a throne, as the Mercy Seat is atop 

the container portion in which rest the tablets of Holy Law; this is because God must base His 

rule on law, which is required, but He prefers mercy, therefore mercy is above or over the law, 

both in a literal and figurative sense. The two angels who face each other and whose wings 

touch in traditional depictions of the Ark of the Covenant never include a representative model 

which allows for the surface to be a throne on which a merciful God could be said to be seated 

(Exod. 25:17-22). It is more reasonable to believe that the instruction by YHVH that “And  

     the cherubims shall stretch forth their wings on high” should see them rendered near the back of 

the surface facing one another from opposite ends, with their wings splayed and touching as if 

rampant (upright) and in open-scissor format (as on British royal heraldry), thereby forming the 

backrest of the throne which sits atop the box portion containing the Law (stone tablets on 

which the Divine Decalogue is written by the hand of God Himself, stressing its inviolability). 

 

28     Judeo-Christian scriptures teach that God is good, true, and holy, and as such, must be the 

source of these things, in their perfectness; Poe takes the next logical step and identifies beauty 

with the supernal God as well, part of a long artistic tradition in which morality and aesthetics 

are unified. (See also Figure 1.3.) 

 

29      For example, Confucianism postulates that any hope of attaining order in the State can be 

achieved only by first bringing order to one’s self, then one’s family, then one’s community, 

and so on, spiraling outwards. This self-ordering was to be accomplished through self-

cultivation, expansion of knowledge, and “investigation of things” (introspective reflection). 

Moral refinement is a stated goal of the Tao (“the Way”), and it is supposed to be achieved, in 

part, by looking inwards; when one is calm, meditative, and rational, the truth of the Way is 

supposed to be “revealed” (becomes self-apparent) to the practitioner.  

     The similarity of Confucian philosophy to American Transcendentalism should here be 

obvious, and its deficiency as a means for establishing a just and moral society likewise evident, 

for, just as Lewis points out and Poe recognized from the lessons of Scripture, an objective 

standard is requisite for the basis of any such revelation to be possible, otherwise the 

“revelation” can be nothing more than a product of the subjective will, whether consciously 

acknowledged or not. Introspective reflection, which looks inward for meaning, can only reflect 

what is inside the investigator, therefore what it actually mirrors is not objective truth (which 

relies on independent and external corroboration,) but subjective desire  

(which relies on independent and internal autonomy). This line of reasoning is, in part, the basis 

of Poe’s objection to the ideologies of his day which emphasized the role of the Self in the 

grounding of ethics, whether that involve human reason (German Idealism), human emotion 

(German-led Romanticism), or human intuition (German-fed American Transcendentalism). 
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30    In fact, the ideas expressed by Lewis in this essay are expanded in a 1943 work which he 

appropriately titled The Abolition of Man. Primo Levi’s 1947 memoir of his survival in  

Auschwitz was initially titled If This is a Man, and includes an original poem by that name in the 

preface, which reads, in part: “You who live safe/In your warm houses;/You who find on 

returning in the evening/Hot food and friendly faces:/Consider if this is a man/Who works in the 

mud/Who knows no peace/Who fights for a bit of bread/Who dies because of a yes and because 

of a no” (Williams). By posing the question, Levi demands an answer, but it must be an answer 

in which the offending or diffident readers must reach a judgment which confronts the realities 

of their own lives, in comparison to those of the victims who had been treated as 

“Untermenschen” or “Sub-human” beings. The book is concerned with how to retain one’s 

humanity in an anti-world (the Nazi death camp) which embraces, promotes, and practices 

inhumanity.  

     One of the most memorable accounts in the book is of Levi’s appreciative astonishment and 

admiration for a local man who does good and is kind to Levi for no other reason than their 

shared humanity requires it of him, expecting neither thanks nor reward for his due regard of the 

sanctity of the other man, and Levi a stranger to him, at that. Even without specific knowledge of 

the horrors of the Nazi camps, boxcars, ghettoes and countryside tortures and murders, the 

British apologist Lewis could write of the Germans’ cold, hard logic of self-justification for the 

barbarism practiced against their victims, a point not lost on the British apologist: “If a mere 

sentiment can justify cruelty, why stop at a sentiment for the whole human race? There is also a 

sentiment of the white man against the black, for the Herrenvolk against the non-Aryan, for 

‘civilized’ or ‘progressive’ peoples against ‘savage’ or ‘backwards’ people. Finally, for our own 

party, country, or class against others. Once the old Christian idea of a total difference in kind 

between man and beast has been abandoned, then no argument for experiments on animals can 

be found which is also not an argument for experimentation on inferior men. If we cut up beasts 

simply because they cannot prevent us and because we are backing our own side in the struggle 

for existence, it is only logical to cut up imbeciles, criminals, enemies, or capitalists for the same 

reasons. Indeed, experiments on men have already begun. We all hear that Nazi scientists have 

done them. We all suspect that our own scientists may begin to do so, in secret, at any moment” 

(God 227).   

     And from in secret to in the open, eventually and even unapologetically, given the 

trajectory—hence the “butcher shop” which is Planned Parenthood. This is why Poe disdained 

the mere expediency of Pure Intellect, for Reason is not beholden to the practice of love for God 

or one’s fellow man; Moral Sense, for Poe, then, is not acting to help others in the traditional 

sense of providing them succor or relief—loving is the act itself, for that is the activity mandated 

by God in the two greatest commandments. (“Love” is the imperative form for the verb of 

“loving”.) Acts of kindness are the results of that loving activity, thus man’s moral duty is to 

love God and his fellow man; the deeds, the good fruits, are born of that good seed. Stated 

another way, love is the means by which the good ends are accomplished. 

 

31   The über-German, unrepentant Nazi Martin Heidegger proposed a philosophy which does 

not accept value as eternal and objective; it is not only ruinous, but argues nothing which would 

http://www.robertewilliamsjr.com/2005/01/if-this-is-man.html
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 contravene or be incompatible with Nazism. The identification of a “superpersonal God” is key 

to the thinking of both Poe and Lewis, for it is a divine person to whom one will be held 

accountable for one’s actions or inactivity in regard to one’s fellow man, and when asked about  

his conversion to Christianity, Lewis reportedly said that in his search for truth and meaning in 

his life, he thought he would come to a place, but instead found out that he’d come to a person. 

One cannot be in a loving relationship with an idea, thus the contention that God is not an idea 

conceived in the mind of man, as if He were nothing more than an imaginary friend.  

     Despite the modern brigade of atheists who insist this is the case, I would put to them the 

question of how many known cases have been documented in which the creation of an imaginary 

being involves an attendant belief that all the world is beholden to that being in its desire to have 

the world enter in a loving relationship with it and all others. To contend, then, that billions of 

people have created the same imaginary being, or that they all recognize the authority of one 

person’s imaginary being, is nothing short of gross self-delusion. (Are some deities the product 

of pure imagination? Indeed, and the law of non-contradiction applies to religious truths as well 

as scientific ones. As this essay is not a defense or apology proper for the correctness of the 

exclusivity of any one faith or religion, it is incumbent upon the reader to determine if the 

atheists are correct or not, and if incorrect, then to sound out which religions are false. And this 

is a proper role of reason.) 

 

32      Lewis puts the cause for alarm associated with the risk of succumbing to the dreams of 

such social planners as follows: “Of all tyrannies, a tyranny sincerely exercised for the good of 

its victims may be the most oppressive. It would be better to live under robber barons than under 

omnipotent moral busybodies. The robber baron's cruelty may sometimes sleep, his cupidity may 

at some point be satiated; but those who torment us for our own good will torment us without 

end for they do so with the approval of their own conscience. They may be more likely to go to 

Heaven yet at the same time likelier to make a Hell of earth. This very kindness stings with 

intolerable insult. To be ‘cured’ against one's will and cured of states which we may not regard 

as disease is to be put on a level of those who have not yet reached the age of reason or those 

who never will; to be classed with infants, imbeciles, and domestic animals” (God 292).  

     Perhaps the greatest modern prophet against the dangerous tendency towards “Prussianism” is 

G.K. Chesterton, a British Roman Catholic best known for his Christian apologetics and his  

diatribes against the practice of eugenics and government appropriation of scientific endeavor as 

a model or template for the regulation of human society. (By “Prussianism,” he meant 

valorization of science, in terms of its ability to discover truth, to promote efficiency, to 

empower man over Nature, and to devalue the sanctity of human life.) Chesterton worried that 

whenever science is linked to officiality, it steadily declines in its scientific pursuit and increases 

in its officiousness (becomes politicized for utilitarian or utopian purposes): “The man in the 

street must be wholly at the mercy of an academic priesthood,”  and if the people who cling to 

traditional values object to the ethically-questionable practices of birth control, eugenics 

(abortion and sterilization), infanticide, euthanasia, genocide, cannibalism, or any other form of 

scientific practice which disregards the biblical sanctity of human life (all of which were 

practiced by the Nazis), he says they are harangued by “the same stuffy science, the same 

bullying bureaucracy, and the same terrorism by tenth-rate professors” (11).  
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33      In this work, Lewis channels Poe’s tale “Mellonta Tauta,” as the initial chapter, titled “Evil 

and God,” includes a reference to “Mellontolatry,” his word for the Progressivist worship of the  

future, a foolish and unproductive attitude in that an unwavering belief that human progress is 

inevitable (which disallows the possibility of regress) hardly merits praise since the outcome is 

inevitable and therefore devoid of any purpose which could make the arrival of the future 

meaningful; he faults those who worship the future for its own sake, sort of a doctrine of futura 

gratis futuris. He writes of the absurd tautological nature of this sentiment: “There is no sense in 

talking of ‘becoming better’ if better means simply ‘what we are becoming’—it is like 

congratulating yourself for reaching your destination and defining destination as ‘the place you 

have reached’. Mellontolatry, or the worship of the future, is a fuddled religion” (God 4). It is 

comparable to a butterfly taking pride in accomplishment for having transformed from a 

caterpillar, or a mighty oak boasting of its having grown from a humble acorn, when they could 

not have done anything else, given time. 

 

34      There is great hubris on man’s part in this endeavor, for as Lewis notes: “We are in no 

position to draw up maps of God’s psychology, and prescribe limits to His interests. We would 

not do so even for a man whom we knew to be greater than ourselves” (God 43). Of course, we 

do this if we presume that we are greater than God, and therefore He is accountable to us. Elie 

Wiesel, author of the best-selling Holocaust memoir Night, also wrote the 1979 drama The Trial 

of God, subtitled “(as it was held on February 25, 1649, in Shamgorod)”. It is a fictitious 

account of YHVH tried by a group of men, although Wiesel claimed it had been based on actual 

events he witnessed as a teenage prisoner in Auschwitz. The plot involves a trio of rabbis who 

decide to take God to task for permitting His self-acknowledged “Chosen People,” the Jews, to 

be massacred in a series of brutal pogroms which include tortures, rapes, and murders.  

     After witness testimonies and the presentation of evidence, the unanimous verdict is reached 

against the defendant—the Creator (YHVH) is guilty of all charges levied against him by the 

Jewish council, committed against both the Creation (the World) and the Creature (Man). Wiesel 

(a Talmudic scholar) states that what seemed like “an infinity of silence” passed, which is broken 

by a remembrance to perform their evening prayers to the God they have just convicted, which 

prayers the tribunal dutifully undertake. The frustration, rage, anxiety, and sorrow which 

motivate the trial are well understood, but what should not be glossed over here is that what 

Wiesel’s narrative suggests is that, even when Jews blame YHVH for not protecting them from 

their misfortunes (or tribulations), they nonetheless acknowledge His authority to impose 

obligations on them, and that they are accountable for their obligations to Him. (The Jews do not 

despair, though, for they have not abandoned hope, in not abandoning God.)   

     Do they still love Him (the supreme “obligation”), in spite of faulting Him? Do we still love 

those whom we believe have wronged us? To experience pain does not always lead to rejection; 

for many people, pain is experienced only because rejection has been denied, in that we are hurt 

by the seeming rejection of others whom we have not denied. Rosemary  

Horowitz, in her book Elie Wiesel and the Art of Storytelling (2006) thinks the trial treats of “an 

awful truth” about what she terms “the classical Jewish concept” of Jews who attribute their 

calamities to divine retribution, encapsulated in the phrase “We are punished because of our 

sins”.  
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     According to Scripture, the Chosen People are punished for their sins, but not all affliction is 

attributable to one’ own sinfulness; Jesus, it must be recalled, was raised in a Jewish culture and  

religious tradition, and he taught that sometimes people suffer because of the sinful nature of 

others (as when told of the Galileans murdered by Pilate), and that sometimes people suffer 

because accidents of circumstance happen (as when the tower fell and killed eighteen people at 

Siloam), as recounted in Luke 13:1-5. It is contra-biblical to assume, therefore, that everything 

happens as a result of divine or demonic machinations. My father used to tease my somewhat 

superstitious grandmother (his mother-in-law), who had been born and raised in East Prussia 

(where the Devil figures prominently in folk lore and tradition) about an inordinate tendency to 

ascribe supernatural causes to events; one time, he responded to her suppositions by stating that, 

whereas it might be true that the Devil could be hiding behind the bush,  he wasn’t hiding behind 

every bush.  

 

35      These statements appear shortly after the astonishing observation made by Lewis of the 

principal audiences of his day, university students and youthful members of the British Royal Air 

Force. Upon first noting the preaching and apologist obstacles arising from differences in the 

ability to understand proper language existent between the highly-educated and the “vulgar” 

(common) classes, Lewis writes: “Apart from this linguistic difficulty, the greatest barrier I have 

met is the almost total absence from the minds of my audience of any sense of sin” (God 243) 

Advances in science, such as modern contraceptives, removed the stigma of unwed pregnancy 

and reduced the likelihood of contracting venereal diseases, thereby paving the way for 

fornication to become not only acceptable but normative conduct; once conduct is no longer 

considered sinful, one stops believing in the need of a Savior.  

     Because the harmful consequences to one’s eternal soul are not readily manifest, the conduct 

is no longer perceived as being harmful; the wages of sin is death, by which is meant it is one’s 

eternal soul which is in danger, not one’s mortal flesh—the harm done is metaphysical and 

ultimate, and therefore transcendent and not immanent, the consequences being delayed and not 

immediate. What is really at risk, though, is one’s relationship with the personal God and one’s 

fellow human beings, for the soul is meant to be saved so as to enjoy eternal, loving relationships 

with Him and others: The goal of Christianity is not salvation merely in the sense of preserving 

one’s self, but in preserving one’s self for the sake of preserving these relationships. 

 

36    As Lewis puts it: “From the very nature of the case the laws of degradation and 

disorganization which we find in matter at present, cannot be the ultimate and eternal nature of 

things. If they were, there would have been nothing to degrade and disorganize. Humpty Dumpty 

can’t fall off a wall that never existed” (God 34). The ultimate and eternal nature, therefore, must 

consist of goodness, correctness (truth), and righteousness (holiness), and not the subsequent 

degradation or perversion or wickedness which is alien to it. Scripture records the divine 

observation of the mortal source of corruption: “And GOD saw that the wickedness of man was 

great in the earth, and that every imagination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil 

continually” (Gen 6:5). God had to see it in man’s heart because God did not plant it there; 

without the restraining element of God, man tends always towards wickedness (thoughts) which 

results in evil (deeds). 
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37      The importance of free will is not discounted by Lewis, either. In his conversion defense  

of 1943, The Case for Christ, he writes: “God created things which had free will. That means 

creatures which can go wrong or right. Some people think they can imagine a creature which was 

free but had no possibility of going wrong, but I can't. If a thing is free to be good, it's also free  

to be bad. And free will is what has made evil possible. Why, then, did God give them free will? 

Because free will, though it makes evil possible, is also the only thing that makes possible any 

love or goodness or joy worth having. A world of automata -of creatures that worked like 

machines- would hardly be worth creating” (“The Core” 214).  

     Free will is necessary for accountability. If one can neither prove nor disprove the existence 

of God, and if one can neither prove nor disprove which belief system is correct, then one is at 

perfect liberty to choose a metaphysical construct which does not require one to be held 

accountable to a divine being; given the choice between Judeo-Christian morality and pantheistic 

license to immorality (or amorality), wicked individuals and societies invariably choose the 

latter, for the choice permits them to self-justify their own bad behavior as being merely a 

lifestyle choice, just as equitable as the one prescribed by the biblical code. For example, 

German philosopher Friedrich von Schlegel penned his novel Lucinde in 1799, to much scandal, 

since the main characters were based on himself and his lover Dorothea (philosopher Moses 

Mendelssohn’s eldest daughter), a divorced woman with whom he had been living at the time 

(the relationship began as a two-year adulterous affair). The novel was Schlegel’s attempt to 

contravene traditional biblical ethics by vaunting total individual freedom, the embrace of which 

would enable one to disregard entirely the traditional foundations of Western Civilization 

(including its sexual mores). 

      If Goethe’s characters in Werther (the protagonist and the convict he sought to exonerate) 

were permitted to enjoy total freedom without the restraints of conventional law, then they would 

have gotten away with rape and murder, without fear of penalty—they could have acted with 

impunity, as Poe’s murderer in “Cask” would say. Clearly the Romantic and the 

Transcendentalist celebration of the Self, taken to its logical conclusion, was an invitation to a 

chaos which would eventually destroy human civilization itself, for the Self spirals out of control 

without a buffering agent (divine law and mortal law which is predicated on it), and a collection 

of individuals crashing into one another (or of societies) leads to utter nihilism.  

     Schlegel’s failed academic career at Jena (where he taught post-Kantian transcendentalist 

philosophy) has been attributed to the scandal which the book’s publication invited; he moved 

from Jena to Paris, and seven years after they met, he finally married Dorothea. Laws exist for 

reasons, and often are intended to protect one’s own interests, and not merely those of others. 

Another famous author who tried to buck convention was James Joyce, who, for years, resisted 

marrying Nora Barnacle, the mother of his children; he eventually wed her, in order to secure his 

family’s right to inherit royalties from his publications, a legal protection which worked to his 

advantage, no less than did copyright laws. The selfish, wicked nature in man wants to disregard 

the law when it constrains his conduct, but he will insist on its full enforcement when it is 

somehow to his gain. 

      In Lewis’ novel The Lion, The Witch, and The Wardrobe, the White Witch (Jadis, a type for 

Satan, who masquerades in godly white robes, as inferior counterfeiter of God) insists that the 

traitorous Edmund’s life is rightly hers, because he has broken the law of the land; Aslan (a type  
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for Jesus Christ), sacrifices himself in the humbled and repentant Edmund’s place. That the  

White Witch had no regard for the law of the land herself, violating it in the most extreme 

manner, did not prevent her from insisting that others be beholden to it when her due was given. 

Just as Jesus upheld the law, even in the face of unrighteousness, Aslan does not prevent the 

White Witch’s own lawlessness to override the exercise of law, which must be obeyed and 

upheld, hence Jesus’ attestation that he came to fulfill the law, not abolish it (Mt. 5:17-20). 

 

38      Dagobert D. Runes (an Austro-Hungarian Jew) gave his 1959 translation of Karl Marx’s 

1844 essay “On the Jewish Question” (in which Runes included a decidedly anti-Marxist 

preface) the much more controversial name of A World Without Jews. Why? Because Runes 

understood that the German utopian strain was focused on that very goal, a goal which the Nazis 

sought to realize. (Marx rejected accusations that his political ideology was utopian, insisting 

instead that it was “scientific,” with the qualifier meaning that he proposed the specific means by  

which the fundamental transformation of human society could be achieved. The rest of the 

literati did not subscribe to this distinction, and utopianism still is chiefly identified as an 

unrealistic desire to change the world.) The etymology of the word “Utopia” literally means “no-

where,” which means that utopian aspirations which seek a world without Jews eventually will 

be compelled to acknowledge that such a place exists, and can exist…nowhere. 

 

39      Hirsch quotes George Steiner here, who attributes the disintegration of Western 

Civilization to European doctrines with inherently destructive tendencies, noting that “the 

systematic incineration from the air of great cities evolved from inside the politics, the 

technologies, and the vocabularies of European culture” (Deconstruction 245). That was 

precisely Poe’s concern, since the “vocabularies” of European culture were largely German 

metaphysical doctrines infecting British and American circles. 

 

40      Poe’s closing lines from his apocalyptic dialogue “Colloquy” speak to the nihilistic totality 

of destruction inherent to German metaphysics, which, for Hirsch, culminates in the totalitarian-

compatible philosophy of the unrepentant Nazi, Martin Heidegger. Poe wrote: “And now again 

all was void. That nebulous light had been extinguished. That feeble thrill had vibrated itself into 

quiescence. Many lustra had supervened. Dust had returned to dust. The worm had food no 

more. The sense of being had at length utterly departed, and there reigned in its stead—instead of 

all things—dominant and perpetual—the autocrats Place and Time. For that which was not—for 

that which had no form—for that which had no thought—for that which had no sentience—for 

that which was soulless, yet of which matter formed no portion—for all this nothingness, yet for 

all this immortality, the grave was still a home, and the corrosive hours, co-mates” (Poe 600-

601).  

     Poe speaks here of being, and then nothingness. Interestingly, Heidegger’s philosophy is 

occupied with “Being,” and one of the most famous of all the works of one of the most famous 

of his devotees is the atheist, French existentialist Jean-Paul Sartre’s text, Being and 

Nothingness. Heidegger and Sartre belong to the very “Franco-Prussian” school of Postmodern 

thought which Hirsch faults for ruining the humanities and thereby contributing to humanity’s 

slouching towards the utter, self-wrought annihilation against which Poe’s work prophesizes.  
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      Even more interesting is the fact that Poe’s tale refers to place and time; place may be  

understood to mean space, in the sense of location occupied, and not what we commonly refer to 

as outer space. Poe’s tale describes space and time, then, as being “perpetual,” which means 

without end or change—yet that is a contra-biblical position, so why does Poe seem to be 

advocating it herein? Because he isn’t; the words are put into the mouth of a character whose 

words represent a perversion of biblical truths, therefore they do not suggest Poe’s own 

biblically-founded position.  

     Sartre’s philosophical position is that nothingness is an objective reality which can be 

experienced, and is not merely a subjective experience in-and-of-itself; Poe’s tale seems to 

reflect Sartre’s idea. French philosopher of Lithuanian Jewish ancestry Emmanuel Levinas 

(1906-1995) studied the works of his predecessors, and responded with his own critique, best 

known as Otherwise than Being: “In the 1974 work, Levinas's earlier concern with charges of 

psychologism (i.e., descriptions limited to subjective particularity, admitting no generalization as 

conditions of possibility) diminishes” (Bergo). Based on this description, it seems that Levinas’ 

position herein mirrors Sartre’s, although Levinas was a theist and not existentialist, and his 

philosophy is grounded in emphasizing the primacy of the ethical imperative, meaning being 

there for “the Other” in our lives, with implications both mortal and divine. I am not versed in 

philosophy well enough to delve into detailed analyses herein, but merely want to point out 

possible connections between Poe’s religious thought and the irreligious thought which informs 

the Franco-Prussian metaphysicians. 

 

41      Hirsch suggests that Poe can be thought of “as a writer who anticipated the post-World 

War II despair of the Existentialists,” the focus of his analysis of “Pit” (Deconstruction 245). 

Despair is an indication of the absence of hope. A man despairs because he lives in a world 

without a trusted belief in a God of goodness; how, then, could he ever trust in the goodness of 

man, given the barbarism into which mankind descends without someone (God) or something 

(His Law) to prevent the decline? The desire to murder God assures self-destruction. Once God 

is thought out of the picture, there remains only the World and Man; Nature is harsh and 

unforgiving, and Man, in his foolish (Romantic / Transcendentalist/ Emersonian / Darwinian) 

quest to identify with it, has become harsh and unforgiving as well, succumbing to its aspects 

which are “red in tooth and claw”.   

     The traditional Judeo-Christian model to which Poe adhered understands that the Creation 

and the Creature could not and cannot exist without the Creator who brought both into being. 

(Alfred Lord Tennyson’s rendering of the phrase “red in tooth and claw,” which came to be 

associated with the Darwinian theory of natural selection’s concept of “survival of the fittest,” 

features in canto 56 of his lengthy poem (nearly a hundred pages, 133 cantos), “In Memoriam of 

A.H.H.,” first published in 1850, just after Poe’s death in late 1849. It was originally titled “The 

Way of the Soul,” and was dedicated to an extremely well-loved friend—Arthur Henry 

Hallam— who, in 1833, died suddenly and unexpectedly, from a cerebral hemorrhage, a 

grievous loss from which Tennyson never fully recovered. The best-known lines from it are: 

“'Tis better to have loved and lost/ Than never to have loved at all.” Poe would have agreed with 

such a sentiment, given his many works which feature longing, grief-stricken lovers, e.g., 

“Annabelle Lee,” “Ululame,” and “Eleanora”.) 
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42     These three apocalyptic pieces being “The Colloquy of Monos and Una” (1841), “The 

Power of Words” (1845), and “The Conversation of Eiros and Charmian” (1839). The first title 

contains an epigraph from Sophocles’ drama Antigone, which is translated by Poe as: “These 

things are in the future”; although the narrative unfolds as if the events already have transpired, 

the epigraph is a clarion call to readers to avoid such a fate by countering the dangerous 

ideologies conveyed in the work. In the pagan drama, Antigone is buried alive for disregarding 

the law; Poe’s frequent employment of the theme of live burial is not indicative of a morbid and 

weird obsession with death on his part (as Freudian claptrap would have readers believe), but is 

consistently symbolic of man’s own sinful conduct bringing about his eventual destruction 

(heaping dirt on itself) by flaunting the Law of God— there is always hope of escape, so long as 

Man does not reject or exclude God for sake of merely the World (Nature) or Man (human Will).  

     Monos, at one point, speaks to Una of “how vainly did we flatter ourselves, feeling happy in 

its first upspringing, that our happiness would strengthen with its strength!” (Poe “Colloquy”) 

Man’s destruction results from his insistence on his self-sufficiency. In the 1839 text, calamity 

has been forewarned, and the people first disregard the prophecies, subsequently feeling 

exhilaration, but eventually pain and disillusionment before certain death; is this not a model of 

both the Lucifer-figures as well as the world which denies the Most High God? The narrator of 

“Cat” is euphoric and enjoys a restful slumber once he has murderer his wife, before he is caught 

and sentenced to death; likewise, Montresor revels in the fifty years from the date of the murder 

of Fortunato and his deathbed confession, given before he will face divine judgment. 

     Mabbott’s notes on the one apocalyptic dialogues are revelatory. He offers: “This latest of 

Poe’s three imaginary dialogues of blessed spirits in heaven is usually considered the best. Like 

‘The Conversation of Eiros and Charmion,’ it is laid in the future, after the destruction of the 

world. The piece was discussed enthusiastically by C. Alphonso Smith, who explained that 

Agathos inducts Oinos ‘into the methods of creation’ by ‘a leap of fantasy over the walls of 

analytic reason.’ Briefly, ‘The Power of Words’ is a prose poem with various philosophical 

concerns, perhaps best synopsized by Quinn: ‘Poe faced in this story the problem of creation and 

took the position that God created only in the beginning. Through the conversation of Oinos and 

Agathos, he depicted the future life where the soul’s unquenchable desire to know is recognized 

as its greatest happiness, and therefore the soul’s search for knowledge is never ceasing.’” 

(Mabbott Collected Works 1210, citations omitted).  

     In the first place, it is one of the lessons of the biblical Book of Job that man will never equal 

the excellencies of wisdom and might of God, who alone is Creator and who will not concede to 

share His glory; other than in the sense that artworks or literature or musical compositions are 

said to spring ex nihlio from the mind of the artist, the human pursuit of creation is an act of 

impiety which disregards God’s claims about Himself.  

     Second, it is a delusional endeavor, hence the leap into fantasy at the expense of logic 

(embrace of post-Kantian Idealism and Utopianism at the expense of Lockean and Scottish moral 

philosophies); the leaping over the walls is meant to suggest the willful disregard of boundaries 

set by God, the credo of the Romantics for untrammeled, total freedom—a freedom which is 

guaranteed to lead to novelty in chaotic destruction, but not to creation.  

     Third, the insatiable desire to acquire knowledge is the grotesquery of character of 

Christopher Marlowe’s titular protagonist in Doctor Faustus, who bargained with the Devil and  
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sold his eternal soul in exchange for access to stores of supernatural knowledge. Scripture (the 

Book of Proverbs) relates that knowledge is associated with the basest or lowest form of 

cognition, as understanding and wisdom rank higher in that hierarchy, with wisdom being the 

thing to be sought after and prized most, the source of which is fear (reverential awe) of God.  

     The insatiable thirst for knowledge is indicative of the human desire to surpass the bounds 

established by God, a tell of the brazen optimism of the advocates of Scientism and devotees of 

Positivism, whom Poe scolds in his “Sonnet to Science”. Even the lowly and pious peasants 

know better than the learned Doctor Faustus to prize their eternal souls, something he failed to 

comprehend, despite having earned doctorate degrees in science, law, and theology. Part I of 

Goethe’s Faust begins with the damned Mephistopheles in Heaven, laying a wager with God that 

he can lead His beloved Faust astray, thus it even is modeled after the opening scenario in the 

Book of Job, where God and Satan discuss a comparable testing of Job; Faust turns to black 

magic as his subsequent course of study, since he feels he already has acquired the extent of what 

his earthly studies can offer him. 

      In Part II of Goethe’s Faust –which forgets the self-thwarted romance of Part I—the 

protagonist eventually becomes repentant, and he dies in old age whilst making plans to improve 

the lives of his subjects; he is blinded by “Care,” and in losing his sight to the things of the 

material world, comes to “see” the world in terms of his obligation to others. Unlike the 

protagonist in Marlowe’s drama, in which the main character is dragged away kicking and 

screaming to Hell by demons who tear him to pieces, in Goethe’s masterpiece, Faust ascends to 

Heaven with the aid of an angelic host, having been granted mercy, as they proclaim: “He who 

strives on and lives to strive/ Can earn redemption still.”  

     The first part may be understood as a tragedy (Faust’s lover, their child, and the girl’s mother 

are all killed as a result of a chain of events triggered by his treachery), and the second part as a 

comedy (in that it has a happy ending for the main character), thus taken together, Goethe’s 

Faust is a tragicomedy in very much the same vein as some of Shakespeare’s works, an author 

whom Goethe deeply admired. (Goethe’s version ends with Faust in Heaven, with three female 

saints pleading on his behalf to the Virgin Mary, a scene no doubt intentionally reminiscent of 

Dante’s Divine Comedy, another Christian work which treats of demons, saints, and angels.  

     In fact, Mephistopheles attempts to claim Faust’s soul when the angelic host arrives nods to 

the scene in Dante’s “Inferno” portion of his Divine Comedy—which likewise ends happily for 

the author, in an assurance of eternal salvation—wherein a demonic “black cherubim” places a 

rival claim with Saint Francis over the soul of friar of his order, except in that incident, the 

demon prevails since he reasons that one cannot sin and repent simultaneously, therefore the 

pontifical absolution granted whilst plotting a murderous sacking of a village nullifies the friar’s 

repentance.)  

     The names “Agathos” and “Oinos” are Greek terms, the first being suggestive of that which 

originates with God, and the second means “wine”; the names are meant to indicate man’s 

tendency to get drunk on notions of his own creative powers (drunkenness is associated with sin 

and self-wrought destruction in Scripture, hence Fortunato’s death in “Cask”), as Agathos 

attributes the ruin of the recently perished planet to “impulses upon the atmosphere of the Earth,” 

by which he meant the speculative philosophy of the German Idealists (“atmosphere” suggesting 

a lack of real substance), to which he refers just above this statement when he says to Oinos “true  
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philosophy has long taught that the source of all motion is thought” (thought meaning “will” 

here). The word “atmosphere” was loaded with significance in Poe’s day, as is briefly discussed 

in this paper, and as addressed in I.M. Walker’s essay about its multiple-meanings, “The 

‘Legitimate Sources’ of Terror in ‘The Fall of the House of Usher,’ Modern Language Review, 

LXI, Oct. 1966, pp. 585-592. 

 

43     Hirsch acknowledges a debt to one of the best-known Poe critics of his own day: “In fact, I 

cannot take the credit for being the first to notice this phenomenon.  Allen Tate showed himself 

to be not only a most penetrating New Critical close reader but a historically conscious one when 

he wrote, as early as 1951, without specifically making the connection to the events of the Nazi 

era, that “Poe is…a man we must return to: a figure of transition, who retains a traditional insight 

into disorder that has since become typical, without himself being able to control it […] I should 

like to note one more lucid insight in Tate’s deservedly influential, enabling essay that Pym, ‘Poe 

was a religious man,’ Tate wrote elsewhere in the essay, ‘whose Christianity, for reasons that 

nobody knows anything about, had got short circuited. Poe, then, is postmodern because he gave 

us not only the earliest, but also some of the most powerful descriptions of human beings in the 

process of disintegration: human beings who are forced to survive in extremis, as of course Pym 

is required to do again and again” (Deconstruction 246). Of course, as this paper aims to prove, 

Poe’s Christianity never short-circuited but relied on undercurrents. The lamentation of the 

disintegration of the individual and of human society is the hallmark of Modernist authors, not 

Postmodernist ones, as Postmodernist ones seem indifferent to the phenomenon. 

 

44      One is led to question even the critical assessment that Dark Romanticism also had its 

beginnings in Germany in the works of authors such as Ludwig Tieck and E.T.A. Hoffman, 

simply because they wrote works about the demonic; how is that any different from ordinary 

Romanticism, other than they rely heavily on the supernaturalism which features prominently in 

Gothic trappings? Literary critic and theorist Northrop Frye, in his 1973 Anatomy of Criticism, 

warned that the emphasis on the demonic appeared to “provide all the disadvantages of 

superstition with none of the advantages of religion” (157). This remark implies that the Devil 

and his fellow demons are mythical creatures, an assessment with which no genuine Christian 

would agree: If one believes Scripture to be the real and truthful Word of God, and it attests to 

the reality of these beings, then what point would there be in believing in God, but not believing 

Him? When God forbids the practice of fortune-telling and necromancy, then a believer of 

Scripture must acknowledge that such things are possible, as it would be illogical for God to 

forbid doing something which could not be done; if I do not have a daughter or a dog, then I 

cannot forbid you to date my daughter or walk my dog (or walk my daughter or date my dog, if 

we are going to consider all possible scenarios). Are such supernatural things improbable? Yes, 

but improbable does not mean impossible.  

 

45      Truth be told, the root of the problem is the wickedness of the human heart, which predates 

all these movements. But these movements spearheaded and contributed to the development of 

Postmodernism. When I teach my general humanities courses, I make it a practice to begin the 

section on Postmodernism by having my students read Emerson’s “The American Scholar,” but  
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that is only because it would be too much to begin by reaching back to Immanuel Kant’s 

categorical imperative, which is where the ideological seed of destruction has its genesis. The 

innate seed dates back to Genesis 3. Satan is the first Postmodernist, being the first person to 

deny the existence of fixed Truth and Goodness. 

 

46      Singer’s name is derived from the German name Saenger; his parents were Austrian Jews 

who immigrated from Austria to Australia in 1938, once Nazi Germany annexed Austria; his 

paternal grandparents were taken prisoners by the Nazis to Łódź and were never heard from 

again, whereas his maternal grandfather died at a concentration camp in Theresienstadt. An 

atheistic Neo-Darwinist, his master’s thesis of 1969 from the University of Melbourne was titled 

“Why Should I Be Moral?” In an ironic twist, this promulgator of inhumanity, in 2011, joined 

the faculty in professorial capacity at a private college in London called the New College of the 

Humanities. Although he is a self-professing atheist, all three of his daughters have Jewish 

names—Ruth, Marion, and Esther. Are there self-loathing Jews? Indeed. Should Singer be 

counted amongst their ranks? Certainly, David Mamet would call him out as such, for Singer 

seems to fit the description as rendered by the pro-Jewish Chicago playwright in his collection of 

essays from 2006, The Wicked Son: Anti-Semitism, Jewish Self-Hatred, and the Jews. 

 

47     Expediency and self-motivated interest are anathema to the Jewish religious tradition, in 

terms of prioritizing the preservation of human life. In fact, Jesus of Nazareth’s condemnation of 

the Pharisees of his day was that they were hypocritical violators of Judaism, not that the 

Scripture which prohibited murder was invalid: The high priest Caiaphas’ contention that Jesus 

should be killed was predicated on the argument that it was expedient that one man should die 

for the sake of the people (to avoid insurrection and Roman retaliation), and it was despicable 

precisely because it was not in keeping with the Jewish ethical position regarding the absolute 

and non-negotiable sanctity of human life fixed by YHVH’s divine commandment, added to the 

fact that Jesus did not meet the criteria warranting execution per biblical law, hence the reliance 

of the Sanhedrin on two false witnesses produced as pretext for his murder (Jn. 18:14). 

 

48    Hutcheson (1694-1746) was of Irish ancestry (he was born in Ulster), but he was raised in 

the Scottish Presbyterian tradition; he is considered a founder of the Scottish Enlightenment, and 

a preeminent figure among the Scottish moral philosophers. Hutcheson borrowed ideas from 

John Locke, and eventually impacted other luminaries, such as Adam Smith and famed skeptic 

David Hume; although influential, his peers did not always agree with him. He left the ministry 

in order to teach and study philosophy in Dublin, where he penned his four best-known works 

(1725-1728), albeit they were published anonymously (in London), and in 1729, he assumed the 

chair in moral philosophy at the University of Glasgow (where he had the distinction of being the 

first professor there to lecture in English instead of Latin).  

     His 1725 work to which Hruschka refers was penned as two separate-yet-related treatises, the 

first part initially titled Concerning Beauty, Order, Harmony, Design, the second part being titled 

Concerning Moral Good and Evil. As should be apparent by the appellations, the first section is 

concerned with aesthetics, and the second part with morality; this is the combination which 

typifies much of the ideal in British Neoclassical literature and art, and that is the tradition which  
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largely informs Poe’s work. It is also the connection made by Italian artists during the sixteenth 

century, addressed elsewhere in this paper, which draws upon the scholarship of the highly-

esteemed Polish art historian of the twentieth century, Wladyslaw Tatarkiewicz. 

     What should be apparent is the traditional belief that beauty is related to the divine, that it 

originates with the supernal deity, a theme on which Poe will insist. Just as Scripture teaches that 

“as a man thinketh in his heart, so is he” (Prov. 23:7), God, being the source of all beauty, must 

also be Beauty itself, just as He is Goodness, Truth, and Holiness themselves. “Original sin” is 

sinful capacity which originates in man, thus Beauty and Goodness (aesthetics and morals) 

originate in God, and man’s ability to perceive them is due to his “likeness” to God.  

     Likeness never amounts to synonymity, for one cannot be both the lamb and the thing like the 

lamb; likeness requires distinctive difference, but it must allow for some degree of sameness. 

The consistent relation of morality to aesthetics is better understood by the latter term’s antonym, 

“anesthetics”. Anesthetics are medicinal products designed to induce numbness, or a lack of 

feeling, being a loss of sensitivity; something which is aesthetic, therefore, should produce the 

opposite effect—it should counter numbness (apathy), increase sensitivity (promote human 

sympathy), and heighten feelings of love (“elevate the soul” towards God, as Poe would put it). 

 

49      Poe’s great aversion to German notions of extreme autonomy (as vaunted by the Sturm 

und Drangers, Romanticists, and even post-Kantian Idealists, when one considers Kant’s 

categorical imperative originating in the Self) is well understood as anathema to radical atomism, 

apparently mistaken in some Poe criticism as a condemnation of American individualism. Poe 

does not object to individuality, he prizes it greatly, thus he lampoons its German unrestrained 

excessiveness in Eureka by speaking of the individual personality being annihilated in merging 

with God to become God.  Individualism is a good thing, but disproportionate valuation of it 

amounts to deformity of character, which for Poe is the grotesquery of vice, being deformed 

virtue. Poe understood this human tendency towards a desire to be autonomous (to act with 

impunity, as Montresor desires to do in “Cask”), because it accords with what God’s Word itself 

reveals about human nature, not merely that of the Germans, and he was fully cognizant of the 

fact argued by Holocaust scholars: “Political philosophies that celebrate atomistic individualism 

need to be re-read in the light cast by the crematoria of Auschwitz” (Will). 

 

50      Bernard Mandeville (1670-1733) was an Anglo-Dutch philosopher and political-economic 

theorist (who was born in Rotterdam but spent most of his life in London), who wrote the 1714 

book called The Fable of the Bees: or, Private Vices, Public Benefits. It features a poem called 

“The Grumbling Hive: or, Knaves Turn’d Honest” (published about a decade earlier), and then a 

prose discourse on the theme of the poem. It anticipates economic concepts discussed by Adam 

Smith some seven decades later (including the idea of “the invisible hand” of the market, and the 

division of labor, as is customary in a hive separated by worker classes, hence Alexandria 

Kollontai’s titling of her anthology of pro-Communist tales Love of Worker Bees). In the 1900s, 

British economist John Maynard Keynes (from whom we derive the term “Keynesian 

economics”) alluded to Mandeville’s work, in order to justify his economic theory known as “the 

paradox of thrift,” in which high consumption is said to be necessary to economic prosperity.  

     Mandeville’s book was scandalized at the time it first appeared, and even considered  
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immoral. Leslie Stephen and Sidney Lee, in the Dictionary of National Biography, quote 

Keynes: “Mandeville gave great offense by this book, in which a cynical system of morality was 

made attractive by ingenious paradoxes …His doctrine that prosperity was increased by 

expenditure rather than by saving fell in with many current economic fallacies not yet extinct.  

Assuming with the ascetics that human desires were essentially evil and therefore produced 

‘private vices’ and assuming with the common view that wealth was a ‘public benefit,’ he easily 

showed that all civilization implied the development of vicious propensities” (Stephen and Lee 

359-560). Put another way, and more simply, “Greed, for lack of a better word, is good,” the 

credo of the speech given by the corrupt and calloused corporate investor Gordon Gekko in the 

1987 film, Wall Street. 

 

51      Klemme and Kuehn note that Merck (1714-1791) had studied theology in Germany, and 

then moved to Dresden, to study at the Kunstakademie. His house was a regular meeting place 

for the so-called “sentimentalists” (Empfindsamen), but, ultimately, he turned to Enlightenment 

rationalism. He was an editor and contributor to German periodicals, and he developed an 

interest in the natural sciences (as all good Materialists are wont to do).  Klemme and Kuehn 

aver: “In 1790, he became a member of the Jakobin club in Paris; he committed suicide in 1791. 

Merck was an early friend of Johann Wolfgang von Goethe. He also befriended Sophie De La 

Roche, and corresponded with Friedrich Gottlieb Klopstock, Martin Wieland, Matthias Claudius 

and others.  His translation of Hutcheson’s Inquiry was his first philosophical undertaking” (vi-

vii).  

     Merck travelled in very prestigious and influential circles, in both Franco-Prussian nations. 

The Jacobin Club, established in 1789 during the French Revolution, was the most ruthless and 

radical faction of the democratic political groups formed in its wake; its members were 

responsible for instituting the bloodthirsty “Reign of Terror” of 1793-1994, led by the 

murderous-minded lawyer and politician, Maximilien Robespierre (1758-1794), eventually 

executed himself. His death by execution, as well as his excessive use of it as a means to 

suppress his adversaries, is somewhat ironic, given that he had been known for his staunch legal 

opposition to the death penalty when still practicing law. (Poe uses the dedication plaque which 

is said to commemorate their former headquarters in Paris as the epigraph to “Pit,” to suggest the  

unmitigated and hypocritical bloodthirstiness of the Spanish Inquisitors of the tale.)   

     Merck, who began his life in studying theology, moved away from it to study of philosophy 

and the natural sciences, eventually becoming associated with the sort of thinking which led him 

to fall into political alliance with the Jacobin Club; although he was dead before the Reign of 

Terror, his suicide arguably was related to the abandonment of his former religious beliefs, as 

many of the French Revolutionists, unlike their American counterparts, were militant atheists, 

and converted churches into “Temples of Reason,” in celebration of Enlightenment Rationalism. 

The Romantic-era Spanish painter who himself eventually suffered from mental illness, 

Francisco Goya (1746-1828), once said, referring to the inventive and cruel barbarism and 

insanity of warfare he witnessed (captured in his 82 prints depicting scenes of shocking and 

uncensored violence, “The Disasters of War”) that the sleep of Reason produces monsters…but 

the self-mortification of Sympathy will do so as well.  
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52      Klemme and Kuehn add: “Hutcheson’s Inquiry Concerning Beauty, Order, Harmony, and 

Design is regarded by many as the first systematic and philosophical treatment of aesthetics in 

English.  In refining and developing [Lord] Shaftesbury’s theory of inner sense, he treats 

aesthetics in a much more systematic and sober manner than Shaftesbury did and also left behind 

the Platonic heritage of The Moralists. He shares, however, with  

Shaftesbury a very optimistic view of nature and of human nature in particular.  Without the 

concepts of harmony and design, aesthetic experience would be reduced to mere pleasures of our 

external senses” (vii-viii). 

 

53      One might be tempted to ask does this destructive tendency apply to German religious 

thought and not merely German speculative philosophy, considering that the Protestant 

Reformation is said to begin with the very German Martin Luther. The answer surely must be 

stated in the affirmative when one stops to contemplate his 1543 work, On the Jews and Their 

Lies, a sprawling, vituperative manifesto of vitriol, in which he Self-justifies horrendous abuse of 

Jews at the hands of their Gentile neighbors on the basis of biased scriptural interpretation. (He 

very conveniently ignores the verses which would undo the entirety of his lengthy argument, 

including the second greatest commandment to love one’s fellow man as the self, for which there 

is no qualifier whatsoever, i.e., love Gentile or Jew, male or female, free or bond, family or 

stranger, countryman or foreigner, etc. And, of course, the parable of the Good Samaritan. But, 

of course, this is a very Jewish tenet itself, in that God gives it to the ancient Israelites as 

recorded in the Old Testament, and Jesus is clearly raised a Jew in every sense of the word, 

religiously, politically, and ethnically, in having been raised to observe Judaism, in living in 

Judea, and in being descended from Judah.) 

      The Nazis frequently invoked Luther in their anti-Semitic and nationalist propaganda, for 

Luther’s translation of Scripture into German was an attempt to unify the German people by 

unifying their cultural wellspring. (The title Table Talk given to a 1951 publication of Hitler’s 

private conversation from 1941-1944 was gleaned from Luther’s 1566 work which treats of his 

own domestic life and travels.) Does Luther merely call Jews bad names, such as liars, in his 

mammoth manifesto? Actually, the plan he outlines to deal with “the Jewish Question” mirrors 

almost exactly the Nazi execution of plans carried out against the Jews, with the exception being 

that Hitler seeks to “improve” on that plan by applying Darwinian-inspired eugenics and outright 

genocide. Kristallnacht, “the night of broken glass” consisting of the 1938 widespread 

coordinated vandalism of Jewish homes, schools, businesses, and synagogues which saw their 

windows smashed, was planned for and orchestrated on the 450th anniversary of Luther’s 

birthday; the tactic was actually prescribed in Luther’s text. (It also marked the fifteen-year 

anniversary of the failed coup of the Beer Hall Putsch of 1923 which gave rise to Hitler’s 

incarceration, during which time he wrote Mein Kampf, his own manifesto of anti-Semitic 

animosity.)  

     One must make no mistake about it—both Luther and Hitler objected to Jews on the grounds 

of their religious beliefs; Hitler’s obsession with biological concerns resulted from his belief that 

the Jewish soul was inhered in the blood, thus the only means by which one could rid the world 

of Jewishness was to murder all sources of its “essence,” hence the concept of Rasenseele, or 

“race-soul”. It was Jewishness which the Nazis perceived to be as a threat to their right to  
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subjugate others at will, not Jews as a political, military, or economic force, for the Jewish way 

of thinking impacted the world socially and culturally, in that it introduced and insisted upon 

upholding the authority and supremacy of the Most High God, forever being the fly in the 

ointment to Germans’ delusions of grandeur and the desire to satiate their unrestrained wills.  

     Luther’s hatred seems almost boundless, and the ruthlessness advocated by Hitler and enacted 

by the Nazis is no less evident in the excessiveness of Luther’s propensity to wicked indulgence 

of murder and abuse of anyone perceived as a threat or a challenge to his desires. Jim Walker 

(who claims his atheism is predicated on the vile writings and hypocritical conduct of religious 

figures), in his online essay “Martin Luther’s Dirty Little Book: On the Jews and Their Lies,” 

drops an unhappy “truthbomb” on his readers. Even many Lutherans are unaware of the bilious 

and vituperative nature of their founding father: 

 

     Luther not only wrote “On the Jews and their lies,” but also dubious and intolerant works 

such as “Against the Sabbatarians,” “Against the Antinoman,” and “Against the Robbing and 

Murdering Hordes of Peasants.” In the latter, Luther called for the stabbing and slaying of 

peasant rebels which triggered the death of an estimated 100,000 human beings. These rebels 

were not only Christians but were mostly slaughtered after their surrender to the German 

princes. Nor did Luther apologize for his treatise even after world criticism. In his response to 

his critics in ‘In Open Letter on the Harsh Book,’ Luther reiterated his venom: ‘Therefore, as I 

wrote then so I write now; Let no one have mercy on the obstinate, hardened, blinded peasants 

who refuse to listen to reason; but let everyone, as he is able, strike, hew, stab, and slay, as 

though among mad dogs, put to flight, and led astray by these peasants, so that peace and 

safety may be maintained.’ In all these harsh treatises, Luther provided an abundance of 

Biblical passages to justify his attack on his enemies. And, of course (sarcastically speaking), 

his actions were always through Christian ‘love’ of his enemies, as he audaciously wrote: ‘The 

merciless punishment of the wicked is not being carried out just to punish the wicked and 

make them atone for the evil desires that are in their blood, but to protect the righteous and to 

maintain peace and safety. And beyond all doubt, these are precious works of mercy, love, and 

kindness….’ (J. Walker) [Emphasis his.] 

 

     (Note that Luther insists that the evil of his intended victims is to be found “in their blood,” 

possibly being an origin of the Nazi concept of Rasenseele, or “race soul”.) Following the 

Holocaust,  at the trials of the Nazis in Nuremberg, when accused of committing crimes against 

humanity, defendants revealed that they had not done anything which did not accord with the 

teachings of Martin Luther; and why shouldn’t they have admitted as much? Luther insisted on a 

disregard of reason (a proclivity assumed by the Idealists, having also rejected God, from whom 

wisdom comes)53; he willfully perverted the true meaning of Scripture (a tactic adopted by the 

equally ingenuous and hypocritical Higher Critics); he advocated the slaughter of defenseless 

human beings who already had surrendered themselves to the authorities; he insisted that no 

human compassion be tolerated; and he granted license to murder any demographics of 

opposition or source of mere ire which stood in the way of one’s progress in attaining a selfish 

goal. Luther’s attitude and counsel corroborates perfectly with Nazi sentiment and practice, no 

doubt also feeding into it, and worse, appeared to give the stamp of God’s approval to such  

https://www.nobeliefs.com/luther.htm
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heinous deeds. In addition to Nietzschean nihilism, he also demonstrates the Nazi practice of the 

transvaluation of values, as he insists that murder is actually a sign of mercy and goodness; the 

insanity and hypocrisy of Luther’s megalomania is evidenced in his contradicting himself in the 

final two sentences of the excerpt above given, in which he first states that the punishment is 

merciless, and in the very next breath, contends that the deeds are beyond all doubt acts of 

mercy. German metaphysics, whether religious or philosophical, tend to run to the extreme in 

their apostate tendencies, and deformity amounts to vice, just as excessive traits in individuals 

are represented as the seven deadly sins of Roman Catholic Medieval tradition. 

 

54      Hirsch’s disdain for the Franco-Prussian linguists responsible for the invention and 

advocacy of Deconstruction (the ideology named in his book title) is predicated on their denial 

that such standards even exist. And, of course, they are sloppy critics who disdain the work of 

their predecessors for no other reason than it suits them to be lazy and self-indulgent. Hirsch’s 

introduction begins with the academic thrust which motivated him to publish it and thereby push 

against that thrust, just as Poe sought to counter the intellectual currents of his own day: “The 

thread that runs through all the essays is a skeptical attitude toward what I took to be exaggerated 

claims of profundity in contemporary critical theories.  In my detailed analyses of theoretical 

texts, I pursue a traditional methodology of reading that increasingly runs counter to the exotic 

modes of reading that go under the rubric of ‘deconstruction,’ which we may now recognize for 

what they are: ‘antihumanist.’ I assume in my own readings that it is first necessary to get at the 

plain sense of a text before looking for more concealed meanings, recognizing that the 

contemporary tendency is to deny the very existence of ‘plain sense of text’ (Deconstruction 1). 

Ouch.  

     In a nut shell, Hirsch is accusing Postmodernists of shamelessly promulgating nonsense. In 

the endnote appended to this quote is included a quote from John M. Ellis’ 1989 Against 

Deconstruction, which declares of Postmodernism that its “rhetoric does not advance serious 

thought or inquiry but gives an impression of profundity and complexity without the effort and 

skill that would be required to make a substantial contribution to the understanding of the matter 

under discussion” (269). This is but Ellis’ rather eloquent way of stating that Deconstructionists 

are nothing more than self-glorified bullshit artists (an assessment with which I wholly agree). 

Hirsch takes Stanley Fish to task quite a bit (and rightly so), and another end note includes the 

following observation on his part: “Although Fish has never, to my knowledge, sought support 

for his reader-responsism by invoking the Nietzschean idea that ‘there are no facts, only 

interpretations’ in support of his reading strategies, there is certainly an echo of Nietzsche in his 

assumptions […] Their resounding invocation of Nietzsche is one element separating European 

from American reader-responsists. In his recent attack on the new academic left, Roger Kimball 

has presented an accurate portrait of Fish as a power-broking, calculating provocateur, who 

advocates outrageous positions for the sake of calling attention to himself” (Deconstruction 270).  

     Perhaps Fish’s affinity with Nietzsche has to do with the fact that they are both of Polish 

ancestry, but Fish does not cite him directly, since that would not permit him to distinguish 

himself from the Franco-Prussian camp, and the man’s career seems reliant upon his shamelessly 

self-promotional ego, and not his acumen. It is somewhat ironic, therefore, that some duped 

reporter begins his 2015 journalism piece on Fish’s academic career (New Republic, “Swimming  
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Upstream”) with the following statements: “In literary orbits, to dub someone ‘academic’ is just 

about the worst thing you can say about him—it means obscurantist and politicizer, an 

obfuscation expert blind to the beauty, wisdom, and pleasure of imaginative literature, but keen 

on social agendas, on the isms so in vogue in recent decades. Every corner of the nation needed 

the overdue social spasms of the 1960s. Literature, however, did not. Literature has always been 

quite all right just as it is. The complexities and felicities of great fiction and poetry won’t be 

reduced by theory, but that didn’t keep untold English professors from donning French-made lab 

coats and smuggling Cultural Studies clichés into their seminars. Those profs attempted social 

reform by dismantling the canon and succeeded only in dismantling their own relevance” 

(Giraldi). 

      I say somewhat ironic because, of course, Fish seems always to have been preoccupied with 

his own relevance, and therefore acts so as to preserve it at the expense of honest and honorable 

quality in theory or criticism. Hirsch’s book argues that the state of literary criticism is not just 

fine, due in large measure to the “contributions” of Fish and others of his ilk; Fish’s critical 

theory is partly responsible for the politicization of literary studies, since it provides 

Postmodernists with the tool or methodology by which to lend the veneer of credibility and 

respectability to their bogus and unsubstantiated “interpretations,” which are not viable analyses 

of facts. In essence, one could liken him to a shyster who peddles to academia the substance-less 

regal robes à la the Hans Christian Andersen tale, “The Emperor’s New Clothes,” with the 

exception being that many academics refuse to admit that they are bare-assed liars and have been 

sold a fare of worthless goods. (A shyster is a person who employs unscrupulous or fraudulent 

means to deceive others, especially in professional matters; it is derived from the German word 

“scheisser,” which means, literally, “one who shits,” deriving from the verb scheissen, the 

German word for “to defecate”. Am I saying that his theory is shitty? In a word—Jawohl.) 

 

55      Another source for “Cask” is a bagatelle penned by my favorite Founding Father, 

Benjamin Franklin (1706-1790). From Donne’s work, Poe derives his moral aspect, but it is from 

Franklin that Poe derives some of his humor—the comic combined with the didactic being a 

major hallmark of the Neoclassical satire which Poe’s own works follow.  Of course, Franklin, 

for all his faults, had his moral inclination as well. In a letter written to George Whitfield, a 

pastor of the “Black Robe Regiment” sympathetic to the American revolutionary cause, Franklin 

(at age 85) wrote: “When I am employed in serving others, I do not look upon myself as 

conferring favors, but as paying debts. I have received much kindness from men to whom I shall 

never have an opportunity of making the least direct returns; and numberless mercies from God, 

who is infinitely above being benefited by our services. Those kindnesses from men I can, 

therefore, only return on their fellow-men, and I can only show my gratitude for those mercies 

from God by a readiness to help His other children […] The faith you mention [Christianity] has 

certainly its use in the world. I do not desire to see it diminished, nor would I endeavor to lessen 

it in any man. But I wish it were more productive of good works, than I have generally seen it; I 

mean real good works; works of kindness, charity, mercy, and public spirit; not holiday-keeping, 

sermon-reading or hearing; performing church ceremonies, or making long prayers, filled with 

flatteries and compliments, despised even by wise men, and much less capable of pleasing the 

Deity. The worship of God is a duty; the hearing and reading of sermons may be useful; but if 

https://newrepublic.com/article/122679/frustrating-dizzying-career-stanley-fish
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men rest in hearing and praying, as too many do, it is as if a tree should value itself on being 

watered and putting forth leaves, though it never produced any fruit” (Edinburgh Review 300). 

 

56      Postmodernism, in its leveling of hierarchies, reduces the Holocaust to “merely” one of a 

series of human tragedies, and refuses to acknowledge that it constitutes a radical rupture in 

human history in that it was the result of a deliberate attempt to commit deicide. Arguably, only 

one other such radical rupture has occurred in human history, and even that incident is recorded 

in Jewish scriptures, in the account of the building of the Tower of Babel (Genesis 11), in which 

case the mortal parties thought to escape future punishment for their sinful and unrepentant ways 

by building a tower to heaven tall enough to escape flood waters and high enough to challenge 

(and defeat) God face-to-face. According to the online Jewish Encyclopedia, per rabbinical 

literature: “The Midrashim give different accounts of the real cause for building the Tower of 

Babel, and of the intentions of its builders. It was regarded even in the Tannaite tradition as a 

rebellion against God (Mek., Mishpaṭim, 20, ed. Weiss, p. 107; Gen. R. xxxviii. 9), and the later 

Midrash records that the builders of the Tower, called , "the generation of secession" in 

the Jewish sources, said: "He—God—has no right to choose the upper world for Himself, and to 

leave the lower world to us; therefore we will build us a tower, with an idol on the top holding a 

sword, so that it may appear as if it intended to war with God" (Gen. R. xxxviii. 7; Tan., ed.  

[Martin] Buber, Noaḥ, xxvii. et seq.). […] Some among that sinful generation even wanted to 

war against God in heaven (Sanh. 109a, and the passage from the Sibylline Books iii. 100, cited 

by Josephus, l.c.). They were encouraged in this wild undertaking by the fact that arrows which 

they shot into the sky fell back dripping with blood, so that the people really believed that they 

could wage war against the inhabitants of the heavens ("Sefer ha-Yashar," Noaḥ, ed. Leghorn, 

12b).” (Jastrow et al.).   

     The crass materialism and utilitarianism of the biblical account, in which the sanctity of 

human life is disregarded in favor of profane designs, is also addressed in rabbinical 

commentary, per the online reference: “Six hundred thousand men ("Sefer ha-Yashar," 12a) 

were engaged for forty-three years (Book of Jubilees x.) in building the Tower. The Tower had 

reached such a height that it took a whole year to hoist up necessary building-material to the top; 

in consequence, materials became so valuable that they cried when a brick fell and broke, while 

they remained indifferent when a man fell and was killed. They behaved also very heartlessly 

toward the weak and sick who could not assist to any great extent in the building; they would not 

even allow a woman in travail to leave the work (Greek Apocalypse of Baruch iii.). God at first 

permitted the people to continue with their work, waiting to see whether they would not desist 

from their sinful undertaking, and when they still continued, He endeavored to induce them to 

repent (Gen. R. l.c.; Tan. l.c.; Mek., Beshallaḥ, Shirah, 5), but all in vain” (Jastrow et al). 

 

57      Pound was a serious scholar and a student of history, but he missed the mark by a long 

shot in discerning the true cause of human misery, thinking the source of ruinous warfare was to 

be found in root economic factors (external influences) and not the innate wickedness of the 

human heart (internal causes). How can any man possessed of such great stores of knowledge be 

so wrong in his conclusions? One answer is to be found in Scripture –that knowledge does not 

equate with either understanding or wisdom, wisdom being a gift which is inextricably linked to  

http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/2279-babel-tower-of
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revering the God whom Pound rejected. The truest form of humanist education is one which 

never loses sight of the God who created humanity and bestowed upon human life its inherent 

sanctity. The destruction and deadliness of warfare are the result of this too-often disregard 

sanctity bestowed upon Man by the Most High God. 

 

58      For example, Hirsch concludes his essay on Poe by claiming: “Poe’s inversion of the 

symbol of purity into an image of disgust is, once again, an anticipation of the inversion of 

values that characterizes our post-Auschwitz age” (Deconstruction 254).  Hirsch says it invokes 

Isaiah 1:18, “Though your sins be as scarlet, They shall be as white as snow,” and he notes that 

the concluding sentences in the journal section of Pym continue to puzzle Poe scholars. Here are 

the lines to which he refers: “But there arose in our pathway a shrouded human figure, very far 

large in its proportions than any dweller among men. And the hue of the skin of the figure was of 

the perfect whiteness of the snow” (Deconstruction 254). Here one must disagree with Hirsch, 

for Poe’s employ of an oversized and exceedingly white figure (which is still identified as being 

human) is not meant to suggest an inversion, but a traditional contrast between good and evil, as 

Pym has just fled the company of duplicitous evil black natives having tried to murder him, a 

tribe whose very name is an actual term from Scripture signifying trembling with fear (spine-

tingling, teeth-chattering, quivering; see Strong’s entry H6750, for “tsalal”) and the Devil. 

     Darkness is associated with ignorance and sinfulness in biblical tradition, in that one is 

without the Light of God to shine upon one’s path (Psa. 119:105). The tribe, therefore, thinks 

itself wise, but is actually evil and ignorant; it is led by Too-Wit, a pun on “intuit,” suggesting 

the darkness which results from an embrace of the Transcendentalist belief of the Self as being 

the adequate source capable of discerning moral truths (as opposed to revealed religion). 

Although the journal concludes without an explanation as to what tribe the white figure might 

belong, considering that Pym and his crew survive their ordeal at sea (returning to publish the 

account), it is logical to surmise that the extreme whiteness of the figure suggests both its 

goodness in drastic contrast to the evil of the Tsalal, and its salvific nature. (Pym and the others 

had committed an act of cannibalism earlier in the tale, in order to survive, thus his sins were as 

scarlet, in being guilty of blood on his hands.)  

     One of the images scratched into the caves at the South Pole in which the Tsalal nearly bury 

Pym alive contains an image whose hands are given to be stretched out, rendered in Ethiopian 

script; there is a verse in Scripture which states that Ethiopia will stretch out her hands unto God 

(Psa. 68:31). Kent P. Ljunquist has suggested that it might be one of the ancient race of Titans, 

giants of pagan mythology featured prominently in Romantic literature (Keats, Shelley, Carlyle). 

This cannot be a correct interpretation, for a few reasons, the first being that the figure is clearly 

identified by Poe as being human; if it were a mythological being, at best, it would need to be a 

demi-god (having one human and one divine parent), in order to still be recognized as being 

human—Poe is not careless with his words. (There were twelve original Titans, primeval deities 

whose existence preceded that of the other deities in the pagan pantheon, and they were 

overthrown by the subsequent generation of deities, the Olympians.) 

      In the second place, as one critic notes of the Titans, they “were sometimes seen as the sons 

of Ham, the Cuthites, or the Ammonians. Poe seems to be looking at them as an ancient race that 

dispersed into black savage bands; the remnants of them are the Tsalalians” (Osborne-Bartucca  
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and McKeever). As it would make more sense for the Tsalalians to be descended from the 

Titans, it would be illogical to have the very contrary white figure be descended from the same 

race. (It was a popular albeit utterly non-biblical belief in Poe’s day that the curse of Ham for 

having taken advantage of his father’s drunkenness was to have his skin turned black; Ham’s 

descendants, the Cushites and Ammonites of Scripture, resided in Africa, thus the idea of 

Hamitic blackness was underscored.) 

     “Cush” was the ancient Hebrew term for Ethiopia, where Ham migrated; the “black Jews” of 

Ethiopia who claim to possess and protect the biblical Ark of the Covenant refer to it as the 

“Tslate Musi,” claiming that Levite priests brought it there during the reign of the wicked and 

idolatrous King Manasseh of Judah (697-642 B.C.E.), and that they have guarded it ever since, 

even though they permit no outsiders to examine it or enter the location where the object they 

guard sits (Bradfield). King Solomon, who built the Temple in Jerusalem in which the Ark was 

stored, met with Candace, an Ethiopian queen. Ethiopians are tall, fair-skinned black people, and 

have a physiognomy which is rather distinct, compared to most other African peoples, possibly 

due to the integration of Middle Eastern Hamites, who were not themselves black but lighter in 

skin color. Most biblical scholars disbelieve the claims of the Ethiopians regarding the Ark, not 

the least reason being that YHVH forbade that anyone be permitted to touch it except members 

of the Levitical priesthood, hence the swift death of Uzzah who put his hand on it to stabilize it 

when he thought it would fall from the ox cart on which it had been placed when the Philistines 

returned it to the Israelites (2 Sam 6:3-8).  There is no mention of the whereabouts of the Ark 

following the Babylonian captivity, other than when Saint John the Revelator has a vision of it in 

Heaven, although the Apocrypha states that the prophet Jeremiah hid it somewhere in a cave in 

Mount Nebo before the Babylonian invasion, to be uncovered when God determines the time is 

right.  Genealogical studies, indeed, show a biological connection of Ethiopian Jews to their 

Middle Eastern counterparts, but only Levites (descended through Shem/Sem) are permitted to 

handle it, and it is Ham’s descendants who migrated to Cush, not his brother Shem’s. 

     The Tsalalians are terrified of and avoid everything white—evildoers cannot bear the sight of 

the good, and eventually seeks to destroy the good. When confronted with anything white, they 

cry “Tekeli-li!” A Tiki Lily (called a Tiki Lily of the Valley Shrub) is a sun-loving, white 

flowering plant of the evergreen variety, with graceful stems which arch upwards and outwards, 

consisting of abundant clusters of bell-shaped flowers. Lilies of the valley are associated with 

God, as are evergreens, the sun, grace, reaching upwards (to God) and outwards (to one’s fellow 

man), clustering is close communion (with others), and bells ring out the proclamations of kings. 

(Lilies are known for their hardiness, can even survive frost, and also have a host of beneficial, 

medicinal properties and a sweet fragrance; sincere prayers to God are said to be fragrant to 

Him.) The lovers of darkness (being themselves dark, “as a man thinketh so is he”) cry in alarm 

in recognition of the godly, just as when the unclean spirits cry out when they recognize Jesus as 

the Son of God, or as the wicked will cry for the mountains to fall on them and hide them in the 

day of the LORD, when they will face judgment in facing their Creator. (Interestingly, the leaves 

and flowers of the Tiki Lily, or “Pieris Japonica,” are toxic, if ingested directly, suggesting that 

one should avoid playing at being God, else death or disaster follow.)  

     Hirsch cannot be correct in his assessment because there is no transvaluation of values 

suggested by the extremely white figure, as Pym does not express revulsion at the sight of him— 

http://johnlbradfield.com/religion/ethiopia-king-solomon-the-queen-of-sheba-and-the-black-jews/


1406 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

it is only the Tsalalians who despise whiteness, and that is because evildoers cannot bear the 

sight of the good. For a transvaluation of values to have transpired, it is Pym who would need to 

express disgust or dread at the sighting of the white figure, which he never does.  Hirsch’s posit 

here is the perfect example of how even New Critics can get things wrong, as none of us are 

perfect, and that, dear Reader, is a perfect example of close, close reading. 

 

59      Preface from the 1875 edition of Matthew Arnold’s famed treatise, Culture and Anarchy 

 

60      Arguably, American Transcendentalism betrayed an admixture of elements from German 

Pantheism, German Romanticism, German Idealism, and German Higher Criticism (which itself 

were informed by Positivism’s emphasis on scientific evidence), therefore Poe, ever the 

traditional biblical moralist, would have found it supremely offensive on many levels.  

 

61      H.L. Mencken, Prejudices: First Series (1919) 

 

62      Utopianism was but one of the foreign strains which injected contra-biblical elements into 

American society, without being explicitly a contra-biblical phenomenon itself; the Hutterites, 

for example, formed communes expressly based on biblical prescriptions. Of all the experimental 

communities having arisen in nineteenth-century America, theirs are the only ones still in 

existence, although they migrated to Canada as a result of their strongly-held pacifist beliefs not 

being honored in the United States.  

     The Hutterites, being pacifists, refused to enlist in the Union side of the U.S. Civil War to 

liberate their fellow human beings from the evils of slavery, thus they were unconcerned with the 

outside world unless it impinged upon their own communes, which it did during World War I 

(1914-1918): “During World War I the U.S. government passed the Selective Service Act which 

meant that all young men aged 21 to 31 were conscripted into the army. Hutterites ran into 

difficulty when they requested exemption from military work orders and wearing the military 

uniform. For this reason, four young men from Rockport Colony were sentenced in 1917 to the 

prison at Alcatraz where they received such brutal treatment that two of them died in a military 

hospital almost immediately after being transferred there. At this time the Canadian government 

still needed settlers on the prairies and welcomed the Hutterites, assuring them of religious 

freedom and exemption from military service. In 1918, therefore, the Hutterites moved to 

Canada” (Maendel and Hofer). Although they fled en masse as a result of the brutality above-

mentioned, the Hutterite communes exist to this day; perhaps the fact that almost all of them are 

related to each other by blood or by marriage has assisted in preserving their heritage of cohesion 

(which dates back to early sixteenth-century Europe), although their unwavering commitment to 

biblical mandates surely must be taken into account. Their commitment to pacifism is so deeply-

rooted within their belief system that their ancestors had, prior to then, fled several countries for 

nearly four centuries, in order to avoid conscription. 

 

63      The hapless Brook Farm commune near Boston (1841-1846) was spearheaded by the 

former Unitarian minister George Ripley, and a significant number of its highly-educated 

founders were proponents of Transcendental philosophy. Ripley had become increasingly  
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dissatisfied with his role as a Unitarian cleric; he thought his parishioners not much interested in 

combating the great evils of the age, and his frustration increased in proportion to the apathy 

he’d perceived on their parts. Following a heated, very public doctrinal debate with former 

colleagues (in which he had departed from traditional positions held on miracles, thanks to the 

influence of German Higher Criticism), on January 1, 1841, Ripley determined to tender his 

ministerial resignation, and to set out to create an environment in which he and like-minded 

parties could live apart from the mainstream society (albeit in close proximity to it), thereby 

enabling them to dedicate themselves to intellectual pursuits, liberty of conscience, and 

collective harmony. To that end, Ripley sunk his own assets into the idyllic project, and solicited 

donations and investment capital; having succeeded in the recruitment of a handful of fellow 

Transcendentalists, he and his wife Sophia proceeded to secure the purchase of a dairy farm ten 

miles from Boston (formerly owned by friends of theirs), the Roxbury Farm.  

     Once the Brook Farm commune began to falter fiscally, it adopted a modified system of 

Fourierism (January 1844), which drastically altered its membership, led to ideological rifts, and 

resulted in eventual failure. The affairs of the commune—agricultural, educational, domestic and 

industrial—were delineated in the “Articles of Agreement” which Ripley had drafted, and the 

preamble spells out rather clearly what the commune’s goals and intentions were at its inception. 

Brook Farm was founded to cultivate the individual, in order that s/he be fit for participating in 

society; instead of seeking to promote balance between the “competitive institutions” (e.g., 

capitalism and religious sectarianism), the Brook Farmers sought to promote balance within the 

individual, a feat which, if achieved, they hoped would lead to the elimination of the competitive 

factions and fracturing effects of what they perceived to be disintegrating American culture. (In 

essence, Brook Farm sought to remedy the microcosm of the Self, in order for one to be 

reconciled with the macrocosm of Society; its members believed that proper cultivation of 

individuals (in terms of both the academic and industrial) would be the key to redressing the 

evils of society which they hoped to counter. (In this aspect, it somewhat resembles the model 

advocated by Confucius.)  Based on the preamble, it is clear that Brook Farm was a Utopian 

commune, since it sought to address social and moral reforms; it could not succeed in political 

aspirations, and instead chose to withdraw from full participation in the general society. The fact 

that the two emphases were education and agriculture is noteworthy, for it did not stress religious 

education, but philosophical enlightenment and Transcendental intuitiveness; Ripley was known 

to have spent many hours doing dishes at the commune with books by Immanuel Kant propped 

up where he could read them whilst fulfilling his chores, instead of studying Scripture. 

 

64      As one historian notes: “The word anarchism means ‘no government.’ Anarchists see 

central government as both harmful and unnecessary. They believe that power corrupts society, 

that private property is not compatible with human freedom, and that governmental authority and 

private property lead to crime. Anarchists believe that humans can achieve freedom and 

happiness in a society without central rules—a society in which work and products are shared 

[…] Anarchism is similar to socialism in that both systems hold that workers should own the 

means of production—in other words, that workers should own their own businesses or tools of 

their trade. But anarchism sees individual freedom as the highest goal and views the government 

as the main obstacles to this freedom. Socialism sees economic equality as the highest goal and  
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sees capitalist corporations as the main obstacle to obtaining this goal. Advocates of socialism 

have no problem with a central government run on socialist principles, while advocates of 

anarchism do not advocate any central government at all’” (Sreenivasan 23). 

 

65     According to Lehigh University’s history website: “Andrews was a passionate publicist for 

nearly every cause of the mid-nineteenth-century reform era--abolition, phonology, universal 

language, Fourierism, individualist anarchism, phrenology, spiritualism, women's rights, free 

love, hydrotherapy, communism, temperance, and Swedenborgism--not to mention his own 

original contributions to the ferment, Pantarchy and Universology” (Whitley). It seems 

impossible that he would have been unknown to Poe, given Andrews’ very public activism, and 

the fact that he was published during Poe’s lifetime. 

 

66    In the words of one historian: “Fourier was amazing. He lived at the same time as [Marquis] 

De Sade & [William] Blake, & deserves to be remembered as their equal or even superior. Those 

other two apostles of freedom & desire had no political disciples, but in the middle of the 19th 

century literally hundreds of communes (phalansteries) were founded on Fourierist principles in 

France, N. America, Mexico, S. America, Algeria, Yugoslavia, etc. [Pierre-Joseph] Proudhon, 

[Friedrich] Engels, & [Peter] Kropotkin all read him with fascination, as did Andre Breton & 

Roland Barthes […]. Fourier's own disciples suppressed some of his most important texts (on 

sexuality) […] To quote Fourier out of context is to betray him. To say for example that he 

believed the ocean would turn to lemonade in the future, when humanity comes to live in 

Harmonial Association, is to make him a figure of fun (as Hawthorne did in The Blythedale 

Romance). To understand the beauty of the idea it must be seen in the context of Fourier's grand 

& brilliant cosmological speculations, rivals in complexity of Blake's prophecies.  

     For Fourier the universe is composed of living beings, planets, & stars, who feel passion & 

who carry out sexual intercourse, so that creation itself is continual. The miseries of Civilization 

have deflected Earth & humanity from their proper destiny in a literal cosmic sense. ‘Passion,’ 

which we have been taught to regard as ‘evil, is in fact virtually the divine principle. Human 

beings are microscopic stars, & all passions & desires (including ‘fetishes’ & ‘perversions’) are 

by nature not only good but necessary for the realization of human destiny. In Fourier's system of 

Harmony all creative activity including industry, craft, agriculture, etc. will arise from liberated 

passion--this is the famous theory of ‘attractive labor.’  

     Fourier sexualizes work itself--the life of the Phalanstery is a continual orgy of intense 

feeling, intellection, & activity, a society of lovers & wild enthusiasts. When the social life of 

Earth is harmonized, our planet will re-join the universe of Passion & undergo vast 

transformations, affecting human form, weather, animals, & plants, even the oceans. Passion 

draws humanity into association just as gravity draws celestial bodies into orbital systems. The 

phalanstery is a little solar system revolving around the central fire of the passions. Thus, 

although [sic] Fourier always defends the individual against the tyranny of the Civilized groups 

(what we've called Spectacular groups, in the modern context), nevertheless for him the group in 

its ideal form takes on a quality of absoluteness. It's been jokingly said of him that the only sin in 

his system is eating lunch alone. But ‘association’ cannot be considered a form of collectivism or 

communism--it is not strictly ‘egalitarian,’ nor does it eliminate personal property or even  
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inheritance. Moreover, all the elaborate titles & ranks Fourier delighted to invent for his 

Harmonians were voluntary & purely ceremonial. The Harmonian does not live with some 1600 

people under one roof because of compulsion or altruism, but because of the sheer pleasure of all 

the social, sexual, economic, ‘gastrosophic,’ cultural, & creative relations this association allows 

& encourages” (Bey). 

 

67      Fourier, in addition to having stated that the cosmic entities engage in perpetual, amorous, 

procreative activities, and that the seas eventually would turn to lemonade, asserted that, within 

twelve generations from his time, men would develop tails with eyes on them. He also regularly 

placed advertisements in local publications that millionaire philanthropists interested in funding  

his ideas could find him at home during certain visitation hours; he died alone, in a rented room 

with his cats, a frustrated salesman and disgruntled aristocrat, whose inheritance of 250,000 

francs (a phenomenal sum in his day) were confiscated during the heyday of the French 

Revolution’s class warfare. 

 

68      Brisbane was arrested in a vice-squad sting of one of Andrews’ social functions accused of 

promoting immoral “free love” orgies. In his text, Utopian Episodes: Daily Life in Experimental 

Colonies Dedicated to Changing the World (which focuses on Brook Farm and New Harmony 

communes), Seymour Kesten distinguishes between two types of communities, those dedicated 

to individual salvation (typically religious groups), and those devoted to social reorganization; 

Brook Farm, although not religious, sought to reform the individual and create a community 

which would inspire social reorganization by serving as a model. To the contrary, the anarchists 

having lauded individualism at Modern Times could not achieve social cohesion, because it 

came at the expense of each member asserting the sovereignty of the Self, and the commune 

could never wholly extract itself from the surrounding region in which its residents were 

employed and with which it interacted. (It seems that half-hearted attempts seldom succeed; even 

Andrews did not move his wife and children to the commune, to which they merely were 

occasional visitors. Of course, when one is inclined to advocate and participate in surreptitious 

“free-love” orgies, the constant presence of a disapproving wife is hardly conducive to that 

chosen lifestyle.) 

 

69      That his ideas met with considerable resistance and accusations of heretical blasphemy is 

not to be wondered at, since America was largely imbued with the values of white Anglo-Saxon 

Protestants (WASPs) during this period. Slavery was “justified” by pointing to biblical practices; 

marriage laws were codified into a patriarchal, monogamy-touting Judeo-Christian system for 

centuries; fornication and adultery were strictly verboten in traditional and orthodox religious 

prescriptions; and a universal language is precisely what the God of the Old Testament 

intentionally confounded in the account of the destruction of the Tower of Babel. The more 

ludicrously grandiose and extravagant aspects of his plans and his personal magnetism aside, 

Andrews’ narcissism, it seems, had no bounds, which greatly contributed the derision he 

endured: “Primarily, despite his dynamic personality, he failed to attract a powerful following 

because of his humorless insistence upon his own leadership. A world that might conceivably 

have accepted his version of the Pantarchy could not accept the often crusty and unapproachable  



1410 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

Pearl Andrews as Pantarch. His ego intruded upon his system until at the end it took on 

Messianic proportions and he was scorned as a megalomaniacal and even amoral crank” (Stern 

152-153).   

     Andrews was not singular in his singular-mindedness, as Albert Brisbane’s introductory 

remarks in his own renowned text confidently boasted of its universal application and guaranteed 

success: “The object of the work, therefore, in its criticisms, will be to prove that industry 

exercised by isolated families, or as—it might be termed—piecemeal, fragmental cultivation, is a 

miserable system of waste and poverty. The positive object of the work on the other hand will be 

to show—which we will do in the succeeding parts, in which we treat of the practicle 

organisation [sic] of industry—that Associationism is possible, that it is the destiny of man, the 

only order in which his attractions, passions and instincts find a true development and a useful 

employ. We will also show, that Labour, exercised in groups and series of groups, can be 

rendered ATTRACTIVE, and that the solution of the two vast problems, HARMONIC ACTION 

OF THE PASSIONS, and ATTRACTIVE INDUSTRY, solves all those social and political 

difficulties which have baffled the efforts of legislators, and for which remedies have been and 

are still vainly sought in legislative enactments, administrative reforms, moral codes and 

revolutions” (Andrews 8-9, emphasis author’s).  

     In essence, he sought to contravene traditional biblical moral codes, which he blamed, in part, 

for the ills of human society, calling for a departure from them in order to institute a mortally-

derived salvific plan for mankind, clearly based on a belief that humans are merely material 

beings without souls” (Stern 154). 

 

70      Andrews’ disdain for Roman Catholicism (“the Church”) would have been entirely in 

keeping with the times, for that religion in particular was a favorite target of American authors of 

the nineteenth century; historically, it asserted its supremacy and exclusivity regarding both 

temporal and spiritual authority, a position which bridled American proponents of freedom of 

conscience and religion (outlined in the First Amendment of the federal constitution), as well as 

citizens who firmly held to the belief that church and state should be separated in their powers. 

 

71      Warren also sponsored the foundations of two communes in Ohio, that of Equity (1831-

1835) and Utopia (1847-1865). He did not reside at the experimental community spearheaded by 

Andrews—nor did Andrews’ own family. 

 

72      This is not to state that the largely pro-Transcendentalist commune experiment at Brook 

Farm did not prove itself to be a disastrous failure as well. See, for example, Sterling F. Delano’s 

book from 2004 which documents the ill-conceived endeavor, its pitfalls, and eventual downfall, 

Brook Farm: The Dark Side of Utopia. Led by George Ripley, a former Unitarian minister with 

lofty ideals, one can well imagine that a community led by a former minister doing the dishes 

with books by Kant propped up as he soaped and rinsed could only bode of failure. 

 

73       A handy online summary of the notorious behaviorist’s best-known text spells out quite 

succinctly the goals and structure he intended: “In his book [Walden Two], B.F. Skinner 

describes an ideal community, a Utopia based on operant conditioning principles. The  
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community has no major social problems such as crime, racism, unemployment, or poverty. 

Petty jealousies, boredom, and laziness have been eliminated. One of Walden Two’s most 

attractive features in a labor credit system. With this system, labor credits replace currency as 

payment for work performed. Residents are not charged for goods or services, but each agrees to 

contribute 1200 labor credits per year. Unpleasant work has a higher credit value, and thus is not 

performed over long periods. Residents work an average 28-hour week. In Walden Two, the 

residents share property in common, enjoy a high standard of living, and spend their leisure time 

performing Bach’s Mass, playing chess, or painting. Child care is communal and, for the most 

part, in the hands of child-rearing experts. The nuclear family does not exist. Ethical and moral 

conditioning is complete by age 6 and principles of reinforcement are systematically applied in 

the socialization of the child.” (“Applying”)  

     Skinner’s Utopian vision is actually a dystopian one, where the Self is constantly subjected to 

the wanton desires and manipulations of will by the tyranny of one’s group; there is no God 

except that of one’s fellow man, and the hierarchy of the divine Decalogue is entirely 

disregarded. When Skinner’s ideas were attempted in real life, not surprisingly, the results were 

disastrous, for precisely the biblical reasons Poe discerned about human nature. Conditioning of 

this sort is akin to applying Ferdinand de Saussure’s untenable theories about meaning in 

language to people, wherein words only have meaning based on the surrounding words which 

shape them. Per Saussure’s theory, words are merely differential without being referential; in 

Skinner’s construct, people are merely the products of external pressures and collectivist 

policies, and are never individuals with inherent qualities, values, or consciences. 

 

74      Mankind is incorrigible in its quest to Self-license its own wickedness and Self-justify its 

own bad behavior. In the twentieth century (1972), a group of Californians fed up with the 

regulatory policies and cultural norms of the state and federal governments which restricted their 

self-indulgence moved to the Minerva Reefs and attempted to establish a free-love commune 

there—an act to which the King of Tonga took great exception and squelched their designs. In 

their nineteen-page constitution, the denizens asserted their right to do “as they damn well 

pleased,” and Harry Browne (a former Californian businessman), in his 1970 book, How I Found 

Freedom in an Unfree World, ties happiness to abandonment of governmental restrictions and 

cultural mores. The message or “solution” which Browne advocated in the early 1970s about the 

quest for self-sovereignty (which the divorced Browne preached) very much echoes that of 

Andrews’. He contends: “The answer is a non-marriage which doesn’t require a license, a 

ceremony, engraved invitations, a written contract, a blessing from anyone […] All you have to 

do is live together” (Browne). Freedom for the Utopianists, therefore, involves freedom to 

behave badly without regard for the welfare of others; egocentrism is fundamental to most of 

Utopianism, even when noble causes are lauded or descried. 

 

75      To borrow an analogy from nature, if Poe concentrated on the canker (the sinful 

individual), then his literary peers instead focused on the cankered organism (the collective 

which is negatively infected by the sinful individual). In horticulture, a canker may result from 

improperly pruned stems on a plant (such as a rose) which is exposed to adverse climate 

conditions; left untreated or improperly treated, the condition worsens and spreads, causing the  
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plant to blacken and eventually succumb to a rotting death. The attempts of persons and  

experimental communities which involve rejecting the wise “pruning” of God invite self-

destructive moral, mental, and material maladies which blacken the heart and the world, 

incurring a disease of self-reign and self-glorification which spreads as contagion and to which 

mankind subsequently and totally succumbs—that is the lesson of Poe’s apocalyptic dialogues. 

 

76      Germany began to experience a craze for Neoclassicism following German seminal art 

historian Johann Joachim Winkelmann’s (1717-1768) celebration and popularization of the then-

recent discovery of works of Greek, Greco-Roman, and Roman pagan antiquity. 

 

77      In fact, it becomes accursed because it is apostate; Brockden Brown self-identified as a 

“narrative moralist”. 

 

78      Hawthorne, whose stay at Brook Farm was brief, filed a lawsuit against his former 

colleagues for financial restitution, having been disillusioned by the rhetoric and disgruntled by 

the reality. In a letter to his fiancée (and eventual wife), Sophia Peabody, Hawthorne, lamenting 

of fatigue from chores which rendered him unfit to accomplish any literary pursuits (such as 

spreading manure in the pasture), wrote: “Labour is the curse of this world and nobody can 

meddle with it, without becoming proportionally brutified. Thank God my soul is not utterly 

buried under a dungheap, I shall yet rescue it, somewhat defiled” (Oved 144).  

 

79      Even the Christian Examiner was not immune from the infectious fascination with 

Germanism. In the very same 1852 collection of writings in which the anonymous review of 

Hawthorne’s novel The Blithedale Romance appears (consisting of the July, September, and 

November issues) are included the essay titled “Das Leben Jesu nach den Apocryphen. Von 

Rudolph Hofmann,” and an entire section devoted to the works of Friedrich Schliermacher which 

lists as “1. Über die Religion, Reden an die Gebildeten (Interihren Verächtern 2. Monologen. 

Eine Neujahrsgabe 3. Der Christliche Glaube, nach den Grundsätzen der Evang.-Kirche, im 

Zusammenhang dargestellt, von Dr. F. Schleiermacher 4. lste und 2te Sendschreiben an Herrn 

Dr. Lücke”. The Hofmann work, along with the also-included John Gorham Palfrey essay 

“Academical Lectures on the Jewish Scriptures and Antiquities,” are prime examples of the 

influence of the German Higher Critics in the denigration of the authority of Scripture.  

     The review of Palfrey’s work offers that, if he were taken at his word, then “we must doubt 

the genuineness and the anciently reputed sacredness of a large portion of the Jewish Scriptures. 

But there is abundant reason to set aside Alexandrine and Christian authorities on this point. The 

Septuagint was probably compiled less as a collection of standard religious books, than as an 

anthology of Hebrew literature. In this latter aspect it was currently regarded by all except Jews; 

and we have no proof that even the Hellenistic Jews ever looked upon this version with special 

interest or reverence. Its contents were therefore liable to vary with the convenience and taste of 

copyists and their employers. It was in this form chiefly that the Old Testament was known to the 

early Christians, who were for the most part ignorant of the language, and sceptical of the 

authority, of the nation which had given birth to the Founder of their religion, only to harass, 

reject, and crucify him” (Peabody 3-4). 
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80      Per Sreenivasan: “B.F. Skinner (1904-1990) was a psychologist who was involved in a 

field of study called ‘behaviorism’. His theories inspired the formation of a few utopian 

communities, including Twin Oaks in Virginia. Skinner built a box, called the ‘Skinner box,” to 

study the behavior of rats and other small animals. He experimented to discover how to 

encourage the animals to perform certain behaviors, such as pushing a bar, by providing positive 

reinforcement—a pellet of food, for example.  In his novel Walden Two (first published in 1948), 

he showed how one might apply his animal experiments to human behavior. The novel describes 

a utopian community in which negative behaviors and emotions are limited through behavioral 

conditioning. For example, children are encouraged to develop self-control by hanging lollipops 

around their necks that they are not permitted to eat until later. The members of this community 

share work and income equally and have much time for leisure and the pursuit of the arts” (352-

353). How very similar to the stated goals of the failed Brook Farm experimental community. 

 

81       It seems as though Skinner’s truisms herein were visited upon a handful of the Brook 

Farmers who were compelled to endure a repeat of their experiences of disappointment, 

frustration, and calamity, in having migrated to the North American Phalanx, per Greely’s 

suggestion: “The harmony that was characteristic of the North American Phalanx [1843-1854] 

started to dwindle. It began with a religious schism caused by the coming of missionary elements 

and got worse when a proposal to move the settlement closer to the sea raised a violent dispute 

[…] Evidence of the phalanx’s prosperity may be found in the fact that all its debts were paid 

and shareholders were paid 60 percent of their stock value. As far as is known, most members 

continued as private farmers in the area. The cause of the rapid disintegration was the members’ 

waning ideological commitment rather than economic reasons” (Oved 158-159). 

 

82      In fact, one commune, Twin Oaks (in Louisa, Virginia) based its self-described 

“intentional community” on the ideas promulgated in famed and innovative behavior scientist 

B.F. Skinner’s fictitious novel, Walden Two, in which experimental positive reinforcement is 

utilized to psychologically condition human conduct in lieu of punitive methods to induce 

conformity. Near the end of the novel, Frazier, the protagonist, who has assumed almost singular 

god-like control of the commune, is chatting with the narrator of the tale, Burris. Frazier 

concludes the conversation with his colleague by asking Burris, “What is love, except another 

name for the use of positive reinforcement?” His companion’s response? “Or vice versa”. Egads! 

     Skinner wrote the preface to A Walden Two Experiment, a historical memoir written about the 

Twin Oaks commune by member Kathleen Kinkade, one of its founders. In it, Skinner notes the 

difficulties faced by experimental societies: “Many mistakes were made […] Disagreements 

were often vigorous if not violent. Money was always in short supply, and many of the amenities 

of life had to be neglected. People with children came and went, and the community remained 

childless. There were many problems to be faced, often disheartening but some of them in 

retrospect amusing. What do you do when […] you agree that all labor shall be voluntary […] 

when people join the community who voluntarily do nothing? […] You believe that government 

is best when it governs least, but decisions must be made, and who is to make them, and why 

should they be accepted? What do you do when you decide to practice open criticism and 

nobody comes to the meetings?” (ix)  
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83      Samuel Taylor Coleridge, “The Devil's Thoughts” (1799)  

 

84      As one historian puts it: “As an idea, Progressivism generally refers to the belief that 

government or people acting on its behalf can be used to address social problems, inequalities, or 

inequities facing the nation. As a political term, the Progressive Party was born in 1912 in light 

of this idea” (Pearcy). In terms of political activism, Progressivists sought much-needed and 

much-desired reforms regarding child labor, women’s suffrage, access to adequate and equitable 

education, health care, housing, temperance measures, foodstuffs safety regulations, censorship, 

immigration issues, and so forth. Progressivists relied on what they perceived to be scientific 

expertise in their approaches to public policy, hence their association with the Enlightenment. 

They also sought economic reform, including the (highly dubious) creation of the Federal 

Reserve system. Some Progressives, e.g., former Democratic U.S. President Woodrow Wilson, 

re-introduced racial segregation in the country’s military, governmental, and educational 

institutions, clearly a tenet of his utopian self-indulgence. Earlier Progressivist Party Republican 

U.S. President Theodore Roosevelt had instituted sweeping conservational reforms, the result of 

the promotion of nature and wildness which had roots in Transcendentalism and the 

Romanticism of the earlier (nineteenth) century. 

 

85      There was also a religious dimension to the political movement: “Protestant theology, 

already evolving in the face of the growth of liberal religions like Universalism and of increasing 

questioning of traditional authority and ideas because of Enlightenment-rooted ideas of textual 

criticism, responded to the growing economic and social exploitation of many with a doctrine of 

the Social Gospel. This movement applied Biblical principles to social problems (see Matthew 

25), and also taught that solving social problems in this life was a necessary precursor to the 

Second Coming” (Lewis “Poison”). The burgeoning textual criticism to which the author here 

refers is the anti-theistic and atheistic German-led practice of Higher Criticism.  

 

86      The levels of carnage and destruction of World War I were never before witnessed in 

human history, as the dead totaled roughly eight million souls. During the controversy between 

the Confederates and the Unionists, the treatment of prisoners in the military camps was 

downright inhumane and abominable, perhaps most notably at the Andersonville Prison in 

Georgia, where approximately 13,000 Union soldiers in a brief period of time died as a direct 

result of starvation, dehydration, prolonged exposure to the elements, lack of adequate clothing 

and shelter, and willful deprivation of medical attention. (Such cruel travesties were carried out 

in the North, in retaliation, at the equally notorious Douglas Park prison in Illinois.)  

     If anything, the trajectory of human history reveals that the obverse of Enlightenment beliefs 

tends to be the human norm, as our villainy and barbarism increases in direct proportion to our 

ability to carry out our wicked desires. It is likely for this reason that Scripture records that God 

introduced chaos at the Tower of Babel, for without His corrective interference, He reasoned 

“now nothing will be restrained from them, which they have imagined to do” (Gen. 11:6). The 

statement is a commentary on the increasingly self-indulgent wickedness of mankind, not an 

attestation as to its ability to equal or best God; if mankind could equal or best God, then God 

could not have imposed the corrective measure on the tower builders. Determining the  

http://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:m97Tbp1LqP4J:study.com/academy/lesson/what-is-progressivism-definition-history-goals.html+&cd=16&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=us&client=firefox-b-1
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wickedness of their hearts (thoughts and desires), He precluded unfettered evil from being 

committed on their parts (wickedness made manifest in deeds), for their own individual and 

collective good, therefore it was chastisement and not merely punishment. 

 

87      Effective contraception in Malthus’ day only consisted of refraining from sexual activity, 

even between married persons. Roman Catholics, to this day, are forbidden the use of 

manufactured contraceptives, thus Malthus’ propositions, as embraced and enacted by the 

Anglican English (and Protestant Americans), also would seriously curtail the growth of the 

much-despised Irish Roman Catholic population, whose religious beliefs proscribed sexual 

relations outside of marriage. The added imposition of forbidding sex within the confines of 

connubiality by means of enforced regulation of celibacy is not merely an affront to the intimacy 

which is intended by the bonds of matrimony, but also has the added consequence of the struggle 

for primacy of religious beliefs. Malthus would have regulated married couples’ sex lives 

according to their purses, not their passions, a shocking position for a cleric to assume, especially 

as a multiplicity of children is given to be a great blessing in Scripture (Psa. 113:9, Psa. 127:3-4), 

one which also dissuades fretting about one’s sustenance (Lk. 12:13-31). Of course, the  

eugenicists sought to overthrow traditional Judeo-Christianity and its social and moral norms by 

supplanting it with a global ideology (which they themselves termed “a new religion”). 

 

88     The original workhouses were the result of the 1388 “Poor Law Act” passed after the 

Bubonic Plague (the “Black Death” pandemic of 1348-1350 having decimated the labor force), 

which restricted the movements of laborers, and under whose provisions the government 

assumed provisional sustenance responsibility for the unemployed. The 1834 act, however, was 

intended to discourage working poor from becoming a burden on the taxpayers; life in 

workhouses was intentionally harsh and constricted, in order to deter freeloaders. Family 

members were separated, and even punished merely for the offense of trying to speak with one 

another; children were not taught to read or write (both crucial to secure gainful employment and 

upward mobility), and often were used or sold out as slave labor by workhouse management. 

Tenants were provided with meager amounts of daily gruel for sustenance, obliged to wear 

uniforms which resembled prison garb, and upon entrance to the facilities, they were forced to 

strip and bathe under supervision of strangers, despite having committed no other crime than 

being rendered destitute” (Higganbotham). 

 

89      These excerpts are gleaned from the sixth edition of his work (1826), from Book IV, 

Chapter V, “Of the Consequences of Pursuing the Opposite Mode” and from Book IV, Chapter 

VIII, “Plan of the Gradual Elimination of the Poor Laws Proposed,” respectively. Importantly, 

the Poor Laws to which Malthus refers herein are the ones established for care of the 

unemployed (in 1388, post-Bubonic Plague), and not the ones passed in 1834 (eight years after 

he wrote these petitions), the latter of which sought to strip away said care provisions.  

     Malthus actually seeks to court a decimating plague, words directly echoed by his Malthusian 

successor in 1952, in Bertrand Russell’s published lecture series, The Impact of Science on 

Society. In that text, the British eugenicist writes: “I do not pretend that birth control is the only 

way in which population can be kept from increasing. There are others, which, one must  
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suppose, opponents of birth control would prefer. War, as I remarked a moment ago, has hitherto 

been disappointing in this respect, but perhaps bacteriological war may prove more effective. If a 

Black Death could be spread throughout the world once in every generation, survivors could 

procreate freely without making the world too full. There would be nothing in this to offend the 

consciences of the devout or to restrain the ambitions of nationalists. The state of affairs might 

be somewhat unpleasant, but what of that? Really high-minded people are indifferent to 

happiness, especially other people's” (Russell 103-104, emphasis mine). The cold-blooded and 

calculated murder of millions does not trouble those who have seared over their consciences. 
 

90       As one historian summarizes: “The modern myth of the noble savage is most commonly 

attributed to the 18th-century Enlightenment philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau. He believed 

the original ‘man’ was free from sin, appetite, or the concept of right and wrong, and that those 

deemed ‘savages’ were not brutal but noble” (Gardener). And to anyone who has studied the 

comparably bloody histories of indigenous non-Western peoples, the fact that it is a myth is 

incontrovertible. How is it possible to contend, for example, that the Oceanic island practice of 

cannibalism (documented as still practiced in the twentieth century) is in any way noble? (The 

people who are eaten are referred to as “long pigs,” as they are roasted over an open firepit, just 

as are swine—albeit sometimes alive! How such a tradition, which even denies the humanity of 

the victims, can be held up as indicative of a model state is preposterous, but, then again, 

Rousseau, in addition to having been a consummate hypocrite, was as full of bullshit ideas about 

education and the arts as he was full of himself, for he raised no children of his own; he 

compelled his mistress to surrender all five of their children when they were still infants, at a 

time when wet-nursing practices in orphanages and adoptions—the mother’s own milk is 

hygienic, and develops the child’s immunity system—led to almost certain death for hapless 

babes. But here I digress.) 

  

91      It should be here pointed out that a belief that all men are equitably, innately good relies on 

the notion of intellectually-derived (scientific) expertise to determine the best course of action in 

designing novel social constructs, meaning some people claiming to know more than others 

ultimately will assert their fitness to rule over others, thus the Kantian requisite for increased 

knowledge in the civilizing process. (This is another way of arguing that intellectual might 

makes right.) Many social reformers of the nineteenth century did, in fact, argue for the 

implementation and enforcement of legal policies which conformed to their “scientific” 

approaches to the restructuring of human society, almost always at the expense of the health, 

liberty, and happiness of their alleged beneficiaries. Perhaps no better condemnation of their 

position is evidenced in Christian apologist G.K. Chesterton’s 1919 collection of essays entitled 

Eugenics and Other Evils: An Argument against the Scientifically-Organized Society, initially 

penned as a set of journalism articles circa World War I, which warned readers against the 

radical embrace of what he terms “Prussianism,” by which he meant slavish devotion to a cost-

benefits efficiency analysis of human life, whether biologically, materially, or economically. (It 

is somewhat of a chilling prophecy, in light of the Nazi embrace of such a mindset during the 

Holocaust a mere two decades later.) 

 

http://theconversation.com/explainer-the-myth-of-the-noble-savage-55316
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92      The word “corruption” here can indicate either impiety or merely corrupted reason, the 

latter being associated with folly, which is to say acting unwisely and contrary to one’s own best 

interest. 

 

93      William Blake, The Marriage of Heaven and Hell (1790) 

 

94     Part of the reason Spinoza was derided by some critics is that he endeavored to “prove” his 

contentions in the literal sense of the word, which is to say, by geometrical formulations, relying 

on rationalizations instead of experimentation methods to justify claims of “scientific” reasoning. 

For a truly superb historical analysis of the debate between the theoreticians and the 

experimentalists, see Steven Shapin’s and Simon Schaefer’s Leviathan and the Air-Pump: 

Hobbes, Boyle, and the Experimental Life (1984). 

 

95      There is a connection between Spinoza and Kant, not merely in terms of their reliance on 

the human mind in the defining of ethics, but also in terms of their pantheistic proclivities: “Like 

Spinoza’s God and Kant’s omnitudo realitatis (All of Reality), the Absolute is an all-

encompassing individual: while it comprehends everything else, the Absolute is also concrete. It 

is an individual whole—a totality, the parts of which could be understood only negatively, as its 

limitations. To approximate the Absolute, then, we need a mode of consciousness that is 

particularly suited to discern a holistic unity in an individual” (Gorodeisky). Whereas the notion 

of the Absolute is still tied to the notion of personhood for Kant, the totality he suggests denies 

the possibility of separation which YHVH requires for holiness. Scripture relates that God is 

outside of and separate from Man and the World, as they are three discrete entities (Creator, 

Creature, and Creation), as illustrated, for example, by Franz Rosenzweig in his philosophical 

treatise of the mid-twentieth century, The Star of Redemption. In that work, God, Man, and the 

World constitute three points on the six-pointed shield or “Mogen David,” which he construes as 

being the ultimate ontological symbol, in which the works of creation, revelation, and 

redemption constitute the other three points. (See Figure 3.1, The Ontological Symbolism of 

“The Star of Redemption”.) 

 

96      Perhaps the most noteworthy German Neo-Platonists are the Roman Catholic Dominican 

monk Meister Eckart (1260-1308) and, active during Poe’s lifetime, the philosopher, theologian, 

and biblical scholar, Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768-1834). Schleiermacher would have proven 

a suitable target for Poe, since he was the German founder of biblical hermeneutics which 

constitute Higher Criticism, a practice of textual analysis of Scripture which effectively denied 

the historicity of the Holy Bible and which descried the possibility of miracles, prophecy, divine 

inspiration, and revelation recorded in it, being rooted in the Enlightenment proclivity for the 

conflation of several ideological trends, i.e., Materialism / Scientism / Empiricism / Rationalism /  

Naturalism / Positivism.  

     Schleiermacher attempted to reconcile Scripture with the demands of the Enlightenment 

ideals. The denial of the miraculous was a major factor in the rift between the more traditional 

American Unitarian ministers and the upstart crop of contra-biblical clerics who chiefly 

comprised the Transcendentalist “youthquake” of Poe’s day, including Emerson. Plato, of  
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course, famously argued the notion of “Ideal Forms,” in which construct the material world is a 

re-presentation of the spiritual ideal, essentially copies of their divine counterparts, on which 

they are modeled. Poe would not have ascribed to Schleiermacher’s ideas, for as a traditional 

Protestant Biblicist, he would both accept the possibility of miracles and rejected Platonism, in 

that he would have believed that the spiritual realm does not resemble the earthly one, since both 

Testaments declare that which awaits in Heaven is beyond human imagination or experience in 

the earthly realm, even since the beginning of the world itself (Isa. 64:4, 1 Cor. 2:9). 

 

97    See, e.g., Romans 8:7 for the antithetical relationship of the carnal and the divine, and the 

verses which attest to God being a spirit (Gen. 1:2, 41:38 and Jn. 4:24). 

 

98      (Karl Wilhelm) Friedrich Schlegel (1772-1829), German author and aesthetic theorist, 

even contended “poetry and philosophy should be made unified” (Gorodeisky). Schlegel married 

German-Jewish Enlightenment philosopher Moses Mendelssohn’s eldest daughter Dorothea, 

although the relationship began in 1797 as an adulterous affair whilst she was married to another 

man. Schlegel brazenly drew considerable negative attention to their illicit liaison after she 

divorced her first husband for Schlegel; his 1799 fictitious novel Lucinde scandalized German 

society by its calling for abandonment of conventional, biblically-derived sexual (and familial) 

mores.  

     As a result of its publication and the intensely adverse publicity it generated, he could not 

secure employment in Germany and they were compelled to move from Jena to Paris, where they 

were at last married in accordance with cultural standards of the day, eventually both converting 

to Roman Catholicism, the prevalent religion of France which all respectable members of society 

were expected to join, in order to secure employment and status. The calamities brought on by 

his youthful rebelliousness, then, eventually gave way to successes achieved by the reluctant 

adherence to conventional (biblical and social) standards.  

 

99      James Thomson, “Once in a Saintly Passion” (1895) 

 

100      Some of the German Romantics (most notably Novalis) fell back upon romanticized 

conceptions of the Medieval Period as a direct result of their Roman Catholicism, as that religion 

had unified European culture in the past. (The term “Romantic” itself derives from a Medieval 

literary convention called a “romance,” which consisted of a prosaic or poetic narrative about a 

hero; in the hands of the Germans, it morphed to include a narrative about an “anti-hero”.)  To 

Protestant-raised authors such as Poe, Roman Catholicism itself was apostasy, a sentiment shared 

by many of his American peers, including, for example, Charles Brockden Brown and Nathaniel 

Hawthorne; in the writings off all three men, Roman Catholics are the murderers and villains 

(e.g., Carwin in Wieland, Donatello in “The Marble Faun,” and Montresor in “The Cask of 

Amontillado”). 

 

101      Somewhat ironically, the German Romantics were challenging the ideas promulgated by 

one of their own, the Prussian-born Immanuel Kant, a noted, early proponent of the 

Enlightenment ideology subsequently embraced by the French whom the Romantics opposed.  
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Per the online New World Encyclopedia: “The flaw in the Enlightenment mind, represented by 

the moral philosophy of Kant with its overemphasis on intellect (reason) and will, was its 

disregard of the faculty of emotion which is so central to human life” (“Romanticism”). Kant’s 

credo was “Dare to know!” The Romantics expanded this to “Dare to do!”— and why not?  

Scripture itself attests that “as a man thinketh, so he is” (meaning does), and once he thinks he 

knows everything (being as God), he will act “as if” he may do anything. (“as if” he were God). 

 

102      A phenomenon to result from Romanticism was burgeoning Nationalism— in a way, a 

glorification of the Selves, based along ethnic and/or cultural lines, a Self-raising of the  

group to which one belongs. According to the online New World Encyclopedia: “Early Romantic 

nationalism was strongly inspired by [Jean-Jacques] Rousseau, and by the ideas of Johann 

Gottfried von Herder, who, in 1784, argued that geography formed the natural economy of a 

people and shaped their customs and society. The nature of nationalism changed dramatically, 

however, after the French revolution, with the rise of Napoleon, and the reactions in other 

nations. Napoleonic nationalism and republicanism were, at first, inspirational to movements in 

other nations: Self-determination and a consciousness of national unity were held to be two of 

the reasons why France was able to defeat other countries in battle. But as the French Republic 

became Napoleon's Empire, Napoleon became not the inspiration for nationalism, but the 

objection to it. 

      In Prussia, the development of spiritual renewal as a means to engage in the struggle against 

Napoleon was argued by, among others, Johann Gottlieb Fichte, a disciple of Immanuel Kant. 

The word Volkstum, or nationality, was coined in German as part of this resistance to the now 

conquering emperor. Fichte expressed the unity of language and nation in his thirteenth address 

‘To the German Nation’ in 1806: ‘Those who speak the same language are joined to each other 

by a multitude of invisible bonds by nature herself, long before any human art begins; they 

understand each other and have the power of continuing to make themselves understood more 

and more clearly; they belong together and are by nature one and an inseparable whole. …Only 

when each people, left to itself, develops and forms itself in accordance with its own peculiar 

quality, and only when in every people each individual develops himself in accordance with that 

common quality, as well as in accordance with his own peculiar quality—then, and then only, 

does the manifestation of divinity appear in its true mirror as it ought to be.’” (“Romanticism”).  

     The Nazis carried this romantic, self-glorification to the preposterous extreme, in their 

conception of themselves as descendant-inheritors of a “master race” and in their doctrines of 

“blood and soil” and Rasenseele (“race-soul”). The raising of the category or group to which one 

belongs is but another form of elevating one’s own importance, being an elevation of the Selves 

instead of merely the Self. It is yet another form of grotesquery, wherein one nation (ethnic 

group) or country (kingdom/government) sets itself as being superior to all others, and may 

therefore act “as if” with impunity against other nations or countries.  Houston Stewart 

Chamberlian (1855-1927), in his mammoth, multivolume 1899 work, The Foundations of the 

Nineteenth Century (Die Grundlagen des neunzehnten Jahrhunderts), contributed so greatly to 

the Pan-Germanic völkisch movement and the anti-Semitism celebrated by the Nazis that he is 

sometimes referred to as “Hitler’s John the Baptist,” for having helped paved, rhetorically and 

textually, the road to Auschwitz. The work is little more than sprawling, vainglorious apology  
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for the supremacy of German culture, which even goes so far as to appropriate all of the 

accomplishments and intellectual achievements of Western Civilization to the influence and 

heritage of the German peoples. 

 

103      Although intellectual historians and literary critics such as Alfred Lovejoy and Northrop 

Frye  lamented difficulty in precisely defining Romanticism, literary historian Isaiah Berlin 

insisted that some general conception of it is possible, asserting: “There was a romantic 

movement; it did have something which was central to it; it did create a great revolution in 

consciousness, and it is important to discover what it is” (Gorodeisky). In addition to many of 

Berlin’s own texts, Schenk’s book, The Mind of the European Romantics, is a superb analysis of 

this movement, which he thinks is best and often characterized by godlessness and the mental 

and emotional anguish resultant from a loss of faith in God. 

 

104      In point of fact, being swallowed up into the earth is a punishment visited on the impious 

and the over-stepping proud on many occasions given in Scripture, including, to name but a few 

examples, the rebellion of Korah and his fellow Levitical priests (detailed in Numbers 16 and 26) 

and the deaths of Dathan and the company of Abiram with them (Psa. 106:17), as well as the 

chariots of the Egyptian pharaoh being overcome by the waters of the Red Sea at the Lord's 

command (Psa. 106:11). 

 

105      Lawrence Sterne, A Sentimental Journey Through France and Italy (1768) 

 

106      Mill disagreed with Bentham on this qualifier, fearing that it would lead to “the tyranny 

of the mob”; under such a system, no minority population or member of one is ever safe from 

disabuse at the hands of the majority: “In his Considerations on Representative Government 

(1861), Mill advocated reforms like educational qualifications, proportional representation, 

plural voting, and an open ballot to preempt majority political tyranny” (Driver). As the saying 

attributed to Benjamin Franklin varyingly goes, Democracy is four wolves and a lamb voting on 

what to have for dinner, and Liberty is a well-armed lamb contesting the vote. 

 

107      And what of the happiness denied to the millions of persons murdered in their mothers’ 

wombs because of the legality of their grisly and defenseless demises? According to the statistics 

provided by the Guttmacher Institute, during the first thirty-five years in the wake of the 

landmark “Roe v. Wade” lawsuit which legalized abortion for women in the United States 

(1973-2008), nearly fifty million individuals have been aborted in this country alone. Revelation 

9:21 states that, in the latter days, sinfulness will grow, as will tolerance and embrace of it, as of 

evildoers, “Neither repented they of their murders, nor of their sorceries, nor of their 

fornication, nor of their thefts”. Their murders may be seen as their abortions; the word 

“sorceries” indicates drug use (it is the word for pharmaceutical narcotics, in the Greek), and the 

legalization of harmful and addictive drugs continues to spread, as does addiction; fornication 

involves the practice of sex outside of marriage which does not involve adultery, and sexual 

promiscuity is rampant nowadays (as well as the attendant venereal diseases and unwanted 

pregnancies resulting in abortions), with youth culture promoting earlier hyper-sexualization;  
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and thefts involving the smallest amounts increasingly have precipitated the most horrendous 

tortures, assaults, and murders. In 2019, the State of New York passed legislation which now 

legally permits infanticide, and on the other side of the country, Oregon passed legislation in the 

same year which permits depriving chronically ill patients of food and water, essentially 

consigning them to a horrific death of starvation and dehydration; need it be here said that to 

abuse an animal in like manner would result in criminal prosecution? Can it be but a coincidence 

that the most extreme or radically situated geographically-situated states in the U.S.A. (both the 

East and West Coasts) are also the ones responsible for the advocacy, introduction, and 

“normalization” of radical evil, murder of defenseless and weak persons? Have these states not 

become our country’s Amalekites, with the enemy within our gates (borders)?  Extremities are 

dangerous, and to move towards them eventually leads the entire ship to capsize—this is Poe’s 

warning, no less, in arguing against the radical evil of extreme subjectivity which leads to self-

wrought utter annihilation. 

 

108      Not all the members of that particular body were corrupt, therefore they should not be 

vilified wholesale. Nicodemus, for example, insisted that the Jewish legal process be adhered to 

during the wrongful persecution of Jesus of Nazareth, inquiring of it: “Doth our law judge any 

man, before it hear him, and know what he doeth?” (Jn. 7:51) The just Joseph of Arimathea also 

belonged to this body. 

 

109     Edward Marlborough FitzGerald, in a letter written to Edward Byles Cowell (as quoted in 

FitzGerald’s 1947 biography by Alfred McKinley Terhune, p. 146). 

 

110      Famed British theorist John Stuart Mill (1806-1873) also was a proponent of Positivism, 

as evidenced in in 1843 treatise, System of Logic, in which he set forth an empirical theory of  

knowledge predicated on scientific reasoning; he would prove of greater importance, though, in 

terms of promoting Utilitarianism, another ideological trend which Poe would have found 

distasteful on biblical grounds. 

 

111    The creed of his religion? Per Auguste Comte, the “sacred formula” was tripartite –love as 

a principle, order as a foundation, and progress as a goal. Clearly Positivism is informed by 

Utopianism and Progressivism, for it aspires to both moral and material reforms. In his 1848 text, 

A General View of Positivism, he boldly flaunts his apostasy and his reformative zeal on the title 

page, calling for a reorganization of human society, “systematically adopted,” with no regard for 

God or king, and advocating the “worship of Humanity”. 

 

112      Scripture states that God is a spirit (Jn. 4:24). It is far more convenient to flatly deny the 

existence of a heavenly realm or person than it is to concede that earthly means would be 

inadequate to gauge either of them anyway; denial permits wicked and foolish self-indulgence, 

but confession still leaves room for the possibility of culpability to some other authority than that 

of the Self. Positivism grants license to persevere in one’s own bad behavior, as one does not 

need to repent to a God one does not acknowledge; this is the appeal of Pantheism, New Age 

Spiritualism, Neopaganism, Wiccanism, and atheism, as well. 
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113      Poe would have chaffed at Comte’s progressivist theory about humanity’s intellectual 

development, in which theists are considered immature when compared to others having 

“matured” finally into atheism, Comte having once stated that religion is but a childish illusion 

which one outgrows with a proper education. As the Encyclopædia Britannica explains: 

“Comte’s positivism was posited on the assertion of a so-called law of the three phases (or 

stages) of intellectual development. There is a parallel, as Comte saw it, between the evolution of 

thought patterns in the entire history of humankind, on the one hand, and in the history of an 

individual’s development from infancy to adulthood, on the other. In the first, or so-called 

theological, stage, natural phenomena are explained as the results of supernatural or divine 

powers. It matters not whether the religion is polytheistic or monotheistic; in either case, 

miraculous powers or wills are believed to produce the observed events […] The second phase, 

called metaphysical, is in some cases merely a depersonalized theology: the observable processes 

of nature are assumed to arise from impersonal powers, occult qualities, vital forces, or 

entelechies (internal perfecting principles). In other instances, the realm of observable facts is 

considered as an imperfect copy or imitation of eternal ideas, as in Plato’s metaphysics of pure 

forms.  

     Again, Comte charged that no genuine explanations result; questions concerning ultimate 

reality, first causes, or absolute beginnings are thus declared to be absolutely unanswerable […] 

It is a deception through verbal devices and the fruitless rendering of concepts as real things. The 

sort of fruitfulness that it lacks can be achieved only in the third phase, the scientific, or 

“positive,” phase—hence the title of Comte’s magnum opus: Cours de philosophie positive 

(1830–42)—because it claims to be concerned only with positive facts. The task of the sciences, 

and of knowledge in general, is to study the facts and regularities of nature and society and to 

formulate the regularities as (descriptive) laws; explanations of phenomena can consist in no 

more than the subsuming of special cases under general laws. Humankind reached full maturity 

of thought only after abandoning the pseudoexplanations of the theological and metaphysical 

phases and substituting an unrestricted adherence to scientific method” (“Positivism”).   

     Of course, this position very conveniently ignores the fact that Scripture provides answers 

pertaining to first causes and absolute beginnings (clearly and succinctly asserted in Genesis 

1)—it simply provides answers which Positivists refuse to accept as true because they think them 

untestable and therefore unconfirmable by scientific methods. There is great irony to be found in 

the burgeoning expanse of scientific data increasingly confirming that the onset of the Universe’s 

existence conforms precisely to the description provided in the first chapter of Genesis. 

 

114      Although Poe never was overtly political, had he been alive when it was published, he 

surely would have challenged Comte’s ideology regarding the status of the individual and the 

nature of moral obligation, based on the biblical teachings of both. In his 1852 book Le 

Catéchisme Positiviste (The Positivist Catechism), the Frenchman wrote: “Social positivism only 

accepts duties, for all and towards all. Its constant social viewpoint cannot include any notion of 

rights, for such notion always rests on individuality. We are born under a load of obligations of 

every kind, to our predecessors, to our successors, to our contemporaries. These obligations then 

increase or accumulate, for it is some time before we can return any service. … Any human right 

is therefore as absurd as immoral. Since there are no divine rights anymore, this concept must 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/The-Positive-Philosophy-of-Auguste-Comte
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therefore disappear completely as related only to the preliminary regime and totally inconsistent 

with the final state where there are only duties based on functions” (Comte).  

     The outright denial of divinity, the rejection of individuality, and Utilitarian approach to 

obligations (which denies loving regard as their basis, and which promotes only material 

community without emotional communion)—all of these would constitute anathema and 

apostasy to Poe. The importance of individuality was stressed by Poe for biblical and not merely 

aesthetic reasons: the possibility of holiness requires distinction and differentiation, as does the 

possibility of relationship, for one cannot be the original person and also the person related to the 

original person. The fact that at least two parties must exist for there to be a relationship explains 

Poe’s aversion to the German obsession for unity; in unity, nothing is separate from anything 

else (therefore precluding holiness), but harmony preserves distinction without sacrificing 

relationship, and, in fact, requires the interrelationship of separate factions. 

 

115      The critic seems not to agree with this position, as he writes of his “thesis,” namely “that 

the ‘I’ is a thing, that is, the organism” (Sellars 33). If the mortal “I” is seen as being merely a 

thing, how can the divine “Thou,” be seen (if at all) as anything else but as a thing, an organism 

of a different substance? We do not have relationships with things, only to them—we have  

relationships with persons. If God is not a person, then neither are we, and this is the apostate 

danger of conflating Man and the World (Nature); if I am but an organism, as are bacterium, can 

you not choose to wipe me out? This, no less, was the thinking of the Nazis, for it is how they 

perceived and openly spoke of the Jews in their wartime propaganda. 

 

116     There was a considerable distinction in how that satisfaction should be met, in terms of 

limitation: “Mach took a stand against Nietzschean ethics on this point and was scornfully 

dismissive of ‘the ideal of an overweening Nietzschean “superman” who cannot and I hope will 

not be tolerated by his fellow-men’” (Young 84). 

 

117     The other philosophers whom Sellars mentions are David Hume (1711-1776), John Stuart 

Mill (1806-1873), William James (1842-1910), Auguste Comte (1798-1857), Henri Poincaré 

(1854-1912), and Pierre Duhem (1861-1916). It is well beyond the scope (or intent) of this 

dissertation to delve into the specific contributions of each of these influential European thinkers. 

Positivism may be said to be British Empiricism on steroids, because it is an artificial 

disfigurement (or grotesquery) of that cultural phenomenon, for British Empiricism relied on the 

material world to discern the reality of God by means of observing His handiwork, Nature. The 

so-called “natural philosophers” (most notably the giant intellects Sirs Francis Bacon and Isaac 

Newton, and even William Paley) found evidence of God’s personality, power, creative prowess, 

intellect, precision, authority, etc., in the study of the natural world, therefore Empiricism alone 

does not guarantee the atheistic bent (or wicking) of Positivism, which took a virtue and twisted 

it into a vice. 

 

118     Sellars adds: “To emphasize this point, suppose we glance just for a moment at natural 

theology. Here we have a theory which, except, perhaps, in certain forms of pantheism, 

postulates an ontological deity linked with, but transcending, the physical cosmos. Abstractly  
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speaking, I do not see that such a deity is inconceivable, for his existence is, supposedly, in some 

sense continuous with the physical universe. But, since such is the case, we must try to make 

statements about him empirical. Now theology at its best has tried to do so through natural 

theology. In my opinion, one of the weaknesses of recent neo-supernaturalism has been its break 

with this empirical tradition. I would agree with Laird that cosmology is essential to theology 

and that, for the theist, the universe must be in some sense deiform.  

     I must postpone to another section even a brief consideration of the nature of the more 

subjectivistic, empirical tradition of Protestant thought, deriving from Schleiermacher and 

moving to the outlook of Macintosh, Brightman, and Garnett. I have not found their propositions 

convincing because I could not agree with their epistemological and ontological arguments, 

which were more of the idealistic type […] But I cannot sweep all their arguments away 

wholesale, as the logical phenomenalists seek to do, by fiat […] The humanist argues that the 

physical universe is self-sufficient and that there are no indications of its deformity or its 

inability to include all human experience and values. Here, as I see it, is the struggle of the future 

which both Protestant empiricism and Catholic Christian Aristotelianism must meet. In short, the 

physical realist has an ontology on the base of realistic empiricism and he challenges the 

epistemological thesis of the logical phenomenalist. Ultimately, as I have tried to show, the 

pyramid rests upon the correct analysis of perception and the percipient self” (24). 

      He refers here to British philosopher John Laird (1887-1946), German philosopher and 

biblical critic Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768-1834), Scottish philosopher James Mackintosh 

(1765-1832), American (Methodist) educator Edgar Sheffield Brightman (1884-1953), and 

British natural philosopher Thomas Garnett (1766-1802.) It is impossible to address the breadth 

and depth of their specific contributions to the debate within the confines of this dissertation, and 

to do so at this time would necessarily detract from its intended focus, proving that Poe was a 

traditional biblical moralist. Moreover, I am not versed enough in their works to even attempt 

such a vainglorious feat. 

 

119    Technically speaking, according to Scripture, God is supranatural, the Creator standing 

above the Creation and not within it, just as the Potter stands above the clay pot he has fashioned 

with his own hands, for he does not occupy it; if a supernatural God is unaccounted for by 

materialist methodologies, how much less a supranatural God who can remove or set apart 

Himself from the natural world entirely? The importance of the historical account of Jesus 

coming as God to interact with Man in the World addresses this conundrum, for a God who has 

created this world can certainly enter it even if He does not dwell in it, just as human beings can 

visit loved ones and enter many mansions they have created, even without residing in those 

domiciles. 

 

120      Jonathan Swift, “On Poetry: A Rhapsody” (1733, speaking of “the dullest reader”) 

 

121      This trajectory manifested following Poe’s death, in the ideas put forth by Avenarius, 

who founded the epistemological theory of knowledge called “empiro-critcism,” accomplished 

by perverting the theory of understanding put forth by English philosopher John Locke (1632-

1704). Locke’s expansive 1689 treatise An Essay Concerning Human Understanding contends  
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that understanding is the product of sensation followed by reflexion, i.e., exposure to sensory 

stimulations, coupled with attendant contemplation of those stimuli. According to Avenarius, the 

major task of philosophy is to develop “a natural concept of the world,” one based on pure 

experience. (Its compatibility with the wholly naturalist theory of universal evolution put forth 

by Charles Darwin in 1859 should be apparent.) According to the online Encyclopædia 

Britannica: “Traditional metaphysicians believed in two categories of experience, inner and 

outer, and held that outer experience applies to sensory perception, which supplies raw data for 

the mind, and that inner experience applies to the processes that occur in the mind, such as 

conceptualization and abstraction. Avenarius, in his most noted work, Kritik der reinen 

Erfahrung, 2 vol. (1888–1900), argued that there is no distinction between inner and outer 

experience, but only pure experience” (“Richard Avenarius”). 

 

122     He would remind readers that it is particularly the Continental theologians and critics 

understood as being guilty of this offense: “We must not be misunderstood. We distinctly 

repudiate the idea that all the Higher Critics were or are anti-supernaturalists. Not so. The 

British-American School embraces within its ranks many earnest believers. What we do say, as 

we will presently show, is that the dominant minds which have led and swayed the movement, 

who made the theories that the others circulated, were strongly unbelieving” (Hague 5-6). 

      Still, he does not excuse the non-Continental scholars, for in a subsection titled “The British-

American Critics,” he calls out theologians from these countries whom he believes are guilty of 

having succumbed to the German theorists, including, for example, Samuel Davidson, Robertson 

Smith, George Adam Smith, S.R. Driver, C.F. Briggs, all of whom held doctorates in divinity. 

(To paraphrase the cynical, albeit atheistic, Mark Twain, one should never let one’s schooling 

interfere with one’s education.) Hague says of the non-Continentalists that, even though they err 

in accepting, uncritically, the faulty premises of the Continentalists regarding the antiquity, 

authenticity, origins, and authorship of the Old Testament, the British-American camp clung to 

the belief in divine inspiration which their German rationalist counterparts denied; this sort of 

compromise creates its own species of difficulties, which this dissertation cannot hope to 

address. 

 

123      Elsewhere in the essay, he notes: “The argument from language […] requires extreme 

care for obvious reasons. There is no visible cleavage line among the supposed sources. Any 

man of ordinary intelligence can see at once the vast difference between the English of Tennyson 

and Shakespeare, and [Geoffrey] Chaucer and Sir John de Mandeville. But no scholar in the 

world ever has or ever will be able to tell the dates of each and every book in the Bible by the 

style of the Hebrew” (Hague 31, citations omitted). 

 

124      He comes back to this point near the conclusion of his text: “The most ordinary Bible 

reader is learned enough to know that the investigation of the Book that claims to be supernatural 

by those who are avowed enemies of all that is supernatural, and the study of subjects that can be 

understood only by men of humble and contrite heart by men who are admittedly irreverent in 

spirit, must certainly be received with caution […] There is a widespread idea among younger 

men that the so-called Higher Critics must be followed because their scholarship settles the  

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Richard-Avenarius
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questions. This is a great mistake. No expert scholarship can settle questions that require a 

humble heart, a believing mind and a reverent spirit, as well as a knowledge of Hebrew and 

philology; and no scholarship can be relied upon as expert which is manifestly characterized by a 

biased judgment, a curious lack of knowledge of human nature, and a still more curious 

deference to the views of men with a prejudice against the supernatural” (Hague 30). 

 

125    Hague does not fault Spinoza for originating it, merely for greatly helping to popularize it. 

He points to Carlstadt’s 1521 work On the Canon of Scripture, the Belgian scholar Andreas 

Masius’s 1574 commentary on the Book of Joshua, and a 1660 work called Systematic Theology 

by a Roman Catholic cleric by name of Peyrere (or Pererius) as being predecessors to Spinoza’s 

text. As these other works are hardly known, they did not enjoy the impact which Spinoza’s 

work had and continues to hold. Carlstadt’s real name was Andreas Bodenstein; he was a 

German contemporary and ardent defender of Martin Luther during the Protestant Reformation, 

and adopted the name of his home town. 

 

126      FitzGerald [1809-1883] himself was an atheist, a Naturalist, a Positivist, and a 

Darwinist—a self-professed great devotee of Scientism.   

 

127      Although Eichhorn might have sounded the bell in Gottingen, per the impressively 

concise and extensive chronology given by the online Victorian Web, most of the adamantly 

anti-supernaturalist works before and during Poe’s lifetime seem to have originated at the 

university in Halle, a German institution founded by Lutherans in 1694, which the site identifies 

as being “the first modern university”. According to the superb, concise timeline provided in 

“The Higher Critics: An Annotated Chronology, 1710-1917,” the school soon after (1710) had 

“renounced religious orthodoxy in favour of objective-rational science and investigation. 

Canonical texts were replaced by systematic lectures, and German replaced Latin as language of 

instruction” (Dyer).  

     The transition transpired within the span of a single generation. Professors of theology 

associated with this university are: Johann Salomo Semler (1725-1791), who “publishes Free 

Research on the Canon, 4 vols. 1771-75, which breaks with the doctrine of inspiration and 

distinguishes between the Bible and the word of God”; Johan Jakob Griesbach (1745-1812), who 

was “the first to challenge the ‘Received Text’ of the Gospels,” also coining the term “synoptic” 

for the first three Gospel books (Matthew, Mark, and Luke); and August Tholuck (1799-1877), 

who advocated “mediating theology,” meaning he “appealed to Animal Magnetism as mediating 

means to preserving belief in supernaturalism and miracles” (Dyer). 

      (Other important German universities whose faculty—especially in theology and 

philosophy—were highly influential in advancing the cause of Higher Criticism with their own 

works were situated in Gottingen, Berlin, Jena, and Tubingen.)  In fact, Friedrich Schleiermacher 

(1768-1834), whom the site identifies as the “Father of Modern Theology,” taught at the Halle 

campus until the outbreak of the Napoleonic Wars (up until 1806), after which time he taught in 

Berlin: “He was the first to lecture on ‘The Life of Jesus’ beginning in 1819. He employed 

rational methods in the service of theological aims (sic) […] which inevitably threw history and 

theology into conflict,” leading David Friedrich Strauss (1808-1874) to comment, in his 1821  

http://www.victorianweb.org/victorian/religion/higherchron.html
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“On the Idea of a Life of Jesus,” that  “the conception of a life of Christ was ominous of coming 

change [and] the general disruption of traditional belief…When the biography was seriously 

taken up, the fate of the theological conception (dogma) was sealed” (Dyer). 

 

128     In a subsection he titled “German Fancies,” the Anglican canon opines that, “it is 

notorious to what length the German fancy can go in the direction of the subjective and of the 

conjectural. For hypothesis-weaving and speculation, the German theological professor is 

unsurpassed […] It is notorious that some of the most learned German thinkers are men who lack 

in singular degree the faculty of common sense and knowledge of human nature. Like many 

physical scientists, they are so preoccupied with a theory that their conclusions seem to the 

average mind curiously warped” (Hague 4).  He then nods to Isaac Newton’s famous statement 

of “Non fingo hypotheses” (“I don’t frame hypotheses”), which was the clever way of saying that 

he didn’t waste his time speculating propositions whose veracity could not be tested or proven in 

the natural world. It is interesting that he speaks of erroneous perception in terms of 

disfigurement or grotesquery (being “warped”), and that he points to a German tendency towards 

conjecture and subjectivity, which can be said to be counted amongst the very hallmarks of 

German Idealism. The “preoccupation with a theory” for which he faults the Germans is 

reminiscent of Poe’s description of critics insistent on the fruitless reconciliation of “the oils and 

waters” of poetry and truth as being “theory-mad beyond redemption,” as well as of Pope’s 

analysis of critics who superimpose a pet template over a work in order to make it appear to fit 

one of their theories: “They talk of principles, but notions prize,/And all to one lov'd folly 

sacrifice.” 

 

129      As preposterous as this theory sounds, it is the same position, more or less, which the 

adamantly atheistic (and Germanic) Freud adopts in his purely speculative psychoanalysis of the 

events surrounding the Mass Exodus in his 1939 book, Moses and Monotheism, in which his 

sorely wanting knowledge of Egyptian chronology leads him to conclude that the monotheism of 

the Israelites is the byproduct of the Egyptian monotheism of Akhenaten [King Tutankhamun’s 

father]. Problem? The onset of Akhenaten’s monotheism dates to 1350 B.C.E., and the Israelite 

monotheism dates, minimally, to the Mass Exodus (1440 B.C.E.), meaning Freud has reversed 

the phenomena and his dates are off by roughly a full century. 

  

130       Arguments which contend that Jesus did not have full knowledge of the inaccuracy of 

Scripture because he spoke during the period of kenosis (which is to say when in the flesh and 

allegedly emptied of his godhood) ignore his statement to his disciples in Luke 24:44, wherein, 

speaking as the resurrected Messiah, they are told by Him that “all things must be fulfilled which 

were written in the law of Moses, and in the prophets, and in the Psalms Concerning Me”. There 

is no equivocation in these words regarding the sanctity, authenticity, veracity, or validity of the 

Old Testament: “This was not a statement made during the time of the Kenosis, when Christ was 

a mere boy, or a youth, or a mere Jew after the flesh (1 Corinthians 13:11). It is the statement of 

Him Who has been declared the Son of God with power. It is the Voice that is final and 

overwhelming. The limitations of the Kenosis are all abandoned now, and yet the Risen Lord not 

only does not give a shadow of a hint that any statement in the Old Testament is inaccurate or  
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that any portion thereof needed revision or correction, not only most solemnly declared that 

those books which we receive as the product of Moses were indeed the books of Moses, but 

authorized with His Divine imprimatur the whole of the Old Testament Scriptures from 

beginning to end” (Hague 28). 

 

131      Man will stop at nothing to find a way to be free to stop at nothing. Our goodly Anglican 

canon summarizes the lengths to which the Higher Critics will go in perverting the truth about 

the Word of God and the men who recorded it: “In this redactory process no limit apparently is 

assigned by the critic to the work of the redactors. With an utter irresponsibility of freedom it is 

declared that they inserted misleading statements with the purpose of reconciling incompatible 

traditions; that they amalgamated what should have been distinguished, and sundered that which 

should have amalgamated. In one word, it is an axiomatic principle of the divisive hypothesizers 

that the redactors ‘have not only misapprehended, but misrepresented the originals’. They were 

animated by ‘egotistical motives.’ They confused varying accounts, and erroneously ascribed 

them to different occasions. They not only gave false and colored impressions; they destroyed 

valuable elements of the suppositive documents and tampered with the dismantled remnant” 

(Hague 16-17, citations omitted). It is an irony that the accusations which the Higher Critics 

levelled against the biblical authors more often than not may be said to instead be true of 

themselves. 

 

132   Poe surely recognized the apostasy and hypocrisy of Higher Critics and those individuals 

who cottoned to their arguments (including Emerson, who relied on their methodologies and 

precepts in the two sermons he gave justifying his resignation from the Unitarian ministry). Of 

these Higher Critics, our Anglican presbyter writes: “In fact, what they mean is practically that 

Jesus did know perfectly well that Moses did not write the Pentateuch, but allowed His disciples 

to believe that Moses did, and taught His disciples that Moses did, simply because He did not 

want to upset their simple faith in the whole of the Old Testament as the actual and authoritative 

and Divinely revealed Word of God. Or else, that Jesus imagined, like any other Jew of His day, 

that Moses wrote the books that bear his name, and believed, with the childlike Jewish belief of 

His day, the literal inspiration, Divine authority and historic veracity of the Old Testament, and 

yet was completely mistaken, ignorant of the simplest facts, and wholly in error. In other words, 

He could not tell a forgery from an original, or a pious fiction from a genuine document” (Hague 

26-27).  

 

133      Rudyard Kipling, “L’Envoi,” The Seven Seas (1896) 

 

134      Kant, Idea for a General History with a Cosmopolitan Purpose (1784), Proposition 6. 

That Kant seems not to consider that this crookedness could include human reason “wicked” or 

made crooked by human desire is rather ironic. 

 

135      It is necessary to point out at the onset that there are two aspects of Idealism addressed in 

philosophic literature,  those being “the epistemological (the view that the contents of human 

knowledge are ineluctably determined by the structure of human thought) and the ontological 
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(the view that epistemological idealism delivers truth because reality itself is a form of thought 

and human thought participates in it)” (Guyer and Horstmann). 

 

136     Kant will try to overturn the position of his predecessors: “Nevertheless, both Descartes 

and Spinoza provide a starting point for their metaphysical doctrines with their conceptions of 

God, a starting point that is already infected with idealistic elements if (ontological) idealism is 

understood as implying a commitment to the primacy or at least the unavoidability and 

irreducibility of mental items in the constitution and order of things in general. Both agree that in 

order to gain insight into the constitution of the world one has to find out what God wants us, or 

maybe better, allows us to know about it (see e.g. Descartes: Meditations IV, 7–8 and especially 

13; Spinoza: Ethics I, XVI). They also agree that the world is created by God although they have 

different views as to what this means. Whereas Descartes thinks of God as existing outside the 

world of the existing things He created (see Meditations III, 13 and 22). Spinoza holds that 

whatever exists is just a peculiar way in which God is present (see Ethics I, XXV, Corrolarium).  

     Of all existing things all that God permits us to know clearly and distinctly is (again 

according to both Descartes and Spinoza) that their nature consists either in thinking or in 

extension. This claim can be seen as providing in the case of Descartes the basis for his 

justification of ontological dualism. His distinction between extended and thinking substances is 

not just meant to give rise to a complete classification of all existing things in virtue of their main 

attributes but also to highlight the irreducibility of mental (thinking) substances to physical or 

corporeal (extended) substances because of differences between their intrinsic natures (see e.g. 

Meditations VI, 19, and Principles of Philosophy I, 51–54). In the case of Spinoza thinking and 

extension not only refer to attributes of individual things but primarily to attributes of God (s. 

Ethics II, Proposition I, II, and VII, Scholium), making them the fundamental ways in which God 

himself expresses his nature in each individual thing. This move gives rise to his ontological 

monism because he can claim that all individual things are just modes in which God’s presence 

is expressed according to these attributes. Although the idea that God is the creator of the world 

of individual existing things (Descartes) or that God himself is manifested in every individual 

existing thing (Spinoza) might already be considered to be sufficient as a motivating force for 

subsequent disputes as to the true nature of reality and thus might have given rise to what were 

then called “idealistic” positions in ontology, other peculiarities within Descartes’ and Spinoza’s 

position might well have led to the same result, i.e., to ontological idealism. Especially their 

disagreement about God’s corporeality might have been such a motive. Whereas Descartes 

denies vigorously the corporeality of God (Principles of Philosophy I, 23) and hence could be 

seen as endorsing ontological idealism, Spinoza vehemently insists on God’s corporeality (Ethics 

I, Proposition XV, Scholium) and thus could be taken to be in favor of ontological materialism.” 

(Guyer and Horstmann) 

 

137      The argument might be made that the presence of ingredients may be combined, or 

“ordered,” so as to think up a new recipe, in which case the individual may be said to create, but 

what the individual has done is merely form, shape, or fashion the ingredients in a new way; true 

creation is ex nihlio, whereas formation consists of combining pre-existent materials, often in 

original ways. Poe recognized creativity as ideas which sprang to life in the pens of men, arising  

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/idealism/
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de novo from their minds; the novel rearrangement or combination of pre-existent literary 

elements he regarded as novelty (innovative recombinant formation), not creativity (original 

composition).  

 

138      To summarize: “‘Whatever is necessary for the Conveniences of Life, and Information of 

Virtue’ but only to that extent. If therefore the nature and the constitution of substances both 

corporeal and spiritual are beyond our cognitive grasp then we should take this to be a hint that 

God has set limits to what we can know because he sees no reason for us to know everything. 

Even if the powers He endowed on us would be magnified infinitely we still would remain 

clueless as to what substances really are because we still would be stuck in a world of qualities. 

Thus, in the end metaphysical knowledge of any kind is meant to be beyond our reach. This, 

however, is nothing we should be concerned about: ‘For, though the comprehension of our 

understandings comes exceeding short of the vast extent of things; yet we shall have cause 

enough to magnify the bountiful author of our being, for that proportion and degree of 

knowledge he has bestowed on us, so far above all the rest of the inhabitants of this our 

mansion’” (Guyer and Horstmann, citations omitted). 

 

139    Per Guyer and Horstmann: “Kant’s chief argument is that space and time can represent ‘no 

property at all of any things in themselves nor any relations of them to each other, i.e., no 

determination of them that attaches to objects themselves and that would remain even if one 

were to abstract from all subjective conditions of intuition,’ and that space and time themselves 

can instead be only our a priori representations of them and the spatial and temporal features of 

objects in space and time only features of our representations of them or of the ‘appearances’ of 

objects, because ‘neither absolute nor relative determinations can be intuited prior to the 

existence of the things to which they pertain, thus be intuited a priori’”. 

 

140     As Kant puts it: “There are things given to us as objects of our senses existing outside us, 

yet we know nothing of them as they may be in themselves, but are acquainted only with their 

appearances, i.e., with the representations that they produce in us because they affect our senses. 

Accordingly, I by all means avow that there are bodies outside us, i.e., things which, though 

completely unknown to us as to what they may be in themselves, we know through the 

representations which their influence on our sensibility provides for us, and to which we give the 

name of a body—which word therefore merely signifies the appearance of this object that is 

unknown to us but is nonetheless real” (Guyer and Horstmann). 

 

141     There are philosophical and logical complications which arise, in additional to the ones 

posed by Scripture: “Kant’s antinomies [paradoxes] led to the dialectical methods of Fichte, 

Schelling, and Hegel, and were thus to prove immensely influential. But it was clearly 

controversial whether the antinomies in fact required the distinction between appearances and 

things in themselves; Hegel, for example, surely thought not. For the argument that only 

transcendental idealism can resolve the antinomies seems to be circular: unless one assumes that 

our representations of space and time give us not only reliable but also complete information 

about the nature of space and time and all things in them, there is no reason to assume that the  
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limits of our representations of space and time—their indefiniteness and the contingency of any 

starting- or stopping-point in them—are also in fact true of space and time and everything in 

them in themselves. Kant’s indirect proof for transcendental idealism therefore is not conclusive. 

Kant himself did not think so, of course. He was utterly committed to transcendental idealism” 

(Guyer and Horstmann, emphasis mine). Kant was wrong about the nature of both time and 

space, and if is metaphysics is predicated on a faulty grasp of physics, how true can it be? 

 

142      It should be here pointed out that “good,” “righteous,” and “holy” are not synonymous 

terms.  To be good involves performance of that which should be done; righteousness is achieved 

in performance of the good; and holiness is the condition of being distinguished or set apart as a 

result of achieving the status of righteousness. Goodness involves doing, righteousness involves 

condition as a result of the doing, and holiness involves standing [status] as a result of the 

condition; when one has done good, one becomes righteous, and in becoming righteous, one is 

set apart and exists in a state of holiness, being not conformed to the world but able to be in 

perfect communion [not mere communication] with the living God. In Genesis 15, Abraham 

believed God (believing is an act of faith, and is therefore doing something, albeit not 

physically), and God counted it as righteousness on Abraham’s part; after God has reckoned 

Abraham to be righteous, he makes the binding covenant of seed and land as inheritance to 

Abraham, setting him apart for great reward. The problem with Kant’s maxim is that it ignores 

altogether that  the “doing” which God requires is loving,  and is not the mere physical acts of 

which Paul writes; Abraham’s righteousness is not achieved by a physical act (the sacrifice of his 

beloved son, Isaac), but by a metaphysical one (his willingness to trust in God and to seek to 

obey Him in all things), just as love is the metaphysical basis for morality.  

 

143      This is how it is utilized in Scripture, e.g., in Gen. 18:19, Deut. 6:25 and 33:21, 2 Sam. 

8:15 and 19:28, 1 Ki. 8:32, 1 Chr. 18:14, 2 Chr. 6:23 and 9:8, Neh. 2:20, Job 37:23, Psa. 33:5, 

36:6, 72:1, 99:4, 103:6, and 106:3, Prov. 8:20 and 21:13, Isa. 1:27, 5:7, 5:16, 5:23, 9:7, 32:16, 

33:5, 48:18, 56:1, 58:2, 59:9, and 59:14, Jer. 4:2, 9:24, 22:3, 22:15, 23:5 and 33:15, Ezek. 13:5, 

18:19-27, 33:14-19 and 45:9, Amos 5:7, 5:24 and 6:12, and Mic. 7:9. In 2 Thessalonians 2:3, the 

great blasphemer and apostate Antichrist figure of the end times is described as  being “the man 

of sin” or as “the man of lawlessness,”  or as “the lawless one”. Evil, therefore, is synonymous 

with lawlessness, and by lawlessness is meant without the transcendent, fixed “objective” Law of 

God being granted due deference. The mark of an evil time is when there is no king (the regent 

representing the law), when every man did that which was right in his own eyes (Jdg. 17:6 and 

21:25). 

 

144      Eric W. Carlson’s 2002 essay, “Poe’s Ten-Year Frogpondian War” nicely outlines Poe’s 

protracted battles waged against the American Transcendentalists situated in the area of the 

Boston Commons frog pond, most notably Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-1882). 

 

145    Although Johann Gottlieb Fichte (1762-1814) and Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770–

1831) were incredibly influential post-Kantians, Poe is not especially concerned with 

philosophical discourse pertaining to the ideal forms of human government, therefore the tales,  
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which acknowledge the biblical legal code as the model for human affairs, do not speak to 

Fichte’s and Hegel’s conceptions of the Prussian State. Hegel’s famed dialectical propensities 

contributed to his longstanding and well-documented refusal to bow to the extremity of 

Transcendentalist Idealism’s autonomy, which likely spared him from being savaged by Poe: “It 

is because of its one-sidedness and its putting ‘the real’ outside of our grasp that such a 

‘subjective’ idealism is for Hegel unacceptable (see his criticism of Kant in Faith and 

Knowledge)” (Guyer and Horstmann).  

 

146      Schelling is named outright as an impious metaphysician whose ideas were embraced by 

the demonic titular protagonist of Poe’s tale “Ligeia,” whose studies included Schelling’s 

apostate notion of “personal identity”. Per the online Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy 

entry for Schelling: “Schelling’s ‘identity philosophy’, which is another version of his 

Naturphilosophie, begins in 1801, and is summarized in the assertion that ‘Existence is the link 

of a being as One, with itself as a multiplicity’. Material nature and the mind that knows it are 

different aspects of the same ‘Absolute’ or ‘absolute identity’ in which they are both grounded. 

In 1804 Schelling becomes concerned with the transition between the Absolute and the manifest 

world in which necessity and freedom are in conflict. If freedom is not to become inexplicable, 

he maintains, Spinoza’s assumption of a logically necessary transition from God to the world 

cannot be accepted. Philosophische Untersuchungen über das Wesen der menschlichen Freiheit 

und die damit zusammenhängenden Gegenstände (Of Human Freedom) (1809) tries to explain 

how God could create a world involving evil, suggesting that nature relates to God somewhat as 

the later Freud’s ‘id’ relates to the developed autonomous ‘ego’ which transcends the drives 

which motivate it” (Bowie). God never creates evil, which is why He must find it in Lucifer and 

search it out it in the hearts of men, for had He created it, He would need to do neither. 

Arguably, the linking of a being with itself as multiplicity is another way of parsing the contra-

biblical Emersonian notion of the “All in All”.  God, who is the embodiment of righteousness, 

hath no part with belial. 

     By “identity” is meant not a personal indicator of distinctness but “identicality,” in which 

sense Schelling meant a correspondence between the material or natural world with that of the 

metaphysical or mental world (matter identically corresponding to mind): “Schelling tried in his 

various versions of Naturphilosophie from 1797 onwards to find new ways of explicating the 

identity between thinking and the processes of nature, claiming that in this philosophy ‘Nature is 

to be invisible mind, mind invisible nature’. In his System des transcendentalen Idealismus 

(System of Transcendental Idealism) 1800) he advanced the idea that art, as the ‘organ of 

philosophy’, shows the identity of what he terms ‘conscious’ productivity (mind) and 

‘unconscious’ productivity (nature) because it reveals more than can be understood via the 

conscious intentions that lead to its production” (Bowie).  

     In other words, an artwork reveals both the conscious effort of the artist and the unconscious 

meaning of the artwork; the parallel to Freud’s theories regarding the unconscious aspect of the 

human mind should be here apparent. Freudian literary criticism relies heavily on the argument 

that Poe’s work were the product of his unconscious mind,  an argument which, given the 

hyperattentiveness on Poe’s part to word choice, plot structure, theme, tone, fitting together of 

borrowed sources, parody and satire (which rely on conscious mimesis and targeting), and moral 

https://www.rep.routledge.com/articles/biographical/schelling-friedrich-wilhelm-joseph-von-1775-1854/v-1
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undercurrent intended, just goes to prove how worthless an endeavor it is reading Poe into the 

despicable characters of his tales.  

 

147      For example, in the Book of Revelation, the counterfeit messiah referred to in 

Christianity as Antichrist is described as having “two horns like a lamb, and he spake as a 

dragon” (Rev. 13:11). He has horns like a lamb because he is not a lamb [Christ is referred to as 

the Agnes Dei, i.e., Lamb of God]; logic dictates that one cannot be both a thing and the thing 

which resembles the original, therefore the being described here cannot be the Lamb of God if it 

merely resembles Him. Its speech, though, is as a dragon’s, meaning belonging to that category 

of species; Satan is called the great Dragon in Scripture (Rev. 12:9). The Antichrist, therefore, is 

a counterfeit Christ of the genuine article; he has transformed himself so as to resemble the 

actual Messiah, but his own true evil character is not altered, which is why his speech is still 

wicked. Horns, in biblical context, signify power, therefore the Antichrist will possess and 

exercise great powers which will help enable him to “deceiveth the whole world,” the manner in 

which he is said to be like Christ, and thereby pose as Messiah to lead the masses astray (Rev. 

12:9). This Christian analysis of prophetic text is supported by the Old Testament description of 

Satan in Ezekiel 28, in which he is given to be the pinnacle of God’s created beings. Not all 

current religious teachings believe that Lucifer, Satan, the Devil, and the “king of Tyre” are the 

same entity, but this was the undisputed tradition in Poe’s lifetime. 

 

148      The term “wicked” derives from the Old English “wēoce,” being related to Dutch “wiek” 

and German “Wieche,” all of which refer to “wick yarn”. These are also the root of the word 

“wicca,” signifying a witch, who is an evil person who willfully defies God; per Scripture, a 

witch must not be suffered to live (Ezek. 22:18). 

 

149       Pietism is neither Lutheranism proper, nor Calvinism. Pietism is a theological movement 

within the Lutheran religion, whose initiation is generally attributed to Philipp Jakob Spener 

(1635-1705), and whose continuation is often credited to August Hermann Francke (1663-1727). 

Many scholars also point to even earlier influences, including, most notably, Johann Arndt 

(1555-1621), Johannes Tauler (1300-1361), and Thomas à Kempis (1380-1471). Within Pietism 

itself, two sub-movements emerged, so-called “Moravianism” and “Halle Pietism,” of which the 

latter is believed to have most influenced Kant. See, e.g., Dennis Vanden Auweele, “The 

Lutheran influence on Kant's ‘Depraved Will’,” International Journal for Philosophy of 

Religion, Vol. 73, No. 2 (April 2013), 117-135. For an examination of the movement’s 

connection to communities within the New World, see the collection of essays edited by Hans-

Jurgen Grabbe, Halle Pietism, Colonial North America, and the Young United States (Stuttgart, 

Germany: Franz Steiner Verlag, 2008). Moravianism, as described by Spener in his 1675 text 

Pia Desirata, was a call for “religion of the heart,” not a “religion of the head,” by which he 

meant that the emphasis should be on loving one another and not on intellectualized obsession 

with doctrine and dogma; it is a position which is very much in alignment with the condemnation 

of “the life of the mind” as being the wrong sort of emphasis for human interaction with God and 

Man. Given Kant’s propensity for philosophical discourse, it is easy to see why Moravianism did 

not hold as great an appeal to Kant, for his works are filled with discussions about duty, but not 
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about love, or even the duty to love, as given in the two greatest commandments of Scripture 

which involve love of God and love of one’s fellow man as oneself.  

     Spener originally held religious meetings in his home, and the movement spread quickly; 

rector August Hermann Francke (1883-1727) designated the newly-formed University of Halle a 

center of Pietist practice: “Under Francke's guidance the University of Halle showed what 

pietism could mean when put into practice. In rapid succession Francke opened his own home as 

a school for poor children, he founded a world - famous orphanage, he established an institute for 

the training of teachers, and later he helped found a publishing house, a medical clinic, and other 

institutions. Francke had experienced a dramatic conversion in 1687, the source of his lifelong 

concern for evangelism and missions. Under his leadership Halle became the center of 

Protestantism's most ambitious missionary endeavors to that time. The university established a 

center for Oriental languages and also encouraged efforts at translating the Bible into new 

languages” (Noll). One of Francke’s students (also Spener’s godson), Nikolaus Ludwig, Graf 

von Zinzendorf, helped the movement to grow, spearheading the Moravian Church, which is still 

in existence after spreading throughout Europe and to North America in the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries. Scholarship dealing with Pietism credit it with having profoundly 

influenced John Wesley (1703-1791), who co-founded, with his brother Charles and fellow cleric 

George Whitfield (1714-1770), the Methodist religion. (Whitefield was a member of the 

popularly-named “Black Robe Regiment,” as he actively campaigned for colonial independence 

prior to the onset of the American Revolution which began in 1776; Benjamin Franklin heard 

him preach at an outdoor venue, and admitted to being marveled by what he heard.) Zinzendorf 

organized refugees from Moravia, eventually becoming the Moravian Church. The great 

evangelist John Wesley first encountered Moravians on a voyage to Georgia in 1735, and, 

following his return to England, the impression they left on him contributed to his own 

evangelical awakening. 

 

150    Thomas is directly citing Catherine Wilson’s “Interaction with the Reader in Kant's 

Transcendental Theory of Method,” History of Philosophy Quarterly, vol. 10, no. 1, 1993, pp. 

83-97. 

 

151      During the course of one of many lengthy conversations shared with a peer whilst we 

were both enrolled in Dr. Ozsváth’s graduate class on European Romanticism, in which we 

undertook nominal study of Pietism, upon assessing my character following our many years of 

acquaintance, a classmate “accused” me of being Pietistic in my values and conduct; given the 

tenets of that movement, I don’t think I’ve ever been more complimented in all my life, albeit the 

remark was not intended to be favorable, instead being meant as a sort of chastisement for my 

unwavering insistence on adherence to biblical values and the validity of Scripture in a 

Postmodern cultural climate. 
 

152      As written by Poe in a letter to his friend Thomas Holley Chivers, dated July 10, 1844, 

his faith, he said, was indeed his own. Christianity is a faith, not a religion; religions are based 

on, built around, or created in reaction to Christianity. Moreover, whereas religion is communal, 

at bottom, faith is eminently personal, indicative of one’s individual relationship with God. 
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153      The book of Malachi (called one of the “minor prophets,” due to the relative brevity of 

his book, as compared to the lengthier ones of the TaNaKh) is the last book of the Old 

Testament, and dates to approximately 450 B.C.E.; it is a record of YHVH’s blistering 

condemnation of the Levitical priesthood for having descended into polluted doctrine, aberrant 

practice, and outright apostasy. By Jesus’ day, the backsliding had shown no sign of diminution, 

and, presumably, only worsened, given that even the high priests at the time of his crucifixion 

(Caiaphas and his father-in-law Annas) were appointees of the Jews’ Roman overlords. Annas 

served in that role from 6-15 C.E., and Caiaphas held the position from 18-36 C.E. Annas led a 

powerful dynasty of illicit priests, being father to five sons who succeeded him. They were 

Sadducees, who denied the doctrine of resurrection, and would have therefore been especially 

hostile to the Pharisaic claim of Jesus, who held to that doctrine; Jesus’ maternal uncle, Joseph of 

Arimathea, is believed to have been a Pharisee, albeit not one of the ones he condemned, for 

neither did he condemn Nicodemus, who visited Jesus secretly, at night, to avoid the wrath of the 

powerful, apostate, and politically-connected Sadducees of Annas’ family. 

154      Despite its immediate success, the proposals enumerated in the Pia Desideria were met 

with objections: “Although these proposals constituted an agenda for reform and renewal, they 

also posed two difficulties which have ever been troublesome for pietism. First, many clergymen 

and professional theologians opposed them, some out of a concern to preserve their traditional 

status, but others out of a genuine fear that they would lead to rampant subjectivity and anti-

intellectualism. Second, some lay people took Spener's proposals as authorization for departing 

from the established churches altogether, even though Spener himself rejected the separatistic 

conclusions drawn from his ideas” (Noll). It is interesting to note that one of the two 

demographics having raised the most objections to it consisted of the very clerics who were 

guilty of the lapses which Spener’s text laments, and that the other consisted of congregants who 

were dissatisfied with what they perceived to be insufficient measures of the Protestant 

Reformation. 

155      That, of course, is the lesson of the parable of the Good Samaritan, one which the Nazis 

(including Lutheran ones) consummately violated (Lk. 10:25-37). The residents of ancient 

Samaria were anathema to the Jews, for the Samaritans fell into idolatrous practices, and did not 

come to Jerusalem to worship at the Temple, as commanded by YHVH. They were considered 

religious, political, and somewhat biological (familial) rivals to the Jews, despite both groups 

being descended through Abraham, Isaac, and Joseph. (Judeans were primarily descended 

through the tribes of Judah and Benjamin, with whom the Levitical priesthood remained; the 

Samaritans were descended from the other ancient Israelite patriarchal tribes.) The Good 

Samaritan practices kindness in rescuing a Jew left for dead after a highway assault by robbers, 

paying no heed to religious, political, or familial distinctions, and acting so as to expect no 

recompense for the costs he incurs in care of the victim.  

     The Nazis, conversely speaking, pitilessly persecuted, exploited, tortured, and murdered the 

Jews (and those they deemed Jewish) for religious, political, biological, and economic reasons. It 

is an especially shameful matter that so many Nazis resorted to citing Luther as a defense for 

their murderous anti-Semitism, for, whereas it is true that Luther’s vituperative and bilious 1543  

https://www.blueletterbible.org/faq/don_stewart/don_stewart_1314.cfm
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text, On the Jews and Their Lies, implores nearly all of the measures taken by the Nazis against 

the Jews, Lutherans, per the doctrine of sola scriptura, are required to know Scripture very well. 

They were without excuse, therefore, in knowing full well that, regardless of the invectives 

hurled by and the noxious directives issued from Luther’s pen, Scripture itself forbids murder 

and commands loving regard for others, regardless of religious, cultural, political, or economic 

considerable differences. What excuse can there be in forsaking the Word of God for the words 

of men when one acknowledges Scripture as the Word of God? None. 

 

156      This is not an argument for German “essentialism,” as the Nazis might have construed it, 

but is rather a commentary on German culture, which is a byproduct of many historical factors 

and stressors having given shape to it, resulting in some traits or values being prized more highly 

than others by the people who survived the events which gave rise to it, and having embraced the 

ideals they inherited as a result of them; in terms of this process, Germany’s culture is no 

different than any other country’s culture. This is also not an argument for cultural relativism, as 

there are some standards, established in Scripture, which should be universally acknowledged, 

such as the prohibition against murder. 

 

157    So says at least one scholarly compendium in writing of Frederick II: “Yet he would have 

rejected outright, and on the whole with justification, any suggestion that he ruled as a despot. 

On the contrary, he would have claimed that his power, however great, was exercised only 

within limits set by law and that the obligations inherent in his position made it impossible for 

him to govern in an arbitrary way” (Anderson). 

 

158  The failure to perform one’s duty was seen in this poor light by no less than the King of 

Prussia himself, for Fredrick II writes in one set of his directions to the generals of the Prussian 

military (pre-Jena defeat in 1806): “The negligence of officers who are detached to reconnoitre 

may render your situation very distressed and embarrassing. It was in this way that Marshal de 

Neuperg was surprised; the hussar officer who was sent forward on the look-out, had neglected 

his duty, and we were close upon him before he had the least suspicion of it. It was also owing to 

the carelessness of an officer of the regiment of Ziethen in making his patrole by night, that the 

enemy built his bridges at Selmitz, and surprised the baggage […] It will be seen by the maxims 

which I have laid down in this work, on what the theory turns of those evolutions which I have 

introduced amongst my troops. The object of these manoeuvres is to gain time on every 

occasion, and decide an affair more quickly than has heretofore been the custom; and, in short, to 

overset the enemy by the furious shocks of our cavalry. By means of this impetuosity, the 

coward is hurried away, and obliged to do his duty as well as the bravest; no single trooper can 

be useless. The whole depends on the spirit of the attack” (Allen “King of Prussia”). 

 

159      His thinking likely was influenced by the posthumously-published work of seminal 

British Enlightenment scientist and philosopher, Sir Francis Bacon (1561-1626): “Now, part of 

this whole paradigm seems to originate from an idea presented in The New Atlantis, by Francis 

Bacon (1627). The work described a ‘world research university’ that scans the planet for babies 

and talent. The State then becomes invincible because it owned the university. It becomes  
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impossible to revolt against the State because the State knows everything […] The New Atlantis 

was widely read by German mystics in the 19th century. By 1840 in Prussia, there were a lot of 

“world research universities,” in concept, all over the country. All of them drawing in talent and 

developing it for the purposes of State power and stability” (Majordomo) The Enlightenment 

begins in Great Britain, in the seventeenth century, not in eighteenth century France, and the 

British proponents were still very much theistic, completely contrary to their apostate French 

counterparts. Bacon did not disavow the role of traditional religion, nor paint it as being in 

opposition to the goals of the State; it was Prussian (Marxist) and French (Positivist) thinking 

which thought religious thinking contrary to their ideological loyalties. The global aspect of 

Bacon’s work was not meant to imply totalitarianism, but rather to suggest harmonious and 

peaceful coexistence of all peoples working conjointly for the betterment of mankind; it was a 

naïve vision, but in its own way a noble one, nonetheless. The same may not be said of Fichte’s 

designs, which precludes a brotherhood of man altogether, and therefore precludes the possibility 

of fulfillment of the whole of the Law of God, which mandates loving others as oneself. 

 

160        Noxious Prussian ideas are notorious for infecting other countries, as Kant, Marx, 

Hegel, and Fichte all were of Prussian ancestry and heritage: “An important part of this new 

system was to break the link between reading and the young child, because a child who reads too 

well becomes knowledgeable and independent from the system of instruction and is capable of 

finding out anything. In order to have an efficient policy-making class and a sub-class beneath it, 

you’ve got to remove the power of most people to make anything out of available information. 

This was the plan. To keep most of the children in the general population from reading for the 

first six or seven years of their lives. Now, the Prussian system of reading was originally a 

system whereby whole sentences (and thus whole integrated concepts) were memorized, rather 

than whole words. In this three-tier system, they figured out a way to achieve the desired results. 

In the lowest category of the system, the volkschuelen, the method was to divide whole ideas 

(which simultaneously integrate whole disciplines – math, science, language, art, etc.) into 

subjects which hardly existed prior to that time. The subjects were further divided into units 

requiring periods of time during the day. With appropriate variation, no one would really know 

what was happening in the world. It was inherently one of the most brilliant methods of 

knowledge suppression that had ever existed. They also replaced the alphabet system of teaching 

with the teaching of sounds. Hooked on phonics? Children could read without understanding 

what they were reading, or all the implications.   

     In 1814, the first American, Edward Everett, goes to Prussia to get a PhD. He eventually 

becomes governor of Massachusetts. During the next 30 years or so, a whole line of American 

dignitaries came to Germany to earn degrees (a German invention). Horace Mann, instrumental 

in the development of educational systems in America, was among them. Those who earned 

degrees in Germany came back to the United States and staffed all of the major universities. In 

1850, Massachusetts and New York utilize the system, as well as promote the concept that ‘the 

state is the father of children.’ Horace Mann’s sister, Elizabeth Peabody (Peabody Foundation) 

saw to it that after the Civil War, the Prussian system (taught in the Northern states) was 

integrated into the conquered South between 1865 and 1918. Most of the ‘compulsory schooling’ 

laws designed to implement the system were passed by 1900.  
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     By 1900, all the PhD’s in the United States were trained in Prussia […] One of the reasons 

that the self-appointed elite brought back the Prussian system to the United States was to ensure 

a non-thinking work force to staff the growing industrial revolution. In 1776, for example, about 

85% of the citizens were reasonably educated and had independent livelihoods – they didn’t need 

to work for anyone. By 1840, the ratio was still about 70%. The attitude of ‘learn and then strike 

out on your own’ had to be broken. The Prussian system was an ideal way to do it. One of the 

prime importers of the German ‘educational’ system into the United States was William T. 

Harris, from Saint Louis. He brought the German system in and set the purpose of the schools to 

alienate children from parental influence and that of religion. He preached this openly, and began 

creating ‘school staffing’ programs that were immediately picked up by the new ‘teacher  

colleges,’ many of which were underwritten by the Rockefeller family, the Carnegies, the 

Whitneys and the Peabody family […] The bottom line is that we had a literate country in the 

United States before the importation of the German educational system, designed to ‘dumb 

down’ the mass population. It was more literate that it is today. The textbooks of the time make 

so much allusion to history, philosophy, mathematics, science and politics that they are hard to 

follow today because of the way people are ‘taught to think’ […] The implementation of the 

German educational nightmare in the United States met some initial resistance. 

      In [shipping magnate Andrew] Carnegie’s home town of Gary, Indiana, the system was 

implemented between 1910 and 1916, mostly through the efforts of William Wirt, the school 

superintendent. It involved no academic endeavor whatsoever. It worked so well in supplying 

willing workers for the steel mills that it was decided by Carnegie to bring the system to New 

York City. In 1917, they initiated a program in New York in 12 schools, with the objective of 

enlarging the program to encompass 100 schools and eventually all the schools in New York. 

William Wirt came to supervise the transition. Unfortunately for Carnegie, the population of the 

12 schools was predominantly composed of Jewish immigrants, who innately recognized what 

was being done and the nature of the new ‘educational system’.  

     Three weeks of riots followed, and editorials in the New York Times were very critical of the 

plan. Over 200 Jewish school children were thrown in jail. The whole political structure of New 

York that had tried this scheme were then thrown out of office during the next election. A book 

describing this scenario, The Great School Wars, was written by Diane Ravitch on the subject. 

Curiously, William Wirt was committed to an insane asylum around 1930, after going around 

making public speeches about his part in a large conspiracy to bring about a controlled state in 

the hands of certain people. He died two years later […] In retrospect, in 1889 the U.S. 

Commissioner of Education assured a prominent railroad man, Collis Huntington, when he 

protested that the schools seemed to be over-educating (producing too many engineers and 

people who could think), that schools had been scientifically designed not to over-educate. It was 

a reference to the German system of education inculcated into the United States between 1806 

and 1819” (Majordomo). I repeat, the State is always nothing more than other people, and 

“certain people,” at that. 

 

161     “Majordomo” is the pseudonym adopted by the site overseer at Uncommon Sense. The title 

refers to the person who is the official spokesperson for or the lead supervisor of a domain. The 

title derives from the combination of the Latin terms for “highest’ (major) and “household”  
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(domūs or domicile). The terms castellan, head butler, or chamberlain are its equivalents. 
 

162      Fichte’s megalomania and the Prussian desire to micromanage every aspect of the 

citizenry’s life and mind was only bolstered later that same century, with the birth of 

experimental psychology in Germany by mid-nineteenth century, what they termed “psycho-

physics,” a consummately Materialist theory which held that people were nothing more than 

complex machines, paralleling the mechanical view of the Universe which already had taken 

root: “This new view of people became more or less institutionalized in Germany, and by the 

1870’s the ‘field’ of experimental psychology was born. The ultimate purpose of experimental 

psychology was to discover the nature of the human machine and how to program it. The main 

proponent of this new experimental psychology in Germany was Wilhelm Wundt (1832-1920), 

who is today widely regarded as the ‘father’ of that field. He is described by orthodoxy as having 

‘freed the study of the mind from metaphysics and rational philosophy.’ Presumably in favor of 

irrational philosophy.  

     Wundt obtained his PhD in medicine from the University of Heidelberg in 1856, and 

embarked on the study of sensory perception. His most famous work was ‘Contributions to the 

Theory of Sense Perception,’ done between 1858 and 1862. It is described by orthodoxy as the 

first work of experimental psychology. In 1875, Wundt was appointed to a chair in philosophy at 

Leipzig, where he instituted a laboratory for the ‘systematic, experimental study of experience.’ 

[…]  In 1873, he began a year-long writing project which resulted in ‘Principles of Physiological 

Psychology,’ which became a ‘classic’ that was subsequently reprinted through six editions over 

the next 40 years, establishing psychology’s claim to be an ‘independent science’. Wundt also 

wrote on philosophical subjects such as logic and ethics, but as he did not subscribe to ‘rational 

philosophy,’ his writings presumably yielded irrational interpretations of both areas.  

     It is conceivable that his warped view of humanity and the universe contributed in some small 

way to the eventual Nazi penchant for experimenting on those they didn’t like, producing for 

them an irrational experience they would never forget. American students of Wundt who 

returned to the United States between 1880 and 1910 became the heads of Psychological 

Departments at major universities, such as Harvard, Cornell, and the University of Pennsylvania, 

to name a few. Wundt trained James Cattell, who on his return to the United States trained over 

300 PhD’s in the Wundt world view. The system of ‘educational psychology’ evolved from this. 

Funded by the Carnegie and Rockefeller foundations, the Wundtian system gains control over 

educational testing in the United States for soldiers of World War I” (Majordomo, emphasis 

mine). The behavioral psychology of Burrhus Frederic (B.F.) Skinner, an American psychologist 

of German ancestry, is a development of Wundt’s ideas, and his work also sought to totally 

socially condition children so as to impose conformity of conduct, most famously documented in 

the failed commune experiment which had been based on his fictional novel from 1948, Walden 

Two. The Darwinian concept of eugenics borrows from this line of thinking, in that it also 

believes humanity can be manipulated to produce a desired effect, albeit biologically instead of 

merely psychologically; the Nazis ran with both ideas. 
 

163     Renowned British philosopher, mathematician, and global socialist Bertrand Russell 

(1872-1970) was deeply concerned with the education of young children, hence his involvement  
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in the creation of UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization), 

which seeks to condition future generations to think of themselves as (atheistic) global citizens 

beholden to a giant, international, socialist, atheistic bureaucracy. In his 1952 The Impact of 

Science on Society (originally a series of lectures), Russell wrote about the need to adopt both 

Darwinian eugenics and Fichte’s educational model and goals, in order to achieve permanent 

global totalitarianism (essentially Communism) of an elite class: “It is to be expected that 

advances in physiology and psychology will give governments much more control over 

individual mentality than they now have even in totalitarian countries. Fichte laid it down that, 

education should aim at destroying free will, so that, after pupils have left school, they shall be 

incapable, throughout the rest of their lives, of thinking or acting otherwise than as their 

schoolmasters would have wished. But in his day, this was an unattainable ideal: what he 

regarded as the best system in existence produced Karl Marx. In future such failures are not 

likely to occur where there is dictatorship. Diet, injections, and injunctions will combine, from a 

very early age, to produce the sort of character and the sort of beliefs that the authorities 

consider desirable, and any serious criticism of the powers that be will become psychologically 

impossible. Even if all are miserable, all will believe themselves happy, because the government 

will tell them that they are so. A totalitarian government with a scientific bent might do things 

that to us would seem horrifying. The Nazis were more scientific than the present rulers of 

Russia, and were more inclined towards the sort of atrocities that I have in mind […] I do not 

pretend that birth control is the only way in which population can be kept from increasing. There 

are others, which, one must suppose, opponents of birth control would prefer. War, as I remarked 

a moment ago, has hitherto been disappointing in this respect, but perhaps bacteriological war 

may prove more effective. If a Black Death could be spread throughout the world once in every 

generation survivors could procreate freely without making the world too full. There would be 

nothing in this to offend the consciences of the devout or to restrain the ambitions of nationalists. 

The state of affairs might be somewhat unpleasant, but what of that? Really high-minded people 

are indifferent to happiness, especially other people's” (Russell 103-104, emphases mine).  

     His colleague, Herbert George (H.G.) Wells (1866-1946), the famed novelist of science 

fiction and an ardent atheistic (pro-eugenic) biologist, outlines the six principal tenets of this 

new, globalist substitute “religion,” which he specifically enumerated in his 1928 text, The Open 

Conspiracy: Blueprints for a World Revolution, to wit: (1) establishment of a global government; 

(2) establishment of a global economic system; (3) the abolition of private property and the 

establishment of a global “world directorate serving the common ends of the race” in terms of 

resource management (credit, transport, staple production); (4) the establishment of a global 

minimum standard of freedom and welfare; (5) “the practical recognition of  the necessity of 

world biological controls” (e.g., population and disease); and (6) the supreme duty of 

subordinating the personal life to the creation of a world directorate capable of these tasks and to 

the general advancement of human knowledge, capacity, and power” (Wells 113-114). 

      It is important to note that these goals pertain to increase of intellectual abilities and powers 

over the material world, including other human beings; there is no stated desire to increase 

happiness, justice, morality, kindness, or any other humane qualities or conditions of life—and 

certainly not the establishment and practice of the two greatest commandments given in 

Scripture. 
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164      The quote has been alternatively attributed to French satirist François-Marie Arouet, 

better known by his nom de plume, Voltaire (1694-1778). 

165      The original German reads: “Was uns obliegt, ist nicht die Lust des Lebens, auch nicht 

einmal die Liebe, die wirkliche, sondern lediglich die Pflicht. Es ist dies außerdem etwas speziell 

Preußisches” (Ovienmhada) The line is taken from his 1898 novel Der Stechlin (his last novel, as 

he died in 1898), and is prefaced by the assertion: “The truly noble do not obey a ruler, but a 

sense of duty.” [This statement is sheer nonsense, for one’s duty is always to a subject (a person, 

a “Thou”), and never to an object (Duty itself, which is an “It”); even a duty to one’s country is 

actually a duty to one’s leaders and countrymen.) Duty, then, becomes divorced from any subject 

to whom one owes submission, and becomes an object in-and-of-itself which must be 

unreservedly and indiscriminately obeyed.  This Prussian propensity became so well known that 

Arthur Sullivan and William Schwenck Gilbert lampoon it in their comical operetta from 1879, 

The Pirates of Penzance, which features a main character named (of course) Frederick, who is, 

as the work is actually subtitled, “The Slave of Duty,” as he snaps into and submits to 

conformity, regardless of whomever makes whatever demands of him, if but duty is invoked. 

Der Stechlin is a nod to the titular character, whose last name is derived from the region, in the 

same way that Mary Magdalene hailed from Magdala. According to a German travel site, “At the 

end of the 19th century, the Brandenburg novelist and hiking enthusiast Theodor Fontane wrote 

extensively about the landscape in the heart of the Ruppiner Land region, and it has remained 

largely unchanged since then” (“Stechlin-Ruppiner Land Nature Park”). 

166      “Kartoffelplotz” is the author’s nom de plume, which may be translated as “potato 

pancake”’. One of Frederick the Great’s many reforms was to mandate that Germans become 

proficient potato farmers; potatoes are peasant food and therefore a symbol of pietistic humility. 

(Dutch painter Vincent van Gogh’s 1885 painting of a humble and rustic Boer family, “The 

Potato Eaters,” drives home the point.) By his own admission, “Kartoffelplotz” is a German, 

living in Germany, and he offers German sources for his research, including Hans-Joachim 

Schoeps’ “Preußen - Geschichte eines Staates,” Curt Jany and Geschichte Eberhardt’s “Der 

Preußischen Armee vom 15. Jahrhundert bis 1914,” Emilio Willems’ “Der preußisch-deutsche 

Militarismus. Ein Kulturkomplex im sozialen Wandel,” and Otto Büsch’s “Moderne Preußische 

Geschichte 1648–1947 (Band 2: Militärsystem und Gesellschaftsordnung.)”. His only English-

language tile is Gordon A. Craig’s book, “The Politics of the Prussian Army 1640—1945” 

(Oxford UP, 1955); Craig was a Sterling Professor of the Humanities, also having authored 

Theodor Fontane: Literature and History in the Bismarck Reich (Oxford UP, 1999). 

167      To grasp just how ingrained Prussian discipline was in its military and how integrated it 

was with Prussian civil society, one need only read the work of Erich Maria Remarque (a 

German veteran of World War I, 1914-1918), whose 1929 novel, All Quiet on the Western Front, 

makes it quite plain. In that story, the protagonist laments his subjection to the “Prussian drills” 

he is compelled to endure upon enlisting to serve in the Great War (which Germany initiated), 

and he speaks about his drill instructor having been a mere postman in civilian life, noting the 

Prussian disciplinary strain consonant to both roles.  Prussian military discipline of its soldiers  

https://www.ovienmhada.com/2015/08/19/are-some-cultures-better-than-others/
http://www.germany.travel/en/leisure-and-recreation/natural-landscapes/nature-parks/naturpark-stechlin-ruppiner-land.html
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could be quite harsh in the eighteenth century: “Back then, people were pressed into service 

(which lasted 20 years and only 7% of recruits survived until retirement), and no doubt there was 

dissent. Common punishment for soldiers was beating with a stick. The highest punishment was 

300 blows with a stick. The punishment took place over 3 days and the last day involved beating 

the victim to death” (Jakub). Following the Prussian defeat at Jena in 1806 at the hands of 

Napoleon Bonaparte’s troops, Germany introduced “the levy system,” essentially a compulsory 

military draft of all eligible men, and the discipline to which they were exposed therein carried 

over and was reinforced in civil society. 

 

168       The excerpt is taken from “Particular Instruction of the King of Prussia to the Officers of 

his Army, and especially those of the Cavalry,” which had been translated from French into 

English by Lieutenant Colonel T. Foster at the end of the 18th century, and subsequently 

published with “Military Instruction from the Late King of Prussia to His Generals” as a single 

book. 
 

169      Quote taken from Letters of Voltaire and Frederick the Great (New York: Brentano's, 

1927), trans. Richard Aldington, letter 141 from Frederick to Voltaire (1759-07-02). 

 

170    Joachim Fernau was drafted into military service in 1939, and then transferred, per Waffen 

SS records, to serve in special assignment for propaganda companies (SS-PK), at the 

recommendation of the Reich Ministry of Popular Enlightenment and Propaganda; in 1940, he 

achieved the rank of SS-Obersturmführer. Two years later, he was dispatched to the Eastern 

Front, from where he issued bogus and padded reports concerning the Nazi regime and its 

boastful-yet-duplicitous victories, publishing work in Das Reich, Volkischer Beobachter, or Die 

Schwarze Korps. (Frei and Schmitz 112). “Perseverance articles” were essentially triumphalist 

claims in the wake of increasing hardships and strategic battle losses, involving the peddling of 

false hope and pleading for continued sacrifice during the war effort. The sort of propaganda 

which Fernau specialized in was very much in keeping with the propaganda of the First World 

War (1914-1918), during which time the German authorities likewise instructed their press to 

continually lie to the German people about the true state of affairs as the war waged, resulting in 

the shock, anger, and dismay known as “the stab in the back” once the extent of their loss was 

made suddenly known to them following the Treaty of Versailles in 1920, when the harsh reality 

of their unanticipated defeat sunk in. 
 

171     Fernau’s own footnote about the poet contends: “At this point it is exemplarily proven 

that in Prussia the message is separated from the bearer. Eberhard von Mackensen was a rogue 

and archbishop who would have done any gallows honor. Nonetheless, what he said in this poem 

is true as the light day. It does not become less true because it was proclaimed by a rogue in 

whose mouth this Song of Solomon had the least to do with Prussia.”  The original German 

reads: “An dieser Stelle sei exemplarisch belegt, dass man in Preussen die Botschaft vom 

Überbringer trennt. Eberhard von Mackensen war ein Gauner und Erzschelm, der jedem Galgen 

zur Ehre gereicht hätte. Nichtsdestoweniger ist das, was er in diesem Gedicht zum Ausdruck 

brachte, wahr wie der lichte Tag. Es wird darum nicht weniger wahr, weil es von einem churken 
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verkündet wurde, in dessen Maul dieses Hohelied auf Preussen am wenigsten zu suchen hatte.” 

(Fernau). 
 

172      Originally rendered by Fernau as: “Freiheit bedeutet in Preußen, Dinge mit Freude zu tun, 

die Pflicht von seinen Bürgern verlangt. Freiheit bedeutet in Preußen den Geboten Gottes und 

der Vernunft, der Menschlichkeit und des Anstands, gleichwohl des Kantschen Imperativs zu 

gehorchen, statt sie um der eigenen Genußsucht oder Bequemlichkeit willen zu ignorieren.” 
 

173      As Fernau states in his native tongue: “Preuße ist man nicht durch Geburt, denn es ist 

kein erblicher Adel, sondern eine Haltung, die man sich lebenslang erwerben, um die man Tag 

für Tag kämpfen und ringen muß. […] Diese Idee blieb administrativ meist unausgesprochen - es 

ist ihr also kein Kanon, oder eine verbindliche heilige Schrift oder ähnliches zugeordnet, wenn 

man mal von der einzigen Ausnahme des Reglements der Preußischen Armee und dem 

Allgemeinen Preußischen Landrecht absieht. Diese Idee äußert sich in den Gedanken, Taten und 

der Lebenshaltung derer, die sich ihr verbunden fühlen. Man erinnere sich des berühmten 

Kantschen Kategorischen Imperativs, der fordert, daß ein jeder sich so verhalten solle, daß sein 

Betragen zu den Grundprinzipien einer Gemeinschaft erhoben werden könne.” 

 

174       Fernau’s original German reads: “Dieser König fühlte sich vor seinem Gott persönlich 

verantwortlich für jeden einzigen seiner Untertanen. Ich wünsche mir nichts sehnlicher als daß 

sein Geist umgehen möge in Berlin, Potsdam, Brandenburg und der Provinz und die dortigen 

amtierenden Potentaten und Mandarine mit seinem berüchtigten Buchenknüppel traktiert, bis sie 

schweißgebadet aufwachen und erkennen, was ihres Amtes sei. Doch nicht nur diese sollten sich 

von seinem Leben angesprochen fühlen, sondern jeder einzelne Preuße - egal wo er in der 

gesellschaftlichen Hierarchie angesiedelt ist, wo er lebt und was er tut!” 
 

175      In Fernau’s original words: “Was ich zu ihm zu sagen habe? Er ist meine bindende 

Autorität schlechthin. Ein widersprüchliches Leben, unmenschlich harten Prüfungen ausgesetzt, 

formte ihn zum Standard-Format des preußischen Charakters. Die berühmten preußischen 

Tugenden wurden maßgeblich von seinem Vater und ihm geformt. Und das entscheidende ist, 

beide haben die eigenen Vorgaben auch gelebt! Sie waren von eiserner Disziplin und Härte 

gegen sich selbst, ehe sie dies von ihren Untertanen einforderten.” 

 

176      The “his” to whom Fernau refers is Kurt Tucholsky (1890-1935), a German-Jewish 

journalist and satirist (with a law degree), one of the most important political journalists of the 

Weimar Republic; he wrote about the threat of National Socialism, and when the Nazis came 

into power, he was amongst the first of the German Jews to be stripped of German citizenship, 

despite having been baptized into the Protestant faith by 1918. In 1915, he was conscripted into 

the military during World War I, and sent to the Eastern Front, despite being a pacifist. Our Nazi 

propagandist says of him: “War der Mann nicht der erklärte Feind des Preußentums?" War er. 

Natürlich! Das "Preußentum", dem er mit so großem Haß begegnete, war aber bereits das 

verbogene, das verfälschte, das unwahre Preußen,” which may be translated as: “Was not the 

man the declared enemy of ‘Prussianism’? He was. Naturally! The ‘Prussianism’ which he  
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encountered with such great hatred, however, was already the bent, the falsified, the untrue 

Prussia” (Fernau). Since 1985, the Swedish arm of PEN (an international organization dedicated 

to freedom of speech) hands out the “Tucholsky Prize,” a grant named in honor of the writer and 

awarded to a threatened, persecuted, or exiled publisher or author. 

 

177      Fernau’s original German declares: “Es war das "Preußen" dem die Allierten in ihrer 

Dummheit und Verblendung 1947 den Garaus zu machen trachteten, als sie es per 

Kontrollratsbeschluß auflösten. Sie konnten unser Preußen nicht erreichen. Denn dessen Idee 

war bereits verschüttet und begraben unter gewaltigen Schichten von perversem Schwachsinn 

und Großmannssucht, wie sie denn im "Untertan" Manns so trefflich beschrieben wurde […] 

Unser Ziel ist es, mit dem Finger auf die Strolche zu zeigen und sie zu Paaren zu treiben für das 

Verbrechen, das sie Preußen antaten, indem sie es mit ihrer niedrigen Gesinnung und ihren 

Schandtaten befleckten und seinen Ruf in der Welt ruinierten.” 

 

178      Scripture repeatedly speaks of “binding” commandments to one’s heart and hands, in 

order to preserve righteousness; see, e.g, Prov. 3:1, 7:1, 6:20-23, and Deuteronomy 6 in its 

entirety. 

 

179      Jewish tradition holds that there are 613 commandments to which Jews are beholden, 

based on a list complied in the Mishnah Torah (Pharisaic commentaries on the Old Testament), 

put together by the rabbinical scholar known as Rambam. The list has biblical verses appended 

to them as a means of demonstrating the legitimacy of the demands, See, e.g., JewFAQ.org’s 

very helpful and informative itemization, in which Tracey R. Rich pairs the biblical 

underpinnings traditionally linked to the commandments which appear on the list provided under 

the site’s “Judaism 101” section. 

 

180      He explains in his introduction: “In his work, Kant and Kierkegaard: The Hidden Debt, 

Ronald Green has shown how Kant's analysis of the existence of evil in Religion Within the 

Bounds of Reason Alone influenced Kierkegaard's thought, an influence that he thinks 

Kierkegaard tried to hide. (1) According to Green, it was Kant who first explored the role of 

anxiety (Angst) in our experience of ethical guilt. Kierkegaard's insight was that Kant's 

philosophy did not have the resources to overcome the redoubled anxiety he called despair 

because moral law was for Kant the highest norm to which he could appeal. But the moral law is 

an impersonal norm that binds imperfect human beings to the unbending strictures of pure 

reason” (Wennemann). 
 

181      This is not entirely a unique phenomenon, for many people think America is an idea in 

the minds of its citizens. And in the minds of foreigners, too. Bono Vox, the lead singer of global 

sensation U2, a rock band from Ireland whose members are Roman Catholic, said as much in a 

2012 speech delivered at the (Roman Catholic) Georgetown University in Washington, D.C. Dr. 

Martin Luther King, Jr. famously referred to America as a dream, by which he also meant an 

ideal idea. In his speech “The American Dream,” he emphasizes the universal and inviolable 

dignity of mankind by attributing that stamp of shared sanctity to the God whose authority  

http://www.jewfaq.org/613.htm
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established it: “America is essentially a dream, a dream as yet unfulfilled. It is a dream of a land 

where men of all races, of all nationalities and of all creeds can live together as brothers.  The 

substance of the dream is expressed in these sublime words, words lifted to cosmic proportions: 

‘We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by 

their Creator with certain unalienable rights, that among these are life, liberty, and pursuit of 

happiness.’ This is the dream.  

     One of the first things we notice in this dream is an amazing universalism. It does not say 

some men, but it says all men. It does not say all white men, but it says all men, which includes 

black men. It does not say all Gentiles, but it says all men, which includes Jews.  It does not say 

all Protestants, but it says all men, which includes Catholics. And there is another thing we see in 

this dream that ultimately distinguishes democracy and our form of government [a representative 

Republic] from all of the totalitarian regimes that emerge in history.  It says that each individual 

has certain basic rights that are neither conferred by nor derived from the state. To discover 

where they came from it is necessary to move back behind the dim mist of eternity, for they are 

God-given.  Very seldom if ever in the history of the world has a sociopolitical document 

expressed in such profoundly eloquent and unequivocal language the dignity and the worth of 

human personality.  The American dream reminds us that every man is heir to the legacy of 

worthiness” (King). In short order, King reminds us that every man is a child of the living God, 

and that the stamp of divinity shines in each face, regardless of race, color, or creed, therefore we 

must not cheapen, sully, abuse, or deny love to our fellow man out of loving due regard for God. 

King, who was a Christian minister, did not point to the same foundation for treatment of others 

as that which forms the basis of the Brandenburg minister’s “Basic Law,” since King’s derives 

from the Creator God and the Prussian one derives from the Creation, Man. 

 

182      The origin of the quote is not the German author’s protagonist who deals with the Devil, 

but is actually taken from the diary of the British occultist and Satanist Aleister Crowley, first 

published in 1952. Under the entry dated for December 16, 1909 (in Biskra, Algeria), beneath 

the title “The Cry of the 4th Aethyr, which is Called Paz,” the famous Satanist wrote, in 

reference to the god of his vision, “his name shall be called Vir [man], and Vis [power], and 

Virus [poison], and Virtus [manliness], and Viridis [green], in one name that is all these, and 

above all these” (Crowley) The entry also includes such other apostate and blasphemous gems as 

“Holy art thou, Chaos,” “O Night, that givest suck from thy paps to sorcery, and theft, and rape, 

and gluttony, and murder, and tyranny, and to the nameless Horror, cover us, cover us, cover us,” 

and, my personal favorite: “Yea, as in a looking-glass, so in thy mind, that is backed with the 

false metal of lying, is every symbol read averse. Lo! everything wherein thou hast trusted must 

confound thee, and that thou didst flee from was thy saviour. So therefore didst thou shriek in the 

Black Sabbath when thou didst kiss the hairy buttocks of the goat” (Crowley).  

 

183      William Schwenck Gilbert, The Mikado (1885), as sung by the proud and officious 

windbag, Pooh-Bah 

 

184      Adam and Eve sewed aprons for themselves out of fig leaves, therefore the Genesis 3 

account likely transpired in a fig grove, not an apple orchard; there is no mention of an apple in  

 

http://www.thekingcenter.org/archive/document/american-dream
https://hermetic.com/crowley/the-vision-and-the-voice/aethyr4
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the Eden account. Go ahead and check. I’ll wait. 

 

185      Unitarians deny the Triune godhood of traditional Christianity, but they acknowledge that 

one should live according to the precepts of Jesus Christ. In this, Unitarianism is also a form of 

spiritual schizophrenia, for Jesus can only be Christ if he is the Son of God, which would counter 

Unitarianism’s chief denial of the Holy Trinity. This is why they were (and still are) considered 

to be heretics themselves by many traditional Protestant denominations. If Jesus is Messiah, then 

to claim to not worship him means that one refuses to recognize his divinity; but if Jesus is not 

Messiah (as Unitarianism contends), why model one’s self on his character and precepts?  

     Jesus himself claims to be God, therefore it can make no sense to admire and seek to imitate a 

person who is either lying or deluded about such a claim: Unitarians, therefore, were devoted to 

either a madman or a hypocrite if they sought to emulate a man who claimed to be God while at 

the same time denying the godhood Jesus claims for himself. Clearly, one cannot be a Unitarian 

and a Christian, contrary to Unitarian claims otherwise. Unitarianism tries to have its cake and 

eat it, too, no less than do the Higher Critics who pretended to hold to Scripture while at the 

same time denying its veracity. (Of course, Christianity has been accused of being polytheistic as 

a result of the Triune doctrine, in that 1 + 1 + 1 = 3; critics who resort to such logic seem to 

forget that numbers—same as God—can be reckoned in terms of powers, such as 13, which is 

but to say that “1 x 1 x 1 = 1”. But here I digress…) 

 

186      Or Carlyle is guilty of infecting America with Germanism, for even Perry Miller 

describes Transcendentalism as an “outbreak,” as the term suggests a fevered dream or localized 

spiritual epidemic (45).  

 

187      Perry Miller sheds some light on this American youthquake “in the peculiar context of 

New England,” which he says may be taken as a “recurrent lesson in cultural history” (10). He 

writes: “Because they desperately needed forms and concepts in which to embody a passion that 

arose out of domestic pressures, the Transcendentalists appropriated with avidity the new 

literature of  ‘romanticism’ that came to them through Wordsworth and Coleridge and the new 

philosophy of German idealism that came to them at secondhand through [Victor] Cousin and 

Carlyle […] Unitarianism was the culmination of a century-long campaign for freedom, 

elegance, and liberality. Men like Andrews Norton and Francis Bowen quite properly regarded 

themselves as guardians of a tradition, as being progressive and forward-looking men.  

     Furthermore, it was Unitarianism that overcame the provincial hostility of Puritan New 

England to belles-lettres and to the fine arts, that pried open the doors of those enchanting vistas 

that were spread before the generation of the 1830’s. [Joseph] Buckminster, [Edward] Everett, 

and [William Ellery] Channing set the model for  minister who could be literate rather than 

pedantic, who would quote poetry rather than eschatology, who would be a stylist and could 

scorn controversy. Buckminster and Emerson’s own father founded the Boston Athenaeum—and 

without its library, its subscriptions to periodicals, and its cast of the Greek sculptures, the young 

Transcendentalists could hardly have found their way to romanticism and idealism” (P. Miller 

10-11).  In the same manner in which one could sympathize with the emotional and 

psychological distress experienced by the German Strum-und-Drangers (themselves impassioned  
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youths seeking to break free from what they perceived to be the crushing weight of tradition), 

one can certainly understand the desire for optimism, freeplay, and emotional gratification in a 

place where somber, gloomy, restrictive, Puritanical Calvinism held sway for so long. We can 

understand the Transcendentalist apostasy and impiety, therefore, but that need not mean that we 

must excuse it, for we are not all Freudians, thank God. The youthquakes which manifested as 

German Sturm-und-Drang and American Transcendentalism may be likened to teenagers coming 

into their own, struggling and searching to establish identities  and meaningful outlets for 

themselves which differentiate them from their parents (inherited traditions); eventually, most of 

them grew out of their adolescence, as, for example, Goethe became a respected and respectable 

member of polite society in his intellectual maturity. (Emerson, in many ways, although able to 

turn a lovely phrase, seems not to have moved past his adolescent bent, having clung to it rather 

tenaciously for the duration of his lifetime.) I lost every argument to my father about the validity 

of my ideas which challenged convention and experience when he began with “I’ve been your 

age, you’ve never been mine…”; it is difficult to beat that sort of logic. 

 

188      This statement is not an exaggeration, for even the online Encyclopædia Britannica entry 

for “American Renaissance” states that the term is synonymous with “New England 

Renaissance,” and lists almost exclusively authors associated with Harvard University, Boston, 

and Concord, linking the movement very specifically to the Transcendentalists. The entry 

concludes with a note that “great imaginative writers” are included in this phenomenon, listing 

Hawthorne, Melville, Whitman, and Poe. The inclusion of Poe in this group is based merely on 

simple chronology, for he is the only non-New Englander of the entire list of authors the entry 

includes; his inclusion is rather strained and untenable, given his disdain of the moral and 

philosophical tenets of the Transcendentalists, a disdain shared by Hawthorne and Melville. 

(Yes, he was born in Boston, and referred to himself as Bostonian at times, but only when 

pandering for sustenance and acceptance; otherwise, he considered himself a Southern 

gentleman.) American literature scholar F.O. Matthiessen coined the phrase “American 

Renaissance” in 1941, in a text which famously offered critical analyses of five authors whose 

names have formed part of the Canon—Emerson, Hawthorne, Melville, Thoreau, and Whitman. 

His decision to focus on these authors, he later stated, was based on what he called their devotion 

to “the possibilities of democracy”. (He was later compelled to defend his selection since it 

excluded women and ethnic minorities, and even Poe, since he did not believe Poe fit into the 

overarching schemata of the work he intended.)  

     One might wonder how America could be said to experience a renaissance if it was a nascent 

culture, since the term “renaissance” denotes a re-birth. Matthiessen selected the term for two 

reasons: (1) because he thought it signaled a new focus on Renaissance humanism as a means to 

move away from Calvinism; and (2) because he thought it represented the national push for a 

distinct literature which would break away from British models. Based on these two qualifiers, 

Poe would necessarily be excluded from Matthiessen’s text and the terminology, which is now 

loosely applied to the period, and not the region, focus, or motive. Poe was raised an 

Episcopalian, the Americanized version of the Anglican religion, and therefore he never had a 

Calvinism to cast off, as did the New Englanders.  Moreover, historically, the American South 

had been loyal to the British culture in Poe’s day, and even right up to the end of the U.S Civil  
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War; as this paper demonstrates, Poe never abandoned his admiration for the British authors who 

preceded his lifetime (especially the Neoclassical moral satirists and the literary critics). 

Formerly, the American Renaissance had been referred to as “American Romanticism”; as 

argued elsewhere in this paper, Poe never could rightly be considered a Romanticist of any 

kind—nor could Hawthorne or Melville. If I had my “druthers,” I would classify Poe as a 

American Neoclassicist, for his works betray a synthesis of classicism and biblicism, in much the 

same manner the works of the British moral satirists were wont to exhibit. Poe was not alone in 

this category, though, for in it I would also place the first African-American female poet ,Phillis 

Wheatley (1753-1784) [a gifted, conscious imitator of Alexander Pope], as well as Joseph Green 

(a colonial American minister), whose 1766 poem, “An Eclogue Sacred to the Memory of the 

Rev. Dr. Jonathan Mayhew” draws on both Virgil and Scripture to inform its structure and 

content. (Green, same as Poe and the British Augustans, was a satirist.) See, e.g., Appendices E 

and F of this paper for a critical analysis of Green’s poem, which bears out this contention. 

      Not to exclude the Germans, in terms of aesthetics, a German scholar would have a profound 

impact in the promotion of the virtues of Neoclassical art and architecture: “There is but one way 

for the moderns to become great, and perhaps unequalled … by imitating the ancients,’ the 

German historian Johann Winckelmann declared in his influential 1755 book, Thoughts on the 

Imitation of Greek Works in Painting and Sculpture. Winckelmann’s History of the Art of 

Antiquity, published in 1764, provided a systematic survey of Greek art by date and style, 

Winckelmann is often thought to be the originator of art history as a scholarly discipline. 

Winckelmann’s immense influence throughout Europe shifted taste against baroque conventions 

and toward classical form” (“What is Neoclassicism?”) 

 

189      “Arnheim” is an old Germanic word meaning “eagle’s nest”; YHVH is associated with 

an eagle many times in the Old Testament, hence the title alludes not only to the counterfeit 

nature of Satan, who would be as the Most High God, but also to his fate in seeking to overthrow 

or outdo Him: Ellison himself is an allusion to the Serpent in the Garden. For biblical verses 

which associate God with an eagle’s strength, protection, sovereignty, and supremacy, see, e.g., 

Exod. 19:4, Deut. 32:11, Psa. 17:8, 36:7, 63:7, 91:4, 103:5, 1 Ki. 8:7, Isa. 40:31, Dan. 2:20-21, 

5:18-21, Prov. 8:15-16, and Rom. 13:1-2. Eagles also are associated with the judgment of God 

for mankind’s sinfulness (Jer. 4:13, 49:22, Deut. 28:49, Lam. 4:19, Hab. 1:8, and Obad. 1:4). 

Importantly, the title alludes to Obadiah 1:4, which speaks of the fate YHVH has determined for 

a nation which exalts itself against the Most High God: “Though you soar aloft like the eagle, 

though your nest is set among the stars, from there I will bring you down, declares the Lord.” 

What brings down this judgment on the progeny of Esau? The violence the Edomites have done 

to the progeny of their brothers, the progeny of Jacob—the Israelites. God punishes mankind’s 

abuse of one another; it is because the earth was filled with violence (hamas) that He brought 

about the Great Flood of Noah’s day, as given in Genesis 6. (Interestingly, Hitler named his 

private mountaintop resort “the Eagle’s Nest”; those who seek to soar as high as the Most High 

God are inevitably brought low, or humbled, and then to ruin.) 

 

190      Harriet Beecher Stowe’s novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin first appeared in 1852, a mere three 

years following Poe’s death near the end of 1849; it is probably the best-known and most widely- 

http://www.neoclassicism.us/Content/What_Is_Neoclassicism/
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read example of American sentimental literature, although it is a masterpiece of rhetoric and 

subtle biblical allusions as well—no small wonder, given Stowe’s filial, fraternal, and marital 

association with Protestant pastors and her own formal education in rhetoric. (It was serialized 

first in 1950-1951.) Sentimental literature in British and American circles was seen as a reaction 

against the Rationalism of the Augustan period; it shared with German Romanticism an 

emphasis on emotions, although it never lost sight of its adherence to traditional biblical morality 

the way many—but not all—of their German counterparts did. In sentimental literature, the 

intention is to record one’s own emotional responses to scenes, events, persons, and experiences, 

or to stress the emotional state of characters.  

     The goal of the non-Continentalists was to stimulate similar emotions in the reader, not, as 

with the Germans, to celebrate the emotions of grossly-indulgent characters. The name of 

Lawrence Sterne’s 1768 work is A Sentimental Journey Through France and Italy.  He met 

Tobias Smollett while traveling the continent in 1765, and considerably disliked him, even going 

so far as to model his character “Smelfungus” on Smollett, since Smollett heaped scorn and 

derision on the places he visited; the character’s name became associated with any grumbling 

traveller. 

 

191      Exodus 15:11 
 

192   In this, it has something in common with the anti-Humanists (who deny the Humanist 

tradition, including the body of Poe scholarship) and with the German Idealists and 

Postmodernists (who, in varied ways, deny fundamental truths about reality). The “didactic 

rationalism,” of course, nods to the Rationalists, Positivists, Materialists, and proponents of 

Scientism, and the emphasis on practicality, in addition to suggesting the Utilitarianism of which 

Barbour writes, ties into the strains of Progressivism and Utopianism circulating in Poe’s day. 

The emphasis on the Self smacks of Spinozist-Kantian Transcendentalist proclivities which 

celebrated human agency as a means of determining ethical or moral truths, and the Romantic 

proclivity disregards the Other and for traditional cultural and religious mores; in this, they have 

something in common with the doctrine of “the Sovereignty of the Individual” preached by the 

leader of the Long Island anarchist commune called Modern Times, Stephen Pearl Andrews. 

 

193     Famed American authors James Fenimore Cooper (1789-1851), Nathaniel Hawthorne 

(1804-1864), Herman Melville (1819-1891), and Edgar Allan Poe (1809-1849), respectively. 

 

194     This is an important distinction, and it lies at the crux of the disparity between 

Emersonian thought and Poe's own insistence on preservation of conventional moral 

underpinnings for society. Poe does not seek to challenge traditional notions of submission to 

God's will or the Moral Law established by YHVH and advocated by Jesus of Nazareth, 

recognized by Christians as the promised Messiah—which is a Law of Love. Whereas Emerson 

centers knowledge of Beauty, Truth, and Goodness in terms of rational Self-awareness and Self-

determination (a genuinely Kantian, Enlightenment-esque sentiment), Poe consistently points to 

God as the determinative author of these things. For Emerson, Self-will dominates one's values 

and one's course of action, but for Poe, submission to the will and wisdom of God is the most  



1450 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

resonant path ardently to be pursued. Poe's great interest in preserving individuality is tied to his 

concerns about originality and creativity, and he rejects the entirely theoretical and even contra-

biblical prospect of being eventually subsumed into the will of God, as expressed famously in his 

1848 cosmological satire, Eureka. Of course, he doesn’t really believe that such a phenomenon 

will transpire, as he is actually mocking, amongst many other German metaphysical ideas, the 

Monadism promulgated by Isaac Newton’s rival in the claim for the creation of differential 

calculus, German polymath Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (1646-1716). 

     William Menzel Forrest, in his 1928 text Biblical Allusions in Poe, makes an argument for 

Poe's cosmological theories being derived third-hand from the Eastern mystics whose works 

were studied as en vogue by German philosophers and theologians (e.g., Arthur Schopenhauer 

(1788-1860), Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph Schelling (1775-1854), and Karl Wilhelm Friedrich 

Schlegel (1772-1829)), the translations of which were then embraced by Americans in the 

Transcendentalist camp, most notably by Emerson (whose keen interest was in Kant’s ideas). 

But one need only read the following description of the cosmological phenomenon described by 

Poe to note its similarity with the decidedly Jewish concept of tzimtzum, a term employed by 

Lurianic Kabbalah (so-named after the doctrine's formal originator, Isaac Luria, an Ashkenazi 

rabbi (1534-1572), to describe the process of divine creation, wherein YHVH contracted Himself 

in order to make space for His creation.  In speaking of God in Eureka, Poe writes: “Just as it is 

in your power to expand or concentrate your pleasures (the absolute amount of happiness 

remaining always the same) so did and does a similar capability appertain to this Divine Being, 

who thus passes his Eternity in perpetual variation of Concentrated Self and almost Infinite Self-

Diffusion. What you call the Universe is but his present expansive existence” (Forrest 19-20). 

Moreover, according to this tradition, all of creation is but an extension of God's self, emanating 

from Him; in much the same way, Poe writes here that we are all but extensions of God's will, 

eventually to be contracted back and subsumed into Himself, therefore we are not merely as 

God, but are God (Forrest 20).   

     Clearly, from a traditional Christian standpoint, this is a heretical posit to the extreme, and 

Poe meant it to illustrate just how apostate German-fused philosophy and religion tenets were, if 

taken to their logical conclusion, regardless of how much the Transcendentalists contended that 

they were not running afoul of traditional Christian teachings. (It is admittedly possible that Poe 

disapproved of this particular mystic Jewish belief, categorizing it as a form of occult Pantheism 

or Eastern mysticism.) Poe would agree that God self-limits Himself and allows space for others, 

but he would not agree that God contracted Himself in a material sense, since, read rightly, the 

biblical text relates that He created time and space, and therefore could not have contracted 

Himself within space, just as the Potter creates the pot without ever being a part of it or within it. 

 

195      The phrase “the life of the mind” is prevalent in Jewish filmmakers Ethan and Joel Coen's 

1991 dark comedy Barton Fink, a parody of French playwright Jean-Paul Sartre's hellish hotel 

from the 1944 drama, No Exit (complete with a creepy Steve Buscemi as a bellboy who surfaces 

from a hidden cellar door, very Poe). The movie features a mass-murderer who resides in the 

abode for transients (a mark of Cain), along with an unsuccessful B-movie scriptwriter (Fink), 

whose paramour has been murdered in the scriptwriter's own bed while he slept next to her. 

Mosquitoes feature prominently, both in the poster for the film, in which one is on the  
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screenwriter's forehead, and on the body of the corpse at which the writer swats, unbeknownst 

that it will reveal the bloodbath in his own quarters. Fink is plagued by the incessant hum of a 

mosquito in the film, to which he attributes his writer's block, in part. The Devil, of course, in 

Christian tradition, is referred to as Beelzebub, the pagan lord of the flies, thus this is a parody of 

that tradition (2 Ki 1:2-3, 2 Ki 1:6). (There are numerous other religious references from the Old  

Testament, including those to Daniel, Nebuchadnezzar, and Bathsheba.) Eventually: the hotel is 

engulfed in flames (along with the writer’s earthly possessions); the mass-murderer informs Fink 

that he has paid a visit to Fink's family in New York (and presumably murdered them, since Fink 

is unable to reach them); and Fink winds up sitting alone, homeless, on a motionless seashore, 

career-wise going nowhere and being emotionally isolated from the world, having lost all of 

worth, in terms of meaningful relationships..  

 

196       The lesson to be had, surely, is to avoid dealings with the Devil, else disastrous results 

ensue –and dealings with the Devil entail hearkening to the Self-indulgence, Self-importance, 

and Self-willfulness characteristically advocated in Poe's day, being attributed in Christian 

tradition to Satan himself. (Horace’s statement of “mutato nominee de te fabula narrator” can be 

understood to mean that, change the name, and you may see yourself in the form of the Devil; if 

we are not careful, we may lapse into imitation of the Lucifer-figures which populate his tales, 

that being the lesson of the moral undercurrent and the outcome of which Poe warns his readers.) 

God does not command mankind to respect the intelligence of his fellow man, but to love 

him...and a lesson of Job is that mankind is in no position to meet or match God's own 

intelligence, thus that is not the plane on which we are able to meet and enter a relationship with 

Him. Interestingly, the name “Barton” is derived from an old English term for barley, the grain 

which was used by the poorest (most common) of the ancient Israelites in bread-making (Judg. 

7:13, 2 Ki. 4:42).  

     Fink starts out being wholly concerned with his connection to “the common man,” this, 

during the time of his critical success on the East Coast; once he moves to the West Coast, his 

alienation from the common man while in Hollywood is signified by his writer's block and his 

life spiraling out of control. The message seems clear: To lose the proper relationship with man 

is to also lose it with God, and vice versa. A fink, of course, is a contemptable person who 

typically has betrayed the trust placed in him by others, often for self-ish gain. The connection 

between isolation and madness is a well-known, medically-studied phenomenon, therefore to cut 

one's self off from both God and man leads to the height of insanity; to believe that one is able to 

murder God and take His place of authority, as did Satan, is the ultimate madness itself, which is 

why so many of Poe's Lucifer-figures Self-elevate themselves and exhibit the terrible sin of 

pride, their twisted Self-justification revealing itself as murder, eventually leading to madness. 

Fink moves from east to west; in the prophet Ezekiel’s vision, God’s glory comes from the east, 

and it is through the east portal that God enters the Temple (Ezekiel 43); Fink, then, in moving 

west, moves away from where God is. 

 

197      In the story, the narrator speaks of the loss of his “loved brother,” and says that his heart 

leapt with joy when his arm was clasped by the hand of this elder brother, whom he had plunged 

into the dangerous waters to save from drowning due to a capsized boat, before they encounter  
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the immediacy of the maelström. (He had watched his younger brother drown in the hurricane, 

having lashed himself to the mainmast which is broken and swept away.) He has done his best to 

see to the elder brother’s safety, but when the maelström appears immediately after he pulls this 

brother aboard, his selflessness is repaid by the elder brother’s attempt to force the narrator from 

the position assumed to be the safer one to ride out the catastrophic phenomenon. Of this act, he 

says, which involved prying the narrator’s grip from a ring-bolt, “in the agony of his terror, he 

endeavored to force my hands, as it was not large enough to afford us both a secure grasp. I 

never felt deeper grief than when I saw him attempt this act […] Scarcely had I secured myself in 

my new position, when we gave a wild lurch to starboard, and rushed headlong into the abyss. I 

muttered a hurried prayer to God, and thought all was over” (Poe 117, emphasis mine).  

     The narrator alone survives the ordeal; he has shown compassion and selflessness, regard for 

God and love for Man, even speaking of his being awed by the majesty of God’s natural world 

(Nature); he survives to testify of God’s glory and is akin to an itinerant preacher or evangelical 

disciple. His deepest grief derives not from the loss of his brother’s life, but from the loss of his 

brother’s humanity, in that his brother, in his extreme Self-ishness, failed to show loving regard 

to the narrator. In the words of Christian theologian, physician, and philanthropist Albert 

Schweitzer (1875-1965) “The tragedy of life is what dies inside a man while he lives.” 

Schweitzer was known for his humanitarian work, and was awarded the 1952 Nobel Peace Prize 

for his “Reverence for Life” (“Ehrfurcht vor dem Leben”) philosophy of ethics. The 

philosophical creed insisted upon the sanctity of human life, defining as good any effort which 

seeks to preserve it, heal it, or grant it succor; any effort to destroy it, afflict it, or harm it, 

therefore, must be considered evil. This creed may be seen as a logical synthesis of the biblical 

prohibition against murder and his Hippocratic oath to do no harm to the patients in his care. 

(This same Lutheran apologist also spearheaded the Organ Revival Movement of the twentieth 

century, contending that the sole criterion and gold standard for judging the fitness of an organ 

rests in its ability to perform with true fidelity or clarity the polyphonic, Baroque church music 

of Johann Sebastian Bach (1685–1750).) 

 

198      Poe's tale pre-dates Melville's Moby-Dick by a decade, and yet no one disputes the 

significant moral import of Melville's text—at least amongst the camp of credible critics. 

 

199      Bierce also believed that brevity was the soul of wit, and that it was crucial to sustaining 

mood for the maximum intended effect. For example, Cathy N. Davidson writes: “‘Early one 

June morning in 1872, I murdered my father – An act which made a deep impression on me at 

the time.’ This opening sentence from ‘An Imperfect Conflagration’ captures precisely the tone 

and mood of Bierce’s tall tales […] The dark humor in these fables arises from the disjunctions 

between the grotesque events themselves and the matter-of-fact rendering of the events; the 

satire derives from the consistency between matter-of-fact tone and the ethos of the world 

portrayed” (3-4).  The tone and the mood are clearly Poe’s as well, and the line is no doubt 

intentionally reminiscent of the narrator’s statements in “Cat” when he speaks of his having 

murdered his wife being the result of a “mere series of household events”. (Bierce’s tale is darkly 

comic, and well worth reading.) 

 

http://www.ambrosebierce.org/conflagration.htm
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200      The historical description of Bierce applies in equal measure to Poe: “He was not 

interested in chronicling the social habits of the Gilded Age and neither did he accept the age’s 

touching faith in rationality, wealth, and the inevitability of human progress” (C. Davidson 5). 

The critic adds “H.L. Mencken and others, in the thirties and forties, found Bierce to be a 

pioneering satirist and social critic – one of America’s foremost muckrakers, so to speak” (C. 

Davidson 5). 

 

201      One of Poe’s peers described him as having dipped his ink pen in Prussic acid, and the 

latter author’s nickname came to be “Bitter Bierce”.  In 1896, after the Union Pacific [UP] and 

Central Pacific [CP] railroad companies were granted huge low-interest loans to build the First 

Transcontinental Railroad, the CP cozied up to Congress and sought to introduce a bill excusing 

the companies from repaying the loans, which weighed in at 130 million dollars (roughly four 

billion, by today’s standards). The Congressional strategy was secrecy, to pass the bill without 

much public fanfare; Bierce were confronted on the steps of the Capitol Building, and when 

asked his price to keep silent, he is reported to have replied: “My price is one hundred thirty 

million dollars. If, when you are ready to pay, I happen to be out of town, you may hand it over 

to my friend, the Treasurer of the United States” (Beam). Bierce's subsequent coverage and his 

acerbic diatribes on the matter aroused such public wrath that the bill was handily defeated. 

 

202      Poe took to heart the words of Scripture: “Prove all things; hold fast to that which is 

good” (1 Thess. 5:21). For him, that meant disparaging the more subjective and destructive 

currents of his day while clinging to the biblical mandates. His attitude regarding the Truth of the 

Holy Bible seems to echo the words of a fellow American poet, Emily Dickinson (1830-1889): 

“Opinion is a flitting thing, /But Truth, outlasts the Sun—/ If then we cannot own them both—/ 

Possess the oldest one—.” 

 

203      This is the title of a church hymn written by the “Oxford Methodist” of Christ’s Church 

at Oxford, Charles Wesley and published 1739. An ardent itinerant preacher, he is said to have 

written at least 6,500 hymns, this being one of the better-known ones. (Hymnary.org) 

 

204           From the prologue of John Dryden’s 1677 drama, All for Love; or, the World Well Lost, 

now his best-known and most-performed play, a tragic work in imitation of William 

Shakespeare’s treatment of the final hours of Mark Antony and Cleopatra.  

 

205      In addition to the Holy Bible gifted to him by Mrs. Marie Clemm (whom he affectionally 

called “Muddy”), there is another book presumably owned by the greatly-impoverished Poe (as 

opposed to borrowed), “as it contains some notes written in his own hand,” that being the 1833 

edition of the Reverend Thomas Chalmers’ On the Power, Wisdom, and Goodness of God, as 

Manifested in the Adaptation of External Nature to the Moral and Intellectual Constitution of 

Man […] As the date of publication of this book predates by several years Poe’s career as a 

writer of critical reviews, it may be assumed that he read it for personal rather than merely 

professional reasons. (This book is now in the Poe collection at the University of Texas at 

Austin)” (“Poe and Religion”). 
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206      All of the bibliographical resources on which the “Poe and Religion” essay was based are 

addressed elsewhere in this paper, in much greater detail, with the exception of Edward 

Wagenknecht’s twenty-page chapter from Edgar Allan Poe: The Man Behind the Legend, New 

York: Oxford UP, 1963, pp. 202-221, as I simply could not get my hands on a copy in time for 

inclusion in this dissertation effort.  
 

207      “Apples of gold” in Middle Eastern culture were actually oranges, which were squeezed 

into silver pitchers; the acidity of the orange juice oxidized the surface silver in the pitcher, 

causing the creation of a silver colloidal solution; colloidal silver remains a powerful, natural 

anti-bacterial and anti-viral agent, and is still used to treat wounds; the metaphor suggests a 

medicinal or healing application which brings haleness and soundness to the hearer. 
 

208      The title of American author Ambrose Bierce’s satirical lexicon of 1911, previously titled 

The Cynic’s Word Book when first published in 1906. The entries, written over a span of 

roughly three decades, were published in periodicals before finally being collected into a single 

work; previously, they had appeared in his regular columns in The Town Crier or Prattle.  

(Prattle is idle gossip, thus the name is clearly an homage to Samuel Johnson’s satirical 

periodical, The Idler; Johnson’s dictionary of 1755 is the first such achievement in the English 

language, with entries for close to 43,000 words.) Michael Dirada, columnist for the Washington 

Post (and 1993 winner of the Pulitzer Prize for literary criticism) named Bierce, Poe, and H.P. 

Lovecraft as three writers whom he believes should be credited for being pioneers of realistic 

fiction in horror; all three authors, he contends, wrote tales which are considered science fiction 

and which incorporate the supernatural, an example of Bierce’s being his 1879 story called “A 

Psychological Shipwreck”.  

     Bierce wrote just under 250 short stories, just under 850 fables, and more than 300 humorous 

“Little Johnny” stories with morals. Bierce, a U.S. Civil War veteran for the Union, is known for 

his wit, as well as his short stories which depict the ugliness and human tragedies of war; his 

1889 short story “A Horseman in the Sky,” with its shocking ending, is a masterfully-wrought, 

horrifying, and heart-wrenching account of the emotional and psychological toll exacted on 

families divided along Confederate and Union lines. (It is amongst my favorite tales of any 

writer.) Same as with Poe, he died under mysterious circumstances. After the old soldier toured 

former battlefields in the U.S.A., while in his early seventies, he crossed from El Paso, Texas 

into Chihuahua, Mexico, then in the throes of the revolution led by Pancho Villa, whose army he 

was known to have accompanied. His last known correspondence was to a paramour and fellow 

journalist in 1913, just days before Christmas, in which he had written in the closing lines, “As to 

me, I leave here tomorrow for an unknown destination,” after which time he was never seen; 

given the nebulous aspect of his final statement, rumors of his death include execution by firing 

squad, asthmatic attack, or suicide.  

     Ray Bradbury, in his darkly comic 1949 short story “The Mad Wizards of Mars,” situates 

Bierce, Poe, and other fantasy writers (along with their fictional characters) in exile on Mars 

(Earth has forbidden every known fantasy work on the planet), all of whom must work together 

to prevent Earth from succeeding in an expedition to destroy the authors, it having already begun 

to destroy copies of their texts. (It is reincarnated and retitled “The Exiles” in the most famous  

 

https://archive.org/details/cu31924014323772/page/n8
https://ebooks.adelaide.edu.au/b/bierce/ambrose/can-such-things-be/chapter16.html
https://ebooks.adelaide.edu.au/b/bierce/ambrose/can-such-things-be/chapter16.html
https://americanliterature.com/author/ambrose-bierce/short-story/a-horseman-in-the-sky
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anthology of Bradbury’s tales, from 1951, The Illustrated Man.). 

 

209     Alexander Pope, An Essay on Criticism, Part II (1711) 

 

210     Whereas Poe’s terminology is typically denotive in his criticism (albeit not always), his 

vocabulary, as utilized within his tales, is often deliberately connotative, for both humor and 

mystery often rely on varied possible meanings or unanticipated outcomes, and the suggestive is 

elemental to Poe’s emphasis on achieving desired effects when depicting purely natural events 

(what he calls “legitimate causes”) possessed of supernatural (superstitious or spiritual) 

associations.  

 

211      That New Criticism utterly disregards historical considerations is a baseless allegation 

leveled against the school by critics of competing schools having sought to “dethrone” it. As 

tellingly and compellingly demonstrated by David H. Hirsch in his 1991 collection of astute 

essays, The Deconstruction of Literature: Criticism after Auschwitz, those detractors who have 

leveled the accusation have never cited even a single example of criticism written by the 

adherents of New Criticism which could substantiate the falsity of their ideological claims, and, 

moreover, Hirsch culls examples from New Critical essays and textbooks which, in fact, do 

speak to historical considerations, thereby refuting the inaccurate accusation. Of course, in 

academia, just as elsewhere in life, it seems that Nazi propagandist Joseph Goebbels’ axiom 

applies, to wit, that the repetition of a big lie, touted long enough, eventually comes to be 

regarded as truth—the embrace of which then enables one to build on the falsehood from thereon 

after. The entire class of Postmodernist “thinkers” (really slavish ideologues)—Reader-Response 

critics, Deconstructionists, etc.—Hirsch shows how they have propagated, perpetuated, and 

fallen for this falsehood, largely the result of their having employed sloppy, lazy eisegesis which 

disregards the Humanist tradition of critical dialogue, substituting it instead with a reckless and 

willful dismissal of opinions which precede and which counter their own. The radical 

subjectivity of the Postmodernists collapses any authoritative or objective claims they make on 

the literature discussed, no less than Poe’s mad narrators collapse into madness as a result of 

their own extreme egotism and narcissism. Subjectivity with no correlation to objective reality is 

the mark of mental illness, i.e., delusion. 

 

212      The Russian incarnation never took hold elsewhere, and was short-lived in Russia, post-

Bolshevik Revolution of 1917; Vladimir Lenin even penned a treatise which condemned the 

emphasis on form over (or at the expense of) content, On Literature and Art. (His politics might 

have been revolutionary, but he was clearly orthodox and conservative in his cultural tastes; he 

disdained the modern movements of Cubism, Futurism, Constructivism, and Expressionism, 

favoring instead Realism and classical Russian literature. He was an admitted admirer of 

Goethe’s work, but then, what truly intelligent person doesn’t recognize the genius of that 

celebrated German?) For the Americans, form and content were symbiotically coupled, although 

Poe would argue that content precedes form, a sentiment espoused by the British Neoclassicists, 

themselves having borrowed the idea from Horace’s Ars Poetica, an oft-translated work which 

enjoyed tremendous popularity in British intellectual circles of that time. 

 

https://archive.org/details/illustratedman00brad_1
https://archive.org/details/aeb0151.0001.001.umich.edu/page/n5
https://archive.org/details/LeninOnLiteratureAndArt/page/n1
https://archive.org/details/satiresepistlesa00horauoft/page/n7
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213      Archaic words appealed to both Pope and Poe. In Part II of his work entitled An Essay on 

Criticism, Pope makes the argument for using them: “In words as fashions the same rule will 

hold,/Alike fantastic if too new or old:/Be not the first by whom the new are tried,/Nor yet the 

last to lay the old aside.” 

 

214      The intended humor of Poe’s work has been noticed by a small coterie of Poe critics, 

such as Holman, Southall, Cohen, Royot, the Levines, and Mabbott. See also the 1973 

anthology, The Comic Imagination in American Literature, edited by Louis D. Rubin. 

 
215  German fairy and folk tales, such as those collected by the brothers Jacob (1785-1863) and 

Wilhelm (1785-1859) Grimm, were oftentimes, well…grim. They are nowhere near to being the 

sanitized, child-friendly, animated versions promulgated by Walt Disney Studios. In fact, they 

can be quite gruesome. As my maternal family hails from East Prussia, I had been given a copy 

of a Grimm’s anthology when ten years old, and I recall one story having particularly unnerved 

me, that of “The Goose Girl”.  In it, a handmaid (a treacherous and traitorous servant) betrays her 

mistress (an unfortunate girl who has unwittingly lost her magical charm of protection), with the 

intention of cheating her out of marriage to a foreign royal: The handmaid compels the virtuous 

but weak-willed mistress to exchange identities with her. The handmaid lies to the prince when 

they reach their destination, claiming to be his betrothed bride and accusing the true mistress of 

being a wretched and contemptable peon who must be punished with a life of harsh servitude.    

     In order to add insult to injury, she orders the hapless heroine’s beloved horse Falada be 

killed, for she fears it might lead to a reveal of the truth—which it does, eventually, since its 

former owner had the horse’s head nailed up where she could still speak to it, as the horse was 

the last and only being having shown kindness to her in her now-wretched circumstances. 

Through magic, the horse’s head is overheard speaking the truth to her and the jig is up, but not 

before recompense both swift and sudden is visited upon the villainess. She is asked by the 

prince what the punishment should be for a servant who turns against her mistress, and, thinking 

the penalty will apply to the woman she has betrayed, she says the punishment should be that the 

rebellious servant should be stripped naked before the townspeople and placed in a barrel spiked 

with nails, then dragged through the city streets for all to see, until she is dead. Immediately, the 

order is given that this very penalty be executed against the astonished handmaid, and the 

mistress assumes her rightful place by the prince’s side. (A good fairy restores Falada to life in 

some versions.)  Another folk tale, “The Pink,” sees the villain turned into a giant black poodle 

(a common form assumed by demons in German folk lore, as is assumed by Mephistopheles in 

Goethe’s Faust, for the Devil has soot-black skin in European tradition), and the dog is then 

force-fed red hot (infernal) coals before being cast into a dungeon and drawn and quartered. 

These stories are not for the faint of heart, and according to my grandmother (who was born and 

raised in East Prussia), they were intended to scare children into realization of just how 

dangerous the real world is, in order to inculcate the habits of caution in action and wariness in 

dealing with people. German tales tend to not be humorous, often being grisly, and they 

frequently rely on magic or black arts to propel the plot. This reliance on the supernatural was 

considered schlocky, or cheap and easy plotting, which is why Poe promised readers only 

“legitimate” causes, i.e., natural explanations. 

 

https://archive.org/details/grimmscompletefa00grim/page/n3
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216      Poe’s title for the pseudo-archaic, over-the-top romance in “Usher” is the “Mad Trist”. A 

tryst is a secretive rendezvous between parties, usually lovers, but sometimes for political or 

religious reasons, and the archaic spelling is “trist”; however, Poe just might be having a bit of 

fun here, and be using the older variation of the term to hint at Tristram Shandy, which involves 

the recounting of another series of over-the-top events. There is also a temporality elemental to 

both texts; as the narrator reads from “Mad Trist,” the sounds in the Usher estate simultaneously 

mirror those in the plot of the fake romance. In Tristram Shandy, Tristram’s father displays 

dogged determination in completing the “Tristapaedia,” a compendium of information which he 

believes necessary to raise his son properly— but instead of actually parenting the boy, he is 

busy writing about advanced mathematics when the boy is three, thus his lessons for the child are 

always way out of synch with the boy’s life. 

 

217       Poe’s tales, while creepy, are not grisly, and whereas his German models feature the 

outright or direct use of magic to further plot, Poe relies instead on suggested supernaturalism to 

unnerve his readers and to heighten effect, or as one Poe enthusiast puts it: “Rather than 

‘explaining away his incredibilities,’ Poe insisted, the author should give them ‘the character and 

the luminousness of truth,’ thus bringing about, ‘unwittingly, some of the most vivid creations of 

human intellect,’ creations which, in their dramatizing of ‘the agonizing consciousness of 

consciousness,’ have become the indispensable keystone to much modern psychological fiction” 

(Teuber).  Hence Poe’s prefatory insistence on his use of “legitimate causes,” Roderick’s “fear of 

FEAR,” the horror deriving from a heightened sense of moral sensibilities. 

      In an 1845 review of the works collected in the Tales anthology (which G.R. Thompson 

believes was “almost certainly” penned by Poe himself) is given Poe’s definition of plot, in 

reference to his prizewinning story having brought him widespread attention and acclaim: “In 

this he endeavoured to carry out his idea of the perfection of the plot, which he defines as--that, 

in which nothing can be disarranged, or from which nothing can be removed, without ruin to the 

mass--as that, in which we are never able to determine whether any one point depends upon or 

sustains any one other […]  The materials of which the “Gold Bug” is constructed are, 

apparently, of the simplest kind. It is the mode of grouping them around the main idea, and their 

absolute necessity of each to the whole--note Mr. POE's definition of plot before given--in which 

the perfection of their use consists” (Poe “Review of Tales”).  

 

218     Pun intended. Levity, signifying humor, is associated with the term “levitation,” a 

flotation phenomenon which also works against gravity. It can’t much hurt to point out that Poe 

was mocking what he understood to be the “bull-shit” metaphysical religious and speculative 

philosophical theories of his adversaries, and that, well, shudas floats, or, as the saying goes, 

crap floats to the top just as well as does cream. 

219      Or grave regard, if one chooses to pun here. Why does Poe write so much of death? Well, 

the children’s book Everybody Poops comes to mind; everybody dies, which means that the topic 

holds potential interest to everyone, and Poe always was mindful of targeting the largest possible 

audience—humanity. In a Puritan-infused national consciousness, the choice between what sells, 

if between Eros and Thanatos, must be that of death instead of sex, and Americans of the  
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nineteenth century already were steeped in cultural tradition of memento mori. This is not to say 

that Poe’s day did not witness the rise of grossly sexual and sensationalist literature, as expertly 

demonstrated in David S. Reynolds 1988 in-depth examination of the American cultural 

landscape, Beneath the American Renaissance: The Subversive Imagination in the Age of 

Emerson and Melville. 

220      He is also very likely mocking the German polymath Gottfried Leibnitz’s theory of 

Monadism, as well as the philosophy of the French theorist René  Descartes, accused by the 

Germans of having instigated the schism between mind and matter—but, really, these posits are 

much too much to address within the intended confines of this essay, and are better left to those 

much better versed in philosophy than yours truly. 

221     The entry cites examples culled from Scripture to support claims of common usage, e.g., 

Lk. 24:11, Psa. 90:9, Exod. 5:8, and Ezek. 22:9.   

222      The quote, in its entirety, reads as follows: “Idem inficeto est inficetior rure,/ Simul 

poëmata attigit; neque idem unquam/ Æque est beatus, ac poëma cum scribit:/ Tam gaudet in se, 

tamque se ipse miratur./ Nimurum idem omnes fallimur: neque est quisquam/Quem non in aliqua 

re videre Suffenum/Possis,” the translation of which is given to be: “Suffenus has no more wit 

than a mere clown when he attempts to write verses; and yet he is never happier than when he is 

scribbling: so much does he admire himself and his compositions.  And, indeed, this is the foible 

[weakness] of every one of us; for there is no man living, who is not a Suffenus in one thing or 

another” (Addison 59). 

 

223      Swift, same as Poe, was a fellow moralist, and also well-known for hoaxing the public, 

which, for Swift, involved the bogus prophetic claims about the death of John Partridge, an 

“almancker” whom Swift thought apostate; Swift created the character of Isaac Bickerstaffe, 

later credited by Richard Steele, in jest, to be editor of The Tatler.  Benjamin Franklin’s own 

humorous and popular Poor Richard’s Almanack (1732-1758), was named in homage to Richard 

Steele, and the character of “Poor Richard” was inspired by the fictitious Bickerstaffe. (Poe-

admirer and imitator of the weird, H.P. Lovecraft, even wrote a letter to the editor of a local 

newspaper using the name “Isaac Bickerstaffe,” when protesting its publication of an 

astrologer’s predictions.) 

      The name “Isaac,” in Hebrew, signifies “child of laughter,” suggesting intended humor; the 

character’s surname is thought to derive from the Anglo-Saxon term of “bïcera stæþ,” meaning 

“the beekeepers' landing-place,” suggesting a repository for the sting of satirical items swarming 

from the minds of critical wits, as Swift excelled in both the Horatian and Juvenalian styles of 

satirical writing. (Alexander Pope, who was quite short in stature and quite cutting in his 

conversation, was nicknamed “the wicked wasp of Twickenham”.) To bicker is to quarrel or take 

issue with others, and a staff is a rod which can be used to keep someone upright, help him to 

walk, or bash him on the head, whether offensively or defensively; Bickerstaffe’s role involved 

all these functions. Apropos de rien, Swift was an Anglican minister, and would have opposed 

Unitarianism; the parish church in Bickerstaffe, Lancashire is dedicated to the Holy Trinity, and  
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Swift’s genealogy reveals ancestry tying the familial name to Lancashire in the sixteenth century.  

It should be here noted that Bickerstaffe’s comments about Ned Softly in this excerpt crystallize 

and reflect perfectly Poe’s own aesthetic principles and complaints regarding the literature of his 

own age, and therefore it is altogether reasonable to surmise that Poe read it. 

 

224      Wentworth Dillion, better known as the Earl of Roscommon (1633-1685), whose 1680 

Horace’s Art of Poetry, made English by the Earl of Roscommon, was highly-praised by the 

British literati; he also wrote religious hymns. Alexander Pope thought it uncommonly good, and 

he immortalized his recognition of the translator’s abilities by paying tribute to him in his own 

renowned 1711 Essay on Criticism (which takes it ideas from Horace’s work). Dillion was very 

good friends with fellow Irish poet John Dryden, who wrote of him, in his 1684 poem, “To the 

Earl of Roscommon on his Excellent Essay on Translated Verse”:  

 

   How much in him may rising Ireland boast, 

   How much in gaining him has Britain lost, 

   Their Island in revenge has ours reclaim’d, 

   The more instructed we, the more we still are sham’d. 

   ’Tis well for us his generous bloud [blood] did flow  

   Deriv’d from British Channels long ago,   

 

   That here his conquering Ancestors were nurst [nursed]:  

   And Ireland but translated England first!:   

   By this Reprisal we regain our right,  

   Else must the two contending Nations fight,  

   A noble quarrel for his Native earth  

   Than what divided Greece for Homer’s birth. (Stewart) 

 

     The Roscommon work to which Dryden refers, the 1684 Essay on Criticism, includes a 

defense of blank verse, the revised edition of which, in 1701 (published posthumously) contains 

the first critical praise of John Milton’s epic poem from 1667, Paradise Lost. (The first edition 

was published in 1680, and subsequent editions were expanded, due to its esteemed popularity.) 

Sir Walter Scott, in his 1885 edited collection of the “poetical works” of Dryden, includes the 

one above-given. Of the mutual admiration and affection between Dryden and Roscommon, 

“Dryden has testified, in several places of his work, that he loved and honoured Roscommon; 

particularly by ascribing and applying to him his version of the Third Ode of the First Book of 

Horace.  Roscommon repaid these favours by a copy of verses addressed to Dryden on the 

‘Religio Laici’” (Scott 26).  Dryden’s 1682 “Religio Laici, or A Layman’s Faith” is a poem 

which precedes his better-known work from 1687, “The Hind and the Panther,” the latter product 

being an outcome of his conversion to Roman Catholicism; it is an apologetic work which 

derides Deism and contends for the supremacy of his adopted religion over British Anglicanism. 

Interestingly enough, Roscommon had been raised in a family having converted from Roman 

Catholicism to Protestantism.  

     As noted by Samuel Johnson in his two-volume biographical compendium Lives of the  

https://onlinebooks.library.upenn.edu/webbin/book/lookupname?key=Roscommon%2C%20Wentworth%20Dillon%2C%20Earl%20of%2C%201633%3F%2D1685
https://books.google.com/books/about/An_Essay_on_Translated_Verse.html?id=kvNbAAAAQAAJ
https://archive.org/details/miltonsparadisel00miltuoft/page/n8
https://books.google.com/books?id=2GIFAAAAQAAJ&pg=PA26&lpg=PA26&dq=To+the+Earl+of+Roscommon+on+his+Excellent+Essay+on+Translated+Verse&source=bl&ots=rS1v4QSnhH&sig=xdAy1GruCcOdX9UZvLc4Woky9pg&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwiDsar00rnVAhUE1mMKHavXAPcQ6AEITzAI#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://www.bartleby.com/204/11.html
https://archive.org/details/hindandpanther00dryduoft/page/n3
https://archive.org/details/livesofenglishpo01john/page/n10
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English Poets, “‘Wentworth Dillon, earl of Roscommon, was son of James Dillon and Elizabeth 

Wentworth, sister of the earl of Strafford. He was born in Ireland, during the lieutenancy of 

Strafford, who, being both his uncle and his godfather, gave him his own surname. His father, 

the third earl of Roscommon, had been converted by Usher to the protestant religion; and when 

the popish rebellion broke out, Strafford, thinking the family in great danger from the fury of the 

Irish, sent for his godson, and placed him at his own seat in Yorkshire, where he was instructed 

in Latin; which he learned so as to write it with purity and elegance, though he was never able to 

retain the rules of grammar […] See also editorial corrections giving date of birth as 1632 and 

stating that ’it was his grandfather sir Robert Dillon, the second earl of Roscommon, who was 

converted from popery; and his conversion is recited in the patent of sir James, the first earl of 

Roscommon, as one of the grounds for his creation” (Stewart). 

      It is because of the great controversy between the Irish and the English during Dryden’s 

lifetime (in which a Protestant king sat on the throne) that Pope could speak of the exceptional 

nature of the affinity between Roscommon and Dryden, their religious differences aside, for in 

his satirical 1737 “Epistle to Augustus,” he writes: “Unhappy Dryden! - in all Charles’s days / 

Only Roscommon boasts unspotted bays” (Stewart).  (Bays are laurel wreaths which crowned 

poets for their achievements in pagan tradition, as a recognition of excellence.) Anyone who 

thinks their affinity for each other despite having contrarian views is an exceptional phenomenon 

simply does not understand the Irish, for we love nothing better than to deal with our own kind, 

quarreling or not; we’re a people of lovers and fighters. The full title of the work in which 

Pope’s epistle appears is Satires, Epistles, and Odes of Horace Imitated: The First Epistle of the 

Second Book of Horace, of which an online literary compendium named for Herman Melville’s 

scrivener (Bartleby.com) offers: “The identification of Augustus with George II. makes it 

necessary to take much of this poem ironically. George II., since his accession ten years before 

this was written (1737), had shown absolute indifference to the literature of England. The critical 

portions of the satire undoubtedly present Pope’s real judgment of contemporary literature” 

(Satires).  

 

225      Phoebus Apollo was the god of poetry, as well as of music, truth, prophecy, light, plagues 

involving moral judgment, and medicine; in short, he represented the joint summum bonum of 

the arts and the sciences. The Muses, of course, are the nine daughters of Zeus and Mnemosyne 

[Memory], maidens who live at the base of Mount Olympus, dwelling place of the gods, and 

whom are credited with inspiring mortals in literature, music, and art. This piece had been 

written during the high point of the Neoclassical period of British history (1660-1798), when 

Greek mythology (and the attempt to mimic the style of the ancients) was all the rage, hence 

Softly’s claims to erudition on the part of the genteel class. 

 

226      None of the annotation encountered in my (admittedly limited) research speaks to the 

signification of the heroine’s name.  As is commonly known, “Psyche” is the Greek word for the 

soul, the word made famous by the pagan myth in which the characters Cupid (associated with 

love, his mother being the goddess Venus/Aphrodite) married the beautiful Psyche (always 

feminine), hence the marriage of heart and soul in the most blissful of conjugal unions. Poe 

corrupts her name to “Suky,” though; the term “Suky” is a slang term used to denote “a  

https://www.bartleby.com/203/154.html
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hyperactive girl who always expects the best, sometimes too much” (Mack). The name 

“Zenobia” derives from a Hebrew term signifying everything which is good and beautiful, but 

also that which constitutes mere ornament or decoration. It is a derivative of the masculine form 

“Zane,” which is a homonym of the word “zain,” an archaic term used to describe a horse of an 

entirely dark color, in which there are no spots of white or gray in it, in essence, if not a black 

horse, then at least a “dark horse”.  The term “dark horse” is used to describe a hopeful candidate 

in some prospect who, despite having little chance of succeeding, nevertheless makes an attempt, 

confident of his or her victory or achievement in the attaining of his or her goal. (This is a perfect 

description of the female character in the tale, no less.) 

     The word “zain” is also a close homonym to the German word “zein,” the principal protein in 

the corn-like vegetable called “maize” (that word itself being a proper homonym of a dizzying 

and often pointless, circuitous route). Zein, in addition to being, well, corny, has the known 

properties of being transparent, odorless, and tasteless, but still edible (or able to be swallowed,  

as in palatable); the use of the word was known by 1822, therefore it could very well have been 

known by Poe. (See  Merriam-Webster’s online dictionary entry for “Zein”.) Suky Snobbs is 

advised by the editor how to adorn or ornament her intended Blackwood article with borrowed 

foreign erudition and by recording her physical sensations in the throes of death (zein does not 

appeal to sight, smell, or taste); despite her failings, she enthusiastically endeavors to pen a story 

about her own decapitation by the hands of a clock tower when she sticks her neck out of the 

dial, in the 1838 tale “The Predicament,” originally titled “The Scythe of Time”. A predicament 

is usually some scrape in which one finds one’s self as a result of one’s own doing; as the 

Transcendentalists’ periodical The Dial did not surface until 1840, thus there is no jest at their 

expense in the source of the witless narrator’s demise. 

 

227      Remarkably, the very same week in which Ned Softly imposes his cringeworthy verse 

upon Mr. Bickerstaffe, in the April 29, 1710 issue of The Tatler (No. 165, printed a mere four 

days later), there appears an item by the famed editor which begins with the paragraph: “It has 

always been my endeavor to distinguish between realities and appearances, and to separate true 

merit from the pretence [sic] of it.  As it shall ever be my study to make discoveries of this nature 

in human life, and to settle the proper distinctions between the virtues and perfections of 

mankind, and those false colours and resemblances of them that shine alike in the eyes of the 

vulgar; so I shall be more particularly careful to search into the various merits of the learned 

world. This is the more necessary, because there seems to be a general combination among the 

pedants to extol one another’s labours, and cry up one another’s parts; while men of sense, either 

through that modesty which is natural to them, or the scorn they have for such trifling 

commendations, enjoy their stock of knowledge like a hidden treasure, with satisfaction and 

silence. Pedantry, in learning, indeed, is like hypocrisy in religion, a form of knowledge without 

the power of it, that attracts the eyes of the common people, breaks out in noise and show, and 

finds its reward not from any inward pleasure that attends it, but from the praises and 

approbations which it receives from men” (Addison 60, emphasis mine).  (Perhaps Poe read the 

articles in an anthology, in which they were published sequentially.) Here, then, is mirrored 

Poe’s disdain for the “puffery” of his day, in which he had accused his literary peers of engaging 

in a mutual admiration society, as well as is reflected Poe’s insistent mission to scout out  

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/zein
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plagiarists and discern quality craftsmanship from weak and ineffectual writing. The piece then 

proceeds to make the astonishing claim: “Of this shallow species, there is not a more 

importunate, empty, and conceited animal, than that which is known by the name of critic,” by 

which is meant a person who renders judgment “without entering the soul and sense of an 

author” (Addison 60). This sentiment is echoed in Ezra Pound’s concept of adopting the 

“personae” of the author, in order to fully comprehend his or her work, and speaks to authorial 

intent as being of crucial consideration in the analysis, translation, or evaluation of a work. 

 

228      In fact, there is only one essay of which I am aware at this time which acknowledges 

Poe’s classical bent, that being Darlene Harbour Unrue’s “Edgar Allan Poe: The Romanticist as 

Classicist,” in which she offers (emphasis mine): “A careful examination of Poe's use of 

seemingly romantic materials, however, reveals that he measured the romantic stance 

detrimentally against the objectivity and rationality of the classical. Poe drew allusion and 

structure from his reading of classical literature to inform his own works with a classical 

worldview he sought in both life and art.” (See, e.g., International Journal of the Classical 

Tradition, March 1995, Vol. 1, Issue 4, pp. 112-119). Biographical accounts of Poe indicate that 

he excelled in his classical studies while a student. As Poe was not a Romanticist, and was, in 

fact, very much opposed to the European Romantics, the quarrel here is with the first 

nomenclature of her title, and not her second one. There are already texts written about Poe’s 

relationship with several other national traditions, such as The French Face of Edgar Allan Poe 

(Patrick F. Quinn, 1971), The American Face of Edgar Poe (Shawn Rosenheim and Stephen 

Rachman, eds., 1995), and The German Face of Edgar Allan Poe (Thomas Svend Hansen and 

Burton Ralph Pollin, 1995); aside from his debt to Coleridge about which much is already 

known, given Poe’s added and increasingly apparent indebtedness to Shakespeare, Bacon, Pope, 

Swift, Addison, Steele, Lawrence, Johnson, and Donne, it seems there is now a need for The 

British Face of Edgar A. Poe. 

      (Subsequent to the estrangement from his foster father, he ceased to use the name “Allan,” 

substituting it with the initial “A” instead. He never dropped allusion to his former moniker, as 

he initialed his preface to Eureka “E.A.P.” as late as 1848, the year before he died; perhaps this 

was in honor of his adoptive mother’s memory.) The one thing in common shared by Poe and all 

his British predecessors is their interest in the promotion of traditional biblical morality; perhaps 

the time has come to write also of The Christian Face of Edgar A. Poe. (It should be here noted 

that it is a travesty or grotesquery of that moral code that the very contra-biblical phenomenon of 

anti-Semitism has been and remains so prevalent in Christendom, whether preached, practiced, 

planned, or permitted, although Poe seemed as blind to it as are most academics today.) 

 

229     Steele’s The Tatler (1709-1711), and its offshoot, undertaken with Addison, The 

Spectator (1711-1712), were published tri-weekly, and these periodicals were innovations in 

journalism in that, in addition to the standard inclusion of articles and news items which 

pertained to politics and current affairs, they featured essays which spoke to contemporary 

manners, morals, and cultural refinements, with the aim of both educating and edifying the 

readership.  The popularity of their periodicals invited imitation of the pattern in the form of 

Samuel Johnson’s The Rambler (1750-1752) and The Idler (1758-1760). The Rambler wrote in  

https://books.google.com/books?id=mPk7AQAAMAAJ&pg=PA59&lpg=PA59&dq=Inficeto+est+inficetior+rure+simul+poemata&source=bl&ots=2eucLxl_Z3&sig=vAIBEgNr9ly5C-HuVW4dfAA9GEY&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwiq6eep4JbVAhUT7mMKHbyXDmkQ6AEINjAG#v=onepage&q=Inficeto%20est%20inficetior%20rure%20simul%20poemata&f=false
https://www.google.com/search?tbo=p&tbm=bks&q=inauthor:%22Burton+Ralph+Pollin%22
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an elevated prose style, and it dealt with civic and moral issues— religious and political and 

cultural topics, mindful of Renaissance humanism; The Idler, which included varied and sundry 

topics, professed to offer its readers “obloquy and satire,” which it, indeed, delivered in spades. 

(“Obloquy” is now an antiquated term, but it signifies strong public criticism and even 

vituperative abuse; Poe’s reputation as a harsh critic certainly fits the bill herein.) In the tenth of 

555 issues, the fictitious Mr. Spectator offers the overarching aim of the publication, that being 

“to enliven morality with wit, and to temper wit with morality”. The periodical promoted the 

very respectable (and Judeo-Christian) bourgeoise values which Baudelaire scorned—family, 

marriage, chastity, courtesy, etc.—values which Poe cherished; Poe’s own works sought to fulfill 

that publication’s stated goal involving the beneficial admixtures of morality and wittiness. (Wit 

did not mean simply cleverness, but also intelligence in general.) 

 

230   ..In stating that his comic intent and moral inclination are persistent throughout his non-

poetic career, am I suggesting that his very late-penned 1848 “prose poem” Eureka is a moral 

satire? No, I am outright contending as much, although it cannot be detailed as such within the 

confines of this paper. 

 

231      Kudos must be granted to Teuber for having flatly stated that “Metzengerstein” contains 

a serious moral theme (and then even correctly identifying it), but it should here be noted that the 

same may be said of several of Poe’s tales, including those among the others which he has listed. 

The pun on “Blackwood” is that blackened wood coffins were used for burials, thus the tale is in 

the periodical published by Blackwood, but since the character survives his burial ordeal, it is 

also about one “out” of black wood. Just about any time Poe employs the word “wild,” he is 

deriding the Germans, who were at the forefront of the impious Romantic and Idealist 

movements, the latter of which Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph von Schelling (1775—1854) is 

strongly associated. 

 

232      Finnegans Wake is based on a popular and humorous Irish drinking song, and Joyce 

always intended for Ulysses to be a comic novel, albeit a criticism of his former countrymen; 

after its publication, he was concerned with whether or not anyone laughed when reading it, as 

he is said to have chuckled aloud when writing it. A 2012 article for The New Yorker titled 

“Silence, Exile, Punning” has this to say about Joyce’s lifelong, irrepressible humor: “James was 

the favorite of his charming, cantankerous, and dissolute father, John Stanislaus Joyce, and was 

adored by his brothers and sisters. They called him Sunny Jim, because he laughed at everything 

[…] Harriet Shaw Weaver, who had serialized ‘A Portrait of the Artist’ and a portion of 

‘Ulysses’ in her little magazine, The Egoist, and who was Joyce’s principal benefactor […] 

complained that she did not like ‘your Wholesale Safety Pun Factory.’ Joyce was upset—he was 

a hypersensitive man—but he persevered. He loved writing the book; Nora used to hear him 

laughing to himself as he worked. It was an enormous task, and when it was finished one of his 

loyal assistants, Paul Léon, wrote to Weaver to tell her that Joyce was exhausted. ‘He has 

actually consumed almost all of his substance, physical and spiritual, moral and material in the 

writing of a book likely to be received with derision by his ill-wishers and with pained pleasure 

by his friends. And in this attitude he has remained true to himself’’”(Menand). (I am beginning  

http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2012/07/02/silence-exile-punning
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to relate to this revelation!) Other than the dissimilarities between their fathers, can Poe not be 

seen in a light comparable to this? One’s sense of humor is innate, and does not change over 

time; being part of one’s character, circumstances do not create it, but instead often reveal it. 

 

233      The Art and Popular Culture Encyclopedia herein cites and directly quotes Morley Oliver 

Ainsworth’s edited version of Milton on Education: The Tractate of Education with 

Supplementary Extracts from Other Writings of Milton (Yale UP, 1928) and Ronald G. Witt’s 

“Medieval 'Ars Dictaminis' and the Beginnings of Humanism: A New Construction of the 

Problem.” Renaissance Quarterly 35.1 (Spring, 1982): 1-35. 

 

234   Medieval education and culture were both Roman Catholic in Europe, a religion despised 

by the Puritans, Poe, and many of Poe’s Protestant readers alike. The Medieval Period spans 

roughly a full millennium, dating from the fifth century to the fifteenth century, beginning with 

the fall of the Roman Empire (universally recognized as 476 C.E., per the date set by the first 

humanist, modern historian, Leonardi Bruni (1370-1444) in his twelve-volume History of the 

Florentine People (begun in 1415 and written over the span of three decades), and ending with 

the onset of the Renaissance, although the end date is debated by historians, with some dating the 

Medieval conclusion in 1492 with Christopher Columbus’ expedition (at the time of the 

infamous “Alhambra Decree,” which exiled Jews from Spain the very day the expedition set 

sail), some dating it to 1453 with the fall of Constantinople to the Ottoman Empire, and some to 

1517 with the onset of the Protestant Reformation in Germany.  

     (All three of those dates, it should be pointed out, have significant religious ramifications 

attached to them.) Although Roman Catholicism enjoyed popularity throughout Renaissance 

Europe, in terms of the Continent, it should be recalled that King Henry VIII of England created 

the Church of England (Anglican religion) in 1536, thus the Augustan British tradition from 

which Poe largely draws already had been antithetical to Roman Catholicism for three centuries. 

(There were significant exceptions, though, when one considers that Pope, Donne, and Dryden 

were Roman Catholics.) 

     From Bruni also comes the concept of a renaissance; Petrarch had lamented that the period 

subsequent to the classical age was characterized by cultural decline (tenebrae, meaning 

“darkness”), hence the Medieval Period being referred to as the Dark Ages. Bruni later 

contended that Italy had experienced a cultural revival (thanks in part to the embrace of classical 

works), thus he described it as being re-born into a new age. It is also from Bruni (who penned 

the biographies of both Petrarch and Dante) that the term “humanist” derives, he being the first 

to employ the phrase studia humanitatis to denote the study of human endeavors; this sentiment 

is best summarized in the opening lines of the second book from Pope’s 1733-1734 An Essay on 

Man: “Know then thyself, presume not God to scan / The proper study of Mankind is Man.”  

     Pope argues that science has been of tremendous use in helping man study Nature so as to 

better learn about God (his admiration for Newton is well documented), but he criticizes the folly 

of man, who, intoxicated by scientific knowledge, thinks he is able to imitate God; wisdom 

begins with fear (reverence) of the LORD, and folly proceeds when he loses it. Poe’s suspicion 

of the progress of science echoes Pope’s, then, as seen in Poe’s “Sonnet-To Science”.  

     Poe’s tale of 1848, “Mellonta Tauta,” begins by describing a message in a bottle pulled from  

https://archive.org/details/cornellstudiesin028021mbp/page/n10
https://archive.org/details/cornellstudiesin028021mbp/page/n10
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2861451?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
https://archive.org/details/historyofflorent00brun
https://archive.org/details/historyofflorent00brun_0
https://archive.org/details/historyofflorent00brun_0
https://archive.org/details/essayonman00pope_0/page/n6
https://archive.org/details/essayonman00pope_0/page/n6
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the “Mare Tenebrarum” (Sea of Darkness), which he associates with murky-minded and 

muddled-water Transcendentalists, who look inwards for depth of insight; the human heart is a 

source of darkness for Poe, thus the intuition so prized by the Frogpondians whom Poe ridiculed 

is likened to a sea of darkness.  

 

235      Hirsch’s use of the term “humanist” differs somewhat from Bruni’s coinage, although 

they are related in the sense that Bruni was concerned with cultural disintegration and 

reclamation. Hirsch’s understanding of the term derives from the so-called “New Humanism” 

movement in American literary studies (whose heyday was 1910-1930), which was based on the 

literary and social theories proffered by British author Matthew Arnold (1822-1888), especially 

as espoused in his 1869 treatise Culture and Anarchy, which lamented the dehumanizing aspects 

of Materialism, Utopianism, and Industrialization. Arnold called for authors and artists to 

preserve the moral timbre of the past—all of “the best that has been thought and said”—as means 

of staving off the disintegration of human civilization.  (Arnold was considered an apostle for 

culture; he divided the Victorian classes of his day into three groups—“Barbarians” being the 

aristocracy, “Philistines” being the commercial middle class, and the “Populace,” being the 

lower catch-all group; he railed against what he perceived to be decadent and demoralizing 

manners and tastes of his day. Doubtless James Joyce’s high regard for Arnold was in part due to 

the desire of both authors to hold their nations’ feet to the proverbial fire, as Joyce was no less 

critical of the Irish than Arnold had been of the English, albeit Arnold wanted to push the 

traditions of the past and Joyce pushed to break them in the future.)  

     The online entry for the movement in the Encylopædia Britannica states: “Reacting against 

the scientifically oriented philosophies of literary realism and naturalism, New Humanists 

refused to accept deterministic views of human nature. They argued that: (1) human beings are 

unique among nature’s creatures; (2) the essence of experience is fundamentally moral and 

ethical; and (3) the human will, although subject to genetic laws and shaped by the environment, 

is essentially free. With these points of contention, the New Humanists—Paul Elmer More, 

Irving Babbitt, Norman Foerster, and Robert Shafer, to name only a few—outlined an entire 

program and aesthetic to incorporate their beliefs. By the 1930s, the New Humanists had come to 

be regarded as cultural elitists and advocates of social and aesthetic conservatism, and their 

influence became negligible” (“New Humanism”). Hirsch, writing after the 1930s, arguably 

adopts the points of contention of the movement, but does not necessarily mandate adherence to 

the prescribed aesthetic considerations associated with it. I say “arguably,” since Hirsch and 

other theistic critics recognizing Nature’s God and not Nature as Creator would recognize that 

moral authority derives from God, not Man; to this group, Man is not a creature of Nature, but is 

a special creation of God, separate from Nature (the World), as outlined in the creation account 

of Genesis 1. 

 

236      To the phrase “Interdum speciose locis,” one highly-regarded translator appends the 

following footnote: “Speciosa locis] Sentiments; commonplace Thoughts of moral Philosophy. A 

Comedy with fine Sentiments, and in which the Manners are justly marked, will succeed better 

than one, in which the Conduct is faultless and Verse is beautiful.  But in Tragedy, the Manners 

and Sentiments are not so necessary as the Disposition of the Fable.  It may subsist without the  
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Manners, but not without Action” (Francis 469). Here is seen a distinction between literary 

forms, in terms of their attributes and aims, not unlike Poe’s insistence that Beauty is the chief 

province of poetry, but other forms of writing may concern themselves primarily with Truth and 

Goodness (such as criticism and tales, respectively), to which Beauty may be added, but is not 

necessary. 

 

237     Joyce famously makes use of a mirror in the opening scene of his 1922 novel Ulysses, 

when his semi-autobiographical character, Stephen Dedalus says, with bitterness: “It is a symbol 

of Irish art. The cracked looking-glass of a servant.” Joyce thought the Irish language to be 

insufficient and Irish literature to be subservient to other models, and he disdained the Irish for 

being all too content to hold to traditions he sought to break. He was famously anti-Roman 

Catholic, despite (or because of) his upbringing in that religion, a religion which is typified by 

tradition. Joyce believed that what the Church could not be control by reason it had to control by 

fear, thus his recollection of a traumatic religious retreat where he and other young boys literally 

had the fear of God put into them by subjection to sermonizing about hellfire and damnation as 

consequence for sin. 

 

238      Fyodor Dostoevsky understood this danger as well, as famously-expressed in his 1880 

novel, The Brothers Karamazov, in the words of Ivan Karamazov, words later credited with 

inspiring the murderer of their father, Smerdyakov: “If there is no God, then everything is 

permitted.” It is for this very reason that the Nazis had to try to do away with the Holy One of 

Israel, for genocide comes easily, once deicide precedes it. Dostoevsky’s mammoth novel is 

quite germane to the discussion of Poe herein, for the destructive Ivan also descends into 

madness (and thinks he is tormented by the Devil). Smerdyakov informs Ivan that it had been his 

words which ultimately led him to commit the crime; Smerdyakov eventually commits suicide, 

thus murder and suicide are of a piece, as with Poe’s tales and as in Scripture.  

     Same as with Poe’s work, the novel also calls for an embrace of repentant love of others, and 

is also quite anti-Roman Catholic, drawing on a scene suggestive of the Spanish Inquisition, as 

does Poe in “Pit”. In the chapter called “Rebellion” (rebellion is defined in Scripture as sin 

against God’s law, 1 Sam. 15:23), Ivan tells his brother Aloysha of a dream he has in which the 

Grand Inquisitor scolds a returned Jesus, informing him that God should not have “burdened” 

man with free will, and, when imprisoning Christ, says to him: “Why hast Thou come now to 

hinder us? For Thou hast come to hinder us, and Thou knowest that... We are working not with 

Thee but with him [Satan]... We took from him what Thou didst reject with scorn, that last gift 

he offered Thee, showing Thee all the kingdoms of the earth. We took from him Rome and the 

sword of Caesar, and proclaimed ourselves sole rulers of the earth...We shall triumph and shall 

be Caesars, and then we shall plan the universal happiness of man” (Dostoyevsky 233).  

     The planning aspect here mentioned recalls Poe’s opposition to Progressivists and 

Utopianists, and the religion is outright associated with Satan. The Grand Inquisitor refers to 

Jesus being tempted in the wilderness to Satan, at which time the Devil offers to Jesus 

sovereignty over all the kingdoms of the world, if Jesus will but bow down and worship Satan 

(Mt. 4:1-11). Satan may do so because he is the prince or ruler of this world (Jn. 12:31); Jesus 

refuses, for if he were to break the law which declares that only the Most High God is to be  

https://books.google.com/books?id=cPJ60UxgBswC&pg=PA233&lpg=PA233&dq=We+shall+triumph+and+shall+be+Caesars,+and+then+we+shall+plan+the+universal+happiness+of+man&source=bl&ots=6UyGXFE-CB&sig=5vhAFRrO51h--pLBfVxTPLHtYL4&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwj0xK7QyZfbAhWQuVkKHelXDbUQ6AEILTAC#v=onepage&q=We%20shall%20triumph%20and%20shall%20be%20Caesars%2C%20and%20then%20we%20shall%20plan%20the%20universal%20happiness%20of%20man&f=false
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worshipped, then he will be rendered unfit or be “with blemish,” and therefore unable to 

complete his redemptive mission, in which case the Devil would thwart his own sentence of 

death being carried out. Satan may be prince of this world, but he is still accountable to the King, 

the Most High God in whose court he must give account of himself (Job 1:6-7). 

 

239      The Lake Poets owe their name to a popular critical periodical of the nineteenth century, 

the Edinburgh Review, which faulted them with dogged and unrelenting consistency. The title is 

attributed to their common residence in the Lake District of England, and is not unlike Poe’s 

derisive name of “Frogpondians” for the Bostonians residing in the vicinity of the Boston 

Commons pond. The principal figures associated with this Romantic circle are William 

Wordsworth, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, and Southey himself, but they had regular dialogue with 

lesser-influential poets and writers, such as Dorothy Wordsworth (William’s sister), Hartley 

Coleridge (Samuel’s son), Charles Lamb, and Thomas De Quincey. Thomas Carlyle contributed 

frequently to the Edinburgh Review, and, in addition to having a major impact on the American 

Transcendentalists (by their own admission, since he introduced them to the works of the 

Germans), he faulted Byron and Shelley for dithering about with what he considered to be the 

semi-satanic “Byronic hero”. 

      One might be tempted to see the Byronic hero as a prototype for the Lucifer-figure, his first 

appearance being  in the author’s semi-autobiographical narrative poem, “Childe Harold’s 

Pilgrimage” (1812-1818). In the words of the critic best known simply as Lord Macaulay, the 

Byronic hero (or anti-hero) is described as “a man proud, moody, cynical, with defiance on his 

brow, and misery in his heart, a scorner of his kind, implacable in revenge, yet capable of deep 

and strong affection” (Christiansen 201). In this light, Childe Harold has been likened to 

Goethe’s character of Werther, from his semi-autobiographical novel of 1774. (This paper posits 

that Goethe should be credited with the genesis of the Lucifer-figure.) The Lucifer-figure is a 

calloused and self-absorbed individual, descends into madness, and, unlike a Byronic hero who 

seeks revenge for actual slights, imagines pretexts to commit murder; they are not synonymous 

archetypes. Moreover, the Lucifer-figure is marked by his depraved indifference to human life, 

and not merely pronounced and loathsome moodiness; as such, he is never characterized by deep 

and strong affection. 

 

240      Schenk’s discussion of Byron appears under the aptly-titled chapter, “The Cult of the 

Ego,” wherein he writes: “Byron himself surmised that his all too frequent morbid depression of 

spirit was hereditary. ‘There was always madness in the family,’ he remarked” (136). Does this 

not resemble Roderick’s claim of a familial and constitutional evil being responsible for his own 

malaise? Schenk also writes: “To heredity also owed his exalted station in society and the 

pecuniary resources that went with it” (137). Here is seen Roderick’s status and wealth dating 

back for centuries. Noting the pantheistic conceptions which abound in Byron’s works, and his 

habitual self-isolation (echoed in Roderick’s beliefs and habitude), Schenk offers: “At times he 

showed the same overweening intellectual pride and contempt for the whole human race” (144). 

Perhaps most telling of is what Schenk has to offer about the poet’s conduct in context of his 

psyche: “Mingled with them there appears to have been an equally distinct feeling of remorse, 

and the paradoxical product of it all was what Byron’s wife acutely diagnosed as ‘remorse  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Byronic_hero#cite_note-1
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without repentance’. The deeper significance of that typically Byronic frame of mind can be seen 

in the survival of a genuinely religious sentiment of remorse in the secularized form, or rather in 

a kind of irreligious vacuum” (140).  

     It is in this sense that the Byronic hero differs from the Lucifer-figure, for the Lucifer-figure 

never even experiences remorse (guilt and shame for his actions), and because they only 

experience regret (discomfiture as a result of perceived error), they resist all means by which 

repentance is possible, thereby damning themselves to perdition. Byron writes of this tendency in 

his Gothic 1816-1817 closet drama rendered in verse, Manfred, in which the protagonist laments 

that he suffers the innate torturous despair “Which is remorse without the fear of Hell [regret 

only]” a trait which leads to self-absolution of one’s sinfulness and therefore self-condemnation 

of the soul, causing one to be “his own destroyer”. (A closet drama is meant to be read silently 

by a solitary reader, not performed on stage.) Schenk’s analysis of the work is a spot-on analysis 

through which the murderous narrators of “Cat,” “Cask,” Heart,” and “Imp” may be understood 

(as well as the murderously-minded Werther): “Here, clearly, one can see the repudiation of the 

traditional idea of Christ sitting in judgment, and its substitution by the judgment of the sinner’s 

own mind or conscience” (140). Byron led the extreme sort of dissolute life many Byronic 

heroes exhibit, but which Lucifer-figures typically do not, Poe’s “William Wilson” being a rare 

exception of the Poe archetype. 

 

241      Of this particular poem, the editors of Representative Poetry Online state: “Written in 

May and June of 1814 and first published in August. The last of a series of three sensational 

verse-tales (The Giaour, published in 1813, and The Corsair, in 1814, are the other two) 

featuring a central figure now usually called ‘the Byronic hero.’ The portrait of Lara is in the first 

of its two parts” (Lancashire and Wilson). What this means is that even Byron must be credited 

with writing Lucifer-figure archetypes, although his use does not predate Goethe’s 1774 novel, 

Werther. It is very probable that theirs was a mutual admiration society, and that Byron was 

inspired by Goethe’s work; Goethe himself came to regard Byron’s work very highly.  

     According to excerpts from a 2015 item hosted by EnglishHistory.net, “Lord Byron Critical 

Opinion by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe,” Byron was seen by Goethe as the ideal  

and representative literary figure of the age: “Lord Byron is to be regarded as a man, an 

Englishman, and as a great genius. His good qualities belong chiefly to the man, his bad to the 

Englishman and the peer, his talent is incommensurable […] I could not make any use of any 

man as the representative of the modern poetical era except him, who undoubtedly is to be 

regarded as the greatest genius of our century,” although Goethe added, “Lord Byron is only 

great as a poet; as soon as he reflects, he is a child” (Hanson). That Byron was considered the 

representative poet of the age by Goethe is not necessarily a compliment, once one considers 

Goethe’s quote regarding the age which Byron represents, as stated in his January 29, 1826 letter 

to his biographer, Eckermann, which called it an age of dissolution and subjectivity, which he 

identified as being retrogressive traits (Schenk 151). 

 

242      All three authors also are recognized as being Symbolists. See, e.g., G. Nussbaum’s 1965 

essay “Some Notes on Symbolism in Horace’s Lyric Poetry,” which has some interesting things 

to say, including this excerpt: “Horace may have found such symbolism in Greek lyric  

https://www.bartleby.com/18/6/11.html
https://englishhistory.net/byron/critical-opinion-by-johann-wolfgang-von-goethe/
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poetry…One ancient critic at least thought he detected it in Virgil. But I have only dwelt on it 

because it has been little noticed and because it is at all common in Horace’s works” (emphasis 

author’s, 133). [This remark reflects my own reasons for dwelling on the issue of the consistent 

commonality Poe’s moral undercurrent.] It continues, though, with this remarkable statement: 

“But the idea of symbolism as a form of living communication, rather than as a literary device or 

ornament, is accepted, integrated and explored from within, no longer either scouted altogether 

or gingerly handled from without” (Nussbaum 133-134). Horace, he offers, utilized myth and 

nature to express all that could be expressed about human experience, wherein man became the 

subject, nature the analogue. 

 

243     The following distinction is gleaned from the abstract of a 2016 essay, “Kant and 

Coleridge on the Issue of Morality”: “This paper seeks to contrast Kant’s strong belief that 

morality is the ultimate aim of religion with Coleridge’s statement in Aids to Reflection that 

morality is merely a step in the ascent towards a spiritual religion. The issues to be discussed are 

the relationships between emotion and grace on the one hand, and theism and Christology, on the 

other hand. While Kant believes the core of religion to be that of doing one’s duty in this world 

(because fulfilling one’s duty may be a sign of divine election), Coleridge understands Kant's 

rendering of morality as a reduction of religion to the mere role of moral religion. Coleridge also 

believes that morality is the body, while the soul of the Christian religion is faith in Christ” (Popa 

1).  Put more simply, Kant believes that religion aims to make us moral, and Coleridge believes 

that morals aim to make us spiritual. The goal of religion is to make us moral, doing so by 

strengthening our spiritual orientation towards God; the Law acts as do plant stakes which 

correct or make up-right our wicked natures, thus religion serves as laws (prescribed conduct) 

which intend to keep us spiritually up-right; the means of correcting the object (religion) is 

confused with the object itself (an upright spirit). Morality is of the body in the sense that it 

pertains to bodily conduct, and is therefore physical in that it is concerned with that which we 

do—but morality is of the soul in the sense that it pertains to spiritual orientation which directs 

that conduct, therefore it is also metaphysical in its concerns.  

244      These lines in English are Colman’s interpretation of Horace’s original words, which 

(modern punctuation aside) are found in another Neoclassicist translator’s text (himself a 

minister), Philip Francis’ highly-regarded, bi-volume work from 1747:  

 

Scribendi recte sapere est & principium & fons.           

Rem tibi Socraticae poterunt ostendere chartae:              

Verbaque provisam rem non invita sequentur.                

Qui didicit patriae quid debeat, & quid amicis;               

Quo sit amonre parens, quo frater amandus & hospes    

Quod sit conscripti, quod judicis officium; quae             

Partes in bellum missi ducis; ille profecto    

                    

Reddere personae seit convenientia cuique’ 

Respicere exemplar vitae morumque jubebo       

Doctum imitatorem, & vivas hinc ducere voces.            

 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/41524448?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
https://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:cGHLPb6UaIMJ:https://www.edusoft.ro/brain/index.php/libri/article/download/556/598+&cd=4&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=us
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Interdum speciosa locis, morataque recte                      

Fabula, nullius veneris, sine pondere et arte                  

Valdius oblectat populum, meliusque moratur,               

Quam versus inopes rerum, nugaeque canorae             

 

Good Sense, the Fountain of the Muse’s Art, 

Let the strong Page of Socrates impart, 

For if the Mind with clear Conceptions glow, 

The willing Words in just Expressions flow. 

The Poet, whose nice Discernment knows 

What to his Country and his Friends he owes;    

How various Nature warms the human Breast 

To love the Parent, Brother, Friend or Guest;                                                         

What the great Office of our Judges are, 

Of Senators, of Generals sent to War; 

He surely knows, with nice, well-judging Art, 

The Strokes, peculiar to each different Part. 

Keep Nature’s great Original in View, 

And thence the living Images pursue;  

For when the Sentiments and Manners please,                                                                                        

And all the Characters are wrought with Ease,                                                                                   

Your Play, though void of Beauty, Force and Art,                                                                                   

More strongly shall delight, and warm the Heart,                                                                                    

Than where a lifeless Pomp of Verse appears,                                                                                    

And with sonorous Trifles, charms our ears. 

                                                                   (Francis 468-469, emphases mine) 

 

     (Colman retains the original Latin which concludes the excerpt, and, curiously, offers no 

translation for it. The side-by-side text quoted from Francis demonstrates his intention to convey 

the sentiment of the original, and should not be misconstrued as being a line-for-line translation.) 

In the esteemed opinion of Samuel Johnson, Francis’ version surpassed all others. Colman’s 

translation substitutes “moral wisdom” for “good sense,” but it is better understood to mean a 

sense of moral goodness (conscience), when paired with the lines about loving others to which it 

is related. The British Neoclassicists never lose sight of the requisite to love others, and here is 

tied morality with poetic sentiment, or refined feeling for one’s fellow man; this is not the same 

as the Epicurean notion of refinement, which pertains more to response to artifacts considered 

beautiful: The biblical model responds to persons (including God), and not merely to subjects, 

and not, as in the pagan notion, to objects. The poetic sentiment of which Poe and the 

Neoclassicists speak is one in which in which there is cultivated the deeper, loving appreciation 

for God and Man requisite to the peace or harmony of mankind. 

      The first line of this excerpt is usually translated as the maxim: “The origin and source of 

good writing is good judgment”; it is a poor translation, in that the words “origin” and “source” 

indicate the same thing. The concept of “sapere” [to know, as in to know better] involves the  

https://books.google.com/books?id=XC45AQAAMAAJ&pg=PA468&lpg=PA468&dq=translate+latin+%E2%80%9CInterdum+speciosa+locis&source=bl&ots=1TrOw541JF&sig=LoZPEE31KSjagLEACve6WwYA5Gw&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwirmpfd-rTVAhVHs1QKHQQbD8oQ6AEINjAH#v=onepage&q=translate%20latin%20%E2%80%9CInterdum%20speciosa%20locis&f=false
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action of being discerning or wise in one’s tastes regarding philosophy and the arts, thus one 

whose tastes are sound will be capable of creating work which is rationally true, aesthetically 

pleasing, and morally inclined—and this is likely why Poe writes that Taste mediates between 

Intellect and Moral Sense (Duty). “Taste” pertains to that which appeals to the senses, including 

moral sense; Poe’s use of the word “Taste” might better be understood as moral reasoning, or an 

appeal to duty. To know what must be done (rationale or expediency) does not guarantee that it 

will be done (duty), thus there must be an appeal to duty (taste) which moves one from passive 

thought (knowledge) to active conduct (duty). Poe’s discussion of Pure Intellect, Taste, and 

Moral Sense differs significantly from what is being conveyed in his tales, which, recall, are 

meant to be satirical. Monos laments to Una (in the colloquy which bears their name) that proper 

taste could have saved humanity, since Beauty is the core of the matrix through which the truths 

of reason and morality are intersected and integrated, and becomes the means by which our 

Moral Sense is appealed to, causing us to fulfill our duty to others. 

     Of course, Poe is most likely mocking the argument put forth by Friedrich von Schiller (1759-

1805) that beauty, or “the Arts,” could save the world, thereby ridiculing the Germans even 

further: “On the Aesthetic Education of Man is one of the most profound works of German 

philosophy, in which Friedrich Schiller analyses politics, revolution and the history of ideas to 

define the relationship between beauty and art. Resulting from Schiller's deep disillusionment 

with the course of the French Revolution and expressed as a series of letters to a patron, On the 

Aesthetic Education of Man is an impassioned attempt to drag mankind upwards from failure to 

greatness through placing ideas of aesthetic education at the heart of the human experience: ‘Our 

era has actually taken both wrong turnings, and has fallen prey to coarseness on the one path, 

lethargy and perversity on the other. Having strayed along both paths, it is beauty that can lead 

[us] back.’”(Rakuten Overdrive).  

     For Poe, only the light of God’s Law makes possible that path, albeit beauty can provide us 

with glimpses of God; Poe places no stock in notions of human greatness, since man is called to 

be humble before God. The colloquies also are referred to as Poe’s “conversation pieces,” in that 

they consist entirely of dialogues between characters. The Socratic method is entirely dialogical, 

and it is intended to lead one to the truth of a matter through a series of questions and answers 

designed to stimulate critical thinking, with the express purpose of drawing out the preciseness 

of ideas, the merits of their underlying presumptions, and the correctness of their conclusions. 

     There is a marvelous little footnote given by Francis in his exposition of the lines immediately 

subsequent to the ones above-cited, in which he writes: “There are terms of ancient Arithmetic 

which could not be made intelligible to an English reader, and therefore the Translator hath given 

the general Meaning of the Passage, by the Terms of modern Arithmetic, Subtraction and 

Addition” (Francis 470). One cannot but help think of Poe’s statements about having formulated 

“The Raven” in accordance to a mathematical ratio, or of his many jests about the lack of 

intelligence on the part of his English-language readers; certainly, the appeal to the ancient 

means of expression would not be out of character for him, whether classical or Egyptian. 

      

245      The phrase ,“And, full of matter, words will rise of course” very much aligns with Poe’s 

insistence that the matter of the work (intended effect or moral) must be decided upon first, and 

then the words will follow, of a necessity, to give deliberate shape to the matter, which is to say  

https://www.overdrive.com/media/2966857/on-the-aesthetic-education-of-man
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that content assumes primacy over form, thus they are not co-equal. Even some works of Pope 

and Donne were originally conceived of as prose before being shaped into poetic forms; the 

ideas precluded their versification. 

 

246       Francis’ work, first published in 1747, was extremely successful and enjoyed length of 

popularity, in that it already had witnessed its tenth reprinting by 1797. I am not certain if Poe 

read it, but given his affinity with its ideas, both Horace’s and the translator’s, and its relatively 

prolonged circulation, it seems not out of the question to speculate that he was at least nominally 

familiar with its contents. This research is the province of a scholar, though, and I am merely a 

critic, which means, quite naturally, that I have less of knowledge than I do of opinion. 

 

247      Lewis appears to concur with Poe, in terms of the imagination’s relationship to the 

sublime and Poe’s notion about sympathy with the reader: “We are inveterate poets. Our 

imaginations awake. Instead of mere quantity, we now have a quality–the sublime. Unless this 

were so, the merely arithmetical greatness of the galaxy would be no more impressive than the 

figures in the telephone directory. It is thus, in a sense, from ourselves that the material universe 

derives its power to over-awe us. To a mind which did not share our emotions, and lacked our 

imaginative energies, the argument from size would be sheerly meaningless” (God 41). 

 

248      By contrast, the males and females created on the sixth day were spoken into existence, 

ex nihilo (Gen. 1:27); Adam and Eve are not formed until after the seventh day in which God 

rested; Eve is also brought into existence by God’s use of pre-existent material, Adam’s rib 

(Genesis 2). Genesis 5:2 reads: “Male and female created he them; and blessed them, and called 

their name Adam, in the day when they were created”. (See also Mk 10:6.) The use of the 

pluralized pronouns in this verse, coupled with the word “created” instead of “formed,” 

underscores this point. The word “Adam” in Genesis 2 is indicative of a particular individual (a 

specific man, in the singular sense), whereas as used in Genesis 5, it indicates a group (such as 

when the word “man” is employed to signify all of mankind). Genesis 1, in which all mankind is 

created, is the big picture, and Genesis 2, in which Adam is the biblical patriarch, is the zooming 

on a featured person, just as in films, when a wide-angle camera zooms in from a bustling crowd 

scene on the main character of a story; Genesis 1 is the crowd scene, and Genesis 2 focuses on 

the individual among the crowd. That the earth already was populated before the arrival of Adam 

and Eve is an assessment corroborated by Scripture; before God rests, the text reads: “Thus the 

heavens and the earth were finished, and all the host of them” (Gen. 2:1).  

     This earthly host had been created earlier, and even spoken to by God, as given in Genesis 

1:26-31, the events of which clearly situate them on the sixth day; Adam and Eve do not surface 

until after the host of earth was finished, and not until after God rests on the seventh day. This is 

also the reason why Cain is able to go east of Eden and take a wife, and why he could 

legitimately fear encountering others who might try to kill him for having murdered Abel; if 

there had been no other people except his parents, both of those accounts in Scripture would 

prove utterly nonsensical (Gen. 4:13-17).  This is not, of course, what most Christian religions 

teach, but, be that as it may, a close reading of the biblical text admits of no other proper 

analysis. 
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249      Horatian satire is concerned with depicting the folly of human nature in a slightly 

humorous way, by means of illustrating its absurdity and vanity; it is a gentler means of mocking 

than is Juvenalian satire, the latter of which is concerned with treatment of social evils, and 

which relies on language which is characterized by scornful derision, harshness, outrage, and 

savage ridicule. (Juvenalian satire is often employed for political controversies, when a party 

seeks to demonize its opposition). Horatian satire is suggestive, in that it aims to direct one’s 

thoughts to self-analysis and self-correction, but Juvenalian satire is direct and seeks to thump 

one’s head into submission to the ideas put forth by it. To put it another way, in terms of 

intended forcefulness, if Horace leads a horse to water, then Juvenal makes it drink.  

 

250      In the very first footnote of a 1922 annotated reprint of the Satires in their original Greek, 

the editor states of the title: “Though this work of Horace is now universally called Satires, yet 

the ancient title seems to have been Sermones (conversations),” the elder title being that which 

he employs (Bovie 1).  Sermons, in Christian convention, involve the conversation of ministers 

with their congregations, for the specific purpose of inculcating moral values. That this 

conversation is largely one-sided and has more in common with a lecture than a dialogue is 

perhaps one of the great tragedies of Christianity, but anyone who has ever been to services in a 

“black Baptist church” in the southern part of the American “Bible Belt” would witness plenty of 

interaction between the pastor and the congregants—can I get an “Amen”? 

 

251      There is a species of spiders named Ummidia, which includes the American variety 

commonly called the “Trap-Door Spider” (very aproPoe); spiders are known for their 

bloodsucking propensities, and therefore are associated with wicked greediness. Tantalus is a 

figure from Greek mythology, a kingly son of Zeus (a demi-god) known for his hubris; when 

invited by his father to feast at Mount Olympus with the deities of the Grecian pantheon, he stole 

the nectar and ambrosia and partook of it with his human acquaintances. Worse than that, 

though, is that when he returned the favor by inviting the gods to dine at his abode, he murdered 

his own son Pelops, and had him cut up into pieces and made into a stew which he served the 

deities. Although he did not manage to deceive them as to the true nature of the gruesome fare, 

Zeus himself killed Tantalus and banished him to Hades as punishment for the heinous crime.  

     As his offenses had been gustatory in nature, his torture for all eternity in the underworld was 

that he was sentenced to stand forevermore in a pool of waist-deep water, with a cluster of ripe 

fruits dangling just out of his reach over his head (grapes of wrath, as it were). He suffered 

constantly from hunger and thirst, but whenever he reached down to sip the water, it would 

magically drain away, right down to the last drop, and the pool would refill as soon as he stood 

upright again; the branches would rise when he reached up for the grapes, thus the word 

“tantalizing” signifies the stimulation of a desire, and one incapable of being fulfilled. As 

Tantalus already was dead, no matter how hungry or thirsty he got, he could not even die from 

dehydration or malnutrition. The insatiable appetite for destruction on the part of the wicked is 

indicated in the words of the Hebrew prophet Isaiah: “Therefore hell hath enlarged herself, and 

opened her mouth without measure: and their glory, and their multitude, and their pomp, and he 

that rejoiceth, shall descend into it” (Isa. 5:14). 
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252      There is a French proverb which states “La verite est cache au fond du puits,” which 

means “Truth is hidden at the bottom of a well,” an apt adage for discerning the moral 

undercurrent of Poe’s tales, for he disdained obvious (shallow or surface) readings; wells, in fact, 

are repositories of water, and undercurrents move water along. The best-known lines in English 

literature which pertain to water as a source of knowledge and inspiration are from Alexander 

Pope’s poetic work, An Essay on Criticism (1709): “A little learning is a dang'rous thing;/ Drink 

deep, or taste not the Pierian spring:/ There shallow draughts intoxicate the brain,/ And drinking 

largely sobers us again.” (lines 215-218). The Pierian Spring of Macedonia, in Greek mythology, 

was sacred to the Muses, and to drink from it was to increase one’s understanding and ability in 

the arts and sciences.  

     Created when the flying horse Pegasus struck his hoof into the ground, it is named for the 

Pierides, proud sisters who were daughters to King Pierus; in Ovid’s Metamorphoses, they 

challenge the Muses to competition in song, and even when they lose, they are foolhardy enough 

to mock the deities, whose recompense is to transform the vain women into chattering magpies 

(blackbirds in the same family as ravens). The moral expressed by Pope is that one can feel 

intoxicated with power and pride in the gain of some new knowledge, but one is sobered by how 

little one really knows when delving deeper into a matter, which is meant to be a humbling 

experience—and this sentiment reflects well Poe’s distrust of Francis Bacon’s unbridled 

enthusiasm in his belief that Nature could be harnessed by man’s scientific endeavors for the 

benefit of mankind (as expressed in his utopian vision of 1627, New Atlantis).  

     Bacon’s works were known to Poe, and Poe’s distrust in magnifying human achievement is 

evidenced in his 1829 “Sonnet – To Science,” a traditional Shakespearean-styled poem which 

identifies science as being adversarial to poetry since it seeks to eradicate all wondrous mystery 

of the world, thereby undermining religious beliefs which held that it was not man’s place or 

within his ability to know everything, a lesson from the Book of Job; to seek to understand 

everything via science was an act of rebellion against God (and the creed of the atheist Positivist 

Auguste Comte). Ray Bradbury includes Pope’s lines in his dystopian novel of 1953, Fahrenheit 

451.   In his 1920 poem “Hugh Selwyn Mauberley,” Ezra Pound laments the shoddy aestheticism 

of his day, wherein the cultivation of “Pierian roses” (flowers of true art) have been replaced by 

sloppy sentimentalism, which requires neither skill nor imagination. Pound puns on the word 

“cultivation,” for it is both a gardening term and the etymological root of the word “cultures,” 

which he references just a few lines above the mythological reference, and which he associates 

with nourishing conduct. 

 

253      Poe clearly read Bacon’s essays. Aside from his recognition of Bacon as a cryptographer, 

he incorporates one of the best-known lines from “Of Beauty” in what he confessed to be his 

favorite tale, “Ligeia,” in which the titular character’s peculiar appearance is discussed in 

relation to Bacon’s observations regarding strangeness in proportion being a hallmark of 

excellent beauty. Poe’s Lucifer-figure tales, though, clearly draw upon Bacon’s subsequent 

essay, “Of Deformity,” which informs Poe’s notion of moral grotesquery. 

 

254      There is a pun here on Poe’s part, just perhaps. A tenor (from the Latin term “tenere,” 

meaning “to hold”) is the part sung by a male whose range is posited as medium between the  
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baritone (the low or deep voice) and the alto (the higher voice, sometimes called a countertenor); 

the tenor’s part usually is allotted to “holding” the melody, and of the male roles, the hero’s role 

is usually written for a tenor in operatic works, the baritone for villains, and alto for comic, 

minor players. If Poe is having a bit of a jest here, then he is suggesting that he is heroic and 

central to the action of the plot (holding attention and controlling tension), as well as that he is 

adopting a middle role, between the villainous baritone (the grotesque) and the comic alto (the 

Arabesque), suggesting the full operatic range for the male performance. 

 

255      According to Noah’s dictionary of 1828, the one which Poe’s readers likely would have 

utilized if stumped by a word, the term “supernal” indicated either something which was situated 

in a higher region (typically celestial), or was something associated with the higher place, 

therefore it could be in Heaven, or merely heavenly. 

 

256  As Poe himself puts it: “ I make Beauty, therefore—using the word as inclusive of the 

sublime—I make Beauty the province of the poem, simple because it is an obvious rule of Art 

that effects should be made to spring as directly as possible from their causes: no one as yet 

having been weak enough to deny that the peculiar elevation in question is at least most readily 

attainable in the poem” (“Poetic,” emphasis Poe’s). In essence, poetry is best suited to the task of 

elevating the soul since it is not “tied down” to the rational concerns with which Truth and 

Goodness are necessarily concerned. In the same way that saltiness derives from salt, the 

Beautiful derives from Beauty, which is God Himself, just as He is Truth and Goodness. 

257      Poe himself has this to say: “To recapitulate, then:—I would define, in brief, the Poetry 

of words as The Rhythmical Creation of Beauty. Its sole arbiter is Taste. With the Intellect or 

with the Conscience, it has only collateral relations. Unless incidentally, it has no concern 

whatever with Duty or with Truth” (“Poetic”). Focus is not synonymous with exclusion, 

therefore each of the three primary concerns may work together, but they may not 

simultaneously be primary.  Poe is contending that Beauty is of chief concern in poetry, although 

Truth (Intellect) and Goodness (Moral Duty or Conscience) may be ancillary considerations, 

albeit not compulsory ones. 

258    Horace wrote: “Est modus in rebus, sunt certi denique fines,/Quos ultra citraque nequit 

consistere rectum” the translation of which is given to be “There is a proper measure in things. 

There are, finally, certain boundaries short of and beyond which what is right cannot exist.” Says 

one anonymous scholar, “Plato observes that the ancients included their whole system of 

morality in these short proverbial sentences” (Lippincott 204). The entire notion of moral 

grotesquery rests on such an idea, especially in terms of vice as a distortion of virtue, whether 

that extreme be in terms of excess or deficiency. 

 

259      These seven cardinal or deadly sins are traditionally given to be: Vanagloria (pride), 

Avaritia (greed); Luxuria (lust); Invidia (envy); Gula (gluttony); Ira (wrath); and Acedia (sloth).  

     

260        Balance is defined as an even distribution of weight enabling someone or something to  

http://webstersdictionary1828.com/Dictionary/supernal
https://www.eapoe.org/works/essays/poetprnb.htm
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remain upright and steady, so that it does not fall.  Symmetry is understood to mean a correct 

relation of parts— not merely similarity, but also correspondence between parts. Harmony 

involves different sounds working in conjunction with each other, especially those which please 

the ear (or the succession of such sounds, which are called chords). Harmonious elements work 

in concert with one another whilst retaining their individuality, thus harmony involves a just 

adaptation of parts to each other in any composition which intends to form a connected whole.  

     The individual, therefore, lives in harmony with the other individuals in his or her 

community, the community intended to be the just adaptation of individuals to one another, 

working cooperatively to form a connected whole. In a religious context, God provides the 

balance (His Law) which Man requires to remain upright and steady; God provides the symmetry 

(His person) which informs Man’s relation to Himself (in being stamped in the image and 

likeness of God); and God provides the harmony (His Lovingkindness) which allows Man to 

retain his individuality while at the same time inviting him into a relationship with Himself and 

his fellow man, that being the community He intended, and THAT which ties him to his fellow 

man (the correspondence between parts). 

 

261      In the editorial “Afterword” of Nomberg-Przytyk’s text, Pfefferkorn and Hirsch point to 

the work of yet another New Criticism scholar who tackles the issue of the Holocaust, Lawrence 

L. Langer, who analyzed works in The Holocaust and the Literary Imagination according to that 

school’s methodological approach (174). Of course, since the Holocaust is a definitive (and 

defining) historical event, Cultural Historicism also has a role to play in analyzing works 

pertaining to the phenomenon. 

262      In the words of Poe himself: “A skilful artist has constructed a tale. He has not fashioned 

the thoughts to accommodate his incidents, but having deliberately conceived a certain single 

effect to be wrought, he then invents such incidents, he then combines such events, and discusses 

them in such tone as may best serve him in establishing this preconceived effect. If his very first 

sentence tend not to the out-bringing of this effect, then in his very first step has he committed a 

blunder. In the whole composition there should be no word written of which the tendency, direct 

or indirect, is not to the one preestablished design. And by such means, with such care and skill, 

a picture is at length painted which leaves in the mind of him who contemplates it with a kindred 

art, a sense of the fullest satisfaction” (Dial 162). Start with the ending in mind, says Poe, since 

the lasting impression which an author most desires the reader to depart with in having read the 

work is evidenced most by the conclusion of the piece. 

263     See, e.g., G.S. Amur’s 1971  “Heart of Darkness and ‘The Fall of the House of Usher’: 

The Tale as Discovery,” which compares the technique and structure of Poe’s “Usher” and 

Conrad’s work as types of fiction dealing with “spiritual facts.”  

 

264      Apropos de rien, Conrad (his middle name, actually) was named for the hero of Adam 

Mickewicz’s most famous dramatic poem, Dziady, a work ranked by some members of the 

British literati (George Sand, e.g.) alongside the works of Goethe and Lord Byron as a high 

Romantic achievement.  The poem treats of an old custom of the peasants in a Lithuanian ritual  

https://books.google.com/books?id=VrFHAQAAMAAJ&pg=PA162&dq=A+skilful+artist+has+constructed+a+tale.+He+has+not+fashioned+the+thoughts+to+accommodate+his+incidents,+but+having+deliberately+conceived+a+certain+single+effect+to+be+wrought,+he+then+invents+such+incidents,+he+then+combines+such+events,+and+discusses+them+in+such+tone+as+may+best+serve+him+in+establishing+this+preconceived+effect.+If+his+very+first+sentence+tend+not+to+the+out-bringing+of+this+effect,+then+in+his+very+first+step+has+he+committed+a+blunder.+In+the+whole+composition+there+should+be+no+word+written+of+which+the+tendency,+direct+or+indirect,+is+not+to+the+one+preestablished+design.+And+by+such+means,+with+such+care+and+skill,+a+picture+is+at+length+painted+which+leaves+in+the+mind+of+him+who+contemplates+it+with+a+kindred+art,+a+sense+of+the+fullest+satisfaction&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwi8g6OEzZfbAhXHwVkKHVZoCzsQ6AEIOzAD#v=onepage&q=A%20skilful%20artist%20has%20constructed%20a%20tale.%20He%20has%20not%20fashioned%20the%20thoughts%20to%20accommodate%20his%20incidents%2C%20but%20having%20deliberately%20conceived%20a%20certain%20single%20effect%20to%20be%20wrought%2C%20he%20
https://www.eapoe.org/pstudies/ps1970/p1975205.htm


1477 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

prayer to the dead for success in admittance to Heaven; it features, among others, a cruel squire 

who remains a ghost since he refused to exercise common humanity towards others when alive, 

and a shepherdess who is consigned to a ghostly fate for never having returned anyone’s love— 

both characters failed to meet the requisites of Christian salvation, which clearly involves due, 

loving regard for others. The poem is addressed further in this essay’s examination of Goethe’s 

Werther. 

265      Our critic here cites German author Jean Paul Richter in his Introduction to Aesthetics 

(1804), in which humor is said to be comprised of the combination of the terrifying and the 

ridiculous, the serious and the satiric, or as is better known, the tragic and the comic—in essence, 

the grotesque and the arabesque. He quotes Richter as saying that humor consists of skepticism 

born of the imagination’s jointly peering downwards towards “the abyss” and upward towards 

“the idea of the infinity”. Thompson adds: “This formulation of Romantic ‘skepticism’ we shall 

later see to be the most useful in describing Poe’s stance toward art and the world” (Poe’s 

Fiction 109). Certainly this seems the formula for dark humor (tenebris humour) or gallows 

humor (the narrator in “Cat” thinks he sees a gallows form on the chest of his second feline 

companion), but this is a narrow conception of humor, since it disallows some of Poe’s lighter 

fare, such as “X-ing a Para-grab” “The Literary Life of Thingum Bob, Esq.,” “Some Words with 

a Mummy,” and “The Angel of the Odd”. 

266      Some sites are believed to have been visited by the saints whom they honor, the best-

known shrine perhaps being the one dedicated to the Virgin Mary in Lourdes, France, where it is 

believed by many Roman Catholics that she appeared in 1858 to a local peasant girl named 

Bernadette Soubirous, and requested of her that a chapel be built at the location; thousands of 

visitors travel to the site every year, in the hope of being cured of ailments or for personal 

inspiration. The grottoes are “inhabited” by human forms by means of the statues situated within 

them. The Eastern Orthodox churches typically use altar iconography for such purposes, in the 

form of an “iconostasis,” a wall of images (icons) which remain (in stasis) at the altar. 

 

267      The proverbial phrase of “the Devil take the hindmost” is meant to indicate that those  

who lag behind will suffer from a loss of aid or protection when the wicked attack them: “The 

line was first recorded in print in Beaumont and Fletcher's tragic/comic play Philaster, or Love 

Lies a-Bleeding, 1611: ‘They run all away, and cry, 'the devil take the hindmost'. The 

expression was known colloquially prior to that though. The Oxford Dictionary of Quotations 

lists ‘Every man for himself and the Devil take the hindmost’ as an 'early 16th century' proverb” 

(Phrase Finder). The Devil, of course, is a merciless and perpetual enemy to mankind in 

Christian tradition. The “Gospel Armor” described in the New Testament offers no rear or flank 

protection, implying that God Himself “has one’s back,” and therefore one need not fear being 

attacked by the Devil from one’s hindmost exposure, nor fear defeat or surrender (Eph. 6:11-

17). 

 

268      According to the entry for “Amalek-Amalekites” at the site of the online Jewish 

Encyclopedia (under the section subtitled “In Rabbinic Literature”), Amalek “became in  

http://www.phrases.org.uk/meanings/358400.html
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rabbinical literature the type of Israel's arch-enemy. In the tannaitic Haggadah of the first 

century, Amalek stands for Rome (Bacher, ‘Ag. Tan.’ i. 146 et seq., 211 et seq.); and so does 

Edom (Esau), from whom Amalek descended (Gen. xxxvi.). A kinsman of the Israelites, Amalek 

nevertheless displayed the most intense hatred toward them: he inherited Esau's hostility to his 

brother Jacob. When other nations hesitated to harm God's chosen ones, his evil example 

induced them to join him in the fray. ‘Like a robber he waylaid Israel’; ‘like a swarm of locusts’; 

‘like a leech eager for blood’; ‘like a fly looking for sores to feed on’; Amalek ('am laḳ = the 

people which licketh) hurried over hundreds of miles to intercept Israel's march: (Tan. Ki Teẓe, 

ix., and Pesiḳ. iii. 26b) […] According to some he also used witchcraft to secure victory for his 

men (Yalḳ. Reubeni, and Chronicle of Jerahmeel, xlviii. 13). ‘Moreover, he mutilated their 

bodies, making sport of the Abrahamic covenant’ (see Pesiḳ. l.c. and Pesiḳ. R. xii., Mek. 

BeshallaḦ) […] Moses fasted and prayed, saying: ‘O Lord, who will in the future spread Thy 

Law, if Amalek succeeds in destroying this nation?’ And with uplifted arms, holding the staff 

and pointing heavenward, he inspired Joshua and the people with his faith until the victory was 

won (Mek. ib.) […] With regard to the remarkable oath, ‘Truly the hand upon the throne of Yah! 

the Lord will have war with Amalek from generation to generation’ (Exod.. xvii. 16: A. V. is not 

literal here); the rabbis say: ‘Never will the throne of God—the Lord of Truth, Justice, and 

Love—be fully established until the seed of Amalek—the principle of hatred and wrongdoing—

be destroyed forever’ (Pesiḳ., l.c., and Targ. Yer. I. and II. to Ex. l.c.). Henceforth ‘Amalek’ 

became the popular term for Jew-hater” (Muller and Kohler)  The Nazis also made sport of the 

Abrahamic covenant, and similarly mutilated the bodies of their Jewish victims. 

 

269     Thompson’s error in the chronology of influence is all the more curious when one 

considers that he points to another German literary element borrowed from earlier British 

convention. In an endnote (to chapter six, #22), Thompson writes: “According to William K. 

Wimsatt, Jr. and Cleanth Brooks, Literary Criticism […] Jean Paul’s concept of humor evolved 

from the English concept of the ‘humours’ associated with character types and especially with 

exaggerations and oddities, and developed into a philosophy of toleration, of sweeping insight 

into the contradictions of the world […] Jean Paul considered the subconscious capable of 

guiding the artist as through divine wisdom, as well as frightening him [….] Selections of Jean 

Paul were available in numerous anthologies […] and forty-six items appeared in American 

periodicals before 1864 […] Carlyle included ‘Schmelzle’s Journey’ and the ‘Life of Quintis 

Fixlein’ in German Romance (1827), and his essay on Jean Paul in that volume emphasizes his 

‘Humour’ with reference to the Introduction to Aesthetics; in the essay on Tieck, Carlyle links 

Jean Paul to the Schlegels, Novalis, and Kant” (Romantic Irony 234, citations omitted). 

270      John Donne is considered the pre-eminent Metaphysical poet; as shown herein, Poe very 

likely was inspired to write “Cask” by aspects of Donne’s famous prose-poem “Meditation 

XVII.” Donne’s works are characterized by many of the best elements seen in Poe’s, and they 

both employed a variety of genres in their writing, including sonnets, satires, and religious and 

love poetry, and both were fond of epigrams and classical literature; as argued in this paper, both 

men had strong moral inclinations. The term “Metaphysical poets” was coined by Samuel 

Johnson in his Lives of the Most Eminent English Poets (1779–81), when describing a group of 

loosely-affiliated, highly esoteric poets of the seventeenth century; it was not intended as a 

http://jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/1351-amalek-amalekites
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compliment, the tenets being rival to Johnson’s own admittedly Augustan/Neoclassical 

proclivities. 

 

271      It is the nature of the beast for criticism to tease out errors when doling out praise, 

therefore I am fully cognizant of the debt which is due to those fellow devotees of Poe whose 

works precede my own—just not to all of them, and of those to whom I am indebted, it is not to 

all of their work or ideas. No disrespect is intended towards their many fine efforts, except, of 

course, towards the Postmodernists, for whose work I have nothing to offer (in keeping with the 

British vein of Samuel Johnson) but ridicule and scorn—“obloquy and satire”. 

 

272      Irish dramatist and poet, Oscar Fingal O’Flahertie Wills Wilde, De Profundis (1905) 
 

273      Austro-Hungarian Romantic poet Nikolas Lenhau [Nikolaus Niembsch von Strehlenau], 

Faust, 1835. Here is the brief biography for this tragedy-minded author, per the online 

Encyclopædia Britannica: “Nikolaus Lenau, pseudonym of Nikolaus Franz Niembsch, Edler 

(nobleman) von Strehlenau, (born August 13, 1802, Csatád, Hungary [now Lenauheim, 

Romania]—died August 22, 1850, Oberdöbling, near Vienna, Austria), Austrian poet known for 

melancholy lyrical verse that mirrors the pessimism of his time as well as his personal despair. 

Severe depression and dissatisfaction characterized Lenau’s life. He began, but never completed, 

studies in law, medicine, and philosophy (somewhat ironically, those being the three areas in 

which Goethe’s Faust had earned doctorate degrees). A legacy in 1830 enabled him to devote 

himself to writing. Frequent moves, a number of unhappy love affairs, and a disastrous year-long 

emigration to the United States in 1832–33 further exemplified the general disappointment he 

felt at the failure of his life and acquaintances to measure up to his artistic ideals. He recognized 

that his inability to keep separate the spheres of poetic expression and real life was both the 

source of his depression and the root of his art. Lenau’s fame rests predominantly on his shorter 

lyrical poems. These early poems, which were published in Gedichte (1832; “Poems”) and 

Neuere Gedichte (1838; “Newer Poems”), demonstrate close ties to the Weltschmerz (“World 

Pain”) mood of the Romantic period and reveal a personal, almost religious relationship to 

nature. His later poems, Gesammelte Gedichte (1844; “Collected Poems”) and the religious epics 

Savonarola (1837) and Die Albigenser (1842; “The Albigensians”), deal with his relentless and 

unsuccessful search for order and constancy in love, nature, and faith. Following Johann 

Wolfgang von Goethe’s death in 1832, the appearance in 1833 of the second part of his Faust 

inspired many renditions of the legend. Lenau’s Faust: Ein Gedicht (published 1836, revised 

1840) is noticeably derivative of Goethe’s, but Lenau’s version has Faust confronting an absurd 

life that is devoid of any absolute values, the same position in which Lenau felt himself to be. 

Lenau’s lifelong mental illness resulted in a complete breakdown in 1844 and later to nearly total 

paralysis from which he never recovered. His epic Don Juan (1851) appeared posthumously. His 

letters to Baroness Sophie von Löwenthal, with whom he was in love from 1834 to his death, 

were published in 1968” (“Nikolaus Lenau”). 

 

274     Actually, the absence of a resurrection is elemental to Christ-figures throughout the 

archetype's traditional rendering; these characters do not physically resurrect in the works of  
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Stowe, Hawthorne, or Melville, thus even this definition cannot be taken as being factual without 

scrutiny of its claims. Moreover, the Christ-figures in their tales do not sacrifice themselves 

willingly, and instead are more often murdered than not. 

 

275     The online Archetype Wiki has an entry for “Christ Figure,” but not one for a Lucifer-

figure. Oddly, the site identifies Jesus of Nazareth as a figure from “Judeo-Christian mythology”; 

it seems puzzling to assert that a single character [the site clearly does not recognize Jesus of 

Nazareth as an historical person] would lend its name to an entire mythology, such as the site 

regards Christianity, for the worship of Jupiter is not called Jupiterism, nor is the worship of 

Oden called Odinanity. Also, Jesus of Nazareth is not recognized as Christ in Jewish religious 

tradition, hence the “Judeo” prefix seems just as likely suspect. Typing “Lucifer-figure” into the 

site's search engine yields a lone entry for “Antihero,” in which only a comic book character with 

Lucifer as a surname surfaces in the results. The site lists examples of Christ-figures, without 

inclusion of any defining attributes whatsoever. (“Christ Figure”). The site’s list appears to be 

culled from the Wikipedia entry for the archetype, which includes nominal clues, and which 

includes, e.g., Frodo Baggins from The Lord of the Rings, Harry Potter from the J.K. Rowling’s 

series of novels, and Sydney Carton from the Charles Dickens’ classic novel, A Tale of Two 

Cities.  

 

276     Klaatu best meets the criteria herein, although that was admittedly a conscious decision on 

the part of the author, which he publicly acknowledged: “The sci-fi classics screenwriter 

Edmund H. North made no attempt to deny that Michael Rennie's character was intended to 

represent an alien Christ: 'It was my private little joke. I never discussed this angle with 

Blaustein or Wise because I didn't want it expressed. I had originally hoped that the Christ 

comparison would be subliminal'” (M. Matthews 54). (It might be that North's “little joke” went 

unspoken because the Jewish director and Jewish producer might have objected.)  

 

277     Perhaps the most curious of all the characters enumerated among the Christ-figures whilst 

researching this topic is the wholly apathetic murderer Meursault, from the Albert Camus novel 

The Stranger (also translated as The Other). Meursault famously awaits his execution while 

incarcerated for having dispassionately killed a total stranger on a beach one day, and in the 

closing lines of the novel, he ruminates to himself that, being emptied of hope, he finally laid 

himself open to the “benign indifference of the universe,” and that he had a desire for the crowds 

at his execution to greet him with curses, with “howls of execration”.  Nothing in his words, 

thoughts, or deeds involves self-sacrifice for the sake of another or a higher purpose; he is not 

celibate, resurrected, endowed with miraculous powers, betrayed, sympathetic to others, the 

undisputed leader of a coterie of acolytes, or unjustly prosecuted, sentenced, and executed. He 

does not die for a noble cause, nor does he advocate peace, or humility, or poverty-relief for 

widows and orphans. Meursault is so incredibly cut off and far removed from his fellow man and 

from God (the Others which should concern him) that his Self-imposed alienation from the two 

greatest commandments given in Scripture implies that he is the stranger, both to the sanctity of 

all lives, and even that of his own life. Given Camus's self-avowed atheistic, existentialist 

philosophical bent, Meursault’s attestation about the indifference of the universe comes as no  

 

http://literaryconcept.wikia.com/wiki/Christ_Figure
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surprise. A man who does not fear judgment in an afterlife, with all the attendant eternal 

consequences it supposes, quite naturally can be indifferent to the shuffling off of his mortal coil, 

hence Meursault’s calm resignation to his sentence of death –how very unlike the murderous 

narrator of Poe's tale “The Imp of the Perverse,” also awaiting execution but acknowledging that 

he will be somewhere afterwards. 

 

278     When initially released, the films were credited to the “Wachowski Brothers”; as both 

men have since undergone sex-change operations, and have changed their names from Larry and 

Andy to Lana and Lilly (respectively), now self-identifying as transgender women, it might seem 

more appropriate to refer to them as the “Wachowski Sisters,” although for the sake of 

expedience, the appellation of “Wachowskis” will suffice. 

 

279     Biblical allusions abound in this film, from both Testaments, sometimes even coupled 

with religious tradition which is extra-biblical or contra-biblical. For example, the character 

Mouse has created a program in the rebels' Matrix-simulator, “the Construct,” which consists of 

a highly libidinous sexpot referred to as “the Woman in Red,” an entity whose sexual services he 

offers to Neo during a dining scene. Neo rejects the pimping out of the female creation, whom 

Mouse programmed to be an intentional source of distraction in a training program for the rebel 

forces. (This distraction is intended to test alertness in the face of deadly danger posed by the 

Agents who can inhabit the consciousness and assume the form of any other person in the 

Matrix.)  In the scene in which Neo encounters her for the first time, he turns to look at her as 

she walks past him, only to find himself utterly surrounded by simulated agents all pointing guns 

at his head. In Scripture, the ways of a “strange woman” (prostitute) all lead to death (Proverbs 

5), and Neo’s refusal of Mouse’s offer hearken to the biblical mandate, “My son, if sinners entice 

thee, consent thee not” (Prov. 1:10). The woman in red is a bombshell blonde (dressed in the 

style of 1940s pinup glamour girl), and in Western Christian art tradition, Mary Magdalene 

(misidentified as a harlot in Pope Gregory I’s “Homily 33”), for centuries, has been represented 

as a blonde in red garb, thereby pointing to the carnal aspect of the character. The kung fu dojo 

scene in the Construct between Neo and Morpheus is another masterful cinematic stroke of 

biblical allusion. At one point, when Morpheus defeats Neo in their sparring exercises, Neo 

attributes it to Morpheus being faster than he is, after which Morpheus reminds him of the 

wholly artificial environment by inquiring of him, “Do you believe that my being stronger or 

faster has anything to do with my muscles in this place? Do you think that’s air you’re 

breathing?”  This is a very clever, subtle allusion to the biblical verse which instructs “that the 

race is not to the swift, nor the battle to the strong “(Eccl. 9:11). 

 

280     Even in the Matrix, though, he insists on the self-identification of Neo; the insistence on 

self-designation is of considerable importance to a character who insists on choice and free will, 

and who is highly skeptical of pre-destination. His name in the Matrix alludes to Scripture; 

Thomas Didymus was the doubting apostle who refused to believe that Jesus of Nazareth had 

risen as Christ until he felt the holes in the Savior’s body (an act which Neo mimics upon waking 

in the real world, running his own fingers in the portal jacks in his own body). So, too, in the 

Knights Templar tradition, Thomas Didymus (whose surname means “twin”) is believed to have  
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taken Jesus’ place on the cross, allowing Jesus to secretly steal away with Mary Magdalene to 

Europe, wherein they parented a female child, thereby initiating the family blood line from 

which the Merovingian rulers are said to derive. (“The Merovingian” is a powerful, albeit 

malevolent character in the film series.) The allusion to Thomas Didymus suggests, therefore, a 

double life and that of a doubter. 

 

281      Using the year 2069, one is directed to the twentieth book of the Holy Bible, sixth 

chapter, ninth verse, which reads: “How long thou sleep, O sluggard? when wilt thou arise out of 

thy sleep?” Interestingly, it is a direct address, therefore suggesting that it is the viewing 

audience to whom the query is made. The Warner Bros. logo appears in the opening credits 

scene, bathed in the green tint associated with the Matrix (the real world scenes utilize shades of 

“true blue”), suggesting that the viewers themselves are in the Matrix, unawares, and that they 

are being called to wake up by the filmmakers. 

 

282     The Babylonian oppression was a punishment from God, intended to last seventy years 

(Jer. 25:11). Morpheus informs Neo that the human beings have lost track of the actual year, 

although he believes it to be close to 2199. Taking a cue from the plaque’s subtle reference to the 

New Testament, Morpheus’ remarks lead one to scrutinize the Old Testament, in which is 

situated the twenty-first book of the biblical canon, the “wisdom text” of Ecclesiastes (attributed 

to King Solomon, and addressed to the man under the sun, namely human beings). Looking near 

(“close to”) the ninth verse of the ninth chapter reveals an interesting clue, as Eccl. 9:12 reads: 

“For man also knoweth not his time: as the fishes that are taken in an evil net, and as the birds 

that are caught in the snare; so are the sons of men snared in an evil time, when it falleth 

suddenly upon them.” The humans admit that they do not know their true year; the word “net” 

suggests both a neural net (biological) and a computerized interactive system; and the evil time 

in which the humans are ensnared is 1999, the year in which mankind reveled in its creation. 

Why is this an evil time? Because man tried to play God, and God is the only true, permissible 

creator in Judeo-Christian tradition, in that the glory of God is life and Scripture declares He will 

not share His glory with another (see. e.g., Isa. 42:8 and 48:11). As such, the sin of declaring that 

“I shall be like God on Most High” is the original sin of Satan, and the temptation to be as God is 

the Devil’s seductive promise to Eve in the Garden of Eden. (Genesis 3). Mankind is punished 

for its sinfulness, but, same as the ancient Israelites, the penalty period is limited to seventy 

years, after which time the restoration to their Promised Land begins.  It is not for no reason that 

humans born outside of the Matrix are called the children of Zion, given to be the last city in the 

world; Zion is another name for Jerusalem, the city in which God will establish the center of His 

earthly kingdom upon delivering the people from the bondage of sin. There are three calls to 

wake up in the film: Trinity’s directive to Neo in the beginning, when he is asleep at his desk; the 

plaque’s covert one in the film’s middle; and Neo’s phone call at the end of the film, made in the 

Matrix as a wakeup call to those who run it that he promises to wake his fellow human beings to 

the real world. This repetition is a triad which follows the “triple witness” pattern of Scripture for 

something to be established as being irrefutably true or needful. (Sleep is associated with death 

in Scripture; see Psa. 13:3 and Jn. 11:13.) The real world is shown to Neo by Morpheus (in 

Greek mythology, the god of dreams), who says to Neo: “Welcome to the desert of the real”. The  
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phrase is also the title of 2002 book by Slavoj Žižek, involving a Marxist and Lacanian analysis 

of the ideological and political responses to the 9/11 terrorist attacks on America in 2001.  

     As The Matrix was released in 1999 (the same weekend of both Passover and Easter), the 

phrase does not refer to the Žižek text, but is actually a nod to a quote by French postmodernist 

philosopher Jean Baudrillard. Here is the pertinent quote: “If once we were able to view the 

[Luis] Borges fable in which the cartographers of the Empire draw up a map so detailed that it 

ends up covering the territory exactly [...] this fable has now come full circle for us, and 

possesses nothing but the discrete charm of second-order simulacra [...] It is the real, and not the 

map, whose vestiges persist here and there in the deserts that are no longer those of the Empire, 

but ours. The desert of the real itself” (Baudrillard 166). Neo conceals black market software in a 

copy of a Baudrillard text, in which the space is cut out on the chapter entitled “Nihilism,” which 

does not appear in the correct, normative placement in said text, being moved further to back of 

it, another clue regarding the extreme subjectivity of the Matrix and of Postmodernism. 

  

283     As a native Chicagoan myself, I can attest that our city has red, yellow, blue, brown, 

green, and orange lines, but no purple line to date, and certainly none at the time the film was 

made. The three principal agents (actually computer programs) are named Smith, Jones, and 

Brown, three of the most common names in the English-speaking world. Smith’s license plate 

(IS5416) in the opening scenes of the movie refer to Isaiah 54:16, which speaks to his role in the 

Matrix: “Behold, I have created the smith that bloweth the coals in the fire, and that bringeth 

forth an instrument for his work; and I have created the waster to destroy.”   The “I” in this 

statement is God, suggesting that the agents, while seemingly the agents of the demonic A.I., are 

actually chastening agents of God, same as Nebuchadnezzar was called a servant of God by God, 

used to chastise the ancient Israelites for their sinfulness (Jer. 27:6). The demonic dream world of 

the Matrix is an argument from philosopher René Descartes Meditations about the means by 

which we can know reality. (The Wachowskis were both philosophy majors before they dropped 

out of college, which would explain the heavy use of many philosophical tenets in their work.) 

 

284     Properly understood in historical context, the phrase signifies a ruler of Judea, not a 

religious leader of practitioners of Judaism; a king exercises authority in a kingdom, which is a 

dominion, and not the people who reside in it. 

 

285     The Holy Spirit herein is she who must be obeyed. When Neo meets Trinity for the first 

time in a sadomasochist nightclub to which he is taken, following the sudden appearance of his 

acquaintances Choix and DuJour, he remarks that he is surprised to learn that the famed 

cyberspace hacker is a woman. Trinity’s name suggests the Holy Trinity of Christianity. In early 

Syriac religious tradition, the Holy Spirit is the female counterpart to the male Father, and in 

Scripture, the Holy Spirit must be obeyed (cannot be denied) if one desires to avoid death (Mt. 

12:31-32). Careful attention to Trinity’s dictums in the entire film series reveals that all of her 

orders (including Neo’s to wake up and follow the white rabbit tattooed on Choix's shoulder), in 

fact, are obeyed by all of the other characters, with the exception of Cypher, who is killed shortly 

after disobeying her (after she says “God damn you, Cypher, God damn you right to Hell” while 

he is busily killing other members of her crew).   At one point in the film, when Neo is in the  
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Construct training program, he falls from a roof and Cypher addresses Trinity, who, when the 

camera pans to where she is supposed to be standing, is absent from the frame, suggesting that 

she is spirit. The subtly of biblical allusions in the Wachowskis' films is as impressive as it is in 

the works of Poe, the point being that they are all present in the works, but one must take the 

time to scrutinize them. (Passive viewers lose as much from the film as passive readers do from a 

text, hence Poe's and Pound's shared disdain for lazy audiences.) Film has the added advantage 

of immediate audio-visual contextualization. For example, Choix’s multi-ringed necklace and 

arm-wrap bracelets are intentionally mimetic of a slave collar and bands; her jewelry underscores 

the theme of being in bondage (the sinful state from which the Savior rescues souls), a notion 

ostensibly made by the leather-clad, reveling bacchants in the sadomasochist nightclub scene. 

(The crew filmed said scene in an actual “S & M” nightclub named Hellfire, in Sydney, 

Australia; the extras were actual patrons. The music playing in the club’s background is 

“Dragula” by Rob Zombie; the opening line of the song's first stanza is “Dead, I am the one, 

exterminating son”.)  

     The combined names of Neo’s casual acquaintances (“Choix du Jour” translates as “Choice of 

the Day” in French) stress the importance of choice (free will) visited repeatedly throughout the 

film, such as when Neo must choose whether to exit the car or permit Trinity to extract the spy 

bug implanted in him by an agent of the Matrix, or when Neo must choose from between the red 

or blue pills presented to him by rebel leader Morpheus, or whether or not he will decide to save 

Morpheus' life and therein risk his own death.  In fact, God sets the choice of life or death before 

the ancient Israelites, urging them to live, albeit in accordance with His commandments (Deut. 

30:15-19, Jer. 21:8).  The Oracle herein has a triple significance; Oracle is the name of a software 

company intended to “free up” IT clutter in design; the ancient Greeks would visit a female 

oracle in Apollo’s Temple at Delphi; and in Gnostic tradition, Sophia is the goddess who gives 

birth to the bastard, villainous, demi-god (in that she was able to reproduce asexually, thus the 

offspring required no father). The Greek oracle sat on a three-legged stool and inhaled incense 

and fumes for prophetic purposes, and the Matrix oracle is seated on a stool, inhaling the fumes 

of chocolate chip cookies and lighting a cigarette when Neo enters her apartment kitchen. The 

allusion to Sophia (meaning “wisdom”) is not evident until one of the sequel films, in which 

instance the primary antagonist, the villainous Agent Smith, greets her with “Hello, Mother” and 

she addresses him as “bastard”. Morpheus reveals to Neo that the Oracle is the one who told him 

he would be the one to locate “the One” (connoting the singularity of the Savior, as Jesus self-

identifies as “the Way, the Truth, and the Light”), and, moreover, in their shared elevator scene 

that she has been with them (the human rebels) “since the very beginning”; in Scripture, Wisdom 

(sophia) is said to have been with God from the beginning (Prov. 8:22-23).   

 

286     New Critics falsely have been accused of contending that historical factors be utterly 

discounted, so far as concerns what might have motivated the author to craft the work as s/he did, 

and what contextualizing circumstances might have shaped them; Cultural Historicism is 

fundamental to filling in those blanks. David H. Hirsch, however, has pointed out that this 

accusation has been levied against the New Critics by their theoretical archrivals, the 

Deconstructionists, and he notes that they do not nor cannot point to a single example of a work 

by a New Critic which has contended as much, even going so far as to demonstrate that the  
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seminal New Critics Cleanth Brooks and Robert Penn Warren had written with historical 

considerations in mind. Freudianists are somewhat vindicated, for personal experiences can have 

pronounced impacts on authors' writings:  It is unfathomable that the powerful, semi-

autobiographical, and highly-personal works of Goethe, Joyce, or Dante would have come down 

to us had these authors not been profoundly psychologically (mentally, spiritually, emotionally) 

affected by their respective life experiences. Although no critical approach is without fault (nor 

can it be relied upon exclusively), still, New Criticism remains, as T.S. Eliot once stated, the 

“least dispensable” methodology for discerning meaning in a given text. Why “dispensable” at 

all? Authors don't write for critics. 

 

287     The Online Etymology Dictionary provides a marvelous example of the word “culture” in 

its civilizing capacity, as used in the following William Butler Yeats quote: “For without culture 

or holiness, which are always the gift of a very few, a man may renounce wealth or any other 

external thing, but he cannot renounce hatred, envy, jealousy, revenge. Culture is the sanctity of 

the intellect.” It also duly notes that notable and notorious American poet Ezra Pound, from 1940 

onward, would ironically or contemptuously spell the word as “kulchur.” 

 

288     Nobel Peace Prize winner, celebrated author, and Holocaust survivor Elie Wiesel titled an 

1996 autobiographical work All Rivers Run to the Sea: Memoirs. Perhaps the most eloquent 

treatment which speaks to this phenomenon is embodied in the lines of British poet John Dryden, 

“Ill habits gather by unseen degrees —As brooks make rivers, rivers run to seas.” (Cf. Ovid, 

Metamorphoses, Book XV, The Worship of Aesculapius (1700), lines 155–156.) 

 

289     Mercy requires repentance. How can the audience of Blade Runner recognize the 

repentant nature of Deckard? The mark of repentance is to make a conscious effort to refrain 

from one's former sinful ways; Deckard knows that the character Rachel is a Replicant, and 

instead of choosing to destroy her, the film concludes with him helping her escape, by his side. 

The fate of the “Other” is now tied to his own, fulfillment of the second greatest commandment, 

albeit this is a recognition of the absolute sanctity of human life, whether it be artificial or real. 

Strictly speaking, only God can put a stamp of authority on human life, but archetypes are 

intended to teach us about the real (to re-present it to us), not to replace it. A replication is an 

exact copy, but a copy always necessitates an original from which its substitutive simulation is 

derived. In like manner, the subjective “truths” or “laws” which serve as substitutions for the 

objective Truth and Law of God merely disregard the original actuality of their parents, being 

incapable of destroying them; denouncement and disbelief do not amount to destruction, 

debilitation, or death.  

     For Friedrich Nietzsche to be correct that we have killed God in order to become gods 

ourselves (Postmodernism in a nutshell, and the temptation in Eden), it would necessitate that the 

original parent be killed (Satan's rebellious plot of regicide is also one of patricide), leaving only 

imitations or replicants—but as this cannot be done, the most we can do is to act “as if” we have 

killed Him. In Dick’s work, Replicants are sterile and incapable of re-generation, meaning that 

murder of the parent God (as the only true power of origination and re-generation) is tantamount 

to eventual self-extermination. (This is the crux aspect of Czech playwright Karel Čapek’s 1921  
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dystopian drama R.U.R., no less, another fiction revolving around human interaction with robotic 

beings they have developed.) Simply put, if Nihilistic and Deconstructionist contentions are 

taken to their logical conclusions, any attempts to murder God ultimately will result in our killing 

ourselves and each other; the rampant levels of suicide and attempted deicide surely are products 

of those two woefully misguided and misanthropic ideologies, for if the parent God can be 

murdered, why cannot we whom have made gods of ourselves meet a comparable fate? Even 

Nietzsche, who wound up losing his grip on reality before committing suicide (believed most 

likely to be due to syphilis he contracted from a prostitute), hinted at such things. 

     In Norse mythology, the deities are mortal (liable to die); German composer Richard Wagner's 

Götterdämmerung (Twilight of the Gods), the final of four operas which comprise The Ring of 

the Nibelung (much vaunted by Adolf Hitler, as was Nietzsche's conception of the superhuman 

Übermensch), is based somewhat on that tradition, although it diverges in significant ways. (For 

a thought-provoking examination of the connection between such things, see, e.g., Stephen R. C. 

Hick’s 2010 book, Nietzsche and the Nazis: A Personal Vision, also available as a DVD lecture 

series.) Although the gods in Nordic tradition die as a result of a great battle (Ragnarök,  

meaning “The Doom of the Gods”), other mythological traditions, including the classical Roman 

one, suppose that the demise of the gods will transpire when mankind no longer reveres the 

deities, relying instead on themselves to conduct their own lives – such is the concluding 

sentiment expressed by the figure of Zeus, supreme god on Mount Olympus (the Roman 

counterparts to the Nordic Odin and Valhalla) in the 1981 film Clash of the Titans, and somewhat 

conveyed in the 1967 Star Trek episode “Who Mourns for Adonis?”.  

     In the television science fiction treatment of the theme, an advanced alien claims to be Apollo, 

insistent on his own divinity and demanding worshipful servility from the ship's crew. When the 

crew destroys the alien's power source, seeing that he is unable to exert power or influence over 

them, he flees; the mere mortals have bested a superior being, therefore proving they have no 

more need of such “gods”. (For an analysis which distinguishes between several pagan traditions 

regarding the nature and mortality of the gods, see Vincent Tommaso’s online [undated] essay, 

“The Twilight of Olympus: Deicide and the End of the Greek Gods”.)  

     The Germans, in fact, were fascinated with classical pagan cultures since before the time of 

the Nazis, thanks, in large measure, to the work of much-respected Hellenist art historian Johann 

Joachin Winckelmann (1717-1768); Hitler even had the official head architect of the Third 

Reich, Albert Speer, design his podium arenas to resemble classical structures, and the Nazis 

removed from Asia Minor the massive “Altar of Zeus at Pergamum,” dismantling it and then 

reassembling it en toto at the Berlin Museum, where it remains to this day. Interestingly, none 

other than Christ identifies it as “the seat of Satan” in his revelation to Saint John, Rev. 2:13.)  

The problem with believing that one ascends to godhood under this philosophy, though, is that it 

only invites destruction, for one never can re-create oneself in one's own image (and cloning is a 

degenerative process of physical degradation as well, it should be noted), since formation is not 

synonymous with creation.  Whether their absence is due to death (in our having murdered God) 

or disbelief (in our misplaced belief in our own superiority), contrary to Nazi suppositions, the 

mythological twilight of the gods is not the advent of the race of the Übermensch, but that of 

man's willful and eventual self-destruction. 
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290     The title of Goethe's novel alternately has been translated into English as either The 

Sorrows of Young Werther or as The Sufferings of Young Werther. The term “suffering” is very 

reminiscent of William Shakespeare's tragic hero in Hamlet, as that drama's titular, highly 

morose, and introspective character also contemplates suicide, in what is very likely the most 

famous of all soliliquies (“To be or not to be”). In the noted monologue, Hamlet muses, 

“Whether 'tis nobler in the mind to suffer the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune, or to take 

arms against a sea of troubles, and by opposing, end them” (Act 3, scene 1).  This monologue is 

echoed, no less, in Albert's debate with Werther on the very same topic, recounted in Werther's 

letter to his friend Wilhelm, dated August 12th; clearly, Albert's position is Goethe's own: “It is 

much easier to die than to bear a life of misery with fortitude” (Goethe 48).  See, e.g., Goethe 

pages 46-51 in their entirety for the discourse between the two male characters. Goethe‘s 

admiration for Shakespeare is well known; when Werther writes “We are but dreaming when we 

speak of death,” it is a clear allusion to “the sleep of death” from Hamlet's soliliquoy (Goethe 

130).  

     Yet, importantly, the use of the term “sorrows” better fits the Christological pattern which 

Goethe employs in order to indicate the suffering Jesus of Nazareth: Jesus traditionally has been 

referred to as “the Man of Sorrows” (Schmerzenmann in German), a nod to the Old Testament 

description of the selfless and salvific Messiah (Isaiah 53).  As regards the duality of scriptural 

descriptions used by the author, Werther is not a character who affirms hope, order, and life, as 

prescribed by God, and instead he points to the Devil, the latter being a figure normatively 

associated in Christianity with despair, chaos, and death.  erther sees himself in Christological 

terms, which is to be expected when one considers the counterfeit nature of Satan, who, as 

Antichrist, seeks to be as Christ. (In the original Greek of the New Testament, the prefix anti 

means instead of or in place of; in the subsequent Latin translations, it signifies against.) Goethe, 

no less, describes Werther's inclinations as being satanic, as “'the natural' and irrational, or as 

Goethe would say the demonic impulse is the cause of his degradation” (Lange xvi). Other 

critiques of the age seem to concur with Goethe: “The cultural crisis produced sinister effects as 

well, and these had to be overcome” (Anderson 98).  

     The connection between the natural, the irrational (emotional) and the demonic form a basis 

for Poe’s objection to the European Romantics whose works stem from the cultural crises of the 

Sturm und Drang movement which immediately precedes them. Goethe matured as an artist and 

a person; a true giant of literature, he helped to foment three movements in his native Germany, 

even if he did not embrace them all—the Sturm und Drang, Romanticism, and Weimar 

Classicism (the latter most effort undertaken with his close friend, the dramatist Friedrich von 

Schiller). Goethe, in his later intellectual, artistic, and emotional maturity, later repudiated the 

excesses and rebelliousness of the Sturm und Drang, which is a remarkable condemnation of 

Freudianism, for as Werther is the product of Goethe himself having experienced the torments 

about which he writes, it cannot be said that he didn’t understand the young character’s life, 

having lived through such circumstances himself. Freud contends that which may be understood 

may be forgiven---Goethe, whose genius is better trusted, would appear to prove otherwise. 

 

291     White continues by providing an excellent, concise context which vindicates 

New/Cultural Historicism's considerations: “Gentry progressive-late absolutist society pervaded  
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with Enlightenment and the 'burgerliche Lebenspraxis mit ihen moralisch-okonomischen 

Tugenden Fleib, Sparsamkeit, Pflichtbewufbtsein, Disziplin' [civil life consonant with their moral 

and economic virtues diligence, frugality, conscientiousness, discipline] are left behind by this 

subjectivism and existential bursting of bonds. The hollowness of social and moral laws, he says, 

can only be shown by refusing to live in the world governed by them […] Werther stands in our 

context for the movement, fanning out from a small Sturm und Drang circle to the Romantics in 

Germany and elsewhere, from literary groupings to philosophical and political forums, 

profoundly engaged in various ways in post-1789 upheavals: a movement to reject gradualism, 

optimism, rationalism and Enlightenment and trust prompting of the soul however destructive in 

ordinary terms” (131-132). Because Werther is semi-autobiographical, the product of Goethe's 

own frustrated, youthful romance, Freudianism also is lent credence in interpreting the work as a 

thing not entirely apart from the author, thus defying the more radical New Critics’ extreme 

contention that the text is an artifact which relies not on authorial intent, cultural context, or 

subjective (affective) response on the part of the reader. Goethe (1749-1832) came to realize that 

indulging the wild vicissitudes of emotion was unhealthy, and in his maturation, he later 

embraced the harmony and symmetry advocated by Neoclassicism, perhaps best-exemplified by 

his immediate predecessor, the Augustinian British poet, Alexander Pope (1688-1744). 

 

292      American readers might be at a loss to understand how Werther’s suicide could be seen as 

a tragedy, given his more wicked propensities. In American society, suicide is seen as failure on 

the part of the individual or as mental illness; historically, in European culture, suicide is 

considered the defeat of an individual by adversarial forces which overwhelm the person 

(inviting compassion), or as a noble and defiant feat, since the individual did not permit such 

forces the ultimate outcome (inviting admiration). Werther argues for the latter, Albert refutes it; 

Albert’s words are to be construed as Goethe’s position, as it was braver of him to bear his 

sorrows with fortitude rather than end his own life when unhappy. Americans tend to find fault 

with the person, whereas Europeans had seen the deck stacked against the individual who 

succumbs to an unhappy confluence of circumstances.  Werther was seen as a tragic figure, not 

as a villain. (He does not represent Goethe entirely, merely that aspect of his nature and that time 

of his life, both of which he cast off in his mental, emotional, and artistic maturity.) 

      It is easier to pity, therefore, one whose way is troubled since therefore but the grace of God, 

go we.  It is logical for God to condemn such actions which prove harmful, at the very least, to 

the indulgent individual, for that’s person’s life is no less sacred to God, as He confesses in 

taking no delight in the destruction of His children, and that He is desirous that every soul should 

be saved. (Ezek. 18:23 and 1 Tim. 2:4, 3 Pet. 3:8-10, respectively.) God Himself instructs one of 

His prophets to inform His chosen people: “As I live, saith the Lord GOD, I have no pleasure in 

the death of the wicked; but that the wicked turn from his way and live: turn ye, turn ye from 

your evil ways; for why will ye die, O house of Israel?” (Ezek. 33:11) 

 

293      Judaism (practiced by all of the Apostles) teaches not that the body has a soul poured into 

it, but, rather, that the soul has a body in which it is housed; the destruction of the Temple, 

therefore, is merely the immolation of the container, and not the extinguishing of that holiness 

which it formerly contained when it was the seat of God’s presence and power. In Christianity,  
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the human body is likened to a temple (1 Cor. 6:19), and Jesus refers to his own incarnation as a 

temple (Jn. 2:19-21), signifying that the death of the body is not tantamount to the death of the 

soul which it formerly contained. (More modern movements within Christianity have softened 

their stances on condemnation of suicides, pointing to mental illness as a legitimate source of 

self-destructiveness.)  

     The English novelist Graham Greene (1904-1991), another author who, same as Goethe and 

Poe, was concerned about moral and political issues of his day, famously converted from 

Protestantism to Roman Catholicism; he addressed the topic of suicide and its eternal 

ramifications in his 1948 book, The Heart of the Matter. (Roman Catholicism allows for the 

possibility that the suicidal person might repent of his or her deed in the final seconds of 

conscious life, a position which Greene explores in the novel.) In that text, the central character, 

Scobie, waking from a dream following the suicide of a local authority, trusts to his own 

judgment that he never will commit suicide since nothing in life—not even calamities brought 

about his own folly (which eventually do transpire) –would be worth eternal condemnation of his 

soul. Just as Scripture declares, though, the fool trusts in himself, and therein meets with a fool's 

death, in which his folly is complicit (Prov. 28:26). Scobie, in fact, does not go to confession as 

he promised his wife and then commits suicide, thus the wages of sin is death, even by one's own 

hand. (The other characters are not privy to his final thoughts and therefore ponder the state of 

his eternal soul, but the readers have access to them, knowing full well that he dies utterly 

unrepentant, which would have made his confession as pointless as Montresor’s in “Cask”.) The 

fact that Scobie wakes from a dream beforehand echoes the suicide discourse in both 

Shakespeare's Hamlet and Goethe's Werther. (Greene himself attempted suicide several times in 

his youth, all prior to his conversion.) 

 

294     Scripture declares that a fool is right in his own eyes (Prov. 12:15), and that there is a way 

which seems right to man, but which ways ends in death (Prov. 14:12). The word “fool” is a 

translation of the Greek word “moros” (from whence the term “moron” derives); the root should 

be recognizable in the word “moral,” hence a fool, properly speaking, is not merely someone 

who acts stupidly against his or her own best interests, but also one whose actions are impious 

and adverse to biblical notions of morality. The word “fool” appears sixty-six times in sixty-two 

verses of Scripture, and in the Old Testament Hebrew, it is derived from the word signifying fat 

and stupid; when Israel forsook the God who made them, Scripture declares that “Jeshurun 

waxed fat,” (Deut. 32:15).  The term “Jeshurun” means “upright one,” and was used as a 

synonym for Israel. According to Gesenius’ Hebrew-Chaldee Lexicon, to “wax fat” suggests 

allowing a build-up of fat on the heart so as to render it calloused in observance of the Law of 

God (per Isa. 6:10), or to produce the build-up of fat by one’s self (as to fatten, per Neh. 9:25), 

suggesting a destruction which is self-wrought, not unlike the hardening of the arteries from the 

build-up of high cholesterol diet leading to heart failure and death.  

 

295      The word “Amontillado” resembles a past participle form in Spanish for the word 

signifying “gathered in a mount,” either alluding to the small mount of bones which Montresor 

kicks aside to uncover the instruments of death he has stockpiled in the catacombs, or a pun 

which the saddened and doomed man slowly realizes as he begins to reach sobriety, in that he  
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will be reduced to a pile bones in the catacombs. The name Montresor translates roughly as “my 

treasure” in French, and “Fortunato” (typically rendered as “fate” in most criticisms) more 

clearly suggests a fortune to be buried; in consigning Fortunato to his death, Montresor has 

sealed his own eternal fate, thus his obsessively-prized treasure will prove no less deadly to him 

than will Gollum's “my precious” gold ring in British author J.R.R. Tolkien's Christian-inspired 

The Lord of the Rings series of novels. Per Scripture, wheresoever a man's treasure is, therein lies 

his focus and desire (“heart”); that Montresor gloats even after fifty years while thinking on his 

treasure should come as no surprise (Mt 6:21). The terms “fortune” and “treasure” are variations 

of the same thing mortified in the tale, thus murder is tantamount to suicide, as the twinning of 

their names suggest; his death is linked to that of the Other whom he should have loved as 

himself, and he refuses to halt the murder even “for the love of God,” hence his violation of both 

of the greatest commandments of Scripture. The similarity of their names also suggests that all 

lives are equally precious in the sight of God, and should therefore be so to us as well; God takes 

no delight in the punishment and destruction of even His wicked children, but must, of a 

necessity to so, in order to preserve justice and peace, for law officials are called “justices of the 

peace”.  

 

296      World-renowned Irish author James Joyce, regardless of how clever he proved himself, 

and regardless of how affable some of his drinking buddies found him, was nonetheless, in many 

ways, an absolutely unapologetic, grossly self-indulgent, supremely narcissistic, decidedly 

irreverent and impious scoundrel in real life. His antipathy towards the Roman Catholic religion 

in which he had been raised is well documented in his works and letters and conversations, as are 

his flouting of traditional moral standards of society as a result of it.  In his largely 

autobiographical (but justly-celebrated) novel of 1916,  A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, 

Joyce crystallizes the connection between pride and irreverence, and he employs the word 

“ejaculation” (impromptu prayer) as a means of obtaining salvific relief, although he damnably 

puts this request for divine intervention on equal footing with self-willfulness when he puts these 

words in the thoughts of the semi-autobiographical protagonist, Stephen Dedalus: “This idea of 

surrender had a perilous attraction for his mind now that he felt his soul beset once again by the 

insistent voices of the flesh which began to murmur to him again during his prayers and 

meditations. It gave him an intense sense of power to know that he could, by a single act of 

consent, in a moment of thought, undo all that he had done. He seemed to feel a flood slowly 

advancing towards his naked feet and to be waiting for the first faint timid noiseless wavelet to 

touch his fevered skin. Then, almost at the instant of that touch, almost at the verge of sinful 

consent, he found himself standing far away from the flood upon a dry shore, saved by a sudden 

act of the will or a sudden ejaculation; and, seeing the silver line of the flood far away and 

beginning again its slow advance towards his feet, a new thrill of power and satisfaction shook 

his soul to know that he had not yielded nor undone all” (Joyce 177).   

     (This book was penned during the barbarous carnage and destruction of World War I, in 

which Joyce took no interest other than its impact on his personal finances and ability to get 

published; he pays no heed to it in his work, being focused on himself and his artistry.)  

     Thrills of power and self-satisfaction typify Lucifer-figures, and narcissism is an absolutely 

essential quality, hence the tendency of Poe's murderers to obsess and to constantly employ  
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the word “I” (the ultimate signifier of egocentrism at the expense of crowding out God and one’s 

fellow man in violation of the two greatest commandments). Importantly for our purposes here, 

Joyce makes the connection between sinfulness and consent, between salvation or damnation—

which he illustrates are always a matter of choice and individual free will. (If Stephen Dedalus 

were entirely a product of Joyce's imagination, instead of a reflection of his own more despicable 

traits—Joyce would contend of his brilliance—then one could readily characterize him as a 

Lucifer-figure as well.) It is perhaps telling that Joyce's novel begins with an epigraph from a 

first century Roman poet's collection of mythological tales, taken from an account of the figure 

Daedalus: “'Et ignotas animum dimittit in artes.' Ovid, Metamorphoses, VIII., 18” (“And he 

applied his spirit to obscure arts.”).  

     The term “daidala” is an ancient word used to denote finely-crafted objects, typically relating 

to armor or other bronze-worked items, most notably those made by Hephaestus (aka Vulcan, 

from whence the term “volcano”), items then kept in secreted obscurity by Thetis and other sea 

goddesses. The term, therefore, suggests an infernal artistry, as well as occult secrecy. Moreover, 

Daedalus himself is given to murderous bent in some accounts, wherein he is said to be so 

envious of his young nephew (variously called Perdix, Talus, or Calos), a young man who 

displays so prodigious a talent for innovation in the mechanical arts that Daedalus causes the 

poor youth to fall from the height of the Acropolis, a sacred site which the envious uncle utterly 

disregards. As a popular (as opposed to academic) site devoted to analysis of literature notes, 

“For now, just bear in mind that Daedalus is a stand-in for the ultimate, ideal Artist. If that 

sounds religious, it’s for a reason – after Stephen’s break with the Catholic Church (in which the 

ultimate Artist is God himself), the figure of Daedalus takes on elements of mystical divinity” 

(“Analysis”). The intention to be as God is the original temptation of the Serpent in the Garden 

of Eden, and the consequences are given to be dire, indeed, as the act to “stand-in” His place is 

not one which can be undertaken with impunity, per Scripture (Genesis 3). 

 

297     Although Scripture does not condemn alcohol consumption (Jesus' first miracle is given to 

be the changing of water into wine at a marriage feast in Cana, Jn. 2:1-11), it is strongly opposed 

to extreme indulgence which leads to intoxication, noting that it leads to ruin and destruction, 

even going so far as to state that those who engage in drunkenness are as at risk of being barred 

from the kingdom of God as are those who engage in other forms of verboten conduct (Gal. 5: 

19-21), a fate also visited upon those who “repent not of their sorceries” (Rev. 8:21).  The word 

“sorceries” in the original Greek text is pharmacopeia, signifying narcotic substances, often 

employed in sacred rites, such as with the pagan seers or the oracles at the Apollonian temple in 

Delphi. (Recall Satan is identified as Apollyon in Rev. 9:11.) The abuse of drugs and alcohol 

causes one to be in one's own little world, thereby effectively removing one from the realm of 

both the kingdom of God within one (meaning that where He should reign is in one's heart and 

mind), and from normative human relations; it is a challenge, to say the least, to regard and 

observe the two greatest commandments of Scripture and to refrain from hurting others (even 

unintentionally) when one is under the extreme influence of narcotics and alcohol. 

 

298     1 Chr. 21:1, Job 1:6, 1:7, 1:8, 1:9, 1:12, 2:1, 2:2, 2:3, 2:4, 2:6, 2:7, Psa. 109:6, Zech. 3:1, 

3:2, Mt. 4:10, 12:26, 16:23, Mk. 1:13, 3:23, 3:26, 4:15, 8:33, Lk. 4:8, 10:18, 11:18, 13:16, 22:3,  
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22:31, Jn. 13:27, Acts 5:3, 26:18, Rom. 16:20, 1 Cor. 5:5, 7:5, 2 Cor. 2:11, 11:14, 12:7, 1 Thess. 

2:18, 2 Thess. 2:9, 1 Tim. 1:20, 5:15, Rev. 2:9, 2:13, 2:24, 3:9, 12:9, 20:2, and 20:7 

 

299     “Day-star” is herein translated as “Lucifer”; anything lucent pertains to light. As Satan is 

an inferior counterfeiter of God, he is distinguished from the “bright and morning star” which 

Jesus Christ self-identifies as in Revelation 22:16, being also “the root and offspring of David,” a 

phrase which alludes to His royal lineage as “KING OF KINGS” (Rev. 19:16). Jesus is referred 

to as “the true light” in John 1:19, and self-identifies as “the light of the world” in John 8:12. It is 

because the godly and pious are associated with bright, focused, direct, and natural brilliance of 

sunlight that the ungodly and impious are associated with inferior sources of light, e.g., torches 

(flambeaux), lanterns, moonlight, phosphorescent nitre, or diffuse light of non-specific origin (as 

in the unholy luminescence of the crypt-like imagery in Roderick's painting in “Usher”). 

Brockden Brown, Poe, and Hawthorne make frequent use of inferior light sources to indicate 

their Lucifer-figures. 

 

300      Excessive emotionalism was an unhealthy trait of the German Sturm und Drangers, and 

one of the accusations made against the Romantics by their critics was their over-emphasis of 

feelings; Poe's relatively consistent creation of Lucifer-figures displaying abnormal 

hypersensitivity might be a subtle criticism of that tendency in Romantic literature, and part of 

his defense against the critical charge of catering to “Germanism” in his own works, a charge he 

famously denied in the preface to his 1840 collection Tales of the Arabesque and Grotesque.  

     Moreover, envy is not to be confused with jealousy; envy involves being covetous of that 

which rightfully belongs to someone else (Scripture condemns covetousness, Exod. 20:17, Rom. 

7:7, 13:9), and jealousy entails being desirous of something deprived to which one is rightfully 

entitled, such as God’s insistence regarding devotion to Him (Exod. 20:5, 34:14, Deut. 5:9, 6:15). 

 

301     The chapter from which the statement is gleaned, Ezekiel 28, is one in which God 

instructs the prophet to record His address first to “the prince of Tyrus” (Ezek. 28:1-2), and then 

next to record His address to “the king of Tyrus” (Ezek. 28:11-12); they are clearly not directed 

to the same individual. Tyrus refers to an offshoot of Tyre, a Mediterranean coastal city located 

some sixty kilometers from Nazareth in the modern State of Israel; it was a thriving Phoenician 

port, and after its conquest by Babylon, the survivors moved their possessions and their families 

to a nearby island, off the coast of Lebanon. God condemned Tyre, and, same as the defiant 

builders of the Tower of Babel who sought to escape punitive judgment should another great 

flood be visited by God upon the Earth, Tyre’s rulers and people had thought it impervious to 

defeat, given the relative isolation of their new location and the might of their fleets.  As God is 

not mocked, the pronouncement against the impious merchants could not be avoided forever; 

some two-hundred-fifty years after the Babylonian defeat, Alexander the Great ordered a 

causeway of rubble to be constructed (using the ruins of the former city), which ran from the 

mainland out to the island, and his troops marched right over to it  – a military tactic which God 

had foretold in Ezekiel 26:3-5, no less (the “scraping of dust” which led to its destruction). The 

Greek forces utterly destroyed the pride of that nation, which God declared would then remain  
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forever desolate, save as a fishing port, which it remains to this day. (See Ezekiel 26, passim.)  

     The prince of Tyre is a human being whose mortality is guaranteed by God, resulting from his 

brash impiety and belief that he could act as if with impunity. The king of Tyre, though, is Satan 

himself, whose mortality is guaranteed by God, also resulting from his brash impiety and belief 

that he could act as if with impunity. (To be mortal means to be liable to die.) The fact that the 

king of Tyrus is Satan can be discerned from the description of this individual as having been: in 

the garden of Eden; the anointed cherubim who covered (attended) the throne of God; and one 

able to walk on the holy mountain of God, through the sacred stones of fire. He is, though, 

condemned to certain death, hence his being referred to as “the son of perdition” (Ezek. 28:11-

19).  The word “Lucifer” ordinarily is translated as “light bearer” or “light bringer,” and both of 

these translations reveal his inferiority to God. In proper context, a person who does the bringing 

is taking it to someone else in a position of authority having ordered the item or object to be 

brought into his or her presence, just as kings order that prisoners or councilors be brought 

before them. As God justly occupies the throne of heaven (Psa. 11:4, 103:19), and Jesus is called 

“King of Kings,” being given to sit at the right hand of YHVH, beside the main throne (Lk. 

1:32), Lucifer's name suggests his position of servitude and not mastery.  Also, as Jesus is 

identified in Scripture as “the Light of the world” (Jn. 8:12), Lucifer's responsibility would be to 

bear this Light's throne, much in the same way African kings still are born on their thrones with 

staves, a practice which does not require them to soil their feet (mingle with common clay), done 

so as to demonstrate both their superior power and alleged divinity. It is for this reason that Poe 

consistently signifies Lucifer-figures by use of inferior light sources (torches, flambeaux, 

lanterns, moonlight, phosphorous nitre, e.g.). 

 

302      To the site’s definition of a Byronic hero is appended the note: “See also Besterman.”  

The definition for that entry is as follows: “A typical protagonist or anti-hero from the science 

fiction stories of Alfred Bester, such as Ben Reich in The Demolished Man, or Gully Foyle of 

The Stars My Destination. These complex characters embody traits of the Nietzschean überman, 

and they combine both positive and negative qualities. They are rarely predictable, and they can 

alternately destroy or save the world, engage in heroic self-sacrifice or selfish rapine” (Wheeler 

“Besterman”). 

 

303      In a truly spectacular example of failed analysis of the Byronic hero, FreeEssay.com 

illustrates precisely why sites such as this one are merely pseudo-scholarly and should not be 

relied upon for accuracy. In the unattributed excerpt made publicly accessible at no monetary 

cost, the opening paragraph confidently asserts: “In fact, Byron developed a hero; a hero that 

would not back down to a challenge, rather, a hero that would stand up courageously and fight 

for what was good and true. In ‘The Destruction of Sennacherib,’ Byron represents a hero who 

faces defeat. This poem serves as an example of Byron's unique style, philosophy, and ideals” 

(“Byronic Hero”).  The analysis points to a few examples culled from the poem which the 

author(s) clearly believe support this thesis, such as Sennacherib being described as “a wolf on 

the fold,” his pride being destroyed upon his death, and the mourning of the Assyrian people 

over whom he had ruled, in that the epitome of their nation “hath melted like snow in the glance  

 

 

http://web.cn.edu/kwheeler/lit_terms_B.html
https://freeessay.com/amp/essays/the-byronic-hero
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of the Lord!”   

     Revealing a truly astonishing ignorance of Scripture, the editor(s) offer, in summation:  

“Sennacherib was an interesting choice of subject for Lord Byron. According to Columbia 

Encyclopedia, Sennacherib ‘constructed canals and aqueducts and built a magnificent palace at 

Nineveh.’ From this aspect, Sennacherib was not the Byronic hero. Byron would have preferred 

a more hidden ideal as he favored the brooding loner for his hero. As a king with such legendary 

identifications, Sennacherib drifts from the mold. However, it is clear that Byron holds great 

respect for Sennacherib. Rather than shame Sennacherib with a cowardly death (he was actually 

murdered by two of his sons) Byron chooses to glorify his last stand in battle, thereby leaving the 

memory of Sennacherib one of man, conqueror, hero” (“Byronic Hero”). Wow.  

     In Scripture, a wolf on the fold (of sheep) is an evildoer who preys upon innocents, and pride 

is the deadliest of faults (the king’s pride necessarily is destroyed when he dies because his death 

is the consequence of his pride), his impiety provoking the wrath of the Most High God (He who 

requires humility) whose mere glance razes such impudent and proud human apostacy to the 

ground. Sennacherib’s monumental feats mirror the boasting of Nebuchadnezzar, who declared 

of his own like achievements: “Is not this great Babylon, that I have built for the house of the 

kingdom by the might of my power, and for the honour of my majesty?” (Dan. 4:30). 

Nebuchadnezzar also is punished for his iniquities: “While the word was in the king's mouth, 

there fell a voice from heaven, saying, O king Nebuchadnezzar, to thee it is spoken; The 

kingdom is departed from thee” (Dan. 4:31).  

     The Babylonian king survives whereas the Assyrian one does not—because Nebuchadnezzar 

repents and demonstrates a contrite and humbled heart, acknowledging the might and authority 

of the Most High God: “And at the end of the days I Nebuchadnezzar lifted up mine eyes unto 

heaven, and mine understanding returned unto me, and I blessed the most High, and I praised 

and honoured him that liveth for ever, whose dominion is an everlasting dominion, and his 

kingdom is from generation to generation: And all the inhabitants of the earth are reputed as  

nothing: and he doeth according to his will in the army of heaven, and among the inhabitants of 

the earth: and none can stay his hand, or say unto him, What doest thou? […]  Now I 

Nebuchadnezzar praise and extol and honour the King of heaven, all whose works are truth, and 

his ways judgment: and those that walk in pride he is able to abase” (Dan. 4:34-37).  

     What of Sennacherib? He boasted when attempting to lay siege to Jerusalem that YHVH was 

no more a match for his military strength and tactical cunning than the pagan gods of other lands 

defeated by him: “Behold, thou hast heard what the kings of Assyria have done to all lands by 

destroying them utterly; and shalt thou be delivered? Have the gods of the nations delivered them 

which my fathers have destroyed, as Gozan, and Haran, and Rezeph, and the children of Eden 

which were in Telassar? Where is the king of Hamath, and the king of Arphad, and the king of 

the city of Sepharvaim, Hena, and Ivah?” (Isa. 37:11-13).  

     King Hezekiah of Judah entreats the LORD to deliver them from the hands of Sennacherib, 

who had defiantly boasted of his own achievements. The prophet Isaiah then informs the king of 

his Assyrian rival: “This is the word which the Lord hath spoken concerning him; The virgin, the 

daughter of Zion, hath despised thee, and laughed thee to scorn; the daughter of Jerusalem hath 

shaken her head at thee. Whom hast thou reproached and blasphemed? and against whom hast 

thou exalted thy voice, and lifted up thine eyes on high? even against the Holy One of Israel. By  
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thy servants hast thou reproached the Lord, and hast said, By the multitude of my chariots am I  

come up to the height of the mountains, to the sides of Lebanon; and I will cut down the tall  

cedars thereof, and the choice fir trees thereof: and I will enter into the height of his border, and 

the forest of his Carmel. I have digged, and drunk water; and with the sole of my feet have I 

dried up all the rivers of the besieged places. Hast thou not heard long ago, how I have done it; 

and of ancient times, that I have formed it? now have I brought it to pass, that thou shouldest be 

to lay waste defenced cities into ruinous heaps […] But I know thy abode, and thy going out, and 

thy coming in, and thy rage against me. Because thy rage against me, and thy tumult, is come up 

into mine ears, therefore will I put my hook in thy nose, and my bridle in thy lips, and I will turn 

thee back by the way by which thou camest” (Isa. 37:22-29).  

          Understood properly, even Sennacherib’s victories were the result of God’s hand, as He uses 

others at times as agents of chastisement (including Nebuchadnezzar, whom God refers to as His 

servant, into whose hands He also has given such victories, Jer. 27:6); Sennacherib goes too far, 

as do Lucifer-figures. The penalty for the Babylonian king is temporary insanity, but the wages 

for the unrepentant sinning Assyrian king are death; he is murdered in Nineveh, the capital of his 

empire, by his two sons (the capital of his offspring) Adrammelech and Sharezer, therefore he 

experiences the ultimate betrayal of those closest to him while at home, being murdered in the 

place one assumes the greatest safety and by the hands of those from whom one expects the 

greatest loyalty (Isa. 37:37-38).  

         This is why he is not killed in battle, as are his troops, for his betrayal is symbolic of Lucifer’s 

betrayal of God, in being the ultimate form of treachery and recompense. In fact, it is for this 

reason that Dante makes this the most extreme point of retributive torment in his Inferno, as 

Circle IX (canto X), in speaking of traitors against their benefactors, writes: “Hence in the 

smallest circle, where the point is / Of the Universe upon which Dis is seated,/ Whoe'er betrays 

for ever is consumed.” It is here where he has situated Satan, who forever chomps on Judas 

Iscariot (who betrayed Jesus Christ) and Brutus and Cassius (who betrayed Julius Caesar); for an 

Italian Roman Catholic such as Dante, these three historical figures epitomized the worst of the 

worst.  

         The vanity (futility) of human vanity (pride) as attendant to the boasting of the Babylonian 

and Assyrian kings is well-depicted in Percy Bysshe Shelley’s sobering poem written in the time 

of discovery of Egyptian monumental art and architecture, his 1818 “Ozymandias,” a work in 

which a sneering, half-buried statue of a forgotten king, located in a veritable wasteland, bears 

the inscription: “My name is Ozymandias, King of Kings;/Look on my Works, ye Mighty, and 

despair!” Shelley began penning the brief poem in 1817, almost right at the announcement of the 

British Museum that it has acquired a large fragment of a statue of Egyptian pharaoh Ramesses II 

(thirteenth century B.C.E.), therefore it was likely a source of inspiration for his work.  

     The title “King of Kings” was a common nomenclature applied to royal rulers in biblical times, 

and Jesus Christ is referred to as “KING OF KINGS” in Scripture, once the kingdoms of this 

world become kingdoms of the Lord upon the sounding of the seventh and final trumpet (Rev 

19:16 and Rev 11:15, respectively). Satan appears as a counterfeit Christ at the sixth vial, seal, 

and trumpet, which is why his number is associated (as a man of sin) with 666. As for 

FreeEssay.com’s anonymous assessment that Byron chooses to glorify Sennacherib’s last stand 

in battle, in order to convey that the blasphemer was a “conqueror, hero,” biblical ignorance 

aside, this is an example of a failure to do close reading of the actual poem, for Sennacherib is  
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    resolutely defeated and conquers no one in it, even succumbing to death as a recompense for his  

    villainy, absent any form of heroism; how on earth it can be considered ennobling to prey upon 

and destroy innocent people is a form of perverse logic practiced here by both the editors and the 

Nazis. Moreover, it seems ironic that the site’s referent example for the Byronic hero is actually 

a Lucifer-figure, and not a Byronic hero. The bravery, splendor, and might of the king is not the 

major theme of the poem, which is rather his deadly, blasphemous pride, which invites the 

undoing of all those things at the hand of the very God who made that splendor and military 

victory possible in the first place.        

 

304      The critics conclude: “What can be learned from our present investigation? First, it is 

clear that art is a powerful, unparalleled tool in projecting the contradictions, the devastation, the 

horror, and the incomprehensibility of the Holocaust. Aesthetic shaping, rather than alleviating 

the suffering or distracting from the devastation, communicates the textured planes of the 

personal, psychological, moral, and metaphysical. Yet art, too, has the power to produce 

grotesquery, a mocking of the event, a facile psychological explanation, a symbolic 

incorporation; art can diminish the Holocaust to serve the author’s “grander” artistic purposes. In 

this case, the critics can legitimately be morally and aesthetically outraged” (Ozsváth and Satz 

210).  These assessments are brought to bear when assessing Poe’s tales as well, since Poe 

crafted his Lucifer-figure tales with “aesthetic shaping” in order to communicate the varied 

textured planes of which Ozsváth and Satz speak. Yet it is Poe critics who chiefly have been 

guilty of grotesquery, facile psychological explanations, and symbolic obsessiveness, precisely 

because they are guilty of distorting the meanings of the tales so as to conform to their pet 

theories or “interpretations” which ignore or override the meanings deliberately intended by the 

authors. (Postmodernist critics who assert that authors of Poe’s today did not write with intent 

are untenably applying their own anachronistic standards to the works of former centuries; one 

might view the past with one’s own lenses, but that does not mean that prior authors utilized 

those very same lenses, nor that their lines of sight were not clear and unimpeded.) 

 

305      In a l973 lecture given to the Edgar Allan Poe Society in Baltimore, Poe scholar Burton 

R. Pollin offered that Poe mistook the term “motivert” for the German word “motiviert” 

(motivated). See, e.g., the transcription of Pollin’s notes from this lecture, “Single Words First 

Used or Coined by Poe”. Of course, conjugation or etymology matters aside, the importance still 

rests in the fact that it signifies that the murderous deed is committed for no reason other than the 

wickedness of the murderer’s heart, the victim never having committed offense against the 

villain. The pattern of the Lucifer-figure reveals that all excuses given betray an underlying 

pretext for the murders, and that the victims were killed because evildoers cannot bear sight of 

the good, since the presence of the good magnifies their own grotesquery by constrast, just as 

Cain murdered the offense-less Abel for no other reason. 

 

306    French author and statesman François-René,Vicomte de Châteaubriand, novel René (1802) 

 

307     This essay only can postulate the origin of this literary convention because, alas and alack, 

its author is not fluent in any language except English, and she therefore must rely on English  

 

https://www.eapoe.org/papers/psblctrs/pl19741s.htm
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translations available for works written in foreign tongues. It seems credible, though, that this  

archetype should first manifest in German literature, since the Devil features prominently in 

many “Old Country” folk tales and jokes. (Even Goethe's renowned 1808 Faust makes use of the 

folk and fairy tale convention of the demonic figuring in disguise as a large black poodle in the 

Black Forest of Germany.) This tradition, coupled with the notion of Satan as an incredibly 

clever contrarian,  cemented in John Milton's much-celebrated 1667 epic poem Paradise Lost – 

very likely led to the confluence of the two strains. Goethe, then, makes use of both the Lucifer 

character in Faust (in that Mephistopheles is his servant), and the Lucifer-figure in Werther. 

Milton's work is credited with impacting German literature, especially Friedrich Gottlieb 

Klopstock's lengthy poem Messias. (See, e.g., Annemarie Voss's 1991 Ball State University 

unpublished dissertation, “John Milton's Paradise Lost in Germany: Reception and German-

Language Criticism”.) 

 

308     Ossian, incidentally, long thought to have been a blind, Scottish bard from the third 

century of the Common Era, might actually have been an invention of the man alleged to have 

discovered and translated his works in the eighteenth century, James Macpherson. Recent 

computerized techniques have determined that Macpherson modified a few tales gleaned from 

Irish folklore, although, to his credit, British author and seminal lexicographer Samuel Johnson 

condemned them as forgeries almost as soon as the texts began to circulate; see, e.g., the British 

Independent's online item entitled “Ossian, the ‘Homer of the North’, and the truth behind the 

world’s greatest literary hoax,” including the first comment (by Dectora), which offers: “What 

Macpherson drew upon and plagiarised was some Highland version of the Lay of Oisin 

(pronounced Usheen) in Tir na Nog, the land of the ever living. Folk versions of this Old Irish 

poem circulated in Ireland in the C18 and my mother, a native speaker, heard them from her 

father (who learned English as a foreign language) Macpherson's 'Fingal' is his own bastardised 

version of Fionn Mac Cumhail, father of Oisin. My grandfather, a slightly anti-clerical figure, 

really enjoyed the attack on Christianity by the aged Oisin, grumbling to Saint Patrick about the 

dreadful food in the monastery and 'the howling of the monks'.” (Johnston) The attack on 

Christianity, with its moral conventions, would be precisely what would appeal in Ossian’s 

works to the rebellious and disdainful Werther. 

 

309     The backpedalling of the German Romantics in their later years extended to their formerly 

enthusiastic critics: “A quite different conception of the Weltschmerz [worldly suffering] motif of 

wandering – this time directly following on from Werther – may be found in what is perhaps the 

most hybrid work of European Romanticism, Adam Mickiewicz's Dziady (The Forefathers, 

1823-1832). Polish Romanticism is of great importance in the study of Wertherism because, in 

that country, the reception of Werther occurred simultaneously with the reading of Germaine de 

Stael's De l'Allemagne [Of Germany] and in parallel with that of Goethe and Byron. Werther was 

not translated until 1821; the translator was Kazimierz Brodniski, who had celebrated Goethe as 

a Romantic author in 1818 (and who later condemned Werther along with Hamlet and Schiller's 

Die Rauber as a bad influence on young people). 'Romantic' meant: a national identity, an 

interest in the folk aspect, and an enthusiasm for the fantastic and the irrational”  (Gillespie et al 

36).  
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      “Dziady” refers to a pagan custom involving a rite for the dead, performed to afford peace to 

wandering souls whose longings in this world were not fulfilled (part of Lithuanian legends).  

Tellingly, Mickiewicz's work is a dramatic poem whose structure varies throughout (therefore 

disregarding traditional genre restrictions, as did Klopstock's poetry), in which a romantic love 

cannot be attained, as is the case in Werther. 

 

310     Not unlike the case with Poe, Goethe's literary critics tend to offer rather astonishing 

pronouncements, as one, speaking of Goethe, opines: “The freedom of the human heart, which 

he so ardently declared at the beginning of his career and which he continued to assert with such 

uncompromising faith, is in the end used to accomplish the act of surrender, of voluntary 

submission to nonhuman, Godlike nature” (Lange viii). Goethe wisely repented of the emotional 

excesses and wildly self-destructive, indulgent vicissitudes which he documented in Werther, 

later repudiating the Sturm und Drang movement and embracing, instead, the healthier and saner 

self-imposed restraint, order, symmetry, and balance promulgated by Neoclassicism. 

(Neoclassicism in Germany owed its popularity, in part, to the marvelous discoveries of pagan 

antiquity greatly touted by the aforementioned archaeologist and art historian of renown, 

Winkelmann.  

     As to Goethe's submission to “a nonhuman, Godlike nature,” that doubtless speaks to 

discourse which centers around Goethe's later alleged embrace of Pantheism, a belief in which 

the Universe is identical to or a manifestation of the Divine. In Human, All Too Human: A Book 

for Free Spirits comes this estimation of Goethe’s mature qualities: “Goethe one said that his true 

nature was too conciliatory for real tragedy,” hence the philosopher’s account for the happy final 

conclusion of Goethe’s Faust, Nietzsche 340.) Werther certainly embraced rampant, self-

indulgent emotionalism, writing to his acquaintance: “I no longer want to be guided, animated. 

My heart is sufficiently excited […] I treat my heart like a sick child, and gratify its every fancy” 

(Goethe 5)  This quote not only demonstrates the utter extent of Werther's Self-ishness, but also 

displays his abject discount or denial of reason, displaying his moral and mental imbalance. His 

refusal to recognize boundaries spells certain disaster, as the Moral Law is partly concerned with 

restraints for the safety and sanctity of all parties; Lucifer-figures, without fail, deny the validity 

of boundaries set by the Law of God and laws of men, something which will be witnessed time 

and again in Poe's moral tales.  

     (At one point, Werther intercepts a letter from Lotte to her husband Albert and reads it, 

violating even social conventions of propriety which speak to the sanctity of the emotional 

intimacy of marriage, Goethe 87). Werther admits to his pen-pal his increasing embrace of this 

wanton abandon of restraint: “Much may be alleged in favor of rules; about as much as may be 

said in favor of middle-class society […] yet, say what you will of rules, they destroy the 

genuine feeling of Nature and its true expression. Do not tell me that I am ‘too severe, that rules 

only restrain and prune superfluous branches, etc.’” (Goethe 11).  

     This is wickedness, indeed, and suggests that, same as the Serpent in the Garden, he would be 

as God and decide/define (“know”) good and evil himself (Gen 3:5). In Hawthorne's tales, the 

crossing of thresholds is a commonly-employed physical representation of the transgressions of 

civil boundaries and divine proscriptions, e.g., when Young Goodman Brown leaves his new 

bride for the satanic forest festival, or when the hapless hero Giovanni Guasconti enters the  
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garden of Rappaccini's toxic daughter. Of Werther, Lange notes: “With an extravagant faith in the 

intensity of his feelings, he defies the society of his fellow men […] More than once he declares  

himself outside the pale of what seems to  him the meaningless and disgusting show of society, 

and by another short step he hopes to achieve a religious (or pseudo-religious) identification of 

man, nature, and God” (viii).  The levelling and conflation of Man, Nature (World), and God is 

precisely the sort of “radical Democracy“ which Poe disdains in his apocalyptic tales and in 

Eureka. 

 

311     Of course, Satan also is given to be more than mortal, as Christian tradition counts him 

among the original heavenly host (he is described as cherubim in Ezekiel), whom Scripture 

relates were created a little higher than mankind (Psa. 8:5, Heb. 2:7). It is in this sense in which 

Poe employs language in his tales which hint at his Lucifer-figures suggesting or contending that 

their abilities are beyond or above those of mere mortals, as in “Heart” and “Usher,” for 

example. 

 

312       Scripture informs believers: “Ye cannot drink the Lord's cup, and the cup of demons” (1 

Cor 10:21). That Werther cannot drink of the Lord's cup is a sure tell that his is rather the 

demonic cup. That Werther had sought to murder at least three individuals (Albert, Lotte, and 

himself) is his triple witness against himself. 

 

313       When Werther encounters Lotte, he offers her oranges; oranges are listed nowhere in 

Scripture, but this is an allusion to another fruit, the proverbial apple tendered to Eve by the 

Serpent of Eden (Goethe 22). When they first meet, there is but a soft rain, yet thunder can be 

heard rumbling in the distance, foreboding trouble for Lotte and a tempestuous indulgence on 

Werther's part. The reader should be alerted to the fact that Lotte will rebuff Werther's unseemly 

advances because Werther early on comments, admiring the talents of the Greek, epic poet 

Homer: “I vividly recall the illustrious suitors of Penelope” (Goethe 27).  

     Penelope, of course, is the faithful wife of Ulysses, who rejects her suitors in her husband's 

absence, as does Lotte while Albert is away. Tellingly, Werther identifies the riotous, reckless, 

and grossly self-indulgent suitors as “illustrious”; the use of this adjective reveals not only the 

perverted and skewed perception of Werther as to their true nature, but, as he is also the fruitless 

suitor, reveals his own base and wicked nature. Something which is illuminated is not a direct 

source of light, but must obtain its lustre from another stronger or purer source into whose 

contact it comes; the inferior or “false” aspect of the light signifies the counterfeit Christ, Satan, 

and this is a signifier used repeatedly in the moral tales of Poe when describing his own Lucifer-

figures, as only true (as opposed to borrowed or mimetic) and intensely bright light is 

representative of God or the godly. 

 

314    As given in Mt 8:12, 13:42, 13:50, 22:13, 24:51, 25:30, and Lk 13:28. 

 

315     It is for this very reason that the Nazis chose to utilize acorns in much of their 

propoaganda, aspiring to grow enthusiasm for the Party and implying its promised abundance 

and eventual prosperity. The acorns in Isaiah 6:13 are referred to as “the holy seed of the oak”.  
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316     When he encounters Lotte, they reveal a shared passion, not for each other, but for the 

poetry of Friedrich Gottlieb Klopstock (1724-1803), as Werther jubilantly exclaims to her:  

“I thought at once of the magnificent ode of his which was in her thoughts, and felt overcome by 

the flood of emotion which the mention of his name called forth.  It was more than I could bear! 

I bent over her hand, kissed it in a stream of ecstatic tears, and again looked into her eyes. Divine 

Klopstock!” (Goethe 24) Klopstock was a German author best known for composition of his epic 

poem “Der Messias” (“The Messiah”). He is credited with innovating German literature by 

freeing it from the constraints of French poetic models, particularly Alexandrine verse, thus 

helping to usher in a new era of German literature to which Goethe himself was indebted. 

      It is quite logical that Goethe would have Werther admire Klopstock, for a number of 

reasons. First, the messianic association parlays nicely into Werther's self-delusional Christ-

complex. Second, Klopstock disregarded traditional constraints or literary conventions, 

signifying Werther's absolute disregard for boundaries of normative propriety. Third, Klopstock 

himself suffered from unrequited love which he claimed unsettled his mind (the “Fanny” of his 

many odes). Fourth and finally, Klopstock, in order to remove himself from the unhappy 

situation, accepted an invitation of Johann Jakob Bodmer to accompany him in Zurich; Bodmer 

famously translated into German John Milton's celebrated epic poem Paradise Lost, in which 

Satan features predominantly in a self-sympathetic light. Werther even woefully admits: “Once 

we give ourselves up, we are lost” (Goethe 56). The fact that Werther is himself within the 

garden paradise he will lose when Klopstock's name first arises surely is not accidental 

positioning on the part of Goethe. 

 

317     Werther is painfully aware that Albert is, in every respect, the man he wishes he could be, 

admitting: “He is free from ill-humor, which you know is the fault I detest most […] Certainly 

Albert is the best fellow in the world” (Goethe 42, 46); he also early acknowledges that Albert is 

“a worthy man” (Goethe 17). If Albert is the best fellow, then, conversely speaking, Werther is 

the worst; in Christian tradition, no man is better than Jesus and none worse than Satan, and 

Christ alone is said to be worthy enough to open the heavenly book, in Scripture  (Rev 4:11, 5:9-

12), and in another sense, so are martyrs whom He sanctifies (Rev. 16:6). The fact that Werther 

must admit this about Albert signifies that the Devil knows that he is inferior to God, but 

nonetheless proceeds to act “as if” this fact is not true. It is yet another example which illustrates 

that evildoers cannot bear the sight of the good, since they are reminded of their own inferiority 

and ugliness  and perversion, so long as the superior models are in their presences. 

 

318     According to Judaism, the righteous man properly balances his gaze between observation 

of both of the greatest commandments given in Deuteronomy 6:4-9 and Leviticus 19:17-18, in 

that he is forever charged to keep his focus between recognizing the unbending and unending 

sanctity of and duty to both God and man. 

 

319     At least in earlier points of the plot, Werther reveals his sanity, in that he admits of a 

growing self-imposed divorce from the real and the imagined, moving from prudence to folly: 

“Today I found my diary, which I have neglected for some time; and I am amazed how 

deliberately I have entangled myself step by step. To have recognized my situation so clearly,  
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and yet to have acted like a child! Even now I see it all plainly, and yet seem to have no thought 

of acting more wisely” (Goethe 44-45).  

     Of course, this progression reflects perfectly the Christian notion that Lucifer at one point 

understood that he was servant to the Almighty, but then he grew to disdain his rightful servitude 

and foolishly sought to supplant his Lord and master. (The foolish conflation of the real with the 

imagined is, arguably, a hallmark of the pernicious philosophical strain of German Idealism 

which fomented Nietzschean thinking and contributed to Nazism, hence such conduct is not only 

foolish but evil as well. Certainly, Poe had no love for post-Kantian philosophy. Werther, in 

being a Lucifer-figure, is evil, and is not merely misguided or misunderstood, as he demonstrates 

the same reckless disregard for others as promoted by Nietzschean theory and Nazi praxis.) 

 

320    In believing he supplants Albert, just as Satan desires to supplant God, Werther refuses to 

accept the reality of the situation, demonstrating the extent of his wickedness. Scripture records 

that, to Christ, every knee shall bow, but Werther's selfish pride will not permit him to recognize 

the authority of man or God: “I do not like subordination […] and the man who, purely for the 

sake of others, and without any passion or inner compulsion of his own, toils after wealth or 

dignity, or any other phantom, is a fool” (Goethe 40). Yet Werther acts the fool time and again, 

which he concedes in his writings: “I grit my teeth and feel infinite scorn for those who tell me to 

be resigned, because it cannot be helped […] I ramble through the woods; and when I return to 

Charlotte, and find Albert sitting by her side in the arbor in the garden, I can’t bear it, and behave 

like a fool, and indulge in a thousand absurdities” (Goethe 43).  Werther will die the death of a 

fool. The scornful aspect and the gritting of teeth are intentionally reminiscent of enraged, 

satanic gnashing of teeth when those who are cast out of Heaven and whom are disallowed from 

the marriage feast in Scripture, as given in the parable of the great banquet/wedding feast (Mt. 

22:1-14, Lk 14:15-24). Rambling is associated with the exile of the murderous Cain, thus 

foreshadowing Werther’s murderous bent (Gen. 4:14). 

 

321     In speaking of his former employer, Werther writes to his confidant Wilhelm: “He tried to 

soothe my excessive sensibility, respected my rather exaggerated ideas of duty, of good example, 

of perseverance in business, as the fruit of my youthful ardor—qualities which he did not seek to 

eliminate, but only to moderate, so that they might have their proper play and be productive of 

good” (Goethe 71). His resistance to any and all forms of moderation by his fellow men 

demonstrates both Werther's disinclination to develop an affinity with them and his disregard for 

boundaries. (Perfect moderation is the key to perfect morality and perfect harmony, according to 

the pagan Classical philosophical ideal, denying the grotesqueries of both deficiency and excess.) 

Also, the Lucifer-figure is often described with the use of superlatives, in order to connote 

Satan‘s supernatural quality. Moreover, since he resists that which produces “the good,” he 

surely will die, for Amos 5:14 proclaims: “Seek good, and not evil, that ye may live”. That 

Werther's perverseness is progressing is evidenced by his confessional remarks when examining 

his own diary entries, wherein he admits awareness of a self-deception which he nonetheless 

disregards, noting: “Foolish fellow that I am! Why do I deceive myself?” and “But I am only 

deluding myself [...] I smile at my own heart, and must obey it” (Goethe 57 and 82, 

respectively). 
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322     Meekness is prized and rewarded by YHVH throughout the Old Testament: Moses was 

given to be among the meekest of men (Num. 12:3); the meek praise the LORD and shall be 

satisfied and live forever (Psa. 22:26); YHVH will teach and guide the judgment of the meek 

(Psa. 25:29); God rose to save the meek (Psa. 76:9); the LORD lifts up the meek (Psa. 147:6); 

the LORD beautifies the meek with salvation (Psa. 149:4); He reproves with equity for the meek 

(Isa. 11:4); the meek increase their joy in the LORD (Isa. 29:19); the prophet of the LORD is 

sent to preach good tidings to the meek (Isa. 61:1); and meekness is advised so as to be shielded 

or hid from the day of the LORD's anger (Zep. 2:3). Meekness is better understood as humility, 

in the biblical sense, and not as timidity. 

 

323     At one point, after confessing a sympathetic identification with the cad, Werther writes to 

his friend of the self-confessed rapist that he “wanted to defend him, and began composing an 

eloquent speech for the occasion“ (Goethe 108). He tells the rightfully-condemned convict: “You 

cannot be saved, unfortunate man! I see only too well that we cannot be saved!“ (Goethe 109)  

     The extent of Werther's sympathy is revealed in his use of the word “we” when speaking of 

the convict’s impending execution, and the extent of Werther's willful blindness and perverted 

reason is echoed by that of the murderer, as the prisoner, despite all evidence and eyewitness 

testimony, “now denied everything”—but the Devil is a liar (Goethe 110). One of the 

appellations of the murderous and rebellious Satan is “the son of perdition,” a title which 

indicates one who is sentenced to death and cannot escape his punishment (Jn 17:12, 2 Th 2:3).  

 

324      Werther continues, offering: “Read this story with respect, I beg of you […] Read this 

account, Wilhelm, and imagine that it might be the story of your friend! Yes, it has happened to 

me; it will happen to me; and I am not half so brave, not half so determined as that poor wretch 

with whom I hardly dare to compare myself” (Goethe 86-87). Werther is so deranged that he not 

merely sympathizes with the scoundrel, he actually admires the cad for having a will strong 

enough to commit his crimes! Instead of feeling a proper regard for the victim, the assaulted 

woman whom the convicted criminal has raped and murdered, he refers to the villain as “that 

poor wretch”—yet another indication of a transvaluation of values. 

 

325     Werther freely admits his sin, which means he is fully cognizant of the magnitude of his 

transgressions, yet does not repent of them, even self-justifying them: “And what does it mean 

that Albert is your husband? […] Is it a sin to love you, to wish to tear you from his embrace? A 

sin? Very well! I suffer the punishment, but I have tasted the full delight of my sin” (Goethe 

132). Tearing Lotte from Albert's embrace would be a willful violation of the biblical tenet that 

man and wife are as one flesh, when joined by God, and must not be rent asunder (Mt 19:6, Mk 

10:9).  His suicide is foreshadowed because he is cognizant that the wages of sin is death (Rom 

6:23), and that sin is defined as transgression against God's Law (1 Jn 8:4). That he is oblivious 

or indifferent to the suffering his sin might cause others is indicative of his extreme selfishness 

and irrationality. 

 

326     Lotte rejects his advances thrice, mimetic of the triple witness required in Scripture for 

adversarial testimony when the sentence of death is involved (Deut. 19:15): “He clasped her in  
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his arms tightly, and covered her trembling, stammering lips with kisses. 'Werther!' she cried 

with a choking voice, turning away. 'Werther!' and with a feeble hand, pushed him from her. And 

again, more composed from the depth of her heart, she repeated 'Werther!' […] This is the last 

time, Werther! You shall never see me again!” (Goethe 129) The fact that this mandate issues 

“from the depth of her heart” is key in demonstrating just how perverted Werther's soul has 

become, for Lotte is given to be his nearest and dearest companion, yet he utterly miscalculates 

her feelings for him and for Albert, inverting them completely.  

 

327     “For they being ignorant of God's righteousness, and going about to establish their own 

righteousness, have not submitted themselves unto the righteousness of God” (Rom. 10:3).      

 

328     “Woe unto them that call evil good, and good evil; that put darkness for light, and light for 

darkness; that put bitter for sweet, and sweet for bitter!” (Isa 5:20) Importantly, Werther does not 

admit that he has transgressed the Law, but, rather, has deemed all laws unto himself, and one 

cannot transgress that which one has permitted to one's self. The danger of an entity which 

chooses to not restrain itself (as was the case with the Third Reich) is that, eventually, it entitles 

itself to commit unprecedented barbarity.  A quote commonly attributed to Thomas Jefferson 

wisely contends: “Any government powerful enough to give the people all that they want is also 

powerful enough to take from the people all that they have.”. 

 

329      These lamentations transpire before the other characters receive the suicide notes Werther 

has prepared for them, in which he is full of vitriol and acrimonious blame. The Devil convinces 

by his manner, thus the other characters are not yet aware of the malice he intends towards them, 

or the hypocrisy he has demonstrated in alleging to genuinely care for them. As Scripture attests, 

only God is able to discern the hearts of men. 

 

330     Goethe did not mean to encourage the rash of copycat suicides among German youth 

when his novel first appeared (over 2,000 of them), as many young people dressed up as Werther 

in his final scene and killed themselves, each with a copy of the novel in their respective pockets: 

“A considerable number of suicides did indeed occur among Werther-readers, leading Goethe to 

preface the second edition with the warning: 'Sei ein Mann, und folge mir nicht nach!' ('Be a 

man, and do not follow my example!')” (Beutin et al 158).  “Be a man” is also Lotte's final plea 

to Werther, she being the voice of reason and compassion which Goethe himself here reflects. 

      It is likely of importance that the title of the work points to a young Werther, as the young are 

notorious for being swept up by their emotions and failing to recognize the long-term or eventual 

consequences of their impulsive actions and immediate circumstances. The major German 

Romantic writers, upon reaching maturity themselves, forsook extreme individualism and 

emotionalism; in short, they grew up and were desirous to become responsible and productive 

citizens. Werther, though, seems to delight in his irrational and immature nature, confessing “we 

are happiest under the influence of delusions” (Goethe 34). Of course, this is the assessment of a 

deluded mind itself. 
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331      Alinsky mistakenly credits the Devil with winning his own kingdom, an idea debunked  

by Scripture, in which Lucifer is instead cast out of Heaven and never rises above the rank of 

prince; a kingdom is the region wherein a king exercises dominion, thus Alinsky should have 

employed the word “realm” instead of kingdom. Satan, as prince of this world, offers Jesus all 

the kingdoms of the world when tempting him, but he has not won any of these kingdoms, and is 

merely permitted to hold sway over them temporarily, by authority of God the Father; at the 

Second Coming of Christ, the kingdoms of the world become the kingdoms of the Lord  and of 

Christ forever and ever (Rev 11:15). 

 

332    William Shakespeare, Hamlet, Act III, scene i (1609) 
 

333     British dramatist Christopher Marlowe, The Tragical History of Doctor Faustus (1592), 

spoken by the demon servant Mephistophilis 

 

334      Another web source offers a little more information (but not much more): “When he was 

fifteen, he founded the Belles Lettres club with eight male friends [...] who met regularly, 

sometimes at the home of statesman Benjamin Franklin, to debate issues such as the morality of 

suicide, the imperfections of government, the limits of liberty and possible rationalizations for 

lying. […] Brown debated the merits of organized religion, gender equality, political utopias and 

self-interest, all issues of central concern to the early republic [...] After a turbulent adolescence 

in which he questioned and appeared to disavow his religious upbringing, (reflected in works 

such as Wieland) […] he vowed  [he] would embrace the cause of religion” (Chapman 17-18).  

     At the time this essay is being written, there appears to be only one (English-language) 

biography of the author, Peter Kafer's 2004 Charles Brockden Brown's Revolution and the Birth 

of American Gothic (U of Penn Press). Yet Wieland does not reflect a disavowal of the author’s 

religious upbringing, as scrutiny of the novel reveals that it also incorporates the pattern of the 

Lucifer-figure, and petitions for traditional biblical morality. That Brockden Brown might have 

had a quarrel against organized religion does not mean that he had one with God; famously, 

Søren Kierkegaard wrote texts which were critical of organized religion, but he did not forsake 

Christianity. Similarly, Martin Luther faulted Roman Catholicism, not Christianity or Christ. 

 

335     In Edgar Huntly, Brockden Brown writes of Clithero Edny that “Clithero is a maniac,” as 

well as “Clithero is a madman, whose liberty is dangerous, and who requires to be fettered and 

imprisoned as the most atrocious criminal” (277, 278). Satan, of course, is chained for a time in 

the bottomless pit for his crimes against God and Man, then briefly loosed before meeting his 

final doom. The fact that Edny disappears beneath the surface of the deep waters and is not found 

by the crew does not mean that he will forever escape capture and punishment, but, rather, 

following the pattern of Scripture, is meant to suggest to the reader the temporary period of 

liberty Satan gains between his being loosed from the fetters of the pit and his being cast into the 

lake of fire which eventually will consume him. The scene in which he plunges into the deep 

water is reminiscent of the verse which reads, in regard to Satan: “They shall bring thee down to 

the pit, and thou shalt die the deaths of them that are slain in the midst of the seas” (Ezek. 28:8). 
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336    In Scripture, there are multiple means to spiritual destruction: willful blindness (Isa. 56:10, 

Zeph. 1:17, Eph. 4:18); foolishness (Job 5:2, Psa. 5:5, Eccl. 7:17); wickedness (Gen. 13:13, 38:7, 

Est. 7:6); and lasciviousness or greediness (Eph. 4:19, Rom. 1:24, 1 Tim. 6:10). The innocent 

surely die physical deaths by the hands and dealings of persons guilty of blindness, foolishness, 

wickedness, lasciviousness, and greediness, just as lambs are led to slaughter or are torn asunder 

by wolves. In their innocence, though, these victims are not damned to being denied the 

opportunity of obtaining eternal life with God (Jer. 51:40, Lk. 10:3). Satan's expulsion from 

Heaven and his condemnation results from him being guilty of all the varied forms of 

uncleanliness, and, crucially, from his being unrepentant about them. Even murder is pardonable, 

as the sin which is as scarlet (steeped in blood) can be washed clean as white as wool by the 

mercy of  the Lord—but only if the sinner humbles himself before God and is repentant (Isa. 

1:18). 

 

337     Euphemia's husband and son do not figure into the plot of the novel, nor do Clarice's 

mother (presumably Alan's wife), Clithero's parents, or the protagonist’s fiancée, Mary. 

 

338     These triple threats might be an homage on Brockden Brown's part to Dante's “Inferno,” 

as that author is thrice imperiled in his travels (by a leopard, a lion, and a she-wolf), prior to his 

rescue by the poet Virgil. Brockden Brown is making use of the then-popular captivity 

narratives, in which settlers recounted the travails they'd endured after having been hostages 

ransomed to local authorities as a result of hostilities between them and neighboring Native 

Americans, an literary element which both contribute to heightening the drama of the novel and 

which served to pander to the tastes of the time. Poe himself acknowledged the unhappy 

necessity of one's work being dictated by the desires of the paying audience, especially apparent 

in his sardonic essay of 1838, “How to Write a Blackwood Article,” as well as in his astute 

lament that to have an impact as an author, one must first be read; in order to be read, one must 

be published, thus correctly gauging public taste is ever an important factor for aspiring authors, 

especially if they desire to be paid handsomely for their efforts. 

 

339     The seriousness of Edny's injuries, from which he recovers, likely is meant to allude to the 

Scripture verses which speak of the Antichrist's having a deadly wound which somehow is 

miraculously healed, allowing him to recover with great virulence (Rev 13:3). 

 

340     Huntly concludes his account of his initial encounter with Clithero as follows: “My 

musing was rapid and incongruous. It could not fail to terminate in one conjecture, that this 

person was asleep,” and that “the inference was just” (Brown 12, 13). Brown's use of terms 

which suggest falsity in appearances and sounds (tears and sobs), as well as Huntly's reliance on 

inference, could be seen as a disparagement of Lockean reliance on sensation (herein ocular and 

aural) in determination of truth. Of course, the Lockean model also requires rumination, which is 

why Huntly is said to have inferred his false conclusion; an inference is a determination which 

has been reached upon the basis of evidence and reasoning (or as Locke would put it, sensation 

and reflection).  External observations do not always reveal the interiority of man, exactly the 

position one would expect a self-avowed moralist the likes of Brown to contend. Poe adopts this  
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position as well, evidenced best, perhaps, in his treatment of the unnamed narrator in “Usher,” as 

he also finds Lockean methodology necessary but wanting. 

 

341     The righteous are not sealed to perdition, but “are sealed unto the day of redemption” 

(Eph. 4:30). 

 

342     That Edny admits the excellencies of his benefactress, and that they are worthy of eternal 

(“immeasurable and inextinguishable”) adoration, is reminiscent of the tears shed by 

Mephistophilis in British dramatist Christopher Marlowe's 1592 play The Tragical History of 

Doctor Faustus, in that the demon servant is grievous of his folly in having rebelled with Satan, 

despite acknowledging fully the glory of God and the heavenly realm occupied by the Almighty. 

The demon says to the titular protagonist: “Think'st thou that I, who saw the face of God/ And 

tasted the eternal joys of heaven,/ Am not tormented with ten thousand hells,/In being depriv'd of 

everlasting bliss?”    He is not repentant, being merely lamentable or rueful, as is Edny. Even in 

acknowledging his complicity in his exiled state, he does not acknowledge his culpability, just as 

Edny relates: “My conduct was henceforth the result of a perverse and rebellious principle. I 

banished myself from my native soil […] I was neither ashamed nor afraid […] The idea of 

abjuring my country and flying forever from the hateful scene partook, to my apprehension, of 

the vast, the boundless, and strange; of plunging from the height of fortune to obscurity and 

indigence, corresponded with my present state of mind” (Brown 83). Same as Mephistophilis in 

Marlowe's play, Edny admits of the deed but not of the sinfulness attached to it. Why does Edny 

contend that the decision to live in exile is his own? Well, Satan is a liar, therefore we should 

expect falsehood from Edny (Jn 8:44). God expels Satan, thus it is not self-exile, as Edny relates, 

but an attempt to escape justice on his part, for the act of attempted murder.     

 

343     See the Associates for Scriptural Knowledge site for detailed and documented web article 

entitled “Who are the Sons of God?” 

 

344     Edny further confesses to Huntly: “It was no difficult task faithfully to execute the 

functions assigned to me […] My dwelling was in pomp and splendour. I had amassed sufficient 

to secure me, in case of unforeseen accidents, in the enjoyment of competence. My mental 

resources were not despicable, and the external means of intellectual gratification were 

boundless.  I enjoyed an unsullied reputation” (Brown 42). This is a perfect analogy to the pomp 

and splendour of Heaven, Lucifer's intellectual prowess, and the fact that he had enjoyed an 

unsullied reputation until iniquity had been found in him (Ezek. 28:15). 

 

345    Even Huntly begins to realize that Edny's testimony might be false or incomplete, as he 

writes to his beloved: “Nay, might not the discoveries I should make throw light upon the 

conduct of this extraordinary man which his own narrative had withheld? Was there reason to 

confide implicitly on the tale which I had heard? In spite of the testimony of my own feelings, 

the miseries of Clithero appeared in some degree fantastic and groundless. A thousand 

conceivable motives might induce him to pervert or conceal the truth. If he were thoroughly 

known, his character might assume a new appearance; and what is now so difficult to reconcile  

 

https://www.gutenberg.org/files/779/779-h/779-h.htm
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/779/779-h/779-h.htm
http://www.askelm.com/essentials/ess037.htm
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with common maxims might prove perfectly consistent with them” (Brown 111).  Importantly, 

Huntly admits that “the testimony” of his own actual feelings is an insufficient means of 

ascertaining truth, just as is the “testimony” of Edny's apparent feelings, and the change of 

appearance hints at the satanic ability to transform, per Scripture. Huntly realizes that external, 

objective truth requires corroboration of some kind as a standard by which to measure its 

veracity (or consistency), therefore reliance on utter subjectivity disallows a connection to 

reality, in addition to disregarding any connection to God and man.  

     Even more importantly, because Huntly does not doubt the sincerity of his own feelings or 

testimony, the sincerity or authenticity vaunted by the European Romantics as being the basis of 

truth is herein consummately rejected as being a valid posit. Brown's novel does provide a means 

of discounting reliance on Edny's apparent sincerity of feelings expressed, as Sarsefield relates to 

Huntly, in reference to Edny's intended victim, Euphemia Lorimer: “He did not tell you that, in 

recompense for every benefit, he stole upon her sleep and aimed a dagger at her breast. There 

was no room for flight, or ambiguity, or prevarication. She whom he meant to murder stood near, 

saw the lifted weapon, and heard him now confess and glory in his purpose” (Brown 252).  

     His former benefactress provides a testimony against him based on observable phenomena, 

thus reinforcing the need for a means other than our interiority in order to discern truth. That 

appearances can be deceiving is hinted at in Huntly's indecision in determining the true cause of 

Edny's conduct: “A life of uniform hypocrisy or a sudden loss of reason were the only 

suppositions to be formed […] I shuddered at the image of the apostate or the maniac” (Brown 

265). The inclusion of this dilemma would seem to be Brown's way of suggesting that sole 

reliance on observable phenomena (or on a Lockean world of sensation) also is an insufficient 

means of discerning truth, because it does not shed light on man's interiority (the purview of 

psychology and theology). Importantly, Brown associates apostasy and insanity with this 

Lucifer-figure, same as will Poe in his tales which treat of the archetype. 

 

346     Huntly, it turns out, is revealed to be an unwitting sleep-walker himself, although this is 

not to suggest that he is evil, as is Edny, as those who slumber are associated with the damned 

and foolish in Scripture (Isa. 56:10, Nah. 3:18, Rom. 11:8). Rather, both men are sleep-walkers 

because Edny is a wicked foil of the godly Huntly. That Huntly is somewhat of a Christ-figure is 

suggested by Brown's putting such words in Huntly's mouth as: “By leaping down I might incur 

no injury, or might plunge into a lake or dash myself to pieces on the points of rocks” (Brown 

95). This sentence is clearly an allusion to the incident involving Satan's temptation of Jesus in 

the wilderness (Jn. 4:6, referring to Psa. 91:12), just as Edny and Huntly encounter each other in 

the American wilderness. 

 

347     Huntly also enters the cave; however, Huntly's presence there is in keeping with the 

biblical account of the righteous having faced tribulation and persecution: “(Of whom the world 

was not worthy:) they wandered in deserts, and in mountains, and in dens and caves of the earth” 

(Heb. 11:38). After following Edny on a “laboriously circuitous” path, Huntly discovers the 

mouth of the cave-in-question, pausing and contemplating entry of it; the cave frequented is 

given to be subterranean, suggesting Hell as the proper domain of the Lucifer-figure. Huntly 

ruminates: “I reached the mouth of the cave. Till now I had forgotten that a lamp or torch might  
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be necessary to direct my subterranean footsteps. I was unwilling to defer the attempt” (Brown 

94).  Huntly foolishly decides to enter it, and the description of his actions in the pitch-black 

environment deep in the rock is reminiscent of the narrator's activity described in “Pit,” which 

the cave even somewhat resembles. Huntly foolishly ignores his better instincts, and his folly is 

meant to allude to the biblical verse which declares: “Thy word is a lamp unto my feet, and a 

light unto my path,” suggesting that we go astray and imperil ourselves when we do not heed the 

Scriptures (Psa. 119:105). Huntly peers down a gulf of considerable depth and gloom into which 

he perceives Edny has fallen (Brown 100); this passage alludes to his being the “fallen angel” 

Lucifer (Isa. 14:12), the bottomless pit into which Satan will be cast down and chained, along 

with the time during which mankind will peer into the pit wherein Satan is chained by the 

archangel Michael (Rev. 20:1-3). 

 

348     The word “flatigious” is an archaic term denoting both foolishness and wastefulness, 

which is to say, that which is a waste of time, or efforts pursued in vain (Job 9:29, 35:16). The 

term alludes to one of the biblical lessons regarding the vanity (foolishness and futility) of 

Satan's words and deeds; his damnation is certain, regardless of his attempts to escape it or paint 

his innocence with falsehoods. 

 

349      A slight modification of J.R.R. Tolkien’s poem, "All That is Gold Does Not Glitter," 

featured in his Christian-themed novel, The Lord of the Rings (1954) (Tolkien’s friendship with 

Lewis led Lewis, a former atheist lost to pagan and occult studies, to adopt Christianity.) 
 

350     Irish novelist James Joyce, A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1916) 

 

351      The New York Public Library’s digital archives contains scanned copies of the original 

handwritten pages of Melville’s review of Hawthorne’s work. The review was first published 

anonymously, and Melville interrupted his own work on Moby-Dick to pen it, eventually 

dedicating his novel to Hawthorne. 

 

352    Not everyone would agree with Melville: “Hawthorne’s other great nineteenth-century 

critic, however, judged otherwise. Although there is no evidence that Henry James had ever read 

Melville’s review, he seems to oppose it almost diametrically. It is precisely the religious 

Hawthorne with the quasi-Puritan sense of evil that James rejects […] Thus for James the power 

of blackness was less a vision than an aesthetic stance: [James opined] 'Nothing is more curious 

and interesting than this almost exclusively imported character of the sense of sin in Hawthorne’s 

mind; it seems to exist there merely for an artistic or literary purpose […] But his relation to it 

was only, as one may say, intellectual, it was not moral and theological.'” (Colacurdo 6)  

     For a text which deals with Hawthorne’s criticism of Puritanism and Platonism (specifically 

“The Minister's Black Veil” and “Young Goodman Brown”), which the author refers to as 

sarcasm instead of subtlety, see Sossie Kobrossy’s Nathaniel Hawthorne's Distortion: Of Puritan 

and Platonic Ideologies, LAP Lambert, 2010. (The titular inclusion of the word “distortion” 

lends itself well to the concept of grotesquery.) 
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353    The critic adds: “In order to convey these moral teachings in a rather subtle way, 

disguising them in Puritan settings, Hawthorne uses a stylistic device: the symbol” 

(Boonyaprasop 39). 

 

354     The story is based on an historic rivalry between the Puritan-governed settlement known 

as “Plymouth Plantation” and the nearby one known as “Merrymount”. Thomas Morton, an 

English-educated barrister involved for roughly two decades in legal disputation with Endicott's 

group, and even managed to get the royal charter for the Massachusetts Bay Colony revoked 

before the Puritan “roundheads” clashed with the royalists in 1643.  Morton wrote that he found 

two sorts of people in New England, Christians and “the Infidels,” albeit it was the latter group 

with whom he is associated, having found them to be ‘most full of humanity, and more friendly 

than the other’ population. Merrymount was populated by indentured servants who had managed 

to rebel (per Morton's advice) against Morton's former business partner, once Morton learned 

that the partner was selling other members of their legal status into slavery on Virginia tobacco 

plantations; his partner fled to Virginia, and Morton stayed to found the new community.  

     The true historical account is as follows: “Merrymount was a colonial utopia in which the 

settlers were considered ‘consociates’ and lived in harmony with the Algonquin Indians. The 

Puritans were horrified that the liberal-minded Morton and his men consorted with native 

women. They considered Morton an impious, drunken libertine. They also weren’t happy his 

easygoing colony attracted escapees from the strictness and starvation of Plymouth […] He 

complained they ‘keep much ado about the tithe of mint and cumin, troubling their brains more 

than reason would require about things that are indifferent.’ He called the pompous John Endicott 

‘that great swelling fellow, Captain Littleworth,’ […] On May 1, 1627, Merrymount decided to 

throw a party in the manner of Merrie Olde England. Morton hoped it would attract some Indian 

brides for his bachelor followers […] After a second Maypole party the next year, Myles 

Standish led a party of armed men to Merrymount, seized Morton and put him in chains [...] 

During the next winter, an especially harsh one, John Endicott led a raid on Merrymount’s corn 

supply and chopped down what was left of the Maypole. Morton returned to New England in 

1629, only to find his friends the Indians decimated by plague, most of the Merrymount residents 

scattered and the Puritans’ strength increased.   In September 1630, the Puritans arrested Morton 

again. They banished him and burned down Merrymount” (“The Maypole”). Endicott, it may be 

rightly stated, was an absolute scoundrel and tyrant; he was self-righteous, intolerant, ambitious, 

self-entitled, and unremorseful—and had no moral or legal right to legislate in territory to which 

he was not entitled. 

 

355     A Maypole dance is a tradition in pagan religions, but also one commonly observed to this 

very day by Roman Catholics, wherein the spring celebration is a paean to the Virgin Mary, in 

which the modern ceremony culminates with a local maiden placing a crown of flowers on a 

statue representing her. Given British historical animosity against “papists,” one could guess that 

their non-Puritan neighbors were fellow Christians, but, being Roman Catholic “papists,” not the 

kind of which the Puritans had approved. Endicott's reference to the revelers as “heathens” and 

not as “infidels,” though, suggests that they were indulging in a pagan form of revelry, as does 

the presence of a reveler in a bear costume, assuredly not part of any Roman Catholic festivals  
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paying homage to the Virgin Mary. Morton's identifying the group as “Infidels” carries less 

weight because, given his irreverent propensities, he likely would not make much of the 

distinction between the term signifying paganism (heathen) and apostasy (infidel), whereas the 

religious-minded Endicott (and Hawthorne) would. 

 

356     Although covetousness is ordinarily understood to mean simply a desire for something not 

in one’s possession, the older meaning included the illicit aspect of the term, as indicated by 

Noah Webster’s inclusion of this denotation in an entry for the term in his 1828 dictionary: “To 

desire inordinately; to desire that which it is unlawful to obtain or possess” (“Covet”). The 

Puritans unlawfully desired authority over their neighbors, and (in Lockean terms) life and 

liberty both involve property interests, to say nothing of Endicott’s undoubted and unlawful 

seizure of their goods after taking them hostage (given the harshness of wilderness winters) and 

after mandating their immanent incarceration. The Old Testament to which Jesus refers is divided 

by Judaism into three sections, called by Jews the TaNaKh, a term which is actually an acronym 

of the first Hebrew letter of each of the three traditional subdivisions: Torah (“Teaching,” the 

Pentateuch), Nevi'im (“Prophets’) and Ketuvim (“Writings”), the latter most of which involves 

the so-called wisdom literature (Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, etc.).  

     Jesus refers to the relevance of first two sections; the Law involved the responsibilities of the 

Levitical priesthood (the priests go to God on behalf of the people), and the prophets are the civil 

correctors (they go to the people on behalf of God). Hawthorne utilizes both civil leadership 

(Endicott) and religious leadership (Parson Hooper in “The Minister's Black Veil”) to condemn 

Puritan society, therefore his criticism makes use of the law and the prophets to remonstrate the 

Puritan leadership, just as Jesus did the Pharisees (religious authorities) and scribes (legal 

authorities) of his day, whom he vociferously and vehemently accused of being hypocrites in the 

obverse of the Beatitudes (blessings), given in the “Sermon of the Eight Woes,” which he 

specifically directed at them. (See, e.g., Mt. 23:13-29.) 

 

357      One only can wonder what sort of iniquity would have resulted in the punishment of slit 

and seared nostrils; did those unfortunate individuals smell evil smells or commit olfactory 

crimes? 

 

358    To wit, Hawthorne himself writes: “NOTE. Another clergyman in New England, Mr. 

Joseph Moody, of York, Maine, who died about eighty years since, made himself remarkable by 

the same eccentricity that is here related of the Reverend Mr. Hooper. In his case, however, the 

symbol had a different import. In early life he had accidentally killed a beloved friend; and from 

that day till the hour of his own death, he hid his face from men” (Hawthorne 110). 

 

359     This inflated sense of Self tied to a distorted perception of depravity is perfectly illustrated 

in the James Thomson poem featured in this paper. 

 

360      In fact, containment as it pertains to judgment is elemental to Lucifer-figure tales, hinting 

at the punishment of Satan to be bound in the bottomless pit (Rev. 20:1-3). Fortunato is chained 

by Montresor in “Cask” (wishful-thinking reversal); the murderous narrator is hemmed into the  

 

http://webstersdictionary1828.com/Dictionary/covet
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basement area by the police when his wife's corpse is uncovered in “Cat”; the murderer in 

“Heart” remains situated with the police in the very bedroom wherein he committed the 

damnable act; the narrator of “Pit” is confined to the pit of the Inquisitors (another inversion, 

wherein good and evil are reversed in the minds of the evildoers); and Roderick, in “Usher,” 

lives in relative isolation and remains self-confined to the ghastly den of his decrepit mansion. 

(Also, in Poe's 1845 tale, “The Imp of the Perverse,” the narrator is confined to a jail cell for the 

duration of the tale, awaiting his execution for the murder of a relative; in Hawthorne's 1844 

short story, “Rappaccini's Daughter,” the adverse action is confined entirely to the noxious 

garden, an inverse of Eden.) 

 

361     For biblical verses which speak to ignominious conduct deserving one’s name being 

blotted out as a penultimate form of vengeance or punishment, see. e.g., Deut. 7:24, 12:3, 25:6, 

29:20; 2 Ki. 14:27, Psa. 41:5, 83:4, 109:13, Jer. 11:19, Hos. 2:17; Nah. 1:14; Zeph. 1:14; and 

Zech. 13:2. To have one's name remembered is a blessing, as given in Isaiah 48:19 and 

Revelation 3:5. Poe’s murderous confessors are often nameless, e.g. in “Cat,” “Heart,” and 

“Imp”. Murderers given names (Roderick in “Usher,” and Montresor in “Cask”), in having no 

mention of heirs, may be said to belong to familial lines whose names will be forgotten after they 

are dead; the murderous Inquisitors in “Pit” are also nameless. 

 

362     Hawthorne's triple assertion is a decided and deliberate echo of the triple witness required 

for sentence of death, as given in scriptural law, and for a sentence which is irrevocable. (Deut. 

17:16, 19:15, Mt. 18:16, 2 Cor. 13:1, 1 Tim. 5:19, and  Heb. 10:28). 

 

363       At another point, their impending, shared doom is hinted at by the author: “There was a 

wail along the road, as if a funeral were passing” (Hawthorne 137). 

364     It is a common error to contend that the punishment guaranteed by God to Adam and Eve 

was made futile by His having cast them out of Eden, as He had foresworn: “But of the tree of 

the knowledge of good and evil, thou shalt not eat of it: for in the day that thou eatest thereof 

thou shalt surely die” (Gen. 2:17). Satan, of course, assures Eve the very opposite in Genesis 3:4, 

which is why Jesus calls him a liar and the father of lies (Jn. 8:44). Adam, though, lives only for 

930 years (Gen. 5:5), and a day with the LORD is as a thousand years for humankind, and vice 

versa (2 Pet. 3:8), thus God made good on His word, by that reckoning, since Adam did not live 

beyond the age of 1,000 years. 

 

365       Wickedness signifies grievous error, and not necessarily evil, for the wicked are those 

who go astray. But those who are led into error will meet with the same fate as the evildoers by 

whom they are led, just as innocent lambs are led to the slaughter (Jer. 51:40), or the blind led by 

the blind equally land in the ditch (Lk. 6:39). The family, although not malefactors, will die 

nonetheless: “They are vanity, and the work of errors: in the time of their visitation they shall 

perish” (Jer. 10:15). 

366     Interestingly, the story takes place in the region of “the valley of the Saco” (Hawthorne 

127). Aside from the obvious allusion to the biblical “valley of death” described in Psalm 23, this  

 

https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=hvd.32044013638903;view=1up;seq=161
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location makes an appearance in Herman Melville's 1851 novel Moby-Dick. (Hawthorne's tale 

was first published in 1835, and Melville's admiration for Hawthorne is well-established, as said 

novel even is dedicated to Hawthorne.) Melville's excerpt from Moby- Dick excerpt emphatically 

points to the prior work: “But here is an artist. He desires to paint you the dreamiest, shadiest, 

quietest, most enchanting bit of romantic landscape in all the valley of the Saco. What is the  

chief element he employs? There stand his trees, each with a hollow trunk, as if a hermit and a 

crucifix were within; and here sleeps his meadow, and there sleep his cattle; and up from yonder 

cottage goes a sleepy smoke. Deep into distant woodlands winds a mazy way, reaching to 

overlapping spurs of mountains bathed in their hill-side blue. But though the picture lies thus 

tranced, and though this pine-tree shakes down its sighs like leaves upon this shepherd's head, 

yet all were vain, unless the shepherd's eye were fixed upon the magic stream before him” 

(Melville 14).   

     In this passage about the passage, Melville's cottage is a nod to the tavern inn, complete with 

the shared smoke, and all is counted in vain, unless the denizen looks to the miraculous waters of 

life, as suggested by the Christ-child figure in Hawthorne's tale. Hawthorne also describes the 

events as being situated “at the very threshold of their romantic and dangerous abode,” possibly 

his judgment regarding the danger of the excessive emotionalism and lack of restraint associated 

with Romanticism, a movement which denied obedience to God and the social (especially moral) 

conventions which would have proven to have been anathema to his Christian beliefs and 

identity. (Melville also describes the Saco Valley as a “romantic landscape”.)  Famously, Moby-

Dick is narrated by the sole survivor of a horrific whaling adventure, as Ishmael is saved from a 

watery grave by ensconcing himself in a wooden coffin previously carved out by a pagan 

shipmate. At one point, Hawthorne has the anonymous stranger ponder aloud: “I wonder how 

mariners feel when the ship is sinking, and they, unknown and undistinguished, are to be buried 

together in the ocean--that wide and nameless sepulchre?” That is precisely how the crew of 

Melville's novel are ended, save for the fate of the narrator, who begins by identifying himself—

his name is not blotted out from memory. 

 

367     A flume is a deep channel or ravine with a stream running through it. 

 

368     Of these travelers, one of the young girls says that “two or three men” in high spirits 

called the father by name (Hawthorne 135). This clue possibly alludes to the biblical pattern of 

triple witness, herein against the man for disregarding his sacrosanct duty of hospitality. The fact 

that it is a female child might be meant to suggest that she alludes to Wisdom, repeatedly 

discussed in feminine terms in Scripture (Prov. 1:20, 7:4, 8:1). 

369     Jesus instructs his disciples to shake the very dust off their feet as a testimony against the 

cities which are inhospitable to receipt of the Gospel, hearkening to a custom wherein travelers 

shook the dust off their cloak and sandals in front of a building where the hospitality code was 

not honored, as a means to publicly witness the offense and shame the residents or proprietors 

(Mt. 10:14, Mk. 6:11, Lk. 9:5).  When former U.S. Navy SEAL Marcus Luttrell was seriously 

injured and fleeing Taliban members having killed the rest of his military unit in 2005, the 

Afghanistan tribal Pashtunwali whose town he managed to reach protected him in accordance  

 

https://www.amazon.com/Moby-Dick-Herman-Melville/dp/1503280780#reader_1503280780
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with traditional hospitality customs of the region. They refused to turn him over to the fellow-

Moslem Taliban fighters, even at great personal risk of bodily harm, so revered among the 

villagers is the code of honor mandating the protection and nurturing of visitors and guests, 

invited or otherwise, as even ties of blood, religion, and citizenship did not override it adherence. 

 

370     This is a convention long employed when depicting the practice of black magic and 

summoning of evil spirits. In the 1915 German silent film by directors Paul Wegener and Carl 

Boese, Der Golem, wie er in die Welt kam (The Golem: How He Came into the World), the 

character named Rabbi Loew summons the demon Astaroth from inside a circle. In both 

Christopher Marlowe's 1592 dark drama Doctor Faustus and Goethe's 1808 tragic play Faust, 

the protagonist enters the forest near Wittenberg (“Spesser Wald”), and he summons the Devil 

after drawing several magical circles. 

 

371      Hawthorne's tale is an obvious take on John Bunyan's wildly popular Christian-themed 

fictive work of 1678, The Pilgrim's Progress, although critics are divided as to whether or  

not it is a parody or a satire. The difference?  In the words of Vladimir Nabokov, “Satire is a 

lesson, parody is a game.” 

 

372     Once Hawthorne mastered this subtlety, he won over Poe, who employed such a strategy 

in his own work, owing to affinity with German literary (not metaphysical) influences: “In a 

critique of Thomas Moore’s Alciphron, Poe says: “‘The term mystic is here employed in the 

sense of A. W. Schlegel, and of most other German critics. It is applied by them to that class 

of composition in which there lies beneath the transparent upper current of meaning an 

under, or suggestive one.'” (Cobb 20). Note that the mystical is not intentionally secret or 

hidden beyond recognition, being instead merely less obvious or transparent; if this is Poe's 

position (and it is), then readers are bound to engage his work on more than a merely superficial 

level, in order to discern the present-yet-not-ostensible undercurrent. And if there is an 

undercurrent to Poe's work (which there is), then it is up to the careful reader (active mind) to 

ascertain as to of what that undercurrent consists, for to detect its presence but not identify it 

would be pointless. For Poe, the undercurrent which streams throughout his tales and carried 

them forward is one of traditional Christian morality, albeit his Lucifer-figures are subject to the 

phenomenon of the rip tide.  A riptide, or rip current, is an extremely powerful undercurrent 

which is not readily discernible from the surface of a body of water; it is defined as a strong tidal 

flow within estuaries and other enclosed tidal areas, and riptides present great hazard to 

swimmers because they can pull them away from the shore and fatigue them to the point that 

they can drown. Swimmers also can be dragged sideways into the undertow, causing drowning 

due to an inability to remain upright and thereby keep one's head above water; tragically, my best 

friend of thirteen years died in this manner, having decided to take a stroll along a beachside 

during flood season. (Rest in peace, Pedro.) 

      The undertow is not synonymous with the riptide, despite the mistaken common belief of 

their synonymy, as the undertow consists of the average undercurrent moving offshore when 

waves are approaching a shore. The undertow and the riptide do not move at the same speeds—

the riptide is rapid—but they both move away from the safety of the shore; Poe's Lucifer-figures  
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rush heedlessly headlong to their destruction, and, importantly, are swept away by their excesses 

–monomania, hypersensitivity, paranoia, envy, pride, etc.. That the undertow and the riptide 

share a quality is important [they move at different speeds, but in the same direction], because it 

is in the excessive quality of the riptide wherein the extreme danger lies, both for the victims and 

their self-damning villains. 

 

373       “Garbology” is actually the proper term to denote the study of garbage, but “ Of 

Garbatology” better alludes to Jacques Derrida’s landmark Deconstructionist text published in 

1967, Of Grammatology. The full title of the work, originally submitted as his (ultimately 

rejected) graduate dissertation, is De la grammatologie : Essai sur la permanence de concepts 

platonicien, aristotélicien et scolastique de signe écrit, the translation of which is Of 

Grammatology: Essay on the Permanence of Platonic, Aristotelian and Scholastic Concepts of 

the Written Sign. It deals with the preposterous proposition that Western intellectual tradition has 

long held that written communication is a derivative and therefore an inferior product of oral 

communication. The book begins by reviewing Ferdinand de Saussure’s so-called “linguistic 

structuralism,” in which theory the concept of “sign” has two distinct components, sound 

(signifier/signifiant) and meaning (signified/signifié). Saussure contends that speaking and 

writing are disparate systems of signs, a belief which not only permits the first one to be divorced 

from the second, but which makes the latter wholly subservient to the former, in that writing 

exists for the express purpose of representing speech. Historically, people have believed that 

signs are referential, i.e., that words refer to the objects they describe; Saussure said no, words 

are differential.  

     The celebrated proponent of “New Atheism,” Robert M. Price, neatly summarizes Saussure’s 

position on words in his 2017 book Atheism and Faitheism: “They are like pieces in a jigsaw 

puzzle. The shape of each is determined by nothing other than its complementary difference 

from adjacent pieces. Words mean this because they do not mean that” (203). (I am of 

Lithuanian ancestry, and nearly every educated Lithuanian knows of Saussure, because of the 

result of his many years of study of the Lithuanian language, including “Saussure’s Law,” which 

pertains to placement of stresses in that language. Kant was an admitted admirer of the beauty 

and complexity of the Lithuanian tongue.)  

     Derrida takes the nonsense a step further, proposing that written symbols are bona fide 

signifiers unto themselves, and therefore have no relation to speech, derivative or otherwise.  He 

proffers examples of authors’ works which he believes support his untenable position, at the 

same time admitting that he offers no critique of them, which he thinks is not even possible. In a 

nutshell, Derrida’s argument allows for the text to become divorced from the author’s intent, and 

it paved way for lazy, sloppy eisegesis to overtake diligent, accurate exegesis, wherein subjective 

“interpretations” have superseded objective critical analyses; the critic assumes a greater 

importance than either the author or the text. “S. Fish,” of course, is renowned literary critic 

Stanley Fish, whose 1980 essay, “Is There a Text in This Class? The Authority of Interpretive 

Communities,” opened the floodgates for the flow of unfiltered sewage which Derrida’s hole in 

the critical dyke allowed to begin. (My mother has a wonderful saying, that they even put grates 

on sewers to keep out the bigger pieces of crap, therefore everything is not acceptable.)  
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      If Derrida’s Deconstructionist theory lionizes the “critic” who must not even demonstrate 

critical thinking by offering critiques, then Fish’s advocacy of Reader-Response theory is guilty 

of the madness of radically democratizing criticism, in which framework everyone, regardless of 

their incompetence or agenda, can be accepted as a legitimate critic: Fish contends that authorial 

intent may be readily disposed of as being incidental to the meaning which communities of 

readers ascribe to works written by authors. (C.S. Lewis has the best argument against the 

fundamentally flawed and illogical tenet of Postmodernism, radical subjectivity at the expense 

(denial) of objectivity truth, goodness, and reality, in his 1944 radio speech “The Poison of 

Subjectivism,” discussed elsewhere in this essay.)  

     Susan Miller reviewed Fish’s seminal essay in 1982. In it, she, writes: “Some of the premises 

of this recent critical theory should, therefore, be spelled out. It represents contemporary 

uncertainty, but the principal uncertainty of existential phenomenology rather than the modern 

era’s disillusioned complaint that proper hierarchy, stability, and certainties have been 

dislocated. Reader-response criticism is a Postmodern, Nietzschean celebration of the freeplay of 

interpretation possible in a newly perceived anarchical world. The implication for us is that 

readers no longer assume they can find the one meaning of the text, or decode it, but instead are 

seen to be making its meaning. It is, after all, only marks on a page” (S. Miller 20).  

     That the world is perceived as being anarchical does not make it so, for our perceptions are 

of reality, and are not the basis of reality itself; we cannot perceive an object (necessarily pre-

existent) and at the same time create it. At best, our perceptions shape the manner in which we 

grasp or frame the world, but they do not create the already created (conceived) world; if we 

perceive a thing, then we do not conceive it, unless we collapse the distinctions between those 

two words. And if words do not have definite, distinct, and fixed meanings, then how can even 

the theory of Perspectivism be taken seriously or as true, if each of us determines what that term 

defines?  

     The logic collapses on itself, for the law of non-contradiction must apply; either 

Perspectivism (which contends that truth is based on our perceptions of the world) is true, or it is 

not—and the truth or correctness of the theory cannot be contingent upon my own perspective of 

it! If not self-fulfilling prophecy in “slouching towards Gomorrah,” then the grossly self-

indulgent subjectivity—or nihilistic “Perspectivism,” if we are bound to draw Nietzsche into the 

mix—smacks of German Idealism, another untenable philosophy which, wedded to grotesque 

ideas drawn from Nietzsche, were further distorted by the destructive Nazis. German Idealism, 

Perspectivism, Postmodernism, Deconstructionism, Reader-Responsism—all of these theories 

act or pretend “as if” there is no Most High God to whom they ultimately will be held 

accountable, and when one pretends, one engages in acts of fantasy.  

     And when one takes one’s fantasies to be reality, one is exhibiting signs of insanity, or at least 

irrationality. (I am uncertain if Saussure had been an atheist, but Nietzsche, Derrida, and Fish all 

are to be counted in the camp of the atheists.) Poe’ consistent linking of madness to characters 

who act “as if” they will not be held accountable to the Most High God is no accident on his part; 

surely he, the seminal supreme American literary critic, would have opposed modern critical 

theory, and rightly mocked it. (Slouching Towards Gomorrah is the name Robert H. Bork gave 

his 1996 book lamenting the moral, cultural, social, religious, and political decline in America, a 

sort of jeremiad for the late twentieth century. In it, he lambastes modern liberalism as being the 
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 source of this multi-faceted decline, pointing to dual emphases on what Bork considers to be 

what he calls radical egalitarianism [not to be confused with Poe’s “radical Democracy”] and 

radical individualism [what Poe would have called “atomism”]. It seemed a fitting allusion, 

given that Poe’s tales also take aim at the same sorts of backsliding and apostate phenomena he 

witnessed in his day, albeit not Leftist political liberalism, that being Bork’s target.) 

     Applying the unholy, Postmodernist triumvirate of Saussurean-Derridan-Fishy theories to 

Scripture, Saussure would have us believe that the Law of God handed down to Moses at Mount 

Sinai in the form of the stone tablets on which the divine Decalogue was written is inferior to the 

commands given to Moses by YHVH when God appeared in the burning bush. Why?   

     Because written text is inferior to oral communication, he opines. Never mind that text serves 

as a written record of oral meaning conveyed, not a written speculation of it; the more precise 

the record, the less likely the intended meaning will be misunderstood. Derrida would have us 

believe that the Decalogue need not be considered a meaningful conveyance at all, which is  

to say that God did not fill His Law with meaning –and if it is meaningless, then there are no 

consequences attendant to either obeying or disobeying it, so why bother saying anything at all? 

And Fish would have us believe that the Israelite community could determine for itself what 

YHVH meant by the words He conveyed to them in the Decalogue, for, after all, aren’t they just 

marks on stone tablets? 

      (Moreover, going by Fish’s theory, we ourselves can negate even that which the ancient 

Israelites decided the words meant to them, each generation or community remaking the words 

of God to suit their own desires or agendas, even to the point of deciding they are meaningless; if 

meaningless, then they need not be obeyed. It is for this reason that the son is wicked who asks 

of his father at Passover “What does it mean to you?” in David Mamet’s 2006 collection of 

essays The Wicked Son; if the father can decide what it means, then by the same token, the son 

can decide it means nothing. (Wickedness involves twisting one’s heart and mind so as to fulfill 

one’s subjective desires without  experiencing pangs of conscience; all of the theories above-

described are utterly reliant on grossly self-indulgent subjectivity.)  

     Words cannot be as puzzle pieces which take on shapes based on the pieces adjacent to them, 

for all puzzles are created with their shapes predetermined, so as to allow for a perfect fit in 

depicting a coherent image. They are die-cut only after the picture to be presented is unified and 

complete, which then allows for them to be re-assembled, and, importantly, to be re-assembled 

to produce the exact original picture. (A die is a specialized tool utilizing sharp edging, used in 

manufacturing industries to cut materials into shapes by affixing it to a press and then applying 

pressure to their surfaces; same as with molds—which are three-dimensional—dies are 

customized, and therefore the shapes they cut out are predetermined before being used.)  

     Critics should take the predetermined shapes and original picture presented by an author and 

then merely either identify the pre-customization process (author’s intent) or reassemble the full 

picture for readers (exegesis), in order for them to see how  

perfectly the pieces fit together to present the intended picture; what they should not do is present 

a different picture or force their own shapes onto a pre-cut work—either they disfigure the 

original picture, or they disfigure the original fit, leaving the reader with one incomprehensible 

and ill-fitting, Procrustean mess. “Let us not praise famous men” is a paraphrase of a line from 

one of the apocryphal books of the Holy Bible (Ecclesiasticus).in which the opening verse of the  
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forty-fourth chapter reads, in its entirety: “Let us now praise famous men, and our fathers that 

begat us.” As Protestants tend to refuse to recognize the legitimacy of the Apocrypha (which 

Roman Catholics do), given Poe’s disdain for “papists” and my own for the legitimacy of the 

authors whose theories deny Poe’s legitimacy, it seemed an appropriate verse to adapt.  But here 

I digress…or do I? To borrow a quote from Walt Whitman’s Song of Myself, “Do I contradict 

myself? Very well then, I contradict myself.” (I am large. I contain multitudes.) 

 

374      Friedrich Nietzsche, “The Parable of the Madman,” The Gay Science (1882) 

  

375    The crux ansata is another name for the “ankh,” the ancient Egyptian hieroglyph for life, 

consisting of a design resembling a cross, but which has a loop instead of the top arm 

(resembling a handheld mirror); scholars agree on its signification, but not its origin. (A 

hieroglyph is a stylized symbol of an object representing a word, syllable, sound, or idea; it can 

point to a direct object or person (the immanent), as well as an indirect object or person (the 

transcendent). It is also the title of a 1943 non-fiction H.G. Wells book, subtitled An Indictment 

of the Roman Catholic Church; it was an accusatory railing against the Vatican and Pope Pius 

XII in particular, for the Vatican policy of non-intervention or outright condemnation of the 

Nazis’ regular bombings on London. (Wells, an atheist and global socialist, even asks in the 

book, “Why do we not bomb Rome?”) 
 

376      American political and social theorist, cultural historian, and economist Thomas Sowell, 

The Vision of the Anointed: Self-Congratulation as a Basis for Social Policy (1995) 

 

377    Thompson offers a convincing historical analysis of the conflation of the two categories; 

however, King Solomon beats him to the punch, for it renders the following observation: “Even 

in laughter the heart is sorrowful; and the end of that mirth is heaviness” (Prov. 14:13). This very 

verse, in fact, serves as the third emblem in Louis Quarles’ 1635 anthology, Emblems Moral and 

Divine, an author assuredly known to Poe since he originally published “The Raven” (in 1845) 

under the name “Quarles,” only later admitting authorship. The use of Quarles’ name so very late 

into Poe’s literary career arguably demonstrates that Poe never once lost sight of either his 

personal, biblical moral underpinnings or his intended literary moral undercurrent. Later 

editions included the appended Hieroglyphics of the Life of Man, a title which surely would have 

appealed to Poe and his proclivity for the cryptic and the mystical divine. 

 

378      This same verse serves as the second emblem in Louis Quarles’ 1635 anthology, above-

named. Poe even referred to himself as a prophet in a June 1848 letter to Marie Louise Shew: 

“Why I was not a priest is a mystery, for I feel I am now a prophet” (“Edgar Allan Poe and 

Religion”). The article here cites the anthology edited by John W. Ostrum The Letters of Edgar 

Allan Poe; 2 Vols. (Harvard UP, 1948, reprinted with a supplement by Gordian Press, 1966.). 

 

379     Per Scripture, “Woe unto them that join house to house, that lay field to field, till there be 

no place, that they may be placed alone in the midst of the earth!” (Isa. 5:8). Southerners of the  

Thomas Jeffersonian bent were more partial to a nation of civilized agrarians. 
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380      In the New Testament, one of the Apostle Paul’s epistles speaks of an eschatological 

figure described in the King James Version Bible as “the man of sin,” traditionally understood to 

refer to Satan in his role as Antichrist (2 Thess. 2:3-10). (In the Greek tongue in which it is 

written, the prefix anti means “in place of” or “in the stead of”; in the Latin translations, anti 

means “against”. As rendered in the original tongue, the Antichrist, understood properly, is one  

who comes posing as if he were the true Christ, which, logically, would indicate also that he is 

against Christ, for none but the most impious would dare to assume the place of YHVH’s 

Messiah.)  The phrase specifically employed by Paul in the Greek is “ho anthrōpos tēs anomias,” 

which the Codex Sinaiticus and the Codex Vaticanus translate as “man of lawlessness”. Bruce 

M. Metzger (1914-2007), one of the most renowned biblical scholars of the twentieth century in 

the area of textual criticism (former board member of the American Bible Society and the United 

Bible Societies, as well as longtime professor at Princeton Theological Seminary) preferred the 

translation utilized by the codices, although since Scripture delineates sinfulness as being in 

willful rebellion against the Lawmaker, both translations are accurate, since the man of sin is 

intentionally lawless.  

     For a truly excellent, scholarly exegetical analysis of the Old Testament defining sin as being 

in rebellion to God, in which considerable handling of the Hebrew terms is involved, see, e.g., 

the post from December 29, 2015 by username “Susan” in response to the question “What basis 

is there for defining sin as ‘rebellion’?” at the Stack Exchange site headed “Christianity”. (Of 

course, the critics of Higher Criticism point out that the two codices above-cited are corrupted 

texts which vastly differ from the Textus Receptus, the corpus of ancient Greek manuscripts 

which provided the basis for translations of the original German Luther Bible, William Tyndale’s 

English version of the New Testament, the authorized King James Version Bible, and most other 

Reformation-era New Testament translations throughout Central and Western Europe. The 

codices were adopted as primary sources in the nineteenth century, much to the chagrin of many 

scripture scholars, as their dubious variants number, quite literally, in the several thousands.) 

 

381      There are journal articles, for example, which endeavor to cast Poe and his works in lights 

he certainly never intended, and of which he surely never would have approved, including 

Leland S. Person’s “Queer Poe,” in which he notes: “A few critics have already explored 

homoeroticism in Poe’s life and fiction. In her psychoanalytic biography, Marie Bonaparte 

diagnosed Poe’s ‘latent homosexuality,’ which originated, she reasoned, in the death of his 

mother and his conflicted relationship with John Allan” (7). Whereas it might be interesting to 

utilize Poe’s works to illustrate one’s own agenda or perspective, it is entirely disingenuous to 

represent it as being Poe’s; “interesting” is a guarantee of neither truthfulness nor accuracy.  

     Unfortunately, all sorts of garbage results when foisting one’s own template onto Poe’s works 

is tolerated, including, for example, Jordan Beck’s 2013 essay, “Sadomasichistic in ‘The Tell-

Tale Heart,” which offers up the illuminating analysis that the relationship between the Old Man 

and the murderer betrays deviant (sadomasochistic) homosexuality  because the tale begins with 

what he calls “the language of penetration”—by which he means that the narrator opened the 

door sufficiently enough to thrust his head into the room, preposterously contending that this is 

“a clear use” of sexual innuendo. No, no, no, no, no. All interpretations of Poe’s work which are  

https://christianity.stackexchange.com/questions/45935/what-basis-is-there-for-defining-sin-as-rebellion
https://prezi.com/gxsreetlagl0/sadomasochistic-in-the-tell-tale-heart/


1519 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

framed in sexual terms must be refuted and rejected, for Poe’s deliberately works do not 

entertain such carnality. As a traditional biblical moralist, Poe held to the doctrine that fleshly 

concerns distance the Self from the Divine: “The carnal mind is enmity to God for it is not 

subject to the law of God, neither indeed can be.  So then they that are in the flesh cannot please 

God” (Rom. 8:7-8). Poe never resorted to crass sexuality of any kind, kinky or otherwise. 

 

382      Eve has been given rough treatment and much abuse for centuries, especially by Medieval 

religious tradition which squarely faults her for Adam’s fall; invitation to sin is not compulsion 

to sin, and as Adam partook of the forbidden act in no less consensual a mind and manner than 

had Eve, he invited the consequence of his own death. In the words of American  

author Oliver Hereford’s 1918 poem “Eve,” the truth of the matter is aptly rendered: “It is not 

fair to visit all/ The blame on Eve for Adam’s fall;/The most Eve did was to display/Contributory 

negligé” (Metcalf 17). 

 

383      It is a common misconception to think or refer to Jonathan Edwards as a Puritan, for the 

heyday of the historical Puritans proper had long passed by his day. As his theological bent was 

inclined to their doctrinal posits, though, it is more accurate to refer to him as a Puritanical 

figure. For a useful, brief analysis of the distinctions, see, e.g., Mark Jones’ blogpost, “Was 

Jonathan Edwards a Puritan?” 

 

384     Baseless envy is a key personality trait of the Lucifer-figure; Cain envied his brother Abel 

without just cause, in that Abel’s sacrifice had been acceptable to the Lord. It is baseless since 

Cain could have made proper sacrifice just as well as had Abel, but chose not to do so. 

 

385      The deities of the Germanic and Nordic varieties are not immortal, hence Richard 

Wagner’s operatic drama which features the twilight of the gods, Der Ring des Nibelungen (aka 

The Ring Cycle) and the Nazi embrace of the Nietzschean concept of the rise of the Űbermensch, 

the super-man who rises to supremacy in the wake of the decline of the gods, being the new 

locus of power and glory to whom other mortals are subject in the absence of the gods. In 

essence, the Übermensch is the man who asserts that he will be as the Most High God and 

therefore feels entitled to rule or “lord over” his fellow men. Eternity for the northern deities 

must here be understood as lasting until the end of the age of the gods, and not in the sense of the 

Judeo-Christian eternity, in which the reward is to dwell in holy servitude with God, and not 

supplant Him.  

     In the Nordic mythic literature, the Prose Edda and the Poetic Edda, which date to the 

thirteenth century of the Common Era, it is foretold that Loki will be loosed from his chains at 

the onset of the final battle between the supernatural host (Ragnarök), joining  

battle against the gods of Aesir with an enemy host of monstrous evil, the Jötnar. The prophecies 

speak of his encounter with the goodly Heimdallr, “the whitest of the gods” whose dwelling is 

adorned with a rainbow, who possesses a great horn trumpeted in battle, who rides a splendid 

horse, being also credited with bestowing upon mankind the gifts of the gods and with slaying 

Loki.  Heimdallr’s name is a combination of the word for “home” (heim) and for haste (dalli), 

thus suggesting the Christian expression “Maranatha,” meaning, “Come, Lord, quickly” by  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Der_Ring_des_Nibelungen
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ragnar%C3%B6k
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/J%C3%B6tunn
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hastening the approach of the heavenly age in which the righteous shall dwell with God. The 

rainbow, horse, trumpet horn, exceeding brightness, and the graciousness of Heimdallr are all 

comparable with Christian divinity, and the final battle is reminiscent of the war in Heaven 

between the fallen angels and those having refused to rebel against God, and of the Armageddon 

battle on Earth. In Nordic tradition, though, Heimdallr and Loki kill each other, whereas Christ is 

victorious over the Devil in the biblical narrative. 

 

386    The term “indignation” is the translation of the Greek word “aganaktésis,” indicating 

vexation or antagonization; its similarity to the word “agony” (“agana”) is apparent, thus it is 

improper even to associate the term with anger, as is often misunderstood, for anger suggests that 

God metes out punishment which is not dispassionately just, and all justice is meant to be 

dispassionately administered.  Moreover, that agonies will be visited upon sinners as a result of 

their own decisions preserves the logic that God does not capriciously or malevolently punish 

sinners, as He delights not in the death of the wicked but must execute them to preserve holiness 

and peace. God is Love, per Scripture, thus being Love, He cannot also be hateful in dispensing 

justice (1 Jn 4:8).  Vengeance is a dispassionate enforcement of the Law, not the emotionally-

charged alleged revenge pursued by Poe’s malevolent Lucifer-figure in “Cask,” Montresor. The 

cup which receives the agonies, therefore, is the World itself, which must have poured down on 

it the contents of the cup of wrath which Heaven has collected until mankind’s iniquities can no 

more be saved up by it, having descended into such swift and excessive depravity that the cup of 

wrath overflows at such a rate that its containment within that vessel of mercy is outpaced by 

mankind’s rejection of the Moral Law of love; in essence, Man himself has rejected the cup held 

in the hand of God, therefore inviting his own destruction or agonies. He has rejected the cup of 

the Lord which overflows with mercy and goodness as given in Psalm 23, and therefore must 

drink of the cup of demons instead (1 Cor 10:21). 

 

387     Zeuxis, Greek painter, 464-400 BCE, as given in Pliny the Elder’s Natural History. (Cf. 

Bartlett’s Familiar Quotations, p. 371) 

 

388      British lyricist William Schwenck Gilbert, H.M.S. Pinafore: or, The Lass Who Loved a 

Sailor (1878) 

389     So says Walter Benjamin. Methinks not. What is more important, though, is that I can 

prove my contention, instead of merely insisting upon it. 

 

390      To clarify the distinctions somewhat between Formalism and Structuralism: “Unlike the 

Romantic or Humanist models, which hold that the author is the starting point or progenitor of 

any text, Structuralism argues that any piece of writing (or any 'signifying system') has no origin, 

and that authors merely inhabit pre-existing structures ('langue') that enable them to make any 

particular sentence or story ('parole'), hence the idea that 'language speaks us,' rather than that we 

speak language. Structuralism was also to some extent a reaction against Phenomenology, in that 

it argued that the 'depth' of experience could in fact only be an effect of structures which are not 

themselves experiential.” (Mastin)  

http://www.philosophybasics.com/movements_structuralism.html
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     Literary critic (and professor of Judaic studies) David H. Hirsch has written excellent 

analyses about the impassable chasm and unreconcilable rift between anti-Humanist and 

Humanist approaches to life and literature, most notably his 1991 book, The Deconstruction of 

Literature: Criticism after Auschwitz, and his 1996 essay “Poe and Postmodernism” in A 

Companion to Poe Studies, edited by Eric W. Carlson. In them, he expertly illustrates how 

untenable Postmodern theory is, and the disastrous consequences to literary criticism which have  

resulted from its adoption. (Cultural Poetics typically is called New Historicism in American 

academic circles, whereas the British usually refer to it as Cultural Materialism. Cultural Poetics 

is an umbrella term for the two movements, in which there are overlapping concerns but different 

focal attributes.) New Historicism's emphasis lies in devoting attention to marginalized texts and 

voices which nonetheless constitute influential-albeit-often-unacknowledged forces in a society, 

and it seeks to validate their work and to empower these groups which lie outside the periphery 

of the normalizing (or hegemonic) demographic. Cultural Materialism is more concerned with 

how these changes are brought about, therefore it closely examines ideological manifestations in 

a society. New Historicism (a term coined by Stephen Greenblatt in the 1980s) does not 

“privilege” famous literary texts, but simultaneously values non-famous and non-literary works 

which provide a fuller comprehension of cultural context. Cultural Materialism (first advocated 

by Leftist critic Raymond Williams, also in the 1980s), on the other hand, involves literary 

analysis in which the stated purpose is to discover the competing and dominant ideologies and 

events which shape and inform significant historical writers, their resources, and their works.  

     The two branches complement each another, with the contradiction resting chiefly in 

disparate methodological focus. As this paper examines cultural phenomena of Poe's own time, 

as well as examines the lesser-studied texts which he had read, it meets both prongs of the 

Cultural Poetics tines; however, being an American, I chose to utilize the moniker preferred by 

my own continent, and the essay will refer to the methodological approach as either New 

Historicism or Cultural Historicism, chiefly because that critical school stresses that an author’s 

text cannot be understood except within his own cultural contextualization. Cultural Materialism 

focuses on the material aspects of life, whereas Cultural Historicism focuses on the history of 

ideas and intellectual currents. 

 

391 To wit, Poe's “Philosophy of Composition” (1846), “The Rationale of Verse” (1848), and 

his posthumously-published “The Poetic Principle” (1850). 

 

392 The caustic and bombastic tone of many of his harsher and uncharitably critical reviews 

led contemporary author and acquaintance James Russell Lowell to remark that Poe occasionally 

mistook his vial of prussic acid for ink, and he became known in literary circles as the 

“Tomahawk man,” for the practice of mercilessly “scalping” his opponents in his criticisms. 

 

393     In his Journaux intimes (Intimate Journals), Baudelaire confessed that his daily prayers 

were to both God and to Poe (E. Kaplan 88).  Baudelaire was censored and prosecuted for 

corruption of public morals as a result of this publication; he fled France to avoid creditors, 

opting to publish revisions while in self-exile, but ultimately returned to France soon afterwards, 

dying there within a year of suffering a massive coronary failure while abroad.  

 

https://books.google.com/books?id=HcRJT5Cqd4AC&pg=PA88&lpg=PA88&dq=baudelaire+praying+to+poe+faire+tous+les+matins&source=bl&ots=wxtQveKcWu&sig=a6rU39WUjlz4QMVHYRIEYmvQPuM&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwj3leXPlYnQAhWri1QKHa6nAVYQ6AEIITAA#v=onepage&q=baudelaire praying to poe faire tous les matins&f=false
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394     The phrase "poète maudit" owes its coinage to Alfred de Vigny's 1832 novel Stello, 

wherein poets are given to be “la race toujours maudite par les puissants de la terre,” which is 

to say, “the race always cursed [or damned] by the powerful ones of the earth”. In essence, the 

poets are of a lowly caste, forever despised by those in the class of might which holds the power 

to initiate, delineate, and perpetuate cultural, moral, social, religious, political, and economic  

values –what Italian Marxist theorist Antonio Gramsci referred to as “cultural hegemony”. In a 

Marxist construct, the mighty constitute the despicable, self-promoting bourgeoise class, and the 

poets would be part of the despised, underappreciated, and exploited proletariat. The bourgeoisie 

were Baudelaire’s targets. 

 

395     Tellingly, one English-language edition of My Heart Laid Bare features the following 

epigraphs on its prefatory page: “Baudelaire is a libertine, mystical, ‘satanic,’ but, above all, 

Wagnerian” (attributed to Friedrich Nietzsche) and “Baudelaire epitomizes the metaphysics of 

the provocateur” (attributed to Walter Benjamin). 

 

396 Modern medical analyses of the conditions observed in Poe's health during the last four 

days of life strongly suggest that he died of a rabies infection (he eventually suffered from 

hydrophobia, a major “tell” of the condition), and not from an alcohol-induced episode; he might 

have been the victim of a mugging in his compromised mental and physical states, though, which 

would account for the odd clothing in which he'd been found. (See University of Maryland 

Medical Center's “Edgar Allan Poe Mystery” article of September 24, 1996.)  

     An article from 1917 written by a man who had personally witnessed Poe in his father's home 

shortly before Poe died, William Sartain's “Edgar Allan Poe: Some Facts Recalled,” makes the 

argument that Poe, although understandably distressed given his unfortunate circumstances, was 

neither drunk nor dissolute in his final days. It is hardly logical to contend that a man whose 

reported last words were “Lord, help my poor soul” was either antagonistic to traditional notions 

of the divine or dispossessed of authentic religious sentiment. And it is equally illogical to 

contend that he was a Transcendentalist-minded pantheist (as has been repeatedly contended, in 

reference to his 1848 work Eureka), for one does not cry out to the Self to help the Self if one 

believes he is God, and not merely as if God. Eureka is a burlesque of the highest caliber, as a 

burlesque, by Poe’s own definition, as given in his 1835 letter to Thomas W. White, involves the 

exaggerated elevation of wit.  

 

397     Insanity and genius often have been linked as two sides of a single coin in describing 

remarkably twisted or gifted minds, perhaps best expressed in English poet John Dryden's verse: 

“Great wits to madness are very near allied/And thin partitions do their bounds divide.” Dan 

Shen's 2008 essay, “Edgar Allan Poe's Aesthetic Theory, the Insanity Debate, and the Ethically 

Oriented Dynamics of “'The Tell-Tale Heart,'” discusses Poe in view of the cultural context of 

the novelty and controversy of the criminal insanity defense introduced at the time the tale was 

written, in which intelligence (reason) and morality (goodness) were being divorced from one 

another in the burgeoning age of twinned skepticism and scientism.  

     Poe would not have accepted an insanity defense for murder, since murder is always pre-

meditated, and is not synonymous with killing accidentally (manslaughter). Emotional  

http://umm.edu/news-and-events/news-releases/1996/edgar-allan-poe-mystery
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feverishness or gross Self-delusion (as seen in Goethe’s Werther) would not mitigate the death 

penalty, although practiced deception on an unsuspecting and pious individual (as seen in 

Brockden Brown’s Wieland) might. Wieland (victim to the malicious and secretive 

ventriloquism of Carwin), obediently and without question, operates under the false notion that 

God ordered him to murder his own wife and children. Instead, he should have demonstrated 

reason (i.e., bear in mind that YHVH would never sanction such action against innocents) and 

refrained from killing his family (it was not pre-meditated and therefore not murder).  

     Brockden Brown would have his readers know that blind religious faith is as reckless as is 

blind faith in reason, as emotions and rationality should complement and never supplant one 

another in extremis, and Goethe would have his know to strike this balance as well.  

     Fritz Lang’s cinematic masterpiece of 1927, the German Expressionist film titled Metropolis, 

is principally a moral tale, in which extremity of human callousness invites one’s own 

destruction, as the city-dwellers who reside in luxury and ease as a result of the inhumane 

conditions visited on the workers compelled to live in squalor below jeopardize their own way of 

life by ignoring the plight of their fellow man.  The hero of the story, young Freder, serves as 

mediator between the two classes (the intellectual elite and the common laborers), and the title 

card which summarizes the grand finale’s reconciliation between the two extreme states of 

existence reads: “The mediator between head and hands must be the heart.”  

     When in danger of capsizing a raft surrounded by hostile sharks, one’s safety lies best in 

remaining in its center, and not veering to the edges; extremities might not be dangerous to 

entertain, but they are perilous to indulge, since imbalance (apostasy) results from extremity.  

Too much intellectualism and not enough regard for others? Julien Sorel from Stendhal’s novel, 

The Red and the Black.  Too much self-absorbed emotionalism and not enough reason? Werther. 

Too much focus on the profane, and not enough on the sacred? Simha Meir from Israel Joshua 

Singer’s Yiddish novel, The Brothers Ashkenazi. Too zealously pursued a piety, and not enough 

focus on one’s fellow man? Nuske, the rabbi from the same novel, who loses his son’s love and 

respect by neglecting humanity at the expense of studying Torah. In fact, there is an account in 

rabbinic tradition given by Yanki Tauber which speaks to this very point: “When Rabbi DovBer 

of Lubavitch was a young man, he lived in the same house as his father, Rabbi Schneur Zalman. 

Rabbi DovBer and his family lived in the ground floor apartment, and Rabbi Schneur Zalman 

lived on the second floor. One night, while Rabbi DovBer was deeply engrossed in his studies, 

his youngest child fell out of his cradle. Rabbi DovBer heard nothing. But Rabbi Schneur 

Zalman, who was also immersed in study in his room on the second floor, heard the infant's 

cries. The Rebbe came downstairs, lifted the infant from the floor, soothed his tears, replaced 

him in the cradle, and rocked him to sleep. Rabbi DovBer remained oblivious throughout it all. 

Later, Rabbi Schneur Zalman admonished his son: ‘No matter how lofty your involvements, you 

must never fail to hear the cry of a child’” (Tauber). In short, the focus of mankind constantly 

must be balanced between his attention to God and his attentiveness to his fellow man, and this 

balance of rightful coordination between the supernatural and natural realms (in which the divine 

mandates are observed by a person’s thoughtful and selfless regard for others) is elemental to 

Poe’s traditional biblical, ethical position. 

 

398     As for Postmodernist criticism, I have this to offer: Ce caniche ne chasse pas, Monsieur.  

 

http://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/115281/jewish/The-Cry-of-a-Child.htm
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399     These tales have been selected from amongst the sixty-eight known published Poe stories 

(his tale “The Lighthouse” was never published, although it, too, features a Lucifer-figure). They 

have been chosen because their greater familiarity lends itself well to the generation of a much 

larger body of literary criticism on which to draw for research purposes. As Poe himself pointed  

out in an April 1835 correspondence to a friend, in order to become well-known, respected, and 

influential, one first must be read: “But whether the articles of which I speak are, or are not in 

bad taste is little to the purpose. To be appreciated you must be read, and these things are 

invariably sought after with avidity. They are, if you will take notice, the articles which find their 

way into other periodicals, and into the papers, and in this manner, taking hold upon the public 

mind they augment the reputation of the source where they originated” (“Letter to Thomas W. 

White”). 

 

400      As Baraban points out: “Other scholars who argue that Montresor has failed to commit 

the perfect crime because he has suffered the pangs of remorse are Thomas Pribek, Walter Stepp, 

J. Gerald Kennedy, Charles May, and Scott Peeples. Writing a few years after [G.W.] 

Thompson, Kennedy argues that Montresor's feeling of guilt overtakes his retribution” (57). 

Montresor is clearly unrepentant, though, given Baraban's keen analysis. Poe surely would have 

been aware of the distinction between the two suffixes, as he had made acquaintance with nearby 

Jesuit priests, according to Michael L. Burdick's published lecture, “Usher's 'Forgotten Church': 

Edgar Allan Poe and Nineteenth-Century American Catholicism”.  As Poe makes several of his 

Lucifer-figures Roman Catholics (or makes them interested in Roman Catholicism) – Montresor, 

Usher, the Inquisitors, Ligeia, Morella – he familiar with and is subtly condemning that religion, 

and is not, as Burdick suggests, esteeming them. Poe’s antagonism against the papist religion is  

reflected in the works of Brown and Hawthorne as well, and was typical in America at the time; 

so, too, it might have been indicative of Poe’s derision against the hyper-emotional European 

Romantics who called for an embrace of medieval Catholicism, such as Novalis. 

 

401     In musical performances, modulation involves the changing from one key to another. 

Modulations create and/or contribute to complexity and harmony in the structure or form of 

musical compositions, thereby adding to their intricacy and heightening their emotional impact. 

Certainly, Poe’s notions of the grotesque and arabesque speak to this framework, for the 

arabesque requires complexity of design and the grotesque requires heightened emotionalism.  

     Arabesque motifs are properly called “designs” and not merely “patterns,” for a design 

always involves a conscious mind at work, whereas a pattern need not rely on deliberate effort. 

One can accidentally drip paint from a can or brush and a pattern of drops results, but a design is 

a carefully thought out construct. Designs can be patterns, but not all patterns are designed. Poe’s 

use of the two terms reinforces the idea that the Freudian approach of psychobiography which 

stresses the subconscious (or even unconscious) aspect of Poe’s work is to be discounted, since 

they both signify deliberate choice to achieve a desired effect. Arabesques require repetition 

(thematic patterning), whereas grotesques require some element or degree of exaggeration, for 

purposes of distinction. Arabesque designs are patterned so that the motif chosen is spread all 

over, from end to end (or cover to cover, for Poe), and Poe certainly sought to employ 

heightened emotionalism to achieve effect. Unlike most Persian rugs (the Persians are not  
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Arabs), which have a medallion in the center and then scrolling motifs on the edges, truly 

Arabesque patterns resemble some of the more dizzying tiles of the Alhambra mosque (in 

Granada, Spain), which afford the eyes nowhere to “rest”.  

      A caricature usually consists of at least one exaggerated feature of the depicted party’s  

physiognomy, in order to suggest its particular or group identity, such as a pronounced “Hebrew 

nose” to allude to Jewish ancestry. Poe’s use of the two terms in conjunction with one another 

suggests, not that the tales fall into two separate categories, as is the unwavering opinion of his 

critics to date, but that the tales must bear the hallmarks of both traits; the word “and,” after all, 

is a polysyndeton, meaning it signals the inclusion of the word which follows it in conjunction 

with all that came before it. The tales are arabesque in their complexity and shared tenor (morbid 

humor and traditional morality, e.g.), but they are grotesque, in the sense that, even though they 

share similarities, there is some modulation endeavored to make them distinct from one another 

and to bolster their complexity.  

     Moreover, Poe’s inverted focus on the villains instead of the victims as the means to convey 

his morals and his black humor is the very grotesquery which makes his works stand out from 

the dizzying arabesque of other authors writing in the same genres or similar modes. (Poe admits 

of the general “tenor” of the anthology, from which term is derived a musical connotation and an 

indication of consistent stamp. According to the online version of Noah Webster’s American 

Dictionary of the English Language from 1828 (Poe certainly would have utilized the printed 

lexicon), the word “tenor” can signify a small number of things (it derives from the Latin word 

teneo, meaning “to hold”), but, interestingly, in addition to the definitions offered in the text, it 

also made a habit of providing sentences which example proper usage of the terms.  

     Webster’s first entry for the term reads as follows: “Continued run or currency; whole course 

or strain. We understand a speaker's intention or views from the tenor of his conversation, that is, 

from the general course of his ideas, or general purport of his speech. Does not the whole tenor 

of the divine law positively require humility and meekness to all men?” (“Tenor”) This is 

precisely a point Poe makes in his morality tales, in which impious Self-aggrandizing at the 

expense of the Lucifer-figures’ fellow men is punished according to divine law.  

     The second entry offers that the term signifies “stamp; character”; the tenor of the tales 

constitutes a unifying stamp (or identifying seal), possibly of the author’s character, if that stamp 

is the moralist bent and irrepressible humor of Poe. The third entry reads: “Sense contained; 

purport; substance; general course or drift; as close attention to the tenor of the discourse. 

Warrants are to be executed according to their form and tenor.”  

     Poe demands close attention when reading his tales, in order to tease out his moral 

undercurrent and his humor. And the sentence utilized as an exemplar for the term’s proper 

employment in this sense clearly is concerned with the execution of justice, and, importantly, 

with in accordance to form. The fourth entry states “In music, the natural pitch of a man's voice 

in singing; hence, the part of a tune adapted to a man's voice, the second of the four parts, 

reckoning from the base; and originally the air, to which the other parts were auxiliary.”   

     Given Poe’s high valuation of music in the role of attaining glimpses of “supernal beauty” 

(somewhat achieved through lyric poetry), it is possible he meant to suggest this use of the term 

to imply that the moral and humorous bent were the tendencies of his “natural voice” or 

temperament. It is elevated above the base (bass), which is the first of “the four parts” (the other  

http://webstersdictionary1828.com/Dictionary/tenor
http://webstersdictionary1828.com/Dictionary/tenor
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two being alto and soprano, in order of ascendancy), and whereas Poe sought to elevate the soul 

through his poetry, the tales call for mankind to rise above the baseness of the characters featured 

in the anthology, designed with a unity of effect in mind. (Alto and soprano parts, in four-part 

harmony performances, are usually sung by women, with the tenor and bass sung by men,  

therefore tenors normally sing in the highest ranges written for male performers; perhaps, being 

male, Poe could jest in occupying no higher than this role.) The fifth and final meaning offered 

for this entry is simply: “The persons who sing the tenor or the instrument that plays it.” It is in 

like capacity, in which is signified person or instrument, that Roderick Usher is associated with a 

suspended lute. 

 

402      A perfect example of how New Criticism readily surpasses Freudian criticism when it 

comes to understanding literature as literature may be gleaned from Stendhal’s famous novel of 

1830, Le Rouge et le Noir (The Red and the Black). Even though it is a masterly-rendered 

narrative which depicts, quite convincingly, the mental and emotional states of the protagonist, 

the illustration of psychological states can help us to understand what motivates the character, 

not the author. I groaned through reading the text, expertly written as it is, because I realized by 

conclusion of the very first chapter that Julien Sorel was going to be a murderer and therefore 

meet with a murderer’s end by conclusion of the novel. (He had to, otherwise the novel and the 

author would have been condemned as being immoral, and not merely the character; traditional 

Christian society demands that the wicked should pay for their crimes, even the fictitious ones.) 

How did I know?  

     Because his father stares into the eyes of his son at the onset of the novel, and he sees a 

murderer there; the eyes are believed to be the windows of the soul in Christian tradition, and no 

one knows us as does a parent, per societal conventions of the time. (His earthly father clearly 

suggests the heavenly Father.) This is an example of close reading wherein the foreshadowing of 

the plot is given at the beginning, and it works its way through to the conclusion. Poe believed in 

starting with the ending in mind and working backwards consistently, thus Stendhal seems to 

have adopted a similar strategy.  

     A sorel, incidentally, is a male fallow deer (a ruminant mammal) in its third year, when it 

comes into  territorial-combative and sexual maturity; as the novel deals with the story of a 

highly-intellectual (ruminating) yet emotionally-immature and selfish young man (a philandering 

and aspiring parvenu), it seems as though Stendhal intended even his name hint at Julien’s 

character. He is “thought full” without being thoughtful, thus the life of the mind, if chosen over 

the life of the heart, seems bound to doom one to a deadly fate. The name “Julien” signifies 

youthfulness, and can be translated as “Jove’s child,” meaning a child of God, as Roman Caesars 

had been reckoned (e.g., Julius Caesar); possibly this is Stendhal’s nod to the impious, Self-

aggrandizing, imperialist temperament of the haughty murderer. 

 

403      As shown, Poe held in contempt the Transcendentalist tradition which, at the antipode of 

the ideological spectrum, relied too heavily on intuitive speculation. Extremities, to Poe, 

constituted grotesqueries, thus harmony and balance are foregone when one element is 

exaggerated to the point that it disregards limitations and oversteps the others. Symmetry 

contributes to harmony; as repeatedly asserted in the Cohen brothers’ (Joel and Ethan) 1998 dark  
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and weirdly comic film, The Big Lebowski, the titular character’s patterned rug “really tied the 

room together.”  Poe’s composition from 1840, “The Philosophy of Furniture,” is a humorous 

piece which offers: “A carpet is the soul of the apartment […] A judge at common law may be an 

ordinary man; a good judge of a carpet must be a genius […] Touching pattern […] whether on  

carpets, or curtains, or paper-hangings, or ottoman coverings, all upholstery of this nature should 

be rigidly Arabesque. Those antique floor-cloths which are still seen occasionally in the 

dwellings of the rabble — cloths of huge, sprawling and radiating devices, stripe-interspersed, 

and glorious with all hues, among which no ground is intelligible — are but the wicked invention 

of a race of time servers and money lovers — children of Baal and worshippers of Mammon — 

men who, to save trouble of thought and exercise of fancy, first cruelly invented the 

Kaleidoscope, and then established a patent company to twirl it by steam.” 

      Admittedly, “the Dude” Lebowski (and his colleague Walter) are not geniuses, and Poe is 

here actually mocking authors who do not deviate from an established pattern which requires no 

modulation as a mark of inventiveness or variety, the very variety of which he boasts of in his 

preface to the 1840 edition of his Tales of the Grotesque and Arabesque. He associates such 

authors with heretical and lazy money-grubbers, hence his tongue-in-cheek suggestion that these 

authors are “rigidly Arabesque” in their compositions. His remark “among which no ground is 

intelligible” refers to the overall repetitious patterning of a design which is the hallmark 

distinction of Arab-inspired fabrics in comparison to Persian medallion ones which have a 

center, per se, on which to focus or ground one’s gaze. 

 

404 Famed American authors James Fenimore Cooper (1789-1851), Nathaniel Hawthorne 

(1804-1864), Herman Melville (1819-1891), and Edgar Allan Poe (1809-1849), respectively. 

 

405     In a Jewish construct, perhaps best popularized by Lithuanian-born Jewish philosopher 

Emmanuel Levinas' (1906-1995) concept of “the Other,” we are the embodiment of those whose 

faces we behold (all of which are stamped with the image of YHVH), thus to disregard or 

destroy the Other is not merely to disregard YHVH's divine command to regard the Other as the 

Self, but also to destroy one's Self; to reject both God and Man assuredly leads to one's own 

demise, hence the flagrant impiety of murder is not merely tantamount to suicide, it is suicide, 

whether undertaken on societal or individual levels. The murderous, anti-Semitic Nazis, of 

course, represent the Self-immolating society par excellence. 

 

406 The word “wicked” is derived from the process of creating wicks for candles, in which 

twine is twisted about itself in order to make it useful for its intended purpose of artificial 

illumination. To be evil is always to be wicked, for wickedness implies a twisting of matters so 

as to serve one's own agenda (twisted about the Self); not all tortuous twists of logic are impious 

or malicious, but all evil involves a perversion of that which God has determined to be good.  

Poe's Lucifer-figures are wicked, indeed, but they are also evil, and Poe, as a moralist, condemns 

rather than condones evil. Artificial illumination (always inferior to the natural sun, which 

signifies the godly) plays a key role in signifying the true nature of the Lucifer-figures in the 

tales, whether suggested by flickering torches (as in “Masque,” “Hop-Frog,” or “Cask”), glowing 

subterranean nitre (as in “Cask”), noxious and foreboding candles (as in “Imp” and “Pit”), cheap  
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lanterns (as in “Heart”), moonlight (as in “Cat” and “Usher”), or an eerie bath of light from 

which no source can be distinguished as in Roderick's painting of the underground crypt (as in 

“Usher”). Satan is a wannabe, a lousy counterfeiter of God and pretender to His  

throne, therefore the Devil's lower status and comparative inefficacy is signified by light sources  

of imitative and inferior ability when compared to natural, bright light of God's creation. 

 

407 Barbour notes: “Like Blake, Poe assimilated Rousseau to Locke as retrograde powers. 

Locke, of course, was 'America's philosopher' and his view of the mind, filtered through Reid, 

Stewart, and the Scottish Common Sense school, was dominant in Poe's day. Though Locke is, 

properly speaking, an empiricist […] Locke conceived of the mind as a blank page on which 

ideas of the external world were inscribed through the senses, or a kind of mechanical organizer 

of sensations which were fed to it by 'experience'. This view appeared very well suited to explain 

the processes of scientific classification and experiment or the formation of common-sense 

judgments on practical matters, but it tended to create the assumptions that only the physical, the 

tangible, the measurable, were real, and that consciousness was a prisoner of the senses. To 

anyone concerned with introspection and the primacy of the mind's own powers, Locke was the 

enemy” (Barbour 66-67, italics his).   

     Of course, Poe, same as Coleridge, had disdained mere materialism. (As evidenced in his 

essay on gravity “De Gravitatone,” Newton, it should be pointed out, proved he was very much a 

theist, as were many other natural philosophers.)  For a superb historical analysis of social, 

gender, and racial biases in scientific classification, see Londa Schiebinger's book from 1993 on 

the history of science, Nature's Body: Gender in the Making of Modern Science, and for a 

detailed examination of the battle between notable British thinkers Thomas Hobbes and Robert 

Boyle regarding the debate surrounding what actually constitutes sound, objective scientific fact, 

see Simon Schaffer's and Steven Shapin's 1985 book, Leviathan and the Air-Pump. For an 

insightful perspective closer to the contemporary social mindset about science, see Bertrand 

Russell's The Impact of Science on Society (1951). 

 

408     Poole earlier had warned Coleridge not to become a Little-ist: “Think before you join the 

herd of Little-ists, who, without knowing in what Locke is defective, wish to strip the popular 

mind of him, leaving in his place nothing -- darkness, total darkness.” Thomas Poole. ii. 34. 

(Sanford 36) According to Ronald C. Welding, in his 1995 book Coleridge’s Progress to 

Christianity: Experience and Authority in Religious Faith, “Locke was a perfect ‘Little-ist’ in 

whom the active aspiration to wholeness and unity had given way to studious attention to the 

world’s discrete parts” (127). To be a “Little-ist” is to focus on the details instead of the big 

picture. In short, Poole contends that Locke’s philosophy was to be regarded as being defective, 

but there was no better alternative known, so better the Devil one knew than the Devil one 

didn’t, and to “rather bear those ills we have than fly to others that we know not of,” as Hamlet 

doth aver.  

     Tim Blanning, in his 2011 book The Romantic Revolution: A History, spells out precisely 

what one such defect in Locke’s theory implies: “For Coleridge, Blake, and many more 

romantics, the archvillain was not, however, Newton but John Locke, for it was his sensationalist 

psychology that had expelled innate ideas and had thus become ‘proposition one of the whole  

https://books.google.com/books?id=dh2SV4k5obAC&pg=PA127&lpg=PA127&dq=what+does+coleridge+mean+by+%22Little-ist%22&source=bl&ots=S4SByyerAK&sig=dpsPAXbtAIAmXIY3wggF3Rv5K2I&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwimxrmWrfvUAhUQzGMKHcsxBkYQ6AEIMjAC#v=onepage&q=what%20does%20coleridge%20mean%20by%20%22Little-ist%22&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=dh2SV4k5obAC&pg=PA127&lpg=PA127&dq=what+does+coleridge+mean+by+%22Little-ist%22&source=bl&ots=S4SByyerAK&sig=dpsPAXbtAIAmXIY3wggF3Rv5K2I&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwimxrmWrfvUAhUQzGMKHcsxBkYQ6AEIMjAC#v=onepage&q=what%20does%20coleridge%20mean%20by%20%22Little-ist%22&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=KltCSfKw_YoC&pg=PA20&lpg=PA20&dq=what+does+coleridge+mean+by+%22Little-ist%22&source=bl&ots=qJs_PH1ck1&sig=T1pASP2_-WsPwb_yVzy0lEr2QzA&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwimxrmWrfvUAhUQzGMKHcsxBkYQ6AEIPjAF#v=onepage&q=what%20does%20coleridge%20mean%20by%20%22Little-ist%22&f=false
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philosophy of the Enlightenment.’ At birth, Locke maintained, the human mind was ‘white 

paper, void of all characters, without any ideas.’ It acquired knowledge simply and solely 

through experience – ‘in that all our knowledge is founded; and from that it ultimately derives 

itself.’ This rejection of original sin meant a move from a theocentric to an anthropocentric view  

of life, from God to man.  It also opened up boundless possibilities for social engineering. If man 

was the product of his environment acting on his sensations, then to change the nature of man 

one only had to change his environment” (20). This development, of course, is exactly what is 

witnessed in the theories of classical conditioning as first demonstrated by the Russian scientist 

Ivan Pavlov and his bell-responding, salivating dogs, as well as in American human behaviorist 

B.F. Skinner, himself a foolish Utopianist having founded and written about an experimental 

commune life in his 1948 Walden Two, a highly-controversial text, not the least of which was 

due to its flat rejection of human free will and the denial of the existence of the human soul. 

Operant conditioning involves modifying behavior through punishment or reward, and it is 

related to Lockean notions of pain and pleasure.  

     Poe’s own views about Locke are difficult to ascertain; he could be said to agree with the 

Unitarians in their Lockean valuation of the senses as the means to discern miracles (for miracles 

must be made manifest to man’s senses in order for them to be witnessed), but one can never be 

certain that he is not merely siding with them in their shared opposition to the heretical, 

Transcendentalist emphasis on intuitiveness, as he mockingly suggests in the editor’s advice to 

Psyche Zenobia/Suky Snobbs in his 1842 parody of the magazine trade, “How to Write a 

Blackwood’s Article”. Newton saw the Creator as a great geometer and scientist, and Coleridge 

preferred to think of God as an author or artist; there is no reason He cannot be both, for as Poe 

would contend in his essay “The Philosophy of Composition,” he had written the stirring and 

sonorous (stirring because sonorous) poem “The Raven” with mathematical rigor. 

 

409      Curiously enough (or perhaps not) it would be Ransom’s students – Allen Tate, Cleanth 

Brooks, and Robert Penn Warren—who would go on to develop the critical school, as Brooks 

and Warren jointly penned the seminal New Critical textbooks used as classroom staples for 

decades, Understanding Poetry and Understanding Fiction. All four authors were affiliated with 

Vanderbilt University in Nashville, Tennessee at some point, and they even have been called 

“the Southern Agrarians”. Clearly, Poe, who might be considered the seminal American New 

Critic, would have been at home with these fellow Southerners, for Poe considered himself a 

Virginian gentleman, and aligned some of his sentiments with the notion of a Jeffersonian 

agrarian society. 

 
410 French philosopher of language Jacques Derrida's 1967 work Of Grammatology (De La 

Grammatlogie) is responsible for the promulgation of the majority of the principal ideas which 

characterize the Deconstructionist camp; it is considered a foundational text for this school of 

criticism, although it likely would be better named Of Garbatology. (The text, his unsuccessful 

doctoral dissertation, makes the dubious claim that writing is a derivative form of speech, and is 

therefore inferior to the predecessor phenomenon; common sense would argue that complexity 

derives from simplicity, not the inverse, as he suggests.)  His critical school is one of the more 

absurd modern “contributions” from France, but, really, how seriously can you take anyone from  
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a country possessed of a fascination with comic actor Jerry Lewis which simply defies logic? It 

seems fifty million Frenchmen can be wrong. (Still, explication de texte, or close reading, was at 

least a long-time staple of French literary studies, but it is the German philologists from the 

nineteenth century who must be credited with spawning this noxious academic trend, not the  

French.) In the course of researching this paper, so much Postmodern garbage has passed for 

scholarship from 1970s onward that very little of it shed any light whatsoever on the study of 

Poe, as much of it was claptrap peppered with buzzwords; it got to the point where one could 

guess the correct decades by virtue of the buzzwords which betrayed the articles' dates of origin.  

 

411      This is the critical methodology in which I had been trained as an undergraduate student 

in the late 1980s, as it is the one in which my own senior citizen-aged professors had been 

schooled. (If it ain’t broke, don’t “fix” it.) This period was also that which witnessed my initial 

exposure to Reader-Response theory, in my literary criticism course, for which I had been 

compelled to read Stanley Fish’s 1980 treatise, “Is There a Text in This Classroom? The 

Authority of Interpretive Communities,” providing me with my first distasteful foray into 

Postmodern theoretical claptrap: There was something rotten in the state of Academia, and his 

theory was it. (Somewhat ironically, Stanley Fish had been trained by New Critics, and yet used 

the very same analytical skills he’d acquired from their methodology to become a turncoat to 

that school.) Straight from its publisher’s website, Harvard University Press states of this 

(unfortunately influential) text: “To claim that each reader essentially participates in the making 

of a poem or novel is not, he shows, an invitation to unchecked subjectivity and to the endless 

proliferation of competing interpretations. [Yes, well, the Devil is a liar.] For each reader 

approaches a literary work not as an isolated individual but as part of a community of readers. 

‘Indeed,’ he writes, ‘it is interpretive communities, rather than either the text or reader, that 

produce meanings.’” So, each community of readers “makes” the poem or novel? Really? Not 

merely interprets? Not merely ascribes or superimposes meaning?  Actually “makes” the artifact? 

(Let us be clear about this; a poem or a novel is, in fact, an aesthetic artifact, as Romantic poet 

John Keats illustrates in his 1820, much-celebrated “Ode on a Grecian Urn”.) 

      The artist, alone, makes the object, not the audience, and, the artist has a definite idea in mind 

as to that which he intends to create. The audience might use the object differently—as a mantel 

place decoration, as a flower pot, as a vase, as a doorstop, as a spittoon, as a bookend, as a fancy 

chamber pot – but deviation from intended created purpose is not to be confused with intended 

creation! Only the artist’s hand, the object’s manufacturer, puts the hammer to the anvil, pours 

the mold and places it in the foundry, mixes the paints, stirs the slips, wields the chisel, 

composes the notes, or presses the fragrant oils in order to yield a definite artifact with a 

specifically intended outcome (effect) or product in mind. Perfumes are constituted by the 

admixture of specific ingredients; all the community agreement of opinion in the world does not 

change the fact that a patented scent contains lavender or jasmine. Opinions are held about facts, 

they are not the facts themselves. 

     No amount of community consensus can negate Auguste Rodin’s  intent in rendering in 

sculpture of “ The Thinker” (seated above the gateway to Hell to suggest requisite contemplation 

before passing through it, in light of Dante’s famed warning of “Abandon all hope, ye who enter 

here”) by arguing that it is actually the representation of a constipated man, sweating it out on a 
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toilet seat. Why? Because to do so wholly excludes the creator from the community, and 

divorces the creation from its parent source. The result?  

     Dystrophy, atrophy, paralysis, and finally death; the pattern witnessed in James Joyce’s 

Dubliners is precisely the trajectory along which literary criticism has been barreling along since  

the anti-Humanist, Postmodern tradition first infected it. Fish’s theory entirely misses its mark, 

and, to paraphrase Oscar Wilde, any more misses should expose us to comment on the platform. 

Could the same argument be made, for example, for a musical composition? (Ezra Pound’s 

analogy of mastering skill in poetry with the same determination of practice required for 

musicians is especially apt herein.) I thought it complete and utter hogwash back then, and  I am 

of that opinion still: Meaning determined by group consensus (which even can summarily 

dismiss the author or the text) in the humanities is no better than determining truth by mere 

consensus in science. (The word “hogwash,” I should here point out, also connotes intent to 

deceive or mislead for personal gain. Just saying.)  

     Fish and his ilk confuse meaning (that which a thing intends) with meaningfulness (that which 

gives importance to a thing). According to the Online Etymology Dictionary, under the entry for 

“mean” is given the following explanation: “’intend, have in mind,’ Old English mænan ‘to 

mean, intend, signify; tell, say; complain, lament,’ from West Germanic *mainijan (source also 

of Old Frisian mena ‘to signify,’ Old Saxon menian ‘to intend, signify, make known,’ Dutch 

menen, German meinen ‘think, suppose, be of the opinion’), from PIE *meino- ‘opinion, intent’ 

(source also of Old Church Slavonic meniti ‘to think, have an opinion,’ Old Irish mian ‘wish, 

desire,’ Welsh mwyn ‘enjoyment’), perhaps from root *men- (1) ‘to think.’ Conversational 

question you know what I mean? attested by 1834” (“Mean”). The resemblance to the word 

“mine” should be apparent in all these linguistic variations, and, importantly, they are associated 

with intention and the desire to make something known---on the part of the speaker or signifier, 

not on the part of the audience.  

     An audience cannot intend anything from or for an author: Quite literally, an audience cannot 

conceive the author’s intent, it can only perceive it. The author intends to make something 

conceived in his own mind known to the reader; the authoritative meaning, therefore, rests with 

the author.  Communities of readers do not, not, not create meaning, they discern or dis-cover it, 

since to foist meaning on a text which the author never intended is to exclude him or her from 

that creative process. The only role the audience plays as a community of readers is in 

sympathetic discovery of that which the author has signified to it, since a message cannot be 

understood unless the parties on both ends agree beforehand as to what the signals mean: 

Senders on a sinking ship whose messages are transmitted in Morse code will be lost to the briny 

deep if the receivers who hear them do not recognize what each series of combined dots and 

dashes represent, and think the sounds merely undifferentiated noise to which they may 

arbitrarily assign varied meanings on the basis of their consensus alone, at the exclusion of the 

senders. 

 

412     Bressler’s textbook offers: “Unlike some other schools of criticism, psychoanalytic 

criticism can exist side by side with any other critical method of interpretation” (148). A 

comparison of Deconstructionist theory with psychoanalytical precepts, however, reveals an 

incompatibility between these two modes of critical interpretation. Of those psychoanalytical  

http://www.etymonline.com/index.php?term=*men-&allowed_in_frame=0


1532 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

critical traditions which seem to run most counter to Deconstructionist theory, psychobiography 

(which relies on Freudianism) and archetypal criticism seem best to represent the implausibility 

of peaceful co-existence with that school. Deconstruction and Reader-Response Criticism both 

focus on the reader in determining meaning (as to why certain words signify certain things); they  

discount or diminish the role of the author, putting all the power in the hands of the critic, not the 

craftsman. Psychobiography, in one approach, insists on determining meaning in texts based on 

psychoanalytic examination of the author; So-and-so was a misogynist in real life, for example, 

therefore his male characters also are misogynists. Freudian criticism involves psychoanalytic 

examination of the main characters within any given text, the diagnosis of which is, on occasion, 

transferred to the author. In short, one approach analyzes the man in order to make sense of the 

texts, and the other approach analyzes the texts in order to make sense of the man. 

Psychobiography, as practiced by Marie Bonaparte (an actual clinical psychologist and the best-

known Freudian critic of Poe) might be of considerable use in analyzing Poe's characters, but it 

is of extremely limited practical value for understanding Poe himself, since Poe's moral tales 

which speak to general humanity can and do stand apart from Poe as an individual. Also, 

archetypal criticism (Northrop Frye being the most influential proponent of this critical 

approach) infers that meaning may be developed by discovery of the various archetypes in a 

work, which are said by that camp to be universal, and which allegedly “have the same meaning 

for all readers” (Bressler 162).  

     Bressler's textbook cites red as being considered a symbol for danger as an example of 

universally-recognized archetypes, but colors do not signify to all readers identical associations; 

whereas white is the traditional color for American bridal gowns, black is the applicable color in 

parts of Korea, and red the pertinent color in India. Also, whereas in countries such as Italy, with 

its long tradition of Roman Catholicism, fire and heat might ordinarily signify Hell to readers, 

but to countries such as Norway, richly steeped in Norse mythology, ice and freezing cold 

ordinarily signify the Underworld.   

     Still, whereas archetypes are not universal, they are nonetheless relatively consistent within 

the given limited repertoire of American and European authors, most assuredly in the Lucifer-

figures characterized by the likes of Goethe, Brown, Hawthorne, and Poe; for these authors, the 

archetypes should have the same meaning for all readers, since they are writing for audiences 

having been steeped in and raised by the same traditional cultural and religious values. Lest this 

example be misconstrued as vindicating the multiplicity contended by Deconstructionism, it 

must be borne in mind that authors write directly and explicitly for their own readerships, and not 

for a universal global culture which doesn't exist. The consonance required by New Criticism is 

ever present, even if it is not universally recognized, since familiarity is a necessary component 

for communication between author and reader to take place: Even vanity publishing is not 

extreme solipsism. Authors who desire to be taken seriously or respected need not publish their 

works in order to read their own works, thus any publication not crafted with the intent of 

communicating something to its audience is an exercise in mental masturbation, as only the 

author is involved in the determination of satisfying the criterion of meaning. Deconstructionism, 

by contrast, in claiming authority for the critic, would reduce the author to a mere voyeur of his 

or her own conceptions, a practical impossibility. 
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413 Postmodernism's unfathomable enchantment with the disillusion of extreme subjectivity 

denies the very existence of objective truth or objective reality, but as C.S. Lewis brilliantly 

argued in his 1944 radio broadcast (later published as the essay “The Poison of Subjectivism” in 

his anthology Mere Christianity), it would impossible for a train to duly reach a designated  

station if the station were not fixed in time and space, and just as importantly, the notion of 

human progress (or regress) is impossible without fixed (or absolute) points of reference on 

which to gauge one's movements. Mere perception (on which Postmodern Deconstructionism is 

based) is not synonymous with recognition of an objective truth; even though the sanitoriums 

might be filled with individuals who think that they are Napoleon Bonaparte or Abraham 

Lincoln, their perception of themselves does not make it so...but there really were definite and 

particular individuals called by those names on which the delusions are based.  

     Objective reality, therefore, can inform subjectivity, but the inverse is seldom (if ever) true. 

Whereas William Shakespeare puts into Hamlet's mouth that “there's nothing either good or bad,  

but thinking makes it so,” it must be recalled that Hamlet is speaking of a determination of the 

perceived quality of a thing, and not referring to its actuality, on which the judgment of quality is 

predicated; understood correctly, opinions have bases, but aren't the factual bases themselves 

(hence the crux of Poe's disdain for undue and unexamined deference to critical authority.) 

Satan's temptation in the Garden of Eden does not involve the thinking of a thing as being either 

good or evil (opinion), but the binding defining of a thing as being either good or evil (fact).  

     Arguably, most of atheistic Postmodernism is little more than people Self-justifying their own 

bad behavior (as defined by God), and Self-justification is no more reliant a justification than 

Self-recommendation is recommendation without built-in skewed bias: Somewhat ironically, the 

man whose works helped spawn the irreverent Transcendentalist movement, renowned German 

philosopher Immanuel Kant, duly noted: “Out of the crooked timber of humanity, no straight 

thing was ever made.” Just as there are none of us who can make the crooked straight, a skewed 

critical approach never will yield the correct analysis of a work. (Scripture ascribes this power 

only to God, cf. Isa 45:2 and Lk 3:5.) 

 

414      William Shakespeare, King Lear (1606), Act Three, Scene Two 
 

415      Jonathan Swift, Thoughts on Various Subjects, Moral and Diverting (1706). Just two 

years later, Swift (an Anglican minister whose beliefs would square with the Southern 

Protestantism of Poe) penned An Argument Against Abolishing Christianity (1708); Poe’s 

insistence upon traditional biblical moralism parleys nicely with Swift’s position. In addition to a 

shared proclivity for satire, both Irishmen were also given to hoaxing the public as outlets for 

their jesting natures and ire. 

 

416      In their notes to “Pit,” they offer that Poe wrote for a Protestant audience “familiar with a 

long tradition” of diabolism on the part of Roman Catholic clerics, and that “[Eric W.] Carlson 

translates the Latin [epigraph] ‘Here an insatiable band of torturers long wickedly nourished their 

lusts for innocent blood.  Saved, now, our homeland, destroyed, the funeral dungeon.’  The 

Jacobins were a radical group during the French Revolution, as associated with the Reign of 

Terror.  In suggesting a similarity between the Reign of Terror and the Spanish Inquisition […]  
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Poe associates the excesses of Catholicism with those of political radicalism.  Anti-Catholic 

feeling ran high in Poe’s America, and the French Revolution was still a lively and controversial 

topic, used by conservatives for scare purposes to show the results of too much democracy” 

(Levine and Levine 60).  

     Whereas that might all be true, the fact that the Jacobin reign is associated with terror surely 

had something to do with Poe’s use of the quote, and it should be pointed out that many 

Protestants, dating from Oliver Cromwell and John Milton right up through today, have regarded 

and do regard the Roman Catholic Church to be a political threat to their forms of government. If 

Poe had meant to frown on “too much democracy,” that would be entirely in keeping with the 

intent of the Founding Fathers, all of whom, knowing their Roman history, disdained 

democracies as mob rule, preferring rule of law, or a republic, as “res publica” is Latin for “the 

public thing,” meaning the law. (The ancient republic of Rome descended into oligarchical 

tyranny once it transitioned into a democracy, hence the objection of the framers of the U.S. 

Constitution.) The form of American government is a republic, not a democracy, albeit it is 

intended to be a republic (representative government) based on democratic ideals (wherein all 

citizens and residents are equally under the law, if not equal in the eyes of it).  

     Poe’s reported disdain for democracy could stem from his understanding of it as mob rule, as 

Poe long had been of the opinion that, well, the masses is asses. The Levines also suggest that 

the tale’s events do not correspond with the correct historical dates of the Spanish Inquisition, as 

the story takes place during 1808, in the time of the Napoleonic conquest  

of Spain, the date of which may be discerned by the narrator being rescued in the military 

campaign of General LaSalle (1775-1809), into whose arms the Inquisitors are said to fall at the 

conclusion of the tale. The Levines write: “Note, however, that Poe dates his story at the point in 

history in which the Inquisition was discontinued” (60).  

     Yet according to an article by Cullen Murphy, author of God’s Jury: The Inquisition and the 

Making of the Modern World, the Inquisition was not dissolved until 1834, executions still were 

undertaken as late as 1826, and the Vatican did not officially dissolve the Inquisitorial office 

until 1908 (“Top Ten Questions”). Poe’s disdain of “Democracy” is usually understood by 

critics to mean that he was an anti-abolitionist and anti-suffragist (although he seems never to be 

credited with penning specific editorials which align with or substantiate those interpretations), 

when he actually means to disparage the German and German-inspired trends which equalized 

(or democratized) Man and God and Nature; to Poe, Man is incapable of being equated with 

God, thus the satirical bent of Eureka, in which this idea is expressed in the language of physics 

instead of that of metaphysics, in order to illustrate the extent of its apostasy.  

 

417      The soul of man is not immortal, per Scripture, for it can be destroyed by God, who is 

able to do so by consigning it to Hell (Mt. 10:28)—it can be wholly consumed by the Lake of 

Fire. To be mortal means to be liable to die; the word “liable” signifies not merely likelihood, but 

also legal responsibility.  

 

418      In his reasoning, Schiller writes: “Humanity has lost its dignity, but art has saved it, and 

preserves it in marbles full of meaning; truth continues to live in illusion, and the copy will serve 

to reestablish the model. If the nobility of art has survived the nobility of nature, it also goes  
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before it like an inspiring genius, forming and awakening minds […] But how will the artist 

avoid the corruption of his time which encloses him on all hands? Let him raise his eyes to his 

own dignity, and to law […] let the artist abandon the real to the understanding, for that is its  

proper field. But let the artist endeavour to give birth to the ideal by the union of the possible and  

of the necessary. Let him stamp illusion and truth with the effigy of this ideal […] For the sense 

can only have a sway such as this over man when the mind has spontaneously neglected to assert 

its power. Yet in trying by these explanations to remove one objection, I appear to have exposed 

myself to another, and I have only saved the autonomy of the mind at the cost of its unity […] It 

is in vain that nature lets the rich variety of her forms pass before him; he sees in her glorious 

fullness nothing but his prey, in her power and greatness nothing but his enemy. Either he 

encounters objects, and wishes to draw them to himself in desire, or the objects press in a 

destructive manner upon him, and he thrusts them away in dismay and terror. In both cases his 

relation to the world of sense is immediate contact; and perpetually anxious through its pressure, 

restless and plagued by imperious wants, he nowhere finds rest except in enervation, and 

nowhere limits save in exhausted desire” (232).  

     In a nutshell, Schiller contends: (1) art will save mankind; (2) truth and illusion are to be 

conflated; (3) the artist is beyond corruptibility; (4) the artist is charged with stamping his ideal 

onto the world (essentially re-making or refashioning it to suit his own wants and desires); (5) 

mankind is capable of saving himself; (6) the artist who fails to wield the power of his mind over 

his senses succumbs to them (subjective imposition must trump objective reality); (7) man is 

pitted against Nature, and must either submit to its pressures or assert utilitarian (destructive) 

dominance over the world; and (8) in this battle of the wills between Creature and Creation, 

mankind must pursue and exhaust, without limitation, satiation of his desire to dominate. This is 

Spinoza’s Law of unrestrained Self-fulfillment in playing by Nature’s rules; it is the credo of the 

German Idealists to re-create the world according to their own desires (objective reality be 

damned); and it is Kant’s Self-reliant superimposition of order onto the world of objects. In 

short, it is plenty with which Poe, as a traditional biblical moralist, would object, for all of the 

tenets espoused by Schiller are at variance with Scripture. 

 

419      It would be folly to suggest that Roderick’s comments to the unnamed narrator that the 

twins shared an affinity so great that they “share sympathies of a scarcely intelligible nature” is a 

sound basis for arguing their relationship was incestuous.  In the first place, the Levines point out 

that it was a common convention of folk lore that twins shared such an affinity, thus the appeal 

to a non-sensory peasant superstition would have been illogical to an aristocratic narrator 

beholden to Lockean-derived reason. In the second place, the Devil is a liar, therefore this 

statement must be called into question, as it is given in the midst of the great charade Roderick 

performs for his guest. Madeline is not even coming, as he says, to upbraid him merely for his 

haste in burying her, for she surely knows full well that he has taken great pains to murder her; 

given the considerable remoteness of the estate, there would be no danger of the body being 

prematurely removed by others. Even if Roderick simply had placed her body in the tomb, 

because it required two men to move it there, the lone servant mentioned in the tale could not 

have succeeded in returning it to the surface. All of the many steps which Roderick enforced to 

secure the body within the casket and the vault were unnecessary, except so as to demonstrate  
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the elevated degree of mens rea with which he sought to ensure her ghastly death. More than 

that, he wanted her to suffer, for physical and moral ugliness seeks to mar physical and moral 

loveliness, hence torture precedes murder. (It is for envy of Hester Prinn’s beauty that the 

women of her Puritan commune in The Scarlet Letter wanted her face branded.)  

     Same as with many of the other murderous Lucifer-figures, death alone is not a sufficient 

goal, as they each delight in the torment of their victims: Roderick guarantees the anguish of his 

sister in “Usher”; the narrator tortures his feline pet Pluto  and abuses his wife before killing 

them in “Cat”; Montresor taunts Fortunato before leaving him to a sorrowful demise in “Cask”; 

in “Heart,” the servant delights in the fear he visits upon the old man once his victim groans in 

awareness of the murderer’s presence and intent; and the Inquisitors relish the torture of the  

narrator in “Pit”. A propensity for torture is the hallmark of the most excessive type of reprobate 

and unrepentant figure, for the individual knows full well, as is stated in “Cat,” that the Law of 

God is being flouted with deliberate delight, in holding to the belief that one may act as if with 

impunity. Importantly, the narrator does not deny that God exists, therefore he does not act “as 

if” there is no God, merely “as if” he will never be held accountable to Him — “as if” he could 

act with impunity, and therefore be as the Most High God, who fears no recompense. 

 

420     It must seem odd to readers of today that an author who presented no quarrels with the 

American institution of slavery, despicable as it was, could in any way be arguing for its sanction 

of godliness. As is well known, though, many publications and sermons sympathetic to the South 

were crafted so as to attempt moral justification of slavery on the grounds that it had been a 

practice condoned in Scripture. Harriet Beecher Stowe’s 1860 novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin, and the 

arguments penned by sisters Sarah and Angelina Grimké (chiefly 1835-1839), remain amongst 

the most powerful, insightful, well-reasoned, and influential abolitionist works which counter the 

argument of compatibility between the biblical accounts and the American slave trade.  

     The first abolitionist tract published on American soil, Samuel Sewall’s moving and 

thoughtful essay of 1700, “The Selling of Joseph: A Memorial,” also framed the controversy in 

biblical terms by contending the iniquity of the practice as evidenced by Joseph’s betrayal at the 

hands of his brethren, the other eleven patriarchs of Scripture. (Part of Poe’s stepfather’s wealth 

involved dealing with the sale of familial-owned slaves, and John Allan was known to be a hard-

hearted man who sold off elderly and feeble slaves at “cost” to be worked to death on 

plantations; it seems unlikely, therefore, that Poe could not have been aware of such things.) 

 

421      The nods to Roderick’s obsession with Roman Catholicism also work in this context, 

since to many Protestants, Roman Catholicism is a religion which prioritizes the traditions of 

men over the Word of God, especially since the pontiff is considered by it to be the supreme 

authority, in terms of interpreting Scripture. Protestants frequently compare Roman Catholic 

clerics to the Pharisees, whom Jesus had accused: “Making the word of God of none effect 

through your tradition, which ye have delivered: and many such like things do ye” (Mk. 7:13). 

 

422     Envy is not to be confused with jealousy, for jealously involves protective zeal for that 

which is rightfully one’s own, hence YHVH declares that He is a jealous god when it comes to 

His people (Exod. 34:14); He will not suffer them to submit themselves to the care of other false  
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gods incapable of loving them, since He alone does, as rightful spouse. Envy, on the other hand, 

is the result of an acute sense of one’s inferiority (real or imagined), coupled with unmerited rage 

against the (real or imagined) superior party, often with the desire to wrest for one’s Self that 

which rightfully belongs to the despised party—fame, power, wealth, adoration, or any other  

source of the other party’s happiness and excellence.  Samuel Johnson called envy “the most 

malignant of vices,” although Christian tradition often identifies pride as being the deadliest of 

sins, for self-inflated worth which crowds out regard for the mortal and divine Other. As such, 

pride and envy are two sides of the same coin, one involving a Self-conception of superiority 

which demands entitlement, and the other involving a Self-conception of inferiority which seeks 

appropriation as a result of resentment. (Certainly, Montresor is envious of Fortunato in “Cask,” 

given his own description of the victim.) 

 

423      Apropos de rien, the word “bizarre” does not appear in the online version of Webster’s 

dictionary of the American language from 1828, but it surfaces in the revised edition of 1913, in 

which the definition is given to be: “Odd in manner or appearance; fantastic; whimsical; 

extravagant; grotesque.”  

 

424      To follow Bacon’s point, one need only think on British author Robert Herrick’s lovely 

little poem from 1648, “Delight in Disorder,” which speaks to the disarming charm of the 

disarray of ladies’ garments; the poem revels in a “sweet disorder in the dress,” and concludes 

with these enchanting lines: “A careless shoe-string, in whose tie/I see a wild civility:/Do more 

bewitch me, than when art/Is too precise in every part”. The German Romantics, of course, take 

to this notion in extremis, and there is always great danger in the embrace of extremes; the safest 

place on a raft surrounded by sharks is in the center, not the fringe edges which invite a capsize. 

 

425      Satan’s rebellion was the first instance of immoral power-grabbing, thus the Devil is the 

inventor of politics, and for this reason famed Chicago-based political activist Saul D. Alinsky 

dedicated his 1966 Rules for Radicals to Satan. Of course, Alinsky fails to recognize that 

Scripture nowhere relates that Satan won a kingdom, as Alinsky states; Satan is never afforded 

any title higher than prince (and princes are subservient to kings), and more to the point, Satan, 

in never having defeated God, never could have won for himself any realm. In Milton’s work, 

perhaps, he rules Hell, but he is given no such authority in Judeo-Christian scriptures, at most 

having charge over the legion of angels who rebelled with him, and in being “prince of this 

world”. In the Book of Job, he is accountable to God, in whose court he appears, emphasizing his 

subservient status. The very venial carnality of the licentious authors in his collection is meant by 

Poe to suggest that Roderick is carnally-minded and therefore not spiritually-minded, being at 

enmity with God. 

 

426      The relative consistency with which Hawthorne depicts mesmerists as wicked persons 

was the result of his own strong reservations about the moral implications which might be 

attendant to the practice enjoying popularity in his day. In a letter to his wife (Sophie Peabody) 

dated October 10, 1841, Hawthorne beseeches her to avoid seeking pseudoscientific or 

parapsychological treatment as a form of relief for her constant headaches: “I am unwilling that a  

http://www.webster-dictionary.org/definition/Odd
http://www.webster-dictionary.org/definition/in
http://www.webster-dictionary.org/definition/manner
http://www.webster-dictionary.org/definition/or
http://www.webster-dictionary.org/definition/appearance
http://www.webster-dictionary.org/definition/fantastic
http://www.webster-dictionary.org/definition/whimsical
http://www.webster-dictionary.org/definition/extravagant
http://www.webster-dictionary.org/definition/grotesque
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power should be exercised on thee, of which we know neither the origin nor the consequence, 

and the phenomena of which seem rather calculated to be wilder us, than to teach us any truths 

about the present or future state of being. If I possessed such a power over thee, I should not dare 

to exercise it; nor can I consent to its being exercised by another. Supposing that this power  

arises from the transfusion of one spirit into another, it seems to me that the sacredness of an 

individual is violated by it; there would be an intrusion into thy holy of holies and the intruder 

would not be thy husband! -- Canst thou think, without a shrinking of thy soul, of any human 

being coming into closer communion with thee than I may? than either nature or my own sense 

of right would permit me? I cannot. nd, dearest, thou must remember too, that thou art now a part 

of me, and that, by surrendering thyself to the influence of this magnetic lady, thou surrenderest 

more than thine own moral and spiritual being allowing that the influence is a moral and spiritual 

one […] Now, ownest wife, I have no faith whatever that people are raised to the seventh 

heaven, or to|any heaven at all, or that they gain any insight into the mysteries of life beyond 

death, by means of this strange science. Without distrusting that the phenomena which thou 

tellest me of, and others as remarkable, have really occurred, I think that they are to be accounted 

for as the result of a physical and material, not of a spiritual, influence. Opium has produced 

many a brighter vision of heaven (and just as susceptible of proof) than those which thou 

recountest. They are dreams, my love and such dreams as thy sweetest fancy, either waking or 

sleeping, could vastly improve upon. And what delusion can be more lamentable and 

mischievous, than to mistake the physical and material for the spiritual? What so miserable as to 

lose the soul's true, though hidden, knowledge, and consciousness of heaven, in the mist of an 

earth-born vision? Thou shalt not do this […] And thou wilt know that the view which I take of 

this matter is caused by no want of faith in mysteries, but from a deep reverence of the soul, and 

of the mysteries which it knows within itself, but never transmits to the earthly eye or ear. Keep 

thy imagination sane -- that is one of the truest conditions of communion with Heaven” (“Love is 

the True Magnetism,” emphases mine). See also John Anthony Andola’s 1977 unpublished 

dissertation, “Nathaniel Hawthorne's Use of Mesmerism in Four Major Works,” which discusses 

Hawthorne’s uncharitable treatment of the cultural phenomenon in his novels (The Scarlet 

Letter, The House of the Seven Gables, The Blithedale Romance, and The Marble Faun); it also 

notes that Poe treated of the subject (albeit Poe does so mockingly) in four of his tales—“A Tale 

of the Ragged Mountains,” “Mesmeric Revelation,” “Some Words with a Mummy,” and “The 

Facts in the Case of M. Valdemar”. In Hawthorne’s hands, mesmerism is a mark of outright 

villainy, but in Poe’s comic vein, it is a mark of metaphysical folly. 

 

427      The Levines must be credited with their observation that Poe typically adopted a 

Christian stance (although they nowhere support this claim), but Poe is anti-Platonic. Citing 

Platonic scholar Gustav Teichmüller’s analysis of Plato’s Phaedo, one critic offers that “the 

admission of individual immortality makes Plato’s philosophy into a system of monadism, not 

monotheism” (Archer-Hind xxx). 

 

428      See, e.g., Briggs’ letter to Lowell dated July 16, 1845 (Thomas and Jackson). 

 

 

http://hawthorneswords.blogspot.com/2014/10/love-is-true-magnetism.html
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429      In other letters written by Brigg about Poe that same year, Briggs writes (to William 

Page, July 26, 1845): “You over estimate my losses by the Broadway Journal, although they are 

pretty large; for instance: I lost my temper, I lost my good opinion of the public, and what was 

infinitely greater, my good opinion of myself…. I have nothing to regret but that I did not start 

with a different kind of a publisher, for with a suitable partner the paper would have been  

profitable and pleasant. I am indebted to Lowell for my connexion with Poe. I should never have 

dreamed of him but for James’ extravagant praise of him; and when I first became intimate with 

him I liked him exceedingly well, but I soon discovered that he was the merest shell of a man, 

but I could not, then, easily get rid of him. In addition to his other unpleasant qualities he is a 

drunken sot, and the most purely selfish of human beings” (Thomas and Jackson).  

     Briggs is somewhat of a drama queen when he disparages Poe and Bisco and accuses them of 

“meanness” in a letter to Lowell dated August 1, 1845, in which he makes his petty laments 

known, to which the more judicious Lowell replied the following week (August 8, 1845) with: “I 

am glad to hear that the conduct of Poe and Bisco about the B.J. was not so bad as I had feared” 

(Thomas and Jackson). The “rigamarole” accusation is rendered in response to a letter from 

Lowell earlier that day (August 21, 1845), in which Lowell wrote to Briggs: “Poe, I am afraid, is 

wholly lacking in that element of manhood which, for want of a better name, we call character. It 

is something quite distinct from genius, — though all great geniuses are endowed with it....As I 

prognosticated, I have made Poe my enemy by doing him a service. In the last B.J. he has 

accused me of plagiarism, and misquoted Wordsworth to sustain his charge….My metaphor was 

drawn from some old Greek or Roman story which was in my mind, and which Poe, who makes 

such a scholar of himself, ought to have known. . . . Any one who had ever read the whole of 

Wordsworth’s poem would see that there was no resemblance between the two passages. Poe 

wishes to kick down the ladder by which he rose” (Thomas and Jackson). 

 

430    See The American: A National Journal, Vol. 9-10 (Feb. 14, 1885, p. 296). At least James 

M. Hutchisson must be credited with suggesting that one might not want to trust Briggs, in his 

2005 book, Poe (195). 

 

431      Mabbott here also directly quotes Poe from May 29, 1829: “I have long given up [Lord] 

Byron as a model” (Complete Poems xxvii); he would have been merely twenty years old, 

therefore he claims to have abandoned the wild Brit quite early in his own career. Mabbott notes 

that as late as July 1844, in a July 2 letter to Lowell, Poe confesses, after specifically referring to 

“Rime of the Ancient Mariner,” “Christabel,” and “Kubla Khan,” that he is “profoundly excited” 

by Coleridge, with the caveat “occasionally” (“Introduction” Complete Poems xxvii). 

 

432      In William Schwenck Gilbert’s and Arthur Sullivan’s delightful comic operetta of 1885, 

The Mikado, this phenomenon is somewhat echoed in or reminiscent of the humorous multi-

functionaries role exercised by the character named Pooh-Bah, a caricature of an officious 

bureaucratic official in the fictitious Japanese town of Titipu. (The term “Grand Poohbah” used 

to designate a high-ranking official in an organization derives from this theatrical masterpiece.)  

     Because each rank and title carries with it an authoritarian and monetary advantage, and he is 

as greedy as he is proud, Pooh Bah has assumed multiple hats in the town, including those of  

https://books.google.com/books?id=0h8gAQAAMAAJ&pg=PA296&lpg=PA296&dq=Poe+called+Bible+all+rigmarole&source=bl&ots=WWI1xG3aVV&sig=ee0jR_SqckMC5OHyX2GdmVnpXbc&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjk_N7nmaXJAhWEOD4KHbeLDOQQ6AEIHzAB#v=onepage&q=Poe%20called%20Bible%20all%20rigmarole&f=false
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First Lord of the Treasury, Lord Chief Justice, Commander-in-Chief, Lord High Admiral, 

Archbishop, Lord Mayor, and “Lord High Everything Else”. When there is a matter of legal 

dispute in question, he assures the other characters that he already has checked with each of the 

many authorities above-listed in order to verify his own claims, being, of course, each of these 

other officers of the law; as such, he is perfectly free to pursue activities which serve his own  

 

Self-interests, just as the narrator in “Imp” thinks to do so. 

 

433      The full name of the aristocratic body from which Montresor’s heraldic emblem derives 

its motto is “The Most Ancient and Most Noble Order of the Thistle,” a Scottish order of 

chivalry founded in 1687 by King James VII of Scotland (eventually King James II of England 

and Ireland); the thistle is the official flower of Scotland. Satan’s great antiquity and former 

estate among the highest ranks of the angelic host are suggested by Poe’s use of the name 

associated with this group. An order of chivalry is a brotherhood of knights inspired by the 

Roman Catholic military orders during its various religious crusades, with an emphasis on 

Medieval sentiments associated with courtly chivalry, the term “chivalry” itself being derived 

from the Old French term “chevalerie,” meaning a cavalry soldier. (No self-respecting knight 

would be without accomplished horsemanship skills.)  

     The Roman Catholicism of Montresor’s lineage is hinted at by the chivalric association with 

the Crusaders; as any astute Americanist critic will observe, anything which smacks of Roman 

Catholicism is an indication of wickedness in Poe’s tales and those by Hawthorne, as well as in 

the novels of Brockden Brown, a reflection of the anti-papist sentiment in America during the 

nineteenth century. Thistles, in Scripture, are associated with condemnation or wickedness; when 

God casts out Adam and Eve from the Garden of Eden, He informs them that their new hardship 

will involve eating from plants which bear thorns and thistles (Gen. 3:18), and when Jesus 

instructs his disciples that a person may be judged by the fruits of his deeds, he reminds them 

that one does not plant figs and expect to yield thistles (Mt. 7:16). The Montresor order, whose 

motto bears a connection to the thistle, therefore, suggests Satan’s being cast out of Heaven (his 

former abode), his Roman Catholicism, and his wickedness. 

 

434      Under the entry for “Hornet” in a compendium of terms employed with and within 

Scripture, the insect is the same as the type of fly pronounced “hatsiraah” by Moses and Joshua, 

in their descriptions of the plagues of Egypt: “The vindictive power that presided over this 

dreadful scourge was worshipped at Ekron, in Palestine [ancient Israel], through fear, the 

reigning motive of pagan superstition, under the title of Baal-zebub, ‘master or lord of the 

hornet,’ whence Beelzebub, in the New Testament, ‘the prince of demons,’ Matt. xii 24. Isaiah, 

denouncing a woe against Abyssinia, describes it as ‘the land of the winged cymbal,’ (tsalsal 

canaphin) Isaiah xviii; by the same analogy that tsalsal signifies ‘a locust,’ Deut. xviii 42; a 

streperá voce sic dictam. [James] Bruce, in his travels in Abyssinia [the former Ethiopian 

Empire, situated below ancient Egypt], has given an accurate description of this tremendous fly 

[hornets, flies, and locusts are all types of winged insects], which in Arabic is called zimb, and by 

the Abyssinians tsalsal-ya, ‘the cymbal of the Lord,’ from its sonorous buzzing.  

 

https://books.google.com/books?id=oSdEAQAAMAAJ&pg=PA501&lpg=PA501&dq=tsalsal+bible&source=bl&ots=B89EK8E6k-&sig=ACfU3U2KbHUCNaAoSmfILCX_-MjmWrAv5g&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwiKjfjex57gAhUOEawKHVzyCFoQ6AEwCXoECAMQAQ#v=onepage&q=tsalsal%20bible&f=false
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     And in his Appendix, he has given a drawing of it, magnified, for distinctness’ sake, 

something above twice the natural size: after which he observes, ‘He has no sting, though he 

seems to me to be rather the bee kind; but his motion is more rapid and sudden than that of the 

bee, (volitans,) and resembles of that of the gad-fly in England. There is something particular in 

the sound or buzzing of this insect; it is a jarring noise, together with a humming (acerba 

sonans,) which induces me to believe it proceeds, in part, at least, from a vibration made with the 

three hairs at his snout.’ Bruce does not cite or refer to [Roman poet] Virgil’s description, though  

his account furnishes the most critical and exact explanation of it. Such undesigned coincidences 

are most satisfactory and convincing; they show that the poet and the naturalist both copied from 

nature. And the terror impressed by this insect on all the cattle, quo tota exterrita sylvis 

diffugiunt, according to Virgil, is thus illustrated by Bruce: ‘As soon as this plague appears, and 

their buzzing is heard, all the cattle forsake their food, and run wildly about the plain till they die, 

worn out with fatigue, fright, and hunger. No remedy remains but to leave the black earth, where 

they breed, and hasten down to the sands of Atbara [a city on the Nile River, in present-day 

Sudan, just below contemporary Egypt]; and there they remain while the periodical rains last, 

this cruel enemy (asper) never daring to pursue them farther. The camel, emphatically called by 

the Arabs the ship of the desert, though his size is immense as is his strength, and his body 

covered with a thick skin, defended with strong hair, still is not able to sustain the violent 

punctures the fly makes with his pointed proboscis.  

     He must lose no time in removing to the sands of Atbara; for when once attacked by this fly, 

his body, head, and legs, break out into large bosses [boils], which swell, break, and putrify, to 

the certain destruction of the creature. I have found some of these tubercles upon almost every 

elephant and rhinoceros that I have seen, and attribute them to this cause. All the inhabitants of 

the sea-coast are obliged to put themselves in motion, and remove to the next sand, in the 

beginning of the rainy season, to prevent all their stock of cattle from being destroyed. Nor is 

there any alternative, or means of avoiding this, [even] though a hostile band was in the way, 

capable of spoiling them of half their substance, as was actually the case when we were at 

Sennaar [another Nile River city in Sudan]. Of such consequence is the weakest instrument in the 

hand of Providence.’ See Flies and Beelzebub” (Watson 500-501). James Bruce (1730-1794) 

was a Scottish militia man and travel writer who devoted more than a dozen years of his life in 

Northern Africa, studying the Nile River cultures in his quest to find the originating source of the 

Blue Nile, residing especially in Ethiopia, where he was well-received and by the people and the 

royalty. (He stood 6’4” and was an accomplished horseman and excelled at sports, as well as 

learned their language, hence earning their respect and admiration.) The reference to Virgil 

derives from his Georgics (29 B.C.E.), a title which speaks to agricultural things; divided into 

four “books,” the final book depicts a great storm which reduces all of man’s labors to naught as 

a result of the destruction, suggesting Man labors in vain and has his efforts humbled by the 

weather, itself controlled by supernatural entities. 

      It concludes with portents of the assassination of Julius Caesar and civil war, thus it foretells 

of greater impending disaster to be visited upon Man, based on his own actions. It conveys the 

notion of destruction and devastation in both the realm of Civilization (Nomos) and that of 

Nature (Physis); for Poe, this would read as Man (human society) and the World (the natural 

planet). Poe has been accused of being a racist for making the pernicious, persecuting, pursuing  

http://classics.mit.edu/Virgil/georgics.html
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Tsalsal tribe black, but the name alludes to the Devil; the narrator of Pym flees to safety in a cave 

in which there are Ethiopian hieroglyphs, and it is to the Ethiopian Empire [Atbara] that those 

pursued by the vile pests must flee as their only means of safety. The narrator encounters a tall, 

white figure after escaping from the Tsalsal [who, as evildoers, cannot bear the sight of the good, 

hence their hatred and fear of anything white, associated with holiness in biblical tradition and 

Scripture]; in the social constructs of ancient Africa, Nubians were considered the blackest 

peoples and Ethiopians (whose skin is far lighter than that of other Africans) were considered the  

whitest peoples, even though they were light black; dark and light are relative terms. 

      Moreover, the plagues which precipitate the Mass Exodus from Egypt undertaken on the part 

of the ancient Israelites (1440 B.C.E.) align perfectly with the description of the phenomena 

described by the naturalist Bruce; the plagues involved biting insects and animals of the fields 

(cattle, horses, asses, camels, oxen, sheep), followed by plagues involving the deaths of the 

livestock and boils—that being the logical progression annotated by Bruce. (See, e.g., Exodus 7-

10.)  In a religious text which describes the phenomenon of fleeing, affrighted cattle, the authors 

cite Virgil’s discussion of such events: “No person residing in a rural district during the warm 

weather of summer, can be ignorant of that sudden and uncontrollable impulse which so 

frequently seizes a herd of cattle, known by the appropriate name of startling, – when they run 

off across a field in full gallop, with their tails poked out behind them, and their necks stretched 

to the utmost length. Virgil, in his ‘Georgics,’ gives a graphic description of this simultaneous 

fury of these naturally quiet and patient animals. The following is a nearly literal translation:  

 

Around the groves of Silarus, and glades 

Of green Alburnus, buzzing sharp and wild, 

An insect pest appears, – Asilus named, 

But OEstrus by the Greeks. – The madden’d herds, 

Roused by the hated sound, fly far and wide, 

While woods and arid banks of Tangarus, 

Echo the lowings through the startled air. 

 

     This terror does not appear to be occasioned by the pain of the inflicted wounds, for it is very 

doubtful if the ovipositor penetrates the skin, but rather by the well known buzz of the insect. 

Were it otherwise, the cattle would, in all probability, lash the fly off with their tails” (Duncan 

and Pitt Greenwood 152). This excerpt is culled from a book penned by two Scottish pastors, 

clearly not as knowledgeable as the naturalist Bruce as to the ability of the insect to penetrate the 

skin, cause immense suffering, and bring about eventual death of the cattle. In Scripture, God 

declares that the Israelites and their livestock, situated in the land of Goshen, will not be affected 

by these plagues.  

 

435      Incidentally, the editor notes the copper sheathing of the crypt; in addition to providing a 

“legitimate cause” for the explosion which helps to sink the house (copper is a conducting agent, 

which would have acted in conjunction with the large stores of gunpowder described in the cellar 

regions), it is also the metallurgic signifier associated with the wicked and ungodly in Scripture, 

thus alluding to the progeny of Satan. The Kenites were copper smelters, and therefore outliers,  

https://books.google.com/books?id=21cXAAAAYAAJ&pg=PA152&lpg=PA152&dq=,+quo+tota+exterrita+sylvis+diffugiunt+translate&source=bl&ots=k3paEmBdoM&sig=ACfU3U3k-oKYIQmq0XJAu7ZwTVO2aTSqtQ&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjTrb6l0Z7gAhVO11kKHdFxBn4Q6AEwDHoECAEQAQ#v=onepage&q=%2C%20quo%20tota%20exterrita%20sylvis%20diffugiunt%20translate&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=21cXAAAAYAAJ&pg=PA152&lpg=PA152&dq=,+quo+tota+exterrita+sylvis+diffugiunt+translate&source=bl&ots=k3paEmBdoM&sig=ACfU3U3k-oKYIQmq0XJAu7ZwTVO2aTSqtQ&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjTrb6l0Z7gAhVO11kKHdFxBn4Q6AEwDHoECAEQAQ#v=onepage&q=%2C%20quo%20tota%20exterrita%20sylvis%20diffugiunt%20translate&f=false
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since smelting metal is a dirty, smelly business which requires their removal from the immediate 

area, and certainly far removed from sanctified ground, so as not to pollute it. The Kenites 

specialized in using metals to create false idols and weapons: “KENITE (Heb. ֵקינִי), a large group 

of nomadic clans engaged chiefly in metal working. The root qyn has the same meaning in 

cognate Semitic languages, e.g., in Arabic qayna, ‘tinsmith,’ ‘craftsman’; in Syriac and Aramaic 

qyn'h, qyny, ‘metalsmith.’ In the Bible the word kayin (qayin) also means a weapon made of 

metal, probably a spear (II Sam. 21:16); and the proper noun ‘Tubal-Cain,’ who forged all the  

implements of copper and iron’ (Gen. 4:22) is a compound name in which the second noun 

indicates the trade. There is a connection between this trade and the story of Cain who wandered 

from place to place and was protected by a special sign: ‘Therefore, if anyone kills Cain, 

sevenfold vengeance shall be taken on him’ (Gen. 4:15). Among primitive tribes to the present 

day there are clans of coppersmiths and tinsmiths whom it is considered a grave offense to harm’ 

[Tubal-Cain is a direct descendant of the post-exiled Cain.]The Kenites came from the south: 

Midian, Edom, and the Arabah […] Balaam's prophecy about the Kenites, ‘Though your abode 

be secure, and your nest be set among cliffs’ (Num. 24:21) appears to be a reference to the 

mountains of Midian and Edom (cf. Obad. 3–4), and Sela (‘cliffs’) designates perhaps the 

Edomite mountain-fortress Sela (today al-Saʿl near Baṣrah) around which rich copper deposits 

were located. The house of Rechab, which had preserved traditions of the time of the Exodus, 

was related to the Kenites (I Chron. 2:55), and apparently also to Ir-Nahash and Ge-Harashim (I 

Chron. 4:12–14), modern Khirbet Naḥās (‘copper ruin,’ or ‘ruin of the copper city’) in the 

Arabah, a copper mining center” (Aharoni). The Kenites appended themselves to the tribe of 

Judah (1 Chron. 2:55), eventually coming to be confused for being Jews. Some New Testament 

scholars believe that it is the Kenites about whom John the Revelator writes (Rev 3:9), in being 

those who say they are Jews but do lie, being really of the synagogue of Satan (and thefore 

causing much grief for the actual Jews). 

 

436   Peithman seems to subscribe to this flawed interpretation, for he offers the following 

remark in one of the tale’s annotations: “The narrator’s impressions at this point are totally 

intuitive and sensory, and seem at odds with his self-image of rationalist.  He thus sets up his 

gradual evolution from reason to collapse, while providing us with a vivid portrait of his physical 

surroundings” (63).  Elsewhere, he says that “the narrator’s rational façade has slipped,” and then 

that “Poe seems to be suggesting we read between the lines, that the narrator’s judgment and 

perceptions should no longer be taken at face value” (Peithman 64 and72, respectively).   

Perhaps his noting that the impressions are both intuitive and sensory are Poe’s means to convey 

the idea that neither the speculative emphasis of Kantian-derived German Idealism nor the 

sensory aspect of Lockean philosophy are sufficient in themselves to account for experience of 

the world; the former is characterized by mind, and the latter by matter. It seems there are more 

things in Heaven and Earth than are dreamt of in our philosophies, indeed. In yet another note, he 

writes: “Poe carefully sets up the narrator’s final fall from reason […] The final blow, say some, 

occurs as he reads to Roderick.  By this time, the suggestive force of Usher, the house, and the 

storm are working full tilt on his imagination, forcing him into his own ‘mad tryst’ with 

Roderick.  Both men become completely absorbed in their fantasies as the narrator surrenders 

himself completely to his friend” (Peithman 74).  

http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/kenite
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     But this last note cannot possibly be true, for the narrator is responding to actual noises made 

by the approaching Lady Madeline, and he does not fantasize that she is present, since Poe 

emphasized the word “did” when the narrator relates that “there did stand the enshrouded figure” 

in the doorway; the italicization of the word is meant to alert the reader that s/he may be sure that 

the event transpired exactly as described by the narrator, leaving no room for doubt. Peithman 

overlooks the significance of this detail, and he can see only two possible scenarios to explain 

her presence: “The elaborate detail of Madeline’s burial serves only one purpose: to underscore  

the improbability of the climax.  Thus, it seems we must either accept a return by a ghost (who 

can move through solid matter) with immense powers, or assume that the narrator’ final vision is 

an hallucination […] In the end, it is up to the reader to decide what has happened” (76).  

     The third possibility, of course, is that she really did present herself and collapse on Roderick. 

If she were a ghost capable of passing through solid matter, what need would there have been for 

her to struggle her way free, by arduous labors, from the depths of the crypt? What need would 

she have of moving through open doors if she could simply pass through the floor or walls? If 

she were a ghost, how could she manage to wrest with heavy material objects? (Even poltergeists 

are believed to have the power to move only small objects with a great amount of mental 

concentration.)  

     Her presence cannot be a hallucination, for the two men surely do not entertain identical 

fantasies, fashioned in perfect similarity and timing; madness may be catching, but it certainly 

cannot be believed to be synchronous or simultaneous. Roderick cannot even be said to exercise 

the power of suggestion over his guest in this regard, for the shared immediacy of the encounter 

disallows a requisite chronology in which there is a delay or lapse between the suggestion and its 

fulfillment. Roderick does not inform his guest that Madeline will be at the doors—he says that 

that she is there, and, sure enough, the narrator confirms that she is. The editor of this anthology 

seems to forget that elsewhere he has written, in a note on “Pit” wherein he quotes James 

Lundquist: “Because of the limitation imposed upon him by an inquisitor force, every act of 

balance or sanity only leads to a worsening of his situation; this paradox suggests that while Poe 

ordinarily remained true to his conception of the torture of the disordered personality, he did not 

overlook the possibility that sanity can be more terrifying than madness” (Peithman 128). If this 

is so, then why is the narrator of “Usher” deemed to be mad simply because he is terrified? An 

active imagination is not necessarily the sign of a person losing touch with reality; fright films 

operate on building tension in an audience in this way, and it would be preposterous to suggest 

that only bona fide crazy people view such films.   

     Again, the narrator should not be construed as being mad or hallucinating because Poe assures 

his readers that the conclusions are “legitimate” which means that the events they describe are 

squarely situated in the natural realm and not product of a runaway imagination. The elaborate 

measures taken to ensure Madeline’s tortuous entombment have more than one function, despite 

Peithman’s claims; they serve to demonstrate that the murder was undertaken in the utmost 

extreme degree of pre-meditation, signifying the mens rea necessary before the law to establish 

criminal intent, and this gradation is characteristic of all the Lucifer-figures, meant to illustrate 

that at any given point they could have refrained from execution of their foul deeds but chose not 

to repent of their wickedness: in “Cask,” several times Montresor stops and can turn back with 

Fortunato, and several times he can quit with the fatal brickwork; in “Cat,” the narrator’s  
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depraved violence against his wife and pets escalates, as does his indulgent inebriation; in “Pit,” 

as noted, the torturers grow in their inventiveness, and many times they have the opportunity to 

relent; and in “Heart,” the servant had at least the week before he murdered his master (in which 

he had never been kinder to the old man before) and the long pause before moving against him at 

last. 

 

437     Peithman makes allowance for psychoanalytic readings of the tale when he notes: “’Dark  

and intricate passages’ are often symbolic of the hidden recesses of the human mind” (64). Given 

that Scripture states that it is actually the human heart which is darkly wicked above all things 

(twisted), Poe likely meant to suggest the human heart as being intricately twisted and dark, not 

the human mind. Love is the law of God written on the human heart, thus it is in the heart that 

darkness is to be found in persons who reject that law. Joseph Conrad’s 1898 novel, Heart of 

Darkness, does not refer to the centrality of the African continent, but to the wickedness of 

humanity when it stoops to inhumanity by moving away from the light of God which is intended 

to be a light unto its feet and a lamp unto its path (Psa. 119:105). 

 

438     Peithman offers examples of two such legitimate sources, as, in reference to the miasmatic 

atmosphere of the Usher estate, he writes: “Probably methane, or marsh gas.  It usually forms 

underwater in swamps and marshes through the decomposition of plant and animal matter. The 

‘terrestrial objects’ that glow could be the result of certain luminous fungi, perhaps the 

previously-described ‘web-like’ growths covering the house” (73). (There are species of 

bioluminescent fungi.) He adds that the electrical phenomenon is “probably Saint Elmo’s fire, a 

luminous discharge of electricity observed as brushlike fiery jets extending from some object.  It 

occurs when the atmosphere becomes charged and an electrical potential strong enough to cause 

a discharge is created between an object and the air around it” (Peithman 74). 

 

439      In fact, since the tale reflects the retributive justice of Scripture, one cannot even argue 

that it is a chaotic Universe, for order is implied by divine justice.  Contrary to popular opinion, 

the Universe could not have been created out of chaos, for chaos implies the presence of objects 

merely out of order; at best, the Universe can be formed from chaos, since formation involves an 

ordering of the pre-existent objects. Judeo-Christian scriptures, though, attest that the Universe 

was created ex nihilo, out of nothing, meaning an absence of pre-existent matter. “Created” is not 

synonymous with “formed,” which is why Poe differentiates between originality (which wholly 

originates in the mind of the artist who conceives his work) and novelty (which involves novel 

combinations of pre-existent of “half-formed” elements) in discussion of creativity. This is why 

he can opine that Hawthorne is not really original in penning his tales, and why he can boast of 

himself of the great variety which he demonstrates in his own tales; it is also the difference 

between the two Hebrew words used in the Genesis account—“bara” for created ( ברא), and 

“yatsar” for formed (יַָצר). 

     To the objection that God could not create ex nihilo, Christian apologists offer that time and 

space are also creations of God, thus He can exist outside of them before situating matter within 

them, just as a man can build a house and both enter and furnish it without necessarily residing in 

it, or just as the Potter is distinct from the pot which He has fashioned and may adorn and fill as  
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He so pleases. Oddly enough, one of the tale’s annotations states: “Reacting against the ordered 

world of the Enlightenment, romantic writers found inspiration in the bizarre, the grotesque, the 

mysterious, and the absurd.  Many believed—and Poe seems to agree—that the truly poetic mind 

could transform these otherwise disturbing and possibly harmful fancies into the Sublime, that is, 

true poetry.  Coleridge discuss this process in Biographia Literaria, Chapter XIII, and Poe takes 

it up in his essay Fancy and the Imagination” (Peithman 63).  Is the World ordered or is it not? 

If ordered, then the sane mind cannot react to it as if it were chaotic, and if chaotic, then the sane  

artist does not descend into irrationality by trying to impose order on it in attempting the creation 

of supernal beauty. Importantly, if it is ordered already by God, then any attempts to re-order it 

or superimpose one’s own template on it is surely an act of blasphemy. 

 

440      Mental illness is surely linked to the physical realm, in that the brain, occupying space, 

consists of matter, and is just as subject, therefore, to the laws of entropy or decay. The mind is 

usually differentiated from the brain in that the brain is identified as the organ and the mind is 

associated with its functions, hence the centuries-long controversy involving mind and matter. 

There is an old schoolboy formula which pokes fun at this controversy: What’s mind? No matter.  

What’s matter? Never mind. 

 

441      At one point, the editor quotes from Daniel Hoffman’s 1972 biographical-critical text, 

Poe Poe Poe Poe Poe Poe: “Is the narrator overcome with remorse, prostrate with grief? Does he 

weep, does he lament the terrible accident? Not at all. ‘This hideous murder accomplished, …’ 

This hideous murder!  As though he can now admit it has been his unacknowledged purpose all 

along. How more plainly, without violating the dynamics of his tale, could Poe have told us that 

from the first cat had been but a displacement of the wife!” (Peithman 146). Indeed, the act had 

been premeditated, even if the confession omits this aspect of the crime; the narrator cannot 

admit to pre-meditation, because that would undermine his claim that what he relates is a series 

of “mere household events” unfolding naturally and logically over time. Moreover, any analysis 

along Freudian lines (which Hoffman pursues) cannot stand, since Freudian analyses rely on 

unconscious motives, and not conscious and deliberate premeditation; Hoffman and other 

Freudianists are trying to have their strudel and eat it, too. 

 

442      The editor, in part, does not seem to disagree with this assessment, for he says of the 

murderer in “Cat”: “He can’t deal with the reproach he senses in the half-blind animal, but the 

only way he can free himself of the constant reminder of his mad act is to kill it.  His solutions 

are no more rational than the incidents that produced the problem in the first place” (Peithman 

143). The “mad act” to which he refers is the brutal gouging out of the first cat’s eye; there 

remains one eye to condemn him, thus the cat must be done away with promptly. But who can 

hope to escape the eyes of God?  

     Where Peithman errs is in his attribution of external factors (“incidents that produced”) 

instead of an internal cause (the rebellious will which seeks to defy God); if “incidents” could be 

blamed for murders, then circumstances or events, and not individuals, would be held 

responsible—and neither Poe nor any other traditional Christian would argue that it is the 

circumstances or events which stand in judgment before God for having failed to obey the Law 



1547 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

of love for Others. A person’s character is revealed by his circumstances, and not merely shaped 

by them. 

 

443    Contrary to common doctrine, close reading of Scripture reveals that Cain is of his father, 

the Devil, and not Adam’s son; it is for this reason that Adam and Cain do not appear in each 

other’s genealogies. Lucifer and the other fallen angels, “the sons of God,” refused to be born of 

women, instead taking wives of all they chose, with the result of this supernatural-human mating 

being the offspring of giants. Can Satan indulge in carnal pleasures? Yes, for the angels are of a  

similar constitution to men, men being “a little lower” than they are. The ancient Israelites ate 

manna in the wilderness, given to be the foodstuff of the angelic host; the angels who visited Lot 

before the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah are sought out by the men in town for the express 

purpose of raping them; and Abraham prepares a meal for the three angels which visit him, of 

which they partake. (Even Jesus sits down to a repast of fish with his disciples, following his 

resurrection as Christ.) The seduction of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden is sexual as well 

as spiritual in nature, hence the warning against the beguilement of Eve, which involved body 

and mind, for the term “beguile,” exapatáō, is related to the term apataō, meaning “to seduce 

wholly” (2 Cor 11:3). But a close reading of Genesis is beyond the constraints of this paper. 

 

444      According to the novel: “There was only one catch and that was Catch-22, which 

specified that a concern for one's safety in the face of dangers that were real and immediate was 

the process of a rational mind. Orr was crazy and could be grounded. All he had to do was ask; 

and as soon as he did, he would no longer be crazy and would have to fly more missions. Orr 

would be crazy to fly more missions and sane if he didn't, but if he were sane he had to fly them. 

If he flew them he was crazy and didn't have to, but if he didn't want to he was sane and had to” 

(Heller 56).  

 

445      The television show M*A*S*H was based on Richard Hooker’s 1968 novel, MASH: A 

Novel About Three Army Doctors, as was the 1970 film of the same name. 

 

446      If this is not hypocrisy or delusion, then it is egregious solipsism. The eighteenth-century 

philosopher, Bishop George Berkley (1685-1753) promoted his idea of “esse est percipi,” which 

means “to exist is to be perceived,” i.e., nothing exists unless it is perceived. Berkeley thought to 

amend what he construed to be errors in Lockean philosophy. Berkeley thought we perceive only 

sensations and never actual physical matter, reasoning, therefore, that we have no basis for 

believing that physical matter exists: “So what sort of existents are there in the world, according 

to Berkeley? You'll recall that Locke believed that there are four kinds of existents: material 

things, perceptions, minds, and God. Bishop George Berkeley believes the only kinds of 

existents are perceptions and minds. He believes in God, of course (he is an Anglican bishop, 

after all), but sees God as Infinite Mind” (Kerns). Of course, to perceive is to become aware or 

conscious of something, or to look at or view something in a particular way, therefore perception 

requires the existence of physical matter as the thing of which one becomes aware or about 

which one forms an opinion.  

 

https://archive.org/details/catch19612200hell
http://philosophycourse.info/lecsite/lec-berke.html
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     If there are only perceptions and minds to receive them, then the brain itself cannot be 

physical matter, which, of course, since it occupies space and has mass, it most surely is: “For 

Berkeley everything was mind-dependent: if one cannot have an image of a something in the 

mind, then it fails to exist – hence his thesis ‘to be is to be perceived’. Berkeley’s response to 

those who argued that if there were no material substrate behind our ideas, how is it that things 

persist when no one perceives them, was to argue that all our perceptions are ideas produced for 

us by God. As he himself says, ‘Whatever power I may have over my own thoughts, I find the 

ideas actually perceived by Sense have not a like dependence on my will. When in broad 

daylight I open my eyes, it is not in my power to choose whether I shall see or no, or to  

determine what particular objects shall present themselves to my view; and so likewise as to the 

hearing and other senses; the ideas imprinted on them are not creatures of my will. There is 

therefore some other Will or Spirit that produces them’ (Berkeley Principles #29).   

     Thus, by arguing that things exist through God’s perception of them, and not merely through 

one’s individual perception, it seems that Berkeley succeeds in his attempt to avoid accusations 

of solipsism. However, because his thought falls into the category of what could be called divine 

solipsism: there is nothing much else than God himself in Berkeley’s universe, it seems that the 

esteemed Irish Bishop’s attempt to reject the said label may not have been as successful as he 

had wished. Ultimately, by presenting a concept of God in this way, Berkeley is in point of fact, 

creating within his own mind an idea of a God within whose mind all things exist as ideas: God 

as a solipsist. Moreover, because his concept of God is an idea formed within his own mind 

(effectively making him the god of God), and because, by his own admission, he agrees that all 

things are merely ideas which arise within the mind of the individual, we are forced to draw the 

conclusion that Berkeley was indeed a solipsist” (Fahey). The narrator of “Cat” would make 

himself the god of God, in that he seeks to re-define not merely good and evil (by normalizing 

murder), but also to re-define God’s own nature in delineating what would and would not be 

forgivable by God. 

 

447     He at least admits the narrator’s apostate aspirations, although, per usual, he does not get 

things quite correct: “Again, he attempts to separate himself from the brute, reasoning that 

because he is a creation of God, he is thus Godlike. He dooms himself because he cannot 

comprehend his own brute nature, which is also part of that God-created self” (Peithman 145). 

Here he concedes that the narrator aspires to be as the Most High God, but he errs when he posits 

that the murderer’s doom hinges on his inability to comprehend his own nature; the murderer 

understands his perversity all too well, which is why he must seek to deposit the blame 

elsewhere.  Wickedness leads to evil, which is ugliness (sin is ugly behavior towards others), and 

evildoers not only cannot bear the sight of the good, they also cannot endure the sight of 

themselves, because they are all too aware of their deformities (or grotesqueries) of character; 

they also cannot bear to be in the sight of the good, for the contrast magnifies their own moral 

hideousness. In a classic BBC episode of the long-running science-fiction television series 

Doctor Who, the serpentine creature called “the Mara” is defeated by surrounding the wicked 

creature with mirrors, for this very reason. But one need look no further than Poe’s only novella 

for this lesson, as the wicked and duplicitous Tsalsal chieftain, Too-Wit (the Devil is a liar and a 

hypocrite) finds himself between two mirrors and is terrified by the experience. 

 

https://askaphilosopher.wordpress.com/2012/04/16/berkeley-as-solipsist/
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448      Montresor’s glee is palpable, as noted by Peithman: “His monstrous delight at the cruel 

and inhuman punishment he has devised is appalling, especially when he sits down to listen and 

relish it all the more” (173). The inventiveness of human sinfulness is a marvel even to God, as 

given in at least three verses in the Book of Jeremiah. (A jeremiad involves the foretelling of woe 

to be visited on a people as a result of their own iniquity inviting it.) When condemning the 

ancient Israelites for having fallen into the practice of Moloch worship as habituated by their 

pagan neighbors, God says of the practice (which involves burning one’s children alive in a giant 

sculpture of the pagan deity) that it is so wicked that He never would have thought of such a 

treatment even as a punishment for His own children who sin, let alone those as innocent as 

babes. (Jer. 7:31, 19:5, and 32:35). 

 

449    The editor is incorrect, therefore, when he opines: “Actually, Montresor (or Poe) shows an 

imperfect knowledge of wines as the story progresses” (Peithman 169). Poe’s use of the names 

for the liquor of the tale is symbolic and helps to progress the theme of the plot; Peithman hints 

at this possibility when he notes elsewhere that Poe clearly meant to pun the word “grave” for 

one of the wines, thus one wonders why he suggests earlier that Poe might not have a sound 

knowledge of the wines in the tale, but it is plausible, though, that Montresor might not. 

 

450      Importantly, jealously is the desire to preserve or regain something to which one is legally 

or rightfully entitled, and envy is the desire to destroy or obtain something to which one is not 

legally or rightfully entitled; envy is related to covetousness, and whereas the Decalogue forbids 

covetousness, it does not prohibit jealousy, for God Himself says that He is jealous for His 

people. (Exod. 20:25, 34:14)  

 

451      The Albigensian Crusade (1209-1229) had a hand in both creating the Dominican Order 

(founded to combat heretical doctrines by sermonizing against them), as well as the 

establishment of the Medieval Inquisition (charged with investigating suspected heresies); the 

Dominicans traveled throughout Christendom to preach against false doctrines, and the 

Inquisitors summoned suspect heretics to defend themselves against accusations of subscribing 

to or spreading false doctrines. The most infamous incident of the Crusades is the so-called 

“Massacre at Béziers” in late July of 1209.   

      The Crusaders, in an attempt to stamp out the Gnostic-tinged heresies of the Cathars, instead 

stamped out both heretics and devout Roman Catholics alike. When the papal forces sought to 

sack the city, per the command of a Cistercian abbott named Arnuaud-Amaury, they instructed 

the Roman Catholics to vacate it and demanded that the Cathars surrender; in act of 

compassionate solidarity, the Roman Catholic residents refused to turn out their Cathar 

neighbors.  The Crusaders responded by burning the city to the ground and slaughtering the 

entire population – Roman Catholic, Cathar, male, female, young, old, healthy, sick—everyone, 

with the total number of the dead being roughly 20,000 persons, per Arnaud-Amuary’s report to 

Pope Innocent III. The massacre was the result of the abbott’s instructions to the papal forces; 

when they expressed concern as to how they would be able to tell the Roman Catholics apart 

from the Cathars, Arnaud-Amaury is reported to have told them to simply kill them all, and let 

God worry about the sorting since He would “know his own.” Most historical accounts  
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emphasize the cruel disregard for human life on the part of the Roman Catholic abbott, but 

ignore or minimize the noble actions of the Roman Catholic townspeople who refused to allow 

the murder of their friends and neighbors, and who paid for their stance with their own lives. 

 

452      The term likely is derived from the French word for a loaf of bread, “baguette,” and 

suggests a mere morsel or crumb, suggesting a story of inconsequential importance, told merely 

for interest or amusement, very much in keeping with Franklin’s own proclivities. 
 

 

453      William Butler Yeats, “The Second Coming” (1919), penned in the wake of World  

War  I (1914-1918). 
 

454      French Existentialist philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre, The Age of Reason (1945) 

 

455     David Ketterer, for instance, in his chronological survey of Poe's tales for Science Fiction 

Studies (1974), includes no fewer than seventy-three tales, three poems, and ten essays. Poe's 

humor is important in the sense that satire relies on it as a means of inducing correction through 

shame or ridicule; his debt to the Neoclassical moral satirists is prodigious, and it is addressed 

elsewhere in this essay. Although his 1848 magnum opus Eureka is discussed in part, it is only in 

relation to his disdain for German metaphysics, and this paper offers no detailed examination of 

that work, given the requisite constraints of this essay. Critical assessments which focus on 

religious aspects of Eureka, by and large, are to be discounted, for with almost singular exception 

(Harriet H. Holman's work), most critics have failed to recognize the utterly satirical bent of the 

work, and instead treat it as a serious exposition of cosmology, or, mistakenly, as a key to 

understanding what they errantly perceive to be pro-Transcendental aspects alleged in Poe's 

previous works.  I surmise that it is a satirical parody of German metaphysics rendered in the 

language of physics, and that, given Poe's decade-long feud with the Transcendentalists, it seems 

outright preposterous to even hint that he would have conceded to their views at the very end of 

that same decade. Harold Beaver examines the side of Poe fascinated with the fusion of hoaxes, 

pseudo-scientific fads, and chilling or sensational news reports (premature burials, ballooning, 

mesmerism, phrenology, etc.) into the crafting of apocalyptic visions which he classifies as 

science fiction. Poe's apocalyptic visions are meant to be taken as critical social commentary, a 

vein it does share with much science fiction, although Poe's specifically German targets were not 

realized in this analysis by Beaver. 

 

456   The word “heresy” indicates an opinion which is at variance with orthodox doctrine or 

mandates; a heretic, therefore, is a person possessed of an opinion generally at odds with that of 

the majority, or a belief held against an official position on a matter. Poe's use of the term is not 

meant to indicate that didacticism itself is to be altogether avoided in literature, merely that it is 

not the focus of poetry, whose guiding principle should be beauty. The heresy to which he refers, 

then, was the insistence that poetry must contain a moral or sermonizing element, and his 

disagreement with that stance put him at variance with other authors and critics of his day.  

     For Poe, it seems most probable that Truth is the province of criticism, Beauty is the province  
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of the poem, and Goodness the province of the tale; it is likely because critics have failed to 

recognize these pronounced distinctions that most of them continually fail to recognize the 

moralizing aspects and qualities of Poe's tales. Given Poe's hyper-attentiveness to word choice, it 

is highly doubtful that he would have failed to recognize the distinction between heresy 

(selective rejection of a common belief or protocol) with that of apostasy (outright rejection of a 

belief system or all attendant protocols). As such, Poe had not rejected didacticism wholesale, 

merely its being requisite to poetry, and certainly bald sermonizing would be entirely distasteful 

to him, as he had “disdained obviousness in the works of others” (Fitzgerald). 

 

457     Burton R. Pollin's “The Temperance Movement and Its Friends Look at Poe” (1972) ties 

disparaging views of Poe based on his periodic alcoholic proclivities to the emergent temperance 

movement. Dwight Rembert Thomas's “Poe, English, and The Doom of the Drinker: A Mystery 

Resolved” (1979) attributes Thomas Dunn English's malicious caricature of an alcoholic literary 

critic in his temperance novel of 1847 (Walter Woolfe; or, The Doom of the Drinker) with 

intentionally fueling the fire, due to his nasty literary rivalry with Poe. The book was a spiteful, 

thinly-veiled jab at Poe, retaliation for having harshly criticized Dunn's shoddy writing. 

 

458     Except for Scripture, this essay is unconcerned with tracing the literary sources (other 

than those contained within the tradition of moral literature) having inspired Poe, except so far as 

concerns Poe's distinctions between novelty and originality, in relation to plagiarism. For Poe, 

originality is evidenced in the innovative combination of pre-existent elements, assembled into 

improved and striking works. Plagiarism lacks innovation, and involves merely adjustment of 

details or particulars without improvement of the unified whole. That Poe outright “borrowed” 

from works by Dickens or other authors is beside the point, according to Poe, for he has 

combined pre-existent disparate elements into something new and better. (Coleridge stated that 

the eighth commandment prohibiting theft did not apply to bards, and Pablo Picasso once said 

that good artists borrow while great artists steal.) If the adage holds true that to build a better 

mousetrap means that the world will beat a path to your door, then Poe's reworking of pre-

existent materials is simply proof of improvements gaining the eventual increase of market 

share: Certainly the body of criticism and the level of admiration for his talent continues to grow 

with the passing of time, and many obscure and inferior works which he utilized in penning his 

own have withered away into near oblivion. Fisher, in his 1973 survey of Poe critics, reaches the 

conclusion that by the early part of that decade, scholarship on Poe, regardless of focus or angle, 

agreed at least on his “general greatness as a literary artist”. (See, e.g., “Poe in the Seventies: The 

Poet among the Critics,” Mystery and Detection Annual, ed. Donald Adams, pp. 129-141.) 

 

459      Poe died in 1849; Nietzsche lived from 1844 until his suicide in 1900. 

 

460     Both men were notoriously atheistic and anti-Semitic— Heidegger a (Gentile) German 

elitist, and Derrida a self-loathing French Jew who, by his own admission, was utterly saturated 

with and shaped by Marxist sympathies. (Marx, recall, was also German— Prussian, not 

Russian.) In his 1989 Spectres of Marxism (the speech which had been given the exact same year 

the Berlin Wall came down), Derrida confesses: “[What] was for me and for those of my  

 

http://www.blogos.org/thetakeaway/heresy-sacrilege-blasphemy-apostasy.php
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generation who shared it during a whole lifetime, the experience of Marxism, the quasi paternal 

figure of Marx, the way it fought in us with other filiations, the reading of texts and the 

interpretation of a world in which the Marxist inheritance was — and still remains, and so it will 

remain — absolutely and thoroughly determinate” (Kamuf).  As he admitted, even that late in his 

life, that his atheistic, materialistic, progressivist Marxism had so thoroughly been indoctrinated 

in him that it colored his view of the world beyond redemption, why should anyone accept 

Deconstructionist claims to instability, flexibility, and complexity if its chief and seminal 

proponent confessed an inability to escape ideological uniformity and simplistic Marxian 

templates more than two decades later? Derrida’s confession reveals the grandiose hypocrisy  

which undergirds Deconstructionism.  The anti-Semitism which informs this Franco-Prussian 

school of criticism is crucial to the controversy, for it is the very same biblical moral code 

espoused in the Old Testament and promulgated by Poe which is being challenged by it; Poe 

responded to the contra-biblical movements of his own day, just as Hirsch has done so in ours. 

Both Poe (a Christian) and Hirsch (a Jew) discern the destructive consequences which ensue for 

both the individual and the collective when rejection of biblical moral values ensue—and that 

very message constitutes the moral undercurrent which flows throughout Poe's Lucifer-figure 

tales and harmonizes them.  

     The Nazis endeavored to redefine the concept of humanity by excluding Jews from it, an 

effort which defied the God whom they had attempted to do away with in their suicidal nihilism 

par excellence. Because the supreme embodiments of evil resist and reject the highest 

manifestations of goodness, they must do away with both of the two greatest commandments; 

both man and God must be vanquished and murdered, hence the Lucifer-figures point to the 

perils of Nazism, a cultural corruption rightly characterized as both genocide and  

deicide. The Lucifer-figures reject God utterly, as witnessed, for example, by: (1) the confessed 

defiance of the narrator in “Cat” when he murders his first feline; (2) the religious hypocrisy in 

the deathbed confession of “Cask” ; (3) Roderick’s attraction to ungodly and impious texts in 

“Usher”; and (4)  and the contempt for the divinely-established boundaries between life and 

death shown by the titular character in “Ligeia”. 

 

461     Barbour’s essay had been published in a 1978 edition of The Southern Literary Journal, 

although I first encountered it in an anthology of collected essays edited by Harold Bloom, the 

1987 Modern Critical Interpretations: The Tales of Poe. Barbour achieves superb results in his 

analyses because he combines personal insight with Cultural Historicism. It must still be 

reckoned an interpretation in the end, though, for he offers no examples whatsoever from the Poe 

texts themselves which would substantiate his claims. From the Lorain Public Library System 

(LPLS) web page (he now enjoys emeritus professorial status at Providence College).  

     His biography there reads: “Barbour's criticism combines close analysis of the literary text 

with broad awareness of the intellectual background behind it. He is generally concerned with 

how ideas - especially philosophical and theological ideas - are dramatized in literary works. His 

early scholarship was exclusively in American literature but his recent work has ranged more 

widely with articles on William Wordsworth, Alexsandr Solzhenitsyn, Flannery O'Connor, and 

C.S. Lewis […] Barbour lives in Esmond, Rhode Island - in exile from Lorain - where he still 

weeps and bleeds over the Indians” (“Brian Barbour,” emphasis mine).  

 

https://www.salon.com/2013/04/28/grappling_with_specters_of_marx_partner/
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     Bloom’s edition also features the word “interpretations” in its title, which, again, signifies that 

authorial intent and close critical analyses would be absent from the text. Barbour’s essay is 

insightful, but it is not substantiated with use of any textual proofs culled from Poe’s tales—a 

Deconstructionist standard following Derrida’s own refusal to critique the works of authors he 

points to in his rejected dissertation, the basis for his 1967 treatise, Of Grammatology. As should 

be increasingly obvious, Poe’s works very well dramatize philosophical and theological ideas. 

 

462     Charles N. Watson, Jr., in his 1975 essay, “Premature Burial in Arthur Gordon Pym and 

Israel Potter,” points out parallels between Melville's and Poe's works (although he compares  

 

Pym with Israel Potter instead of “Descent” with Moby-Dick), concluding that Melville “read 

Poe’s novel and read it well” (105). H. J. Lang's conference paper entitled “Poe in Melville’s 

‘Benito Cereno’” (1971) points out specific thematic elements in the Melville tale which suggest 

his debt to Poe. Hennig Cohen's 1973 article, “A Comic Mode of the Romantic Imagination: Poe, 

Hawthorne, Melville,” argues somewhat convincingly that all three authors had employed comic 

effects in order to mitigate an overwrought sense of tragedy, having also appreciated 

ridiculousness for its own sake. The British Neoclassical satirical tradition from which Poe drew 

heavily utilized humor to shame others into correct spiritual or social behavior, therefore ridicule 

has a moral function as well. 

 

463     Poe’s opposition to Utilitarianism would stem from what he would perceive to be its lack 

of regard for both the spiritual realm (the supernal world) and the spiritual nature of man (the 

human soul); Barbour argues that its embrace had compelled Poe to write as a moralist. Barbour 

is correct, since Poe's tales are reactionary to alarming trends of his day, although Barbour does 

not substantiate his claim with evidence culled from the tales themselves; this essay endeavors to 

remedy that deficiency. 

 

464       As summarized neatly by one web source: “What the Frankfurt School essentially does 

is draw on both Marx and Freud in the 1930s to create this theory called Critical Theory. The 

term is ingenious because you’re tempted to ask, “What is the theory?” The theory is to criticize. 

The theory is that the way to bring down Western culture and the capitalist order is not to lay 

down an alternative. They explicitly refuse to do that. They say it can’t be done, that we can’t 

imagine what a free society would look like (their definition of a free society). As long as we’re 

living under repression – the repression of a capitalistic economic order which creates (in their 

theory) the Freudian condition, the conditions that Freud describes in individuals of repression – 

we can’t even imagine it. What Critical Theory is about is simply criticizing. 

      It calls for the most destructive criticism possible, in every possible way, designed to bring 

the current order down […] It is all coming from the 1930s, not the 1960s. Other key members 

who join up around this time are Theodore Adorno, and, most importantly, Erich Fromm and 

Herbert Marcuse. Marcuse in particular by the 1930s is writing some very extreme stuff on the 

need for sexual liberation, but this runs through the whole Institute […] In one of his most 

trenchant essays, Egoism and the Movement for Emancipation, written in 1936, [Max] 

Horkheimer “discussed the hostility to personal gratification inherent in bourgeois culture.”  
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     And he specifically referred to the Marquis de Sade, favorably, for his “protest…against 

asceticism in the name of a higher morality.” How does all of this stuff flood in here? How does 

it flood into our universities, and indeed into our lives today? The members of the Frankfurt 

School are Marxist, they are also, to a man, Jewish. In 1933 the Nazis came to power in 

Germany, and not surprisingly they shut down the Institute for Social Research. And its members 

fled. They fled to New York City, and the Institute was reestablished there in 1933 with help 

from Columbia University. And the members of the Institute, gradually through the 1930s, 

though many of them remained writing in German, shift their focus from Critical Theory about 

German society, destructive criticism about every aspect of that society, to Critical Theory 

directed toward American society” (Lind, emphasis mine). In short, the greater the Self-

entitlement to Self-indulge (even at the expense of other people’s welfare and humanity) is a 

form of “higher morality”. 

     The article’s use of the word “Jewish” is dubious here, since, technically, a Jew is a 

practitioner of Judaism, and as Marxists, the members of this school were also to a man, atheist. 

A person descended from the bloodline of ancient Israelites properly should be called an 

Israelite, not a Jew; in Scripture, the word “Jew” is only utilized to describe individuals having 

been subjects in the ancient kingdom of Judah, not the kingdom of Israel. It should be noted that 

the cry of repression typically results in a cry of rebellion for liberation; the Freudian-Marxist 

call for unfettered license to act in fulfillment of their own desires, regardless of the disastrous 

consequences for society or the individual, echoes the Romantic cry for untrammeled freedom to 

Self-justify one’s own bad behavior. Freud was a product of Austrian culture, and Marx of 

Prussian culture---both cultures were Germanic and anti-Semitic. And both men were atheist 

anti-Semites, despite being of Jewish ancestry themselves; Marx’s father and grandfather were 

rabbis, and Freud had been raised by a religiously devout Jewish father. Both men rejected the 

God of their fathers, and the bad seeds sown by them as a result of this rejection have brought 

forth evil fruits. 

 

465      Not surprisingly, both Marx and Freud were pro-Darwinists (moral cultural relativists and 

utopian Progressivists), as evolutionary theory points to externals (environmental factors) for the 

shaping of individual organisms, hence the Psychoanalytic critical gravitation to conjectures of a 

biographical nature in their treatment of Poe’s tales; either the stories reveal his true (presumably 

warped) psyche, the Psychoanalytical critics claim, or the tales were written in direct relation to 

events of his personal life having inspired them. (Charles Darwin’s famous treatise on 

evolutionary theory, On the Origin of Species, was not published until two years after Poe’s 

death; had Poe lived, he surely would have excoriated it for its palpable contra-biblical 

suppositions.) 

 

466      That does not mean, though, that some shockingly absurd critics don’t superimpose it 

onto his works; one web essay randomly encountered during research for this paper went so far 

as to argue that “Heart” is actually a tale involving a thwarted homosexual relationship between 

the murderous servant and the murdered Old Man he served…simply because the narrator 

confesses that he “thrust in his head” through the opened bedroom door when he creeps into the 

bedchamber. Yes, the argument the critic makes is that “Heart” employs what he called “the  

 

https://www.academia.org/the-origins-of-political-correctness/
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language of penetration,” since the man’s head clearly alludes to his penis. As if Poe would be so 

crass! Poe doesn’t even depict heterosexual carnality, so for someone to argue that he does 

homosexual carnality makes even less sense. 

 

467     A genuinely bizarre reading of Poe is Marrin Roth's 1973 essay, “The Poet's Purloined 

Letter,” in which the author handles the tale of ratiocination as if it were a cosmological “fable” 

(albeit fables, traditionally, feature animals as the characters, therefore the terminology seems 

dubious). Roth goes so far to suggest that Dupin never discovers the letter hidden in plain sight, 

but instead dreams up a new letter. (Mind you, if dreaming up substitutes were possible, then the 

ratiocination aspect of the tale becomes a moot strength. So, too, dreaming up new realities is too  

 

reminiscent of German Idealism to have sat well with Poe.) 

 

468     Andrew Smith's essay from 2000, “The Urban Sublime: Kant and Poe,” theorizes that Poe 

is actually re-working (through his detective fiction) the Kantian conception of the sublime. He 

also credits Poe with anticipating the language of Freud, and suggests that mere surface readings 

of Poe's tales reveal them to be portraits of individuals possessed of complex psychological 

disturbances. His final analysis is that the works are attempts to “situate the individual within the 

collective through an exploration of urban experience” (A. Smith 1).  

      Freud's 1929 Civilization and Its Discontents (Das Unbehagen in der Kultur, perhaps better 

understood as The Uneasiness in Civilization) is concerned with maladjusted members of society 

whose desire to contravene social expectations comes into clash with their aspirations or 

intentions. Poe's crime-solving figure of Dupin is eccentric, to be sure, and a bit anti-social, but 

he is no misanthrope, and he functions better than the average reasoning detective does, therefore 

Smith's decision to utilize the ratiocination tales to prove his point is somewhat puzzling, as they 

seem better able to undermine it. He is not wrong, though, in contending that mere surface 

readings would enable readers to see the tales as dealing with psychological matters, for surface 

readings disallow recognition of the deeper undercurrent of moral content; Poe himself, pointing 

to the aesthetic theory of the Schlegel brothers, tells us that the undercurrent is more important 

than the surface. 

 

469     Read aloud, the poem itself is utterly reminiscent of the rhythmic lines (trochaic 

tetrameter) of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow's much-celebrated poem from 1855, “The Song of 

Hiawatha”. Poe's poem was first published in 1844, in Graham's Magazine, and then re-printed 

in 1845 in the Broadway Journal. Had Poe not died in 1849, no doubt he would have accused 

Longfellow of plagiarism in 1855, but it is now well known that Longfellow had been reading, in 

1854, a copy of the Finnish epic Kalevala, at which time he claims to have been inspired to write 

his poem. Douglas Hardy's 1962 essay, “Influence of Finnish Kalevala in the Composition of 

Longfellow's Song of Hiawatha,” makes a compelling argument that Longfellow mostly had 

been inspired by approximately a dozen American poems treating of Native Americans, dating as 

far back as 1790, thus he had worked within a well-established, albeit possibly not well-known 

literary tradition.  Had Poe read the German translation of the Finnish epic? He surely would 

have been cognizant of the American poetic tradition.  
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     Similar to Longfellow's poem, Poe's earlier poem presents very graphic imagery pertaining to 

the landscape, a convention perhaps best witnessed in the works of James Fenimore Cooper's 

1826 novel, The Last of the Mohicans; Poe would have been aged seventeen when it first had 

been published, and a student at the University of Virginia. (Edward Craney Jacobs has 

suggested that Poe might have gleaned the heraldic motto in “Cask” from Cooper's novel.) 

 

470     See, e.g., the Poe Museum blog entry “Cholera Pandemic Terrified and Inspired Edgar 

Allan Poe” (June 2016, at ThePoeBlog.org). 

 

471     John E. Reilly's 1969 analysis of “Heart,” for example, provides an excellent example of a 

phenomenon in the natural world providing a possible logical (or “legitimate”) explanation for  

 

the sound which the insane narrator attributes to the beating of the old man's ticker. Reilly points 

to a species of insect called a “death-watch,” known to have invaded the walls and crawlspaces 

of flooring, and to have produced rapping sounds during mating calls by means of thumping its 

head against hard surfaces, much the same way woodpeckers do when foraging. Reilly thinks the 

variation of this beetle which haunts the bedchamber in “Heart” is the smaller of the two types, 

since the sound it makes is more muffled, as it tends to reside in mold and creates noise by 

rubbing its legs; the lesser sound would explain the murderer's description of the heartbeat as 

sounding as though it were a watch enveloped in cotton. See “The Lesser Death-Watch and 'The 

Tell-Tale Heart'” (Reilly). 

 

472    Barton L. St. Armand's article from 1976, “Poe’s Emblematic Raven: A Pictorial 

Approach,” underscores the possibility of this postulation regarding biblical symbolism. In it, he 

offers that Poe's poem “The Raven” was deliberately written in consideration of the Christian 

emblematic tradition. Considering that Poe signed the poem “Quarles,” and Quarles was an 

emblematic author known to Poe, this is a reasonable postulate. 

 

473      For example, here is how the publisher describes Harry Levin's 1980 book of essays: 

“The Power of Blackness is a profound and searching reinterpretation of Hawthorne, Poe and 

Melville, the three classic American masters of fiction. It is also an experiment in critical 

method, an exploration of the myth-making process by way of what may come to be known as 

literary iconology,” a summary which is then closely followed by one reviewer's commentary 

which sufficed to inform me that the book had absolutely nothing of value to offer my own 

exploration of  inherent moral content in Poe's work, in which Levin is credited with offering: 

“Perhaps analyses that were ahead of their time - interested in the racial, homoerotic, and liberal 

viewpoints of these authors, while also showcasing their darker sides” (Salvatore).  

     Literary iconology typically involves the study of recurrent visual elements in works of 

fiction, and the practice has been employed to illustrate the point that Romanticism itself is dark 

and populated by disturbed and disturbing characters. Jerome McGann, in his 1972 analysis of 

the groundbreaking work by Mario Praz, The Romantic Agony (1960), when speaking of Praz's 

methodology involving the comparison of  “images, themes, and motifs which preoccupied 

Romantic minds,” offers: “Sympathetic theorizers on things Romantic tend to avoid the  

 

http://www.thepoeblog.org/cholera-pandemic-terrified-and-inspired-edgar-allan-poe/
https://www.eapoe.org/papers/misc1921/jer19691.htm
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uncomfortable revelations of the Italian professor, who constantly records suicidal, sadistic, and 

otherwise perverted aspects of Romanticism. Even the most respected writers of the period do 

not escape his severe and meticulous scrutiny” (3). Praz's work begins with a discussion of 

Shelley and Goethe, and somewhat boldly (perhaps flatly) summarizes: “Romanticism is the 

fascination with the abominable” (McGann 3). 

      If Romanticism itself involves romanticizing human darkness, then the category of “Dark 

Romanticism” is redundant. Moreover, as argued elsewhere, it is the authorial attitude or 

literary tone conveyed towards such human darkness which rightly separates Romantic works 

from Moralistic ones. The celebration of the inward human murkiness so prevalent in 

Romanticism is precisely what Poe despised and derided; his figures make manifest the 

wickedness of the human heart the same as do those of the Romantics, but Poe vilifies them 

instead of glorifying their “creative” destructiveness. The Romantics portray their protagonists as  

heroic and solitary figures, not as men to be shunned by polite, decent, god-fearing society 

because of their excessive Self-absorption, pride, and lusts. 

 

474     Popescu, same as most other Poe critics, does not mark the distinction between justice and 

mercy; justice is warranted, but mercy is preferred when the offending party genuinely repents. 

In Scripture, the Ark of the Covenant contains the stone tablets onto which the Decalogue had 

been inscribed by the hand of God, therefore signifying His Law. But atop the Ark is situated the 

Mercy Seat, His holy throne on earth; justice is required, but mercy is “over” the Law, and God 

delights in mercy. (Exod.  25:17-22, Mic. 7:18). As mercy is only attendant to sinfulness on the 

part of a repentant offending party, it never should be employed in discussion of the Lucifer-

figure archetype (Poe's villains), for two reasons: (1) as none of the villains are justified in their 

murders, their victims do not require mercy be shown to them for offenses they never have 

committed; and (2) as none of the murderers are repentant, they do not qualify for mercy 

themselves. The actions undertaken by the Lucifer-figures neither constitute justice, nor warrant 

mercy; they all do, though, lack compassion, a quality surely possessed by their victims/foils. 

 

475      He continues: “Fatality and not atheism characterizes Poe’s vision, a fatality that pushed 

him to destroy his own life eventually. Self-destruction presupposes the destruction of the whole 

universe in an apocalyptical vision” (Popescu 4). It would be difficult to contend atheism on the 

part of a character who cries out to the Almighty God in Heaven, but neither does fatality 

characterize Poe's vision; the narrator in “Descent” survives his harrowing of Hell, and lives to 

“evangelize” his message to others, suggesting a Christ-figure who had endured many 

tribulations and come out of the experience stronger (So, too, the risen Jesus of Nazareth 

mandates the “great commission” of the New Testament, which involves spreading the Gospel, 

Mt. 28:19). As Death [Roderick as “the Destroyer”], so to speak, is swallowed up in victory here 

(as it is in the tarns of “Usher”), eternal life is implied, not a finality of death. Popescu, same as 

do so very many of his psychoanalytic peers, clearly falls into the mistake of superimposing Poe 

onto his characters, for Popescu faults Poe in bringing about his own death. (Contemporary 

analyses of his medical records suggest that he died a victim of rabies, which is unheard of as 

being self-inflicted.) That he ties self-immolation to apocalyptic annihilation suggests that 

Popescu also errs in his reading of Eureka backwards into the tales, for Eureka seems most likely  

 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/25599824?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
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a parodic satire of German metaphysics in the language of physics, and not a treatise on 

personality traits and neuroses. 

 

476      Kent Ljunquist's 1975 examination of Poe's seafaring tales contends that Poe 

demonstrates a move away from his concerns with the aesthetic of the sublime in the treatment 

of circumscribed space, even in what he calls “external landscapes”. Although Ljunquist is an 

able critic, he is off base in his claim here, as circumscribed spaces are functional devices for 

Poe's tales; Poe himself had offered that tightening the space in which the action transpires 

assists in elevating the mood and therefore heightening the intended effect. Also, they are 

physical representations of the soul in moral isolation away from God and man, with such Self-

severance leading to Self-wrought destruction; Lucifer-figures who recede further into Self-

ishness and subjectivity often have it symbolized by increasing interiority or enclosure.476  

 

Carringer also addresses the relevance of the contracted arena in his 1979 essay, in which he 

makes several key observations which are correct.  

 

477      Carringer entirely misses the mark when he asserts that Roderick “has suffered the loss of 

his beloved,” and will only be whole again once he is reunited (in death) with “what is shut away 

in the tomb” (21). It is not a “what” (an object) shut away in the tomb, but a “whom” (a person), 

and to state that a “what” is that which “is shut away” is not to assert that he shut her away 

(Carringer’s phrasing exonerates Roderick of her torturous murder by suggesting a non-

intentional role in her death). More to the point, Roderick had despised his sister Madeline 

because she was antithetical to his own nature, for evil cannot bear the sight of the good; she is 

assuredly the victim of an evil twin by whom she was not “beloved”. 

 

478      If there is struggle involved, then an abandonment to a life of sin could not involve 

reckless pursuit; even Goethe’s Faust is granted absolution upon his death, as the angels who 

bear his soul upwards to Heaven declare of God’s mercy: “He who strives on and lives to strive / 

Can earn redemption still” (V, 11936–7). Freud, an atheist and anti-theist, would frown on the 

concept of sin, and in his 1930 treatise Civilization and Its Discontents, he frames the struggle, 

not, as previously, as an internal one between aspects of the human mind, but instead as an 

external conflict between the wants of the individual and the demands of collective society. Sin, 

of course, involves personal volition, and the major drawback of Freud’s theories is that they 

seem to permit a perverted sense of Self-justification for one’s own bad behavior; if negative 

thoughts, desires, and deeds may be attributed to traumatizing persons or events (especially 

dating to childhood), then one is victim and not victimizer, and therefore no need of repentance 

is required to adjust one’s conduct.  

     This innate proclivity is satirized in the Anna Russell song called “Jolly Old Sigmund Freud,” 

the lyrics of which include the following stanzas: “When I was one, my mommy hid/My dolly in 

a trunk,/And so it follows naturally/That I am always drunk./When I was two, I saw my 

father/Kiss the maid one day,/And that is why I suffer now/From kleptomania./At three, I had the 

feeling of/Ambivalence towards my brothers,/And so it follows naturally/I poisoned all my 

lovers./But I am happy; now I've learned/The lesson this has taught;/That everything I do that's  
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wrong/Is someone else's fault” (Ingeb.org) The externalization of blame and twisted Self-

rationalization is witnessed in Lucifer-figures, most notably the narrators of  “Pit,” “Heart,” 

“Cat,” and “Cask”. 

 

479      Gargano very briefly comments on Poe's treatment of “man’s defective intellectual and 

moral sight’” in a small handful of Poe's more humorous tales, speaking to the distorted and 

naive perceptions of the comic narrators in four lesser-read works written by Poe. He is close to 

hitting the mark here, since being possessed of a warped (grotesque) perspective is characteristic 

of the figures whom Poe utilizes to mock overly-optimistic ideological movements which 

contradict or conveniently ignore the traditional biblical understanding of man as a creature  

dependent on the goodness of God (Ezek. 33:0-19), and as created being inherently given to 

deception and wickedness (Jer. 17:9).479 

 

480      Stepp comes to this bizarre conclusion since he sees no other reason for Montresor’s not 

having told Fortunato the real reason for the cruel murder. He says Montresor fails in meeting 

the dual conditions he has set out for successfully executing revenge, namely: “A wrong is 

unredressed when retribution overtakes its redresser […] It is equally unredressed when the 

avenger fails to make himself felt as such to him who has done the wrong” (Stepp 58). But 

Montresor’s stipulation does not include explication of the offense, merely recognition of the 

(presumably retaliatory) offender---it mandates that the redress be felt, not understood. As 

Fortunato is well aware of who acts against him, regardless of if he ever knows why, the second 

condition Montresor establishes for himself has been met, contrary to what Stepp believes. 

(Given the pattern of the Lucifer-figure tales, Fortunato has given no legitimate offense, 

therefore Montresor can’t offer him a legitimate cause for the deed, which is why he doesn’t.  

Moreover, to heighten his victim’s torment, he likely would have wanted the man to spend his 

final hours in mental anguish.)  

     Montresor believes that retribution never shall overtake him (because he has escaped mortal 

justice), thus he believes he has acted as if with impunity in denying the veracity of the Most 

High God; the pattern of the Lucifer-figure shows that retribution will overtake him, especially 

since there never was any wrong to be redressed in the first place, given Fortunato’s innocence. 

The fact that Fortunato, even in his ever-sobering state, never bothers to ask Montresor for a 

reason suggests both that he knew he was truly innocent of offense, and that it would have been 

pointless to do so, given the extreme-most extent of corruption of Montresor’s soul. As for the 

first condition, given the tone of the narrator’s confession (and the sardonic conclusion 

evidenced by his mocking of the clerical absolution), it seems clear that, even fifty years later, he 

does not regret the murder (in which he had not been avenger). 

 

481       Garrison begins his contribution with this flawed basis: “The fact that Poe described one 

of his own prose compositions as a poem is highly significant for the possibility of artistic 

integrity in his serious work” (32). As suggested in this paper, Eureka is far from being a 

“serious work,” being a satiric parody of religious and philosophical German-spawned and 

German-embraced metaphysics (German Idealism, Higher Criticism, Romanticism, Pantheism, 

Eastern Mysticism), veiled in the language of physics. Poe did subtitle the work a “prose poem,”  

http://ingeb.org/songs/iwenttom.html
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but that subtitle itself should be included in the derision, since it hints at the radical 

“Democratization” or leveling into indistinguishable forms the distinct genres, thereby mocking 

the German obsession with unity (as opposed to harmony, the latter of which permits for the 

individuality which consummate unity annihilates) and the varied apostasies (grotesqueries) 

guilty of conflating and thereby equating Man with God, Man with Nature, and Nature with God.  

     Any critic of literature worth his or her salt surely realizes that the title of a work by an author 

known for keen attentiveness to word choice must be analyzed as carefully as the work to which 

it has been appended; an analysis of the title Eureka is offered elsewhere in this paper, and taken 

together with the subtitle, the levity intended is made manifest. 

 

482      Martin even goes so far as to contend that the murderous narrator in “Cat” hangs his first 

feline “because he loves it,” when the tale actually asserts that he had done so because the feline 

had loved him (29): Martin does not even get the facts of the tale correct. 

 

483      I, for one, do not buy into the phony wares they peddle. But because I am compelled to 

read mountains of rubbish which their theories have produced in researching this paper, I confess 

that the effort has left me feeling as dog-tired and empty-handed as the fabled canine of another 

Hans Christian Andersen tale, his 1836 “Det er Dig, Fabelen sigter til!,” which is to say, “This 

Fable is For You”.  In the story, the dog who hungers for sustenance in the valley repeatedly 

vacillates between two towering palaces on mountaintops, never acquiring his much-sought after 

meal; he is given to represent “the fool could be who runs himself ragged without gaining 

anything, either here or there”. I am unhappily compelled to vacillate between the twin 

mountaintops of rubbish which pile up as a result of Derrida and Fish, always left wanting 

sustenance and gaining nothing as a result of it. I am not foolish in this endeavor, since it is not a 

matter of choice for me, but one of necessity, foisted upon me as a result of this dissertation. 

 

484      Rabelais’ work famously exhorts readers to speak the truth and shame the Devil, and 

Thompson points only to the satirical aspect of Rabelais’ writings, not the moral, for in the 

Pantagruel-Gargantua series of five books can be found such advice as this in his 1532 text: 

“But because, as the wise man Solomon saith, Wisdom entereth not into a malicious mind, and 

that knowledge without conscience is but the ruin of the soul, it behooveth thee to serve, to love, 

to fear God, and on him to cast all thy thoughts and all thy hope, and by faith formed in charity 

to cleave unto him, so that thou mayst never be separated from him by thy sins. Suspect the 

abuses of the world. Set not thy heart upon vanity, for this life is transitory, but the Word of the 

Lord endureth for ever. Be serviceable to all thy neighbours, and love them as thyself. Reverence 

thy preceptors: shun the conversation of those whom thou desirest not to resemble, and receive 

not in vain the graces which God hath bestowed upon thee” (Pantagruel). 

      There is nothing in this advice to which Poe would object, for it advocates observation of the 

two greatest commandments of Scripture, which Poe advocates as well. As to the significance 

that the versions of the translation titles are in Polish, I cannot say, other than to suggest that the 

Poles have been long derided by European nations as being of inferior intellects, which might 

mean that Poe desired to insult Valdemar’s intelligence). And according to my polyglot friend 

who is native to China, who used to lead foreigners on tours when she lived in Asia (she speaks 

http://www.andersen.sdu.dk/vaerk/hersholt/ThisFableIsIntendedForYou_e.html
http://www.andersen.sdu.dk/vaerk/hersholt/ThisFableIsIntendedForYou_e.html
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English, Mandarin, Cantonese, and Japanese), to this day they make jokes about the stupidity of 

the Poles ,even in the regions of Tibet she visited. 

 

485      The eminent figures of the early modern humanist tradition—e.g. François Rabelais, 

Tommaso Campanella, and Sir Francis Bacon—held the position that the so-named “three 

greatest inventions” of modernity are the printing press, firearms, and the nautical compass, as 

each of these opened up worlds before unimagined, in terms of enabling exploration, 

exploitation, and expansion, of minds as well as places. These scientific discoveries were hailed 

as proof of the superiority of the modern world, in contrast to the humanism of the classical 

world and the Renaissance, in which the arts were highly esteemed. At bottom, it was a 

philosophical rift in which notions of Progress and Authority were construed in adversarial 

terms. The Ancients held that the Moderns could only imitate or build upon the greatness of 

antiquity—that the Moderns were but inferior dwarves, standing on the shoulders of giants, and 

the Moderns, of course, perceived their predecessors as inferiors, whose ideas they improved.  

     The controversy also came to be seen as a scientific challenge to Scripture on the part of the 

Moderns, who increasingly moved from the theistic understanding of the natural world, à la Sir 

Isaac Newton’s natural philosophy towards an atheistic, mechanistic view of it. This challenge 

extended to a questioning of authority in literary criticism in the vein of scientific inquiry 

mandating constant realignment of understanding in the face of new evidence, and this mentality 

spun out into issues of politics and religion. At the end of the seventeenth century, Jonathan 

Swift is the author who most conveyed the idea that the quarrel represents opposing perspectives 

or approaches in life, which he does in his satirical A Tale of a Tub, especially in its famed 

prolegomenon, “The Battle of the Books”. (The prolegomenon involves the description of a 

literal, physical battle between vivified volumes housed in the King's St. James Library, wherein 

ideas and authors struggle with each other for supremacy; Swift leaves the victory undecided, 

allowing the reader to determine its outcome.)  In the subsequent century, Giambattista Vico 

(1688-1744) and Gotthold Ephraim Lessing (1729-1781) placed high value on both groups, 

albeit they thought the Ancients capable of seeing more clearly and the Moderns of having a 

more expansive vision. In Poe’s century, Matthew Arnold emphasized the distinction between 

Hellenism and Hebraism, and apparently posited the classical Greeks (Virgil, Cicero, Homer, 

Plato and Aristotle, e.g.) as the Moderns and the biblical Israelites as the Ancients (Athens 

representing reason and Jerusalem representing faith), and Arnold defends the contributions of 

his Moderns, seen as the Ancients by other cultural critics. For Arnold, the great divide between 

the Classical thinkers and his contemporaries rested on their differing understandings of the 

balance between liberty and authority. 
 

486     Joswick’s lecture about Poe led me to enroll in his course on American short stories and 

poetry –Whitman, Emily Dickinson, Melville’s Typee and “Billy Budd,” e.g.—and of course, a 

little Poe thrown in for good mix. (The lecture was on the theme of psychological doubling in 

“William Wilson,” and, yes, I received top marks in both courses, although, surprisingly, I 

focused on Hawthorne and Melville for my written work. Both professors are now respectfully 

retired. Joswick’s lecture was given in the latter part of 1987, if memory serves, and was the 

basis of his 1988 essay, “Who’s Master in the House of Poe? A Reading of William Wilson”.) 
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487      An academic colleague of mine, Karl Sen Gupta, gave a presentation at the 2019 

conference in Jerusalem, Israel in commemoration of the hundredth year since the 1919 

publication of Jewish philosopher Franz Rosenzweig’s dense tome, The Star of Redemption. In 

his paper, Sen Gupta makes the argument that Rosenzweig’s rejection of Islam yet acceptance of 

Judaism and Christianity is based on theological grounds, and not, as commonly-albeit-

incorrectly posited, on racial grounds or cultural bias. (Contrary to the more idiotic contemporary 

debates, it is impossible for Islam to be a race; for those who contend as much, I challenge them 

to name for me the specific genetic alleles in the chromosomes of human DNA on which 

Islamicism is passed from one generation to another, biologically, as other physical markers are 

which help to distinguish racial features.)  

     Sen Gupta points to two major differences in Islam which he argues led to Rosenzweig’s 

objections, the first being that the God of the Old Testament (or TaNaKh) recognized by Judaism  

self-limits in the Jewish concept of tzimtzum, in which construct YHVH contracts Himself to 

make space for the creation of the Universe and mankind; God limits Himself to make room for 

Man and the (physical) World. Similarly, in the New Testament understanding of kenosis 

recognized by Christianity, Jesus, the Son of God (also God Himself, in Christian 

Trinitarianism), self-limits for the sake of redeeming Man and the World, in that Christ limits 

His own divine nature and assumes a fleshly one, in order to be crucified for the sins of mankind.  

      Sen Gupta points out that the Koran does not speak of its god, Allah, as ever engaging in 

self-limitation, and importantly, he notes, it is never given to be undertaken specifically for the 

benefit of mankind, a marked difference between Islam and the biblical models. The second 

point, which Sen Gupta links directly to the first one, is that the acts undertaken by the Divine in 

the Jewish and Christian concepts of tzimtzum and kenosis are specifically enacted as a result of 

God’s loving orientation towards mankind, one which God mandates be reciprocated. (Both 

biblical religions require this loving orientation towards others, whether mortal or divine, per the 

two greatest commandments of Scripture, as the directives are to be found in both Testaments.)  

     Where Islam again distinguishes itself from the two biblically-derived faiths is that there is no 

requirement in it to love either God or one’s fellow man, and without love, one is always prone 

to a descent into hamas, or violence. Because, per the Koran, Allah neither creates Man or the 

World in order to institute relationships of lovingkindness, nor does Allah require it of those he 

is believed to have created, Rosenzweig rejects it for being a religion which cannot assist in the 

Jewish notion of tikkun olam, or the mending of the World (understood as human society).  

     Love requires limitation of the Self, and as the concept is alien to the depiction of the deity in 

the Koran, therefore, argues Sen Gupta, Rosenzweig rejects Islam on theological grounds. Based 

on the sheer logic of the conflicting descriptions of the personality of the supreme divine 

authority, the god of the Koran (Allah) cannot be the same person as the Most High God of the 

Holy Bible (YHVH). For further discussion and an expansion of these original ideas, see Karl 

Sen Gupta’s paper for the Internationale Rosenzweig Gesellschaft of 2019, “Dunamis or 

Kenosis? Divine and Human Self-Limitation in the Drama of Redemption.” (The term 

“dunamis” relates to the exercise of power, whereas “kenosis” pertains to a self-limitation of 

power.) 
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488            In that same vein, regarding the ultimate Self-sacrifice of Jesus, he surrenders his life 

to evildoers according to the will of the heavenly Father, but survives his ordeal unto death in 

being resurrected; all of the Old Testament figures above-mentioned were also lowered into the 

earth, and all of them were also raised up from below to enjoy a greater glory and work. 

Although many Jews have been known to say that they are liable for their misfortunes, they 

suffer as a result of the evil that men do, therefore to argue that the Holocaust was warranted as 

punishment from God is to wholly misunderstand that all persons ae guilty of sin and have fallen 

short of the glory of God, Jews are no more or less deserving of such tragedies than are any other 

people, because all persons are brethren in the shared paternity of YHVH, and therefore all men 

are ultimately accountable to Him in obedience of His Law of Love towards one another.  

 

489      Writes Woodson: “Roderick, Mabbott also claims, is named for ‘the last of the 

Visigoths,’ a character well known to contemporary readers from a poem by the minor British  

writer Alaric A. Watts. Roderick is likewise the name of the last lord of the castle in Hoffman’s 

‘The Entail.’ ‘Madeline seems to be name in a most indirect way for St. Mary of Magdala. 

Magdala is a tower; she is a “lady of a house.” This name may also recall ironically the heroine 

of Keats’ ‘Eve of St. Agnes,’ who escapes the castle that imprisons her because of the power of 

her innocent love” (19). The significance of the names of the twins is discussed elsewhere in this 

paper, in the chapter specifically devoted to the tale. 

 

490      The condition referred to as “hysteria” owes its name to female anatomy, therefore it was 

believed that only women could suffer from it; it is characterized by selective and sporadic bouts 

of amnesia, highly agitated and uncontrollable emotional states, and periodic fits of attention-

seeking dramatics. In his 360 B.C. dialogue titled Timaeus, Plato identifies the female uterus as a 

feature which wanders aimlessly throughout a woman’s body, thereby causing her severe health 

issues such as obstruction of breath and blocking of unspecified “passages”. The term “hysteria” 

is a cognate of the Greek word for uterus, “hystera”. Sexual intercourse or fumigating the 

genitals with perfumes was the alleged cure for returning the uterus to its rightful place within 

the female body. (I could not make up this skatá if I tried!) 

 

491      This is one of the largest loads of scheiße I’ve ever come across in my entire life. Not 

only is this incest-desire not universal (nor did Freud ever prove it to be even common or 

frequent), I have had literally scores of male friends and acquaintances in my lifetime, and not 

one of them ever confessed to a repressed or former desire to mate with either their mothers or 

sisters, the staple accusation critics levy against Poe in their reliance on the preposterousness of 

Freud’s theories. Whereas it may be said that no person would admit of such desires whilst in his 

right mind, many unsought confessions have issued forth from my male associates whilst they 

were under the influences of narcotics and alcohol, and therefore entirely off guard in 

conversation. Some have confessed to a desire to commit rape against strangers if they knew 

they could get away with it, but never have any expressed repressed sexual desire for family 

members, period. Freud had no evidence to corroborate his universal theories regarding the 

human psyche, and why they have been swallowed wholesale and remain in currency remains a 

mystery to me. The research of cultural anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski (1884-1942) on 
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the Trobriand Islands by itself disproved the universality which Freud contended for his notions 

of the psychosexual stages of development. 

 

492      Bah, humbug! Of course, Poe is Chevalier Dupin! The word “chevalier” signifies, in 

French society, a chivalrous and/or honorable man, as the title was applied to members of orders 

of knighthood or the Legion of Honor. It is also the French language equivalent of the term 

“cavalier,” a word which has a few connotations relevant to Poe; as an adjective, it has come to 

describe the attitude of a person who is indifferent to and dismissive of others considered inferior 

in talents and opinions, and as a proper noun, “Cavalier” is the title given by the Puritan 

“Roundheads” to the Royalists during the overlapping English Civil War (1642-1651), 

Interregnum Period (1649-1660), and Restoration (1642-1679).  Oftentimes, they were motivated 

by religious reasons, and God was claimed to be at the core of their existence. One of the most 

famous of the British Cavaliers was the Baron Jacob Astley of Reading, whose prayer before  

leading his troops into the 1642 pitched Battle of Edgehill (which resulted when all talks 

between King Charles and Parliament broke down) itself became famous: “O Lord, Thou 

knowest how busy I must be this day. If I forget Thee, do not forget me.” When the first phase of 

the English Civil War concluded, Astley had given his word that he would never again take up 

arms against Parliament, and therefore, being honor-bound, he refused to come to the aid of the 

Royalists when the second phase erupted. Dupin and Poe are certainly cavalier in their attitudes 

at times, but the term has additional associations which pertain to Poe.  

     The term “Cavalier” was part of a pejorative smear campaign on the part of the embittered 

Puritans against their religious ideological rivals, in order to paint them as ungodly adversaries 

who frequently indulged in licentious and riotous living, regularly debauching themselves with 

wine, women, and song. How very like the New England smear tactics levied against Poe! For 

the New Englanders were descended from and bred in the Puritan tradition, but Poe, as a 

Southerner, was bred in that of the Cavalier culture, other than in terms of its Roman 

Catholicism. As the colonies of the American South were traditionally Royalist in their 

sympathies, the term “Cavalier” eventually expanded so as to describe southern gentleman, all 

the way up through the U.S. Civil War (1861-1865). In fact, Poe’s own State of Virginia was the 

stronghold of Royalist Cavaliers during the seventeenth century, especially under the 

governorship of Sir William Berkley, during whose lengthy stint in office (1642-1677) many 

Puritans were persecuted and fled to the refuge of the Province of Maryland (which did not gain 

statehood until 1788, when it joined the Union). 

 

493      Poe’s most pointed attacks, writes Edward H. Davidson, are to be found in the tale 

“Mellonta Tauta,” which also derides Progressivists and Transcendentalists (93). 

 

494      Poulet’s footnote to this excerpt from Eureka states: “And Poe adds, in a note: ‘A sphere 

is necessarily limited. I prefer tautology to a chance of misconception.’ It seems likely that the 

idea of a limited cosmic sphere should have come to Poe from Kant” (107). Indeed, it very well 

might, for the German metaphysicians are amongst the principal targets being lampooned by 

Poe; Kant himself was incorrect in his assumptions regarding the nature of the Universe, for he 

thought it infinite and eternal—both qualities which modern astrophysics has proven false. 
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495    Per Howarth: “To most orthodox Romantics, oceans, mountains, or forests were symbols 

the mind could read and understand, and Nature was only meaningful as it reflected that mind. 

Emerson illustrates this idea in his brief poem, ‘The Rhodora.’ Recalling a flower found deep in 

the woods, he asks why such beauty should grace that lonely spot. His answer, ‘The self-same 

Power that brought me there brought you,’ means that the flower helped him to express an idea 

of beauty, that he helped the flower become beautiful. Emerson’s poem depicts correspondence, 

a Romantic term for the psychological experience that fuses mind and matter, subject and object, 

into a collective whole, ‘the self-same Power’” (19). (Shades of Schelling!) This practice smacks 

of the Spinozist Pantheism and Eastern mysticism both embraced by the Germans, and Poe 

would have truck with none of them. 

 

496      That Bloom rose to prominence in critical circles is a mystery to me, for the very opinion 

which he held of Poe is the same which I hold of his writings. His 1998 collection of essays, 

Shakespeare: The Invention of the Human, in addition to being a torturously awful text, painfully 

dull to read, was mostly claptrap, methinks, and a great disservice to my favorite bard. To this 

latter group he also relegates David S. Reynolds, whose opinions of Poe’s proclivity for puzzles 

he sees chiefly as being the result of Poe pandering to the popular taste for them (Benfey 28). 
 

497      In Ayn Rand’s beastly and preposterous pro-capitalism novel from 1957, Atlas Shrugged, 

John Galt leads the revolt against the powers-which-be, and “Galt’s Gulch” is the name given to 

the area to which he and other dissidents flee, in order to establish their own utopian community. 

 

498      On an unrelated note, her student reviews at a popular website for college students to rate 

their professors includes one review which read: “I’d rather die than take her class again”; after 

reading this essay, I think I can see why. To be expected, there are both positive and negative 

reviews, and one of the amenable ones states: “She wishes she could have married Edgar Allen 

Poe and drinks from a sippy cup”. In light of the sippy cup, I am tempted to identify her work as 

pabulum, but perhaps it is in poor taste to speak ill of the dead; Lord only knows what my own 

students will say of me years once I have passed into eternity. (Professor Selley passed away 

from cancer in 2016; to be gracious to her memory, her poetry seems better than her literary 

criticism.) 
 

499      British literary critic and author Samuel Johnson, as quoted by James Boswell, his 

biographer, in The Life of Samuel Johnson, L.L.D., Volume II (1791) 

 

500      The German philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), in fact, is said by critics to have 

been endeavoring to undermine both the dualism proposed by the French René Descartes (1596-

1650) and the radical skepticism of the Scottish philosopher David Hume (1711-1776). 

 

501      The historical controversy between geometric rationalizing and experimental science, 

between the primacy and supremacy of “mathematical reasoning” versus sensate observations as 

the means by which to determine truth regarding the natural world, is very ably documented in 

Shapin’s and Schaeffer’s Leviathan and the Air Pump, which frames the debate in light of the 
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argumentative correspondences of the rationalist Thomas Hobbes and the experimentalist Robert 

Boyle. 
 

502      American poet and novelist Jack Kerouac, as quoted in Nate Mickelson’s 2019 book, 

Writing as a Way of Staying Human in a Time That Isn’t (p. 202) 
 

503      Readers should not have expected the narrator of “Bottle” to survive his deadly encounter 

with Nature, for the epigraph which prefaces the tale, gleaned from the 1676 French opera Atys, 

composed by Philippe Quinault, may be rendered: “He who has not another moment to live has 

nothing more to hide.” Clearly the narrator is doomed, and Poe implies that his apostasy is causal 

to this tragic outcome. Atys is based on Ovid’s Fasti, a six-volume elegiac poem, published first  

decade of the Common Era, rendered in the first-person voice of a “vates” (“poet as prophet”), 

here a prophet of doom. Compare this to the epigraph attributed to Joseph Glanville which 

prefaces “Descent”: “The ways of God in Nature, as in Providence, are not as our ways; nor are 

the models that we frame any way commensurate to the vastness, profundity, and 

unsearchableness of His works, which have a depth in them greater than the well of Democritus” 

(Poe 108). That Poe speaks to the incommensurability of our models to those of God’s indicates 

both an anti-Neoplatonism (a rejection of Ideal Forms) and an acknowledgment that Man can not 

only never rival God, he can never be said to be God, Emerson’s claims to the contrary. (Of this 

famed reservoir, “According to legend, the well of Democritus was bottomless.  It should also be 

noted that Democritus, a contemporary of Socrates and Plato, is known for laying the foundation 

for the modern atomic theory, declaring that matter cannot be destroyed but merely changes from 

one form to another” (Giordano). Poe’s works do not speak to the transformation of matter into 

alternate forms, but rather mock the Transcendentalist notion that matter can be transformed into 

spirit, ultimately the ultimate Divine Spirit. 

 

504     The phrase “Recta Sapere,” indicating righteous or upright judgment, is the name of a 

Roman Catholic hymn in Latin, largely associated with the Marist Brothers. The etymology of 

“recta,” signifying being morally upright, derives from the Latin word “rectum,” the plural form 

indicating the several, strong abdominal muscles which enable the body to maintain in an upright 

position, and to bend or move appropriately without risk of injury; in much the same way, to 

excercise sound moral sense or conscience keeps the individual and the society in good health, 

and the Moral Law acts as the correcting and preservational agents of Man’s spiritual strength 

and welfare, enabling Man to act without risk of self-harm. Horace’s “recte sapere” may also be 

translated as “wisdom,” and as wisdom is the principal thing in Scripture (Prov. 4:7), and as fear 

[reverence] of God is the beginning of wisdom (Prov. 9:10), it makes perfect sense that Homer 

would write that wisdom (good moral sense) is the font from which the best poetry springs—thus 

Poe’s position corresponds to both the classical pagan and the biblical positions, which match. 
 

505      Yet another really messed up and contra-biblical psychoanalyst raised in German 

tradition is Erich Fromm, a native German raised by orthodox Jewish parents, also a Marxist 

who previously taught at the Frankfurt Institute with his fellow Marxists before fleeing to the 

United States once the Nazis rose to power. Fromm perverts the Old Testament Scripture of his  



1567 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

Jewish upbringing by infecting it with German Idealism, German Romanticism (because of his 

emphasis on the Medieval idyllic), and Eastern mysticism— specifically Buddhism and Hindu 

pantheism, a none-too-surprising compatible mix, given the German enthusiasm for Eastern 

mystics and Spinozist Pantheism in the nineteenth century.  

     Only the orthodoxy of Scripture is jettisoned in this admixture, for it provides the pretext of 

Westernism on which to convey heretical and apostate convictions and concepts. Fromm’s 

notions about the sovereignty and godhood of the Self, and Self-love, and his perverse arguments 

about love are born of Kantianism and Hindu religious tradition—as is the American 

Transcendentalism which Poe so despised. He moved from one religious system to another, and 

he indulged his sexual licentiousness without apology—for one need never apologize when one 

considers oneself a god and thinks that one can therefore act “as if” with impunity.  

     In short, he was, as my mother is wont to say, just another screwed up idiot who went into 

psychology to figure out was wrong with himself, and when he decided he could reframe his 

perversity so as to Self-justify his own bad behavior, we ended up with another mentally ill jerk 

telling sane and decent people that there was something wrong with them for being sane and 

decent—and she adds that academia is drawn to these people like horseflies to manure, feeding 

off the shit and then going on to infect unsuspecting others by vomiting their ignorance and their 

mutual perversity on the least defenseless of society, young and inexperienced minds. (Flies do 

vomit into their own appendages, and they get it on others in the process; since they have no 

teeth they must regurgitate some of their own saliva onto that which they seek to digest, in order 

to provide the necessary enzymes for the breakdown of material.) 

 

506      The term “Psychal Transcendentalism” Carlson says is derived from combining what he 

says are two of Poe’s own ideas, being the supernatural “psychal impressions” which constitute 

the main part of the plot of his tale “Mesmeric Revelation”. He confuses Poe’s ideas even further 

when he points to Poe’s Marginalia comments regarding “psychal fancies” as impressions made 

on the mind in the state of “sleepwaking,” that brief state of consciousness between sleeping and 

awakening, in which the soul is capable of glimpsing supernal beauty by means of a 

phenomenon wherein it seems as though “the five senses were supplanted by five myriad others 

alien to mortality” (“Poe on the Soul of Man”)  

     Poe refers to this as a state of “ecstasy,” in the same religious sense as suggested by Gian 

Lorenzo Bernini’s famed mid-seventeenth century statue in the Cornaro Chapel in Rome, “The 

Ecstasy of Saint Teresa,” said to commemorate the intensely spiritual swoon of  a nun by name 

of Teresa of Avila (1515-1582). The problem with contending that “Mesmeric Revelation” is a 

valid depiction of Poe’s ideas is that Carlson fails to recognize that the tale is a burlesque/hoax, 

and that the plot relies on a satirical rendering of the phenomenon described in Marginalia, 

elevated to comic effect by Poe in order to mock Swedenborgian-inspired Transcendentalism. 

The “psychal” activity of the tale is nothing more than a parodic, grotesque exaggeration of the 

“psychal” activity described in Marginalia. Carlson adds: “In her 1969 article on Poe’s three 

“mesmeric tales” (of which “Mesmeric Revelation” is one), Doris V. Falk characterized this 

trance-like state as operating “within the mind as a unifying and illuminating force,” hence 

psychedelic rather than psychological or moral. Poe’s writings, she notes, are filled with trance 

states induced by fever, pain, hunger, drugs, sensory deprivation, as well as hypnotism. Such 
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intensified awareness makes possible heightened analytical power, poetic inspiration, and 

spiritual self-realization” (Carlson Companion 181).  

     The employment of the trances induced by actual physiological factors in the tales serve as 

the means by which Poe allows for plausible “legitimate” causes to explain the events contained 

within them; it is only in Marginalia that Poe has in mind the phenomena of heightening which 

Falk describes. Further proof of Carlson’s error is given later in the lecture: “From the year 1840, 

through 1849, there is a continuing and cumulative development of Poe’s psychal 

transcendentalism, though none of it, unfortunately, in further tales of psychic conflict. Instead, 

Poe expressed himself through marginalia, poems, essays, lectures, imaginary colloquies, and 

Eureka” (“Poe on the Soul of Man”). 

 

507      Specifically, Poe had written of him: “Dr. SNODGRASS was at one time the associate of 

Mr. Brooks in the “Baltimore Museum,” a monthly journal published in the City of Monuments 

some years since. He wrote for that Magazine, and has occasionally written for others, articles 

which possessed the merit of precision of style, and a metaphysical cast of thought. We like his 

prose much better than his poetry. His chirography is bad — stiff, sprawling and illegible, with 

frequent corrections and interlineations, evincing inactivity not less than fastidiousness. The 

signature betrays a meretricious love of effect” (Poe “A Chapter on Autography"”). 
 

508    The “Scriblerians” were the members of the self-deigned “Scriblerus Club,” an informal, 

friendly collective of London-based authors during the eighteenth-century, whose members 

included some of the finest wits and men of letters in all of British history, including Alexander 

Pope, Jonathan Swift, John Gay, and Thomas Parnell. The club began in jest, and its purpose was 

to make sport of members of British society who aspired to erudition but who failed 

spectacularly, in the eyes of its members. Henry Fielding, the satirical Augustan novelist, 

dedicated his 1731 work The Welsh Opera to the Scriblerians, utilizing the pen name of 

“Scriblerus Secundus,” coming after Pope’s well-known and well-received 1728 mock-heroic 

poem The Dunciad,, in which Pope utilized the nom de plume of “Martinus Scriblerus”.  

509   Poe’s acrimony towards the Emersonian crowd did not abate, and, in fact, the greater their 

seeming impact on the American cultural scene, the more direct and less sparing became Poe’s 

attacks, moving from a general criticizing of “no one in particular” to being very particular. In 

regard to Tale-Writing: Nathaniel Hawthorne, Poe’s review of 1847 is pointed and pernicious: 

“‘Let him [Hawthorne] mend his pen, get a bottle of invisible ink, come out from the Old Manse, 

cut Mr. [Bronson] Alcott, hang (if possible) the editor of ‘The Dial,’ and throw out of the 

window to the pigs all his old numbers of ‘The North American Review’ [which he called The 

North American Humdrum Quarterly in “Never Bet the Devil Your Head”]” (Carlson “Poe’s 

Ten-Year” 45). The honeymooning Hawthornes had rented, in 1842, “the Old Manse,” a large 

house owned by Emerson; just how practical it would be to insult one’s former landlord should 

go without saying, as Emerson was compelled to evict the Hawthornes since the Ripley family 

wanted to reclaim possession of it in 1845. 

 

510      When Poe says the New England crowd are not capable of anything beyond mere talent, 

he means that they lack true creativity. 
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511      American physicist Robert Oppenheimer, quoting the Hindu scriptures the Bhagavad-

Gita, as famously stated on July 16, 1945, on the occasion of the magnitude of destruction 

resulting from the explosion of the atomic bomb, which he helped to develop: “The Bhagavad-

Gita is 700-verse Hindu scripture, written in Sanskrit, that centers on a dialogue between a great 

warrior prince called Arjuna and his charioteer Lord Krishna, an incarnation of Vishnu. Facing 

an opposing army containing his friends and relatives, Arjuna is torn. But Krishna teaches him 

about a higher philosophy that will enable him to carry out his duties as a warrior irrespective of 

his personal concerns. This is known as the dharma, or holy duty […] In Hinduism, which has a 

non-linear concept of time, the great god is not only involved in the creation, but also the  

dissolution […] “Krishna is saying you have to simply do your duty as a warrior’” (Tempterton, 

citations omitted). The parallel of Eastern mysticism to Kantian metaphysics likely explains the 

subsequent German embrace of the two, for both emphasize blind unthinking and unfeeling 

devotion to duty over love for others. 
 

512      See, for example, Alfred I. Tauber’s 2009 essay, “Freud’s Dreams of Reason: The Kantian 

Structure of Psychoanalysis,” Sebastian Gardner’s 2012 essay, “Psychoanalytic Theory: A 

Historical Reconstruction,” and the chapter titled  “Psychoanalysis as Philosophy” from Tauber’s 

2010 book, Freud, the Reluctant Philosopher. 

 

513     In the following few days of his physical collapse (upon seeing a horse flogged in the 

streets of Milan) and his mental collapse, Nietzsche penned a flurry of brief correspondences to 

several of his closer acquaintances, including Cosima Wagner and Jacob Burckhardt. These short 

letters are commonly referred to as the Wahnzettel (“Madness Letters”), and they signal a clearly 

delusional mind, one obsessed with Christological self-identification and a raging intolerance for 

anti-Semitism. He signed most of the letters “Dionysus,” after the ancient pagan god of 

licentious and riotous living (as opposed to Apollo, a god associated with law and order), 

although a handful he signed “der Gekreuzigte,” which may be translated as “the crucified one”. 

      In these letters, he wrote that he had Caiaphas put in fetters (the high priest of Jerusalem who 

presided over the illicit trial of Jesus of Nazareth), that he was crucified by German doctors, and 

that Kaiser Wilhelm, Otto van Bismarck, and all anti-Semites were abolished. He demanded the 

Prussian emperor travel to Rome to be executed, and summoned the other political powers of 

Europe to move militarily against the Germans. He also insisted that the pontiff be jailed, and 

claimed that he, Nietzsche, had created the world and was actively seeing to the task of having 

all anti-Semites shot to death. Nietzsche’s anti-anti-Semitism surely could not serve the Nazi 

agenda, therefore it was suppressed intentionally by the Third Reich’s appropriation of other 

perverse Nietzschean ideas (which they perverted even further), such as that of the Űbermensch 

and “the will to power”. See, e.g., Stefan Zweig’s The Struggle with the Daimon: Hölderlin, 

Kleist and Nietzsche (from his Master Builders series, Pushkin Press, 2012) and Stephen R.C. 

Hick’s Nietzsche and the Nazis (Ockham’s Razor, 2010). Interestingly, the Nazis claimed all 

three of the German authors having gone mad and/or committed suicide featured in Zweig’s 

book, creating a pseudo-mythological romanticized cult which raised them to prominence and 

rescued them from obscurity. 

 

https://blogs.bu.edu/ait/files/2012/08/Freud%E2%80%99s-dreams-of-reason.pdf
https://www.jstor.org/stable/41501711?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
http://assets.press.princeton.edu/chapters/i9364.pdf
https://books.google.com/books/about/Freud_the_Reluctant_Philosopher.html?id=hTn4YSh2k50C
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514      Edmund Burke’s work analyzes the aesthetics proposed by Plato, Aristotle, and Saint 

Augustine of Hippo, but this is neither the time or the place to delve into his ideas or theirs. 

 

515      Hirsch admits that he is unaware if Nietzsche ever read Poe, but it appears he had, for 

more than one source attributes the following quote to Nietzsche, gleaned here from a text 

devoted to analysis of the works of Bertolt Brecht: “Those great poets…men like Byron, Musset, 

Poe, Leopardi, Kleist, Gogol…are and must be men of the moment, sensual, absurd, fivefold, 

irresponsible, and sudden in mistrust and trust; with souls in which they must usually conceal 

some fracture; often taking revenge with their works for some inner contamination, often seeking  

with their high flights to escape into forgetfulness from an all-too-faithful memory; idealists 

from the vicinity of swamps” (Bentley 76). Of course, Nietzsche errs in lumping Poe into the 

group of these other poets, not in terms of their greatness, but in terms of thinking their art is 

indebted to personal neuroses and malicious revenge fantasies. Poe’s mind is not fractured, and 

his vision is clear and bright, focused upwards on the supernal, even from the depths of the 

murky swamp of humanity. Lord Byron, Alfred de Musset, Giacomo Leopardi, Heinrich von 

Kleist, and Nikolai Gogol? What might they have in common? All were reportedly mad, 

suicidal, or obsessed with themes of revenge.  Lord Byron lived a riotous life in which he often 

demonstrated little to no regard for his own safety or well-being, therefore exhibiting what is 

commonly referred to as “a death wish”.  

     By his own admission, he confessed: “I am such a strange mélange of good and evil that it 

would be difficult to describe me” (C. Marchand 1066). He reportedly also was given to 

demonstrations of obsessive “silent rages, moody sullenness and revenge,” per one of his 

biographers, Thomas Moore. (See, e.g., the multi-volume biography by Moore, The Works of 

Lord Byron: With His Letters and Journals, and His Life, John Murray, 1835.) Alfred de Musset 

attempted suicide more than once, and British author George Sand wrote to a mutual physician 

acquaintance of theirs that she feared for Musset’s reason: “‘Once, three months ago,’ she wrote, 

‘he was like a madman all night long, seeing phantoms all about him, and at the present moment, 

he is complaining of a nameless and causeless malady, and declaring he is on the point of death 

or madness” (Proal 392) (That quote is gleaned from a 1905 book titled Passion and Criminality, 

from a chapter called “Suicide Determined by Passion, and the Contagion of Literature as 

Affecting It,” no less.)  

     Leopardi’s 1837 work, Pensieri (Thoughts, in Italian) is the uncompleted collection of the 

author’s sentiments about humanity and human society—that was his announced intended  

goal, and he died before being able to finish it. Still, the contents of the volume which were 

published posthumously reveal a malevolence and bitterness against his fellow man which has 

been likened to a vengeful diatribe against the world; he suffered from a frustrated romance, 

constant poor physical health, a controlling family, and (understandably) severe and constant fits 

of depression, and he was deeply disturbed by the corruption and hypocrisy he perceived in the 

papal states wherein he was raised and educated.  

     Of Leopardi’s Canti (roughly meaning Do You Sing?), one translator of the work (Jonathan 

Galassi) has offered that it represents his subject as “the supreme poet of passive, helpless 

suffering—a writer who constantly reiterated, in verse and prose, his conviction that in human 

life ‘there is everything to be endured, nothing to be done’” (Kirsch).  
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     But why not take Leopardi at his own word?  His world view is summarized in an entry from 

1826 in his sizeable “notebook” referred to as the Zibaldone, penned when he was twenty-six 

years old: “‘Everything is evil. I mean, everything that is, is wicked; every existing thing is an 

evil; everything exists for a wicked end. Existence is a wickedness and is ordained for 

wickedness. Evil is the end, the final purpose, of the universe…. The only good is nonbeing; the 

only really good thing is the thing that is not, things that are not things; all things are bad” 

(Kirsch).  

     Kleist famously committed suicide after killing a close female friend suffering from a 

terminal illness (Henriette Vogel), presumably because he could not bear the thought of life 

without her. (They were not permitted to be buried in a churchyard because of the religious  

stance against suicide, therefore they were buried at the spot from where they were pulled out of 

the water, having died at the site of a bridge. The site in Wannsee eventually became 

romanticized as a tourist attraction, and continues to draw lovers from all over to the memorial 

site.) Gogol (whose own works have sometimes been described as grotesqueries) achieved 

celebrity for a work called Dead Souls, intentionally modeled on the “Inferno” section of Dante’s 

Divine Comedy; it was a satire of Imperial Russia. He made the acquaintance of a spiritual 

adviser (Matvey Konstantinovsky), who put the fear of God and of damnation into Gogol, 

because of the sinfulness exhibited by his imaginative work.  As a result of this self-persecution 

complex, he undertook extreme ascetic practices (e.g., self-starvation, flagellation), which 

exacerbated his decline into poor health and deep depression. In early 1852, he burned many of 

his manuscripts (including the second part of Dead Souls, intended to mimic Dante’s 

“Purgatorio” chapter), and then claimed he never intended to so, but was tricked into doing it by 

the Devil. He died within days of that mad episode, and in a tragic Poe-like turn of events, when 

his corpse was exhumed to move it to tomb, the body was discovered lying face down, 

suggesting that the unfortunate man had been buried alive.  

     Poe does not belong to this category of artists, for the only time he experienced anything close 

to suicidal tendencies and madness is when he imbibed even the slightest amount of alcohol 

when distressed by his poor beloved wife’s ailing condition. (There is a range of illnesses 

categorized in an article titled “Alcohol-Related Neurological Disease,” in which one’s 

personality and conduct may be drastically altered by even minimal amounts of alcohol 

consumption; it is likely Poe suffered from this physical weakness.) Kleist, to be sure, was also 

despondent at the prospect of losing his beloved, but Poe did not enter into a murder-suicide pact 

(the lovers each wrote farewell letters), and instead chose life. 

 

516     “The Underground Man” is a literary archetype representing an individual extremely 

alienated from the society in which he lives. He feels superior to the people who surround him, 

in terms of his intelligence and his awareness. His hyperawareness, though, or consciousness 

results in crippling skepticism, causing him to second-guess himself; he has supreme confidence 

in his mental acuity, but lacks it in his actions. The Underground Man’s insecurity and pride 

manifest as seething, resentful indecision, which prevents him from fully participating in life to 

the extent that others do. 
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517     Poe himself chastised readers for confusing characters with the authors who penned them: 

“‘First, we must understand that the narrators are [dramatis] personae, imaginary characters 

shaped for the tales in which they appear.’ Poe understood the concept of persona, as is clear 

from these remarks: ‘In all commenting upon Shakespeare, there has been a radical error, never 

yet mentioned. It is the error of attempting to expound his characters—to account for their 

actions—to reconcile his inconsistences—not as if they were the coinage of a human brain, but 

as if they had been actual existences upon earth. We talk of Hamlet the man, instead of Hamlet 

the dramatis personae—of Hamlet that God, in place of Hamlet that Shakespeare created.’ 

Discussing this matter at length, James Gargano clearly establishes that Poe must not be 

confused with his fictive world—a point also made by Stephen Mooney. The issue is not quite  

dead, for interpretations sill appear in which a character’s thoughts or deeds are taken to be 

Poe’s” (Howarth 13). 

 

518      The original Italian reads: “Ma se presso al mattin del ver si sogna,/tu sentirai, di qua da 

picciol tempo,/di quel che Prato, non ch'altri, t'agogna./E se già fosse, non saria per tempo./ Cosi 

foss' ei, da che pur esser dee!/chè più mi graverà, com' più m'attempo” (Dante). Per The Indiana 

Critical Edition of Dante’s Medieval magnum opus: “According to the ancient and medieval 

popular tradition, the dreams that men have in the early morning hours before daybreak will 

come true. Dante’s dream-prophecy concerns impending strife for Florence and can be 

interpreted in several ways. It could refer to the malediction placed on the city by Cardinal 

Niccolo da Prato, who was sent (1304) by Pope Benedict XI to reconcile the opposing political 

factions, and who, having failed in his mission, decided to lay a curse on the city. Or we may 

have an expulsion of the Blacks from Prato in 1309. However, it seems most plausible, given the 

phrase ‘and the others’ that Prato is to be interpreted here in a generic sense to indicate all the 

small Tuscan towns subjected to Florentine rule, which will soon rebel against their master” 

(Musa 193). 

      By “the Blacks,” Musa refers to the Black Guelphs, one of the two factions in the heated and 

protracted Florentine political controversy; the other faction was the Ghibellines. (The names are 

Latinized versions of the German names “Welf” and “Waiblingen”.) According to the Dante 

Alighieri Society of Massachusetts website, which summarizes the clash between the “Whites 

and the Blacks”: “They originated in the 12th century from the names of rival German houses in 

their struggle for the title of Holy Roman Emperor. The election, favored by the Pope, of Lothair 

II (c. 1070–1137), Holy Roman emperor from 1133 and German king from 1125, was opposed 

by the Hohenstaufen family of princes. This was the start of the feud between the house of Welf 

(Guelph), the followers of the dukes of Saxony and Bavaria (Henry the Proud, 1108–1139; later 

of his son Henry the Lion, 1129–1195), and that of the lords of Hohenstaufen whose castle at 

Waiblingen (near present-day Stuttgart) gave the Ghibellines their name. Eventually the Guelph-

Ghibelline conflict gave way to a civil war which was finally settled in 1152 by the election of 

Frederick I (Barbarossa), the son of a Hohenstaufen father and a Welf mother.  

     (When Henry the Lion, (Welf, incurred the disfavor of the Holy Roman emperor Frederick 

Barbarossa, Waiblingen, in 1180, his lands were forfeited to a duke of the Wittelsbach family – a 

dynasty that was to dominate Bavarian history until the end of World War I.) The Guelph-

Ghibelline continued for another two centuries as it became a specifically Italian conflict  

https://books.google.com/books?id=TPkqYo-6QwkC
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between forces opposed to the papacy and those supporting it. In 1334 Pope Benedict XII 

forbade, under pain of the censures of the church, the further use of the Guelph and Ghibelline 

names. As late as the end of the XV century and in the beginning of the XVI, after the descent of 

Charles VIII into Italy, the supporters of the French king called themselves guelphs and the 

opponents ghibellines” (“Guelphs and Ghibellines”). 

 

519      One can well imagine the scorn which he would have heaped upon the subsequent 

Austro-Hungarian atonal compositions of Franz Liszt’s “Bagatelle sans tonalité” of 1885, and 

the later works of Arnold Schoenberg and the “Second Viennese School”! Liszt  

pioneered atonal music, and his manuscript copy of the “Bagatelle” actually titles the piano solo  

“Fourth Mephisto Waltz,” suggesting a devilishly discordant air to it. “Atonal” music refers to 

compositions which lack a clear tonal center, contrary to the standard for nearly all works 

composed in the Western classical tradition.  Music which is tonal is composed so as to evidence 

a harmonic structure based on a prominent tonal center. Schoenberg belongs to the “Second 

Viennese School,” along with fellow composers Alban Berg and Anton Webern; the “First 

Viennese School” consists of the much better known (and much more talented!) composers of 

the Austrian heritage—Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Joseph Haydn, Ludwig van Beethoven, and 

Franz Schubert. (Franz Liszt, Gustav Mahler, Johann Strauss II, Johannes Brahms, Johann 

Sebastian Bach, George Friedrich Handel, Robert Schumann, Richard Wagner, Richard 

Strauss—these famous composers are part of a rich Germanic cultural tradition. The disdain 

merited against German metaphysics for the atrocities it has wrought does not negate the fact 

that the German musical heritage sets the bar very high to rival, indeed, and, at least as far as 

classical music goes, impossibly high to outdo.) 

 

520      As explained by one Christian apologist: “Orthodox Christian theology has decisively 

rejected the idea that Jesus Christ is a demigod in this sense. At the Council of Chalcedon in 451 

a definition of the faith was agreed with the following words about the two natures of Christ: 

‘one and the same Christ, Son, Lord, Only-begotten, recognized in two natures, without 

confusion, without change, without division, without separation; the distinction of nature’s being 

in no way annulled by the union, but rather the characteristics of each nature being preserved and 

coming together to form one person and subsistence, not as parted or separated into two persons, 

but one and the same Son and Only-begotten God the Word, Lord Jesus Christ.’ In other  

words, Jesus is not half divine and half human, but fully God and fully man, without any kind of 

confusion or change in the natures, while also being one person” (Kirk). This was the issue 

debated at the heart of the Arianism controversy (named for the heretical presbyter Arius who 

propagated it), which the Council of Nicaea resolutely condemned earlier, in 325 C.E. 

 

521      Halliburton is here directly quoting from J. Hillis Miller’s 1963 The Disappearance of 

God: Five Nineteenth Century Writers. The publisher’s description of the book is as follows: “A 

landmark work of literary criticism by one of the foremost interpreters of nineteenth-century 

England, The Disappearance of God confronts the consciousness of an absent (though perhaps 

still existent) God in the writings of Thomas De Quincey, Robert Browning, Emily Brontë, 

Matthew Arnold, and Gerard Manley Hopkins. J. Hillis Miller surveys the intellectual and  

http://www.dantemass.org/html/guelphs-and-ghibellines.html
http://gentlewisdom.org/jesus-is-not-a-demigod/
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material developments that conspired to cut man off from God—among other factors the city, 

developments within Christianity, subjectivism, and the emergence of the modern historical 

sense—and shows how each writer's body of work reflects a sustained response to the experience 

of God's disappearance” (U of Illinois Press). 

 

522     What is genuinely odd about Thompson’s essay (other than the preposterous premise it 

serves up) is that the very first footnote in it states, in regard to “Usher” and Conrad’s Heart of 

Darkness: “The double, the skull motif, and theme of mental and moral collapse are the most 

obvious similarities” (“Explained Gothic” 151). And yet there is never any discussion of the 

morality, let alone how it relates to the mental collapse, being both characterized by  

subjectivity. In another footnote, he briefly summarizes the criticism of some of his peers (Darrel 

Abel, Leo Spitzer, J.O. Bailey, and Maurice Lévy—all incorrect), then further crystalizing three 

Psychoanalytic modes of interpretation of Poe’s literary corpus: “Thus we have three kinds of 

‘psychological’ approaches which must be carefully differentiated: (1) a biographical, 

‘psychoanalytic’ approach in which Poe himself is the subject; (2) a ‘psychological’ 

interpretation of the characters and their actions and perceptions in the dramatic world of the 

tale; and (3) an ‘archetypal’ approach, which sees certain universal human responses deeply 

embedded in the works” (“Explained Gothic” 151-152). 

      The psychological “archetypes” to which he refers are not the same as literary archetypes 

proper, such as the Christ-figure and the Lucifer-figure, but are the twelve personality archetypes 

of Jungian psychology (e.g., the Lover, the Rebel, the Explorer, etc.): “The psychologist, Carl 

Gustav Jung, used the concept of archetype in his theory of the human psyche. He believed that 

universal, mythic characters—archetypes—reside within the collective unconscious of people the 

world over. Archetypes represent fundamental human motifs of our experience as we evolved; 

consequentially, they evoke deep emotions” (Golden). To be perfectly blunt, as far as Poe is 

concerned, these three theories are the same shit, different sandwiches, and none of them should 

be swallowed. 

 

523     The term “nothingburger” has enjoyed recent popularity in political discourse, yet it is not 

a new term. Per Merriam-Webster’s  dictionary: “The term nothingburger (sometimes styled as 

nothing burger) emerges in the media whenever something is downplayed as irrelevant or 

insignificant. Although the term itself is not new, it has taken on new life in recent months as the 

au courant way of saying ‘there's nothing to see here.’[…] While the term has seen a resurgence 

in popularity, nothingburger has a sustained track record, particularly in the business of politics, 

media, and punditry, where one's job is to look for dish and another's to deflect attention […] 

Nothingburger is often attributed to a 1950s gossip columnist named Louella Parsons. Beginning 

in 1953, Parsons used the term in a number of columns to refer to minor celebrities she deemed 

unworthy of public attention. One could surmise that as hamburgers are considered a filling and 

substantial bite, something that doesn't provide that expected substance might leave you hungry 

for something more. The –burger suffix occasionally turns up in nonce phrasings to describe 

something ‘served up’ as something to be consumed, as in the manner of fast food […] Placing 

nothing in front of burger highlights the disparity of being sold something packaged for 

consumption and then having it not deliver on its promise” (“Words We're Watching”). 
 

https://www.press.uillinois.edu/books/catalog/36hbh6rp9780252069109.html
http://www.soulcraft.co/essays/the_12_common_archetypes.html
https://www.merriam-webster.com/words-at-play/nothing-burger-nothingburger-meaning-origin-phrase
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524      Freud was a fraud. Freud’s duplicity is documented in Frederick C. Crews’ Unauthorized 

Freud: Doubters Confront a Legend, and online summaries of that work are sobering, such as: 

“Professor Crews argues that Freud devised a self-validating method of inquiry, deluded himself 

about his patients' illnesses, and failed to cure them. He founded a doctrinaire movement that has 

excommunicated dissenters while trying to evade empirical scrutiny […] The essays show Freud 

as a fabricator of his patients' confessions, a liar, a cheat, a ruthless censor, a myth creator (about 

himself), a paranoiac, an icy remorseless opportunist, a jealous and imperious character full of a 

prioris, a megalomaniac, an impostor, a tyrant and a misogynist ('the self-evident superiority of  

male to female sex organs'; 'civilisation was a male creation.') […] It is worth noting that Freud’s 

own reward circuitry (in the brain) was apparently out of balance. He used cocaine for years, and 

publicly touted its supposed benefits, even claiming that it could cure addiction to morphine. He 

was fatally addicted to tobacco. He smoked 20 cigars a day, and did not quit even when he was 

diagnosed with cancer of the jaw. He was operated upon more than two dozen times before the 

disease finally killed him. Even when his entire jaw had been replaced, he continued to smoke all 

day, every day […] In short, we are still governing our sex lives based on the advice of an addict. 

This is significant, since sex is governed by the same reward circuitry as all addictions. It seems 

likely that many of Freud's sexual ‘insights’ were unwittingly based on addict-think. Clearly, if 

the best answer lies in moderation and inner equilibrium, Freud could not have found it. For him, 

the way to treat the discomfort of withdrawal was indulgence, however deadly” (Stradi).  

     All of these charges are true, and what they fail to add is that Freud did not even have the 

conviction to commit suicide, imposing on a physician friend (Max Schur) to render him a lethal 

dose of morphine (three injections) on September 21, 1939 (exactly three weeks after Hitler 

invaded Poland), once he learned he had inoperable oral cancer and could not even endure the 

agony of yet another facial surgery (after already having 33 over the course of 16 years) (Klein). 

This is one “physician” who could not even heal himself.  Academia’s embrace of Freud is 

proof-positive that the mentally ill are running the asylum, as in Poe’s tale “Tarr and Fether”.  

     (Ah, and his graduate studies were on marine invertebrates—eels, especially; I don’t know 

about you, but I wouldn’t go to a marine zoologist or the veterinarian if I wanted help with 

mental or emotional issues. Freud was tasked with locating the gonads of the slippery sea 

creatures, a mystery since ancient Rome, where they were a delicacy; he never found them, 

because recent scientific discoveries have shown that they only drop their testes when they are 

ready to mate, and Freud was dissecting them, and hundreds of miles from where they mated, at 

that. True, he did study with eminent neurologist and anatomical pathologist Jean-Martin 

Charcot, but Charcot’s studies were far more scientific than the methods invented and practiced 

by Freud, which were, at best, pseudoscientific. But here I digress…) 

 

525      The combined poison of the apostate and untenable German Idealism and German 

Romanticism is great, for instead of merely prizing the authenticity of feelings as the standard of 

goodness, the perversion or grotesquery of those already grotesque movements insists that the 

authenticity of wholly subjective feelings actually constitutes the authenticity of the objective 

reality, and not merely our perceptions about it. This is the root of the asinine trend which insists 

on the notion of “gender fluidity,” based solely on how a person feels about his or her gender. 

NO. In the first place, a person’s feelings are likely to change; they can even change several  

 

https://www.scienceforums.net/topic/51419-freud-liar-and-fraud/
https://www.history.com/news/10-things-you-may-not-know-about-sigmund-freud
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times within the same day. And one can easily lie about one’s feelings.  Do I self-identify as a 

young man in the morning, only to then find out that car insurance rates are higher for young 

men, and therefore decide to claim I am a female in the afternoon, when I apply for an insurance 

rate, so as to game the system, and then drive just as recklessly as a young man once I have 

secured the lower rate for my policy? There are only two sexes, male and female. This is not a 

religious argument, in that Scripture relates that God created only male and female—known 

science confirms this fact. There are only two types of sex chromosomes (X and Y), and there are 

only two normative combinations of these sex chromosomes (XX and XY)—and there are only 

two types of normative hip bones, one each for the XX and XY combinations, as the hip bone is 

the only sex-specific bone in the human body.  

     Until the day comes when people who are born with one chromosome combination and one 

specific hip bone type can change their chromosome combination and hip bone type, there are 

only two sexes, and no such thing as “gender fluidity,” period. Up until the second wave of 

feminism in the mid-twentieth century, the concepts of sex and gender were identical, signifying 

biological properties; then, the argument was made that sex indicated biology and gender 

indicated a socially-constructed identity. (And this claim was made, never mind that the 

etymology of “gender” is derived from the Latin term “genus,” indicating the group into which 

one is born, and that the etymology of “sex” is derived from the Latin “secare,” meaning to cut 

in half…leaving only two distinct entities.) NOW, the insanity being argued is that gender is not 

merely one’s socially-constructed identity but should also be taken, uncritically, as a biological 

reality---which means that gender and sex have, once again, become synonymous, except now 

there is no room for physical biology at all in determining that which is male and female. How 

nuts is that? In the animal kingdom, there are only males and females, else procreation would be 

impossible. Biology—chromosomes—are the ultimate, objective means of establishing sex, 

period. 

      I, for one, refuse to cow to the delusions of those who prize Self-subjectivity at the expense 

of objective reality; sane people should never concede the world to insane ones, for in doing so, 

evildoers will wax worse and worse simply by claiming a right to make a grotesquery of Truth, 

Justice, and Goodness. (For the record, we are speaking of normative, healthy chromosome 

combinations; there are other types, called “intersex,” in which some deformation or dysfunction 

is typically attendant; the individuals in whom these rarer combinations appear are no less human 

and no less deserving of all the dignity and sanctity of other lives.  Hermaphrodites, for example, 

have a XX chromosome combination, but usually as result of being exposed to strong male 

hormones while in utero (in having a male twin), have the development of their genitals 

impacted, thus the folds of the labia become fused and the clitoris enlarges so as to give the 

appearance of a penis; they still have ovaries and a uterus, but are infertile. Individuals who 

appear female and then have their testes descend later in life (which were always present, being 

merely internal) are always possessed of XY chromosome combination, even if their external 

genitalia suggests otherwise, for in such instances, the genitalia were not properly formed in 

utero. (See, for example, descriptions of other non-normative variations at the Medline Plus 

government site’s entry for conditions known as “Inter Sex”.) 

 
 

https://medlineplus.gov/ency/article/001669.htm
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526      In the final portion of Thomas Mann’s 1924 novel, The Magic Mountain, the protagonist, 

Hans Castorp, is restored to health by German music, which revitalizes his patriotism and his 

decision to live an active life instead of wasting away in the Swiss sanitorium for patients 

suffering from tuberculosis (where he is literally in a foreign element and surrounded by 

foreigners, and therefore more susceptible to mental and moral and physical contagion). Mann 

carefully and brilliantly has the plot unfold so that the role of the musical selections feeds into 

the plot, which is structured along the ideas of Nietzsche’s philosophical text from 1872, The 

Birth of Tragedy, in which German music is shown to have has a salvific power. 

 

527      Carlson here also points to the work of other critics (e.g., Burton Pollin and George P. 

Morris) who make notation of Poe’s use of the term “wild” in regard to musical compositions 

(pun intended). Writes Carlson: “In these examples, the word wild connotes a highly 

imaginative, extravagant, or eccentric quality—an abandonment of conventional standards to the 

point of excess or at least artistic distortion; it also implies an energy and intensity, but without a 

guiding focus or sense of direction and purpose” (Critical Essays 214). And it is in these senses 

also that Poe means to condemn German Idealism, German-led Romanticism, and German-fed 

American Transcendentalism. Poe insisted on “absolute proportion” for the perfect harmony of 

the three faculties, and wildness is fundamentally contrary to symmetry, harmony, and 

proportion—the Neoclassical order to which he was beholden. Wildness involves distortion and 

disharmony, therefore it signifies grotesquery. 

 

528     Actually, The Beatles’ song “I am the Walrus” from which this line is taken utilizes the 

alternative phrasing “goo goo g’joob,” but I prefer “coo coo ca choo,” which is the spin folk 

singers Paul Simon and Art Garfunkel put on it in their own song, “Mrs. Robinson”. Per the 

Urban Dictionary entry for the expression: “It is believed to be used in songs and in 60s and 70s 

slang as a phrase left to be freely interpreted by anyone based on the surrounding context it is 

used in. The freedom to bestow any meaning upon the phrase makes the word a statement about 

freedom of expression, which is a meaning in itself. Another widely accepted variation of the 

meaning is a slang way to assure the state of things is entirely fine; an expression of reassuring 

goodness. Also used as a way to introduce an effect or say ‘hey whatdya know—‘” (“Coo Coo 

Ca Choo”). My use of it here should signal my disdain for the nonsense opinion to which the 

phrase alludes, and to suggest that Carlson is trying to make out Poe critics as belonging to one 

big happy family where everyone’s bullshit opinion is tolerated as being of equal value. Wrong. 

People have an equal inherent value, but their opinions do not, as some outright stink and should 

be rejected summarily. 

 

529      British art critic, philanthropist, and social theorist, John Ruskin 
 

530      Mabbott points out that “The Black Cat” was parodied in 1844 by Poe’s bitter rival, the 

vastly inferior Thomas Dunn English, whose humorous and moderately clever piece called “The 

Ghost of a Grey Tadpole,” nonetheless was penned with a spirit of derision, and not as an 

homage. 

 

https://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=Coo%20coo%20ca%20choo
https://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=Coo%20coo%20ca%20choo
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531      A paraphrase of: “Look at how a single candle can deny and define the darkness.” (Anne 

Frank, The Diary of a Young Girl, 1947) 
 

532      Saint Augustine of Hippo, Confessions, 397-400 A.D. 
 

533      English dramatist and poet William Shakespeare, Julius Caesar, Act III, scene ii (1599) 
 

534      In a somewhat controversial move, in 2002, the pontiff John Paul II expressed a desire to 

introduce a new set of five rosary prayers, which he proposed to call “the Luminous Mysteries,”  

thereby bringing the total up to twenty. (Specific days of the week are set aside for each set; the 

Joyful Mysteries on Sunday and Monday, the Sorrowful on Tuesday and Friday, and the 

Glorious on Sunday and Wednesday; the Luminous ones were apportioned to Thursday. 

Doubtless there are reasons behind the days selected, but they are unknown to me at present.) 

Most Protestants perceive of rosary veneration prayers as fostering heretical belief, because of 

the Roman Catholic Mariological doctrine which preaches “to Christ through Mary”. The role of 

Mary in any salvific capacity is anathema to Protestantism because of the doctrine of “sola fide,” 

by which is meant salvation comes by faith [in God] alone, based on Ephesians 2:8-9: “For by 

grace are ye saved through faith; and that not of yourselves: it is the gift of God: Not of works, 

lest any man should boast.” (Protestantism, in general, believes faith alone saves the soul, but 

good works are necessary to determine one’s heavenly rewards.) 
 

535      If ever there were a case of demonstrating that users of Wikipedia should be wary of 

relying on the information provided on that site which lacks credible documentation, it is Edward 

Doucet’s biography. At the time this paper is being written, under the subheading of “Edgar 

Allan Poe connection,” readers will learn that Poe moved to the Bronx area in 1884 (Poe  

was dead by 1849), and that Doucet became Poe’s “confessor”—not merely his confidant and 

companion on many long walks in the vicinity of Poe’ cottage and the school. Poe was never 

known to attend a single church Mass, or to profess a conversion to Roman Catholicism, either 

verbally or textually. One simply cannot buy into everything one reads about Poe; caveat emptor. 

 

536      Burdick points to one other specific mention of Jesuits regarding Poe, this one a direct 

quote, gleaned from the second installment of Poe’s 1844 “Marginalia”: “In a humorous tone so 

typical of his editorial work, Poe writes: ‘I have at length attained the last page, which is a thing 

to thank God for; and all this may be logic, but I am sure it is nothing more. Until I get the means 

of refutation, however, I must be content to say with the Jesuits, Le Seur and Jacquier, that I 

“acknowledge myself obedient to the decrees of the Pope against the motion of the Earth.’” Here 

Poe refers to the edition of Newton’s Philosophiae Naturalis Principia Mathematica edited by 

the Jesuits Thomas Le Seur and Francois Jacquier. Although Poe’s tongue-in-cheek comments 

indicate that he does not agree with every Papal decree, even these remarks reveal a familiarity 

with the history and the pronouncements of the Church of Rome” (17). True, very true, but in 

Poe’s eyes, it seems evident that he thinks said religion is always on the wrong side of history. 

But then, nobody expects the Spanish Inquisition, si? 
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537      Pope Gregory VII was pontiff during what is referred to in Roman Catholic history as the 

“Investiture Controversy,” a political and religious wrangling between the sitting pontiff and the 

Holy Roman Emperor Henry IV, in which they quarreled about the division of matters of Church 

and State regarding the appointment of local church officials. The matter was pivotal to 

Medieval Europe, resulting in civil war in the German territories for half a century in the earliest 

years of the eleventh century Common Era. The Emperor thought the pontificate undercut 

imperial authority, and the pontiff thought the Emperor undermined papal authority. Gregory VII 

was so exasperated with the royal ruler that he excommunicated him no fewer than three times as 

a means to pressure him into kowtowing to papal authority, action which ultimately led Henry IV  

to set up Clement III as the now-infamous “Antipope”. Because Gregory VII is so very closely 

associated with a zeal for papal authority, he is seen either as a strong leader and defender of the 

religion, or as an abuser of power for political gain. 

 

538     See, e.g., Jonathan Kirsch’s 2008 book, The Grand Inquisitor’s Manual, for a sobering 

and sorrowing recounting of the phenomenon of human torture on religious pretexts. But for a 

genuinely horrifying enumeration of the torture tactics Self-sanctioned (and Self-pardoned) by 

the Inquisitors the likes of which Poe’s “bold recusant” faced, see Samuel Clarke’s book 

Martyrology (circa 1651), in which such beastly and inhumane torments are documented (in 

clear violation of the “Ad Extirpanda” restrictions): skin flayed off of head, face and body; 

nipples pulled off; fried alive in pans; bound to pillar head down and roasted; mouth slit back to 

ears; crucified upside down; put in cauldrons of boiling oil; thrown out of windows upon upward 

facing spears; bodies gored through mouths with pikes; arms cut off ; torturous slow burning 

e.g., burn soles of feet, then up to ankles, mid-calf, etc. until dead; bellies burnt until bowels fell 

out; women stripped, hung from tree by their hair and scourged; tourniquet placed on head and 

twisted until eyes came out; ears bored out; tongue cut out; set down (by pulley) into a fire by 

degrees; thrown to dogs; hung up by the heels and choked with smoke; smothered in caves on 

mountains; hearts pulled out; roasted upon spits over a soft fire; bowels pulled out; brains beaten 

out with one’s own anvil and hammer; sharp instruments forced under their nails and other body 

parts; racked until bowels broke out; throats cut with butcher knives; knocked on the head with 

axes; naked women left hung up by one leg on trees until they died; slain and body parts set on 

stakes for 30 miles stretches; noses and breasts pulled off with red hot pinchers; flesh torn with 

the claws of wild animals; murdered in church during a sermon; hung up by one hand with 

weights of lead at their heels; torn in pieces by horses; cut into pieces by legions of soldiers; 

hung on trees by the middle until dying of starvation; and women's bellies ripped open and their 

children trod underfoot of the tormentors (“The Great Whore.”).  

     All these tortures…and more. On an irrefutably anti-Roman Catholic website, quotes are 

gleaned from The American Textbook of Popery, a book which in turn quotes directly from the 

Directory for the Inquisitors, including, for example, “He is a heretic who does not believe what 

the Roman Hierarchy teaches. --A heretic merits the pains of fire. --By the Gospel, the canons, 

civil law, and custom, heretics must be burned,” and “All defence is denied to heretics”—that 

last edict pretty well establishing a foregone conclusion of the trial of one accused. It also quotes 

Cardinal Bellarmine: “Experience teaches that there is no other remedy for the evil, but to put 

heretics [Protestants] to death; for the [Romish] church proceeded gradually and tried every 

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0060816996/ref=x_gr_w_bb_sout?ie=UTF8&tag=x_gr_w_bb_sout-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0060816996&SubscriptionId=1MGPYB6YW3HWK55XCGG2
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remedy: at first she merely excommunicated them; afterwards she added a fine; then she 

banished them; and finally she was constrained to put them to death […]” (“The Great Whore”).   
 

539      Carlson has performed anthology editorial duties for collections of essays on Poe’s work, 

has penned several such essays himself, and even was honored with giving the annual lecture for 

the official Edgar Allan Poe Society in honor of its fiftieth anniversary, in 1973. Clearly, he did 

not have confidence enough in the work to promote it professionally, and scrutiny of the paper 

reveals that it does not hold up well, in terms of the logic offered in its argumentation. In fact, the 

only reason I even know it exists is because there was a one-sentence mention of it in a Poe  

newsletter from the 1970s. (I scoured electronic copies of the notes from that publication in the 

course of my own research.) A WorldCat search reveals that the only copy of the work in 

existence is the archive copy at the degree-granting institution, and the copy I asked to be 

duplicated a few years ago. Google Scholar shows zero citations of D’Amato’s work. It is a 

wonder that Carlson signed off on the paper, but, then again, he has written some questionably 

illogical essays himself, including the text which formed the basis of his 1973 speech above-

mentioned, titled “Poe on the Soul of Man”. 

 

540    Blood ties are especially sacrosanct in Scripture, for some covenants involve genealogical 

inheritances, and the loving and reverential earthly family model is intended to inform us of the 

heavenly one. Interestingly, the narrator severs his familial ties, most notably that with his 

grandfather…and then the ship which bears him to his series of unfortunate events is named the 

Grampus, a slang term for “grandfather”. There are subtle biblical allusions in that work as well, 

many of which point to the satanic, such as the “luminous glare” of the ocean depths (inferior 

light sources) and the mighty winds (Satan is given to be the prince of the powers of the air, Eph. 

2:2), which are “tearing up the enkindled ocean,” a phrase suggesting the rage of the Devil 

whose time is short and hellfire (D’Amato 102). 

            

541    Even D’Amato seems cognizant that this humility before the Most High God is crucial to 

the mariner’s salvation: “He responds then with a mingled sense of awe and dread at God’s 

manifest potency in Nature, and his fear of death gives way to an exalted awareness of divine 

power and beauty: ‘It may look like boasting—but what I tell you is truth—I began to reflect 

how magnificent a thing it was to die in such a manner, and how foolish it was in me to think of 

so paltry a consideration as my own individual life, in view of so wonderful a manifestation of 

God’s power’” (95). 

 

542    “Death by visitation of God” says the coroner in “Imp,” where the victim is poisoned by a 

toxic candle of the murderer’s design. The narrator says he bounded through the streets “like a  

madman,” and he blames his confession on some “invisible fiend”. He is the Lucifer-figure of 

the tale—he thinks to be as if God, projects blame in his lack of repentance, and is associated 

with a madman. 

 

543      That the narrator of “Cat” does not see himself as being central to the events he describes 

might be just another example of the Lucifer-figure’s inability to ascertain things as they really  
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are, being symptomatic of the divorce from objective reality. D’Amato seems to sense this 

phenomenon somewhat, for he writes of the protagonist in “William Wilson”: “Since Wilson 

cannot see that he cannot see, he does not know that his limitations are writ large in everything 

he says” (106-107). Of Egaeus from “Berenice,” he offers: “He never seems to know that he is 

the architect of his own evil and that his extremely inhuman intellect has obliterated his moral 

sense” (D’Amato 144).  Egaeus’ name literally signifies “born in a library”; he is a bookworm of 

dark and dubious texts, as are Roderick and Ligeia, and his obsession with abstraction, as 

symbolized also in Roderick’s creepy paintings, are indicative of Poe’s disdain for German 

Idealists, who represent for Poe the ultimate minds divorced from objective reality. (Berenice’s  

name means “bringer of victory,” and she is likely a Christ-figure, as is Madeline in “Usher,” 

since Christ swallows up Death in victory.) Still, Poe did not ascribe to mere Materialism or 

Rationalism, either.  In speaking of the unnamed narrator’s perception of Roderick, D’Amato 

offers: “We see Usher through his eyes […] Although the narrator is reliable, he is often only 

rational” (155). Poe would have his readers understand that neither extremity should be adopted. 

Mere rationality of things of the natural world is not the means by which the supernal is 

glimpsed, and we are never in a position to reason existence and meaning into existence, both of 

which rely on a supranatural God.  

 

544      This, of course, is what Christianity teaches of the Devil, and it is a lesson reflected well 

in the Genesis account of the Tower of Babel, wherein the people sought to challenge, as if with 

impunity, the Most High God, and instead had their structure razed to the ground, and their 

language confounded; their end was worse than their beginning. Lucifer-figures exhibit 

tremendous pride, which leads to their downfall, including in “William Wilson”: “There is no 

calm in the moral assassin at the end, no repose, no catharsis—only Greek hubris […] Though 

man may live physically without his moral sense, it can only be a death-in-life” (D’Amato 110). 

      

545     Whereas it is certainly prudent to placate one’s chair, given the delicacy of the student’s 

position, Carlson should not be exonerated for having signed off on such a clearly schizophrenic 

analysis of Poe’s works, a psychosis which he no doubt helped bring about. D’Amato’s 

dissertation was being written in 1973, the very same year in which Carlson gave the fiftieth year 

anniversary speech at the official Edgar Allan Poe Society in Baltimore, Maryland, titled “Poe on 

the Soul of Man”— a disastrously illogical and incorrect estimation of Poe’s works, and one 

which continues to exert an adverse impact on Poe studies. 

     

546      The Lucifer-figures in “Pit,” the Inquisitors, do not conform to the pattern in this way, but 

that it likely because Poe was criticizing the institution of Roman Catholicism for practicing 

what he considered impiety, and an institution is not a person, even when it is populated by 

people. His analogy of the Spanish Inquisition to the French Revolution was meant to suggest a 

shared apostasy on their parts, for the French “Reign of Terror” was not merely atheistic, but 

anti-theistic as well. 

 

547      Although Stovall and D’Amato believe that the husband who narrates the tale has 

become incrementally possessed by what they call an “insane belief,” therefore suggesting that  
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he only imagines that his first wife (Ligeia) has actually physically possessed the body of his  

second wife (Rowena), given the confessional revelation of Poe’s letter to P. Pendleton Cooke 

dated September 21, 1839, it seems that the correct way to read the tale is to understand that she 

did, in fact, achieve her act of desired metempsychosis, since Poe refers to it as a fact:  

“Touching ‘Ligeia’ you are right—all right—throughout. The gradual perception of the fact that 

Ligeia lives again in the person of Rowena is a far loftier and more thrilling idea than the one I 

have embodied [in ‘Morella’]’” (D’Amato 153).  What seems odd is that D’Amato sides with 

Stovall, and yet evidences that he was cognizant of Poe’s own admission that Stovall’s position 

is incorrect. If Ligeia did, in fact, succeed in her revivification endeavors, then this is one 

instance wherein the charge may be laid against Poe that he did not use “legitimate” means to 

present a “legitimate” conclusion, unless one believes that such things are possible by the 

occultist means described in the tale. Witchcraft is forbidden in Scripture, as is dealing with 

familiar spirits; as God does not bother to forbid doing that which cannot be done, it means that, 

at least from a biblical view, such things are possible, albeit verboten. 

 

548      The Last Battle (1956), Chapter XIV, “Night Falls on Narnia,” in speaking of the terror of 

those wicked individuals who ultimately were forced to face their creator and judge at life's end. 

 

549     The name “Madeline” is a variant of “Magdalene,” which is to say, a denizen of the 

coastal city of Magdala in Galilee, the area from whence Jesus of Nazareth hailed; it suggests 

residence near a body of water, someone affiliated with Christ, a person afflicted by demons 

(herein Roderick), and in Aramaic, a magdala is a tower, thus the name also suggests someone or 

something of elevated status or magnificence, as Jesus is said to be “King of Kings” and 

crowned with glory (Rev. 19:16, Heb. 2:9). Madeline, in some sense, entombed for days, risen 

with bloodied robes, being innocent, serves as a Christ-figure foil to Roderick. As Roderick is 

twin to Madeline, it should not be surprising that Poe has selected a deliberate twinning of the 

meanings of their names; they are fraternal, not identical twins, thus there necessarily will be 

some variance. (Also, Satan is an imperfect counterfeiter of God, thus there is some resemblance 

but still distinction.) Roderick's name means “famous power,” and is gleaned from combining the 

Germanic terms for fame (hrod) and power (ric): “This name was in use among the Visigoths; it 

was borne by their last king (also known as Rodrigo), who died fighting the Muslim invaders of 

Spain in the 8th century. It also had cognates in Old Norse and West Germanic, and Scandinavian 

settlers and Normans introduced it to England, though it died out after the Middle Ages” 

(Campbell and Campbell). Madeline's name suggests the everlasting king whose name and reign 

will be eternal, Roderick's the end of a prestigious line in which even the name shall be 

forgotten, as is given to be Satan's ultimate fate. To have one's name disappear from the earth is a 

curse of the Old Testament. The great irony is that Roderick was weak, not powerful, both 

physically and morally. 

 

550     Perhaps a few words should be said here about the epigraph which prefaces the tale, 

which, in its original French rendering, reads “Son coeur est un luth suspendu; Sitot qu’on le 

touche il resonne,” the English translation of which most often is given to be “His heart is a 

suspended lute; when touched, it resounds,” suggesting that it refers directly to Roderick.  

https://www.behindthename.com/name/roderick
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(“Sa coeur” would be feminization of the phrase, pointing to Madeline.)  What does Poe suggest 

by utilizing this Pierre-Jean De Beranger quote, ostensibly meant to serve as a signifier of the 

tale’s overarching theme? If the human heart responds to external impositions, then it is merely 

unleashing its internal or inherent nature; if the human heart is desperately wicked and only 

needs circumstances or evildoers to play upon that wickedness, then our characters are not 

shaped by our circumstances but instead are revealed by them, as the resonance implies but an 

unleashing of a natural quality or ability.  

     This, of course, is an assessment entirely in keeping with the biblical position which Poe 

employs to serve as his moral undercurrent. It is helpful to recall that fourteen years prior to  

“Usher,” Poe had penned the poem “Israfel,” which uses as its epigraph a quote attributed to the 

Koran: “And the angel Israfel, whose heart-strings are a lute, and who has the sweetest voice of 

all God’s creatures.” This angel is also given to the wildness associated with untrammeled nature 

(as celebrated by the German Romantics) and a supremacy over the other heavenly beings, as 

Lucifer possessed according to Isaiah 14.  The poem laments the limitations of mortal aspirations 

by acknowledging the superiority of heavenly beauty and art, a sentiment espoused by Poe's 

aesthetic theories. (It concludes with an aspiration of surpassing even Israfel's art, and Roderick 

is “lofty,” in that he is associated with the house itself, the parlour of which is described as such.) 

Roderick’s music is discordant because his heart is not in order—it is not in accord with God’s 

bow. 

 

551      It is also perhaps telling that the narrator speaks of the “apparent” heart of Roderick, and 

not because he clearly demonstrates an affinity with Lockean notions which rely on the senses in 

the determination of truth, the formula being sensation followed by reflection. Importantly, 

appearances can be deceiving, and not necessarily in terms of physicality detected by the senses, 

as when the narrator cannot shake the unease he ascribes to the mere physical appearance of the 

Usher estate. Poe’s use of the term “apparent” in this instance is meant to underscore the idea 

that only God knows what evil lurks in the hearts of men, for “the Lord searcheth all hearts” (1 

Chr. 28:9), and Jesus had been able to discern the wicked machinations of the hearts of the 

Pharisees (Lk. 5:22, 16:15, Acts 15:8, Rom. 8:27, Mt. 9:4, Mk. 2:8). Roderick’s letter appears to 

be sincere in conveying a motive for the requested visit, but given the extent of the mens rea 

involved in plotting out the murder of his innocent sister, the appearance of sincerity of the 

offered motive which the narrator discerns must be indicative of its falsehood and of man’s 

inability to inerrantly read the hearts of others. The Lucifer-figure is always a hypocrite, the 

charge made against the Pharisees by Jesus, and the Devil is a liar. 

 

552     The narrator describes the residential house of Usher, noting, “there was much that 

reminded me of the specious totality of old wood-work which has rotted for long years in some 

neglected vault, with no disturbance from the breath of the external air” (Poe 179). This remark, 

too, alludes to the great antiquity of Satan, his fallen nature, his expulsion from Heaven, and, as 

prophesied in Revelation, his eventual consignment to the hellish lake of fire (Rev. 20:10). 

 

553     To name just a few such instances, he is called “prince of this world” in the Gospel of 

John, is able to tempt Jesus in the wilderness with the kingdoms of the world (Mt 4:1-11), returns  
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to Earth posing as Messiah when he becomes “the abomination of desolation spoken of by 

Daniel the prophet” (Mt 24:15-16), and he is loosed for a time from the bottomless pit, to gather 

his armies (Rev 9:11, 20:3). 

 

554     It is arguably possible—even probable— that previous generations of Usher males 

likewise killed their female relatives, part of the “family evil” to which Roderick refers. Evil is 

wickedness made manifest, and is characterized by deed and not merely desire. 

 

555     Nathaniel Hawthorne's collection of short stories, Mosses from an Old Manse, is first  

 

published in 1846, just over a half-dozen years after “Usher” is penned. The compilation 

contains many of his best known tales, including “Young Goodman Brown” (1835), “The 

Birthmark” (1843), “Rappaccini's Daughter” (1844), and “The Artist of the Beautiful” (1844), 

along with a few lesser-known tales, such as “Egotism; or The Bosom-Serpent” (1843), and 

“Drowne's Wooden Image” (1844).  These tales also feature Lucifer-figures, therefore 

Hawthorne seems to be working off Poe's prior models during this brief period, also working out 

variations on a theme. (Interestingly, his 1835 Puritan tale is the one in which the satanic 

allusions are most ostensible, therefore the earliest also represents the least subtle of the tales.) 

Famously, Hawthorne turned on Transcendentalism (his wife Sophia Peabody was an early 

enthusiast), following his exasperating experiences in 1841 at the disastrous, failed, 

Transcendentalist utopian commune of Brook Farm, which is parodied in his 1852 novel, The 

Blithedale Romance. 

 

556     The phrase “straight and narrow” is a homonym of “strait and narrow,” and denotes a 

morally upright mode of existence derives from Matthew 7:14, wherein Jesus avers “strait is the 

gate, and narrow is the way, which leadeth unto life”. The word “strait” connotes a treacherous 

environment in which even the slightest deviation from the safe path is disallowed, such as when 

ships must navigate with great precision through the Strait of Gibraltar near Spain or the Bering 

Strait near Alaska, the first consisting of dangerous rock formations of great magnitude and the 

latter subjecting ships to icebergs. The story takes place in a marshy swamp; one false move 

could likewise prove deadly, causing one to sink into the mire. 

 

557     Mosses rely on the sustaining process of photosynthesis, which fungi are incapable of 

performing, relying instead on the hosts which they destroy. Moreover, fungi break down and 

consume dead matter; Roderick experiences a break down, and the book which most consumes 

his interest, “His chief delight […] the manual of a forgotten church,” is an archaic Latin text on 

a “dead matter,” i.e., vigils for the deceased (Poe 185). In Christian tradition, a vigil, or “wake,” 

involves spending protracted time, up to three days, in the company of a corpse before its final 

disposition, typically having been held in the family home; being buried alive was a great fear in 

times past, hence vigils were kept to ensure that the dead were truly dead before burial. Roderick 

says he fears Madeline will “upbraid him for his haste” in burying her, thus his hypocrisy is 

supreme, for he knew well what the religious custom mandated before sealing her away in the 

most heinous of burial accommodations, as the vault is given to be small, dark, and damp;  

 



1585 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

ordinarily, individuals were waked on their own beds or on parlor sofas such as the kind 

Roderick is found reclining on when he first greets his guest.  The literal translation of the Latin 

title is “Vigils for the Dead According to the Use of the Church at Mainz”; it is a real book, 

printed right at the onset of the sixteenth century—almost two decades before the Protestant 

Reformation of 1517 – of which there are now thought to be only less than a handful of surviving 

copies. (Rare books are expensive ones, thus this title belonging in Rodrick's collection supports 

the idea that he was quite wealthy and therefore could have repaired the dilapidated estate at any 

time.) Mainz is the German city which is credited with giving birth to the moveable-type printing 

press, where, in the early 1450s, the Gutenberg Bible was published, a variation of the Roman 

Catholic Vulgate text first translated by Saint Jerome a thousand years earlier. The title suggests 

that the area of Germany in which the tale most surely takes place is one having converted to 

Lutheranism, or is meant to suggest that those who remain fascinated with Roman Catholicism 

are “lost souls,” in the same sense that Lucifer is given to be. Poe's murderers tend to be “good 

Catholics,” therefore the remark surely is not meant to be flattering. That the narrator refers to it 

as a “forgotten church” likely is meant to suggest that the area had converted to some form of 

Protestantism.)   

          According to a municipal gardening site, “Fungi are made up of hyphae – small, white 

threads that grow over things that are food for the fungus […] Some fungi are saprophytic which 

means they get secrete enzymes to break down organic matter, and thus obtain nutrients. Others 

are parasitic and get their nutrients from  a living host” (Vance). Poe's description of the web-like 

appearance of the fungi not only alludes to the malevolence of a spider's efforts to trap its prey 

(the spider's association with evil is given in Scripture), but also is a physically accurate 

description of this natural phenomenon. And what of the name “Usher”? An usher leads one to a 

pre-designated place, and the guest says of his host at one point that their activities consisted of 

that “in which he involved me, or led me the way” (Poe 182). Roderick intentionally leads his 

guest astray (the Devil is a liar and a confidence man), just as surely as does the predator from 

the opening line of Mary Howitt's well-known 1829 poem about another ill-fated web: “'Will you 

walk into my parlour?' said the Spider to the Fly.” It is entirely fitting that the narrator should 

first meet Roderick in his host's parlour, quite literally a den of iniquity. That Roderick is first 

encountered reclining on a parlour sofa suggests that it is his own death vigil being 

foreshadowed, his recumbent pose being the normative outlay for familial wakes, thus he will be 

trapped by his own machinations. In the words of Scottish Romantic novelist Sir Walter Scott’s 

1808 Marmion: “Oh! What a tangled web we weave, when first we practice to deceive.”  

 

558      A besom is a broom, one made of twigs tied together on a long stick for its handle, such 

as which have become associated with witches, and such as the one gone awry in Goethe's 1757 

poem about an attempt to perform magic (supernatural feats) by an inferior-skilled and 

disobedient servant, “The Sorcerer's Apprentice”. As Satan is inferior to his master (YHVH) in 

both status and skills, and also attempted to occupy and act in his place, the allusion is even more 

fitting. Jesus assures his followers that God has prepared heavenly mansions to be occupied in 

the eternity, a stark contrast to the decrepit and inferior earthly counterfeit owned and occupied 

by the satanic Usher line, as it is described as having a “wild inconsistency between its still 

perfect adaptation of parts, and the crumbling condition of the individual stones” (Poe 179). 

 

http://pagosasprings.com/learning-about-the-land-fungi-lichens-and-mosses-oh-my/
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559     Shamefully, Jews long have been associated in Christian tradition with the Devil, thus Poe 

here relies upon a sadly stereotypical and erroneous history which had its genesis, not in fiction, 

but in the factual realms of Christendom. For an excellent exploration of this unseemly and false 

tradition, see, e.g., Joshua Trachtenberg's 2002 detailed documentation of this curious brand of 

xenophobic, irrational animosity, The Devil and the Jews: The Medieval Conception of the Jew 

and Its Relation to Modern Anti-Semitism. 

 

560      The verses specifically read as follows: “For such are false apostles, deceitful workers,  

transforming themselves into the apostles of Christ. And no marvel; for Satan himself is 

transformed into an angel of light. Therefore it is no great thing if his ministers also be 

transformed as the ministers of righteousness; whose end shall be according to their works” (2 

Cor. 11:13-15). It is for this reason that one may know that the narrator of “Pit” is innocent of 

wrongdoing and that the Inquisitors are the genuinely apostate parties. Although the story 

concludes without any specific details regarding the fate of the Inquisitors having fallen into the 

hands of General LaSalle’s troops, one can reasonably surmise, given these verses, that their 

ends shall be according to their works, and that they themselves will be cast into the pit of their 

own devising—hoist on their own petard, so to speak. 

 

561     At the tale's conclusion, the source of illumination is described thusly: “The radiance was 

that of the full, setting, and blood-red moon, which now shone vividly through that once barely 

discernable fissure” (Poe 191).  Although vivid, it still cannot compare to the blazing glory of 

sunshine; it fullness, descent from the horizon, and scarlet color all signify that the villainy is 

now fully manifest, that judgment to Hell is upon the evildoer, and that his crime involves 

innocent blood on his hands. 

 

562     God is associated with whirlwinds (2 Ki. 2:1, 2:11, Isa. 17:13), and is said to speak from 

one (Job 38:1, 40:6, Ezek. 1:4). Importantly, it is destruction sent by God as punishment for 

unrepentant sin which is most associated with whirlwinds in Scripture; see, e.g., Psa. 58:9, Prov. 

1:27, 10:25, Isa. 40:24, 41:16, 66:15, Jer. 4:13, 23:19, 30:23, Dan. 11:40, Hos. 8:7, 13:3, Amos 

1:14, Nah. 1:3, and Zech. 7:14.) Nahum 1:3 declares that the Lord “will not at all acquit the 

wicked”; the word “acquit” is a legal term used when the accused are exonerated of culpability. 

The Lord will not acquit “the wicked,” and not merely “the evil”; why? Because repentance is of 

the heart, which is the source of mortal wickedness. The fact that Poe ascribes the final 

destruction, not to a gust of wind, or a gale, or a tempest, hurricane, tornado, etc., but specifically 

to a whirlwind surely is intentionally allusive to divine judgment, one which Satan cannot 

escape. That the whirlwind is suggestive of a pronouncement-speaking God can be ascertained 

from the description of it as possessing “a fierce breath” (Poe 242). 

 

563     Extra-biblical supposition feeds the connection further: “Tradition placed hell as far as 

possible from God and heaven. The Bible uses the word 'Gehenna,' which means the 'Valley of 

Hinnom' and refers to a garbage dump on the outskirts of ancient Jerusalem. Hinnom stood in for 

the underworld because of its topography—as the lowest point in the area, it served as the 

spiritual counterpoint for the high ground of the temple mount. The same sort of reasoning  
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imagined hell at the very center of the Earth, in a fiery and sulfurous pit […] But when sulfur is 

given off from these hot underground sources, it comes in the stinky, rotten-eggs varieties of 

hydrogen sulfide or pure sulfur gas. (Think of a smelly, bubbling hot spring.) Gregory I, who 

became pope in 590 C.E., made the connection between volcanoes and hell more explicit. In his 

Dialogues, he describes a sinner 'thrown into Vulcan's gulph' on one of the volcanic islands north 

of Sicily” (Engber).    

 

564    According to the U.S. National Gallery of Art's online biography of Fuseli, “Although  

 

educated as a theologian and ordained as a Zwinglian minister in 1761 (a pastor beholden to the 

doctrines of Swiss theologian Ulrich Zwingli), Fuseli pursued a wide range of humanist studies, 

developing an enthusiasm for classical philology under the influence of Johann Jakob Breitinger, 

and becoming proficient in English, French, and Italian. He was introduced by Johann Jakob 

Bodmer, the mentor whom he most revered, to Homer, the Nibelungenlied, Dante, Shakespeare, 

and Milton, later the principal sources of his art. His associations with the Sturm und Drang 

movement were close.” That the man and manor of Usher are destroyed by stress and storm 

surely is a play on the name of the more extreme aspect of that German movement. 

 

565    He expounds: “'Das alte Buch and die Reise ins Blaue hinein,' a novella by Johann Ludwig 

Tieck, is a satirical story within a story. First published in 1834 in the annual Urania (Leipzig) 

for 1835, it recounts the adventures of a medieval noble who marries Gloriana, the Faerie 

Queene. She reigns in a paradise inside a mountain, where dwell the souls of great poets -- 

Dante, Chaucer, Shakespeare. Ugly gnomes have taken over authors like E. T. A. Hoffman and 

Victor Hugo, but an emissary of Gloriana has embraced the young Goethe” (Mabbott xx). 

 

566     Poe's use of the locomotive phrase here is (possibly intentionally) reminiscent of 

Lawrence Sterne's opening paragraph in his 1808 fictitious comedic text, The Life and Opinions 

of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman, which reads as follows : “I wish either my father or my mother, 

or indeed both of them, as they were in duty both equally bound to it, had minded what they 

were about when they begot me; had they duly consider'd how much depended upon what they 

were then doing;—that not only the production of a rational Being was concerned in it, but that 

possibly the happy formation and temperature of his body, perhaps his genius and the very cast 

of his mind;—and, for aught they knew to the contrary, even the fortunes of his whole house 

might take their turn from the humours and dispositions which were then uppermost;—Had they 

duly weighed and considered all this, and proceeded accordingly,—I am verily persuaded I 

should have made a quite different figure in the world, from that in which the reader is likely to 

see me.—Believe me, good folks, this is not so inconsiderable a thing as many of you may think 

it;—you have all, I dare say, heard of the animal spirits, as how they are transfused from father to 

son, &c. &c.—and a great deal to that purpose:—Well, you may take my word, that nine parts in 

ten of a man's sense or his nonsense, his successes and miscarriages in this world depend upon 

their motions and activity, and the different tracks and trains you put them into, so that when they 

are once set a-going, whether right or wrong, 'tis not a half-penny matter,—away they go 

cluttering like hey-go mad; and by treading the same steps over and over again, they presently  

 

http://www.slate.com/articles/news_and_politics/explainer/2006/09/the_smell_of_hell.html
http://www.nga.gov/content/ngaweb/Collection/artist-info.2513.html
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/1079/1079-h/1079-h.htm
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make a road of it, as plain and as smooth as a garden-walk, which, when they are once used to, 

the Devil himself sometimes shall not be able to drive them off it” (5).  

     In this comic tale, the narrator also blames his ancestors for his fate and character (he is the 

result of coitus interruptus), he speaks of “animal spirits” (as Roderick points to animating 

forces) having an impact on himself and his entire house, and he points to a destiny resulting 

from trajectory, non-deviating circumstances.  Of course, the Devil makes no attempt to knock 

the Lucifer-figure off his beaten path, but perhaps it is the narrator who is compelled to abandon 

his trajectory line of reasoning, as Poe is clearly having his narrator come to the realization that 

the world of sensation (and reflection or reason) is insufficient to explain the things of this world  

which are not discerned by the senses, as God is given in Scripture to rule over both that which is 

seen and unseen (2 Cor 4:18), and Christians are not to walk by sight but by faith (Heb. 1:11, 2 

Cor. 5:7). 

 

567     Unbeknownst to him, he has been wrestling with God, and losing the battle to ignore Him, 

as he increasingly becomes aware of the insufficiency of rationale to explain his wary mood and 

unease, confessing even near the conclusion of the events “I struggled to reason off the 

nervousness which had dominion over me” (Poe 241). He even lapses, briefly, into skirting with 

folklore superstition, claiming “there sat upon my heart an incubus of utterly causeless alarm” 

(241). An incubus is the sort of night demon which sat upon the breasts of dreamers, the repeated 

contact of which was thought to bring deteriorating health and eventual death; he realizes that he 

is unable to specify or reason a logical cause for this state of heightened anxiety. (More 

specifically, an incubus is a male creature believed to engage in sexual activity with female 

dreamers, and a succubus is the female counterpart who seduces males whilst they sleep. Poe 

perhaps employs the male term to suggest the general aspect of the hellish species, just as 

authors are wont to use the term “man” to signify both male and female of mankind.) 

 

568     This criticism of the inadequacy of Lockean philosophy to account for all of human nature 

and phenomena is also apparent in the novels of Charles Brockden Brown, albeit his treatment is 

nowhere nearly as subtle as is Poe's. (Recall that the unnamed Lucifer-figure who narrates “Cat” 

also tries to put forth his account as being “nothing more than an ordinary succession of very 

natural causes and effects”.) When the guest reads to his host near the conclusion of “Usher,” he 

opines: “Could I have judged, indeed, by the wild, overstrained air of vivacity with which he 

hearkened, or apparently harkened, to the words of the tale, I might well have congratulated 

myself upon the success of my design” (Poe 242). In this brief excerpt, Poe has illustrated that 

appearances can be deceiving, and that even the narrator has grown to doubt the reliability of his 

own judgments as based solely on sensation and reflection; the narrator seemingly has gone from 

doubting in God to making room for the possibility of God by virtue of his doubt. 

 

569     Poe has the narrator describe the stormy night further: “But under surfaces of the huge 

masses of agitated vapor…were glowing in the unnatural light of a faintly luminous and 

distinctly visible gaseous exhalation which hung about and enshrouded the mansion” (242). The 

vapor is agitated (suggesting demonic gesticulations or the rage of the Devil), and the words 

“glowing,” “unnatural light,” and “faintly luminous” imply the inferiority of Satan, as they all  
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indicate weakness of intensity in brilliance, especially as compared to the sun which is indicative 

of God (Psa. 84:11). 

 

570     That God speaks once as authority but the psalmist speaks of twice hearing is indicative of 

the pronouncements of YHVH being definitive and unalterable, a truth thereafter established by 

the requisite testimony of at least two witnesses (Deut. 17:6, 19:15, Mt. 18:16, 2 Cor. 13:1, 1 

Tim. 5:19, Heb. 10:28, Rev. 11:3). 

 

571     This documentation in the Pentateuch follows the pattern of triple witness, in that the  

people witnessed against themselves. In the New Testament, the Gospel of John notes that the 

Jews (residents of Judea) also murmured, but the word is employed in the sense of general 

muttering and does not necessarily connote brazen impiety, for it is used to describe both those 

disbelieving Jews whom had sought to murder Jesus (Jn. 7:1-11) as well as those who considered 

him to be a man of God but who refrained from open discussion out of a fear of those other Jews 

(Jn. 6:41-44, 7:12-13, 31-32 ). John writes that the disbelievers murmured at Jesus, which 

indicates it did not involve the internalized murmuring of the heart but was rather a vocalized 

grumbling or gossiping related in the New Testament accounts, underscored by the Pharisees and 

chief priests having heard the murmurs (rumors and complaints) of the Jews. 

 

572    The Lucifer-figure in “Imp” begins his confession with a monologue debate surrounding 

issues of objectivity and subjectivity, physicality and metaphysicality, morality and scientism; in 

distinguishing between these categories, he illustrates that one can be intellectual while at the 

same time being immoral. The insanity defense was just coming into usage in Poe's lifetime, in 

which was being explored the possibility that mental defects could account for (and therefore 

excuse) moral ones; clearly, Poe is merely employing the issues surrounding the debate in order 

to lend plausibility to the tale, for his Lucifer-figures are condemned for their actions, including 

by courts of law which adhere to God's Law (e.g., “Cat,” “Heart,” and “Imp”). One cannot 

condemn that which cannot be controlled, therefore many of Poe's Lucifer-figures are mad only 

as a manifested representation of their moral maladies. 

 

573     The Last Battle (1956), Chapter I, “By Caldon Pool” 

 

574     See, e.g., the historical analyses by Joshua Trachtenberg (The Devil and the Jews: The 

Medieval Conception of the Jew and Its Relation to Modern Anti-Semitism, 2002), Robert 

Michael (Holy Hatred: Christianity, Antisemitism, and the Holocaust, 2006), and Walter Laqueur 

(The Changing Face of Anti-Semitism: From Ancient Times to the Present Day, 2008). 

 

575     Julius Caesar had appointed the Edomite (a descendant of Esau) convert to Judaism 

named Antipater to the position of procurator of Judaea in 47 B.C.E., and with the appointment 

was conferred the privilege of Roman citizenship; his son Herod (whose mother was an Arab 

noblewoman of the Nabataen kingdom of Petra) subsequently inherited the rank and privilege: 

“When Pompey (106–48 bce) invaded Palestine in 63 bce, Antipater supported his campaign and 

began a long association with Rome, from which both he and Herod were to benefit. Six years  
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later Herod met Mark Antony, whose lifelong friend he was to remain [...] Herod made his 

political debut in the same year [47 bce], when his father appointed him governor of Galilee. Six 

years later Mark Antony made him tetrarch of Galilee” (Perowne).  Esau is Jacob's twin and rival 

(Jacob's name is changed by God to “Israel”), the bitter and disgruntled sibling who took 

Ishmaelite (Arab) brides in order to spite his parents. In Herod, then, is encapsulated three of the 

most historically- virulent adversaries of Judaism – the Edomites, the Ishmaelites, and the 

Roman Empire. 

 

576     Poe's Latin epigraph to the tale reads as follows: “Impia tortorum longas hic turba furors  

 

Sanguinis innocui, non satiata, aluit. Sospite nunc patria, fracto nunc funeris antro,Mors ubi 

dira fuit vita salusque patent. [Quatrain composed for the gates of a market to be erected upon 

the site of the Jacobin Club House at Paris]”  (Levine and Levine xx). It has been translated 

thusly: “Here, an unholy mob of torturers with an insatiable thirst for innocent blood, once fed 

their long frenzy. Now our homeland is safe, the funereal cave destroyed, and life and health 

appear where dreadful death once was.” Poe makes an analogy between the Jacobin Club and the 

Spanish Inquisitors, in that in their newfound power, they became bloodthirsty, pitiless 

executioners of anyone who did not bow down to their doctrines, regardless of how innocent 

their victims were. Poe does not model the story after the events associated with the French 

Revolutionaries (even though there is a nod to their proclivity for using guillotines in the tale, 

witnessed in the slowly-descending blade) because those events associated with the Spanish 

Inquisition fit his narrative needs better in paralleling the circumstances surrounding Jesus' trial 

and execution.  French Enlightenment thinking (which fed into the revolutionary mindset) also 

disdained God and thought Man supreme, in that established church cathedrals were re-

christened “temples de la reason,” in which the “Cult of Reason” was intended to replace 

Christianity; Poe's alluding to this historical phenomenon surely was meant as an added, subtle 

means of disapprobation against those extremist, atheistic, foolhardy Utopianists who scorn the 

biblical-based establishment of morals and society which his tales commend. 

 

577     C.S. Lewis, The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe (1950), Chapter 12, “Peter's First 

Battle” 

 

578      The story-in-question originally had been titled “Life in Death”. The only other three 

stories he wrote that year had been a detective tale (“The Mystery of Marie Roget”), his much-

celebrated, prize-winning cypher-laden tale (“The Gold-Bug”), and a much lesser-known piece 

called “The Landscape Garden,” in which the protagonist, Mr. Ellison, seems also very much to 

fall into the category of  a Lucifer-figure whose presence is as pernicious as the Serpent of Eden, 

the locale to which the title certainly alludes. (“Ellison” seems a play on “El’s son,” meaning the 

Son of God, called Christ, thus his name suggests a counterfeiting Antichrist.)  In the tale, Poe 

appears to be mocking the progressive social reformers of his day, who do not seem to grasp or 

accept the Christian principle that Man's nature is eternal and corrupt, and cannot be made right 

without divine intervention and graciousness. The story begins with the narrator's monologue 

regarding his acquaintance: “In the brief existence of Ellison, I fancy that I have seen refuted the  
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dogma — that in man’s physical and spiritual nature, lies some hidden principle, the antagonist 

of Bliss. An intimate and anxious examination of his career, has taught me to understand that, in 

general, from the violation of a few simple laws of Humanity, arises the Wickedness of Mankind; 

that, as a species, we have in our possession the as yet unwrought elements of Content; — and 

that even now — in the present blindness and darkness of all idea on the great question of the 

Social Condition, it is not impossible that Man, the individual, under certain unusual and highly 

fortuitous conditions, may be happy” (“Garden” 2).  

     Ellison rejects any pursuit of being either poet or musician (the highest and noblest 

aspirations, to Poe), and instead settles on elevating gardening of natural landscapes to the 

greatest of arts, the natural (God's handiwork) being thought inferior to the controlling artifice of  

man (social reform). Ellison reaches this conclusion by degrees, which the narrator owes to 

“Some peculiarities, either in his early education, or in the nature of his intellect, had tinged with 

what is termed materialism the whole cast of his ethical speculations; and it was this bias, 

perhaps, which imperceptibly led him to perceive” the supposed superiority of gardening, which 

is to state, man-made reforms” (“Garden” 4). The Satan-sympathizer John Milton is referenced 

in the tale, which concludes that Ellison had achieved “an exemption from the ordinary cares of 

Humanity, with a far greater amount of positive happiness than ever glowed in the rapt day-

dreams of De Stāel " (“Garden” 8). (The word “glowed” signifies immoral disapproval on Poe's 

part, as a result of its satanic association in his works; Ellison's remove from his fellow man is 

evident in this quote, thus he violates both of the two greatest commandments.) Here Poe refers 

to Madame Germaine De Staël (1766-1817), who famously penned her memoirs of life among 

notable figures of the French Revolution and German intellectuals (such as August Schlegel), 

and who also published a favorable estimation of the Germans, De l'Allemagne (1810), the latter 

being the cause for Napoleon's having exiled her from France. Poe's apparent disdain for her 

might stem from two sources; her deathbed conversion to Roman Catholicism, and the much-

vaunted sentence from her 1802 romance novel Delphine (a favorite of the atheist, material 

positivist August Comte), “There is nothing real in the world but love” (Ellwood 1251). Very 

likely, this was a German Romantic sentiment in the extreme, one upon which Poe, as traditional 

moralist, surely would have frowned. 

 

579     The narrator seeks a future in which “some intellect more calm, more logical, and far less 

excitable than my own” will fathom a purely materialist explanation for the unfolding of events, 

since he seems stubbornly resistant to any notion of divine recrimination for his actions (Poe 63). 

 

580     The narrator anthropomorphizes his own alcoholism by referring to it as “the Fiend 

Intemperance,” a move which gradually places himself beyond sincere self-reproach (Poe 64); he 

subsequently laments “what disease is like Alcohol!” (Poe 64). This essay does not seek to 

explore the merits of the case for alcoholism being a genuine disease instead of a human 

weakness (the latter being the popular, traditional belief), and adopts no position on either side. 

Instead, it simply spells out Poe's use of externalization as a means of allaying blame so as to 

preclude repentance on the part of the Lucifer-figure, and alcoholism is a device employed by the 

author in this instance to lend a semblance of credibility to the tale, as Poe held stories should be 

nominally plausible, in order to be effectively horrific. 

 

http://www.societashorti.com/eapoe_thedomainofarnheim.pdf
https://books.google.com/books?id=YXExAQAAMAAJ&pg=PA1251&lpg=PA1251&dq=%E2%80%9CThere+is+nothing+real+in+the+world+but+love%E2%80%9D&source=bl&ots=NIixw2O3Df&sig=qtn6HypzUZtMj2h-ODjx4-3hbcQ&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjNxJ2Y0_LZAhXD5IMKHaDbBUYQ6AEIUzAP#v=onepage&q=%E2%80%9CThere%20is%20nothing%20real%20in%20the%20world%20but%20love%E2%80%9D&f=false
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581     Although Madeline surely was suffering from some illness which is never diagnosed in 

the tale, and is even attended to by a physician while in her brother's abode, it is not 

unreasonable to surmise that Roderick has been slowly and regularly poisoning her so as to keep 

her by his side, thereby preventing her from abandoning him to a solitary fate, especially since 

misery loves company; the doctor, in fact, might even be administering the medicinal agents in 

cooperation with Roderick, doubtless paying him for his services. (Scripture declares “a brother 

is born for adversity,” thus Roderick is not above suspicion herein, Prov 17:17). When Madeline 

is sealed in the crypt and free from the influence of alien agents which might have been 

consistently placed in her system under false pretenses, she manages to muster up enough vitality  

and strength to escape from the crypt, an arduous task, to say the least, given its description. 

 

582     The animal is blameless and, unlike its successor, “without spot” (1 Pet. 1:19). It is killed 

in malice by being hung on a tree.  Though not a Christ-figure, clearly, these clues point to it 

being simply a means to demonstrate the ultimate evil of the narrator as Lucifer-figure, 

representing pole opposite of Christian qualities advocated for mimeses by Scripture (2 Pe 3:14). 

 

583     This divorce from the objective and move towards an unhealthy and impious embrace of 

the subjective eventually leads to complete inversion of values, wherein by Self-determination 

evil is reckoned good and vice versa, a practice condemned in Scripture (Isa 5:20). This gradual 

inversion is witnessed in oxymoronic phrases such as the narrator's complaint of the second cat 

“covering me with its loathsome caresses” (Poe 67). 

 

584     The decision to conceal his wife's corpse in the cellar wall hearkens to the murderer’s 

recollection that “the monks of the middle ages are recorded to have walled up their victims” 

(Poe 68). This remark lends historical credence for the sake of plausibility, as well as is another 

subtle jab at the Roman Catholic Church on Poe's part. Indeed, many of Poe's murderous 

Lucifer-figures appear to be Roman Catholic – e.g., the Spanish Inquisitors in “Pit,” Montresor 

in “Cask,” Roderick in “Usher,” Prince Prospero in “Masque,” the narrator in “Imp,” and so on. 

 

585     Although the precise timing and opportunity are not premeditated (though seemingly 

inevitable, given evil thoughts being his “sole “intimates”), he speaks of a rage “more than 

demoniacal,” very likely to convey that Satan was chief among the other condemned demons 

whom he led in rebellion against God (Rev 12:4), and he blames his wife for goading him into 

killing her, thus he blames her for her own death at his hands (Poe 68).  As Scripture declares 

that man and wife are as one flesh, he has essentially committed suicide by murdering his wife 

(Gen 2:24). 

 

586     The Horse and His Boy (1954), Chapter 11, “The Unwelcome Fellow Traveler” 

 

587      It should be noted that at no point does Jesus refute that Satan has this ability; in fact, if 

Satan did not, there could be no genuine source of temptation for Jesus, since one is not tempted 

by that which is not possible to obtain. The Devil has this ability because he is referred to in 

Scripture as “the prince of this world” in the Gospel of John (Jn. 12:31, 14:30, 16:11). This triple  
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emphasis is a biblical means of conveying the surety of that message conveyed, thus Satan's 

princely status is to be reckoned true. What should not be forgotten, though, is that a prince is 

subject to the authority of a king, and God alone is “KING OF KINGS,” a statement also thrice 

confirmed in Scripture. (1 Tim. 6:15, Rev. 17:14, and Rev 19:16) In the Book of Job, Satan 

appears before God in the same way those who serve supreme sovereigns present themselves at 

court to give account to kings (Job 1:6-7). 

 

588     The narrator three times insists on his sanity; however, since each attestation actually 

proves the inverse, following the scriptural notion of triple witnessing for the sake of surety, it  

seems that his insanity is assured beyond dispute. In short, what the evil man deems to be true is 

false, and vice versa. As the narrator accuses the old man of having an “Evil Eye,” surely the 

opposite must be the case, as the eyes are considered the windows to the soul, and this was a 

good man, which even the murderer must admit. What, then, of the narrator's description of the 

foulness of the old man's eye? It must be considered a false description and as an invented 

excuse to commit the deed, much in the same way there was no fault in the unfortunate brutes in 

“Cat” no true offense given by Fortunato in “Cask,” no real deadly illness on Madeline's part in 

“Usher,” and no heresy on the part of the narrator of “Pit”. All of the offending Lucifer-figures in 

these tales are guilty of inventing excuses to indulge their wicked cruelty, and are not merely 

responding to circumstances which provide reasonable reactions; reason is incongruent with 

madness, thus the pattern witnessed establishes the deranged states of their minds as subsequent 

manifestations of their shared moral malady. 

 

589    Bad things do tend to transpire in literature at the so-called “witching hour”. John 

Berendt's 1994 non-fiction text treating of an actual murder trial in Savannah, Georgia, Midnight 

in the Garden of Good and Evil, has a local voodoo priestess explaining that foul deeds and 

black arts are committed or performed from midnight until one a.m., and that beneficent magic 

and acts should be performed the hour leading up to midnight. Of Poe's tales, in “The Masque of 

the Red Death,” the climax involving the mass deaths at Prince Prospero's secreted castle 

transpire at midnight; in “Berenice,” the narrator is haunted by a terrifying scream at midnight; 

Montresor nearly completes his task of walling up Fortunato in “Cask” at midnight; the 

mesmeric trance is put upon the title figure at midnight in “The Strange Facts of M. Valdemar”; 

the murders of the king and his councilmen transpires soon after midnight in “Hop-Frog”; the 

narrator is startled into horror by the transfiguring corpse in “Ligeia” at midnight; and the coffin 

lid of the unfortunate woman buried alive is opened at midnight, to the distress of the grave's 

inspector in “The Premature Burial”.  

     In Hawthorne's tales, midnight is the hour in which the titular character's grandfather of 

“Young Goodman Brown” had murdered Native American women and children by setting fire to 

their camps, and it is at midnight that he attends the frightening, fiery “black mass” in the forest. 

In his lesser-known tale of “Egotism, or The Bosom Serpent,” it is at “the blackest midnight” 

which serves as the time chosen for Roderick Elliston to steal away from the fellowship of both 

mankind and the sun “which typifies the radiance of the Creator's face,” a deliberate forsaking of 

both God and Man. In this last noted Hawthorne tale, the central character also is thought to be 

mad, and that which saves him from the insanity of Self-absorption is being reunited with his  
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wife Rosina, thus collapsing into the temptation of the Serpent of the bosom (in which the Self 

reigns supreme) also leads to madness in Hawthorne's view. 

 

590     This is as good an argument as any which speaks to why God must be as real as are men, 

for only by being tethered to others who can rebuff our proclivities for perversion or wickedness 

(twisting) to the point of completely inverting values or extinguishing distinctions can we remain 

sane and whole. To be connected merely to other human beings is an insufficient safeguard 

against some existential perils, for without an absolute, eternal being who changes never in 

authority or nature, regardless of conditions or circumstances, it would be the case that might  

would make right and mob mentality would rule not merely the day, but from everlasting to 

everlasting. It is based on this logic that God must be both Lawgiver and Love, for neither law 

nor love are corruptible if they flow from His supreme authority and paternity. Even God is not 

autonomous in Jewish tradition, needing to be tethered to Man in order to be God (His role, as 

opposed to merely His existence); the fact that man wrestles with God, questions Him, and 

reminds Him of His promises, is all part-and-parcel to the notion of “re-buffing” or buffering 

which strengthens the relational nature of Judaism which necessitates constant engagement with 

YHVH and one's fellow man; man provides the immanent and horizontal buffers, and God the 

transcendent and vertical ones. 

 

591     Interestingly, the throbbing in the murderer's ears of the imagined heartbeat of his victim, 

the one whose eye he contended was evil, hints at Isaiah 33:15-16, in which the fate of a 

righteous man is given, in that he is one “that stoppeth his ears from hearing of blood, and 

shutteth his eyes from seeing evil” (which describes the actions of the victimized, righteous old 

man in “Heart”). Because the narrator experiences precisely the opposite, he will not be entitled 

to the blessed and blissful fate of the righteous man. 

 

592     The curse of inverted values is quite clearly expressed in Malachi 2:17: “Ye have wearied 

the LORD with your words. Yet ye say, Wherein have we wearied him? When ye say, Every one 

that doeth evil is good in the sight of the LORD, and he delighteth in them.” 

 

593     In an objective and logical framework, deeds or traits are not deemed deplorable or 

praiseworthy based on the individuals with whom they are associated; such dubious assessments 

of merit or detriment expose the sort of damnable, extremely irrational, and fallacious 

subjectivity which paves the way for the chaos embraced by the more virulent strain of German 

Romanticism, as well as the unmitigated suffering imposed on those persons deemed 

“undesirables” by the Nazis. It should always be remembered that desire is a wholly subjective 

thing, beholden to no one and therefore accountable to no one; a lack of accountability paves 

the way for outright abuse and tyranny, and a ready dismissal of the two greatest commandments 

of Scripture. 

 

594     C.S. Lewis, The Last Battle (1956), Chapter XIII, “How the Dwarfs Refuse To Be Taken 

In,” in reference to those who resist the goodness of God and insist on worlds of their own 

subjective reasoning. 
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595     Carnival season is an annual festival which precedes the Lenten season in Roman 

Catholicism. Better known as Mardi Gras in the French tongue, meaning “Fat Tuesday,” the 

celebration  embraces excessive indulgence in preparation for self-imposed deprivation, and it 

transpires before “Ash Wednesday,” the first day of Lent, a season of fasting and praying and 

self-sacrifice for a period of forty days, in commemoration of the forty days Jesus fasted in the 

wilderness when preparing to launch his ministry (Lk. 4:2). Montresor notes that he is “skillful in 

the Italian vintages myself,” in speaking of Fortunato's expertise on wine...except Amontillado is 

in Spain, thus tipping off the readership that the name will somehow become part of the jest of  

the tale, in that it is a sherry (cooking wine typically too poor in quality to drink), and one of the 

cheapest varieties at that, Fortunato's boast notwithstanding that “Luchresi cannot tell 

Amontillado from Sherry" (Poe 192).  It is also indicative of the macabre joke played on the 

victim by the perpetrator, as “Amontillado” signifies a mound of bones, not unlike the bone 

“mound of some size” (or pile) under which Montresor has concealed the masonic tools for 

burial purposes (Poe 194, 195). 

 

596     Globe-trotting Christian apologist Ravi Zacharias has lectured that loss of wonder leads to 

loss of gratitude to God, which in turns leads to a self-inflated sense of apostasy; we do not 

marvel at that which we can achieve, therefore we make gods of ourselves, defining good and 

evil as we see fit, our subjectivity reigning supreme. In this way, it has been argued, the advent of 

materialist Positivism re-positioned man as the measurer of all things, a very fundamental tenet 

of Postmodernism.  Scripture, it should be pointed out, has said that every man doing that which 

is right in his own eyes was the case when there was no king in ancient Israel, and it is the mark 

of an evil time. Cf. Judges 17:6 and 21:25. 

 

597      This esteemed critic offers: “The same firmness of elucidative pattern for his characters' 

actions runs throughout his work […] Perry Miller has noted how this faculty-psychology, which 

stems back to Aquinas and Aristotle's De Anima, 'furnished the cast of mental characters' for 

exactly the kind of psychological drama of salvation' that [John] Bunyan wanted to present in his 

embodied concepts  […] its heritage served him well in controlling his dramatic crises” 

(Matthiessen 308).     

 

598     Whereas it might be contended that Montresor resents the incredulity which Fortunato 

expresses at the possibility of Montresor being a member of the elitist and secretive Masons, 

there is nothing in the tale to suggest that Montresor aspired to membership in that group, or that 

he held it in esteem (Poe 194) .The reader is given no clues as to why Fortunato might be 

incredulous at this prospect, unless it is because Montresor's family has diminished in wealth and 

rank over time, given Fortunato’s unfamiliarity with the Montresor history or crest (Poe 193). 

There is no mention of wife or children during the confession, suggesting that Montresor's line 

will end with his own death, just as Death will be swallowed up in victory; he yields no good 

fruit from his loins, as it were. 

 

599     To this remark he adds the qualifier: “A wrong is unredressed when retribution overtakes 

its redresser. It is equally unredressed when the avenger fails to make himself felt as such to him  
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who has done the wrong” (Poe 191).  Poe's word choice here is incredibly subtle, but it is another 

reveal as to the falseness of the narrator (due to hypocrisy or madness), as Montresor uses the 

term “avenger” instead of “revenger”. To avenge someone or something is to put him/her/it 

aright, thus it is a word which is solely concerned with obtaining justice. Revenge is much more 

personal in nature, and it involves an obsession with seeking harm, usually at the expense of 

justice. (God prizes and requires justice, Prov. 21:23.) If Montresor were truly desirous to be 

avenged for a wrong genuinely visited on him by Fortunato, he could have availed himself of 

relief via the courts, whether legal or of opinion. Montresor's evil machinations, had he done so,  

would have been buffered by the opinions of others and buffeted by an investigation of objective 

facts; in withdrawing from the society of man, he falls prey to the collapse of the Self into utter 

subjectivity, always a prospect fraught with danger and one which invites madness, apostasy, and 

condemnation. 

 

600     The deliberate echoing and yelling of the words of his victim throughout the tale suggest 

the religious tradition of Satan as counterfeiter of God; near the story's end, he outright mocks 

Fortunato, and “mock” is also an adjective to describe something which is not authentic but 

which has somewhat of a semblance of the original it is intended to counterfeit, as is the case 

with mock trials. 

. 

601     This might be an instance wherein Poe, in the same vein as had Goethe, decided to pay a 

respectful nod to Shakespeare's Hamlet, when the luckless Dane says of the murderous Claudius 

that he is “the smiling, damned villain” (I, v, 106). If the unrepentant Claudius is damned, then 

Montresor surely will be as well. And Claudius is as unrepentant as Montresor, for the Danish 

usurper of the throne concedes in a superficial prayer: “My words fly up, my thoughts remain 

below/Words, without thoughts, to heaven never go” (III, iii, 98-99). Montresor is but going 

through the motions of confession, but he, too, has no remorse for his actions. 

 

602     See Joseph Chesley Mathews’ essay, “Did Poe Read Dante?” from 1938 in Studies in 

English, pp. 123-136. 

 

603     At one point, Montresor stops and instructs Fortunato to “observe the white web-work 

which gleams from these cavern walls” (Poe 193). The use of the word “gleam” indicates an 

inferior and therefore satanic light, in the same way the word “glow” does when Poe is 

describing the flambeaux affected by the foul air (Poe 194). And “web-work” suggests a spider 

leading a fly into its deadly parlor. 

604     “Surfeiting” is an archaic word meaning to consume too much of a thing. In the traditional 

“seven deadly sins” of Christianity (pride, covetousness, lust, anger, gluttony, envy, and sloth), it 

is most often associated with the sin of gluttony. Poe's Lucifer-figure tales feature many of these 

sins in combination; however, it should be noted that Poe's depiction of lust is not the more 

contemporary notion involving sexual obsessiveness, but is rather the traditional conception 

involving an unhealthy, overwhelming desire for something, such as a lust for gold, or for power, 

or for revenge. 
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605     In that same chapter, in reference to a kneeling pilgrim at a prayer shrine at which Miriam 

had been seated, Hawthorne writes: “There, as at the other shrines, he prayed, or seemed to pray 

[…] the suppliant was merely performing an enjoined penance, and without the penitence that 

ought to have given it effectual life […] 'He is evidently a good Catholic, however,' whispered 

one of the party. 'After all, I fear we cannot identify him with the ancient pagan who haunts the 

catacombs.' 'The doctors of the Propaganda may have converted him,' said another; 'they have 

had fifteen hundred years to perform the task.'” (Marble Faun 188) The scene is reminiscent of  

Hamlet witnessing Claudius's insincere confession, and is also a subtle jab at the papists of 

Hawthorne's day, as he, same as Poe, had no love for Roman Catholicism.      

 

606     The stamping of feet is meant to suggest the stamping of hooves, as many European folk 

lore tales, jokes, and illustrations involving the Devil depict him as being a hooved goat on the 

lower half of his body. (Goats are associated with sin, chiefly because Scripture positions them 

as being opposite of sheep, the latter representing true Christians, and also because of the Jewish 

practice of placing sins symbolically on a scapegoat.) My own grandmother, in fact, born in “the 

Old Country” of East Prussia, was convinced that while a teenager still on her family farm, she 

had a vision in broad daylight of Satan as a half-man, half-goat creature seated on a treasure 

chest beneath a great tree on their property and laughing, which looked right at her; she said she 

knew in that very instant that she would be poor for the rest of her life because he had stolen all 

the wealth meant for her family. They were prisoners of the Nazis soon afterwards, placed in 

displacement camps for Baltic peoples and in cramped jails, the farm having been confiscated by 

soldiers and never restored to my family following the war, therefore her wealth was stolen from 

her, just as she feared. 

 

607     There are seven things which Jesus enumerates as proceeding from out a wicked heart 

which defile him, “evil thoughts, murders, adulteries, fornications, thefts, false witness, 

blasphemies” (Mt. 15:19). In this tale, Montresor is guilty of evil thoughts, murder, false witness 

(he has lied for fifty years about the crime, and the Devil is a liar, Jn. 8:44), and blasphemy at the 

conclusion of the tale, in his mocking of the clerical sacrament of absolution. 

 

608     For example, in Genesis 11, God punishes the wickedness of the Tower of Babel; King 

Zedekiah of Judea rebels against Nebuchadnezzar during the Babylonian captivity (which God 

had mandated), and his reign is ended and his life (and that of all his sons) forfeited after eleven 

years of being installed in Judea by Nebuchadnezzar (Jer. 52:1-11); and the Apostle John the 

Revelator see eleven things associated with final judgment (Rev. 20:12-14). 

 

609     Dante’s black cherubim's succinct logic is as follows: “For you can’t pardon one who 

won’t repent/And one cannot repent what one wills also:/The contradiction cannot be allowed” 

(lines 118-120). 

 

610      Viennese dramatist and poet Karl Kraus, “Der Antichrist” (1921), the poem referring to 

Nietzsche.  In the original German: “Er hat es dem Unwert leicht gemacht /  die Werte 

umzurwerten.  / An diesem halkyonischen Fest / wird die Welt noch lange kranken.”            

 



1598 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

611      A play on the last words attributed to the hedonist and libertine devotee of British 

decadence, clever playwright and poet Oscar Fingal Flaherty Wills Wilde (1854-1900), who died 

in poverty in a cheap Parisian hotel. What Wilde reportedly actually said on his deathbed in 

Room 16 of the Hôtel d’Alscade in Paris was: “My wallpaper and I are fighting a duel to the 

death. One or the other of us has to go,” and this was stated a few weeks before he passed. 

(“Famous Last Words”) His actual last words are said to have been a mumbled Roman Catholic  

prayer, and he sent for a priest to grant him absolution after conceding that he never truly loved 

any of his paramours for themselves. It is a great irony of history that he lovingly wrote some of 

the most moving, Christian-themed children’s stories for his own four children, including “The 

Selfish Giant” and “The Happy Prince”. 

 

612     Steven Morrissey, The Smiths, “Ask,” The World Won’t Listen, 1987 

 

613      According to the online essay by Jeanne Willette, “Charles Baudelaire and Art Criticism” 

(2010): “In the Salon of 1846, the writer again targets the middle class art audience, stating that, 

'…any book which is not addressed to the majority—in number and intelligence—is a stupid 

book.' In other words, Baudelaire, a member of la bohème, would not be writing to the artistic 

reader but to those who were woefully in need of education, the middle classes”. She notes that 

that Baudelaire adopts a sardonic tone in his Salon dedication from the previous year, not 

entirely out of keeping with Poe's wry and contemptuous sarcasm when it came to his own 

readers, whether masses or critics. The similarity of Baudelaire's sentence and sentiment to that 

of Poe's Dupin should be palpably apparent, for Poe puts these words in the mouth of  

his renowned detective: “Il y a parier que toute idee publique, toute convention recue, est une 

sottise, car elle a convenue au plus grand nombre,” which, roughly translated is: “It has to be 

understood that all public opinion, anything conventionally believed, is stupidity, because it was 

appropriate for the greatest number” ( Poe 217). 

     It is interesting to note the full given name of Poe’s clever detective is “C. Auguste Dupin”. In 

French, typically enough to be a rule (for which there are exceptions), the final consonant in a 

word is not pronounced unless it is followed by a vowel, which means that the character’s name, 

if spelled “Duping” would still be pronounced “Dupin”.  Substituting “C” with “See” and 

bearing in mind that “Auguste” suggests wisdom, as this is an exceptionally clever man whose 

own disdain for common reasoning and ordinary approaches reflects the author’s, it would not be 

out of line to suggest that Poe jestingly named his hero so as to suggest “See with what wisdom I 

am duping” his readers, “hiding” the final consonant as a clue which would too readily reveal his 

jest. Poe realized most of his readers would not be able to fully discern his cleverness, and he 

chided his critics for their stupidity in misconstruing his works; Poe is reported to have said 

himself, “Stupidity is a talent for misconception.” 

 

614 For an excellent treatise on the human cost of higher education’s focus on merely 

attainment of knowledge while ignoring the cultivation of the humane and the moral—the proper 

sense of “higher” in education – see David Patterson's 1996 book, When Learned Men Murder 

and G.K. Chesterton's 1922 collection of essays, Eugenics and Other Evils: An Argument 

Against the Scientifically Organized State. The first text points to the deadly consequences of the  

http://arthistoryunstuffed.com/baudelaire-art-criticism/
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mindset of the infamous 1942 Wannsee Conference, at which very highly-educated Nazi 

officials plotted out the details of their anti-Semitic “final solution” of genocide (and warns 

against a pattern of repeat), and the latter text seriously indicts intellectuals for fomenting and 

fostering social policies which butcher their fellow men on pretexts of supposedly higher moral 

grounds. Richard Weikart's 2006 From Darwin to Hitler: Evolutionary Ethics, Eugenics, and  

Racism in Germany is a good synthesis of the arguments put forth by Patterson and Chesterton. 

Also highly recommended is the 2004 historical overview of such matters penned by Donald 

DeMarco and Benjamin J. Wiker (from a Roman Catholic perspective regarding the sanctity of 

human life), Architects of the Culture of Death. 

 

615 This critic actually laments the fruitful understanding brought about by the approach of 

New Criticism, as he continues by referring to it as an unfortunate and misleading development 

which resulted from the Post-World War II  “Christian revival,” offering: “'This new symbolical 

approach to the reading of Hawthorne, as well as [Herman] Melville, [Henry] James, and 

[William] Faulkner, has after a fashion allied itself with this same neo-orthodoxy, so that we 

have been witnessing a revolution not only in criticism but in religious thought.' It is my hope 

that this timid little revolution has now run its course” (Crews 5). Given the decade in which his 

text was written, his position is not surprising; however, it should be pointed out that he does not 

so much as even mention Poe as an example of an author whose works had been praised for their 

moral content, not even during the heyday of New Criticism's focus on symbolism and 

didacticism. 

 

616      In Christian thought, one cannot have need of a redeeming savior if there is no one from 

whom one must be redeemed. Despite all souls belonging to God (Ezek. 18:4), Christian souls 

are ransomed from Hell by the sacrifice of Christ (Psa. 49:15), from the grave (Hos. 13:13). Per 

Scripture, this ransom is not paid to the Devil, but to the Father, as Christ is mediator between 

the Father and mankind, who ransoms himself on our behalf, paying the debt to the Father which 

the Law requires as the wages or recompense for our sinfulness (See Psa. 49:7-8, Mk. 10:45, 1 

Tim. 5:2-6, and Rom. 6:23). The Father, to whom all souls belong, consigns sinful souls to Hell 

(including the Devil’s), and the Son redeems or purchases them back to Heaven with his sinless 

sacrifice. It is for this reason that Jesus is recorded to have cried out “Tetelestai” when on the 

cross of his crucifixion, for the term signifies not merely that “it is finished,” as in completion, 

but also that a debt (“it”) has been paid in full (Jn. 19:30). Christian apologist Trevin Wax, in his 

online article from 2014, “Christ Pays the Ransom, But to Whom?,” summarizes his own 

analysis thusly: “So in the beautiful irony of the gospel, we are effectively saved from God by 

God” (Wax, emphases his). Contrary to popular belief, one cannot sell one’s soul to the Devil, 

for one cannot sell that which one does not own, as all souls belong to God (Ezek. 18:4). At best, 

one can yield to the temptations of the Devil which lead one astray from the LORD, for the Devil 

is already consigned to Hell and misery loves company. This is the traditional understanding of 

the Christian notion that one wrestles with the World, the Flesh, and the Devil. 

 

617 Under the entry for the word “perdition” at Bible Study Tools: “The word 'perdition' 

occurs in the English Bible 8 times (John 17:12; Philippians 1:28; 2 Thessalonians 2:3;  

https://blogs.thegospelcoalition.org/trevinwax/2014/01/30/christ-pays-the-ransom-but-to-whom/
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1 Timothy 6:9; Hebrews 10:39; 2 Peter 3:7; Revelation 17:11,18). In each of these cases it 

denotes the final state of ruin and punishment which forms the opposite to salvation. The verb 

apolluein, from which the word is derived, has two meanings: (1) to lose; (2) to destroy. Both of 

these pass over to the noun, so that apoleia comes to signify: (1) loss; (2) ruin, destruction. The 

former occurs in Matthew 26:8; Mark 14:4, the latter in the passages cited above. Both meanings 

had been adopted into the religious terminology of the Scriptures as early as the Septuagint. 'To 

be lost' in the religious sense may mean 'to be missing' and 'to be ruined,' the former meaning  

attaches to it in the teaching of Jesus, who compares the lost sinner to the missing coin, the 

missing sheep, and makes him the object of a seeking activity (Matthew 10:6; 15:24; 18:11; 

Luke 15:4,6,8,24,32; 19:10). 'To be lost' here signifies to have become estranged from God, to 

miss realizing the relations which man normally sustains toward Him. It is equivalent to what is 

theologically called 'spiritual death.' This conception of 'loss' enters also into the description of 

the eschatological fate of the sinner as assigned in the judgment (Luke 9:24; 17:33), which is a 

loss of life.  

     The other meaning of 'ruin' and 'destruction' describes the same thing from a different point of 

view. Apoleia being the opposite of soteria, and soteria in its technical usage denoting the 

reclaiming from death unto life, apoleia also acquires the specific sense of such ruin and 

destruction as involves an eternal loss of life (Philippians 1:28; Hebrews 10:39). Perdition in this 

latter sense is equivalent to what theology calls 'eternal death.' When in Revelation 17:8,11 it is 

predicated of 'the beast,' one of the forms of the world-power, this must be understood on the 

basis of the Old Testament prophetic representation according to which the coming judgment 

deals with powers rather than persons. The Son of Perdition is a name given to Judas (John 

17:12) and to the Antichrist (2 Thessalonians 2:3). This is the well-known Hebrew idiom by 

which a person typically embodying a certain trait or character or destiny is called the son of that 

thing. The name therefore represents Judas and the Antichrist (see MAN OF SIN) as most 

irrecoverably and completely devoted to the final apoleia” (Vos). 

 

618      This is a line taken from Ralph Waldo Emerson’s poem “Music,” in which the final lines 

of the concluding stanza declare: “But in the mud and scum of things / There alway, alway 

something sings”. In its own way, this poem of Poe’s longtime rival actually reflects Poe’s own 

aesthetic theory that beauty may be found even in that which terrifies, what Emerson refers to in 

the piece as “all that’s foul” and “the darkest, meanest things”. 

 

619      Nathaniel Hawthorne, The House of the Seven Gables (1851) 
 

620       The title of the essay is itself revealing, in that it bespeaks of the then-novel German 

treatment of Scripture in like manner as if it were secular literature. Higher Criticism is an 

analytical endeavor wherein the sacred is counted as if it were profane, and is therefore subject to 

all the same rules which pertain to normative literary analysis. In effect, it presumes that 

Scripture is the product of Man and not God, therefore even its foundational approach belies a 

bias which it claims theists entertain in presuming Scripture to be the Word of God.    

     Fundamentally, it must fail at the hermeneutical exegesis which it contends for its basis; why?  
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     A hermeneutic, exegetical analysis is one which considers what a text has to say about itself; 

Scripture claims divinely-inspired authorship for itself, which means that the meaning to be 

drawn out or discovered (exegesis) is precisely that which it has claimed for itself. If one 

concedes the divinely-inspired aspect of the text, then one no longer can treat it as the product of 

human invention. As one biblical apologist puts it: “Exegesis is what comes out of the Bible, as 

against what gets read into it” (Longman). Higher Critics who “read into” Scripture human 

invention or error are reading against the script's claims for itself, and therefore are actually 

practicing eisegesis, in which methodology the Self imposes a contra-biblical and/or an  

extra-biblical analysis of the text.  As Scripture relates that it contains a record of miracles, 

exegesis proper would discern that: (a) the miracles really transpired and were divine acts; or (b) 

the acts really did transpire and were perceived by observers as miracles, being merely natural 

phenomena attributed to divine intervention as a result of naivete on the part of the witnesses.  A 

resolute theist would admit to the first possibility, and committed atheist to the second option. 

Higher Critics of the German camp were virulently anti-supernaturalist without justification, 

ruling out the possibility of divine intervention on wholly subjective grounds. In essence, to deny 

the Creator the right to interact with His own creation in whatever manner He sees fit (and 

Scripture attests that with God all things are possible, Mt. 19:26) is to curtail His divinity and 

limit it to the sphere of human imagination; instead of taking God's word about Himself, Man's 

idea of what God can or cannot (or did or did not) do reigns supreme – and that is merely another 

form of atheism or Self-idolatry. Higher Criticism, in its German incarnation, was nothing more 

than the wolves disguising themselves as sheep. 

 

621        Of course, this is before it all depended on what the definition of “is” is, to borrow a line 

from former U.S. President William (Bill) Clinton. Is it any wonder that I include Emerson when 

I teach about the origins of Postmodernism?  Substitute the word “preachers” for “teachers,” and 

one can readily discern why Christian apologist G.K. Chesterton accused college professors of 

poisoning the minds of mankind into committing increasingly heinous acts of barbarity, and why 

the only illustration he drew to accompany the reprint, in 1922, of his pre-World War I collection 

of “anti-Prussianism” essays, Eugenics and Other Evils: An Argument Against the Scientifically 

Organized Society, was that of a cap-and-robed professor clutching a giant butcher knife and 

towering over diminutive and quivering students. Richard Weikart's 2006 text documents 

extensively the role which German academics had in fomenting Holocaust insensitivity, elitism, 

and moral relativism on the part of the general German population.  And no small wonder, for of 

men's characters, Scripture declares: “For as he thinketh in his heart, so is he” (Prov. 23:7). Teach 

men that they can disregard divine mandates and even divinity itself, and they believe it in their 

hearts, which Scripture says is wicked above all things, meaning the heart most naturally twists 

into its own Selfish desires, even (or especially) the desire to be as the Most High God. 

 

622      This phrase is part of  the concluding remark of the very brief introductory statement 

provided by G.K. Chesterton, the British (Roman Catholic) Christian apologist for a collection of 

previously-published newspaper articles which he had penned during World War I and re-

released prior to World War II; although the argument might be made that it was prophetic, 

Chesterton, same as Poe, Lewis, and Hirsch, simply follow Prussian thought to its logical  

http://www.spirithome.com/bible_exegesis.html
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conclusion and see clearly the destruction and carnage which it produces. The statement 

regarding the Prussians, in its entirety, reads: “They can offer us nothing but the same stuffy 

science, the same bullying bureaucracy and the same terrorism by tenth-rate professors that have 

led the German Empire to its recent conspicuous triumph. For that reason, three years after the 

war with Prussia, I collect and publish these papers” (Chesterton n.p.). He felt compelled to do so 

because he understood that the Germans had not relinquished their “Prussian virtues,” and in 

their post “Great War” unrepentant state, he was afraid that “Prussianism” (Prussia as an idea) 

would spread to and infect Great Britain, a development which he hoped to counter. The speech  

given by the Brandenburg minister in the twenty-first century, nearly a full century after 

Chesterton’s words of warning, in which he valorizes “Prussian virtues” and the ideology which 

helped to give birth to the Holocaust, suggests that the idea of Prussia is very much alive, and 

that Germany has not yet “repented” of its Kantianism. 

 

623      Austro-Hungarian (American) activist/author Wilhelm Reich, Listen, Little Man! (1945) 
 

624      As David Greenham points out in his 2012 book, Emerson’s Transatlantic Romanticism: 

“It is to God in each and all that Emerson turns for comfort when he cannot find God in nature or 

in revelation. From this he is able to draw strength and also to reconstruct faith on his own terms. 

This begins, perhaps, with the last words of the 17 December letter to Mary: ‘Is not this 

unutterably & grand, this life within this life, this literal Emanuel God within us. When this shall 

have been taught worthily to men, the wailing spirits of ye prophets may bend from their spheres, 

for ye principle of evil shall come to his end & God shall be all in all’. It is this Pauline moment 

of the ‘all in all’ (1 Cor. 15:28) that Emerson reinterprets to be at the centre [sic] of his beliefs—

it is not for Emerson, as it is in the letter to the Corinthians, an awaited end point: it is what is 

true now. It is our failure to see this that Emerson will define as the Fall” (17, citations omitted).  

 The problem of course, is that “Emanuel” (Immanuel) means “God with us,” and not “God 

within us”—and they are worlds apart in meanings. The term “Immanuel” signifies the prophetic 

incarnation of the Messiah, as promised in Isaiah 7, which Christians believe to be fulfilled in the 

birth of Jesus of Nazareth. The incarnation involves God with us, which is to say, assuming 

human form and dwelling among or with mankind. But to contend that God is within us is more 

in line with claiming that, not only do all humans have a spark of the divine deity in them, but 

that they are all part of Him, instead of being parted from (or derived from) Him—which makes 

Man as if God.  

      Greenham points only to the second half of the Corinthian citation relevant to contextual 

analysis, for it reads in its entirety: “For He hath put all things under His feet. But when He saith 

all things are put under Him, it is manifest that He is excepted, which did put all things under 

Him. And when all things shall be subdued unto Him, then shall the Son also himself be subject 

unto Him that put all things under Him, that God may be all in all” (1 Cor. 15:27-28). The first 

“He” refers to the Most High God, YHVH, who has given charge of all things over to the Son, 

Jesus Christ. The exception to the all things over which Christ has authority is the Father who 

gave Messiah that authority, as the Most High God is the exception to this rule. Once all things 

are subdued by Christ, then He will join the ranks of the submissive parties and yield to the 

authority of the Most High God, His Father, so that the Most High God may be “all in all,”  
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meaning the supreme authority of the triune godhead, which is the Christian understanding of the 

phrase “Most High God,” the Father being above the Son and the Holy Spirit. Emerson has 

completely wrenched the meaning of the word from its context and its proper signification—and 

why not?  Doing so grants the Self to create context and meaning which Self-permits creation of 

new ones which suit one’s desires better, in essence redefining even the Most High God into 

some sort of mystical, pantheistic force which permeates all of mankind—a type of nebulous 

quality instead of a personal deity to whom one will be held accountable. My mother has a 

theory that almost all people who pervert Scripture or reject it outright are simply trying to  

Self-justify their own bad behavior and are so desperate to do so that they will even go so far as 

to be Self-delusional; I tend to agree with her on that point, and Emerson certainly seems to be 

guilty of as much herein. 

 

625        Balance is defined as an even distribution of weight enabling someone or something to 

remain upright and steady, so that it does not fall.  Symmetry is understood to mean a correct 

relation of parts — not merely similarity, but also correspondence between parts. Order involves 

everything being situated in its proper place, including in relation to other things. Harmony 

involves different things working in conjunction with each other, especially those which please 

(such as in music, in the succession of sounds, which are called chords). Harmonious elements 

work in concert with one another whilst retaining their individuality, thus harmony involves a 

just adaptation of parts to each other in any composition which intends to form a connected 

whole. The individual, therefore, lives in harmony with the other individuals in his or her 

community, the community intended to be the just adaptation of individuals to one another, 

working cooperatively to form a connected whole. In a religious context, God provides the 

balance (His Law) which man requires to remain upright and steady; God provides the symmetry 

(His person) which informs man’s relation to Himself (in being stamped in the image and 

likeness of God); and God provides the harmony (His Lovingkindness) which allows man to 

retain his individuality while at the same time inviting him into a relationship with Himself and 

his fellow man, the community He intended, and which ties him to his fellow man (the 

correspondence between parts). 

 

626     This dalliance would be in Wieland. In that novel, the titular character kills his beloved 

family members in thinking that he has been commanded to do so by the voice of God, which is 

in fact the voice of the Lucifer-figure, a malevolent drifter named Carwin, who as is skilled in the 

art of ventriloquism as he is practiced at the art of deception. Yet same as in Poe’s tales, the 

madness does not precede the killing, arising only afterwards; Wieland goes mad and commits 

suicide once he learns the truth. Wieland cannot rightly be said to be a murderer, since murder 

involves premeditation, and Wieland had not ever planned to kill his wife and children, as he 

merely responded to what he errantly took to be divine instructions. Wieland is depicted as being 

a highly-educated and cultured individual, with a predilection for German art, music, drama, 

literature, and philosophy; he is also impious, and therefore forgot the God of his father, quite 

literally in the story, as his father had been a religious-minded man. In this, Wieland’s conduct is 

mimetic of the scriptural accusation against the ancient Israelites: “They sacrificed unto demons,  

not to God; to gods whom they knew not, to new gods that came in of late, whom your fathers  
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feared not. Of the Rock that begat thee thou art unmindful, and hast forgotten God that formed 

thee” (Deut. 32:17-18). His family was “sacrificed” unto the demon Carwin, who, as drifter, 

“came in of late” and both polluted the secular sanctity of Wieland’s grove and pagan temple 

(also a nod to biblical condemnation and possibly Weimar Classicism), who perverted the reason 

of Wieland. He is a ventriloquist who pretends to be the voice of God, since Satan, as Antichrist, 

is a counterfeiter of Christ (Rev. 13:11, 2 Thess. 2:4). 

 

627      In chapter 22 of “Billy Budd,” in describing the trial scene (subtitled “Sanity and  

Insanity,” no less), Melville writes: “Who in the rainbow can draw the line where the violet tint 

ends and the orange tint begins? Distinctly we see the difference of the colors, but where exactly 

does the one first blendingly enter into the other? So with sanity and insanity. In pronounced 

cases there is no question about them. But in some supposed cases, in various degrees 

supposedly less pronounced, to draw the exact line of demarkation few will undertake tho' for a 

fee some professional experts will. There is nothing namable but that some men will undertake to 

do it for pay. Whether Captain Vere, as the Surgeon professionally and privately surmised, was 

really the sudden victim of any degree of aberration, one must determine for himself by such 

light as this narrative may afford” (397).  From this excerpt, one should be able to glean that, 

same as Poe, Melville did not buy into the insanity defense as a plea to escape criminal 

accountability; sin is a product of a perverted (wicked) heart, and not of a warped mind. If only 

God can read the hearts and minds of men, then only God is fit to judge them according to the 

standards of justice He has decreed in meeting the standards of conduct He has decreed. Budd is 

a Christ-figure, but not a perfect analogy, in the sense that Jesus did not commit violence against 

anyone while in the flesh—yet in his role as Christ, he destroys Death, who is associated with 

Lucifer in Scripture, thus in killing Claggart, he fulfills his destiny. 

 

628      Of course, neither John Claggart nor the “Ambitious Guest” have opportunity to repent of 

their sins, given the suddenness of their demises; this is a lesson that one should not trust that one 

will be able to repent on one’s deathbed, since one’s accountability may be called up at any 

moment by a divine bailiff: “Thou fool, this night thy soul shall be required of thee” (Lk. 12:20). 

Interestingly, Melville’s “Billy Budd” reinforces Poe’s theme that murder amounts to suicide; 

Claggart’s murderous intention is for Budd to be executed for mutiny. (The highest criminal 

offense in naval society is rebellion against what is supposed to be the unchallengeable authority 

of one’ captain, and the penalty is death.) Claggart is killed by Budd’s striking him, thus his 

desire to murder an innocent fellow man also lead to his own death.  

     (Melville correctly conveys that under martial law, maritime justice demands that to strike a 

superior officer, even when the act results only in injury, also carries the sentence of death for 

the offender. In this sense, Budd is damned if he does and damned if he doesn’t, whether he 

incited insurrection or didn’t, just as Jesus would be murdered: Both Budd and Jesus are victims 

of murder by execution, since their deaths are premeditated.) Budd is no murderer, though, for 

his act was not premeditated, and was the result of frustrated justice; he found himself in a 

situation in which his false accuser insists that good is evil and evil good, the type of person 

whom Scripture outright condemns (Isa. 5:20). Just as Jesus is falsely accused at his trial, so are 

the victims of the Lucifer-figures; Melville’s short story conforms to the pattern.  
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     The obituary for Claggart which is featured in Chapter 30 illustrates how completely reversed 

the reputations of the sailors became, utterly warping them, in that Claggart is painted in the 

most ennobling terms and Budd is vilified to the point of being a heathen caricature. Budd is 

afforded no formal obituary with honors, having ignominiously been hung at dawn on the 

yardarm of the H.M.S. Indomitable. (Even the ship’s name suggests willful defiance against 

God’s authority, a refusal to bend the knee to Christ; Budd’s hanging is surely intentionally 

mimetic of Jesus’ crucifixion.) Yet Melville gives Budd the last word, for Claggart’s obituary is 

described by Melville as “appearing in a publication now long ago superannuated and  

forgotten”—meaning Claggart’s fate is the same as that of the Devil’s and the sinful man’s, in 

that it will be extinguished, or “blotted out,” as Scripture describes the phenomenon. Budd lives 

on in song, though, just as God is glorified in hymns and psalms, as the story concludes with a 

ballad composed by one of Budd’s seaman successors (analogous to an Apostle) and popularized 

by sailors who had it published, titled “Billy in the Darbies”. (“Darbies” is British slang for 

shackles, a term thought to have originated with a sixteenth-century usurer by the name of 

Darby, since debt is slavery.  Melville uses it to suggest Jesus being taken captive prior to his 

crucifixion.  Budd’s position was that of a “Foretopman,” the sailor posted at the foremast of a 

ship, being the mast closest to the ship’s bow; it is of considerable importance in navigating the 

ship. Melville likely gave Budd this important occupation because the title is reminiscent of 

Christ being called high priest,  Heb. 4:14-16.)  

      

629      This is an example of sloppiness on Menninger’s part, for a failure is not the same thing 

as a refusal; to fail means to attempt to do something, but to refuse means to not attempt it at all.  

We might sin as a result of human failing or weakness, but sinfulness itself always involves 

rebelliousness. (By analogy, I might cheat on my diet as a matter of being weak-willed, but the 

decision to cheat is always mindfully and willfully made; if I “repent” of my weakness and 

correct my behavior, then I will not suffer the adverse consequence of relentless ruin of my 

health.) Here is the actual definition for the entry of the word “sin,” per the online version of 

Noah Webster’s 1828 American Dictionary of the English Language, for the term as both noun 

and intransitive verb:  “(noun): The voluntary departure of a moral agent from a known rule of 

rectitude or duty, prescribed by God; any voluntary transgression of the divine law, or violation 

of a divine command; a wicked act; iniquity. sin is either a positive act in which a known divine 

law is violated, or it is the voluntary neglect to obey a positive divine command, or a rule of duty 

clearly implied in such command. sin comprehends not action only, but neglect of known duty, 

all evil thoughts purposes, words and desires, whatever is contrary to God's commands or law. 1 

John 3:4. Matthew 12:31. James 4:17. Sinners neither enjoy the pleasures of nor the peace of 

piety” and “(verb intransitive) 1. To depart voluntarily from the path of duty prescribed by God 

to man; to violate the divine law in any particular, by actual transgression or by the neglect or 

non-observance of its injunctions; to violate any known rule of duty. All have sinned and come 

short of the glory of God. Romans 3:9. Against thee, thee only, have I sinned. Psalms 51:2. 2. To 

offend against right, against men or society; to trespass. I am a man more sinn'd against than 

sinning. And who but wishes to invert the laws of order, sins against the' eternal cause. 

(Shakespeare) And who but wishes to invert the laws of order, sins against th' eternal cause. 

(Alexander Pope)” (“Sin”). 

 



1606 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

630      Poe’s murderer in “Cat” confesses to alcoholism; Poe would never admit of it being a 

disease, for the normative understanding of diseases is that they are not self-inflicted conditions 

or ailments. If one “suffers” from alcoholism, it is really only the consequences (hangovers, 

poverty, spousal abuse, arrests, etc.) which cause suffering, in not being a bodily affliction—and 

Poe believed this to be true better than do most of us, for he himself reportedly suffered from an 

inability to handle his liquor, in much the same way Hop-Frog has violent physical and 

emotional reactions when imbibing spirits. Poe did not exonerate Hop-Frog, nor did he exonerate  

himself, confessing shame at his mortal weakness of periodic indulgence, an indulgence to which 

he always pointed as resulting from despair over his wife Virginia’s ailing health as the 

motivation. Here we understand Poe’s conduct, but even he does not ask us to excuse or 

“forgive” it, as Freudianism would have it; the moral standard is set by God, not by Freud. Poe 

could not have foreseen the contemporary argument that alcoholism is a disease based on the 

argument of inherited genetic predisposition for it, a matter of some dispute even within the 

scientific community.  

     Charles J. Sykes, in his 1992 book titled A Nation of Victims: The Decay of the American 

Character, writes that the search for definitive biological causation for uncontrollable drinking 

remains inconclusive, and that claims for its legitimacy are greatly exaggerated (136). He 

recognizes the difficulty in determining moral responsibility if alcoholism is perceived “as if” it 

is a sickness, because sickness mitigates guiltiness—and he, same as Poe, recognizes the appeal 

such an argument has in efforts to defend one’s conduct or excuse it, both socially and  

legally (Sykes 147). If people can blame their conduct on their upbringing (as Ozsváth and Satz 

expose in their analysis of the Freudian preposterousness of The White Hotel), or on their 

environment (think Roderick Usher blaming his wickedness on the estate), or on their genetic 

predispositions (which is nothing more than physical weakness, and not a guarantee), then the 

blame must be situated outside the Self—and that is a hallmark of the Lucifer-figure, for if the 

Self is not to blame, then there is no need to walk humbly before God and to repent; the Self 

absolves the Self, just as the narrator of “Imp” appeals to his own heart and absolves himself.  

     Sykes offers that the embrace of the idea that fault lies in some external source, an idea which 

denies the inherent tendency to corruption in the human heart, leads precisely to the sort of 

apocalyptic visions Poe conveys in a handful of his short stories. This dual-predilection of denial 

and projection, he says, “is a formula for social gridlock: the irresistible search for someone or 

something to blame colliding with the unmovable unwillingness to accept responsibility […] If 

everyone is a victim, then no one is. But it is increasingly obvious that victimization has become 

the too plausible, too pat explanation for all that ails us. Tragically, its evocation has the effect of 

distracting attention from actual causes and from legitimate policy response to those problems. 

The science of victimization is the quackery of our times” (Sykes 15,18). Poe had no stomach for 

treachery, quackery, or depravity—no “taste” or appetite for grotesquery of character or 

perversion of reason which enabled that grotesquery to proceed unhindered until all of humanity 

grew morally corrupted and deformed beyond an ability to function: Extreme physical deformity 

disallows healthy bodily activity, and, just so, extreme metaphysical deformity disallows 

righteous spiritual activity. 
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631      In a blog journal entry by Christian apologist John Wyte (“Does Sin Exist?”), he points to 

the standards enumerated by the much better known apologist whom he clearly admires: “How 

do we find the answers?  What worldview gives us a hope? Ravi Zacharias gives us an 

interesting method: First, there are 3 tests that a worldview must pass.  It must be: (1) logically 

consistent (its teachings cannot be self-contradictory); (2) empirically adequate (its teachings 

must match with what we see in reality); and (3) experientially relevant (its teaching must speak 

directly to how we actually live our lives). Second, each worldview must address the following 

four ultimate questions: (1) Origin (from where do the universe and human beings come?); (2)  

Meaning (What is the meaning or purpose of life?); (3) Morality (how do we know what is right 

and what is wrong?); and (4) Destiny (What happens to us after we die?). Third, there are five 

academic disciplines that must be employed to comprehensively study a worldview: (1) 

Theology (the study of God); (2) Metaphysics (the study of what is ultimately real); (3) 

Epistemology (the study of how we can know things; (4) Ethics (the study of moral right and 

wrong);  and (5) Anthropology (the study of what and who humans are)” (Wyte). I have cleaned 

up his punctuation somewhat, to make for clearer reading. 

 

632      The origin of the idiomatic phrase “the whole ball of wax” (meaning everything totaled); 

“bailiwick” is a nineteenth century term signifying coverage of the whole of a territory surveyed, 

being the jurisdiction of a bailiff. (A bailiff, in British jurisdiction, is a sheriff, responsible for 

upholding the law in a given region, such as the sheriff of Nottingham in the Medieval-dated 

Robin Hood legends.) A bailiwick (from the German term “Ballei”) was also the territorial 

division of the Teutonic Order, a religious (military) association of Medieval-era knights sworn 

to defend pilgrims in the Baltic States and the Holy Land, while en route to Jerusalem. 

 

633     Jonathan Swift, “Verses on the Death of Dr. Swift, D.S.P.D.,” 1739 (“D.S.P.D.” stands for 

“Dean of St. Patrick’s, Dublin,” the university by which he was employed and with which he 

was long affiliated.) Here, he pens his own obituary, in verse form, to defend potential 

accusations made against his character, should they be made following his death. 

     

634      In a letter to Marie Louise Shew dating to June 1848, Poe writes: “Why I was not a priest 

is a mystery, for I feel I am now a prophet” (D’Amato, 101). 

 

https://johnwyte.wordpress.com/tag/muggeridge/
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APPENDIX A  

 

POE UND DIE DEUTSCHEN 

 

 

     The “Preface” to Poe’s 1840 anthology of tales is as succinct as it is revealing. In what 

amounts to a mere lengthy paragraph, Poe provides a wealth of information regarding the 

content, tone, and intent of the body of work presented to his readership: 

     THE epithets “Grotesque” and “Arabesque” will be found to indicate with sufficient 

precision the prevalent tenor of the tales here published. But from the fact that, during a 

period of some two or three years, I have written five-and-twenty short stories whose general 

character may be so briefly defined, it cannot be fairly inferred — at all events it is not truly 

inferred — that I have, for this species of writing, any inordinate, or indeed any peculiar taste 

or prepossession. I may have written with an eye to this publication in volume form, and 

may, therefore, have desired to preserve, as far as a certain point, a certain unity of design. 

This is, indeed, the fact; and it may even happen that, in this manner, I shall never compose 

anything again. I speak of these things here, because I am led to think it is this prevalence of 

the “Arabesque” in my serious tales, which has induced one or two critics to tax me, in all 

friendliness, with what they have been pleased to term “Germanism” and gloom. The charge 

is in bad taste, and the grounds of the accusation have not been sufficiently considered. Let us 

admit, for the moment, that the “phantasy-pieces” now given are Germanic, or what not. 

Then Germanism is “the vein” for the time being. Tomorrow I may be anything but German, 

as yesterday I was everything else. These many pieces are yet one book. My friends would be 

quite as wise in taxing an astronomer with too much astronomy, or an ethical author with 

treating too largely of morals. But the truth is that, with a single exception, there is no one of 

these stories in which the scholar should recognise the distinctive features of that species of 

pseudo-horror which we are taught to call Germanic, for no better reason than that some of 

the secondary names of German literature have become identified with its folly. If in many of 

my productions terror has been the thesis, I maintain that terror is not of Germany, but of the 

soul, — that I have deduced this terror only from its legitimate sources, and urged it only to 

its legitimate results. There are one or two of the articles here, (conceived and executed in the 

purest spirit of extravaganza,) to which I expect no serious attention, and of which I shall 

speak no farther. But for the rest I cannot conscientiously claim indulgence on the score of 

hasty effort. I think it best becomes me to say, therefore, that if I have sinned, I have 

deliberately sinned. These brief compositions are, in chief part, the results of matured 

purpose and very careful elaboration. (5-6) 

     To this brief address is appended an excerpt from a poem by German polymath Johann 

Wolfgang von Goethe (1749-1832): “Seltsamen tochter Jovis/ Seinem Schosskinde /Der 
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Phantasie”. How well Poe understood the German language has been a subject of interest and 

dispute to Poe scholars for some time, but the online edition of this anthology provided by the 

Edgar Allan Poe Society of Baltimore offers this by way of footnote to the Goethe excerpt 

utilized by Poe to establish the authorial spirit or timbre of the anthology: 

     The motto from Goethe is from his poem “Meine Göttin” (“My Goddess”), written on 

September 15, 1780. T. O. Mabbott notes that Poe likely saw it in an article by George 

Bancroft, “Life and Genius of Goethe” from the North American Review of October 1824 

[…] Bancroft translates these lines as “Dearest in her father’s eye / Jove’s own darling / 

Phantasy.” Poe had already quoted these lines in a footnote to his poem “Al Aaraaf” […] 

There, “Tochter” is correctly capitalized. Pollin and Hansen note this motto as an example of 

“Poe’s faulty use of German” […] Poe uses the motto again on his handwritten title page for 

the proposed edition of “Phantasy Pieces” prepared in 1842 but never published. (Gavoll, 

citations omitted) 

     What is to be gleaned by readers from such a “confession” on the author's part? Or from such 

a pairing of this particular verse fragment and the explication provided by him? In the first place, 

Poe utilizes the word “tenor” (instead of “tenors”) when referring to the epithets “Grotesque” and 

“Arabesque,” suggesting the presence of both elements in each tale, or a combined definition, in 

keeping with the German conception espoused by brothers Friedrich and August Wilhelm 

Schlegel, akin to the pagan Classical and British dramaturgical conception of tragicomedy, in 

which there are elements of both present in a work.  

     Second, the stories share “a general character,” meaning they are linked or related to each 

other in some capacity, indicating not merely pattern but design, the latter of which is intentional 

patterning in its definition (or form/Gestalt).  

     Third, readers should not suppose that the author had been guided by any peculiar taste or 

prepossession, despite the unity of design he intended, a point which Poe asserts as fact.  

     Fourth, he is compelled to assert as much, based on allegations formerly and falsely leveled 

https://www.eapoe.org/works/editions/tgavolI.htm
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against him by critics that “Germanism” and gloomy elements (Gothic or Romantic) characterize 

his works; that their grounds have not been sufficiently considered suggests that he thinks the 

critics guilty of superficial analyses, and for Poe, the undercurrent is the most crucial aspect of 

any tale.  

     Fifth, Poe refers to the tales as being “serious”; he does not distinguish between the comical 

and serious, suggesting they are all serious tales, albeit with comical elements –even the 

burlesques and satires, because they treat of serious subjects in a trivialized manner, or of trivial 

subjects in a serious manner, very much in keeping with the tradition of British Neoclassical 

moral satire on which he had drawn.  

     Sixth, Poe identifies the “Arabesque” with prevalence, meaning the ostensible or surface 

elements which inform his works (and which tend to see him errantly classified as Germanist in 

the vein of the Gothics or the Romantics). If the Arabesque is associated by Poe with the surface 

or superficial aspects of his tales, then “the Grotesque” must be associated with the undercurrent 

aspects which drive them; indeed, the tales pertain to grotesqueries of character and ideologies 

which run counter to the same traditional biblical moralism espoused (directly) by the British 

Neoclassicist satirists. If the undercurrent is the driving force of Poe's tales (per his own 

admission), then it is the grotesqueries which should warrant the most consideration; if this 

undercurrent flows with biblical moralism, then Poe's short stories should be understood as 

moral tales. 

     Seventh, Poe indexes Germanism to a temporal present (indicated by his emphasis on the 

word “are” and his use of the phrase “for the time being”); he subsequently offers that he might 

not be given to Germanism tomorrow any more than he was the day before. This might be a very 
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subtle allusion to Scripture, wherein: the Lord declares that He changes not (Mal. 3:6); Jesus 

Christ is the same yesterday, and today, and for ever (Heb. 13:8); and the Word of the LORD is 

eternal and will stand forever (Psa. 119:89, Isa. 40:8, Mt. 24:35, Mk. 13:31, Lk. 21:33, and 1 Pet. 

1:25). Poe is not claiming to be like God, but is contrasting the impermanence of German 

intellectual and cultural fads and ideologies with the permanence and rock-solid surety of 

Scripture and its prescriptions for individual and collective welfare. Seen in contrast to Scripture, 

these fads should be understood as foolishness, for the beginning of wisdom is fear [reverential 

awe] of the LORD. and foolishness results in rejecting or departing from Him and His mandates, 

thereby resulting in perversion or grotesquery (Prov. 9:10, Prov. 19:3).  

     Eighth, Poe states that despite the span of time involved in the penning of his tales, they are 

nonetheless intended to be parts of a single book; is this not an apt description of the Holy Bible, 

which was penned over a period of many years, and which consists of distinct-yet-related 

“books” collected and understood, in Christian tradition, as one book? Christianity claims the 

divine inspiration of all of Scripture, by which is suggested a single author (God), whose words 

are merely recorded through various men, in the same way secretaries take dictation from their 

bosses (the authority figure as author).  

     Ninth, Poe states that there is a single exception in the anthology which does not conform to 

the intended design – and that makes sense, when one considers that a grotesquery is some 

deformation which sets a thing apart from the overall pattern. In order to preserve the “deep 

structure” of the arabesque and the grotesque, there must be included a single tale to serve as the 

aberration in the arabesque of tales, the one element which throws the remaining features out of 

harmony. It is most reasonable to suggest that “Metzengerstein” is the exception, relying on 
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ostensibly Gothic supernaturalism, or “pseudo-horror” called Germanic; the ghostly horse who 

carries off its victim one evening is a play on the Germanic “night mare” (a mare being a horse), 

and it is a tale in which no “legitimate causes” promised by Poe can account for the action, in 

which the tapestry figures change before the protagonist’s very eyes. The multiple instances of 

the tapestry imagery changing in the course of the story is an irrefutably supernatural 

phenomenon, for Poe does not equivocate in his description therein; the narrator is not said to 

imagine the changes, but they are described as definitive and actual. In speaking of the narrator’s 

gaze upon the tapestry: 

     To his extreme horror and astonishment, the head of the gigantic steed had, in the 

meantime, altered its position. The neck of the animal, before arched, as if in compassion, 

over the prostrate body of its lord, was now extended, at full length, in the direction of the 

Baron. The eyes, before invisible, now wore an energetic and human expression, while they 

gleamed with a fiery and unusual red; and the distended lips of the apparently enraged horse 

left in full view his gigantic and disgusting teeth. (“Metzengerstein”) 

 

     (That the horse is described as having a human expression after being prostrate before its 

former owner even suggests metempsychosis, or the transmigration of the dead man’s soul into 

that of the horse; the opening lines of the tale mention the belief in the doctrine of 

metempsychosis. Poe credits Hungarian superstition with verging towards absurdity, which 

suggests a grotesquery of belief. So, too, the villainous young baron’s attachment to the horse is 

described as a “hideous and unnatural fervor,” suggesting a grotesque or disproportionate 

attachment to it.) The relevance of the servant to the tale, as objective observer,  is that he 

confirms that the supernatural phenomenon pertaining to the alteration of the tapestry is real, and 

is not a figment of his master’s imagination. 

     The reliance on cheap supernaturalism to forward plot or explain phenomena in stories is 

identified by Poe as being pseudo-horrific because the reader cannot truly be horrified by 

https://www.eapoe.org/works/tales/metzngna.htm
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something which is unreal, merely being able to be scared or spooked by it. Moreover, for Poe, 

genuine horror involves a post-experiential, heightened sense of moral awareness resulting from 

inhumane conduct witnessed or experienced, in which the inhumanity is recognized and invites 

recoil or repentance. (Poe’s use of the word “horror” here indicates heightened fear associated 

with the realization of some truth; because horror speaks to man’s inhumanity towards his fellow 

man, the horror which the narrator experiences arguably stems from his recognition that he will 

be held accountable for the inhumanity he and his family members have visited upon their 

familial rivals, whose horse becomes the agent of retribution. In Joseph Conrad’s 1899 Heart of 

Darkness, the villainous Kurtz responds in horror to the divine retribution which awaits him.) 

     Tenth, Poe does not equate horror with terror; the terms are related, but not synonymous, for 

terror is experiential and reliant on exposure to the physical senses, but horror is post-

experiential and dependent on excitation of the moral sense. (In this, the patterning is very 

Lockean, for sensation is primary, and reflection is secondary.) Terror is not of Germany, 

therefore, because all humans are capable of experiencing it, yesterday, today, and tomorrow.  

     Eleventh, Poe says that terror has been elemental to “many” of his tales, indicating that not all 

of the tales rely on terror in order to convey the shared undercurrent of biblical moralism which 

informs and connects his tales; certainly, the patently humorous ones do not so. And this is why 

the tales not all need be horror stories, for mocking is another means by which to counter or 

deride the contra-biblical intellectual and cultural trends against which Poe had written; satire 

may have a moral purpose, which it certainly did in the British Neoclassical period of the 

eighteenth century. 

     Twelfth, that Poe contends the terror of his tales derives only from “legitimate sources” and 
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are urged only to “legitimate results” is important, because it must be taken into consideration in 

conjunction with his disparagement of Germanic “pseudo-horror,” which is to say cheap Gothic 

supernaturalism. (Admittedly, it has its origins in British literature, but the Germans are wont to 

take things to the extreme—often given to grotesquery— and had so embraced the tactic that it 

soon became associated with that nation's literature. Poe says of the one or two articles executed 

in the “purest spirit of extravaganza” that he will speak no further...nor will I.) What this 

revelation should signal to Poe's readers is that the tales which seem to suggest supernatural 

events are not doing so; the wild imaginations of his murderous narrators are just that, and the 

hallucinations of unwell victims (whose minds were poisoned by prolonged exposure to noxious 

characters or substances) are nothing more, nothing less. Perfectly reasonable explanations of the 

natural world may account, therefore, for the particular physicality of the Usher estate in 

“Usher,” or the sound detected within the floorboards of “Heart,” or the series of events which 

unfold in “Cat”. The sanest of Poe's characters are surely Lockean in that they demonstrate the 

pattern of sensation and reflection in reaching their decisions, whether that be the unnamed 

narrator of “Pit” or “Usher”. The madmen? They are delusional, and therefore their reflections 

are based on fantasies and not sensations; they have rejected the objective reality of the natural 

world and have relied instead on subjective representations which do not correspond to it—the 

world as will and re-presentation is a world which rejects the Will of God and the one presented 

to us by Him. 

     Thirteenth, Poe declares quite firmly that his stories were not hastily written, nor without a 

deliberate end; any deficiencies or “sins” to be discovered in his work should be understood as 

intentional, part of a “matured purpose and very careful elaboration”. What this means is that 
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defects perceived in his work (such as the misguided accusation that his tales are without morals) 

are not truly defects, but are skillfully rendered distortions (or grotesqueries) attendant to 

creating works which distinguish themselves or stand apart from the works of others. The word 

“purpose” is singular, suggesting a sole undercurrent informing the anthology – being surely the 

biblical moralism which challenges the contra-biblical movements and fads which Poe 

challenged as unwise and destructive in their folly. (Poe's other nod to his scriptural inclination is 

hinted at when he mentions the possibility of his friends chastising an ethical author treating too 

largely of morals, a humorous clue alluding to his preference for subtlety in conveying his moral 

message.) 

     Finally, when the preface is paired with the Goethe excerpt, in which Jove is the parent of the 

beloved Imagination, one is able to discern that Poe greatly prized creativity. In mythology, 

Athena springs from the head of her father Zeus, fully-formed, fully-adorned, and fully-

capable—and as she is the goddess of wisdom and of warfare, the analogy seems particularly 

apt. (It seems particularly apt when applied to Goethe, since Werther is a masterpiece composed 

in the author’s youth, and in but six weeks’ time, demonstrating a remarkable fullness of literary 

genius.) The Imagination is the one human faculty which is closest to the creative attribute of the 

Father God, for works which spring from the mind of an author are said to be created ex nihlio.  

     In the preface to his 2017 book, Goethe and Patriarchy: Faust and the Fates of Desire, James 

Simpson provides some possible insight to Poe’s understanding of the term “Phantasie,” as the 

word is employed in his prefatory comments to the 1840 volume of tales:  

     One might think of Goethe’s imagination, his “dichterische Phantasie” in [Wilhelm] 

Dilthey’s sense, as the total genetic code governing his various productions […] In Dilthey’s 

terms, we shall be concerned mainly with “Motiv, Fabel, Charaktere”, in so far as these 

provide evidence of a poetic imagination at work, and since these are the inevitable concern 
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of most literary criticism, a recognizable context for the arguments put forward here is 

assured […] In his writings on science, Goethe repeatedly emphasizes the connectedness of 

all natural phenomena.  As he writes in the Farbenlehre, “Alles ist in der Natur auf's innigste 

verknupft und verbunden, und selbst was in der Natur getrennt ist, mag der Mensch gern 

zusammenbringen und Zusammenhalten.” […] Goethe’s dictum, however, also sounds a note 

of warning. The human tendency to find significant order among the diverse phenomena of 

nature can lead the observer into error. So even if the premiss [sic] is valid – and if it is not, 

everything written here is without substance – there is still the possibility that wrong 

connections are made, that literary phenomena which should be kept apart are put into false 

relation.  The dangers cannot be denied, and it is for readers to decide whether the kinds of 

connectedness discussed here are real or illusory. (Goethe and Patriarchy 8-9)639 

     (The English translation of the above-quoted Goethe excerpt—from his Color Theory, or 

Farbenlehre— may be roughly stated as, “Everything is intimately interconnected and connected 

in Nature, and even what is separated in Nature, man likes to bring together and hold together.”  

In other words, men invent designs where there are none, or in a Kantian sense, they impose their 

own sense of order on the material world. Poe would accuse readers of inventing designs they 

perceived in his work, superimposing their own templates and ignoring his own intended one, 

which is precisely what Kantian-inspired Postmodern literary criticism does.  The phrase 

“dichterische Phantasie” means “poetic imagination”. The Dilthey terms are the German 

equivalents for the English words “motif, fable, character”.)  

     Poe’s use of the term “Phantasie” signals: his belief in the poetic imagination; his aesthetic 

insistence on the conscious utilization of technical aspects of writing to achieve desired effect; 

the intended, overarching unity of the literary project; and the human tendency to error in 

perceiving his works (such as accusing terror being of Germany, and not of the soul, or accusing 

him of “Germanism,” a pattern imposed on him by critics which he never intended). 

     From Thomas P. Saine’s 1999 Goethe Yearbook 9 comes perhaps another telling clue:  

     Jung called this activity of the psyche Phantasie, a term which was, in the eighteenth 

century, interchangeable with Einbildungskraft and Imagination. Jung's use of the term 

https://books.google.com/books?id=GiRBDwAAQBAJ
https://books.google.com/books?id=n6MLklo26s8C
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‘Eigentatigkeit,’ implying self-regulation, already suggests that Jung was following 

Schiller, rather than Kant. As Anthony Storr has pointed out, the concept of the self-

regulating psyche is central to Jungian thought.  However, Jung was also following 

Goethe, who placed the notion of self-regulation at the heart of morphology. Both ‘Die 

Metamorphose der Pflanzen’ (1798) and ‘Metamorphose der Tiere’ (ca. 1806) expound 

this notion, as T.J. Reed has emphasized. And Jung clearly went beyond Kant, yet no 

more than did Goethe, in his emphasis on creativity of Phantasie and its ability to 

mediate thinking and feeling, intuition and sensation, and he lifts it to a position of 

preeminence above all the other faculties. (292) 

     The mediation between thought and emotion (rational and ir-rational), between intuition and 

sensation (subjective and objective) certainly would have appealed to Poe, especially since 

mediation requires the separation of discrete entities, and it would preclude the collapse of 

subject and object into each other as pursued by many German philosophers, as well as would 

underscore his biblical belief in the requisite division of God, Man, and the World, entities which 

the American Transcendentalists wholly collapse into each other.  

     To his great credit, Goethe never advocates extremes, even when he contemplates them; his 

novel Werther is a brilliantly measured and controlled response to a period of great emotional 

turmoil to which he did not succumb: Goethe’s subsequent embrace of Neoclassicism 

(rearticulated as Weimar Classicism, which he and Schiller helped to promote) signifies an 

appreciation for order, proportion, symmetry, balance, and harmony shared by the British 

Augustans and Poe.  

     Poe was all about unity of effect, and perfection of plot, and of moral undercurrent, but unities 

of this type are limited to achieving a desired and intentional singular outcome; these unities 

relied on the harmonious conjunction of discrete aspects in his works, in the same way that the 

United States of America forms a single country consisting of individual states working in 

harmony or joint cooperation to represent our national interests. Poe appears to have shared 
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Goethe’s understanding of the human faculties as working in harmony with one another, not 

functioning as rivals; nowhere is this clearer than when Poe puts words into the mouth of his 

brilliant fictional detective, Chevalier Dupin, who insists upon the combined effort of both 

imaginative and ratiocinative abilities in the solving of crimes, as one need have the mind of both 

a poet and a mathematician in order to be a truly ingenious detective. 

     In Richard T. Gray’s 2004 book, About Face: German Physiognomic Thought from Lavater to 

Auschwitz, Goethe’s (and likely Poe’s) insistence on the connection of human faculties is made 

clearer, as connection also precludes collapse, since there must be discrete entities to permit their 

connection, and this connection is requisite for mediation: 

     Imagination must be at work in order for analogic connections between singular 

phenomena to be drawn at all […] “The phenomenon is not detached from the observer,” 

Goethe writes in one of his scientific fragments, “rather it is intertwined and entangled in its 

very individuality” […] In Goethe's understanding, Anschauen means not only “to observe” 

in the concrete sense, but also “intuition” in the broader sense, as subjective insight. 

Anschauen thus implies an occupation with the active, dynamic intersection between subject 

and object, the sensible and the supersensible […] But what distinguishes Goethe's scientific, 

morphological thinking is his effort to banish all subjective fancy from his imaginative 

approach. This is exactly what he means by “exact sensual imagination”: the imagination is 

kept in check by precision and the serious regard for sensually perceptible phenomena.  The 

role imagination plays in this dialectical system is to protect a concept of unity that is not 

strictly limited by the transitory details of the natural world. 640(150) 

 

         In other words, Goethe does not discount the importance of intuition, but neither does he 

make it the source of ascertaining truth (and certainly not moral truth) to the extreme degree 

which the Kantian-inspired American Transcendentalists do, given Ralph Waldo Emerson’s 

emphasis on human intuition as the reliable and supreme grounding of ethics. In adopting this 

position, Goethe is far more moderate and balanced, and not given to radicality or grotesqueness; 

he understands that intuition must be checked by the Lockean sensate-bound model. Goethe’s 

model incorporates the Lockean inclusion of sensation and reflection, paired with the Kantian 

https://books.google.com/books/about/About_Face.html?id=NWaxXRILGjYC
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insistence on human reason, while not discounting the role of intuition; arguably, his is a hybrid 

of Empiricism, Rationalism, Idealism, and Neo-Platonism.  

     Goethe understands that imagination works in a “dynamic intersection between subject and 

object,” meaning the greatest insights are possible only because the subject and object cannot 

collapse into one another, for intersection indicates a joining, but not a subsuming of disparate 

entities which still retain their independent qualities, even if they are somehow altered by the 

connection. In “Usher,” the narrator experiences Anschauen when he approaches the estate and 

when he encounters Roderick’s ghastly artworks; he encounters these objective realities as a 

subject, but he responds to them intuitively, without descending into “subjective fancy,” or 

flights of fantasy. The narrator is always described as being Lockean, as the narrative pattern 

reveals that he first experiences the world and events of the tale via sensation and then latterly 

reflects upon them (in that he is recounting the events). But perhaps it would be better to describe 

him as being somewhat “Goethean”, for he does experience this dynamic intersection of the 

sensible and the supersensible (signaled by his ir-rational shuddering when approaching the 

house and the paintings), and his imagination is kept in check at all times when encountering 

these sensually perceptible phenomena.641 Even when other Germans have a tendency to run to 

extremes, this is not an accusation to be made against the mature Goethe, for he seems to manage 

to strike a harmonious balance between extremes (deficiency or excess), a proclivity which 

hearkens to the Neoclassical celebration of symmetry and “charm of proportion” so prized by 

Poe; grotesqueries rely on disproportion and imbalance—physical, mental, and moral. 

     In the 2010 book Ecomysticism: The Profound Experience of Nature as Spiritual Guide,  the 

connection between Goethe’s ideas and Emerson’s is made explicit: 

https://books.google.com/books/about/Ecomysticism.html?id=imIoDwAAQBAJ
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     In “Method of Nature,” Ralph Waldo Emerson says, “Man must look at nature with a super 

natural eye.” Visions of mountains, seas, rivers, and forests can expand perceptions that lead 

the beholder toward a transcendent communion with nature. Spinoza considered that the 

universe contained creative forces comprehended only through intuition, not by mathematics. 

He influences Goethe's way of looking at nature, who defined exakte sinnliche Phantasie as 

the pathway from the sensation of observation (Sinne) to the subconscious imagination 

(Phantasie). The literary critic and Goethe scholar Norman Skillen comments, “What Goethe 

meant by this is the practical application of imagination as an instrument of scientific 

observation. As such it represents a slowing down and a conscious cultivation of the “oceanic 

feeling” […] What occurs in the oceanic feeling is a spontaneous expansion of consciousness 

through which natural phenomena acquire an unaccustomed depth, become charged with 

meaning, seem to lose their separateness both from each other and their observer, and appear 

in all their intense relatedness. Another way of appreciating Goethe's vision, according to 

German biologist Andreas Suchantke, is to turn imagination outward, after the direct 

observation and synthesis of that observation in the imagination […] Deep form was coined 

by the ecopsychologists Betty and Theodore Roszak to mean “a correspondence between the 

formative processes of the mind and the formative processes in nature.” The similarity to 

Goethe's concept is clear: it is the power of our imagination to create a connection of the 

observed object with something deep in our psyche. (Von Essen)   

 

    (Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph Schelling’s (1775-1854) doctrine of “personal identity” may be 

said to seek “a correspondence between the formative mind and the formative processes in 

nature”; Poe rejected Schelling’s ideas, which were not as moderate as Goethe’s here expressed, 

and which were even painted by Poe as apostate, for the doctrine of personal identity is given to 

be one of the damnable studies of the Luciferean protagonist of “Ligeia”.) Because Emerson 

made it a habit to look to the Germans for inspiration and guidance, can one expect to find a 

connection between Goethe’s Anschauen and Emerson’s meditative bent, as given in his 1834 

poem, “The Rhodora”?  

     In that work, Emerson contemplates a flower hidden away in the woods, and momentarily 

ponders the reason for its existence in so remote a spot. His conclusion? That “the self-same 

Power” which brought him there also brought it there. The poem does not suggest, therefore, 

Man’s relationship to Nature (in both being created by God), but, rather, implies his 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Rhodora#/media/File:Emerson_Poems_1847_-_The_Rhodora.jpg
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identification with it (identicality signaling oneness and not the two-or-more requisite to 

relationships). Moreover, since the power which brought Emerson to that spot is his own 

volition, the poem suggests that the flower self-willed itself to that location, and need not look to 

any external cause or justification, being self-justified, for “Beauty is its own excuse for 

being”—and if the lowly flower may follow this “law of Nature,” then so may Man, whom 

Emerson perceives is a part of Nature, as opposed to apart from it. Man, therefore, may Self-

justify according to his own volition. Scripture declares: “Thou art worthy, O Lord, to receive 

glory and honour and power: for thou hast created all things, and for thy pleasure they are and 

were created” (Rev. 4:11).  

     Moreover, the Holy Bible attests: “ For by Him were all things created, that are in heaven, and 

that are in earth, visible and invisible, whether they be thrones, or dominions, or principalities, or 

powers: all things were created by Him, and for Him: And He is before all things, and by Him all 

things consist” (Col. 1:16-17). As the Lord is worthy to receive glory and honor in His role as 

Creator, for Emerson to deny God’s purposeful creation of Man and the World is for him to 

convey that the will of Man, and not the Will of God, is the truly creative force to which one 

must pay homage and on which it Man must rely—the “self-same Power” espoused by German 

Idealism.  

     Emerson’s poem is an example of the type of  “intuitive” understanding he experiences via 

analogy when encountering the objective world, except, of course, a biblical moralist would 

recognize this as a very erroneous intuition. He does not treat of the object subjectively (all of his 

descriptions are clearly based on sensate experience), but he utilizes his encounter with it in 

order to justify supreme subjectivity.  
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     Ultimately, Emerson fails to meet Goethe’s requisites, for even though Emerson perceives an 

analogic connection between himself and the flower, and even though the phenomenon of the 

flower is not  detached from the observer, and even though Emerson observes the object in the 

concrete sense while experiencing it intuitively and claims a subjective insight (he claims 

supposition, not reflection),  Goethe’s conception of Anschauen banishes “subjective fancy”—it 

disallows the observer from lapsing into the radical (extreme) subjectivity of German Idealism, 

even it if borrows from it. Goethe understands that the subject and object cannot—should not—

be collapsed into one another (Emerson collapses Man into Nature and makes mankind part of 

the natural world instead of reckoning him as steward over it, as per the hierarchy given in 

Genesis 1), for the classical-minded Goethe is concerned with harmony, and not obsessed with 

unity.  

     For an analogy to be possible, the two phenomena necessarily remain distinct from one 

another, and thus it is merely the manner in which they function which is paralleled; they never 

collapse into each other, for analogy always requires that some distinct thing be compared to 

some other distinct thing, albeit with shared properties, modes, etc. If the things become unified, 

then no comparison is possible, for one cannot point to both an original and its analogue once 

they have become merged into each other. (The Kantian-inspired Schelling was concerned with 

the manner in which mind and matter function in parallel terms; where he seems to differ from 

Goethe is that Schelling appears to want to connect the phenomena, instead of demonstrating 

mere correlation between the two, thus he is guilty of wanting to collapse them into one another, 

as he writes that “one can push as many transitory materials as one wants, which become finer 

and finer, between mind and matter, but sometime the point must come where mind and matter 
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are One, or where the great leap that we so long wished to avoid becomes inevitable” (A. 

Bowie). In other words, mind is rarified matter, spirit is rarified matter, and God, being mind or 

spirit, is rarified matter; it is a Materialist doctrine to its core.) 

     This is a doctrine which Poe rejected, for it hearkens to the Pantheism of the American 

Transcendentalists, wherein everything collapses into oneness—God, Man, and the World 

(Nature), a belief which he mocks in his 1848 masterpiece of satire, Eureka. Emerson’s crowd 

took German grotesquery and disfigured it even further, resulting in comic absurdity. 

     The Goethe Yearbook 22 clarifies the German genius’ complex concept of Phantasie: 

     Goethe's poetical thinking exemplifies how he integrated not only reason but also 

imagination as a distinguished mode of consciousness into the process of cognition.  For 

example, motivated by his study of Kantian philosophy and its dualism of thinking and 

intuition, Goethe drew on poetical expression to bridge this gap. In his essay “Bedenken und 

Ergebung” (“Doubt and Resignation,” 1820), he considers the “Schwierigkeit, Idee und 

Erfahrung miteinander zu verbinden” (difficulty in uniting idea and experience), because “die 

Idee ist unabhangig von Raum und Zeit” (the idea is independent of space and time), whereas 

natural science is based on an experiential proceeding and is “in Raum und Zeit beschrunkt” 

(bound by space and time), Goethe further admits that “der Verstand kann nicht vereinigt 

denken, was die Sinnlichkeit ihm gesondert uberlieferte, und so bleibt der Widerstreit 

zwischen Aufgebstem und Ideiertem immerfort unaufgelost” (our intellect cannot think of 

something as united when the senses present it as separate, and thus the conflict between what 

is grasped as experience and what is formed as idea remains forever unresolved). The 

philosophy of his time, in particular Kant's criticism, could not solve the epistemological 

problem. Instead, as a way out of this impasse, Goethe proceeds to the next level of cognition, 

the realm of poetry and “Einbildungskraft”. He concludes his essay in an ironic mode, 

quoting an “altes Liedchen” (old song): 

 

          So schauet mit bescheidnem Blick            

          Der ewigen Weberin Meisterstuck,                          

          Wie ein Tritt tausend Faden regt,                             

          Die Schifflein hinuber heruber schieben,             

          Die Faden sich begegnend flieben,                     

         Ein Schlag tausend Vebindungen schlägt.  

            

The verse may be loosely translated as follows:  

 

                                        

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/schelling/
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/schelling/


1624 

          Thus view with unassuming eyes 

          The Weaver Woman's masterpiece; 

          One pedal shifts a thousand strands, 

          The shuttles back and forward flying, 

           Each fluent strand with each complying, 

           A pass binds a thousand ties. 

 

     In the opening lines of this poem, also published under the title “Antepirrhema,” the image 

of a weaving loom visualizes not only the infinite references and manifold connections within 

the phenomenal world, but also the living environment of experience and idea.642 For Goethe, 

the power of analytical reason, together with the synthetic and unifying power of cognition 

fully intuits, conceives, and expresses this phenomenal and ideal nexus […] In an aphorism, 

Goethe suggests a “Steigerung des geistigen Vermogens” (enchantment of our spiritual 

powers) in order to expand and deepen the realm of possible experience and spiritual activity.  

In light of the transition into poetry in “Bedenken und Ergebung,” such an enhancement of the 

organs of perception and cognition must include the aesthetic dimension of reality and poetical 

creativity, which grants the desired synthesis of “Erfahrung” and “Idee,” the real and the ideal. 

For Goethe, “Phantasie” or “Einbildungskraft” represents a precise tool of cognition 

correlating to a widened and deepened notion of experience that is inextricably linked to the 

idea. Thus, Goethe's concept of cognition unifies idea and experience, the individual and the 

general, for the sake of a deeper and richer knowledge of the phenomena themselves. 

(Henningfield, 150-152). 

 

     Goethe’s Phantasie, therefore, might well be best understood as poetic imagination consisting 

of a confluence of sensation, intuition, intellect (reason), and inspiration, which necessarily 

interact— in that order—so as to lead the subject to experience spiritual phenomena, which can 

also lead to an emotional response. Can this be Poe’s understanding of Phantasie?  

     Perhaps, if by “our spiritual powers” Goethe means our ability to discern supernal beauty and 

the divine (à la Poe’s poetic sentiment, in which Beauty is not a property of an object but the 

effect it creates in the subject), but perhaps not, for spiritual, while signifying divine, does not 

necessarily signify moral, and Goethe’s definition does not seem to draw morality into it. Why 

would Poe utilize the Goethe quote if Poe intends to moralize? Perhaps he saw even further than 

Goethe did the implications of the German polymath’s theory, taking it to a logical trajectory; if 

Goethe plants the seed of his new hybrid, then Poe has manured and watered it to fruition.  
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     Or perhaps Poe has taken Goethe’s idea and imbued it with the morality which the German 

has omitted from the formula. Poe often takes a German source and transforms it, improving 

upon it by moderating it with British Neoclassical satire and moralism. Clark Griffith 

acknowledges the satirical thrust of Poe’s design, and his transformation which improved the 

genre: “For Poe has compounded terror with satire, and the triumph of German sources over an 

English Romanticism, hopelessly uninspired without them, could hardly be more complete” (72).  

(By this statement we are meant to understand that the Germans have proven themselves superior 

to the English Romantics, in terms of inspiring Poe—which is true, but only in the sense that the 

Germans had taken their narratives to such overwrought extremes that they provided grist for 

Poe’s mill, and it is not an understatement to contend that we would not have the Poe canon we 

do today were it not for the excesses—grotesqueries—which Poe perceived in their works. But 

Poe owes a great debt to the British Neoclassicists, and especially the satirists. The terror he 

denies is of Germany, and the satire is clearly British.) And much more likely because Poe 

intended the volume of tales to demonstrate his virtuosity by imbuing hackneyed originals and 

tired tropes or motifs with new life (the subject/reader interacts with the object/tale, and the 

subject’s consciousness is altered as a result of the encounter), and because Goethe’s concept 

involves the harmonious unification of disparate parts which nonetheless work together as 

whole. Per the Goethe Yearbook 22: 

     Similarly, for Goethe the power of “Phantasie” (fantasy) or “Einbildungskraft” 

(imagination) does not merely produce “fictions” or “illusions,” as opposed to reality […] 

Rather, Goethe's notion of “Phantasie” stands in the concept of “intellectual intention” or 

“intuitive understanding” […] both of which are productive, not receptive, organs of 

cognition […] As Eckhart Forster has shown, Goethe perfected the method of “intuitive 

understanding” through his morphological investigations and by observing a complete 

sequence of a plant's development steps; but once the whole (or the plant's Gestalt) is intuited, 

all individual parts can be developed out of this whole. In a move comparable to the 
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hermeneutic circle, all parts of a plant receive their meaning from the whole even through the 

intuition of the organic unity of the plant itself results from studying a complete series of 

forms.  (Henningfield 150) 

  

        Productive (as opposed to receptive) cognition, requires the sort of attentive readership 

which Poe desired, for he disdained the sort of lazy, uncritical surface readings which 

Postmodern criticism embraces, nay, applauds. Poe seems to desire that his readers intuit the 

whole of his abilities and his intent as gleaned from each of the individual tales when taken 

together (the volume is an arabesque of grotesques), which is why he confessed that his many 

tales, despite being penned over a span of many years, were always intended as parts of a single 

book.  

     David Halliburton suggests this to be the case, offering of him: “Once Poe has done a thing it 

is likely that he will do it again, wholly or in part. As a result, we find recurring types of stories 

and recurring patterns within them. It is also likely that he will try to do the thing better, in which 

case the result is not necessarily an improvement so much as a kind of purification or 

heightening, testifying to Poe’s persistent quest for the ideal” (134 “The Tales”).  This sort of 

recurrence is perfectly in keeping with Poe’s ideas regarding the nature of the beast he often 

refers to in his literary criticism, the mythological griffith, his go-to analogy for the recombinant 

nature of pre-existing elements in the production of novel works. 

German Culture in Early American Society 

 

     Henry A. Pochmann’s German Culture in America: Philosophical and Literary Influences 

1600-1900 does a superb job of documenting the pronounced interest in German culture and 

language in the earliest historical periods of the United States. The good-sized text is divided into 

two “books,” the first of which is titled “German Thought in America” and the second of which 
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is titled “Germany Literary Influence”. What Pochmann’s work tellingly demonstrates is that 

Americans had a considerable preoccupation or fascination with both philosophical and literary 

currents crossing over from Germany, whether directly or indirectly, via conduits from Great 

Britain, such as in the works of the English poet and aesthetic theorist Samuel Taylor Coleridge, 

or the critical journal articles penned by the preeminent Scottish Germanophile, Thomas Carlyle. 

The first major section of Pochmann’s studies is subdivided by century.  

     The seventeenth century portion deals mostly with outlining early enthusiasts of Germanism 

(e.g., Puritan governor John Winthrop and early American poet Michael Wigglesworth), noting 

aspects of the colonial book trade, and the naming of prominent Americans of German ancestry, 

such as Christian Lodowick (Ludwig), who travelled in the same circles as did the important 

ministers of the Boston area, Samuel Sewall and Cotton Mather. He includes in this subsection 

brief examinations of Lutherans, Quakers, Pietists, and the mysticism of Jakob Boehme.  

     In the segment dedicated to the eighteenth century, he touches upon the state of German 

learning in America, its impact on early American lexicography, the Methodist Revival, the 

wave of German immigration which led to a burgeoning German cultural presence, and notable 

Americans of German ancestry of that period (e.g., Francis Daniel Pastorius, who was leader of 

Germantown in Philadelphia and an intimate of William Penn), as well as even the interests of 

American seminal patriotic, governmental figures such as Benjamin Franklin and John Quincy 

Adams.  

     The largest section is devoted to the nineteenth century, especially regarding the New 

England Transcendentalists, most notably Ralph Waldo Emerson. It tracks the surge of interest 

in German texts and ideas among U.S. colleges, clergymen, and journalists. It traces foreign 
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influences which led to the rise of American Transcendentalism, via the impact of German 

philosophy in Great Britain (into which discussion he draws Scottish moral philosopher Dugald 

Stewart, the critic Carlyle, and poets Coleridge and Wordsworth), its influence in France (per 

Madame de Stael and Victor Cousin), and the early exponents here in the States, especially the 

youthful brood of Unitarian ministers amongst whose camp Emerson once counted himself until 

the blasphemous and idolatrous combined seduction of German Idealism, German 

Romanticism, German Higher Criticism, and German Pantheism shook him loose from their 

ranks.  

     The Transcendentalists on whom Pochmann devotes the most attention are Emerson, the 

former Unitarian minister (and leader of the disastrous Brook Farm commune) George Ripley, 

Theodore Parker, James Freeman Clarke, Amos Bronson Alcott (familial leader of the equally 

disastrous Fruitlands commune),  Orestes Augustus Brownson, and William Ellery Channing—

all prominent Americans attached to the movement whose actual writings Perry Miller’s 

excellent, edited anthology, The Transcendentalists, documents. 

      (The extent of Emerson’s preeminence amongst other figures associated with the movement 

merits him his own subsection, which Pochmann divides according to headings such as the 

Platonic period, the Kantian phase, the Neo-Platonic interlude, and the Hegelian-Darwinian 

period; for a man whose primary career goal was to be a Christian minister, it seems clear by 

Pochmann’s subtitles that Emerson was far more interested in contra-biblical pagan, atheistic, 

and anti-theistic philosophical thought. Am I accusing Emerson of Pharisaic hypocrisy? 

J’accuse.)  
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     Pochmann then offers a record of the growth of German college courses and texts at the 

traditionally ministerial-minded seminary of Harvard University, and the uptick of philosophy 

professors dedicated to German authors in the fields of logic, ethics, metaphysics, and 

psychology, the latter being a discipline newly-arising in German academies. 

     The second major section of Pochmann’s work is entirely focused on German literature’s 

influence on American literature, and it is subdivided by chronological periods before getting to 

an examination of particular, prominent authors. The first minor subsection speaks to sentimental 

literature and an interest in Sturm and Drang. (Goethe’s Werther was a popular favorite of 

Transcendentalist youths.)  

     The next section speaks to the interest in the Weimar Classicism which Goethe helped to 

popularize in Germany itself; the one after that pertains to American theatres relying on foreign 

fare, including the dramas of Lessing and Schiller, and the growing interest in the works of 

Kotzebue. It then speaks very briefly to the novels of Charles Brockden Brown and James 

Fenimore Cooper, as well as “the Gothic element,” before transitioning to a segment dedicated to 

discussion of that which he terms “Germanic materials and motifs” in the short story genre. Not 

surprisingly, here he points to Washington Irving, Nathaniel Hawthorne, and Edgar Allan Poe as 

the luminaries in whose works these aspects are said to be most evident.643 

      As the nineteenth century poets, novelists, and critics whom he covers (e.g., Longfellow, 

Whitman, Lowell, Thoreau, Fuller, Melville, Bierce, etc.) are only incidental to the focus of this 

paper, we may readily disregard them for the time being.  Irving’s debt to foreign texts is well-

established and undisputed (many critics fault him for merely transposing European stories onto 

American landscapes), therefore the main interest for the purposes of this examination of Poe 
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rests with his discourse on Poe and Hawthorne, for Poe is almost consistently discussed in 

contrarian terms to his contemporary. The portion of the book which focuses on these two 

authors is fewer than thirty pages (pp. 381- 408), but they are rich, fruitful pages. 

     Hawthorne, whom Pochmann writes about first, is noted for having similarities in his works 

which echo those of  Ludwig Tieck’s, and he is even outright declared the New England Tieck 

by one reviewer of his day, in a London-based review of Hawthorne’s 1846, Mosses from an Old 

Manse, featured in the Athenaeum journal (Pochmann 381-382). Poe’s review of the work that 

year is included, wherein Poe contends that Hawthorne “is not original in any sense,” but merely 

“peculiar,” adding that “those who speak of him as original mean nothing more than he differs in 

his manner of tone, and in his choice of subjects, from any other author of their acquaintance—

their acquaintance not extending to the German Tieck, whose manner, in some of his work, is 

absolutely identical with that habitual to Hawthorne” (Pochmann 382).  

     Hawthorne began his study of the German language in 1842, per the behest of his future wife, 

Sophia Peabody, during which time he did spend time reading Tieck’s work. Poe’s review of 

Hawthorne’s tales from the 1842 Twice-Told Tales included the determination that Hawthorne 

then lacked versatility and variety, and Pochmann credits Poe with likely discerning that 

Hawthorne had “borrowed” no fewer than a baker’s dozen of elements from an 1845 English 

translation of Tieck’s tale “The Friends,” which had been published in the Democratic Review 

periodical the year before Mosses was published (382-384.)  

     A possible debt to the works of E.T.A. Hoffman is also considered, given the fact that 

Hoffman’s works were more widely-translated and available to non-German readers. Pochmann 

raises the issue of Hawthorne’s burgeoning skepticism and eventual disillusionment with and 
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subsequent turn against Transcendentalism as witnessed in his parodic, satirical tale “The 

Celestial Railroad” (384). He quickly adds that, despite the seeming appearance of German 

influences on his tales, Hawthorne nonetheless drew largely on and intimate knowledge of 

religious Puritan and colonial governmental and cultural history (in which his own family was 

involved), tapping into that troubled and troublesome heritage to such an extent that his stories 

all appear to have developed “from within,” for he says of them that they seem most to be “the 

product of his brooding upon the ideas or morals illustrated in his stories. Hence their genesis is 

oftener an idea than in an incident or character derived from another writer. Unlike the methods 

of Irving and of Poe, Hawthorne’s procedure was not as much a matter of ‘looking about’ as of 

‘looking within’ him for his materials” (Pochmann 385). 

     In what appears to be a seminal (albeit flawed) examination of the inclusion of Lucifer-

figures in Hawthorne’s tales, Pochmann’s final subsection dedicated specifically to that author is 

named “The Faust Motif,” which begins: “More considerable is Hawthorne’s reliance for several 

of his more basic motifs upon Goethe’s Faust, notably his use of the daemonic or inner urge that 

possesses some of his characters and of certain Mephistophelean and Faustian elements of 

characterization” (387).  

     The characters whom he identifies as representing this archetype include Young Goodman 

Brown, Aylmer, Rappaccini, Ethan Brand, and Chillingworth, whom Pochmann confidently 

asserts are all indebted to Goethe’s magnum opus. This is his stated position, based on his astute 

observation which coincidentally also somewhat undermines that assessment, in that it gives 

credence to the large body of religious-minded literature which preceded Goethe’s work, 

including Scripture. Of course, each of the characters he names is a Lucifer-figure, not being 
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modelled on Goethe’s character Faust, but rather on Goethe’s character Werther. Pochmann’s 

concluding judgment of Hawthorne is this: 

     In his numerous case histories of the nature of sin, of evil, of intellectual pride, of the 

devil in man, and of man’s overweening ambition to make himself equal to God in 

knowledge [and in power, I would add, but never in His love] […] Hawthorne pondered 

not only the Bible account of Adam’s eating of the forbidden fruit and the Miltonic 

portrayal of Beelzebub but also the entire library of deviltry that the Puritan mind created 

in early New England, the diabolical creations of Marlowe, of Byron, and of the Gothic 

novelists. It would have been odd, indeed, if it had stopped short of Goethe’ conception of 

Faust, concerning which almost everyone of Hawthorne’s acquaintance at Brook Farm and 

in Concord was voluble. To be sure, we need not presuppose that Goethe’s particular 

conception of Faust was necessary for Hawthorne’s portrayal of Aylmer, Rappaccini, 

Brand, and Chillingworth. They all meet the fate of Dr. Faustus of legendary fame as 

recorded in the old chapbooks, current in New England from the earliest days. The 

example of Marlowe alone would have sufficed […] In Goethe’s Faust the devil is cheated 

of his victim; in The Marble Faun [subtitled or, The Romance of Monte Beni, and titled 

Transformation in England editions], the moral is not, as it was in The Scarlet Letter, that 

the wages of sin is death. In short, Hawthorne’s final treatment of the problem of evil is 

that since it is an integral part of the nature of things, man must acknowledge it, for only 

by experiencing sin can he recognize it, and finally triumph over it. Thus knowledge and 

experience of sin thus become steps in process of man’s humanization. (387-388). 

 

There are a few things to unpack in this brief excerpt, tendered in such an authoritative manner: 

 

 Hawthorne’s debt to Goethe’s Faust may be rightly said to pertain only to his depiction 

of the characters obsessed with the gain of forbidden or mystical knowledge (and the 

ones he lists are not all marked by this trait, a wrinkle which undermines his argument), a 

desire for which Goethe’s protagonist agrees to sell his soul to the Devil; many (but not 

all) of the Hawthorne characters named by Pochmann which follow suit (all of whom I 

have elsewhere in this paper identified as Lucifer-figures) are “mad” scientists and 

nefarious alchemists having lost sight of the welfare of their fellow human beings, 

seeking also to transgress the limitations on mortal knowledge of the natural and 

metaphysical world which God has ordained per Scripture.  
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     But this prohibition does not originate with Goethe’s Faust—it originates, as 

Pochmann notes, in Genesis 3, with the temptation in the Garden of Eden to be equal to 

God by rivaling Him in knowledge of good and evil.  (Pochmann mistakenly thinks the 

biblical verse “knowing good and evil” involves the acquisition of knowledge which 

engenders an ability to discern between the two standards, when it actually signifies the 

authority to define them for one’s self.) 

     The real debt Hawthorne owes to Goethe is to Werther, not Faust, for the Lucifer-

figure archetype is evidently based on Werther, as demonstrated in this paper, and 

Werther is based on the biblical descriptions of the Devil, whereas Faust, who has 

commerce with the Devil’s servant, is not. The biblical Devil never repents, thus sealing 

his doom, whereas the latterly moral-minded Faust of Goethe’s pen, having come to a 

proper regard of both Man and the natural World, is redeemed and spirited away by 

angelic beings, to be united with God. 

 Hawthorne defined “romances” as unbelievable stories situated in exotic settings, 

therefore while he makes no claims to “legitimate sources” so as to deny supernatural 

considerations in his works, as does Poe, he legitimized the use of supernatural aspects 

for storytelling purposes by indicating clearly that the events related unfold in 

unbelievable stories, which are tales. 

 Marlowe’s Faust is dragged down to Hell by a legion of demons, but Goethe’s is 

ultimately repentant (concerned with the welfare of others), and is subsequently escorted 

to Heaven by angelic beings. Hawthorne’s latterly-published (1860) novella Marble Faun 

is an odd work for Pochmann to assert that it does not send home the message that the 
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wages of sin is death, for the murderer is imprisoned and presumably will be executed for 

his crime, same as in Poe’s tales of impious criminality.  

     It differs from Poe’s works in that Hawthorne seems more focused on the possibility 

of redemption made available by repentance, for the murderer is wracked with guilt after 

the deed is done, unlike the unrepentant Lucifer-figures in his other works or those of 

Poe. The Scarlet Letter is also concerned with the theme of redemptive repentance, most 

notably Hester Prinn’s, and not merely that the wages of sin is death; justice is required, 

but mercy is preferred. In fact, to stress that the wages of sin is death is to tell but one 

side of the Christian message, for the flip side of the coin which all should seek to land 

uppermost is the message of redemption made available to all those who repent of their 

sins in humble acknowledgement of the authority of God.  

     Condemnation is but half the Christian biblical narrative, the half stressed by Poe, but 

as the coin always possesses two sides, it should be understood that the moral lesson of 

the need of repentance is constantly below it, necessary for redemption, the goal of 

Christianity. 

 The pronounced physical deformity of Chillingworth is meant to signify a grotesquery of 

his soul, as his is a wickedness which disregards the sanctity, hierarchy, and proper 

relations of God, Man, and the World. Where Hawthorne relies on the literary convention 

of physical disfigurement to connote moral disfigurement, Poe utilizes the warping of the 

mind to signify the wicking of the soul. 

 In his list of works which contribute to Hawthorne’s repertoire, Pochmann excludes the 

tradition of British moral literature and those by Poe from roughly a decade earlier, for 
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Hawthorne’s Lucifer-figures come about ten years after Poe’s best-known ones. 

 The devilry of the Gothic novels was more for setting tone and advancing plot 

machinations than for moral import, for the Gothic writers were not interested in tackling 

issues regarding the grounding of ethics; to simply include characters who behave badly 

by Judeo-Christian standards and who are then punished or ill-fated is not necessarily to 

adopt or push a theological position. 

 Pochmann simply cannot be correct in thinking that Hawthorne’s “final treatment of the  

problem of evil” is any different than his earlier treatments of it, any more than can be the  

critics who contend that Poe did a kneejerk, 180-degree turn in Eureka to his great 

opposition to the German metaphysicians and the American Transcendentalists he spent 

the previous decade disparaging. The Marble Faun is in perfect keeping with 

Hawthorne’s other works, and, importantly, Pochmann clearly misunderstands the 

biblical position on sin which Hawthorne clearly understood correctly.  

     Whereas it is true that man must recognize and acknowledge his own sinful nature if ever he 

hopes to counter it (for redemptive repentance requires it), nothing in Scripture even suggests 

that men must experience it in order to triumph over it: Noah, Joseph, Daniel, the prophets 

Elijah and Elisha, as well as Hananiah, Mishael, and Azaria (better known by their Babylonian 

slave names of Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego)— what sinful acts are imputed to these 

righteous men? The Christian position regarding sin, wherein all do sin and fall short of the 

glory of God, simply declares as fact that this is an inherent propensity of all human beings (as 

opposed to an inherited one), therefore, being all men, all these biblical figures must have been 

sinful in their own ways, albeit the nature of their offenses are not recorded; that they are held 
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up as exemplary figures (by God) must signify a humility before God on their parts in which 

they were obedient and repentant for any transgressions on their parts.   

     King David sinned exceedingly when he coveted and committed adultery with another man’s 

wife (Bathsheba), and then sought to cover up the affair by sending her husband, the loyal soldier 

Uriah the Hittite, to his certain death in pitched battle. But he repented, and God could read his 

heart, so as to be certain of that repentance, which involves ceasing to continue in one’s sinful 

ways. It is a mistake to surmise that the biblical position—Hawthorne’s adopted position—is that 

man can triumph over sin, for the entirety of the Christian faith is predicated on the belief that 

the sacrifice of Jesus of Nazareth constitutes the triumph over sin which mankind never could 

achieve on its own; the Christian position is that the Mosaic Law is insufficient without the 

addition of the redemptive, loving graciousness of the Most High God in the form of a savior 

sent on Man’s behalf.  

     In the Law, Christians have their Lord, but in the Messiah’s sacrifice on the cross, they 

have their Savior. Understood properly, contrary to what Pochmann opines, the experience of 

sin is not requisite to a process of humanization, but, as shown by Hawthorne (and Brockden 

Brown, Melville, and Poe), it is responsible for the onset of the process of dehumanization, first 

seen in the disintegration of the person and then, if left unchecked by the restraining qualities of 

the two greatest commandments, spreads outward to the utter self-wrought annihilation of Man 

and the World. 

     It seems odd that Pochmann would examine Hawthorne before he does Poe, especially since 

Poe’s characters which feature “Faustian” attributes predate Hawthorne’s by roughly a decade, 

and since it is very likely that Hawthorne learned to model his later tales after Poe’s, possibly 
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even in the hopes of the flattery would incline Poe to review his works more favorably (although, 

admittedly, that last posit is pure speculation on my part). Pochmann divides his examination of 

Poe into roughly a half-dozen subsections, which are titled as follows: “Poe’s Knowledge of 

German,” “Indebtedness to German Stories,” “Romantic Stories” (in which he includes tales 

which treat of mesmerism, metempsychosis, and the doppelgänger motif), “Stories Dealing with 

fixe Idees,” “Tales of Horror,” and “Literary Principles—Poe’s Debt to Schlegel”.  

     The takeaway from the first section is that Pochmann thinks that Poe did, in fact, know the 

German language passably well, and he points to reviews by Poe wherein he mentions the works 

and themes of Hoffman and Tieck, and of Fouquet’s Undine, and also August Wilhelm 

Schlegel’s Lectures on Dramatic Art, which Poe twice quotes and refers to fifteen times; in the 

next section, he notes Poe’s familiarity with Novalis (392). He also points out Poe’s 

condemnation of Longfellow’s habitual tendency to inculcate a moral in poetry since Poe 

thought its primary consideration should be Beauty (Pochmann 392). He concludes this 

subsection with a concurrence with Gustav Greuner’s opinion that Poe “by temperament” was 

“more naturally sympathetic toward German romanticism than any other literary school” 

(Pochmann 392). As demonstrated elsewhere in this paper, Poe was entirely opposed to its 

impious and “papish” thrusts, and his temperament had nothing in common with the biblical 

defiance or the Roman Catholic sympathies which typified the German Romantic movement.  

     As for the second section, certainly Poe may be said to be indebted to German stories, in at 

least two senses—first, in that they provided the fodder for his own parodies and satires of them, 

and in the second place, Poe, in one of his letters, related that he fully realized that in order to 

make a name for oneself, one first had to be read, and, as he was fully cognizant of the then-
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current craze for German tales, he utilized what he knew of them in order to cater to popular 

taste for them. Here Pochmann declares that Poe’s propensity for hoaxes and satires show “the 

fewest Germanic qualities (no jokes here about the stereotype of Germans being a humorless 

people, but this is likely because the hoaxes and satires are decidedly borrowed from the British 

Neoclassicists Poe admired, as examined elsewhere in this paper), and he does not credit the 

Germans with influencing Poe’s detective tales or other tales of ratiocination (e.g., “The Gold 

Bug”) (393). 

     In the third section, Pochmann touches upon “Mesmeric Revelation,” “The Facts in the Case 

of M. Valdemar,” and “A Tale of the Ragged Mountains,” noting that Tieck, Novalis, Kleist, and 

Hoffman frequently incorporated mesmerism and metempsychosis into their stories. But this is 

an unconvincing argument for relation to the Germans, for the simple reason that they were 

phenomena which held general fascination for Western cultures in nineteenth century, and 

because Poe was ever mindful of popular culture; Poe just as well could have been looking to his 

fellow Americans in order to incorporate such elements into his tales. The doppelgänger motif is 

limited to a single Poe tale, that of “William Wilson,” in which Pochmann chiefly parallels Poe’s 

tale to Hoffman’s use of the character type in several of his own tales (“Doppelgänger,” “Der 

Elementargeist,” “Der unheimliche Gast,” “Der Sandmann, and “Elixiere des Teufels”). His 

conclusion? Evil triumphs in Poe’s tale, that being the primary distinction between the works of 

the two authors. Of course, in the larger, Christian theme, Poe readers should understand that the 

triumph of evil is momentary and illusory, for the murderers will surely face divine retribution in 

the absence of repentance. 
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     In the fourth subsection (also the largest), Pochmann identifies stories which treat of fixed 

ideas, what he terms “monomanias,” and this list includes “The Imp of the Perverse,” “The Black 

Cat,” “The Tell-Tale Heart,” “Berenice,” “Morella,” and “Ligeia” (398-399). He does not 

succeed in his argument that Poe’s use of this motif may be attributed to Hoffman’s tales which 

feature single-minded, obsessive characters. After first informing readers that Hoffman was a 

somewhat paranoid and anxiety-ridden, troubled soul, one who “was harassed all his life by 

thoughts which drove him from self-contemplative brooding to thoughts of suicide,” he briefly 

discusses Hoffman’s tales which feature obsessive characters; these characters are not Lucifer-

figures in the slightest, but are merely victims of manias which lead them to commit crimes; in 

Poe’s tales, the madness becomes manifest as a result of their inhumane crimes, not vice versa. 

What the tales have in common is that the perpetrators are eventually caught and then compelled 

to confess.  

     In Poe’s tales, though, the confessions are manifestations of the excessive egotism which led 

to the commission of their crimes in the first place; in Hoffman, they seem merely a means by 

which to relate plot. In the one Hoffman tale (“The Sandman”), instead of committing murder, 

the character becomes so unmoored by a supernatural delusion that he eventually kills himself, 

an offense to the absolute sanctity of human life per biblical standards, but one in which a 

genuine sympathy can be mustered for the sorely afflicted man. He does not seek an unwarranted 

revenge against his alleged adversary, the way Poe’s Montresor does in “Cask,” for Montresor 

acts with malicious intent and on absolute pretext, in the same manner Cain slew his wholly 

innocent brother Abel.  Moreover, simply because Poe’s narrators in “Imp” and “Cat” insist that 

they are compelled to act upon urges beyond their control, readers should not believe them, for 
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they have already reached the point of madness by the time they are rendering their confessions; 

they  enjoyed full compos mentis at the times they plotted and committed their crimes, which is 

why they are guilty before the laws of men, and since they show no sign of genuine remorse or 

repentance, it is why they remain condemned by the standards of divine justice.  

     Whereas Hoffman might have been plagued with mental health issues, Poe assuredly was not; 

the desperation which Poe suffered wherein he briefly contemplated suicide was the result of the 

repeated loss of significant loved ones, therefore it was a despair of separation from relations, 

and not the result of true clinical depression (possibly Hoffman’s ailment), selfish weakness, or 

malice (as in the case of Werther); even the frustrated love affair of the young Goethe caused 

him to entertain suicidal thoughts momentarily, but he soon shook off his gloom and manned up, 

as did Poe. Momentary weakness in times of great distress and sorrow is what makes men 

sympathetically human, not mentally deficient or morally perverse, for sinfulness is always 

intentionally acting in rebellion against the Most High God. 

     Pochmann points to Poe’s clear reference to Friedrich Schelling’s “doctrine of identity” in his 

tale “Ligeia,” wherein Poe has the narrator confess to his audience: “But the principium 

individuationis—the notion of that identity which is at death is or is not lost forever, was to me 

at all times, a consideration of intense interest” (401). Pochmann thinks Poe insufficiently aware 

of Schelling’s philosophy to make much use of it, crediting anything which Poe knew of the 

post-Kantian Schelling (and Fichte) via the conduit of a familiarity with Novalis’ Fragments 

which speak to both, especially regarding the topics of the poet’s relationship to the philosopher, 

the relationship between the will and the power to act, and the relationship between the dead and 
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the living (401). (I confess that I am not in a position to either verify or refute this assessment, 

being unfamiliar with this Novalis work.) 

     The narrator in “Ligeia,” however, has fallen under the seductive spell of a wife whose 

constant obsession was the study of impious texts and biblically-verboten topics.  Christian 

Scripture is quite, quite clear on the matter; the soul stands in judgment before God in the 

afterlife, and in order for a soul to stand in judgment before God, it must retain its personal 

[individual and particular] identity and its memory. Scripture informs that men will be held 

accountable for their every word, which suggests either that perfect recall and/or perfect record 

are attendant to the process of divine judgment. The only souls to perish are those consigned to 

the all-consuming flames of the lake of hellfire; to those other souls recognized by God with the 

judgment of “Well done, good and faithful servant, enter into thy reward,” eternal life is assured 

(Mt. 25:23).  

     That the subject is a matter of fascination for the narrator and his wife signifies three things: 

(1) that he is not devoted to the study of Scripture, in which the answer is plainly given; (2) that 

his wife is fully cognizant of the biblical position, and, oxymoronically, is impiously trying to 

circumvent a judgment which could deny her eternal existence; and (3) that Poe knows enough 

of it to think Schelling’s doctrine as impious as Ligeia, for he uses it to convey or indicate her 

apostasy. 

     Poe responded to a criticism of “Ligeia” tendered by his acquaintance P.P. Cooke, wherein 

Poe admitted, via personal correspondence: 

 

     Touching “Ligeia” you are right—all right—throughout. The gradual perception of the 

fact that Ligeia lives again in the person of Rowena is a far loftier and more thrilling idea than 

the one I have embodied….And this idea was mine—had I never written before I should have 
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adopted it—but there is “Morella”. Do you remember that there the gradual conviction on the 

part of the parent is that the spirit of the first Morella tenants the person of the second? It was 

necessary, since “Morella” was written to modify “Ligeia”. I was forced to be content with a 

sudden half-consciousness, on the part of the narrator, that Ligeia stood before him. One point 

I have not fully carried out—I should have intimated that the will did not perfect its 

intention—there should have been a relapse—a final one—and Ligeia (who had only 

succeeded in so much as to convey the idea of the truth to the narrator) should be at length 

entombed as Rowena—the bodily alterations having gradually faded away. (Pochmann 400) 

 

    (In other words, Ligeia, the embodiment of the blending of the apostasy of Roman 

Catholicism and German Idealism, succumbs to the will of God, which is always superior in the 

end.) Had Poe done as he says he should have done, then the story would mirror better 

Hoffman’s tale, in which German version, the female character (Clara) warns the male 

(Nathanael) that his weak will shall result in his unhappiness in love, madness, and eventual 

death; “Morella,” Poe thinks, has the Germanic ideas regarding the human will worked out to 

their natural conclusion (Pochmann 400). It is in “Morella” that the marriage is a tenuous union 

wherein “the fires are not of Eros,” and instead the couple spend their long hours not gazing 

lovingly into each other’s eyes, but poring over books penned by morose and mystical 

Germans—apostate metaphysicians such as Fichte and Schelling, whom Poe outright names in 

the tale as belonging to the library of the impious titular protagonist and her narrating husband.  

     Such library fare, same as in the case of Roderick’s fare in “Usher,” is meant to signal to the 

reader that one is dealing with an ungodly Lucifer-figure. As is the case in all of Poe’s works, 

“the erotic impulse plays no part” (Pochmann 400). “Ligeia” is given to be a modified version of 

a Hoffman tale which Poe sourced ,“Der Sandmann,” and the parallels offered by Pochmann 

seem to substantiate this assessment; Pochmann also points to Hoffman’s “Doge and Dogaressa” 

as a possible source for Poe’s tale “The Assignation,” and Hoffman’s “Die Jesuiterkirche in G—

” he considers a contender for the source of Poe’s tale “The Oval Portrait”.   
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     Under the subsection devoted to what Pochmann deems horror tales are included four in 

particular which Pochmann thinks “appear in subject matter and in tone to have parallels in 

German stories.”  He thinks these four tales are Poe’s “Metzengerstein” (1832), “Usher” (1839), 

“Masque” (1842), and “Cask” (1846) (Pochmann 402). “Metzengerstein” plays with the notion 

of metempsychosis, the transference of a human soul into another mortal repository, here a 

splendid but terrifying horse; the story takes place in Hungary, although it includes many 

German Gothic trappings as elements which contribute to its gloomy and foreboding mood. 

(Hungary’s culture is deeply Germanic.) One cannot help but be puzzled by Pochmann’s 

declaration that “Cask” is somehow indented to Heinrich von Kleist’s Hermannschlact (The 

Battle of Hermann), partly because he raises the point and then offers nothing whatsoever to 

substantiate it, immediately dropping the parallel alleged and offering no further discussion of it 

(403).  

     Kleist’s work is a five-act drama penned in 1808, following the devastating Prussian losses at 

Jena in 1806 at the hands of Napoleon’s troops, and the plot revolves around an  

historical battle between Roman and Germanic forces in the first decade of the first century of 

the Common Era. In the true account, the leader of the allied Germanic forces helped them to 

ambush and soundly defeat their Roman peers, thanks to his having been educated in Rome and 

therefore tactically skilled and strategically aware enough to anticipate the moves of his Roman 

opponents. What on earth Kleist’s work has to with “Cask” is a perfect mystery to me, other than 

the fact Kleist’s is an actual work of revenge fantasy against a bona fide foreign threat, and 

“Cask” involves a revenge fantasy for an alleged insult which serves as a pretext for the 

calloused immolation of someone whose conduct doesn’t merit even avenging.  
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     More convincing is Pochmann’s suggestion that Poe’s “Usher” owes a debt to Hoffman’s 

“Das Majorat,” in which German work there is also a character named Roderick, a frail female, 

and an estate (a castle) in a state of dilapidation; Pochmann credits the Scottish literary critic and 

novelist Walter Scott with observation of such traits in Hoffman’s tale (403). These, of course, 

are superficial trappings, and the German works, at least based on Pochmann’s descriptions of 

them, do not appear to inform or persuade, as do Poe’s, merely serving to entertain readers. Poe’s 

works, on the other hand, are meant to educate readers about the dangers inherent to the embrace 

of foolish and impious ideologies and movements, and to persuade them to avoid such dangerous 

apostacies. (Mind you, the critics can and often do prove themselves to be incorrect, biased, or 

willfully blind to the truths contained within or the qualities attendant to the literature they 

critique; so thought Poe, who railed against the American predilection for the obvious in tales 

such as his “Some Words with a Mummy” and “Never Bet the Devil Your Head”.  

     That the German elements are readily spotted, and likewise their German sources, does not 

indicate that the works’ condemnation of German metaphysics is evident to Poe’s critics; if it 

were already so, then I should have had not much new to claim in my dissertation analysis of his 

narratives.) Pochmann very credibly thinks “Usher” indebted to Achim von Arnim’s 1818 Die 

Majoratsherr, a story which depicts a highly-delusional and weak-willed young man unhappily 

incapacitated by his unspecified condition. Of this character, Pochmann writes: “He spends his 

nights in mystical studies and phantasmagoric reveries. Like Poe’s Roderick, he is a poet and a  

musician, engrossed in odd, old books” (403).  

     Same as Roderick, he plays stringed instruments, sings, is said to have astoundingly acute 

hearing, shuns the light, spends most of his time in his study, is said to be last of an ancient and 
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aristocratic line, and collapses in death on already dead woman, a woman whose death he could 

have prevented but did not (Pochmann 403). In both stories, the male character claims his fate is 

tied to an unfathomable evil which connects him to the estate, the female character is temporarily 

entombed, and the male figures know that the women are still alive whilst entombed (Pochmann 

403). The German version may be original, indeed, but it represents the sort of cheap 

entertainment variety of schlocky sensationalism which Poe disdained; Poe’s work, though, very 

much imaginatively reconstructs the story so as to impart it with moral signification.  

    In a group Pochmann labels “sketches, descriptive pieces, anecdotes, loosely constructed tales, 

and jeux d’esprit,” a group which he thinks merit only “brief attention,” are to be found the only 

works by Poe which he deems to be rendered “in the metaphysical mystical vein”—namely 

Poe’s “The Conversation of Eiros and Charmion” and “The Colloquy of Monos and Una,” the 

latter one being reminiscent, he says, of Jean Paul Richter’s “Über den Tod nach dem Tod” 

(“Over Death, After Death”) (404).  

     In the German story, same as in Poe’s “Colloquy,” characters discuss the sensations 

associated with dying, bodily changes (the dissolution of matter into spirit), and life after death, 

with the main difference being that in the German fare, the discourse is between people still 

alive, who merely speculate on such things (Pochmann 404). Poe’s tale is condemnatory of 

German metaphysics, and therefore it is not offered as a fantasy piece of the speculative variety. 

Pochmann concludes the subsection pertaining to horror tales, oddly enough, by pointing to 

Poe’s intent to pen satires of German-inspired and German-derived works, such as the eight tales 

published in the Messenger by 1836, which his acquaintance J.P. Kennedy referred to as 

bizarreries, but which Poe called “extravagancies” in his reply to Kennedy that year (404).  
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     As Pochmann offers: “While the public was reveling in the Blackwood’s type of tale steeped 

in ‘Germanism and gloom,’ while the metaphysical cult especially in New England, was 

discussing Swedenborgian mysticism, and the transcendentalists were loading the magazines full 

of the intricacies of German transcendentalism, he resolved to write tales that would out-Herod 

Herod” (405). And so he did, making playful and invective use of the extremities of German 

literature and philosophy, in order to condemn and deride those very same extremities 

(grotesqueries).      

     Pochmann’s final subsection is dedicated to examining Poe’s relationship to German thinkers 

and writers is dedicated to the considerable impact which August Wilhelm von Schlegel in 

particular had on his American counterpart, an indebtedness which Pochmann attests was 

“specific, pointed, and consequently more influential and significant” than Coleridge’s influence 

on Poe (405). In one review of a translation of work by the classical dramatist Euripides, Poe 

incorporates two paragraphs from Schlegel’s Lectures and four pages which are so closely 

related to them that Pochmann thinks they border on plagiarism (405).   

     After perceiving of Schlegel’s “ideality of representation” as being synonymous with his own 

“sentiment of poesy,” Poe provides a significant reference to Schlegel’s literary principles, for it 

is the initial instance in which Poe declares his pet doctrines of brevity and singleness of tone 

and unity of effect. After first quoting a translated excerpt from Schlegel’s original, in which the 

term “unity or totality of interest” is employed (albeit specifically in relation to poems), Poe’s 

famous passage is excerpted (specifically related to tales): “A skillful literary artist has 

constructed a tale. If wise, he has not fashioned his thought to accommodate his incidents; but 

having conceived, with deliberate care, a certain unique and single effect to be wrought out, he 
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then invents such incidents—he then combines such events as may best suit him in establishing 

this preconceived effect” (Pochmann 406).  

      (Poe’s use of the word “unique” here is imitative of Schlegel’s, by which is meant that the 

reader experiences the author’s desired effect within a single sitting, for it is difficult to sustain a 

mood if interruptions and protracted readings are attendant to first encounters with short works 

of literature.)  

     Pochmann relates that Poe was reading Schlegel’s work by 1835 –specifically a translation of 

Vorlesungen (Lectures)— but that his growing familiarity with Schlegel’s ideas were antedated 

by his reading of Coleridge’s 1817 Biographia Literaria, which both modified Schlegel’s ideas 

and outright plagiarized large and entire swathes of German sources without crediting them, “as 

Coleridge lifted entire passages from Schelling, word for word, without a sliver of attribution” 

(Popova). 

      From Coleridge, Pochmann points out, Poe surely must have derived (and then modified) his 

characterization of a poem as being “opposed to a work of science by having for its immediate 

object pleasure, not truth,” but Pochmann adds that Poe is much more indebted to Schlegel, 

whose ideas Coleridge did not develop within his own writings. By means of side-by-side 

comparisons of Schlegel’s commentary on Aristotle’s “three unities” (action, time, and place) in 

his discussion of drama with Poe’s almost verbatim discussion of the same topic (applied by Poe 

to short stories), there can be no doubt that, as Pochmann avers, “by 1835 Schlegel more than 

Coleridge was Poe’s mentor” (407). Schlegel’s analysis of the Aristotelian unities stresses that 

the goal of a worthy dramatist must be to seize and sustain the attention of the members of the 

audience, and to transport them outside of themselves, akin to bodily possession by means of 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/10/21/coleridge-and-plagiarism/
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perfect immersion in the work. Poe but words differently this sentiment in a review of 

Hawthorne’s tales when he insists “that a short story shall not be so long as to produce weariness 

in the reader; and subsequently in ‘The Philosophy of Composition,’ he limited the length of a 

poetical composition still more severely” (Pochmann 407). 

      The final direct influence on Poe attributed to Schlegel is revealed in Pochmann’s attributing 

the German’s impact on Poe’s “metaphysical thinking,” and the critic here points specifically to 

Eureka, for he says Poe writes, in his own work, “The Philosophy of Antiquity,” that Schlegel, 

Wilhelm Gottlieb Tennemann and Dietrich Tiedemann (eighteenth century German philosophers 

best known as historians of philosophy) share a common concept of unity as the elementary 

principle of existence (407).  

     Pochmann clearly does not recognize Eureka for being the parodic satire of German meta-

physical thinking, for Poe derided the German obsession with leveling unity in its philosophy, 

instead being an adherent to the traditional biblical stance of a hierarchical harmony between 

discrete entities of God, Man, and the World. If the production of opposition is impact, then, yes, 

the German metaphysics indeed had an impact on Poe, for they provided him with grist for the 

mill. Pochmann nods to the work of Margaret Alterton for pointing out Poe’s almost identical 

phrasing of passages by Tennemann, and that the cosmological theories of Alexander von 

Humboldt (to whom Eureka is dedicated, albeit facetiously), Newton, Leibnitz, Laplace, 

Herschel, Coleridge, and a slew of lesser-known figures are embodied in Eureka (408).  

     Of course, I maintain that Eureka is actually a very subtle and deliberate satire of the 

apostasies of German metaphysics utilizing the (principally German) language of physics 

(especially astrophysics), therefore the inclusion of such theories in that work is to be expected. 
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Pochmann rightly concludes that, unlike Poe, the German writers of short prose had nothing 

more in mind than crafting tales of interest and effect, “with little concern whether there was an 

idea behind it” (408). Scrutiny of many of Poe’s works—certainly those which feature Lucifer-

figures, the apocalyptic dialogues, and Eureka—bear witness to the fact that Poe sought not 

merely to inform or entertain his readers, but also to persuade them, perfecting the trifecta of 

classical rhetoric.  

     Although Jane Tompkins does not devote serious attention to Poe in her argument that fiction 

of the early American periods concerned itself with the “work” of helping to shape the culture, 

Poe’s adamant insistence on holding to the biblical models in a period which witnessed seismic 

challenges to the authority of Scripture must be seen as endeavoring to fulfill a comparable 

mission. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

639      According to the online Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, “Wilhelm Dilthey was a 

German philosopher who lived from 1833–1911. Dilthey is best known for the way he 

distinguished between the natural and human sciences. Whereas the main task of the natural 

sciences is to arrive at law-based causal explanations, the core task of the human sciences is the 

understanding of the organizational structures of human and historical life. It will be shown that 

this distinction is not so sharp as to rule out causal explanations in human sciences such as 

psychology and history; it merely delimits the scope of such explanations. Dilthey’s aim was to 

expand Kant’s primarily nature-oriented Critique of Pure Reason into a Critique of Historical 

Reason that can also do justice to the social and cultural dimensions of human experience.      

Understanding the meaning of human historical events requires being able to organize them in 
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their proper contexts and to articulate the structural uniformities that can be found in this way. 

Dilthey’s reflections on the human sciences, historical contextualization and hermeneutics 

influenced many subsequent thinkers such as [Edmund] Husserl, [Martin] Heidegger, [Ernst] 

Cassirer, [Hans-Georg] Gadamer and [Paul] Ricœur” (Makkreel). 

 
640      From Pamela Currie’s 2017 book, Goethe's Visual World: “While in Italy [1786], Goethe 

insisted many times that he was concentrating on unprejudiced looking at the objects of art and 

nature. The Annalen passage for 1805, which comments on subjective images of landscapes, 

describes the alternative, objective way of looking as one in which we do not project our feelings 

on to objects […] As a result of this conscious effort to eliminate subjectivity, we can, Goethe, 

believes, acquire a true impression or mental image of objects themselves […]  In this way, we 

acquire an array of images of external objects, we are filled with world, we see objects in 

ourselves instead of projecting ourselves on to objects. Thus far Goethe is considering objective 

imagination as a reproductive faculty, acquiring memory images of perceived objects.  

     But the mature Goethe also conceives of objective imagination as productive […] The role of 

imagination is, ultimately, to discover analogies. All of these comments show that imagination 

for the older Goethe is not primarily a faculty which conjures up phantasms and traps its victims 

in hopeless dreams, though that danger is always present, but a cognitive faculty, an essential 

means to knowledge […] Here Goethe seems to be amplifying his idea of imagination's role in 

perceiving analogies. The Urphanomen [originating phenomenon], it seems, may be activated in 

the mind as a mental image and used as a point of comparison with new percepts from the world 

of objects, in order to understand them better.  Here Goethe is clearly describing analogical 

thinking, the process of seeing parallels between differing phenomena, and using knowledge of 

one sphere to illuminate another as yet unknown” (12-13). Emerson’s meditations about Nature, 

therefore, clearly suggest Goethe’s methodology, while at the same time being inferior to it, in 

that Goethe never loses sight of the requisite distinctions between subject and object, subjective 

intuition and objective (sensate) reality, crucial for the “dynamic interactions” which lend 

themselves to attainment of the highest degrees of insight and knowledge. 

 

641      Currie refers to [Paul M.] Churchland's book which discusses the moral, social, and 

philosophical implications associated with contemporary understanding of neurobiology, which, 

in addition to offering explications of current scientific research, discusses historical speculations 

about the way in which the human brain is believed to work. In his research offered on the 

human mind, The Engine of Reason, the Seat of the Soul, Churchland appears to somewhat link 

Goethe's theory about training himself to see by staring at objects (as well as vindicating Locke, 

to some extent), by pointing to recent neuroscientific theory (one theory does not prove or 

disprove another one), which suggests that, “the mind can have knowledge only by training itself 

through exposure to the world of objects. Essentially, the nervous system must learn to represent 

the many dimensions of physical and possibly also social space. Learning takes place solely in 

the domain of observable things: the mind is trained on a large population of examples and can 

develop its abilities over time in response to new sensory experience.  Through exposure to a 

particular domain of experience, we configure a population of neurons that constitutes the brain's 

'activation space' for that domain so as to represent the structure of the domain. For example, the  

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/dilthey/
https://books.google.com/books/about/Goethe_s_Visual_World.html?id=gFxDlwEACAAJ&source=kp_book_description
https://books.google.com/books?id=J9D4uhcNvdIC
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brain 'seems to represent faces with a pattern of activations […] whose elements correspond to 

various canonical features or abstract 'dimensions' of observed faces.' Eye, mouth, and overall 

face shape, in that order, are of greatest significance for face discrimination. Representation in 

the brain's face-space is achieved by vector coding: the location of different faces on several –

perhaps up to twenty – dimensions, each with a ten-dimensional vector, with only five 

instruments of discrimination along each of its ten dimensions, then we should be able to 

discriminate […] roughly ten million different faces. And so, it seems, we can […] Churchland 

links this phenomenon to Goethe's idea of the Urphanomen, and associates it with the idea of a 

prototype; differentiation utilizing vector coding results in the creation of categories, thereby 

permitting recognition of both similarities and dissimilarities – the difference between dogs and 

cats, as well as the difference between Siamese and Persian cats. [The similarity to Plato's 

discussion of the concept of a chair as regards the notion of ideal forms should here be apparent, 

as well as the nod to Locke's contention that knowledge is the result of sensation and reflexion.] 

[…] Churchland argues that the ability to visualize imaginatively involves the same regions of 

the brain which are involved in actual perception itself, as people who have sustained damage to 

the visual cortex cease to have this ability” (Currie 12-13). Churchland, an atheistic Positivist, 

has no interest in anything but the mechanical or physical, for he posits the metaphysical 

(spiritual) and moral aspects of human beings simply in terms of cognitive function; for him, the 

soul of man is nothing more than a material aspect of the human mind, same as reason. 

 

642      The epirrhema is the address to the audience (usually about public affairs) in classical 

Greek comedy, spoken by the coryphaeus (chorus lead) after a parabasis (choral interlude 

between scenes of action, spoken directly to the audience); an antepirrhema is a continuation of 

an epirrhema, following an antistrophe (choral song). A tapestry also requires the interweaving 

of compatible elements in a particular patterning, hence the allusion to the weaving woman. The 

verse is taken from Goethe’s own poem titled “Antepirrhema,” one of many poems which deal 

with “Gott und Welt”: “On 27 March 1815, shortly before the ‘Final Act’ of the Congress of 

Vienna and not quite two months before Napoleon’s defeat at Waterloo, Goethe sent his 

publisher a bundle of poems intended for the first volume of a new twelve-volume edition of his 

collected works. One small section bore the rubric ‘Gott und Welt’ [‘God and the World’] and 

contained only a few aphorisms, which Goethe evidently planned to augment in subsequent 

years” (Dyer). These works also bear titles associated with classical rhetoric, demonstrating 

Goethe’s association with the Weimar Classicism which he promoted. 

643      In an endnote to chapter two (#2), Thompson refers to Palmer Cobb’s The Influence of 

E.T.A. Hoffman on the Tales of Edgar Allan Poe, Studies in Philology 3 (1908), specifically the 

third chapter of that work, “Poe’s Knowledge of the German Language and Literature,” in which 

Cobb “lists several of the German literary figures that Poe refers to from time to time, including 

Schelling, Kant, Fichte, Wieland, Tieck, Novalis, Fouque, Musaeus, Chamisso, Korner, Ulhland, 

the Schlegels, Winckelmann, and others. Although Cobb concludes that Poe could read German 

with ease, he notes the great number of translations and critical essays available in English 

during this period” (Romantic Irony 204-205). 

https://www.textlog.de/18651.html
https://www.litencyc.com/php/sworks.php?rec=true&UID=30668
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APPENDIX B 

 

 CAVALCADE OF HISTORICAL FIGURES 

 

 

North American 

 

American 

 

Adams, Henry (1838-1918) 

Alinsky, Saul David (1909-1972) 

Allan, Frances [Keeling] (1785-1829) 

Allan, John (1779-1834) 

Alcott, Amos Bronson (1799-1888) 

Andrews, Stephen Pearl (1812-1886) 

Barnum, Phineas Taylor [P.T.] (1810-1891) 

Benét, Stephen Vincent (1898-1943) 

Bester, Alfred (1913-1987)  

Bierce, Ambrose (1842-1914) 

Bowen, Francis (1811-1890)  

Briggs, Charles Frederick [C.F.] (1804-1877) 

Brisbane, Albert (1809-1890) 

Brown, Charles Brockden (1771-1810) 

Brownson, Orestes Augustus (1803-1876) 

Bryant, William Cullen (1794-1878) 

Bradbury, Ray (1920-2012)  

Brightman, Edgar Sheffield (1884-1953)  

Buckminster, Joseph Stevens (1784-1812)   

Bush, George (1796-1859) 

Carnegie, Andrew (1835-1919)  

Cattell, James McKeen (1860-1944)  

Channing, William Ellery (1780-1842) 

Chivers, Thomas Holley (1809-1858) 

Clarke, James Freeman (1810-1888) 

Cooper, James Fenimore (1759-1851) 

Dewey, John (1859-1952) 

Dick, Philip Kindred (1928-1982)  

Dickinson, Emily (1830-1886) 

Dreiser, Theodore (1871-1945) 

Edwards, Jonathan (1703-1758)  

Eliot, Thomas Stearns [T.S.] (1888-1965) 

Emerson, Ralph Waldo (1803-1882) 

Endicott, John (1588-1665) 

English, Thomas Dunn (1819-1902) 
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Everett, Edward (1794-1865)  

Faulkner, William (1897-1962)  

Franklin, Benjamin (1706-1790) 

Freeman, James (1759-1835) 

Fuller, Margaret (1810-1850) 

Grimké, Angelina (1805-1879)  

Grimké, Sarah Moore (1792-1873)  

Greeley, Horace (1811-1872) 

Griswold, Rufus Wilmot (1815-1857) 

Harris, William Torrey (1835-1909)  

Hawthorne, Nathaniel (1804-1864) 

Hawthorne, Sophia [Peabody] (1809-1871) 

Heller, Joseph (1923-1999) 

Hemingway, Ernest (1899-1961) 

Holmes, Oliver Wendall Jr. (1841-1935) 

Hooker, Richard [aka Hiester Hornberger, Jr.] (1924-1997) 

Hopkins, John Henry [J.H.]  (1820-1891) 

Horne, Thomas Hartwell (1780-1862) 

Hurston, Zora Neale (1891-1960) 

Irving, Washington (1783-1859) 

Jackson, Shirley (1916-1965) 

James, Henry (1843-1916) 

Jefferson, Thomas (1743-1826) 

Kerouac, Jack (1922-1969) 

King, Martin Luther Jr. (1929-1968)  

Lincoln, Abraham (1809-1865) 

Lewis, Sinclair (1885-1951) 

Longfellow, Henry Wadsworth (1807-1882) 

Lowell, James Russell (1819-1891) 

Mann, Horace (1796-1859)  

Melville, Herman (1819-1891) 

Mencken, Henry Louis [H.L.] (1880-1956) 

Metzger, Bruce Manning (1914-2007) 

Norton, Andrews (1786-1853)  

Noyes, John Humphrey (1811-1886) 

Owen, Robert (1771-1858) 

Paine, Thomas (1737-1809) 

Peabody, Elizabeth (1804-1894)  

Poe, Edgar Allan (1809-1849) 

Poe, Maria [Clemm] (1790-1871) 

Poe, Virginia Eliza [Clemm] (1822-1847) 

Porter, Cole (1891-1964) 

Pound, Ezra (1885-1972) 

Ripley, George (1802-1880) 
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Rowson, Susanna (1762-1824) 

Sartain, William (1843-1924)  

Schultz, Charles M. (1922-2000) 

Shew, Mary Louise (1821-1877) 

Skinner, Burrhus Frederic [B.F.]  (1904-1990) 

Snodgrass, Joseph Evans (1813-1880)  

Stein, Gertrude (1874-1946) 

Stephens, John Lloyd (1805-1852) 

Stowe, Harriet Beecher (1811-1896) 

Thoreau, Henry David (1817-1862) 

Wallace, David Foster (1962-2008) 

Webster, Noah (1758-1843) 

Whitman, Sarah Helen (1803-1878) 

Whitman, Walt (1819-1892) 

Wilcox, Ella Wheeler (1850-1919) 

Williams, Roger (1603-1683) 

Williams, William Carlos (1883-1963) 

Willis, Nathaniel Parker (1806-1867) 

Wirt, William (1874-1938)  

 

Canadian 

 

Hague, Dyson (1857-1935)  

 

European 

 

Belgian/Flemish 

 

Mandeville, John de [aka Jan de Langhe] (c. 1300 – 1383)  

Masius, Andrew (1514-1573)  

 

British [English/Irish/Scottish/Welsh] 

 

Addison, Joseph (1672-1719) 

Alfred, Lord Tennyson (1809-1892) 

Arnold, Matthew (1822-1888) 

Auden, Wystan Hugh [W.H.]  (1907-1973) 

Bacon, Francis (1561-1626) 

Bede the Venerable (c.673-735) 

Bentham, Jeremy (1748-1747) 

Blake, William (1757-1827) 

Berkley, George (1685-1753) 

Boswell, James (1740-1795) 

Boyle, Robert (1627-1691)  
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Browning, Robert (1812-1889) 

Bulwer-Lytton, Edward (1803-1873) 

Bunyan, John (1628-1688) 

Burke, Edmund (1729-1797) 

Burns, Robert (1759-1796) 

Byron, George Gordon [aka Lord Byron] (1788-1824) 

Carlyle, Thomas (1795-1881) 

Chalmers, Thomas (1780-1847)  

Chamberlain, Houston Stewart (1855-1927) 

Chamier, Fredrick (1796-1870)  

Chesterton, Gilbert Keith [G.K.]  (1874-1936) 

Cowper, William (1731-1800) 

Chaucer, Geoffrey (1343-1400) 

Coleridge, Samuel Taylor (1772-1834) 

Colman, George the Elder (1732-1794) 

Cromwell, Oliver (1599-1658) 

Crowley, Aleister (1875-1947)  

Darwin, Charles (1809-1882) 

Davy, Humphry (1778-1829) 

De Quincey, Thomas (1785-1859) 

Defoe, Daniel (1660-1731) 

Dickens, Charles (1812-1870) 

Disraeli, Benjamin (1804-1881) 

Donne, John (1572-1631) 

Dryden, John (1631-1700) 

Eliot, George [aka Marian Evans] (1819-1880) 

Fielding, Henry (1707-1754) 

Fitzgerald, Edward Marlborough (1809-1883) 

Flamsteed, John (1646-1719) 

Flud(d), Robert (1574-1637) 

Garnett, Thomas (1766-1802)  

Gibbon, Edward (1737-1794) 

Gilbert, William Schwenck (1836-1911) 

Golding, William (1911-1993) 

Goldsmith, Oliver (1728-1774) 

Greene, Graham (1904-1991) 

Hazlitt, William (1788-1830) 

Herbert, George (1593-1633) 

Herrick, Robert (1591-1674)  

Hitchcock, Alfred (1899-1980) 

Hobbes, Thomas (1588-1679)  

Hood, Thomas (1799-1845) 

Hume, David (1711-1776) 

Hutcheson, Francis (1694-1746) 
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Huxley, Thomas Henry [T.H.]  (1825-1895) 

Johnson, Samuel (1709-1784) 

Jonson, Ben (1572-1637) 

Jowett, Benjamin (1817-1893) 

Joyce, James (1882-1941) 

Keats, John (1795-1821) 

Keynes, John Maynard (1883-1946) 

King Alfred the Great (849-899) 

King Charles I (1600-1649) 

King Charles II (1630-1685) 

King George II (1683-1760) 

King Henry VIII (1491-1547)  

King James I (1566-1625) 

Kipling, Rudyard (1865-1936) 

Laird, John (1887-1946)  

Lamb, Charles (1775-1834)  

Langland, William (1332-1386) 

Lawrence, David Herbert [D.H.] (1885-1930) 

Le Fanu, Joseph Thomas Sheridan (1814-1873) 

Lewis, Clive Staples [C.S.]  (1898-1963) 

Locke, John (1632-1704) 

Lord Macaulay [aka Thomas Babington Macaulay] (1800-1859)  

Lord Shaftesbury [aka Anthony Ashley Cooper, Earl of Shaftesbury] (1671-1713)  

MacCulloch, John (1773-1835) 

Macpherson, James [*Ossian] (1736-1796) 

Mackintosh, James (1765-1832) 

Malthus, Thomas (1766-1834)  

Marlowe, Christopher (1564-1593) 

Marvell, Andrew (1621-1678) 

Mill, John Stuart (1806-1873) 

Milton, John (1608-1674) 

Moore, Thomas (1779-1852) 

Morton, Thomas (1579-1647) 

Muggeridge, Malcolm (1903-1990) 

Newton, Isaac (1642-1727) 

Paley, William (1743-1805) 

Poole, Thomas (1766-1837) 

Pope, Alexander (1688-1744) 

Pusey, Edward Bouverie [E.B.]  (1800-1882) 

Quarles, Francis (1592-1644) 

Radcliffe, Ann (1764-1823) 

Richardson, Samuel (1689-1761) 

Roscommon, Wentworth Dillon (1630-1685) 

Ruskin, John (1819-1900) 
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Russell, Bertrand (1872-1970) 

Saint Anselm of Canterbury (c. 1033-1109) 

Scott, Walter (1771-1832) 

Shakespeare, William (1564-1616) 

Shelley, Mary Wollstonecraft (1797-1851) 

Shelley, Percy Bysshe (1792-1822) 

Smollett, Tobias (1721-1771) 

Southey, Robert (1774-1843) 

Spencer, Edmund (1552-1599) 

Steele, Richard (1672-1729) 

Sterne, Lawrence (1713-1768) 

Stoker, Bram (1847-1912) 

Sullivan, Arthur (1842-1900) 

Swift, Jonathan (1667-1745) 

Thomson, James (1834-1882)  

Tolkien, J.R.R. [John Ronald Reuel] (1892-1973)  

Townsend, George (1814-1900) 

Tyndale, William (1494-1536) 

Wells, Herbert George [H.G.]  (1866-1946) 

Wesley, Charles (1707-1788) 

Wesley, John (1703-1791) 

Whitfield, George (1714-1770) 

Wilberforce, Samuel [aka Bishop of Oxford] (1805-1873) 

Wilde, Oscar [Fingal O’Flahertie Wills] (1854-1900) 

Wordsworth, William (1770-1850) 

Yeats, William Butler (1865-1939) 

Young, Thomas (1773-1829) 

 

Czech 

 

Čapek, Karel (1890-1938)  

 

Danish 

 

Andersen, Hans Christian (1805-1875)  

Kierkegaard, Søren (1813-1855) 

 

Dutch/Netherlandish 

 

Bosch, Hieronymus [aka Jeroen van Aeken] (c. 1450-1516) 

Bruegel, Pieter the Elder (1525-1569) 

Kuenen, Abraham (1828-1891) 

Spinoza, Baruch (1632-1677) 
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French 

 

Astruc, Jean (1684-1766) 

Barthes, Roland (1915-1980) 

Baudelaire, Charles (1821-1867) 

Baudrillard, Jean (1929-2007)  

Bonaparte, Napoleon (1769-1821) 

Breton, André (1896-1966) 

Champollion, Jean-Francois (1790-1832) 

Comte, Auguste (1798-1857)  

De Châteaubriand, François-René [aka Vicomte de Châteaubriand] (1768-1848) 

De Indagine, Jean (1467-1537)  

De La Chambre, Marin Cureau (1594-1669)  

De LaSalle, Antoine Charles Louis (1775-1809) 

De Mussett, Alfred (1810-1857)  

Derrida, Jacques (1930-2004) 

Descartes, René (1596-1650) 

Duhem, Pierre Maurice Marie (1861-1916) 

Dumas, Alexandre pere (1802-1870) 

Flaubert, Gustave (1821-1880) 

Fourier, Charles (1772-1837) 

Francis, Philip (1708-1773) 

Froissart, Jean (1307-1405) 

Gresset, Jean-Baptiste-Louis (1709-1777) 

Hugo, Victor (1802-1885) 

King Louis XVI (1754-1793) 

Lanzmann, Claude (1925-2018) 

Lavoisier, Antoine Laurent (1743-1794) 

Mandeville, Bernard (1670-1733) 

Maritain, Jacques (1882-1973) 

Marmontel, Jean-Francois (1723-1799) 

Marquis de Sade [aka Donatien Alphonse François] (1740-1814) 

Marquis de Mirabeau [aka Honoré Gabriel Riqueti] (1749-1791) 

Pascal, Blaise (1623-1662) 

Pererius [aka Isaac La Peyrère] (1596-1676)  

Poincare, Henri (1854-1912) 

Proudhon, Pierre-Joseph (1809-1865)  

Rabelais, François (1483-1494) 

Rashi [aka Shlomo Yitzchaki] (1040-1105)  

Robespierre, Maximilien (1758-1794) 

Rodin, Auguste (1840-1917)  

Sartre, Jean-Paul (1905-1980) 

Stendahl [aka Marie-Henri Beyle] (1783-1842)  

Voltaire [aka François-Marie Arouet] (1694-1778) 
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German/Prussian/Austrian/Hungarian  (German and Germanic)  

 

Adorno, Theodore [aka Theodor Wiesengrund] (1903-1969)  

Arendt, Hannah (1906-1975) 

Arndt, Johann (1555-1621)  

Avenarius, Richard (1843-1896) 

Bauer, Bruno (1809-1882) 

Beethoven, Ludwig van (1770-1827) 

Benjamin, Walter (1892-1940)  

Boese, Carl (1887-1958)  

Bonaparte, Marie (1882-1962) 

Buber, Martin (1878-1965) 

Carlstadt [aka Andreas Bodenstein] (1486-1541)  

Cornelius, Johannes Wilhelm [Hans] s (1863-1947) 

De Wette, Wilhelm Martin Leberecht (1780-1849) 

Eckart, Meister (1260-1328)  

Eckermann, Johann Peter (1792-1854)  

Eichhorn, Johann Gottfried (1752-1827) 

Engels, Friedrich (1820-1895) 

Fernau, Joachim (1909-1988) 

Feuerbach, Ludwig [Andreas von] (1804-1872) 

Fichte, Johann Gottlieb (1762-1814) 

Francke, August Hermann (1663-1727)  

Freud, Sigmund (1856-1939) 

Fromm, Erich (1900-1980)  

Goebbels, Joseph (1897-1945)  

Goethe, Johann Wolfgang von (1749-1832) 

Griesbach, Johan Jakob (1745-1812)  

Grimm, Jacob (1785-1863) 

Grimm, Wilhelm (1786-1859) 

Hegel, Georg Friedrich Wilhelm [G.F.W.]  (1770-1831) 

Heidegger, Martin (1889-1976) 

Hengstenberg, [Ernst] Wilhelm [Theodor Herrmann] (1802-1869) 

Herder, Johann Gottfried von (1744-1803)  

Hitler, Adolf (1889-1945) 

Hoess, Rudolph [also spelled Höss] (1901-1947) 

Hoffman, Ernst Theodor Amadeus [E.T.A.]  (1776-1822) 

Horkheimer, Max (1895-1973)  

Humboldt, Alexander von (1769-1859) 

Humboldt, Friedrich Wilhelm Christian Karl Ferdinand von  (1767-1835) 

Jung, Carl (1875-1961) 

Kant, Immanuel (1724-1804) 

King Friedrich I of Prussia (1657-1713)  

King Friedrich II of Prussia [“Frederick the Great”] (1712-1786)  
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King Friedrich Wilhelm I [“the Soldier King”] (1688-1740)  

Kleist, Bernd Heinrich Wilhelm von (1777-1811) 

Klinger, Friedrich Maximilian von (1752-1831) 

Klopstock, Friedrich Gottlieb (1724-1803) 

Kotzebue, August von (1761-1819) 

Kraus, Karl (1874-1936) 

Kremer, Johann Paul (1883-1965) 

Lang, Fritz [aka Friedrich Christian Anton Lang] (1890-1976)  

Leibniz, Gottfried Wilhelm von [aka Leibnitz] (1646-1716) 

Lenhau, Nikolas [aka Nikolaus Franz Niembsch Edler von Strehlenau] (1802-1850) 

Lessing, Gotthold Ephraim (1729-1781) 

Liszt, Franz (1811-1886) 

Ludwig, Nikolaus [Graf von Zinzendorf] (1700-1760)  

Luther, Martin (1483-1546) 

Mach, Ernst (1838-1916) 

Madame de Staël [aka Anne-Louise-Germaine Baronin von Staël-Holstein] (1766-1817) 

Mann, Thomas (1875-1955) 

Marcuse, Herbert (1898-1979) 

Marx, Karl (1818-1883) 

Merck, Johann Heinrich (1714-1791) 

Nicholas of Cusa (1401-1464)  

Nietzsche, Friedrich (1844-1900) 

Novalis [aka Georg Philipp Friedrich Freiherr von Hardenberg] (1772-1801) 

Pfue, Ernst Heinrich Adolf von (1779-1866) 

Reich, Wilhelm (1897-1957) 

Richter, Jean Paul Friedrich (1763-1825) 

Remarque, Erich Maria (1898-1970)  

Rosenzweig, Franz (1886-1929) 

Runes, Dagobert D.  (1902-1982) 

Schelling, Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph (1775-1854) 

Schiller, Friedrich von (1759-1805) 

Schlegel, Friedrich (1772-1829) 

Schlegel, August Wilhelm (1767-1845) 

Schleiermacher, Friedrich (1768-1834)  

Schopenhauer, Arthur (1788-1860) 

Schumann, Robert (1810-1856) 

Semler, Johann Salomo (1725-1791)  

Spener, Philipp Jakob (1635-1705) 

Strauss, David Friedrich (1808-1874) 

Tauler, Johannes (1300-1361)  

Tholuck, August (1799-1877)  

Thomas à Kempis (1380-1471)  

Tieck, Ludwig (1773-1853) 

Tischendorf, [Lobegott Friedrich] Constantin von (1815-1874) 
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Tucholsky, Kurt (1890-1935) 

Vatke, [Johann Karl] Wilhelm (1806-1882) 

Wagner, Richard (1813-1883)  

Wegener, Paul (1874-1948)  

Wieland, Cristoph Martin (1733-1813) 

Winkelmann, Johann Joachim (1717-1768) 

Wundt, Wilhelm (1832-1920)  

 

Italian 

 

Alighieri, Dante (1265-1321) 

Aquinas, Thomas (1225-1274)  

Bembo, Bonifacio (1420-1482) 

Bernini, Gian Lorenzo (1598-1680)  

Bruni, Leonardi (1370-1444)  

Bruno, Giordano (1548-1600) 

Campanella, Tommaso (1568-1639) 

Castiglione, Baldassare (1478-1529) 

Columbus, Christopher (1451-1506)  

Da Montefaltro, Guido (1223-1298) 

Di Bondone, Giotto (1267-1337) 

Gramsci, Antonio (1891-1937)  

Leopardi, Giacomo (1798-1837)  

Levi, Primo (1919-1987) 

Lombroso, Cesare (1835-1909) 

Machiavelli, Niccolò di Bernardo dei (1469-1527) 

Michelangelo [ Michelangelo di Lodovico Buonarroti Simoni] (1475-1564) 

Pope Boniface VIII [aka Benedetto Caetani] (1230-1303) 

Pope Clement XII [aka Lorenzo Corsini] (1652-1740) 

Pope Gregory I [aka Gregory the Great] (540-604)  

Pope Innocent III [aka Lotario dei Conti di Segni] (1160-1216) 

Vico, Giambattista (1688-1744) 

 

Lithuanian 

Levinas, Emmanuel (1906-1995)  

Norwegian 

Holberg, Ludwig (1684-1754) 

Ibsen, Henrik (1828-1906) 

 

Polish 

Baal Shem Tov [ Israel ben Eliezer] (1698-1760)  

Conrad, Joseph [ Józef Teodor Konrad Korzeniowski] (1857-1924) 
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Malinowski, Bronislaw (1884-1942) 

Singer, Israel Joshua [I.J.] (1893-1944)  

Tatarkiewicz, Wladyslaw (1886-1980) 

 

Romanian 

 

Wiesel, Eliezer [aka Elie Wiesel] (1928-2016)  

 

Spanish (& Catalan) 

 

Amalric, Arnaud [aka Arnaud Amaury] (1160-1225)  

Cervantes, Miguel de (1547-1616) 

Gironne, Eymeric de [Nicholas Eymerich Girona](1316-1399)  

Goya, Francisco [Francisco José de Goya y Lucientes] (1746-1828) 

Teresa of Avila [Teresa Sánchez de Cepeda y Ahumada] (1515-1582)  

Torquemada, Tomás de (1420-1498) 

 

Swedish 

 

Bergman, Ingmar (1918-2007) 

Swedenborg, Emmanuel (1688-1772) 

 

Swiss 

 

Bodmer, Johann Jakob (1698-1783)  

Fuseli, Henry [aka Johann Heinrich Füssli] (1741-1825) 

Rousseau, Jean-Jacques (1712-1778) 

Saussure, Ferdinand de (1857-1913)  

Zwingli, Ulrich (1484-1531) 

 

Asian 

 

Chinese 

 

Confucius (551-479 B.C.E.) 

Zedong, Mao (1893-1976) 

 

Indian 

 

Gautama, Siddhārtha (c. 480-400 B.C.E.)   

 

Russian 

 

Blavatsky, Helena Petrovna (1831-1891)  
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Dostoevsky, Fyodor (1821-1881) 

Gogol, Nikolai (1809-1852) 

Kropotkin, Peter [aka Pyotr Alexeyvich Kropotkin] (1842-1921)  

Lenin, Vladimir [aka Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov] (1870-1924) 

Nabokov, Vladimir (1899-1977) 

Pavlov, Ivan Petrovich (1849-1936) 

Rand, Ayn [aka Alisa Zinovyevna Rosenbaum] (1905-1982)  

Stalin, Joseph [Ioseb Besarionis dze Jughashvili] (1878-1953) 

Stravinsky, Igor (1882-1971) 

Trotsky, Leon [aka Lev Davidovich Bronstein] (1879-1940) 

 

Miscellaneous 

 

Augustine of Hippo (354-430) Roman Algerian (Africa) 

Camus, Albert (1913-1960) French Algerian (Africa) 

Khayyam, Omar (1048-1131) Persian (Middle East) 

Shirazi, Sa’di (1210-1292) Persian (Middle East) 

 

Classical 

 

Aesop (620-564 B.C.E.) 

Alexander the Great (356 -323 B.C.E.) 

Archimedes of Syracuse (287-212 B.C.E.) 

Aristotle (384 -322 B.C.E.) 

Catullus, [Gaius Valerius] (84-54 B.C.E.) 

Democritus (c. 460 – c. 370 B.C.E.) 

Emperor Nero of Rome (37-68 C.E.) 

Epicurus (341-270 B.C.E.) 

Homer (c.850-c.750 - B.C.E.) [per the historian Herodotus (484-425 B.C.E.] 

Horace [aka Quintus Horatius Flaccus] (65-8 B.C.E.) 

Juvenal [aka Decimus Iunius Iuvenalis] (55- c. 138 C.E.) 

King Hiero II of Syracuse (308-215 B.C.E.) 

Ovid [aka Publius Ovidius Naso] (43-18 B.C.E.) 

Plautus, [Titus Maccius] (254-184 B.C.E.) 

Pomponius Mela (15 - 45 C.E.) 

Porphyry of Tyre [Malchus Porphyrius] (234-305 B.C.E.) 

Plato (c. 427- c. 347 B.C.E.) 

Pyrrho (360-270 B.C.E.) 

Pythagoras (570-495 B.C.E.) 

Sophocles (c. 496- c. 406 B.C.E.) 

Virgil [aka Publius Vergilius Maro] (60-19 B.C.E.) 

Zeuxis (464- ?? B.C.E.) 
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Biblical 

 

YHVH (from everlasting to everlasting, Psalm 90:2) 

Aaron 

Abihu 

Abel 

Abiram 

Abraham 

Adam  

Amalek 

Azariah [aka Abednego] 

Amos 

Balaam 

Caiaphas  

Cain 

Caleb 

Daniel [aka Belteshazzar] 

Dathan 

Eve 

Ezekiel 

Hananiah [aka Shadrach] 

Hosea 

Isaac 

Isaiah 

Jacob 

James 

Jeremiah 

Jesus of Nazareth (1-33 C.E.) 

Job 

John the Evangelist 

John the Revelator 

Joseph of Arimathea 

Joshua 

Judas Iscariot 

King David of Israel (c. 1035-970 B.C.E.) 

King Josiah of Judah (648 – 609 B.C.E.) 

King Hezekiah of Judah (c. 739 – 687 B.C.E.) 

King Nebuchadnezzar II of Babylon (c. 634 – c. 562 B.C.E.) 

King Sennacherib of Assyria (c. 740 – 681 B.C.E.) 

King Solomon of Israel [aka Jedidiah] (990 -931 B.C.E.) 

King Zedekiah of Judah [aka Mattaniah] (617-561 B.C.E.) 

Korah 

Levi 

Lucifer (indeterminate) 
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Luke 

Mark [aka John Mark] 

Martha 

Mary Magdalene 

Matthew  

Melchesidec 

Micah 

Mishael [aka Meshach]  

Moses 

Nahum 

Nadab 

Nehemiah 

Nicodemus 

Noah 

Peter [aka Cephas] 

Rachel 

Rechab 

Samuel 

Saul of Tarsus (aka Paul) 

Timothy   

Virgin Mary 
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APPENDIX C 

 

EGYPTIAN HISTORICAL - BIBLICAL TIMELINE OVERLAP 

 

 
 4100 BC      God begets Adam (religious tradition posits 4004 BC.;  not to be understood as  

                                 being synonymous with the date of Creation) (Gen. 2:7-8, 5:1) 

 3970 BC      Adam begets Seth [age 130] (Gen. 5:3) *the period for the “work” of redemption  

                                 begins with the birth of Seth, appointed in Abel’s place, after Adam’s  fall 

 3865 BC      Seth begets Enos [age 105] (Gen. 5:6) 

 3775 BC      Enos begets Cainan [age 90] (Gen. 5:9) 

 3705 BC      Cainan begets Mahalaleel [age 70] (Gen. 5:13) 

 3640 BC      Mahalaleel begets Jared [age 65] (Gen. 5:15) 

 3478 BC      Jared begets Enoch [age 162] (Gen. 5:18) 

 3413 BC      Enoch begets Methuselah [age 65] (Gen. 5:21) 

 3226 BC      Methuselah begets Lamech [age 187] (Gen. 5:25) 

 3044 BC      Lamech begets Noah [age 182] (Gen. 5:28-29) 

 2544 BC      Noah begets Shem [age 500] (Gen. 5:32) 

  Noah enters the ark because flood begins [age 600]  

  (Shem is age 100; Noah dies, 350 years after the flood [age 950].) (Gen. 7:6-7) 

 2442 BC      Shem begets Arphaxad two years after the flood [age 102] (Gen. 11:10) 

 2407 BC     Arphaxad begets Salah [age 35] (Gen. 11:12) 

 2377 BC      Salah begets Eber [age 30] (Gen. 11:14) 

 2343 BC      Eber begets Peleg [age 34] (Gen. 11:16) 

 2313 BC      Peleg begets Reu [age 30] (Gen. 11:18) 

 2281 BC      Reu begets Serug [age 32] (Gen. 11:20) 

 2251 BC      Serug begets Nahor [age 30] (Gen. 11:22) 

 2222 BC      Nahor begets Terah [age 29] (Gen. 11:24) 

 2152 BC      Terah begets Abram [age 70] [Abram is born 1,948 years after birth of Adam;      

                                 State of Israel is re-established in 1948.] (Gen. 11:26) 

 2077 BC      Abram departs Haran at God’s command, and is shown  Canaan, the “Promised Land”  

                                 of inheritance [age 75](Gen. 12:4-5, 12:7, 13:14-17) God makes the covenant with  

                                 Abram and promises him a proper heir, and that his seed will be afflicted 400 years  

                                (Gen. 15:1-15) God assures Abram that following said period of  affliction, Abram’s  

                                seed of the fourth generation will claim the Land (Gen. 15:16- 21) Abraham dies in  

                                peace and prosperous, age 175, Gen. 25:7-8) 

 2067BC      Ishmael is born unto Abram (by Hagar, his wife’s handmaiden) [Abram is age 85]  

                               (Gen. 16:15-16) 

 2053 BC      God changes Abram’s name to Abraham (Sarai’s to Sarah, age 90), covenant of  Isaac  

                                inheriting seed  

                                line [age 99] (Gen. 17:1-8, 15-21) 

 2052 BC      Isaac is born unto Abraham (by Sarah, his wife) [age 100] (Gen. 21:1-5)  

                                (1872 BC Isaac dies following Jacob’s return to his father; Isaac is age 180, 

                               Jacob is age 120.)  

2012 BC      Isaac marries Rebekah [age 40] (Gen. 25:20) 

1992 BC      Jacob and Esau are born unto Isaac by Rebekah [age 60] (Gen. 25:21-26) 

 1924 BC     Isaac sends Jacob away for a wife (Jacob is gone for the 20 years he works for Laban)  
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                               [Isaac is age 68]  Gen. 28:1-4) 

1924 - 1904 BC    Jacob serves Laban for 20 years (7 for Leah / 7 for  Rachel / 6 for cattle),  

                                    then  Jacob departs finally departs from Laban, with his wives, concubines, and  

                                    offspring [Jacob works for Laban, age 68-88] (Gen. 31:41) 

1924 – 1917 BC        Jacob works seven years until he is married [age 68- 75] (Gen. 29:15-28) 

1917 BC          Jacob marries Leah [age 75] (Gen. 29:20-26) 

1917 BC          Jacob marries Rachel, who is barren [age 75] (Gen. 29: 27-28) 

1917-1911 BC          Jacob begets seven children (six sons and a daughter) by Leah [age 75-81]  

                                    *the others are begotten with handmaids (Gen. 29:21-35,30:1-21) 

1910-1904 BC         Jacob begets Joseph by Rachel in 1910 BC [age 82]; they try to depart from Laban, 

                                     but stay to raise cattle [ages 62-82] (Gen. 30:22-34) 

1904 BC         God changes Jacob’s name to Israel at Bethel [age 82]; his offspring are  

                                      subsequently identified as the Israelites (Gen. 35:10-12) 

 <Intersection with Egyptian history begins with Joseph> 1910 BC       

 1910 BC                  Joseph is born to Jacob/Israel in Canaan (while Jacob works for Laban),  

                                     when his father is elderly [age 82] (Gen. 30:22-24) 

 1893 BC                  Joseph sold into slavery by his jealous brothers, and purchased in Egypt by  

                                     Potiphar [age 17] (Gen. 37:3-4, 18-36) 

1893 – 1882 BC        Joseph serves Potiphar until wrongfully imprisoned, and spends 13 years  

                                      in jail (Gen. 39:1-20) 

1882 BC                     Pharaoh’s butler is imprisoned for “a season” and Joseph interprets his  

                                      dream [age 28] (Gen. 40:1-15) 

1880 BC                     Joseph is summoned to interpret pharaoh’s dream of famine, (Gen. 41:1-14) 

                                       after 2 more years in prison [age 30] Pre-famine prophesized prosperous seven  

                                        years for Egypt (Gen. 41:15-32)  Seven years of  famine prophesized in  

                                        pharaoh’s dream of  Egypt (Gen. 41:15-32) 

1880 BC            Pharaoh makes Joseph a royal vizier of  Egypt, in preparation of a famine to come  

                                       after seven years [age 30] (Gen. 41:33-57) 

1873 BC                     Seven-year famine foretold begins 

1871 BC                    Joseph is reunited w/all of his brothers during second year of famine [age 39]  

                                      (Gen. 43:1-34, 45:1-6) 

1870 BC                      Joseph brings all his family [his father Jacob/Israel & the Israelites] to Egypt  

                                       (Goshen) [age 40] (Gen. 45:9-28) 

1853 BC                      Jacob/Israel dies 17 years after moving to Egypt [appears before Pharaoh age 130,  

                                       Jacob dies age 147] (Gen. 47:9, 47:28-31) 

1800 BC                      Joseph dies [age 110], and all those of his generation (Gen. 51:22-26, Exod. 1:1-6) 

                          (He outlives his benefactor by 40 years, which means, yes, he lived when the  

                           affliction period began.) 

 

Egyptian Sovereignty – Biblical History Timeline OVERLAP           

3500 – 3150 BC  Egypt’s Pre-dynastic/Proto-Dynastic Period (approximate) 

3150 – 2686 BC Early Dynastic Period [0-2nd Dynasties] {Narmer, 1st pharaoh of united Egypt}              

2686 – 2181 BC Old Kingdom [3rd – 6th Dynasties] 

2181 – 1991 BC             First Intermediate Period  [7th – 11th  Dynasties]       

1991 – 1782 BC Middle Kingdom [11th - 12th Dynasty] 

1880 – 1840 BC Senwosret [Senusret/Sesostris] III rules as pharaoh of Egypt [12th Dynasty]  

                                      (Joseph’s benefactor, for 40 years) *co-regent with his son Amenemhet III  

  from 1860 – 1840 B.C. 
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1870 – 1440 BC            Israelites sojourn in Egypt for 430 years (400 as afflicted servants)  [Joseph is 40 

                                       at onset] 

1840 – 1440 BC         Israelites afflicted servants in Egypt for 400 years (as God foretold Abraham) 

1910 BC                     Joseph is born to Jacob/Israel in Canaan (while Jacob works for Laban), when his  

                                      father is elderly [age 82] (Gen. 30:22-24)  

1893 BC                      Joseph sold into slavery by his jealous brothers, and purchased in Egypt by  

                                       Potiphar [age 17] (Gen.37:3-4, 18-36) 

1893 – 1882 BC          Joseph serves Potiphar until wrongfully imprisoned, and spends 13 years in jail  

                                       (Gen. 39:1-20) 

1882 BC                      Pharaoh’s butler is imprisoned for “a season” and Joseph interprets his dream  

                                       [age 28] (Gen. 40:1-15) 

1880 BC                     Joseph is summoned to interpret pharaoh’s dream of famine, (Gen. 41:1-14) after 2  

                                       more years in prison [age 30] Pre-famine prophesized prosperous seven years for  

                                       Egypt (Gen. 41:15-32)  Seven years of famine prophesized in pharaoh’s dream of  

                                       Egypt (Gen. 41:15-32) 

1880 BC            Pharaoh makes Joseph a royal vizier of  Egypt, in preparation of a famine to come  

                                       after seven years [age 30] (Gen. 41:33-57) 

1873 BC                     Seven-year famine foretold begins 

1871 BC                     Joseph is reunited w/all of his brothers during second year of famine [age 39]  

                                      (Gen. 43:1-34, 45:1-6) 

1870 BC                     Joseph brings all his family [his father Jacob/Israel & the Israelites] to Egypt  

                                        (Goshen) [age 40] (Gen. 45:9-28) 

1853 BC                     Jacob/Israel dies 17 years after moving to Egypt [appears before Pharaoh age 130,  

                                       dies age 147] (Gen. 47:9, 47:28-31) 

1840 BC                    Amenemhet III (Senwosret III’s son) becomes sole pharaoh 

                                      (new king who “knew not” Joseph) *  

                          the foretold period of affliction begins in the 12th Dynasty ** 

1800 BC                    Joseph dies [age 110], and all those of his generation (Gen. 51:22-26, Exod. 1:1-6) 

                          (He outlives his benefactor by 40 years, which means, yes, he lived when the  

                           affliction period began.) 

                                      

*“Knew not” means that the new king refused to acknowledge the legal protection and land lawfully 

awarded to Joseph’s family (the Israelites) by the previous ruler. 

 

**The spread of dates for Amenemhet III’s rule are all over the place; it is not disputed that his reign was 

approximately 45 years, simply when it  transpired is where the controversy rests. Some sources place his 

rule, for example, at 1860-1814 B.C, some at 1818-1770 BC, some at 1842-1797  B.C. These dates are 

approximations (hence the “circa” designation appended to said dates), but the 1840 B.C. onset of his rule 

is the only one which corresponds perfectly with the biblical timeline as established by the now solidly-

proven date of 1440 B.C. for the onset of the Mass Exodus. Working backwards from 1440 BC, one gets 

the 400-year period of Israelite affliction in a foreign land which God foretold Abraham (1840-1440 

B.C.), and the additional 30 years during which they were merely soujourners (1870 -1840 B.C.), the 

period which began when Joseph brought his entire family to Goshen in Egypt at age 40 (1870 B.C.), a 

date which cements Joseph’s birth forty years earlier, in 1910 BC. With Amenemhet III begins the decline 

of the 12th Dynasty; this fact conforms to the pattern of the fate of those kingdoms/nations which 

persecute the Chosen People to the point that they must  flee. 
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1782 – 1570 BC        Second Intermediate Period [13th – 17th Dynasties] 

1663 – 1555 BC        Semitic Hyksos “shepherd kings” enjoy limited rule in part of Egypt  

1570 – 1070 BC       New Kingdom [18th – 20th Dynasties] 

1550 BC        Amhose I becomes pharaoh of Egypt  [18th Dynasty]  

1550 – 1532 BC       Amhose I utterly defeats the Hyksos  

1530 BC        Amhose I begins his building projects, for which slaves are employed 

1520 BC         Moses is born (during the 400-year period of enslavement) 

1493 – 1479 BC       Thutmose II rules as co-regent of Egypt with Queen Hatshepsut  

1479 – 1458 BC       Queen Hatshepsut rules as pharaoh after death of Thutmose II  

1479 – 1425 BC       Thutmose III (Hatshepsut’s step-son) co-regent [22 yrs.] & pharaoh of Egypt  

1480 BC                   Thutmose III is born (He is age 40 when Mass Exodus begins, 

                                      and age 55 when he dies.) 

1440 BC         Moses leads Israelites in Mass Exodus [age 80] away from Thutmose III  

1440 – 1400 BC        Mass Exodus of the Israelites from Egypt  [40 years of “wandering”  

                                       in desert wilderness] 

1400 BC          The Israelites enter the Promised Land 

                                       (exactly 2700 years after the birth  of Adam in Eden) 

1426 – 1400 BC         Amenhotep II rules as pharaoh of Egypt 

1400 BC          Moses dies [age 120]; Joshua assumes leadership after “Battle of Jericho”  

                                        [also 1400 BC] 

1375 – 1358 BC         Monotheistic reign of Amenhotep IV  (aka Akhenaten) [18th Dynasty]*** 

    Following the death of his father, Tutankhamen [Akhenaten’s son]   

    reverts Egypt back to its traditional polytheism  [18th Dynasty].  

     70  –  525 BC     Third Intermediate Period  [High Priests & 21st – 26th Dynasties] 

    525 –  331 BC         Late Period [27th – 30th Dynasties] 

     331  –  30 BC        Graeco-Roman Period [Macedonian rule & Ptolemaic Dynasty, 305 – 30 BC]         

                  1 AD         Birth of Jesus of Nazareth, called Christ  

                                        (6,000 years or “six days” for the work of redemption ends 2030 AD, then a  

                                       “sabbath” millennium of peace before the White Throne judgment? 2030 AD is  

                                        82 years after the 1948 birth of the modern State of Israel, and may signify the  

                                        conclusion of the time of “Jacob’s Trouble”; 82 is a number associated with  

                                        Jacob/Israel, in terms of birth of a new fruitful bough [signified by Joseph] and  

                                        the return to Eretz, the Holy Land of Jerusalem, which comes down from  

                                        Heaven, reuniting God with His Chosen People, per Rev. 21:2) 

 

***Akhenaten is believed to have lived c. 1381- 1338 BC, thus Sigmund Freud appears to have 

miscalculated Akhenaten’s death by some 20 years;  it seems likely, therefore, that the monotheism of 

seventeen (17) years under his rule dates to c.1355-1338 BC. (By the third year of his reign, he already 

started the move of his capital from Thebes to Akhenaten.)  Even if Freud’s dates were correct, the onset 

of Akhenaten’s monotheistic cult (c. 1355 B.C.) still dates to 45 years after Moses’ death (1400 BC.), 

and 85 years post-onset of the Mass Exodus (1440 B.C.): Freud’s theories about the Semites utterly fail in 

light of this chronology. Freud’s miscalculated date is given on page 21 of the edition of Moses and 

Monotheism cited in this paper.) 
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APPENDIX D 

VIRGIL’S “ECLOGUE V,” JOSEPH GREEN’S “ECLOGUE,” 

 PSALM 23, THE LORD’S PRAYER 

 

Eclogue V 

(by Publius Vergilius Maro, also known as the Roman poet Virgil, 70 - 19 B.C.E.) 

 

Menalcas 

 

Mopsus, now that we have met, good men both, you at breathing in slender reeds, I at singing 

verses—why not seat us among these elms, with hazels interspersed? 

 

Mopsus 

 

You are the elder, Menalcas: it is fitting that I obey you, whether we pass beneath the shades that 

shift at the Zephyrs’ stirring, or rather into the cave.  See, how the wild vine with its stray 

clusters has overrun the cave. 

 

Menalcas 

 

Among our hills your only rival is Amyntas. 

 

Mopsus 

 

What if he should rival Phoebus, too, for the prize of song? 

 

Menalcas 

 

Begin first, Mopsus, if you have any strains on your flame Phyllis, or in praise of Alcon, or in 

raillery at Codrus.  Begin.  Tityrus will tend the grazing kids. 

 

Mopsus 

 

Nay, I will try these verses, which the other day I carved on the green beech-bark, and set to 

music, marking words and tune in turn.  Then do you bid Amyntas rival me! 

 

Menalcas 

 

As far as the lithe willow yields to the pale olive, as far as the lowly Celtic reed yields to the 

crimson rose-beds, so far, to my mind, does Amyntas yield to you.  Nay, say no more, lad; we 

have passed into the cave. 
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Mopsus 

 

“For Daphnis, cut off by a cruel death, the Nymphs wept—ye hazels and ye rivers bear witness 

to the Nymphs—when, clasping her son’s piteous corpse, his mother cried out on the cruelty of 

both gods and stars.  On those days, Daphnis, none drove the pastured kine to the cool streams; 

no four-footed beast tasted the brook or touched a blade of grass.  Daphnis, the wild mountains 

and the woods tell us that even African lions moaned over thy death.  Daphnis it was that taught 

men to yoke Armenian tigers beneath the car, to lead on the dances of Bacchus and entwine in 

soft leaves the tough spears.  As the vine gives glory to its trees, as the grape to the vines, as the 

bull to the herd, as the corn to rich fields, thou alone givest glory to thy people.  Since the Fates 

bore thee off, even Pales has left our fields, and even Apollo.  Often in the furrows, to which we 

entrusted the big barley-grains, luckless darnel springs up and barren oat-straws.  Instead of the 

soft violet, instead of the gleaming narcissus, the thistle rises up and the sharp-spiked thorn.  

Strew the turf with leaves, ye shepherds, curtain the springs with shade—such honours Daphnis 

charges you pay to him.  And build a tomb, and on the tomb place too, this verse: ‘Daphnis was I 

amid the woods, known from here even to the stars.  Fair was the flock I guarded, but fairer was 

I, the master.’” 

 

Menalcas 

 

Your lay, heavenly bard, is to me even as sleep on the grass to the weary, as in summer-heat the 

slaking of thirst in a dancing rill of sweet water.  Not with the pipe alone, but in voice do you 

match the master.  Happy lad! Now you will be next after him.  Still I will sing you in turn, 

poorly it may be, this strain of mine, and exalt your Daphnis to the stars.  Daphnis I will exalt to 

the stars; me, too, Daphnis loved. 

 

Mopsus 

 

Could any boon be greater in my eyes than this?  Not only was the boy himself worthy to be 

sung, but long ago Stimichon praised to me those strains of yours. 

 

Menalcas 

 

“Daphnis, in radiant beauty, marvels at Heaven’s unfamiliar threshold, and beneath his feet 

beholds the clouds and the stars.  Therefore frolic glee seizes the woods and all the countryside, 

and Pan, and the shepherds, and the Dryad maids.  The wolf plans no ambush for the flock, and 

nets no snare for the stag; kindly Daphnis loves peace.  The very mountains, with woods 

unshorn, joyously fling their voices starward; the very rocks, the very groves ting out the song: ‘ 

A god is he, a god, Menalcas!’  Be kind and gracious to thine own!  Lo here are four altars— 

two, see, for thee, Daphnis; two for Phoebus!  Two cups, foaming with fresh milk, will I year by 

year set up for thee, and two bowls of rich olive oil; and, for my chief care, making the feast 

merry with wine—in winter, before the hearth; in harvest-time, in the shade—I will pour from 

goblets the fresh nectar of Chian wine.  Damoetas and Lyctian Aegon shall sing for me, and 

Alphesibeous mimic the dancing Satyrs.  These rites shall be thine forever, both when we pay 
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our yearly vows to the Nymphs, and when we purify our fields.  Long as the boar loves the 

mountain ridges, as the fish the streams; long as the bees feed on thyme and the cicadas on dew, 

so long shall thy honour and name and glories abide.  As to Bacchus and Ceres, so to thee, year 

by year, shall the husbandmen pay their vows; thou, too, shalt bind them to their vows.” 

 

Mopsus 

 

What gifts, pray, can I give you for such a song?  For no such charm for me has the rustle of the 

rising South, nor the beach lashed by surge, nor streams tumbling down amid rocky glens. 

 

Menalcas 

 

This frail reed I will give you first.  This taught me “Corydon was aflame for the fair Alexis”; 

this too: “Who owns the flock?  Is it Meliboeus?” 

 

Mopsus 

 

But do you, Menalcas, take this crook, which Antigenes won not, often as he begged it of me—

and in those days he was worthy of my love—a goodly crook, with even knots and ring of 

bronze. 

 

Psalm 23 

The Lord is my shepherd; 

I shall not want. 

He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: 

He leadeth me beside the still waters. 

He restoreth my soul: 

He leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name’s sake. 

Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, 

I shall fear no evil: for thou art with me; 

Thy rod and thy staff, they do comfort me. 

Thou preparest for me a table before the presence of mine enemies: 

Thou anointest my head with oil; 

My cup runneth over. 

Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life: 

And I shall dwell in the house of the Lord forever. 
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The Lord’s Prayer 

Our Father 

Which art in Heaven, 

Hallowed be thy name. 

Thy kingdom come, 

Thy will be done, 

On earth as it is in Heaven, 

Give us this day our daily bread. 

And forgive us our debts, 

As we forgive our debtors.* 

And lead us not into temptation, 

But deliver us from evil: 

For thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory, for ever, 

 

*Alternative rendition “Forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us.” 

 

 

AN ECLOGUE SACRED TO THE MEMORY OF 

THE REV. DR. JONATHAN MAYHEW, 

 Who Departed This Life July 9th, Anno Salutis Humana, 1766, Aetis 46 

(Joseph Green, 1705-1780 A.D.) 

 

“The Wise, the Just, the Pious, and the Brave 

Live in their deaths and flourish in their Grave, 

Grain hid in Earth repays the peasant’s Care, 

And Evening Suns but rise to set more fair.” 

 

THE ARGUMENT 

 

Fidelio and Dulcius, young Men of a liberal Education, who maintained a great Esteem, and 

affectionate Regard for the Deceased, were separated from each other, for several Years.  

Fidelio, after a long absence, pays an early visit to Dulcius, his Friend and former Companion, 

whom he finds in his Bower, employed in Study and Contemplation: Their Meeting begins with 

mutual Tokens of Love and Affection; after which they enter into a Discourse expressing the 

beautiful Appearance of the Summer Season, and their admiration of the works of Providence; 

representing at the same Time, the beautiful but short liv’d state of the Flowers: From whence 

Fidelio takes Occasion to draw a similitude typical of the frailty and uncertainty of human life; 

he observes the Stalks of a Vine which lately had been struck by Thunder.  This providential 

Event reminds Fidelio of the afflictive Dispensation of the Hand of God in the Death of a late 

and worthy Pastor, which he reveals to his Companion. They, greatly dejected, bewail the Loss 

of so truly useful and worthy a Man, but mutually console each other, by representing the 

consummate Happiness, which Saints enjoy upon their Admission to the Mansions of immortal 

Felicity.  They conclude with an Ode expelling a due Submission to the Will of Heaven. 
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AN ECLOGUE 

 

Dulcius 

 

The sable Veil of Night is cast aside, 

The dawn is past.  Behold the smiling morn, 

With crimson blushes paints the Eastern skies! 

And wearied nature wakes refreshed with sleep, 

5  That sleep which gives its sweet restoring balm, 

Whose power refreshing lulls each soul to rest: 

Forsakes the eyes of all the feather’d race, 

Whose wings expanded aid their airy course 

From tree to tree; and each uniting seem 

10  To carol forth their early warbling notes 

To Him, whose wisdom rules the night and day. 

This beauteous scene Aurora spreads around 

Invites me now to leave my down of ease, 

And take my usual seat within my bower; 

15  Where thus retir’d, and while the opening morn, 

(A time most friendly to the learned nine) 

Invites the early mind unmov’d by cares, 

To contemplation:  Here alone I rove 

In search for things which raise the noble soul 

20  Superior far to things of time and sense. 

Amidst this pleasing scene my eyes engag’d, 

Survey around me blooming nature’s face, 

Which spangled flowers so beauteously adorn, 

--------------------------------------------But lo!  I see 

25  My friend, whom absence hath so long conceal’d, 

Approach towards me:  Him to meet I’ll rise. 

Welcome, my friend, to this morn recess, 

Thy wish’d for presence chears my youthful soul. 

 

Fidelio 

 

Hail friend, sequestered from the cares of life! 

30  Whom heaven indulges with the fruitful gains 

Of learning’s treasures which enrich the mind. 

Accept, O friend sincere!  My earnest love, 

The emanation of a Heart full joy, 

Which sight of you creates, and makes my blood 

35  Leap with renewed force through every vein. 
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Dulcius 

 

From you, with gratitude I now receive 

That love, the Earnest of your friendly heart. 

Here, let’s improve the early hours of time, 

In social converse and in social love. 

40  Whilst gentle Zephyrs fan with cooling breeze 

The morning air, and as the dew of Heaven 

Tops the smooth surface of the grassy mounds: 

For now the rural scenes delightful please, 

And winter’s gloom is changed to summer’s joy. 

45  How pleasant ‘tis to see the fleecy lambs, 

Nigh yonder cascade the crispy spires 

Of new mown grass, and lap the limpid rill! 

 

Fidelio 

 

Delightful is the scene!  What art of men 

Can vie with nature?  Or like her portray 

50  A landskip like to this which meets our sight? 

What admiration this invites our eyes 

“To look thro’ nature up to nature’s God,” 

At those whose command the vernal months appear, 

And introduce us to the beauteous time, 

55  When nature smiles array’d in nature’s joys. 

And from her genial lap in plenty pours 

Her balmy nectars and nutritious fruits, 

Which, at the touch of autumn’s piercing frost, 

Drop from the bending boughs, and fall with leaves. 

60  Then winter spreads the snowy mantle round 

These rural scenes: Whilst frigid Boreas hurls 

His icy breath, and stops the purling streams. 

The birds, whose ditties charm these shady groves, 

Mindful of this approaching gloomy scene: 

65  Flee hence to yonder climates where, the Sun 

A greater warmth and influence bestows. 

Each Season’s swift return proclaims aloud, 

The God of time, of nature, and of years. 

 

Dulcius 

 

“The state of Nature, is the reign of God,” 

70  Whose works in wisdom wrought, suprize the soul: 

But how surprising is that glorious work! 
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His grand creation of the human race. 

With an immortal soul, and that endow’d 

With light of reason, and the power of sense; 

75  Those marks of wisdom which distinguish man, 

From beasts, whose reason is what nature prompts. 

He, whose same wisdom guides the daily sun, 

Directs the course of nature, time, and years: 

From Him these plants derive their natural life. 

 

Fidelio 

 

80  Sweet is the sight, delightful is the scene!  

To see how flowers by nature’s actions grow, 

She in the folded buds conceals thy bloom, 

Until the sun expands their rosy leaves, 

Which, tip’d with early dew diffuse around 

85  Their balmy odours, and their sweet perfumes. 

 

Dulcius 

 

Gay for a while, their pleasing beauties shine 

The pride of nature, and the season’s joy. 

But “Flowery nations they must all decay!” 

Yes pleasing objects they must change and die. 

90  For e’re cold autumn strips the lofty trees 

Of all their green attire, and nature’s face 

Puts on the sable veil of winter’s gloom: 

The frost relentless blasts their beauteous hues, 

And marrs their pride, they dwindling fall, and then 

95  Their tempting beauties mix with common mould. 

 

Fidelio 

 

Ah! Short-lived objects, which to-day appear, 

In all their glory, but tomorrow change! 

Just so is man!  Whole seeds of life are sown 

In nature’s secret womb, from whence he springs 

100  A worm of crumbling dust, and breathes a while 

Within this mortal air.  Tho’ smiling youth 

Dawns with propitious rays of blooming years, 

Replete with hopes that promise much public good: 

Yet death enwraps him in his cold embrace, 

105  In adamantine silence locks the sense, 

And blasts the spring and blossom of his youth. 
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My friend, what mean these wither’d leaves and stalks 

Which lay thus mouldering on the gritty earth 

When nature seems but in meridian bloom. 

 

Dulcius 

 

110  These leaves and stalks were erst a fruitful Vine, 

Which here I planted, and with labour prun’d: 

From thence the luscious grapes I yearly pluck’d. 

But all things have their end: Nor has the Sun 

One constellation of the Zodiac pass’d, 

115  Since, the thick clouds in gloomy volumes rose, 

And blackened all around the vaulted skies: 

From pole to pole, the veiny lightning flash’d, 

Succeeding thunders roar’d their grumbling peal, 

Through the wide void of Heaven’s aetherial space: 

120  One powerful bolt, arm’d with destructive force, 

Came aloof and on this spreading vine, 

Burst its full vent, and tore it from the roots; 

Then laid it level with the cold clay earth. 

 

Fidelio 

 

Thus, God displays his majestic power: 

125  From whence, my friend, we learn th’ uncertain state 

Of sublunary things; and thus are taught, 

Neither in hopes or promises to trust: 

They’re like the sun, which rises but to set. 

What you’ve revealed to me now calls to mind, 

130  A late most sad afflicting breach of heaven; 

Which fills my heart with sympathetic grief, 

And stops the utterance of my mournful words. 

 

Dulcius 

 

What means those sighs, that mournful cloud of grief? 

Or whence those tears which course along your cheeks? 

135  These seem the omen of some late event. 

Tome unbosom all your secret woe, 

And me as partner in your grief admit. 
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Fidelio 

 

When yester’s sun had dipt its orb of light 

In western streams and bar’d the gates of day, 

140  Calm and sedate, I from my walk retir’d 

To my museum, where alone I sat; 

And on my table lay the weekly news, 

Where with sorrow I read these mournful words. 

“MAYHEW the Great is dead!”  His eyes are clos’d 

145  From mortal things!  His soul has soar’d aloft 

On wings celestial to the realms of bliss! 

And leaves a world to mourn the general loss. 

 

Dulcius 

 

Does he no more imbibe the balmy sweets, 

That strengthen life?  Nor breathe in vital air? 

150  Support me, heaven, amidst this scene of woe, 

And send one glimpse of comfort to assuage 

The poignant grief, which thrills my deep sunk heart, 

And makes my soul the seat of all despair. 

 

 

Fidelio 

 

Complain not, O my Dulcius, but be still 

155  And know ‘tis God who doth what seemth best. 

He who first formed that noble structure, Man, 

At time of birth prescribed his time of life, 

Those limits which no being can exceed: 

Then pass’d this firm, this unrevok’d decree, 

160  Seal’d with the sanction of his sov’reign fiat: 

“I’ve said, ye’re Gods, but ye shall die like men, 

And like the princes of the earth shall fall.” 

Our months are under his omniscient ken, 

And he directs the periods of our lives; 

165  His providential care and bounteous love 

Support our natures, and those springs of life 

Which hold these bodies of frail dust and clay. 

But when consistent with his holy will, 

He speaks the word, “Return,” death’s icy dart 

170  Strikes to the fount of life, the brittle thread 

No longer able for support, divides: 

The powers and the springs of nature cease, and then 
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We drop and moulder to our kindred earth. 

This is the frail, uncertain state of man! 

 

Dulcius 

 

175  This is the fate which every man must share 

Kings, princes, nobles, potentates of earth, 

Must with submission bow to heaven’s decree: 

Death with impartial eye surveys the lands, 

Which running, leave the glassy urn of life: 

180  At this grand period strikes the fatal blow, 

And takes from hence the man of useful life. 

Happy are they, whose lives have been most pure, 

With Christian fortitude, and holy joy: 

They pass from this uncertain stage of life, 

185  To dwell in mansions of celestial bliss, 

Which knows no change, or end, but is the same, 

Throughout the ages of eternal day. 

 

Fidelio 

 

Such lived our worthy pastor, who, of late 

In peace descended to the silent grave. 

190  He, who, when young, did form his youthful mind 

Upon religion’s plan to serve his God; 

Rias’d above pleasures both of time and sense 

He viewed his glass of time, which swiftly ran, 

Careful each sand not to be misemploy’d: 

195  To fit himself for this important trust, 

Improved each fleeting moment, and with care 

Religion’s early plant he wisely manur’d, 

And careful, guarded from all the threatening blasts 

Its hopeful flower, until the ripen’d fruit 

200  Burst forth to public view, and charm’d each eye. 

And when advanced upon the stage of life, 

Full ripe in years, replete with every hope, 

That seal’s the sanction of a good man’s name: 

Firm, fix’d and stedfast in religion’s cause, 

205  His evangelic truths with zeal display’d: 

Pleased with his tenets, they did him invite 

To be their pastor and guide during life; 

This he accepts and faithfully discharg’d, 

The trust in him repos’d: And here he shone 

210  Distinguished in the noble powers of sense, 
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The light of reason and the depth of thought, 

Those gifts of heaven, which he for public good 

Employ’d:  And borne on rapid wings of fame, 

Soon reached those climes where merit sometimes gains 

215  Its due reward.  His name was soon enroll’d 

Amongst the learn’d tribe, who joy’d to own 

Him their associate, and on him conferr’d 

Their public honour, which we will long preserve 

The name of MAYHEW, when those sacred walls 

220  (Which silent, witness his extensive fame) 

Shall waste, decay, and into nothing fall. 

Witness, bereaved flock!  Who joyous sat 

Beneath the wing of his instruction; how 

His soul capacious of extensive powers, 

225  Deep fraught with sense, refin’d by wisdom’s lore, 

Unfolded all the sacred mysteries; 

And interspersed the light of reason clear, 

Which scattered all enthusiastic shades. 

In this important part of life he stood 

230  Firm, and unshaken on the solid base 

Of spotless honesty, and faith sincere; 

Till Death relentless, sunk the fatal shaft 

Deep in his heart, and snap’d the vital cord, 

On which his life so long, so useful hung; 

235  And wrapt him in the silent shades of night. 

But now that tongue which taught the things divine 

Is locked in silence of eternal death; 

The hand which guided them in paths of peace, 

Must soon decay and crumble into dust. 

 

Dulcius 

 

240  Ah, happy man! 

Releas’d from earth, and blest with endless joys: 

His soul immortal gains the happy shore, 

Where sorrows, sighs, and tears their periods know, 

Dissolv’d in raptures of celestial joys, 

245  Which flow unceasing from the spotless throne 

Of God, whose goodness crowns the wise and just. 

No more, the hopeless orphan can receive 

The generous bounties of his liberal heart, 

Stamp’d with the seal of Christian charity, 

250  Which he bestow’d to satiate their wants: 

These, like as mists before the scorching sun, 
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He drove away, and fill’d their hearts with joy. 

Alas!  They cease, his soul has broke the bands 

“Which long detain’d her captive here,” but now 

255  Exists coeval with her maker, God, 

And joins the praise of angelic choirs. 

 

Fidelio 

 

His heart was filled with love sincere for those 

Whom heaven committed to his care and trust, 

Which he by blameless conduct did maintain; 

260  And dealt his godlike comforts unto those, 

Whom providential breaches did affect: 

This work he deem’d his pleasure and delight. 

Such, MAYHEW liv’d whilst heav’n vouchsaf’d to spare 

The saint, the Christian, and the virtuous friend. 

265  But he to who our lives hath set the bounds, 

His scared volume of events unseal’d, 

Turning to MAYHEW’s page of life he found 

That he th’ allotted time of life had reach’d: 

Then summon’d death with all his implements, 

270  And unto him this solemn mandate gave: 

“Go, e’re the sun round earth’s wide globe has roll’d 

One orbit more, and strike the fatal blow,” 

Proud to obey th’ Almighty’s grand behests, 

Death came and entered into Mayhew’d walls, 

275  There, he of late in his embassy discharg’d; 

And snatch’d the good man from employment there. 

With his last foe the conflict he maintain’d, 

And dy’d with Christian fortitude and faith; 

The grand conclusion of a zealous life! 

280  Calm and sedate, he bid adieu to earth, 

And left us mortals to enjoy his God. 

Whilst angels watch’d around his dying bed, 

Guardians commission’d by almighty power! 

To be the convoys of his fleeting soul, 

285  Which they to yon sequester’d mansions bore, 

And wafted joyous to the realms of peace: 

Where now with saints he tastes the joys of heaven, 

And shares with them the fullness of his God. 

Mourn, O bereaved flock!  Yet grateful own 

290  Your due submission to the powers of Heaven. 
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Dulcius 

 

Fidelio, cease your plaints, let grief subside! 

What tho’ his body moulders into dust: 

His soul dost “flourish in immortal youth,” 

Amidst the glories of sublimer worlds: 

295  Enwrapt in visions of immortal light, 

Convoy’d by angels now he takes his place 

At God’s right hand, who with propitious smiles 

The happy euge to his servant speaks 

And gives the premium of a well-spent life, 

300  Crown’d with fruition of immortal bliss: 

His home is now that state of Paradise,  

Which blooms forever in eternal joys: 

Those glorious worlds where rays of endless light 

Beam from the sacred and exhaustive source 

305  Of light divine, of undiminished love 

And center in the good man’s peaceful soul: 

Whilst cherubs clap their wings, and Angels tune 

Their golden harps of praise, with soft precludes 

Of sacred symphony; and all salute 

310  Him welcome to a new-born state, and sing 

His balmy requiem from the tolls of Earth. 

Rest blessed shade!  Immortal spirit rest! 

With life eternal, and its glories crown’d. 

 

Fidelio 

 

Afflictive flock!  of all its light deprived! 

315  May Heaven in his due time this breach repair, 

With One, in whom the worthy MAYHEW lives. 

 

Dulcius 

 

We must not murmur at these sore rebukes, 

But be resigned to God’s most holy will, 

And own his sovereignty in all his works. 

320  But lo!  The Sun has rear’d his golden orb 

Above the eastern sky, and with his rays, 

Skims off the dew that tops the reeling spires: 

Let us retire, but first with grateful hearts, 

In humble fear and awe our homage pay, 

325  To Him whose love demands our constant praise. 
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Fidelio 

 

My friend, perform the sacred task that’s due 

To Heaven, whilst I unite with heart sincere. 

 

Dulcius 

 

Parent of all!  Thou source or light! 

Whose will seraphic powers obey, 

330  The heavenly nine, as one, unite 

And thee their vow’d obeisance pay. 

Permit us, Lord, to consecrate 

Our first ripe fruits of holy days, 

To thee, whose care to us is great, 

335  Whose love demands our constant praise. 

Thy sovereign wisdom form’d the plan, 

Almighty power, which none controul, 

Then raised this noble structure, Man, 

And gave him an immortal soul. 

340  All earthly beings here who move, 

Experience thy paternal care, 

And feel the influence of thy love, 

Which sweetens life from year to year. 

Thou hast the keys of life, and death, 

345  The springs of future joys, and bliss, 

And when thou lock’st our door of breath, 

Frail life, and all its motions cease. 

Our morn of years which smile in bloom, 

And those arrived at eve of age, 

350  Must bow beneath thy sovereign doom, 

And quit this frail, this mortal stage. 

In all we see thy sovereign sway, 

Thy wisdom guides the ruling sun, 

Submissive, we thy power obey, 

355  In all we own “thy will be done.” 

O! may our thoughts superior rise, 

To things of sense which here we crave; 

May we with care that interest prize, 

Which lies so far beyond the grave. 

360  Conduct us safe through each event, 

And changing scene of life below; 

Till we arrive where days are spent 

In joys which can no changes know. 

Lord, in thy service us employ, 
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365  And when we’ve served thee here on earth; 

Receive us hence to realms of joy, 

To join with those of heavenly birth. 

May we, from angels, learn to sing 

The songs of high seraphic strain: 

370  Then mount aloft of cherub’s wings, 

And soar to worlds that cease from pain. 

With angels, seraphs, saints above, 

May we thy glorious praise display; 

And sing of thy redeeming love, 

375  Through the revolves of endless day. 

 

 

Published in Boston, 1766 

Printed by Thomas and John Fleet 

Evans No. 10325 
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 APPENDIX E 

 NEW CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF JOSEPH GREEN’S  “AN ECLOGUE SACRED TO  

THE MEMORY OF THE REV. DR. JONATHAN MAYHEW” (1766) 

 

     According to The Victorian Web, the Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics has 

defined an elegy as being that which is derived from the Greek term “elegia,” which means 

“lament,” and offers that it is: “lyric, usually formal in tone and diction, suggested either by the 

death of an actual person or by the poet’s contemplation of the tragic aspects of life.  In either 

case, the emotion, originally expressed as a lament, finds consolation in the contemplation of 

some permanent principle” (“Elegy”). The pastoral genre typically unfolds in a rural setting, 

populated by shepherds, in which the death of a significant individual is descried, the speakers 

and nature lament or sing praises of the departed soul, and some type of spiritual restoration or 

balance is achieved by the poem’s conclusion. 

     In the fifth of Vergil’s Eclogues, an amicable singing contest is held between two shepherds. 

Green’s work, in its prefatory argument to the poem proper, notes that the two young men who 

comprise the dialogue portion are “young Men of a liberal Education,” who engage in 

conversational discourse instead of a musical competition.  Green’s naming of the two speakers 

may be a subtle means of conveying the author’s intent; the reference to fidelity may be 

indicative of his intent to adhere to the Virgilian model in all (or most) other aspects—or even 

that his own poem is still in harmony with Vergil’s basic design: The musical aspect inherent to 

the Virgilian paragon is hinted at as well, as harmony is inextricably associated with music. 

Whereas there may be two speakers in the Green piece simply because the Virgilian model 

contained only two, the construct also reflects the Judeo-Christian convention of “two witnesses” 
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for any truth to be revealed, herein, the “truth” about Mayhew’s character, the natural order of 

things, and man’s proper place and concern in the Universe.  So too, the name of Fidelio may be 

a subtle reference to the absolute truth of that which the poem addresses, as the term hearkens to 

the biblical John the Revelator having been divinely mandated to:” Write: for these words are 

true and faithful” (Rev. 21:5). 

     The music of Vergil’s eclogue is provided by the shepherds, whereas in the Green piece, it is 

provided by the birds (on earth) and by the angels (in heaven).  Green’s use of the phrase 

“feather’d race” (line 7), at first glance, may seem to be an employment of poetic diction, 

however, upon close examination of the work in its entirety, it is sparingly used, which leads one 

to surmise that the term is utilized so as to establish a connection between the birds and the 

angels.  Indeed, the duality of the “carolers” in the earthly realm (lines 8-11) and the “choir” of 

the heavenly one (lines 369-376) is wholly reminiscent of the biblical verses in which, “the 

whole earth is full of his glory” (Isa. 6:3) and, “The heavens declare the glory of God” (Psa. 

19:1). The intent in Vergil’s text is to “exalt to the stars” the deceased (Daphnis, the archetypal 

shepherd in the classical model), and therefore these elements are comparable on multiple levels. 

     In the Virgilian work, the two men exchange compliments and artifacts (a reed flute and a 

shepherd’s crook); in the Green work, no physical objects pass hands, however, the two young 

men in the poem also exchange warm greetings and avowals of tender regard for one another.  

The classical model, therefore, witnesses a closure consisting of physical, mutual tokens of 

esteem and affection, whereas the Green text represents the classical element in the exchange of 

“mutual Tokens of Love and Affection,” which begins the discourse between the two speakers of 

the poem.  Such brotherly-like affection is reminiscent of the mythological, pagan accounts of 
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Castor and Pollux (addressed later), as well as scriptural verses to be found throughout the New 

Testament; it is also expressed in the book of Proverbs, which offers, for example, that: “A man 

that hath friends must show himself friendly” (Prov. 18:24): One means of “showing” affection 

is in the exchange of tokens between the men. 

     Whereas Green’s speakers are inferred to be men of noble character on the basis of their 

“liberal education” (here meaning, most likely, considerable or extensive, but in pagan antiquity, 

signifying that which is appropriate for free men, or men at liberty educated to participate in civil 

affairs), a privilege typically of the rich or titled, the nobility of Vergil’s speakers is conveyed 

not by occupation, wealth or social status, but by content of character, as they are given to be 

“good men,” which is to say, despite their status as commoners (shepherds), they are elevated by 

their talents, congenial comportment, and spiritual meditations. The pursuit of wisdom and 

spiritual enlightenment is considered sacred in both classical and biblical traditions; the 

mandated death of Socrates (399 B.C. E.), that consummate pagan philosopher of piety, is 

widely regarded to be one of the greatest injustices of history (often cited as a chief catalyst in 

the decline of ancient Athenian virtue, prosperity, and power).  

     In terms of Scripture, “Wisdom is the principal thing” (Prov 4:7), and “The fear of the Lord is 

the beginning of wisdom” (Prov. 9:10).  In the Green piece, Fidelio lauds Dulcius’ sequestered 

meditations as being heavenly wealth (lines 29-31), a sentiment espoused in the King James 

Version (KJV) Bible, which instructs: “Happy is the man that findesth wisdom, and the man that 

getteth understanding.  For the merchandise of it is better than the merchandise of silver, and the 

gain thereof than fine gold.  She is more precious than rubies: and all the things thou canst desire 

are not to be compared unto her” (Prov. 3:13-15.). Whereas Vergil’s speakers are “good men” by 
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poetic declaration (in that their character is never questioned to the contrary), in the Green poem, 

the meditative actions of the two speakers indicate their comportment, as “The heart of the 

righteous studieth to answer” (Prov. 15:28). 

     Indeed, the elegy below annotated may be regarded in the classical construct of a meditatio 

(meditation), in that the work may be broken down into three, distinct portions pertaining to 

memory, knowledge, and will: In Green’s poem, the speakers first recollect the tides and signs of 

seasons past and a fruitful vine of late destroyed by the forces of nature, ultimately recollecting 

the good deeds and character of the deceased.  Following the requiem proper (lines 138-317), the 

speakers briefly attest their subject position to the rule of God (318-320).  Possessed of this 

knowledge—the natural course of human life, the fulfillment of heavenly promise to the 

deceased, Man’s proper subjugation to the sovereignty of God—the speakers determine to unite 

in fitting praise of the Lord, and to obey His will (324-376), i.e., their will is to submit 

themselves to God’s. (In Poe’s Lucifer-figure tales, Self-will is magnified to such a grotesque 

extent that it perverts both memory and knowledge, thus via their confessions and attestations, 

the murderers exhibit a lack of harmony even by classical, philosophical standards.) 

       The poem is also structured so as to be mimetic of biblical text, as portions of it decidedly 

echo Psalm 23 (in which the Lord is given to be the archetypal shepherd in the biblical model), 

as well as what is commonly referred to as “the Lord’s Prayer” (instructing in that which should 

rightly concern human focus and comportment); Psalm 23 ends in a prophetic revelation of 

heavenly succor and dwelling, not unlike the depiction of Daphnis being mollified and ultimately 

dwelling eternally in the heavens (i.e., the stars).   
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     Moreover, there are passages strewn throughout the Green work which are reminiscent of 

assorted biblical verses, most ostensibly associated with the books of Psalms, Proverbs, Job, 

Revelation, and the Gospels.  Of these verses, naturally enough, they address such matters as are 

explored within the Green elegy: the acquisition of wisdom (the goal of study and contemplation, 

as given in said eclogue); lamentation (the natural outlet of which is elegy); praise (the focus, in 

part, of both the singing contest in the classical model, and of psalms, per the biblical one); 

earthly affliction and heavenly authority and remedy (the premise of the book of Job, whose 

name actually signifies “afflicted”); and the will of God (demonstrated in the acts and offering of 

New Testament accounts). The Green elegy is a perfect example of American Neoclassicism. 

 

Dulcius (1st speaker): sweet or harmonious (as in fit and musical) 

 

Fidelio (2nd speaker): faithful or true (as in constant and loyal) 

 

Line References: 

 

12. Aurora: goddess of the dawn (used here to signify daybreak and new scenario-- a shift in 

action and location in this poem, as the speaker leaves his “down of ease,” i.e., downy pillow and 

bed, to make way for his bower and his customary contemplative endeavors). The mention of 

sleep is reminiscent of Vergil’s nod to “sleep on the grass to the weary” as a metaphor for 

spiritual succor and physical comfort in the urban setting, and, in fact, may be construed as a 

prefatory allusion to the metaphor of resurrection resembling sleep and awakening (i.e., dawning 

of a new life), being not as dark or final as night or death; resurrection (as evidenced in the 

seasons of nature and in the biblical sense) is a recurrent theme of the Green piece.  The motion 

of the sun is again used in the Green piece to signify a shift in thought and action; near the close 

of the poem, the speakers mark the altered position of the “golden orb,” and consign themselves 

to retire and engage in mindful prayer (lines 321-327), at which point the poem lapses into the 

conclusive “Ode” cited in the author’s prefatory argument, the substance of which is modeled, in 

part, on the Lord’s prayer; the use of the term “ode” emphatically alludes to a classical form, 

although Green here successfully grafts the pagan form with the Christian content—a feat no 

doubt readily accomplished given the rather remarkable compatibility of the two strands. While 

elegy itself bespeaks of pagan tradition, the biblical tradition of lamentation is equally suited to 

the task, as both may be employed to produce a cathartic effect; catharsis, a term decidedly 

pagan in origin, is not dissimilar to the notion of restoration (as in “He restoreth my soul”) in the 

Christian context; again, the two strands are somewhat harmonious.  
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That the speakers of Green’s poem should progress to spiritual resolution as the daylight 

progresses is rather in keeping with the Christian verse: “But the path of the just is as the shining 

light, that shineth more and more unto the perfect day” (Prov. 4:18). The perfect day may be 

regarded not merely as the zenith of man’s reasoning powers in meditation (hence the speakers’ 

resolve to submit in prayer to the will of God), but also as “the Lord’s day,” in which the 

resurrection (a thematic of the Green piece) is said to be fulfilled. “The Way, the Truth, and the 

Life,” of course, represent the manner in which Jesus identified himself (Jn. 14:6); for the 

speakers of the Green piece, then, the path becomes the way (meaning the study and 

contemplation in the bower); the realization or revelation by full day may be the perception and 

embrace of truth (submission to God’s will), known as a result of the consummate light.  

 

14. bower: a sequestered area, typically in a natural setting, such as an alcove—in Vergil’s 

eclogue, a cave; a sheltered area set apart from its immediate area by such devices as tree boughs 

or intertwined vines (used here as a device mimetic of classical elegiac characteristics, especially 

suited to the contemplation of spiritual or matters “which raise the soul”, i.e., a location 

distinguished from the common area, as would be fitting for “holy ground,” whether classical or 

biblical). 

 

The sanctity of nature, and the solemnity which often accompanies solitude or sequestered states, 

are qualities extolled in both classical and biblical traditions.  In terms of the Green piece, the 

scriptures allow: “The wilderness and the solitary place shall be glad for them [those who seek 

God] […] It shall blossom abundantly, and rejoice even with joy and singing: the glory of 

Lebanon shall be given unto it” (Isa .35:1-2).  Such a passage may be expressed in Green’s 

proliferation of flowers and warbling birds in the landscape surveyed by his speakers. Lebanon, 

in Judeo-Christian tradition, represents the finest of God (as in the top-most quality cedars of 

Lebanon); the Bible offers that men of God are as such trees, and so a bower characterized by 

trees (as in the Green piece) is somewhat in keeping with this context.  The term “glory” is 

meant to indicate the heavenly and regal nature (no pun intended) of the region. 

 

16. the learned nine: the nine Muses, the mythological figures which reportedly inspired poets, 

musicians, and artists, consisting of nine sisters borne to Zeus and the Titaness, Mneme (given as 

Mnemosyne, in some accounts). The nine are each endowed with specific inspirational charges, 

given as follows: 

 

Calliope (“beautiful voiced”): epic poetry 

Urania (“heavenly”): astronomy 

Clio (“she who extols”): history 

Terpsichore (“she who rejoices in the dance”): dance 

Melpomene (“she who sings”): tragedy 

Thalia (“festive” or “flourishing”): comedy & pastoral poetry 

Euterpe (“she who gladdens”): lyric poetry & flute music 

Erato (“passionate”): love poetry 

Polyhymnia (“rich in hymns”): sacred songs. 
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Reportedly, these patronesses of the arts and goddesses of creative inspiration and intellectual 

activity had learned all which had transpired since time began from their mother, the goddess of 

memory; at least one text offers that, “the ancient lesson seems to be that an amply stocked 

memory is crucial for breathing life into the arts, whether one is creating or appreciating them” 

(D’epiro and Pinkowich 297).  Such a notion manifests itself, to some extent, in Samuel Taylor 

Coleridge’s definition of the primary imagination. 

 

Moreover, “the Muses were not only inspirers, but consummate performers, often entertaining 

the gods during their feasts on Mt. Olympus.  Homer imagines Apollo, god of music and poetry, 

and sometimes called Musagetes (“leader of the Muses”), accompanying them on the lyre as they 

sing with ineffable voices.  It was on Mount Helicon that the Boeotian poet Hesiod claimed that 

the Muses manifested themselves to him.  Hesiod, author of the didactic agricultural poem, The 

Works and Days, was the first to reveal the names of the Muses in his long poem on the origin of 

the gods, the Theogony, which the Nine Sisters supposedly bade him compose.  Calliope was 

chief of the Nine—Ovid calls her maxima— and Muse of epic poetry.  In this latter capacity, she 

was invoked by Virgil in the Aeneid and by Dante in the “Purgatorio” segment (D’epiro and 

Pinkowich 297-8).  Calliope is also the mother of Orpheus, whom she parented with Oeagrus, 

King of Thrace.   Clio is given to be the mother of Linus, the archetypal musician who invented 

melody and rhythm, and the individual who taught Orpheus how to play the lyre so skillfully; 

there is some debate as to whether or not Terpsichore or Melpomene gave birth to the half-bird, 

half-women Sirens, whose voices were also exceptionally enchanting, used to lure mariners to 

their death, as given in the account of Homer’s epic poem, the Odyssey. Green refers to them 

again as “the heavenly nine” (line 330). 

 

28. chears: cheers (makes glad) 

 

35.  renewed force: possibly a poetic device employed to emphasize the elegy’s themes of 

resurrection and the cyclical pattern of nature 

 

40.  Zephyrs: soft, mild gentle winds or breezes. Derived from Zephyr, the mythological god of 

the west wind. Zephyranths (of the genus Zephyranthes) are delicate, one-flowered plants which 

possess “waving” stalks, so named because they sway readily when the air is breezy.  In “Poor 

Robin’s Almanac” (1734), the vegetation appears in an allusion to resurrection: “And from the 

West with a Zephyrian Breath, Plants seeming dead he revives from Death.” (Mar. A7).   The 

term, aside from appearing in Vergil’s text, is possibly used in this poem to allude to the 

Christian belief in resurrection and the cyclic pattern of death and rebirth in nature, topics of 

conversation between the poem’s two speakers.  Moreover, in terms of biblical narrative, the 

west and north are associated with God and godly things; to travel east (as in east of Eden, the 

migration of the murderous Cain) is to return to confusion and sin, i.e., rebellion against God’s 

will. God’s “Chosen People,” the ancient Israelites, migrated north-west. (The first account given 

of the westward movement of those under His protection is given in Genesis 11:2, following the 

Great Flood.)1 

 



1692 

46. nib: nibble or graze, the mode of feeding for sheep.  While certainly crisp grass sounds no 

great culinary offering for humans, it undoubtedly represents the most desirable of feasts and 

sustenance to sheep, and may speak to the twenty-third psalm’s notion of a table prepared by the 

“Good Shepherd” (Psa. 23:5).  

 

46.  crispy spires: green hills. The “cascade” of “crispy spires” implies a valley setting, i.e., an 

elongated, geographically-depressed area situated between hills or mountains; as contemplation 

of death (and especially a loved one) evinces depression, the scenario is fitting.  As the death is 

not final, per se, in part because of the promise of resurrection, the valley is not summarily 

devoid of its verdant qualities, which hearkens to the biblical text of “the green pastures” in 

Psalm 23:2; the newly mown quality of the grass may allude to the relatively recent expiration of 

the deceased mourned in the poem, newly “mowned down”.  Moreover, the passage is 

reminiscent of “the valley of the shadow of death” (Psa. 23:4) given in the biblical text, which 

again speaks to the appearance (shadow) of death’s finality, refuted by the resurrection of the 

flora and fauna in annual, seasonal transfigurations, as well as by resurrection in the Christian 

context.  A “valley,” incidentally, is also the term used to describe the place of meeting of two 

slopes on a roof which form on the plan a reentrant (directed inward) angle.  As the poem 

consists of two individuals who meet under a “roof” of the bower and in mind as well to 

contemplate (thought inwardly directed) matters from a spiritual angle, the scenario seems 

surprisingly apropos. 

 

46. rill: rillet or rivulet; a small brook, creek, or minuscule stream of water. The rill in Green’s 

poem is given to be “limpid,” which may be meant to invoke the “still waters” by which the 

sheep are led in Psalm 23:2. 

 

50. landskip: landscape, i.e., picturesque scene. Green’s lines of “What art of men can vie with 

nature? Or like her portray A landskip like to this which meets our sight?” is reminiscent of 

Vergil’s lines: “Could any boon be greater in my eyes than this?” The Green phrase is also 

reminiscent of God’s the biblical text: “The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want” (Psa 23: 1), 

indicating nothing is lacking or may be improved upon. 

 

61. Boreas: the mythological god of the north wind (usually cold), in this poem used as a 

reference to the effects of winter on the flora and fauna of the landscape-in-question; the KJV 

Bible offers:” By the breath of God frost is given” (Job 37:10). In this poem, as he is associated 

with the onset of decaying vegetation and the migration of the aviary creatures, he may be 

associated likewise with death, which, in terms of the theme of resurrection, paves the way for 

renaissance (i.e., spring or a new, celestial existence) by drawing to a close the bloom and tenure 

allotted to earthly objects and persons in the natural course of things.  As indicated previously, as 

those things associated with the north and the west are per the directive of God for the benefit of 

His charges, winter (as well as Death) are not to be grieved nor resented, being part of God’s 

plan and of His will: Indeed, Death is given to be a subject of the Lord, subject to His 

sovereignty no less than plants, birds, men, or angels. (See lines 269-276 and 318-320.) 
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61. purling: swirling or eddying, as in water’s motion; perhaps used to emphasize the cyclical 

“resurrection” pattern of nature.  Water is a recurrent theme (no pun intended) of the Green 

piece; water is often used to represent the restorative, and may speak, therefore, to the poem’s 

them of resurrection. 

79. these plants: a poetic device whereby the author directly associates Mankind with 

vegetation; the discussion just previous to the use of the term here pertains to “the human race” 

(line 72), not the flora of the region surveyed by the poem’s speakers: Jesus also likens men to 

plants in his parable of the tares and the wheat (Mt. 13:25-40). 

81-85. To see how the flowers…perfumes: A passage reminiscent of Jesus’ instruction to 

“Consider the lilies of the field” (Mt. 6:28, Lk. 12:27) for men to look for analogies between 

nature and Christian providence. 

87. The pride of nature: a vegetative, representative type for the pride of fallen angels and men; 

Green seems to be employing the laws of nature to represent the laws given in scriptures as they 

apply to Mankind and celestial beings; see also entries for lines 94 and 161. 

94.  And marrs their pride, they dwindling fall:  hearkens to “Pride goeth before destruction” 

(Prov 16:18), as well as: “Thus saith the Lord, After this manner, I will mar the pride of Judah, 

and the great pride of Jerusalem” (Jer. 13:9). See also entry for line 161.  

 

95. mix with common mould: a vegetative reinforcement of the inevitable decay of the physical, 

regardless of former resplendence.  This phrase is utilized in conjunction with that of “Which lay 

thus mouldering” (line 108), speaking of the vine associated with Mayhew, and with, “we drop 

and moulder” (line 173), with the referent being Mankind, and “his body moulders into dust” 

(line 292), speaking of Mayhew directly.  The KJV Bible informs that, regardless of human 

achievement (i.e., former resplendence), all must perish in body, and that the feats of men are 

insignificant in comparison to the Lord’s, a sentiment evidenced in God’s redress to Job (37-41) 

and in the scriptural text: “God is no respecter of persons” (Acts 10:34). 

 

96.- 98.  Ah! Short-lived…man! : a sentiment which smacks of the ancient republic of Rome’s 

practice of placing a slave at the rear of chariots of victorious generals, wherein, during the 

course of the triumphant parade in celebration of said conquests, the slaves’ sole duty consisted 

of repeatedly reminding the conquerors of their mortal uncertainty by whispering in the generals’ 

ears the phrase “Sic transit gloria mundi,” which is to say, “All glory is fleeting.” 

 

98. Whole seeds of life are sown: another direct parallel to Jesus’ parable of the tares and the 

wheat, in which men are sown as seeds (Mt. 13:38). In fact, the word for “seed,” as given in the 

original Greek text, is “sperma,” as in male semen. 

 

105. adamantine: relentless, persevering, immutably resolved or determined 

 

109.  meridian: in media res, or in the middle of  
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114. One constellation of the Zodiac: According to one source, “Early skywatchers in 

Babylonia are thought to have first proposed that the movements of certain celestial bodies might 

be used to forecast earthly events.  Similar astrological beliefs sprang up in ancient peoples as 

disparate as the Chinese and the Mayans, but they acquired particular sophistication in Ptolemaic 

Egypt (305-30 B.C.).  There, in line with Aristotelian principle that earth, the center of the 

universe, was orbited at regular intervals by the sun, moon, planets, and stars, Greek 

mathematicians mapped the sun’s apparent yearly path.  They divided this celestial circle, the 

ecliptic, into twelve sections, each thirty degrees wide.  Each division was considered to be the 

residence, or house, of a ‘planet’ known to the ancients (Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter, and 

Saturn, each assigned two houses, and the sun and moon to one each).  The twelve divisions 

were each also associated with a zodiacal sign, or constellation.  The constellations were simple 

groupings of bright stars that suggested to fertile ancient imaginations the outlines of various 

mythological characters” (D’epiro and Pinkowish 412-13). Each constellation represents, 

therefore, approximately one month’s time, as the yearly calendar (certainly by Green’s time) 

was divided into twelve months.  Although the mythological sources are Greek in origin, they 

bear Latin names, owing to the conquest of the Roman Empire.  The constellations/zodiacal 

divisions and their associative, classical ,mythological figures are as follows2: 

 

Aries (the Ram)- whose golden fleece was sought by Jason and the Argonauts, sent by Heracles 

to the rescue, and placed by Zeus in the heavens for the beast’s self-sacrifice in place of an 

innocent man (Phrixus) wrongly accused of sexual misconduct by his family members. 

 

Taurus (the Bull)-to commemorate the shape assumed by Zeus when having carried of the fair 

Europa, whom he enticed as a gentle, white bullock, and later impregnated on the island of Crete.  

Their union was fruitful, and Zeus was reportedly do fond of her that he placed the constellation 

as tribute to their amorous relationship, which produced three sons, including Minos (King of 

Crete), and witnessed a continent being named for her. 

 

Gemini (the Twins)-usually identified with Castor and Pollux (referred to at times as 

Polydeuces), also the offspring of Zeus, though with Leda, whom he is said to have seduced in 

shape of a swan.  Zeus is said to have placed them in the constellations as a result of their intense 

brotherly affection for one another.  According to legend, Leda, wife of King Tyndareus (of 

Sparta), slept with her husband the same evening in which Zeus had impregnated her by day, and 

conceived twins from each paternal line, the immortals being Pollux and Helen (of Troy), and 

the mortals being Castor and Clytemnestra.  (This would make for quadruplets, but hey—who 

am I to dispute the mathematics of celestial Greek progeny?) The men rescued young Helen 

from lecherous Theseus, sailed with the Argonauts, and participated in the Caledonian Boar 

Hunt.  When Castor was killed in a dispute over some women (by two other brothers, wouldn’t 

you know it), Pollux, overcome with grief at his brother’s death, begged Zeus to let the two 

remain side-by-side, and therefore Zeus arranged matters so that the two could divide their time 

(together) between the underworld and Mt. Olympus, hone of the gods.  

 

Cancer (the Crab)- owes its notoriety to the treachery of Hera, Zeus’ sister-wife, queen of the 

gods.  As one of Heracles’ Twelve Labors (undertaken to ensure his apotheosis), the demi-god 
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was compelled to vanquish the Hydra, a hideous water-snake creature with nine heads, one of 

which was immortal.  Just as the hero was about to accomplish his task, Hera sent a gigantic crab 

to be ally to the Hydra; it pinched Heracles’ heel, and he smashed its shell to pieces with his foot; 

Hera caused the crab to be placed in the heavens in commemoration of its dutiful sacrifice on her 

behalf. (Hera, for the record, despised Heracles –also known as Hercules—, simply because he 

was the product of another adulterous liaison of Zeus’.) 

 

Leo (the Lion)- As the first of his Twelve Labors, Heracles was ordered to slay the Nemean 

Lion, a huge, supernatural, and savage beast which had been ravaging the outskirts of Nemea; its 

hide was impenetrable, and therefore Heracles was compelled to strangle the beast to death, and 

use its own claws to skin it, the hide of which most artistic depiction portrays him wearing.  

Zeus, ever the proud papa, placed the beast in the constellations to commemorate his son’s 

achievement. 

 

Virgo (the Virgin)- most commonly said to represent Astraea, virgin goddess of innocence, 

justice, and purity.  She is said to be the daughter of Zeus and Themis (goddess of justice) and by 

some accounts, was the last deity to leave the earth, reportedly sometime during the Iron Age, a 

period characterized by depravity, crime, and war. According to Vergil’s fourth eclogue, she will 

return when a brighter era dawns, as he offers:” Now the Virgin returns, too; now Saturn’s 

Golden Age returns”; interestingly enough, in terms of Christian beliefs, anything associated 

with Saturn is also associated with Satan or evil (hence the term “saturnine” to denote 

debauchery); during the Middle Ages, the dawning of the brighter era was seen as a prophecy, 

not of his resurrection, oddly enough, but of Christ’s birth. 

 

Libra (the Balance)- jestingly referred to at times as “the boring constellation,” it is said to depict 

a woman holding scales intended for weighing, thought most commonly to be in reference to 

Astraea’s role as adjudicator of the just; she is sometimes said to have been allotted two 

constellations because of the significance of her multiple aspects, purity (hence the virgin) and 

justice (hence the scales).  Justice is often represented as a blindfolded woman, as true justice is 

supposed to be blind. i.e., impartial and objective, unswayed by association to the litigants. 

 

Scorpio (the Scorpion)- the constellation of which is named in the zodiac for the creature 

reportedly having slain the demi-god Orion, son to a mortal female and the sea god Poseidon; 

this is somewhat of an anomaly, as the constellation is referred to, not by name of the beast 

(though named so), but of the great hunter whom the beast is said to have killed. (Perhaps the 

easiest of all constellations to pick out in the night sky, the result of a row of successive stars 

seemingly in a straight line, commonly referred to as “Orion’s belt”.)  Accounts vary as to his 

demise, although most offer that the great hunter had boasted to having killed every type of beast 

in Crete, which was beloved by Artemis, goddess of the hunt, who reportedly sent the giant 

scorpion to kill Orion before he could decimate the fauna on said island; Zeus is said to have 

placed him in the heavens to console his father, and to commemorate his great prowess as a 

hunter. Other accounts have Apollo directing the scorpion to attack his virginal twin, as he feared 

Orion was so handsome that even she would not be able to resist his charms; in those accounts, 

Artemis, upon having learned of her brother’s doings, summons famed physician Asclepius to 
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restore the mighty hunter, which he was prevented from doing by an attention-getting zap from 

one of Zeus’ thunderbolts; to console Artemis, Zeus “restored” Orion by placing him in the 

heavens. 

 

Sagittarius (the Archer)- is ordinarily thought to represent Chiron, chief of the centaurs (half-

man, half-human), he who reportedly instructed famed physician Asclepius in the ways of 

medicinal arts.  Although Heracles was friend to the elderly centaur, in one of his Twelve Labors 

(pursuit of the Erymanthian Boar), the demi-god engaged in a violent fracas with other centaurs, 

who fled to Chiron; one of Heracles’ poisoned arrows accidentally lodged itself in Chiron’s 

knee, and the joint’s pain was to be a source of eternal agony to the creature, who could know no 

relief in death as a result of his immortality.  Chiron was much favored by the gods, and some 

accounts report that Prometheus, one already given to pity in having given the forbidden gift of 

fire to mortals, accepted the “transfer” of Chiron’s perpetuity in order that the kindly and aged 

centaur be permitted to die in peace.  Zeus, no less fond of the creature, in some accounts, places 

Chiron in the heavens so as to relieve him of his misery. 

 

Capricorn (the Goat, but literally “the goat-horn”)- most commonly thought to be a 

representation of the goat-nymph named Amalthea (“tender”), whose claim to fame is that she 

played wet-nurse to the infant Zeus: When Zeus was in hiding from the murderous treachery of 

his Titan father, Cronus, Amalthea nourished the young god to health and sustained him via 

breast-feeding him and offering him ambrosia and nectar (food and drink of the gods); in 

gratitude, no doubt, Zeus made her a full-fledged Olympian, and placed her in the skies to 

commemorate her bountiful graciousness. (It is from her myth that the term cornucopia is 

derived, meaning a horn of plenty.) 

 

Aquarius (the Water Bearer)- most commonly said to represent Ganymede, a prince of Troy said 

to be of breath-taking beauty; he supposedly became cupbearer to the gods (the most trusted of 

positions to kings), although many texts give that the title was empty, merely a cover to permit 

Zeus’ sexual indiscretions with the youth.  Hermes (also known as Mercury, messenger of the 

gods) reportedly made a condolence visit to the lad’s father, in which he was instructed to inform 

the king that his son was happy, and had been granted immortality by Zeus, the evidence of 

which would be his presence in the constellations.  It is because of the licentious association with 

this sign that the 1960’s, a period which witnessed the advocacy of sexual promiscuity, derived 

its unofficial appellation of “the Age of Aquarius”. 

 

Pisces (the Fishes)- Although the constellation is named “Fishes,” the creatures involved were 

actually dolphins, so the appellation is somewhat of a misnomer.  Nonetheless, per an instance 

wherein Aphrodite (also known as Venus, goddess of love) and her son Eros (also known as 

Cupid, mischievous accomplice to his mother) were being pursued by Typhon (allegedly the 

most wicked, formidable, and lecherous of creatures, with a hundred serpent heads, hands, and 

feet), and were trapped on a beach by the cruel and monstrous figure.  Two dolphins came to the 

aid of the immortal family, whisking them away to safety.  Typhon (or Typhoes sometimes) had 

attempted to confiscate Mt. Olympus from the gods, an act for which Zeus is said to have 

stricken him with thunderbolt, and buried him in Tartarus (the underworld of the damned) under 
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Sicily’s Mt. Aetna, the volcanic eruptions of which are said to be caused by his vitriolic 

ejaculations. 

 

115.  the thick clouds: involved in the divine destruction of the particular vine discussed by the 

poem’s speakers.  The divinity of the matter is reinforced by the Christian, biblical tradition of 

God (the Father) being depicted as a mighty cloud or whirlwind: “Then the Lord answered Job 

out of the whirlwind,” and by Christ’s association with clouds; “Behold, he cometh with clouds” 

(Rev. 1:7). (See also, e.g., Exod. 33:9, Job 38:37, Psa. 68:34, Psa. 78:23, Jer. 4:13, Jer. 23:19, 

Jer. 30:33, Dan. 7:13, Ezra 1:4, Neh. 1:3, Neh. 9:12, Zech. 10:1, Mt. 24:30, Mt. 26:24, Mk. 

13:26, and Mk. 14:62.) 

 

120. One powerful bolt, arm’d with destructive force: Quite possibly a subtle allusion to Jove, 

the high god in Roman mythology, whose arm hurls thunderbolts of destruction when agitated 

into corrective or punitive action; as given here, it hearkens to the destructive act as being in 

accordance with divine will, albeit the Christian God’s in this context. Although Green states, in 

the prefatory argument, that the vine-in-question has been destroyed by thunder, the word 

employed there is probably simply a truncated form of the word “thunderbolt,” a synonym for 

lightning, especially as evidenced in Roman mythology (and Norse, as well, regarding the god of 

Thunder, Thor). 

 

121. on this spreading vine: The symbolism of the vine bespeaks of both pagan and biblical 

tradition; in pagan context, the grape vine is associated with Bacchus (cited by name in the 

Virgilian text), a god of sexuality and fertility (hence the proliferation of the flora and fauna): 

According to some sources, Bacchus was invoked in religious ceremonies, “when the appeal to 

emotion outweighs that of simple piety” (D’epiro and Pinkowich 385).  As an elegy may be 

comprised of both praise of the dead and lamentation per loss of the deceased, the potential for 

cathartic, emotional release is reasonable; in both the Virgilian and Green texts, the speakers 

praise the deceased and speak of overwhelming sorrow, an emotional theme.  For Vergil, the 

lamentations of the Nymphs and Daphnis’ mother, who, “clasping her son’s piteous 

corpse…cried out on the cruelty of both gods and stars,” epitomize the coupling of 

overwhelming emotion with piety (Fairclough); for Green, the muffled sighs and tears of Fidelio 

(lines 131-134), as well as Dulcius’ statement of “Support me, heaven, amidst this scene of woe” 

(line 150) represent the overwhelming sorrow of these speakers.   Vergil’s shepherds enter a 

sequestered (hence sanctified) area, in which a “wild vine with its stray clusters have overrun the 

cave” (Fairclough). In terms of Christian tradition, the vine represents Jesus, the followers of 

whom are represented by its branches (Jn. 15:5); in the book of Revelations, a grapevine is used 

as a metaphor for humanity stricken down by God's’ command (Rev. 14:18-19).  In the Green 

piece, as vegetation is representative of mankind, and the destruction of the vine leads to the 

discourse of Mayhew’s death, it may be reasoned that Mayhew, in addition to representing a man 

of God (per Old Testament symbolism), is also meant to seen as a type of Christ-figure. (In other 

words, if: Vine = Mayhew, and Vine = Christ, then Mayhew = Christ.): This theory/theme will be 

addressed shortly. 
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123. then laid it level with the cold clay earth: hearkens to the Judeo-Christian belief that Man 

(starting with Adam) was formed of the earth (Gen 2:6-7), and will again return to an ecological 

substance (in harmony with the saying “ashes to ashes, dust to dust” (see also lines 167 and 238-

239), signifying the cyclic or recurrent motif of nature). In terms of the scriptures, Job stated: “I 

also am formed out of the clay” (Job 33:6) and “I am become like dust and ashes” (Job 30:19). 

The phrase here is used to associate the vine with mankind, as the exposition of the vine’s 

seemingly untimely demise provides the segue way to the discussion of Mayhew’s death.  The 

demise of the vine, however, in light of the discussion of Mayhew’s appointed time to die (lines 

266-280), the references to the rule of time by God (see line 78, e.g.), and the anthropomorphic 

quality ascribed to the bolt which struck down the plant, by reverse application, the vine had 

expired at its allotted time as well. The vegetation of the Green piece is consistently employed so 

as to allude to mankind, a construct which helps to emphasize the themes of resurrection, glory, 

and righteous acquiescence to divine will. 

 

126.-127.  and thus are taught…trust: a phrase in direct harmony with scriptural instruction to “ 

Boast not of tomorrow, for thou knowest not what a day may bring forth” (Prov. 27:1) and Jesus’ 

admonition of refraining from swearing oaths of action as a result of man’s inability to transform 

even a hair of one’s head (Mt. 5:36); in scriptural tradition, it is the wicked who boast: “and all 

the workers of iniquity boast themselves” (Psa. 94:4). This uncertainty is repeated in the line: 

“This is the frail, uncertain state of man!” (line 174). 

 

135. omen: In Roman tradition/mythology, an omen was considered a sign or symbol revealed 

(typically by deity, celestial messengers, priests/priestesses, or those afforded the gift of 

prophecy) by which the future could be learned. In Green’s piece, however, the term is used in 

reference “of some late event,” meaning that the lamenting speaker’s distress is precursor only to 

the relating of the action having already transpired, and not the customary forewarning of it. The 

prophetic aspect of the poem is reinforced in the use of the term “reveal’d” (line 129), 

“prophetic” meaning herein the certain fate of Mankind. 

 

136.-137. To me unbosom…admit: a passage which echoes the biblical advice: “A friend loveth 

at all times” (Prov. 17:17), evidenced in Vergil’s Aeneid by the devotion of the comrades-in-

arms, Nisus and Euryalus. 

 

141. museum: literally, “home to the muses,” used to indicate any place wherein the artistic and 

meditative endeavors are attempted and carried out; may be a bower, a study, or any other area 

specifically designated for such purposes. 

 

144. “Mayhew the Great is dead!”: The headline which Fidelio beheld regarding the exalted 

deceased individual of the poem, possibly meant to be mimetic of the “announcement” placed 

over Jesus by the Roman soldiers which, albeit mockingly, decreed “King of the Jews” (Jn. 

19:9); the allusion, perhaps, is intended to demonstrate the significance of the death and its long-

lasting consequences. 
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150.  Support me heaven, amidst this scene of woe: May be a petition in reference to “thy rod 

and thy staff, they do comfort me (Psa. 23:4), although the language calls to mind Dante’s 

Inferno portion of his Divine Comedy, with the poet, overcome with grief, swooning before the 

swirling Paolo and Francesca (wonderfully depicted by the Gustave Dore woodcut). 

 

151. assuage: assuage; to lessen or minimize suffering; grant respite or relief, perhaps employed 

here so as to allude to the phrase “He restoreth my soul” (Psa. 23:3) in the biblical context. 

 

154.-155. Complain not…best: a sentiment reminiscent of the KJV Bible’s offering regarding 

God’s disdain for those who murmur (Phil. 2:14); murmuring parties are usually associated with 

the wicked, i.e., the scribes and Pharisees (Mt. 20:11, Lk. 5:30) Jesus had condemned for their 

great hypocrisy. Quite possibly, the phrase is meant to evoke the twenty-third psalm’s “fear no 

evil, for thou art with me,” (Psa. 23:4) indicating that the Lord is present and in command at all 

times.  This is reinforced by the dictum: “Fidelio, cease your plaints, let grief subside!” (line 

291); said dictum is reinforced in the phrase: “We must not murmur” (line 317). The subsiding 

of grief may be a subtle reference to: “He restoreth my soul” (Psa. 23:3). 

 

163. ken: kennel or keep; watchful guard and care; may allude to the scriptural verse “He leadeth 

me in the paths of righteousness for his name’s sake” (Psa. 23:4) and “I will fear no evil, for thou 

art with me” (Psa. 23:5). 

 

166. Support our natures: hearkens to the biblical passage “thy rod and thy staff, they do 

comfort me” (Psa. 23:4), with the referent being God, here also directly addressed by the 

speaker. 

  

169. death’s icy dart: a poetic device whereby the divine cause of mortal destruction is 

associated with the divine cause of vegetative destruction, given credence by the lightning bolt 

which speared the vine discussed earlier in the poem (line 120); it is echoed in the phrase: 

“strikes the fatal blow” (line 180) and “fatal shaft” (line 232). 

 

170.  the brittle thread: a subtle allusion to the Fates, three sisters in control of every mortal’s 

life. In Greek mythology, they are referred to as the Moirai, daughters of the night, weavers of 

destiny, and those who dole out prosperity and suffering to the good and evil; in some accounts, 

they are considered goddesses of childbirth, and are often depicted as being jealous, capricious, 

and malevolent--which certainly would help explain, to some extent, the apparent fickleness of 

fate in works such as Vergil’s Aeneid (although he does not cite them as figures proper in that 

text). They are depicted varyingly, sometimes as hideous hags, and sometimes of noble stature, 

one each holding a spindle, a scroll, and a pair of shears.  This notion is echoed in the term “vital 

cord” (line 233), with vital, of course, referring to human vitality/life. The Greek poet Hesiod, in 

his work entitled Theogony (circa 800 B.C.E.), distinguishes them as follows: 

 

Clotho: she who spins 

Lachesis: she who measures 

Atropos: she who shears (or she who cannot be avoided). 
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Clotho is said to be youngest, and is ascribed as being the one who forms children in the womb, 

spinning out a thread for each life, per some accounts, in gold for the gods, in silver for heroes 

and demi-gods, and in plain wool for ordinary mortals, with black, gray, or white representative 

of that individual’s preponderance for good or evil. Lachesis is given to be the sister who decides 

how long each thread is to be, and therefore determines the length of each soul’s life; in some 

accounts, she determines their destinies, and instructs the younger Clotho as to which type of 

thread to implement.  Atropos, the eldest of the three, is given the task of cutting each thread at 

the juncture or point determined by Lachesis, thereby resulting in the immediate death of the 

souls whose lives are represented by the threads-in-questions; the word “atropine, “incidentally, 

a term for deadly drugs of the nightshade and belladonna families, is derived from her name. 

 

 According to Hesiod, they were the daughters of Zeus and Themis; other Greek accounts allege 

them to be the daughters of Erebus (Hell) and Nyx (Night), “or as the parthenogenous offspring 

of the grim goddess Ananke (Necessity)” (D’epiro and Pinkowich 59). According to Aeschylus, 

even the gods were subject to the Fates, including Zeus, though some poets claimed that Zeus 

had veto power over the Fates’ determinations; others thought it possible to extend Lachesis’ 

determinative thread by judicious behavior.  In Euripides’ play entitled Alcestis. Apollo gets the 

Fates drunk in order to save the life of his friend Admetus, which the Fates permit only if the 

doomed man can find someone willing to assume his place, a sacrifice made by his wife, 

Alcestis; the play is a comedy in that it ends happily, with Heracles selflessly descending to the 

Underworld to retrieve her and reunite the couple. 

 

To the Romans, the Fates were identified as the ,or sometimes simply as the Fata; the term 

“fata” comes from the Latin “fatum,” meaning something spoken or decreed, although our more 

modern term “fatal” derives from the mortality associated with these figures, but the origin of the 

term “parcae” is uncertain, as some argue it is derived from “parere” (to bring forth, as in 

childbirth), while others maintain the root word is “parcere” (to show mercy, indicative of an 

apotropaic function in that evil could be warded off by euphemism and wishful thinking).  

According to Roman tradition, the Fata Scribunda were invoked for divine inscription of 

newborns’ destinies; the Fates are named as follows in the Roman pantheon: 

 

Nona: nine-month’ birth (the average human gestation period) 

Decuma: ten-month’ birth (indicative of a hero or demi-god) 

Morta: a stillborn birth  

 

In rare accounts, stillborn births are ascribed to bodies assigned to souls whom the Underworld 

could not bear to part with, as those whose souls occupy the Elysian Fields. (In Vergil’s Aeneid, 

souls are depicted in the Underworld imbibing at the River Lethe (of Forgetfulness), in order that 

they lose all memory of their previous lives before being reincarnated; those who occupy the 

Elysian Fields (such as Vergil, in Dante’s Divine Comedy) remain in the Underworld, and do not 

undergo reincarnation. 

 

In Norse mythology, the three sisters are referred to as the Norns, and are designated as follows: 
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Urth: the past 

Verthandi: the present 

Skuld: the future. 

 

Norse mythology also associates them with children, as they reportedly visit the cradles of 

newborns.  In Norse tradition, they guard the well of the tree of Yggdrasil (IG-dre-sil), which 

binds together earth, heaven, and hell; in Richard Wagner’s tripartite epic opera, 

Götterdämmerung (“ring of the gods,” in German), they appear in the very first scene, declaring 

the fate of the universe (bad news all around).  Some critics contend that the three prophetic 

“Weird Sisters” of Shakespeare’s play Macbeth represent British derivatives of the Fates. 

 

172.  The powers and the springs of nature cease: the term “springs” aligns with the poem’s 

recurrent use of terminology which alludes to water; according to the biblical tradition, Jesus is 

said to represent the restorative “water of life” (Jn 4:14, Jn 7:37-38, Rev 21:6, Rev 22:1): the 

incorporation of the term “powers” speaks to the recurrent regal motif of the Green piece, and 

may be a subtle allusion to the Lord’s Prayer, whereof it is written: “thine is the kingdom, the 

power, and the glory” (Mt 6:13, with the referent being God (the Father), who maintains absolute 

and penultimate power. 

 

179. glassy urn of life: an hourglass, an image repeated in the phrase “glass of time” (line 193), 

employed so as so reinforce the notion of time allotted as being limited by “holy will” (line 168); 

the term “urn” (a device intended to contain the ashes of those deceased) decidedly speaks to the 

funerary aspect of the elegy, as well as reinforces the belief inherent to the “ashes to ashes” 

doctrine. 

 

175.-177.  This is the fate which every…decree: hearkens to the biblical text that, to God, 

“every knee shall bow” (Isa 45:23, Rom 14:11, Phil 2:10). 

 

185.-187.  To dwell in mansions of celestial bliss…eternal day: hearkens to the Jesus’ 

description of the nature of heaven and the reward to the faithful per, (Jn 14:2), as well as the 

prophetic acclimation “I shall dwell in the house of the Lord forever” (Psa 23:6). 

 

The next portion of the poem details the life of the deceased (Mayhew), however, is written so as 

to portray the departed pastor as a Christ-figure, as the poem is structured so as to loosely allude 

to the life, death, and character of Jesus; this patterning by Green is very much in keeping with 

the widely-influential Alexander Pope’s thematic structure of his epistolary work entitled Essay 

On Man3, in which Pope addressed man’s ability to reason ruminates as to the nature of Christ, 

and speculates as to man’s proper place in the universe, as well as his intended comportment and 

concerns, offering: “The proper study of man is Mankind,” a sentiment which seems very much 

in harmony with God’s admonition to Job (Job 37-41) as to the limited ability of human reason 

to comprehend fully the works manifest of God. The parallels are given as follows: 

 

189. In peace descended to the silent grave: mimetic of Christ’s having descended first into 

Hell before his ascension to Heaven (Eph. 4:9-10). 
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190.-191.  He, who, when young… serve his God: mimetic of Jesus’ discourse in the temple 

with the elders (at age 12), wherein he is reported to have stated “I must be about my father’s 

business” (Lk 2:49), with “father” being a referent to God, not Joseph, his adoptive father in 

Christian tradition. 

 

197. Religion’s early plant he wise manur’d: indicative of Jesus’ familiarity with the Old 

Testament prophecies, laws, and covenants, evidenced in his admonition to the Pharisees of: 

“Have ye not read?” regarding the law (Mt. 12:5 and the scriptures (Mk. 12:10), indicative of his 

wisdom in matters of scriptural authority, and is evidenced as well by his dying reference to the 

fulfillment of the events recorded in Psalm 22, which deal specifically with the incidents 

surrounding his torture and crucifixion at the hands of Roman soldiers per the indictment of 

impious Israelites.  To “manure” something is to fertilize it, as vegetation is enhanced with 

animal manure added to soil. In Jesus’ discussion of the mustard seed (Mt. 13:31; a type for/of 

“religious plant” indicative of the kingdom of heaven), he cites the smallest of all known seeds, 

and one which yields a disproportionately large harvest (in which trees and birds are given), the 

lesson being that even the smallest amount of faith can still work wonders. 

 

199.-200.  Its hopeful flower…public view: The flower here “bursts forth,” reminiscent of Jesus’ 

parable of the word of God being as seed (Mt. 13:3-23). 

 

201. stage of life: possibly a nod to the seven stages of life as depicted and made famous by 

famed and influential British author William Shakespeare; the subtle acknowledgment of 

Shakespeare may also be evidenced in the phrase: “this mortal stage” (line 351), as Shakespeare 

had written:” All the world’s a stage, and all the men and women merely players,” as well as the 

phrase: “this mortal coil,” taken from Hamlet’s most famous soliloquy.  In classical mythology, 

there are but four stages of life, as given in Oedipus’ solution to the riddle of the Sphinx. 

 

203. That seals the sanction of a good man’s name: possibly a subtle reference to Jesus’ 

baptism by John in the Jordan River, at which time Jesus was established as being righteous by 

the Spirit having descended upon him as a white dove (the seal), with a declaration by God (the 

sanctioning) of:” This is my beloved son, in whom I am well pleased” (Mt. 3:16-17; see also Jn. 

1:32). 

 

204. Firm, fix’d, and steadfast in religion’s cause: perhaps meant to address Jesus’ 

temptation in the wilderness, wherein Satan thrice challenged Jesus’ fidelity to God (Mt. 4:1-11, 

Lk. 4:2-13), as well as Jesus’ submission to the will of God when sore afraid and sorrowful in the 

garden of Gethsemane (Mt. 26:36-39, Mk. 14:32-36). 

 

205.  His evangelic truths with zeal display’d:  mimetic of Jesus’ very public ministry, 

evidenced in such instances as the Sermon on the Mount, in which the Beatitudes are given (Mt. 

5:3-10), his overturning of the moneychangers’ tables in the temple (Mt. 21:12, Mk. 11:15), and 

his numerous New Testament exchanges with the lawyers and Pharisees, as in the tale of the 

Good Samaritan (Lk 10:25-37) and the tribute money to Caesar (Mk. 12:17, Lk. 20:25). 

 



1703 

207. To be their guide and pastor during life: the role fulfilled by Jesus unto the Twelve 

Apostles: Christ is said to be a high priest after the order of Mel-chesi-dec (Melchizedek, in 

Hebrew) a most pious priest and king of Salem (Heb. 6:20, Heb. 7:1), and serves, therefore, as 

both king and priest, mimetic of his association to the covenants given in the Old Testament 

regarding the crown and the scepter (with the crown to Israel and the scepter to Judah) and King 

David, of whom Jesus is given to be both “the root and the offspring” (Rev. 22:16), (the root, as 

in being his creator, and the offspring, as being humanly descended from; Jesus’ genealogy is 

given in Mt. 1:1-17); the metaphor also works well with the vegetation theme inherent to the 

Green piece.  David also had a son who served as king (Solomon), as well as one who served as 

prophet (Nathan). 

 

208.-209.  and faithfully discharged…in him repos’d: possibly an allusion to Christ’s having 

given powers to his disciples to heal and have sway over demons (Lk. 10:19), and power over 

nations to those who remain faithful to the end (Rev. 2:26).  

 

208. And here he shone: in the KJV Bible, those who commune directly with God are 

transformed so as to shine, indicative of holiness: Moses (who symbolizes groundwork of Old 

Testament law), upon his return from Mt. Sinai, is said to have shone (Exod. 34:35)4; Jesus 

(who symbolizes New Testament fulfillment of precedent law; see, e.g., Mt. 5:17-18),  in the 

account of the transfiguration on the mount, upon having spoken with the Old Testament 

prophets Elias (Elijah, in Hebrew) and Moses,  is said to have emerged fully aglow (Mk. 9:3). 

 

213.-215.  And borne on rapid wings of fame…due reward: possibly in reference to Jesus’ fame 

spreading as a result of his teachings and miracles, with the “sometimes gains” (of the reward) 

alluding to the skepticism of the Pharisees and Sadducees (priests) and his hometown of 

Galilee’s not being receptive of him (Mt. 13:54-58, Lk. 4:24). 

 

216.-218. His name was soon enroll’d…honour: perhaps in reference to the belief, prior to his 

having been wrongly and falsely vilified, of many of the common throng that Jesus was a 

prophet (Mt. 14:5) or the reincarnation of Elias, Jeremias, or John the Baptist (Mt. 16:14), the 

reason the Pharisees feared apprehending him in the open and for their reticence in responding to 

Jesus when asked by him who they believed he was (Mt. 21:46). 

 

219.-220.  when those sacred walls…fame: the city walls which bore silent witnesses, perhaps, 

to Jesus’ celebrated entrance to the city of Jerusalem for the Passover Feast on what is now 

known as Palm Sunday in Christian tradition, as onlookers had fanned palm leaves along the 

streets upon his arrival (Jn. 12:13); when asked of Jesus by the Pharisees why he did not 

admonish the gathered throng when they greeted him as royalty, Jesus responded: “I tell you, 

that of these should hold their peace, the stones would immediately cry out” (Lk. 19:40); the 

stones of the city walls, having not cried out, are silent witnesses. 

 

225. refin’d by wisdom’s lore: indicative of Jesus’ sound familiarity with the writings of the Old 

Testament, and a reinforcement of divine association in that, in the Judeo-Christian tradition, 

wisdom is said to be gained of God (Prov. 2:6), as well as to reside with God (Prov. 8:22-31). 
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226.-228.  Unfolded all the sacred mysteries…scattered shades: an allusion, perhaps, to Jesus’ 

private ministry, wherein he discusses the nature of the kingdom of Heaven, and offers 

explication of his parables to the Twelve Apostles.  Jesus informs them that comprehension of 

some things is not for everyone, merely those who have eyes to see and ears to hear (Mt. 13:11-

16).  The enthusiastic but scattered shades may simply refer to the enthusiastic but confused 

Apostles, represented by shades as only Jesus possessed “the light of reason clear” to explain 

fully the parables’ meanings. 

 

229.  In this important part…solid base: possibly a reference to Jesus’ resolve to do God’s will 

when sore afraid in the garden at Gethsemane (Mt. 26:39), and the safe harbor and solidity of 

Christian faith in times of tribulation (as a house built upon rock instead of sand), as given by 

Jesus (Mt. 7:24-25). Peter, whose name in Greek (“Petra”) actually means “rock,” is an 

important figure in some Christian traditions, especially the Roman Catholic one, which 

maintains that all popes are spiritually descended from Peter since Jesus had stated that Peter 

would be the rock on which he would build his church (Mt. 16:18). (The original, scriptural, 

Greek rendering of the word “church”—ecclesia—simply means “those who are called out, and 

does not refer to an actual, physical structure.)  In Protestant tradition, however, i.e., that most 

prevalently-professed in America at the time the Green piece was written, Christ himself is 

referred to as “the rock of ages,” an image employed in several Protestant hymns, including one 

of that title. 

 

231. Of spotless honesty: indicative of Jesus being without blame and the “innocent blood” (Mt. 

27:4), as well as his identification as being “The Truth” (Jn. 14:6); this divine perfection is 

echoed in the phrase “the spotless throne of God” (lines 245-246), as well as in “by blameless 

conduct” (line 259). 

 

235. And wrapt him…night:  language which calls to mind Jesus’ having been buried, following 

his crucifixion, in a funerary shroud (Mk. 15:46), a lengthy strip of gauzy material twined 

repeatedly about the body, having been scented with embalming materials. Green makes 

repeated use of the term “balm” and “balmy” (See, e.g., lines 5, 85, and 148.)  In terms of actual, 

physical qualities, balm refers to either a spicy, aromatic tree resin or extract of any plant in the 

mint family (such as lemon), used either as a healing agent or funerary application to control the 

odor of decaying bodies.  Medicinally, it is utilized as a soothing, restorative agent, and Green’s 

recurrent use of the term may be to allude to the funerary aspect of the poem while at the same 

time suggesting the restorative, resurrecting aspect of Christian belief and pattern in nature. 

 

236. But that tongue which taught the things divine: used so as to establish a parallel between 

Jesus’ ministry and that of Mayhew’s, as both spoke of heavenly matters. 

 

237.-239. Is locked in silence…into dust: concludes the immediate previous phrase, which, at 

first glance, might seem problematic if one intends to argue that Mayhew represents a type of 

Christ-figure in that Mayhew’s body will “moulder” and decompose, but Jesus’ body, according 

to biblical tradition, would never know the corruption of death (Acts 2:31).  The passage is not 

problematic, however, because Mayhew is meant to represent a Christ-like figure, but there can 
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be only one Christ, and therefore to distinguish Mayhew from his predecessor, some departure 

must be afforded, and so the conclusive emphasis on Mayhew’s mortality must be incorporated, 

a design seemingly emphasized the immediately following declaration of: “Ah, happy man!” 

(line 240, in reference to Mayhew), especially if Mayhew is to set the example for his flock.  

Moreover, the use of the term “happy” emphasizes the departure, as Jesus was much afflicted 

(having suffered great cruelty at the hands of the Roman soldiers), and is referred to in some 

Christian accounts as a “man of sorrows” because of his professed sorrow in the garden at 

Gethsemane (Mt. 26: 38, Mk. 14:34), and for the great burden he is written to have borne. 

 

241. Releas’d from earth: possibly a subtle allusion to the biblical account of the tombstone at 

Jesus’ gravesite having been rolled away (Mk. 16:4) and his having appeared to his disciples 

and the Apostles after burial (Mk. 16:9, Mk. 16:14).  

 

242.  His soul immortal gains the happy shore: a subtle allusion to classical, religious tradition; 

in ancient Greco-Roman mythology, the souls of the departed migrate to the shore of the River 

Styx in the Underworld, at which time, providing they have proper “fare” (gold coins placed 

over their eyelids when buried or burned on funeral pyre) and have led noble lives, they are 

ferried over by Charon, and reside forever in the Elysian Fields, the “paradise” of the ancient 

world.  In classical tradition, the Underworld was home to both the good and the evil, with the 

evil and impious tortured forever in Tartarus, a section apart from the Elysian Fields.  In Vergil’s 

Aeneid. Aeneas encounters the souls of fallen heroes and his noble father in the Elysian Fields; 

in Dante’s Divine Comedy, Vergil himself dwells there, as the Elysian Fields in that work are 

reserved for those souls who would exist in Heaven save for the fact that they lived and died 

prior to Jesus’ birth and resurrection.  (Dante’s novel-length poem, although valued greatly by 

Christian readers, curiously enough represents a radical departure from official scriptural 

doctrine of most such churches.) 

 

246.  Of God, whose goodness crowns the wise and just: reminiscent of God’s role per “thou 

anointest my head with oil” (Psa. 23:5) and of the “crown of life” awarded by God to the faithful 

in heaven (Rev. 2:10). 

 

247.-248.  No more, the hopeless orphan…liberal heart: reminiscent of Jesus’ statement of 

“Suffer the little children to come unto me” (Mk. 10:14), as well as his statements which advise 

that children are a primary concern of God, and therefore should be to Mankind as well. (See, 

e.g., Mt. 18:10 and Lk. 18:16.) 

 

250. Which he bestow’d to satiate their wants: possibly a subtle allusion to: “my cup runneth 

over” (Psa. 23:5), indicating that all needs have been met and exceeded. 

 

255. coeval:  being of the same or equal age, in reference to Mayhew’s soul, which, interestingly 

enough, is identified as being female in this poem.  The only biblical entity which the KJV Bible 

offers is decidedly female, and which has existed so as to be in harmonious age with God, is 

Wisdom (Prov. 8:22-31), so perhaps the Green work means to imply that Mayhew’s soul was 

one which embodied wisdom.  In Norse mythology, the Valkyries were female demi-gods who 
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would retrieve the souls of noble, fallen heroes from the battlefield, and bear them on winged 

horseback to Valhalla, the Norse equivalent of Heaven; as Mayhew is given to have “fought the 

good fight” in faith, to the end (2 Tim. 4:7), and to have died in “conflict” (277), perhaps the 

feminine referent is a slight nod to his nobility as a fallen, heroic figure. 

 

257.-258. His heart was filled…trust: possibly meant to allude to the scriptural text of: “surely 

mercy and goodness shall follow me all the days of my life” (Psa. 23:6), as well as the “second 

greatest commandment” as given by Jesus to love one another (Mk. 12:31, Jn. 13:34). 

 

260.-261. And dealt his godlike comforts…affect: possibly in reference to Jesus having 

resurrected his beloved friend Lazarus (Jn. 12:17), the parallel of which might be of Mayhew’s 

having raised the spirits of or providing alms to those I need of comfort; he is said to be 

“godlike” because he is not wholly able to be God, being of mortal status.  

 

264. the saint: refers to Mayhew while still alive; although Roman Catholic tradition maintains 

that saints are those venerable humans having expired already and been canonized, in Protestant 

tradition (given to be most characteristic of the time at which Green wrote this elegy), “saint” is a 

term utilized simply to imply “believer”. 

 

265.-276. But God to who our lives…there: a passage which emphatically declares that Death is 

subject to God’s will, and that all die in accordance with their “allotted time”, possibly meant to 

reinforce the crux of the moment when Jesus accepts his appointed time to die, and that his death 

is in accordance to God’s intentions (Jn. 12:27, Jn. 17:1, Jn. 18:11). 

 

277.-281. And with his last foe…to earth: possibly alluding to Jesus’ trial before the Roman 

governor, Pontius Pilate (during which he was both “calm and sedate”; see Jn. 18:33-19:11), 

cruel scourging, disrobing, and crucifixion at the hands of Roman soldiers and mocking crowds; 

Jesus’ last recorded words are given to be a petition for forgiveness on behalf of his tormentors 

and the disbelieving throng (Lk. 23:34),and, finally, ”It is finished” (Jn. 19:30), with the 

lattermost most probably meant to signify that Jesus had fulfilled Old Testament prophecy 

regarding his unenviable redemptive role.  While many, many biblical scholars have argued that 

Jesus’ utterance of “My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?” (Mt. 27:46, Mk. 15:34) is 

indicative that even Jesus experienced doubt and denial when on the cross, this position makes 

very little sense when considering Jesus’ absolute submission to God in the garden episode, and 

that he had command of angels to rescue him, as given in the episode regarding his temptation in 

the wilderness.  In fact, Jesus was directly quoting Psalm 22, which, astonishingly, presents a 

precise prophecy of the events surrounding his torment and crucifixion; he was, therefore, not 

crying out in desperation that God had forsaken him, but teaching even while dying, as the 

ejaculation was most likely meant to call to mind the psalm-in-question on the part of the 

mocking throng, that they would realize its fulfillment per his having been put to death by their 

insistence. 

 

278. his last foe: Death 
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285. sequester’d mansions: possibly an allusion to: “And I shall dwell in the house of the Lord 

forever” (Psa. 23:6), and, more specifically, the many mansions in Heaven of which Jesus spoke 

unto the Apostles (Jn. 14:12); the fact that they are sequestered is indicative of their being 

associated with holy ground, as is the case with the bower or other area set apart from common 

areas. 

 

285. Where now with saints: in accordance with KJV Bible accounts as given in the book of 

Revelations, wherein the saints are seen (in the author John’s vision) in Heaven (Rev. 20:19). 

 

295.-297.  Enwrapt in visions…At God’s right hand: in direct keeping with New Testament 

scripture, which affords the risen Christ placement at God (the Father’s) right hand (Mt. 14:62, 

Lk. 22:69), as well as indicative of those who are of God being associated with sheep being 

parted to God’s right (Mt. 25:31-34). 

 

298. euge:  Latin, for “well done,” meant as a sign of praise. 

 

299. And gives the premium of a well-spent life: in Christian tradition, those who remain in 

harmony and faithful to God will be rewarded with crowns of eternal life (Rev. 2:10), as well as 

incorruptible treasures (Rev. 6:20) 

 

302-310. His home is now that state of Paradise…sacred symphony: The description is 

reminiscent of the Roman (Christian) poet Dante’s description of “Paradiso” in his Latin-penned 

Divine Comedy, a work widely-regarded as being one of the most influential literary texts of all 

time. (Even the term “Paradise” in the Green piece would seem to be a conscious invocation of 

the Latin text.) An allusion to said text should not be altogether surprising, therefore, in the 

Green piece, especially considering the American poet is using Vergil’s eclogue as his “guide” 

(i.e., model), and, in the Dante work, Vergil himself acts as guide to the famed Italian poet; as 

both works (Eclogues and Divine Comedy) were penned in Latin, by Italians, and portend to 

matters spiritual, the connection should be even less suspicious, as Green may have been at some 

time or another exposed to both texts, both of which conclude with heavenly visions of Paradise. 

 

312.  Rest blessed shade!: an allusion to classical, pagan references to departed souls as being 

“shades,” as they are described in Vergil’s Aeneid, for example. 

 

317. We must not murmur at these sore rebukes: An emphasis of the advice given earlier 

(line 291), as well as being a phrase reminiscent of the scriptural text which offers that those 

loved by their fathers (a type for God, the Father) are rebuked for the sake of their own benefit: 

“For whom the Lord loveth, he chasteneth him betimes” (Heb. 12:6; see also Prov. 13:24, Heb. 

12:7, Rev. 3:19). 

 

325. To Him whose love demands our constant praise: in reference to God, whom the KJV 

Bible instructs the righteous are to “Pray without ceasing” (1 Thess. 5:17). 

 

326.  sacred task: prayer 
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315. Afflictive flock!:  The use of the term “afflictive” instead of “afflicted” in this poem is 

especially interesting, as the former indicates that which is causing distress, trouble, or cause for 

concern, and the latter signifies that which is distressed, troubled, or concerned. As the poem is 

an elegy, one might logically expect that the flock (i.e., Mayhew’s congregation, followers, 

beneficiaries) would be afflicted by the mournful loss of their pastor; Green’s piece, however, 

suggests that the afflicted party was Mayhew instead.  In Vergil’s fifth eclogue, there is a passing 

remark made about leaving the herd of goats (“kids”) to be tended by another shepherd, but no 

fauna actually present or guarded by his two speakers; in the Green piece, the flock of sheep are 

very much present, however, as in the Virgilian text, the poem’s speakers do not tend to them, as 

Green’s speakers are not shepherds by trade.  The use of the term “flock” helps recall Psalm 23, 

and  It is possible that Green employed sheep in his work instead of goats because, according to 

Christian tradition, goats are identified with the wicked and unbelieving, and sheep with the 

righteous and faithful (Mt. 25: 33-34): In Christian writ, Jesus is referred to as the agnus dei, 

which is to say, “Lamb of God” (Jn. 1:29), indicative of his innocence when slaughtered as the 

ultimate sacrifice for Mankind’s sins. Moreover, those of Satan who attempt to infiltrate and 

deceive God’s faithful are referred to in the KJV Bible as lambs or sheep sent amongst wolves 

(Mt. 10:16, Lk. 10:3), which, of course, implies that the sheep represent the righteous. 

 

The “ode” which concludes the Green piece is patterned after the “Lord’s Prayer,” as given in 

the Gospel of Matthew: 

 

329. – 332.  Parent of all!…obeisance pay: mimetic of “Our Father, who art in heaven, 

Hallowed be thy name” (Mt. 6:9) 

 

333. – 355. “Permit us, Lord”… “thy will is done”: hearkens to the scriptural text: “thy 

kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread, and 

forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors” (Mt. 6:10-12). 

 

356. – 359.  O! may our thoughts…the grave: mimetic of “And lead us not into temptation” 

(Mt. 6: 13). 

 

360. – 363.  Conduct us safe…changes no: hearkens to:” but deliver us from evil” (Mt. 6: 13). 

 

367.-376.  Receive us hence…endless day:  speaks to: “For thine is the kingdom, the power, and 

the glory, for ever. Amen.” (Mt. 6:13). This also is a description which emphatically echoes 

Dante’s depiction of heaven in the “Paradiso” section of his Divine Comedy, as well as the 

scriptural accounts given in the book of Revelation (Rev. 21:23, Rev. 22:5). The passage calls to 

mind the closing lines for Shakespeare’s most widely-performed and renowned drama Hamlet 

(another regal individual having expired), spoken by the title character’s best friend, Horatio: 

“Good night, sweet prince, And flights of angels sing thee to thy rest.”  This imagery and 

sentiment is reinforced in lines 282-284 of the Green piece, wherein angels surround the dying 

(princely) Mayhew, and are said to be “the convoys of his fleeting soul,” and alludes to the 

notion of the angels being attendant to Jesus, as given in his temptation in the wilderness (Mt. 

4:1, Mk. 1:13, Lk. 4:2). 
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There are several lines in the Green piece which are framed by quotation marks, indicating that 

the author had directly cited peripheral texts.  In order of appearance, these quotations are as 

follows below, with their corresponding lines. 

 

SUPPLEMENTAL LINE COMMENTARY 

 

50. A line taken from British poet Alexander Pope’s immensely popular and influential, four-

part epistolary treatise entitled An Essay on Man. The quote is a fragment of the phrase:  

 

“Slave to no sect, who takes no private road, 

 But looks thro’ nature up to nature’s God.”  

 

The sentiment aligns with British Neoclassical and natural philosophy, wherein God is believed 

to be witnessed in and known through the works of nature.  (Deism sees God’s handiwork in the 

natural world as well, thinking God created and then stepped back to let the Universe run on its 

own.) The irony of the invocation of Pope in an elegy consists in the fact that, by many, the 

Neoclassical style which Pope helped to popularize was (and is) considered to be a form 

“emotionally bereft,” which is to say, incapable of conveying adequately the oftentimes cathartic 

requites of elegiac verse, which mourns the loss of a loved one.  Neoclassical, natural 

philosophic, and Deist sentiments are not necessarily incompatible with the Unitarianism 

Mayhew preached, as that religion reportedly endorses the tolerant embrace of varied modes of 

worship; what is curious, however, is Green’s extensive inclusion of Christian symbolism in a 

poem dedicated to the memory of a Unitarian minister, as Unitarianism denies belief in the Holy 

Trinity espoused by Christian doctrines. It is possible, however, that Green used literary 

references and religious symbolism which was most familiar to his readership, as the American 

colonists primarily professed to be Protestants at the time the piece was published. Unitarians 

would not recognize Jesus as Lord (as in “the Lord’s Prayer”), but they would agree with that 

which the prayer seeks, given their regard for Jesus as a good man, preacher/teacher, and 

prophet; as such, they accept the moral authority of Jesus, but deny his divinity. 

 

69.      A slightly modified fragment of the phrase: “Nor think in nature’s state they blindly trod, 

The true state of Nature is the reign of God,” written by Joseph Warton (1740), a staunch, British 

defender of Druidism, an ancient Celtic religion based on nature worship, especially that of trees.  

The inclusion of this quotation helps to solidify the vegetation theme; Deism, Druidism, the 

bower, the extensive passages alluded to in the book of Job (wherein God chastises Job by 

enumerating His feats manifested via the natural world), the cedars of Lebanon—all these 

incorporate tree imagery in relation to the divine.  

 

161.      A quote derived from Psalm 82 in the KJV Bible: “I’ve said, ye’re Gods, but ye shall die 

like men, And like the princes of the earth shall fall.” The psalm deals with the inevitability of 

mortal death, echoed in the inevitable destruction of the “flowery nations—with the inevitability 

of their demise indicated by the “relentless” frost; here again, the vegetation serves as a type for 

Mankind.   Of the flowers, the frost is said to “marr their pride,” after which time “they 

dwindling fall” (line 94).  According to Christian doctrine, pride, associated with the impious 
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Philistines (Zec. 9:6) is given to be the sin by which Satan and other wicked fell (Prov. 29:23, 

Job 35:12), and “Pride goeth before destruction” (Prov. 16:18).  Moreover, Lucifer is identified 

as being a “prince of this world” (Jn. 12:31, Jn. 14:30, Jn. 16:11), as well as “prince of devils” 

(Mt. 9:34, Mt. 12:24, Mk. 3:22).  The psalm, therefore, bespeaks also of divine royalty, a theme 

which courses through the Green work; since the scriptures state that to God, every knee shall 

bow, it is implied that even Satan and his disciples will submit ultimately to God’s will, whether 

by choice or not. 

 

294. A portion of a line made famous by British author Joseph Addison’s play Cato, which 

heroized that seminal champion of Republicanism. In its entirety, the quote is:  

 

     “The stars shall fade away, the sun himself grow dim with age, and nature sink in years, 

but thou shalt flourish in immortal youth, unhurt amidst the wars of elements, the wreaks of 

matter, and the crush of worlds.” 

 

     The reference to Addison drama (the most popular play on both sides of the Atlantic during 

the late 1700’s) is quite logical, as its inclusion bespeaks of Mayhew’s active role in pro-

Revolutionary War politics, as he was an avowed and influential advocate of the “new republic” 

sought to be established by the politically elite American colonists: Mayhew was minister to Paul 

Revere, and reportedly rallied him to the revolutionary cause.  According to a web-published, 

1781 source, Mayhew was also considered to be a member of “the Black Regiment,” a group of 

“dissenting Clergy, who took so active a Part in the Rebellion” (Oliver).  The Addison line 

quoted, however, most likely owes its creation to Latin phrase (by Homer) of: “Esto perpetuum. 

Labitur et labetur in omne volubilis ævum.”  Interestingly enough, the Cato excerpt comprised a 

cryptograph attributed to Edgar Allan Poe having only recently been solved; the puzzle, which 

remained a mystery for approximately 157 years, was deciphered recently, following a challenge 

and cash award announced by the Edgar Allan Poe Society in Baltimore, Maryland. (Poe himself 

was extremely well-versed in both classical and biblical languages and texts.)  The Addison 

quote, not haphazardly chosen, is in keeping with the theme of nature recurrent in the Green 

piece, and speaks to the poet’s alluding to the eternal life characteristic of Christian resurrection. 

 

The Green piece is positively replete with language which bespeaks of royalty and proper 

subjugation to divine will, devices employed, no doubt, to allude to God’s role as “King of 

Kings, and Lord of Lords (Rev. 19:16). Such terms which resolutely emphasize this aspect of the 

poem appear as follows6: 

 

67.   proclaim    285. convoys 

69.   reign    287. realms 

123.  Glory    291. submission / powers 

160.  majestic power   295. glories   

161. sov’reign fiat   297. convoy’d 

176. princes of earth   299. servant 

177. Kings, princes, nobles,              301. crown’d 

      potentates 
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178. heaven’s decree   311. salute 

179. serve    314. glories crown’d 

180. distinguish’d / noble powers 319. Sovereignty 

224. extensive powers   325. homage pay 

245. throne of God   331. powers obey 

246. crowns    333. vow’d obeisance pay 

249. stamped the seal   337. sovereign wisdom 

250. bestow’d    338. Almighty power /  

                                                                                      controul 

270. summon’d   353. sovereign sway 

271. mandate gave   354. ruling 

274. obey th’ Almighty  365. in thy service 

276. embassy discharg’d  366. served thee 

284. Guardians commission’d     

 

1      This is a topic far too expansive to fully explore within the confines of this analysis.  Suffice 

it to state that although John Shields (The American Aeneas) contends that the Israelites migrated 

east in the Mass Exodus under Moses, he is beginning the tale in the second book of the Holy 

Bible—and all narrative accounts are best comprehended when beginning in the initial chapter, 

which is to say Genesis, where the pertinent prophecies, covenants, and migration patterns 

originate:; the Aeneid, for example, would lose its coherency and a good deal of its forcefulness 

if one discounted entirely the prophecies and tribulations encapsulated in the primary division of 

that text. For an interesting examination of the north-west migration of the Israelites via 

archeological, etymological, and cultural evidences, I highly recommend perusal of the following 

titles: Abrahamic Covenant: A Study Outline of the Identity of God’s People (E. Raymond Capt); 

The Scottish Declaration of Independence (E. Raymond Capt); Dan, The Pioneer of Israel: His 

Early Enterprise, His Settlements, and Connection with the Scythians (J. C. Gawler); Strange 

Parallel: Zebulun, Tribe of Israel (Helene Koppejan); and Judah’s Sceptre and Joseph’s 

Birthright: An Analysis of the Prophecies of the Scriptures in regard to the Royal Family of 

Judah and the Many Nations of Israel, the Lost Ten Tribes ( J.H. Allen). 

 

2      This glossary provides merely the most commonly-known appellations and associated 

narratives; for an exploration of alternative explication of the constellations (i.e., those which 

place them, historically, in a Christian context), this author recommends Witness of the Stars by 

E.W. Bullinger (Kregel Press, 1968).   

 

3      Pope published this compound work in serial form, with the first two “books” appearing in 

1732, the third appearing in 1733, and the fourth and final one appearing in 1744; subsequent 

publications were printed en toto. 

 

4      Some ancient scholars misinterpreted the Hebrew rendering of the term “shone” for 

“horned” regarding Moses’ transformation at Mt. Sinai, which is why artistic renderings of 

Moses exist depicting him with horns (such as Michelangelo Buonarroti’s). 
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