Edgar Allen Poe

Poe was not only America's most innovative writer, he was America's foremost literary critic in the 19th Century. No man ever had a clearer perception of the writer's art. In the May, 1842, issue of Graham's magazine, he published a review of Nathaniel Hawthorne's two volume effort in the short story genre, Twice Told Tales, and for many defined the short story as an art form.
Poe’s Definition of the Short Story (from Philosophy of Composition)
Poe believed that the highest form of literary genius lay in “the composition of a rhymed poem, not to exceed in length what might be perused in an hour.”  In a critical review of Hawthorne’s works, he admires that author’s originality (a very important point with Poe) and defines as constructive criticism, what constitutes a short story.  Allegedly, all writers on the art of fiction have found themselves in a position where they have had to quote Poe’s remarks, and we are told that it has become rather the accepted definition of a short story in American fiction.  Here is what Poe has to say:

            Were we called upon, however, to designate that class of composition which, next to such a poem as we have suggested, should best fulfill the demands of high genius—should offer it the most advantageous field of exertion—we should unhesitatingly speak of the prose tale, as Mr. Hawthorne has here exemplified it.  We allude to the short prose narrative, requiring from a half-hour to one or two hours in its perusal. . . .

            A skilful literary artist has constructed a tale.  If wise, he has not fashioned his thoughts to accommodate his incidents; but having conceived, with deliberate care, a certain unique or single effect to be wrought out, he then invents such incidents—he then combines such events as may best aid him in establishing this preconceived effect.  If his very initial sentence tend not to the out-bringing of this effect, then he has failed in his first step.  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.  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.  The idea of the tale has been presented unblemished, because undisturbed; and this is an end unattainable by the novel.  Undue brevity is just as exceptionable here as in the poem; but undue length is yet more to be avoided.
Theory of Poetry

1. Definition:  Poetry is the “rhythmical creation of beauty”

· poetry is “song”

· sound and rhythm are more important than meaning

2. Everything in a poem should work to create a single effect
3. A poem aims for pleasure
4. The purpose of poetry is to elevate the soul, not to teach us something

5. A poem should be no longer than 100 lines (if a poem is longer than this, the poet cannot sustain (keep up) a single effect

Poe's Aesthetic Theory of Effect 

1. "Unity of effect or impression" is of primary importance; the most effective story is one that can be read at a single sitting. 

2. The short story writer should deliberately subordinate everything in the story - characters, incidents, style, and tone - to bringing out of a single, preconceived effect. 

3. The prose tale may be made a vehicle for a great variety of these effects than even the short poem. 

Poe's main concern focused upon matters of design, proportion and composition; his use of effect meant the impact which a short work would make upon a reader. In reviewing Hawthorne's Twice Told Tales, he pointed out the writer's obligation and reward: 

"If his very initial sentence tend not to be the outbringing of this effect, then he has failed in his first step. 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. 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."

Study Questions

1. Summarize Poe's theory of aesthetics as he expresses it in "The Philosophy of Composition" and discuss his application of that philosophy in "The Raven” or “Fall of the House of Usher.”
2. Explicate "The Raven” or “Fall of the House of Usher” and discuss Poe's structure and focus.
3. Discuss "The Raven” or “Fall of the House of Usher,” in light of Poe's statement, in "The Philosophy of Composition," that "the death, then, of a beautiful woman is, unquestionably, the most poetical topic in the world and equally is it beyond doubt that the lips best suited for such topic are those of a bereaved lover." 

4. Explain what Poe means by his attempt to achieve "unity of effect," and trace the particular ways he manages this in "The Raven” or “Fall of the House of Usher.”
ANNABELLE LEE 

Author: Edgar Allan Poe 

It was many and many a year ago, 
In a kingdom by the sea, 
That a maiden there lived whom you may know 
By the name of Annabel Lee; 
And this maiden she lived with no other thought 
Than to love and be loved by me. 

I was a child and she was a child, 
In this kingdom by the sea; 
But we loved with a love that was more than love - 
I and my Annabel Lee; 
With a love that the winged seraphs of heaven 
Coveted her and me. 
And this was the reason that, long ago, 
In this kingdom by the sea, 
A wind blew out of a cloud, chilling 
My beautiful Annabel Lee; 
So that her highborn kinsman came 
And bore her away from me, 
To shut her up in a sepulcher 
In this kingdom by the sea. 
The angels, not half so happy in heaven, 
Went envying her and me 
Yes! that was the reason 
(as all men know, In this kingdom by the sea) 
That the wind came out of the cloud by night, 
Chilling and killing my Annabel Lee. 

But our love was stronger by far than the love 
Of those who were older than we 
Of many far wiser than we 
And neither the angels in heaven above, 
Nor the demons down under the sea, 
Can ever dissever my soul from the soul 
Of the beautiful Annabel Lee. 
For the moon never beams without bringing me dreams 
Of the beautiful Annabel Lee; 
And the stars never rise but I feel the bright eyes 
Of the beautiful Annabel Lee; 
And so, all the night-tide, I lie down by the side 
Of my darling, my darling, my life and my bride, 
In the sepulcher there by the sea, 
In her tomb by the sounding sea. 

