







PRAISE FOR Edgar Allan Poe
by Jeffrey Meyers

“Poe has found a biographer fully worthy of his strange and erratic genius and his no less strange and erratic life.”

—Francis King, author of E. M. Forster

“Meyers fashions a swift and engaging plot from the chaos of Poe’s life, emphasizing the contradictions of his vaunting ambition and destructive behavior, his morbid charm, his fastidious passion. . . . [This book] delivers clear-headed coverage of the life and loves of our favorite literary riddle.”

—Choice

“The strength of Meyers’ approach is that it focuses on Poe’s life and character, and examines his writings in historical, rather than literary, terms. . . . Poe, Meyers emphasizes, was a mess of complications and perversity—a brilliant crank, a genteel necrophile, a plagiarist and hack who stole from his inferiors and starved while his editors grew fat—and Meyers is able to show the depth of his insanity and genius by means of a clear and straightforward narrative.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Meyers augments his string of literary biographies with this gem on a melancholic favorite. . . . Readers will appreciate the author’s effort to put Poe’s life and literature into a historical perspective and to show his influence on subsequent writers.”

—Library Journal

“This biography, compelling and beautifully written, should interest general readers as well as students of nineteenth-century American cultural history.”

—American Literature

“If you must choose one [Poe biography], choose Meyers’. It includes much more analysis and criticism of his work and more details about Poe’s personal life than previous efforts. Edgar Allan Poe is excellent.”

—Baltimore City Paper
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Preface




“In biography the truth is everything,” Poe wrote, “and in autobiography it is especially so.” Yet he left a trail of misleading evidence behind him and tried to hide his years as a common soldier with a fantastic though circumstantial account of a trip to Greece and Russia. An obituary published two days after his death emphasized the tempestuous career of the strangest and saddest figure in American literature, and rightly said: “His life has been an eventful and stormy one, and if any one shall be found to write its history, we venture to say that its simple truths will be of more thrilling interest than most romances.”

Poe’s best works are as interesting as his life. Whenever I told people I was writing a life of Poe, they would immediately start to recite “The Raven” (“Once upon a midnight dreary . . .”), which they had learned in childhood and still remembered. T. S. Eliot suggested that Poe’s memorable poetry had filtered deeply into popular consciousness by observing: “it goes throbbing in your head [and] you begin to suspect that perhaps you will never forget it.” As I became absorbed in this biography and thought about why Poe’s imaginative works have appealed to so many readers, I discovered that many of his most weird and bizarre stories—not only “William Wilson” but also “Loss of Breath,” The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym, “The Fall of the House of Usher,” “Eleonora,” “The Murders in the Rue Morgue,” “The Black Cat,” “The Facts in the Case of M. Valdemar,” “The Cask of Amontillado” and “Hop-Frog”—were extremely autobiographical (though distorted and exaggerated) and could be illuminated by relating them to the events of his life. I also realized that though Poe died almost a century and a half ago, his life, ideas and themes seem astonishingly modern. I have, throughout the book, compared Poe to twentieth-century writers—many of whom (as the last chapter shows) were strongly influenced by him.

Since the quality of Poe’s poems, stories and criticism—much of it hastily produced to fend off starvation—varies enormously, I have concentrated on his best work and ignored the rest. While exploring Poe’s character and narrating his life, I have tried to follow the advice he gave when reviewing Thomas Carlyle’s Life of Friedrich Schiller in December 1845: “Biography is not merely a sketch of the poet’s life. . . . It is a gradual development of his heart and mind, of his nature as a poet and a man, that endears him more to us, while it enables us more thoroughly to comprehend him.”
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Edgar: “Some villain hath done me wrong.”

Edgar:                                 “[I] am bethought
To take the basest and most poorest shape
That ever penury, in contempt of man,
Brought near to beast.”

King Lear




EDGAR ALLAN POE


Chapter 1

AN INAUSPICIOUS BIRTH,
1809–1811

Edgar Poe’s ancestors were agriculturists and artisans on one side, actors on the other; and the paternal branch of the family had some claim to military distinction. Poe’s great-great-grandfather, David Poe, was a Protestant tenant-farmer amidst the endless bogs and stony fields of Dring, Co. Cavan, Ireland, about seventy-five miles northwest of Dublin. His son John, after marrying the sister of an admiral, emigrated in about 1750 to Lancaster County, Pennsylvania. John’s eldest son, David, who was seven years old when the family left for America, moved in 1775 to Baltimore, where he made spinning wheels and clock reels, and later owned a drygoods store.

David Poe, a member of Captain John McClellan’s Company of Baltimore troops in 1778-79, was appointed Assistant Deputy Quartermaster and authorized to purchase supplies for the American army. When General Lafayette returned to tumultuous acclaim in Baltimore in 1824, he inquired about his old friend (who had died eight years earlier) and paid tribute to his generosity during the war: “I have not seen among these my friendly and patriotic commissary, Mr. David Poe, who resided in Baltimore when I was here, and of his own very limited means supplied me with five hundred dollars to aid in clothing my troops, and whose wife, with her own hands, cut out five hundred pairs of pantaloons and superintended the making of them for the use of my men.”1 Lafayette visited Poe’s grave and observed: “Ici repose un coeur noble.” David Poe had spent forty thousand dollars of his own money on the Revolutionary cause and, though holding the rank of major, was given a courtesy title and always known as “General” Poe. Edgar, with characteristic exaggeration, later promoted his grandfather to Quartermaster General of the whole United States Army during the Revolutionary War.

Poe’s maternal grandparents were married in London in May 1784. Henry Arnold remains a shadowy figure; but his wife, Elizabeth, first appeared on stage at the Theatre Royal, Covent Garden, in February 1791 and made her last appearance in London in June 1795. Elizabeth, by then apparently a widow, took a winter passage to Boston, aboard the Outram, with her daughter, Eliza, arriving in January 1796. Later that year she married the actor, singer and pianist, Charles Tubbs. She disappeared from theatrical records in 1798 and may have died soon afterwards.

The exceptionally precocious and talented Eliza Arnold (Edgar’s mother) made her theatrical debut in Boston, three months after her arrival, at the age of nine. In November 1796 the Portland Eastern Herald praised her as the coquettish Biddy Bellair in David Garrick’s farce, Miss in Her Teens: “Miss Arnold, in Miss Biddy, exceeded all praise. Although a Miss of only nine years old, her powers as an Actress will do credit to any of her sex of maturer age.”2 The following month, another critic was delighted by “the powers of Miss Arnold to astonish us. Add to these her youth, her beauty, her innocence, and a character is composed which has not, and perhaps will not ever again be found in any Theatre.”3

Eliza, whose mother had died, married Charles Hopkins, an actor, in the summer of 1802, when she was fifteen. An oval miniature, the only known portrait of the petite Eliza, portrays her round childlike face, long dangling curls, unusually large doe-like eyes and cupid’s-bow mouth. Seated, and looking straight out of the portrait, she wears a beribboned bonnet, dangling earrings and a low-cut dress, with long sleeves and a high sash under the bodice, which reveals her full figure.

In the course of her extraordinary theatrical career the charming Eliza played—apart from choral, vocal and dancing roles—nearly three hundred parts. These included Shakespeare’s Juliet, Ophelia and Cordelia; Lydia Languish and Lady Teazel in Sheridan’s The Rivals and The School for Scandal; and numerous heroines in then popular and now forgotten comedies, farces and tragedies. The year after her marriage, another critic commended the veteran sixteen-year-old’s appearance, ability and voice: “Mrs. Hopkins’ interesting figure, her correct performance, and the accuracy with which she always commits her part, together with her sweetly melodious voice when she charms us with a song, have deservedly raised her to that respectable rank which she indisputably holds in the public favor.”4

Poe’s father, David Poe Jr., three years older than Eliza, was born in Baltimore in 1784. Though destined for the law, he joined the Thespian Club in Baltimore, where young men read and performed plays. While on a business trip to Norfolk, Virginia, he saw Eliza perform onstage, fell in love with the young English actress and eventually joined her troupe. In 1806, only six months after the death of her first husband, David married Eliza in Richmond. The nineteen-year-old widowed actress had been in an extremely vulnerable position, and may have married David Poe (and perhaps Charles Hopkins) for protection as much as for love. Their first child, Henry, was born nine months later in January 1807 and from the age of two was cared for by friends of the family in Baltimore. “General” Poe had been furious when his son abandoned a promising law career for the stage and then married an actress (in those days a profession of dubious reputation and social status). But he was reconciled with the young couple when their first son was born.

David Poe had an attractive face and figure, suitable for juvenile parts and romantic heroes. During his six-year career he played 137 different roles, 19 of them Shakespearean. But all the critics seemed to agree that the experienced, versatile Eliza was a much better actor than David. A notice of 1806 condemned his performance and severely remarked that “the lady was young and pretty, and evinced talent both as singer and actress; the gentleman was literally nothing.”5 In two other reviews, written a few years later, Eliza was highly commended while David was harshly criticized. The first critic wrote: “From an actress who possesses so eminently the faculty of pleasing, whose powers are so general and whose exertions are so ready, it would be unjust to withhold the tribute of applause.”6 But the second said: “a more wretched Alonzo have we never witnessed. This man was never destined for the high walks of the drama;—a footman is the extent of what he ought to attempt. . . . His person, voice, and non-expression of countenance, all combine to stamp him—poh!”7

Sensitive and perhaps vain about his acting ability, the hot-tempered, hard-drinking David found it difficult to swallow not only these insults but also the execrable puns on his name and allusions to chamber pots. (Such puns would later plague Edgar during his fierce literary disputes.) On more than one occasion David threatened to thrash critics who had ridiculed his wife’s costume and endangered his own livelihood.

At the beginning of the nineteenth century (when Richmond, for example, had a population of only 4,000) most American cities were too small to support a permanent theater company and actors were forced to travel the circuit in various towns up and down the East Coast. Eliza acted in Richmond, Baltimore, Philadelphia, New York and Boston, the same cities in which Edgar later lived and worked. Driven by the need to earn money and burdened by a feckless husband, she performed on the Boston stage only a week before Edgar’s birth and reappeared one month later.

Edgar was born in a humble lodging house near Carver Street, south of the Boston Common, on January 19, 1809. Mendelssohn, Darwin, Tennyson, Gladstone, Lincoln and Oliver Wendell Holmes were also born in 1809 and all but the composer outlived Poe. In that year Tom Paine died, Washington Irving published A History of New York and in Europe Byron brought out English Bards and Scotch Reviewers, Goethe The Elective Affinities and Schlegel On Dramatic Art and Literature. James Madison was president of the United States, Metternich was prime minister of Austria and Napoleon won a brilliant victory, near Vienna, in the Battle of Wagram.

On the back of a watercolor sketch of Boston Harbor, which Poe treasured, his mother had written: “For my little son Edgar, who should ever love Boston, the place of his birth, and where his mother found her best, and most sympathetic friends.”8 In adult life, however, Poe nourished a strong dislike for the city of his birth. He hated its ruling literary class—their stuffy morality, vague Transcendental philosophy, Abolitionist movement and sterile domination of the American literary scene.

Edgar’s birth sparked a financial crisis and emotional upheaval in the Poe family. Desperate for money but unwilling to ask his father, David Poe traveled south to Stockertown, fifty miles north of Philadelphia, to the house of his cousin George Poe. Arriving at night, he called George to the door, told George that the most awful moment of his life had come, pleaded for an urgent meeting the next day, insisted he had not come to beg and strode off in a tragic manner. George kept his appointment the following day but failed to find David, who then sent him an “impertinent note.” The only surviving letter by David Poe, written on February 23, 1809, sounds like many that were later written by his son. There is the unbalanced, recriminatory tone, arrogant and humiliating demand for money, dubious assurance of repayment, pathetic explanation of distress, testing of friendship and favor, plea of impulsive youth, justification of a career that led to destitution, appeal to honor, desperation of extreme poverty, haughty insistence on help—and hopeless ineffectuality:


You promised me on your honor to meet me at the Mansion house of the 23d—I promise you on my word of honor that if you will lend me 30, 20, 15 or even 10[image: image] I will remit it to you immediately on my arrival in Baltimore. Be assured I will keep my promise at least as well as you did yours, and that nothing but extreem distress would have forc’d me to make this application.—Your answer by the bearer will prove whether I have yet “favor in your eyes” or whether I am to be despised by (as I understand) a rich relation because when a wild boy I join’d a profession which I then thought and now think an honorable one. But which I would most willingly quit tomorrow if it gave satisfaction to your family provided I could do any thing else that would give bread to mine.—Your politeness will no doubt enduce you to answer this note.9



In late February, after this emotional plea had failed, the Poes left the five-week-old Edgar in Baltimore with his paternal grandparents, “General” David and Elizabeth Poe, and continued their theatrical tour. They returned to fetch him in late August, when the season was over, placing Edgar and (later) his sister Rosalie in the care of an old nursemaid. A friend reported that the two children “were thin and pale and very fretful. To quiet them their old nurse . . . took them upon her lap and fed them liberally with bread soaked in gin, when they soon fell asleep. . . . [She acknowledged] that she had, from the very birth of the girl [in December 1810], freely administered to them gin and other spirituous liquors, with sometimes laudanum [opium dissolved in alcohol], ‘to make them strong and healthy,’ or to put them to sleep when restless.”10 The etiology of Poe’s alcoholism began in infancy.

David Poe made his last stage appearance in October 1809; by July 1811—when Edgar was two and a half years old—he had deserted his wife and children and vanished forever. We can only speculate about the the reasons for David’s disappearance. Eliza had a successful career; David, after many mediocre performances and harsh reviews, was discouraged, frustrated and professionally jealous. Known for his heavy drinking, both onstage and off, David may have been dismissed for incompetence. There may have been recriminations about their impetuous marriage and his inability to take responsibility for three small and perhaps unwanted children. Illness and poverty certainly intensified the couple’s problems and undermined their relationship. Five months later, on about December 11, 1811, David seems to have died, alone, in Norfolk.

From his father Edgar inherited family pride, incongruous gentility, histrionic habits, a volatile temperament, sensitivity to criticism, self-pity, instability, a perverse self-destructive tendency and an Irish weakness for drink. David Poe had lost caste and alienated his family by abandoning law for the stage as Edgar later would do by abandoning his university education to become a common soldier and, when plunging into the uncertain waters of literature, by giving up his career as a West Point cadet to join the destitute writers of Grub Street.

The desertion of her husband, the arduous demands of her profession, the constant movement from one cheap lodging house to another, the sole responsibility for her young children, her life of hardship and poverty, undoubtedly contributed to the early death of Eliza Poe. She made her last appearance onstage on October 11, 1811. Three weeks later a Richmond neighbor told his sister that Eliza was being patronized by Richmond Society: “Mrs. Poe, who you know is a very handsome woman, happens to be very sick, and (having quarreled and parted with her husband) is destitute. The most fashionable place of resort now is—her chamber—and the skill of cooks and nurses is exerted to procure her delicacies.”11

On November 29 the managers of the Richmond Theater, encouraged by the most respectable families of the city, announced a benefit performance for Eliza, who had been suffering from a long and serious illness. That same day the Enquirer reported her hopeless condition and asked for urgent help: “On this night, Mrs. Poe, lingering on the bed of disease and surrounded by her children, asks your assistance and asks it perhaps for the last time.”12 After a rapid decline, Eliza died of tuberculosis, at the age of twenty-four, on December 8. Her obituary notice observed that “the stage has been deprived of one of its chief ornaments; and to say the least of her, she was an interesting actress, and never failed to catch the applause and command the admiration of the beholder.”13 In her brief life Eliza had married twice, had three children and established a solid reputation as a charming and versatile actress.

Mr. and Mrs. Luke Usher (who gave their name to Poe’s most famous story), older, actor friends, who had been Eliza’s protectors after the death of her mother, took care of Edgar and Rosalie during Eliza’s last illness. Poe later said that he had never known his mother nor enjoyed the affection of his father, for they had died within three days of each other. The desertion of his father and death of his mother must have had considerable emotional impact on the nearly three-year-old child. Closeted with his mother in their cramped quarters, he must have remembered something of the melancholy atmosphere, poignant silence and hopeless despair as the attendants passed in and out of the sickroom; he surely retained some memory of the racking coughs, the spitting of blood, the sudden crimson hemorrhages and the pallid figure extended on her deathbed.

Poe later emphasized his artistic heritage and exclaimed: “The writer of this article is himself the son of an actress—has invariably made it his boast—and no earl was ever prouder of his earldom than he of his descent from a woman who, although well-born, hesitated not to consecrate to the drama her brief career of genius and of beauty.”14 Besides the inscribed watercolor of Boston harbor, Poe inherited his mother’s precocity, talent, imagination, dedication to art and courage in adversity as well as the indelible image of a beautiful dying young woman. He would also share her itinerant way of life, her impoverished existence and her dreary death.

According to Edgar, “General” Poe—who never recovered the money he had spent during the Revolutionary War—had lost his wealth, had been reduced to poverty at the time of his daughter-in-law’s death and had been unable to accept responsibility for his grandchildren. Just after Eliza died, Rosalie was taken into the care of the Richmond merchant, William Mackenzie. John and Frances Allan, who had no children of their own, took Edgar into their home—above the store of Ellis & Allan, general merchants, on the corner of Main and Thirteenth streets—and into an entirely different world. Two weeks after Eliza’s death, on December 26, 1811, seventy-two people were burned to death during a disastrous fire at the Richmond Theater and the entire city joined the small orphan in mourning.


Chapter 2

CHILDHOOD: JOHN ALLAN AND ENGLAND,
1812–1825

I [image: Image]

John Allan, Poe’s foster father, had also been an orphan. Born in Irvine, Ayrshire (southwest of Glasgow) in 1779, he emigrated to Richmond in January 1795 and became the partner of Charles Ellis in November 1800. In Richmond, the merchants, along with the planters and professional men, comprised the three most important social classes. Ellis & Allan exported Virginia tobacco to the rollers of big cigars and “in addition to the wide assortment of cloths and ready-made clothing, the hardware, paints and oils, the firm dealt in wheat, maize, corn meal, grains, fine teas and coffees, wines and liquors. They supplied plantations with agricultural implements, nails and hardware, chartered ships and coastwise schooners; imported tombstones—and as a side issue were not above trading in horses, Kentucky swine from the settlements, and old slaves [half the population of the city was black] whom they hired out at the coal pits till they died.” In April 1811, toward the end of the Napoleonic Wars and shortly before taking Edgar Poe into his household, the industrious Allan had taken a business trip to Lisbon.

A shrewd, good-looking man, with dark curly hair, high forehead, small widely spaced eyes, blunt Roman nose, sensual mouth and firm chin, Allan was described by a Richmond contemporary as “impulsive and quick-tempered . . . rather rough and uncultured in mind and manner.”1 In February 1803 he had married Frances Valentine, an attractive eighteen-year-old woman with long curls, large eyes, an oval face and dainty features. But her poor health and nervous disposition encouraged Allan to seek sexual pleasure with other women; and one of his illegitimate sons, Edward Collier, who was a few years older than Edgar, also attended school in Richmond. Frances and her sister Nancy, who lived with the Allans, were devoted to Edgar and lavished affection on the attractive, delightful child. Poe later recorded a Proustian memory of his foster mother: “Whenever the bureau drawers in her room were opened there came from them a whiff of orris root, and ever since when I smell it I go back to the time when I was a little boy.”

Though Edgar Poe was never actually adopted, his foster parents parted his name and put Allan in the middle. Brought up as an Episcopalian, he was baptized in 1812 and confirmed in 1825. But he soon lost his religious belief and, as he explained in “The Domain of Arnheim,” “Some peculiarities, either in his early education, or in the [sceptical] nature of his intellect, had tinged with what is termed materialism all his ethical speculations.” He wrote, as the poet Allen Tate observed, as though Christianity had never been invented.

The Allans dressed Edgar like a young prince and took him each summer to White Sulphur Springs and other fashionable resorts. At the age of three he was “a lovely little fellow, with dark curls and brilliant eyes . . . charming every one by his childish grace, vivacity, and cleverness.”2 His parents were fond of exhibiting his precocious talents to their evening guests; and Edgar’s retentive memory and musical ear enabled him to learn and recite the most moving and beautiful passages of English poetry. He was encouraged to stand on the dining-room table in his stockinged feet and toast the health of the ladies with a glass of sweetened wine.

Allan, a poor disciplinarian, confused the child by alternately spoiling and scolding him. Edgar was sent to the finest schools, taught every proper accomplishment and brought up with the habits of elegant society. When the mistress of his dame school punished the disobedient boy by hanging a vegetable around his neck and sending him home in disgrace, the proud father condemned the teacher and threatened to withdraw his son from the school.

II [image: Image]

America’s war with Britain from June 1812 until January 1815 had prevented Allan from conducting business with his native country. But after hostilities had ceased and Wellington had defeated Napoleon at Waterloo, England attempted, after a quarter century of disastrous wars from Lisbon to Moscow, to resume normal commerce. On June 23, 1815 the Allans, with Nancy and Edgar, embarked on an uncomfortable thirty-four-day voyage from Norfolk to Liverpool aboard the Lothair. Allan complained that he had to sleep on the floor of the cabin and that his family was denied the use of a fire to broil their bacon. At the end of July, after an absence of more than twenty years, he arrived in Britain to open a London branch of “Allan & Ellis” (the names now reversed). Poe (in his first authentic voice) urged Allan, when writing home, to recognize and confirm his bravery: “Edgar says Pa say something for me say I was not afraid of coming across the Sea.”

During August and September, the Allan family visited Scottish relatives in Irvine and Kilmarnock (where Robert Burns had published his poems in 1796); and in October took lodgings at 47 Southampton Row, Russell Square, in Bloomsbury. The following April Edgar, “thin as a razor,” entered the boarding school of the Misses Dubourg (whose name he later used for the laundress-witness in “The Murders in the Rue Morgue”) at 146 Sloane Street in Chelsea. There he had a “separate bed” and studied spelling, history and geography. In September 1817 Allan rented more comfortable quarters at 39 Southampton Row, the address of the narrator in Poe’s trivial story, “Why the Little Frenchman Wears His Hand in a Sling.”

In 1818 the nine-year-old Edgar entered the Reverend John Bransby’s Manor House boarding school in the country village of Stoke Newington, four miles north of London. That Dissenting community had a rich literary tradition. Daniel Defoe had been educated at its Nonconformist Academy and had lived in the village, where he wrote Robinson Crusoe (1719), from 1709 until his death in 1731. Isaac Watts followed Defoe in the Academy and wrote hymns in Stoke Newington; the poet Samuel Rogers was born and grew up there; and Mary Wollstonecraft (who later married William Godwin) opened a school in the village in 1783. Poe, who adopted Defoe’s use of realistic details to make his fantastic stories credible, later remembered his first joyous reading of Robinson Crusoe and praised Defoe’s powers of imagination:


How fondly do we recur, in memory, to those enchanted days of our boyhood when we first learned to grow serious over Robinson Crusoe!—when we first found the spirit of wild adventure enkindling within us; as by the dim fire light, we labored out, line by line, the marvelous import of those pages, and hung breathless and trembling with eagerness over their absorbing—over their enchaining interest! . . . The author of Crusoe must have possessed, above all other faculties, what has been termed the faculty of identification—that dominion exercised by volition over imagination which enables the mind to lose its own, in a fictitious, individuality.3



A historian of education has emphasized the mechanical rote learning that prevailed in English schools of that time: “There was, then, no genuine teaching, no conception of the processes of education, of learning; nothing but continuous memorising of a series of classical texts whose content was rarely expounded or understood.” And a biographer has described a school, similar to Poe’s, at Enfield, six miles north of Stoke Newington, which Keats attended in 1803, when he was eight years old. The basis of the curriculum was Latin, French and mathematics; the atmosphere less cruel and more congenial than in the older and more famous schools:


The small academy at Enfield, with almost seventy-five students, was not thought of as a preparatory school for scholars any more than for sons of the aristocracy. The intention was to offer a fairly liberal education to students whose families were in trade or in the less affluent professions, and who were not necessarily looking forward to entering a university. . . . Some mathematics and science were taught; and the grounding in Latin was good. . . . Greek was probably not taught. . . . French was taught, and Keats learned to read it fluently. If Enfield lacked the advantages of the great Public Schools, it had compensations. There was no fagging. There even seems to have been little or no physical punishment. The school was small enough so that the enlightened influence of [the headmaster] was constantly felt.4



Many of Poe’s weird stories reflect his own experience and, like “Why the Little Frenchman,” take place in towns where he had lived: “A Tale of the Ragged Mountains” in Charlottesville; “The Gold-Bug” in Fort Moultrie, South Carolina; “Landor’s Cottage” in Fordham; and “William Wilson” (whose narrator, like Arthur Gordon Pym, shares Poe’s birthday) in Stoke Newington. In this story, Poe transforms the quite ordinary early eighteenth century square, two-story building, with high sash windows and a covered doorway, into “a large, rambling, Elizabethan house,” a veritable “palace of enchantment! There was really no end to its windings—to its incomprehensible subdivisions.”

The American boy, whose country had recently been at war with England, may have received a cool reception from his schoolmates and found it difficult to endure a second separation from his parents. In “William Wilson” Poe expands the circumscribed grounds and emphasizes the claustrophobic atmosphere as well as the dreary diurnal routine:


The grounds were extensive, and a high and solid brick wall, topped with a bed of mortar and broken glass, encompassed the whole. This prison-like rampart formed the limit of our domain; beyond it we saw but thrice a week—once every Saturday afternoon, when, attended by two ushers, we were permitted to take brief walks in a body through some of the neighboring fields—and twice during Sunday, when we were paraded in the same formal manner to the morning and evening service in the one church of the village. . . .

The morning’s awakening, the nightly summons to bed; the connings, the recitations; the periodical half-holidays, and perambulations; the play-ground, with its broils, its pastimes, its intrigues [created a dismal atmosphere].



“Dr.” Bransby, vividly and satirically mentioned (to his considerable annoyance) by name in “William Wilson,” was a bald man with white side-whiskers, who wore clerical bands and a short eighteenth-century wig: “This reverend man, with countenance so demurely benign, with robes so glossy and so clerically flowing, with wig so minutely powdered, so rigid and so vast,—could this be he who, of late, with sour image, and in snuffy habiliments, administered, ferule in hand, the Draconian Laws of the academy?”

Bransby (who was not a “Doctor”) was born in Suffolk in 1784, earned his bachelor’s degree at St. John’s, Cambridge, in 1805, married that year and was ordained as an Anglican priest two years later. He taught from 1806 until 1825 in Stoke Newington, where he lived with his kind, motherly wife, two sons and four highly educated daughters. He was headmaster of King’s Lynn Grammar School from 1825 until seven years before his death, in 1857. William Hunter, who later attended Poe’s school, characterized Bransby as a strict disciplinarian, “a portly and venerable gentleman, with the reputation of being a thorough scholar, very apt at quotation, especially from Shakespeare and Horace, and passionately fond of horticulture.”

Hunter also described the quality of Edgar’s education in England, his precocious poetry, Bransby’s opinion of his character and—what is most interesting, in connection with Allan’s later meanness with money—Bransby’s belief that his most famous pupil had been spoiled by his foster father’s extravagance:


When he left it he was able to speak the French language, construe any easy Latin author, and was far better acquainted with history and literature than many boys of a more advanced age who had had greater advantages than he had had. I spoke to Dr. Bransby about him two or three times during my school days, having then, as now, a deep admiration for his poems, a copy of which I had received as a prize for an effort in English verse. Dr. Bransby seemed rather to shun the topic, I suppose from some feelings with regard to his name being used distastefully in the story of “William Wilson.” In answer to my questions on one occasion, he said “Edgar Allan” (the name Poe was known by at school) “was a quick and clever boy and would have been a very good boy if he had not been spoilt by his parents,” meaning the Allans; “but they spoilt him, and allowed him an extravagant amount of pocket-money, which enabled him to get into all manner of mischief—still I liked the boy—poor fellow, his parents spoilt him!” At another time he said, “Allan was intelligent, wayward, and wilful.”



Well pleased by Edgar’s exemplary achievement, attitude and learning, Allan felt his educational investment had paid off and praised the bright boy in three letters to Richmond in 1818 and 1819: “Edgar is a fine Boy and I have no reason to complain of his progress. . . . Edgar is growing wonderfully, & enjoys a good reputation and is both able & willing to receive instruction. . . . Edgar is in the Country at School, he is a verry fine Boy & a good scholar.”5

III [image: Image]

Frances Allan had been in poor health throughout her stay in England and, though eager to return to Richmond, dreaded the rough sea voyage home. John Allan’s business ventures had not, in those difficult times, been very successful. So on June 20, 1820, they finally left Liverpool on the Martha for a thirty-one-day voyage to New York, arriving home on August 2.

After two ocean voyages and five years in England, Edgar was more sophisticated and cosmopolitan, and far better educated, than his provincial schoolmates in Richmond. And the relative freedom of the American schools must have been welcome after the rigorous constrictions of English education. In the fall of 1820 he entered the school of Joseph Clarke, a hot-tempered and pedantic Irish bachelor. During the next three years this first-rate classical scholar instructed Edgar in mathematics and taught him to read Cicero, Caesar, Virgil, Horace and Ovid in Latin as well as Homer and Xenophon in Greek.

Master Clarke left a very favorable estimate of the generous character, enthusiastic ardor, intellectual capacity and poetic power of his unusually talented pupil:


As to Edgar’s disposition and character as a boy, though playful as most boys, his general deportment differed in some respects from others. He was remarkable for self-respect, without haughtiness, strictly just and correct in his demeanor with his fellow playmates, which rendered him a favorite even with those above his years. His natural and predominate passion seemed to me, to be an enthusiastic ardor in everything he undertook; in his difference of opinion with his fellow students, he was very tenacious, and would not yield till his judgment was convinced. As a scholar he was ambitious to excel, and tho’ not conspicuously studious always acquitted himself well in his classes. His imaginative powers seemed to take precedence of all his other faculties, he gave proof of this, in some of his juvenile compositions addressed to his young female friends. He had a sensitive and tender heart, and would strain every nerve to oblige a friend.



Clarke also called Edgar a born artist who wrote genuine poetry while other boys cranked out mechanical verse. When Edgar was eleven years old, Allan showed Clarke a manuscript volume of his poems, which the ambitious boy wanted to have published. But Clarke, thinking this would flatter Edgar’s inordinate vanity, advised against publication and the project was dropped. In April 1823 the fourteen-year-old Edgar entered William Burke’s school where, during the next two years, he studied Greek and Latin, French and Italian, Geography and Grammar.

The Allans spent the first year, after returning to Richmond, in the home of his partner, Charles Ellis, at the corner of Franklin and Second streets. John Mackenzie, a boyhood friend whose parents had adopted Rosalie Poe, recalled that Edgar liked masquerades, practical jokes and raiding orchards. And Edgar made a tremendous impression on another playmate, Thomas Ellis, the son of Allan’s partner. He reported that Edgar had teased Ellis’ sister Jane with a hideous imitation snake until it “almost ran her crazy.” But he was dazzled by Edgar’s skill at sports and reckless adventures:


No boy ever had a greater influence over me than he had. He was, indeed, a leader among boys; but my admiration for him scarcely knew bounds; the consequence was, he led me to do many a forbidden thing, for which I was punished. The only whipping I ever knew Mr. Allan to give him was for carrying me out into the fields and woods beyond Belvidere, one Saturday, and keeping me there all day and until after dark, without anybody at home knowing where we were, and for shooting a lot of domestic fowls. . . . He taught me to shoot, to swim, and to skate, to play bandy [a form of tennis]; and I ought to mention that he once saved me from drowning—for having thrown me into the falls headlong, that I might strike out for myself, he presently found it necessary to come to my help, or it would have been too late.



Edgar later boasted of his proudest, well-authenticated boyhood deed, and compared it to Byron’s imitating Leander by swimming from Abydos to Sestos in Turkey: “Any swimmer ‘in the falls’ in my days, would have swum the Hellespont, and thought nothing of the matter. I swam from Ludlam’s wharf to Warwick, (six miles) in a hot June sun [in 1824], against one of the strongest tides ever known in the [James] river. It would have been a feat comparatively easy to swim twenty miles in still water. I would not think much of attempting to swim the British Channel from Dover to Calais.”6 Edgar, who had undertaken this feat as a wager, did not seem at all fatigued and capped his achievement by walking all the way back to Richmond.

It is rather surprising—in view of the hermetic, neurasthenic and morbid character of Poe’s works—to find that young Edgar was a good athlete and liked to roam around the countryside. Colonel James Preston, a classmate at Clarke’s school, offered a harsher view of Edgar’s character. In that genteel society, Preston explained, Poe was oppressed by the social stigma of his parents’ profession: “[Poe] was a swift runner, a wonderful leaper, and what was more rare, a boxer, with some slight training. . . . [He] was self-willed, capricious, inclined to be imperious, and though of generous impulses, not steadily kind or even amiable. . . . Of Edgar Poe it was known that his parents were players, and that he was dependent upon the bounty that is bestowed upon an adopted son. All this had the effect of making the boys decline his leadership; and on looking back on it since, I fancy it gave him a fierceness he would otherwise not have had.”7

Another friend revealed that Edgar, who later got into fistfights at the university and with an irascible editor, once used a peculiar strategy to defeat his opponent. In April 1823, just after entering Burke’s school, he got into a fight with a heavier boy and was vigorously beaten for some time, before turning the tables and giving him a sound whipping. When asked why he had allowed the boy to beat his head for so long, Edgar explained that he was waiting for him to lose his breath before administering the final defeat! As always, Edgar offered an ingenious explanation of his strange behavior.

As he grew older, Edgar’s retiring disposition and unsociable manner made him unpopular with his schoolmates, and he never asked any of them to come home with him after class. His traumatic infancy, lack of social status and ambiguous position with the Allans, his unusual travel and education, artistic temperament and nascent poetic powers made him feel—and actually be—an exceptional, isolated individual. In “Alone,” an introspective and analytical poem about his youth, he emphasized the difference between his feelings and those of others, and his pessimistic tendency to see, “When the rest of Heaven was blue/ . . . a demon in my view”:


From childhood’s hour I have not been
As others were—I have not seen
As others saw—I could not bring
My passions from a common spring—
From the same source I have not taken
My sorrow—I could not awaken
My heart to joy at the same tone—
And all I lov’d—I lov’d alone.



In October 1824, during his second year at Burke’s school, Edgar—who already knew how to shoot a gun and later became a soldier and a cadet—had his first military experience. General Lafayette had played a prominent role in the Virginia campaign during the American Revolution and was given a grateful welcome when he returned to Richmond that year. Dressed in a rifleman’s uniform, Edgar joined the voluntary company that Lafayette had chosen as his bodyguard and paraded in front of the marquee that had been erected in Capitol Square for the reception of the old general.

IV [image: Image]

During his years at Burke’s school Edgar “lov’d alone” for the first time. He met Jane Stanard, the mother of his friend Robert, and gave her all the affectionate devotion of a son. Whenever he was unhappy at home, he sought her sympathy and always found comfort and consolation. Deeply despondent when Jane died insane at the age of twenty-eight in April 1824, he often visited her grave with her son.

After Jane’s death, the future creator of horror stories described the apparitions that appeared in his nightmares: “the most horrible thing he could imagine as a boy was to feel an ice-cold hand laid upon his face in a pitch dark room when alone at night; or to awaken in semi-darkness and see an evil face gazing close into his own; and these fancies had so haunted him that he would often keep his head under the bed covering until nearly suffocated.” The superstitious sceptic, who could be terrified by his own imagination, later confessed to the editor George Graham that “he disliked the dark, and was rarely out at night. On one occasion he said to me, ‘I believe that demons take advantage of the night to mislead the unwary—although, you know,’ he added, ‘I don’t believe in them.’ ”8

Jane Stanard, “the first, purely ideal love of my soul,” inspired Poe’s most beautiful elegiac love lyric. Changing Jane to the more poetic “Helen” and addressing her with his favorite woman’s name (variants of which appear in the later “To Helen,” in “Eleonora” and in “Lenore”), he compares, in sensual rhythm, her sustaining loveliness, which symbolizes a visionary classical ideal, to ancient triremes that carry an exhausted but victorious Greek warrior home from the fragrant coast of Asia Minor. The poem contains, at the end of the second stanza, two of Poe’s finest and most famous lines; and portrays the older, maternal, unattainable Jane, as he gazed at her from afar, as the statuesque soul who embodies Hellenic perfection:


Helen, thy beauty is to me

Like those Nicéan barks of yore,

That gently, o’er a perfumed sea,

The weary, way-worn wanderer bore

To his own native shore.

On desperate seas long wont to roam,

Thy hyacinth hair, thy classic face,

Thy Naiad airs have brought me home

To the glory that was Greece,

And the grandeur that was Rome.

Lo! in yon brilliant window-niche

How statue-like I see thee stand,

The agate lamp within thy hand!

Ah, Psyche, from the regions which

Are Holy-Land!9



In 1825, the year after Jane Stanard’s death, Edgar fell in love with and became secretly engaged to Elmira Royster, the fifteen-year-old daughter of his neighbor. Elmira later described his melancholy yet ardent character and attempted to defend her father’s behavior. But her father’s motive for interfering was less noble than she suggests, and the poor orphan was probably considered unsuitable for social and financial reasons.


He was a beautiful boy.—Not very talkative. When he did talk though he was pleasant but his general manner was sad.—He was devoted to the first Mrs. Allan and she to him. We lived opposite to Poe on 5th. I made his acquaintance so. Our acquaintance was kept up until he left to go to the University, and during the time he was at the University he wrote to me frequently, but my father intercepted the letters because we were too young—no other reason. . . . [Poe] was very generous. . . . He had strong prejudices. Hated anything coarse and unrefined. Never spoke of his [real] parents. He was kind to his [backward] sister as far as in his power. He was warm and zealous in any cause he was interested in, very enthusiastic and impulsive.



Elmira inspired Poe’s “Song”: “I saw thee on thy bridal day,” in which her “burning blush,” in the midst of her happiness, caused him pain and suggested that she still loved him though she had married another. Elmira was to reappear and revive Poe’s love shortly before his death.

In November 1824—between the death of Jane Stanard and the “engagement” to Elmira Royster—the commonsensical Allan clashed with the melancholy and Romantic Edgar, and their cordial relations quite suddenly came to an end. Though Allan had inquired about publishing Poe’s poems, recognized that “Edgar is wayward and impulsive . . . for he has genius” and predicted “he will some day fill the world with his fame,” Edgar felt his foster father had not encouraged his poetic ambitions. Later, in a self-reflective review of William Cullen Bryant’s poems, Poe obliquely criticized Allan by praising Bryant’s father: “This precocious dallying with the Muse was rather abetted than discouraged by the father of our poet. . . . [He] scrupled not to foster the errant genius of his son, and to act for him in capacity of guide.”10

John Mackenzie, whose family had adopted Rosalie Poe, shrewdly observed that Allan’s sharp-edged, irascible character failed to arouse Edgar’s affection and that his parent was capable of severity, even cruelty, when he lost his hot temper: “Mr. Allan was a good man in his way, but Edgar was not fond of him. He was sharp and exacting, and with his long, hooked nose, and small keen eyes looking from under his shaggy eyebrows, he always reminded me of a hawk. I know that often when angry with Edgar he threatened to turn him adrift, and that he never allowed him to lose sight of his dependence upon his charity.”

The mood of John Allan, the very incarnation of the materialistic instinct, became darker when the land and cotton booms collapsed in 1819. The period of deep economic depression that followed the bust lasted until 1824 and forced him that year to dissolve his partnership. His bitterly angry letter of November 1, 1824 to Edgar’s older brother, Henry, presents a striking contrast to his warm praise of Edgar’s scholarly progress during the years in England. Allan now seemed puzzled by Edgar’s moody behavior, by his teenage attempt to define his identity and assert his independence. He criticized Poe’s character and condemned his lack of gratitude, while emphasizing his own patience and tolerance:


I have just seen your letter of the 25th ult. to Edgar and am much afflicted, that he has not written you. He has had little else to do for me, he does nothing & seems quite miserable, sulky & ill-tempered to all the Family. How we have acted to produce this is beyond my conception—why I have put up so long with his conduct is a little less wonderful. The boy possesses not a Spark of affection for us, not a particle of gratitude for all my care and kindness towards him. I have given him a much superior Education than ever I received myself. If Rosalie has to relie on any affection from him, God in his mercy preserve her.—I fear his associates have led him to adopt a line of thinking & acting very contrary to what he possessed when in England. . . . Had I done my duty as faithfully to my God as I have to Edgar, then Death, come when he will, had no terrors for me.11



Allan’s bitter, self-righteous letter marked their first estrangement and led to a crucial turning point in Edgar’s life. Edgar’s grief and gloom after the death of Jane Stanard; Allan’s habitual vacillation between indulgence and severity; the inevitable clash of antithetical temperaments; severe economic difficulties; the natural adolescent rebellion of the fifteen-year-old boy; his uneasy awareness of his ambiguous and insecure position; Allan’s resentment of his increasing maturity and independence; Edgar’s refusal or inability to reiterate his gratitude and affection; the possibility that Edgar had sided with his invalid foster mother when she discovered Allan’s sexual infidelities (which had resulted in the birth of an illegitimate son); and the yearning for love that led to Edgar’s secret engagement to Elmira Royster, all influenced his sudden transformation from a darling child to an ungrateful son.

Four months after he wrote this letter, Allan’s fortunes changed even more dramatically than Edgar’s had after his mother’s tragic death in 1811. Allan’s uncle William Galt, one of the richest men in Virginia, died in March 1825, leaving Allan a vast fortune of several hundred thousand dollars. Soon afterwards Allan bought a luxurious [image: image]15,000 house, at the corner of Fifth and Main streets, with two lofty stories, wide porches and high ceilings. It now appeared that Edgar might one day inherit Allan’s money—if he could remain on good terms with his foster father. But his difficulties with Allan grew even worse when he entered the university.


Chapter 3

THE UNIVERSITY OF
VIRGINIA, 1826

I [image: Image]

When Poe entered the University of Virginia at Charlottesville in February 1826, it was the most idealistic and most dissolute college in America. Its attractive setting, its Palladian style, its Rotunda modeled on the Roman Pantheon, its ten pavilions and 109 dormitory rooms extending along the East and West Range, made it one of the most impressive architectural creations in the country. Thomas Jefferson, the first rector, had conceived the idea of the university, chosen the site, designed the buildings, hired the accomplished professors (most of them English), planned the curriculum and the schedule of classes, and written the regulations that governed the students. He had opened its doors the previous year, he said, echoing the principles of the Enlightenment, “to develop the reasoning faculties of our youth, enlarge their minds, cultivate their morals, and instill into them the precepts of virtue and order—and generally, to form them to habits of reflection and correct action, rendering them examples of virtue to others, and of happiness within themselves.”

Oxford and Cambridge were Anglican, Harvard Unitarian, Princeton Presbyterian; but the University of Virginia was nonsectarian. There was no chair of theology, no required attendance at chapel, no church on campus. The absence of religion may have encouraged Poe to abandon the beliefs of his childhood. The lack of structure and discipline was also reflected in other aspects of university life. At Virginia, unlike most colleges of the time, the students were free to elect their own subjects of instruction, to make their own boarding arrangements with the “hotels” that were leased to private individuals and to regulate the university by a unique system of student self-government. Every Sunday Mr. Jefferson regularly invited some of the students to dine with him at Monticello, and Poe must have met him on several social and academic occasions. Jefferson died at the age of eighty-three on July 4, 1826, while Poe was at the university.

The college rules were quite severe but generally ignored. Tobacco, wine, liquor, servants, horses, dogs and guns were strictly forbidden and frequently enjoyed. One rich young buck arrived with a team of thoroughbred horses, a servant, a fowling piece and two pointers. Gambling and dueling were both prohibited and commonplace, and the “hotel” keepers often gamed with the students. Jefferson mistakenly thought that student self-government would propagate virtue and prevent disorder. “Provision was made for a board of censors, chosen by the faculty from the most ‘discreet’ students, which would deal with minor offences and make recommendations to the faculty. Apparently this board was not set up, however, and the problem of discipline was left to the professors.”1 The first years of the university began with very little discipline. The faculty waited in vain for the students to inaugurate Jefferson’s enlightened system and the students resolutely refused to inform on one another.

Without the restraints of family or of women, of religious observances or faculty control, the rough male code of fighting, sports, drinking and gambling, which dominated the wild sons of plantation gentry, took over. The rampant pranks and disrespect, the unrestrained wildness and violence, led to a high academic casualty rate. Of the total number of students who enrolled between 1825 and 1850, about one-third stayed longer than the first year, less than a quarter remained for two years and only ten percent completed three years.

Poe’s English mother, his Scottish foster father, his English and Irish teachers in Stoke Newington and Richmond and his European professors at the university gave him an unusually cosmopolitan outlook. He registered for the Schools of Ancient and Modern Languages; and regularly attended classes in Greek and Latin, in French, Spanish and Italian.

Violence, in those days, was not confined to the students. Dr. George Blaetterman, Poe’s professor of modern languages, was an irascible German, with a strong foreign accent, who once horsewhipped his wife in the street. He was fired in 1838 at the request of the student body. George Long, the professor of ancient languages, was a more distinguished scholar and more pleasant man, and soon found an attractive young wife. Only nine years older than Poe, a Master of Arts and Fellow of Trinity College, Cambridge, Long collaborated on a book with Blaetterman. He later taught at the newly established University of London; translated and edited Herodotus, Epictetus, Plutarch, Cicero, Caesar and Marcus Aurelius; and wrote numerous books (many of them under the imprint of the Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge) on biography, politics, history, geography, Egyptology, classical languages and education.2

Poe’s classes in ancient languages met on Monday, Wednesday and Friday mornings from 7:30 to 9:30; in modern languages on Tuesday, Thursday and Saturday at the same time. Among the Latin authors, Poe read plays by Plautus and Terence, Cicero’s Epistles, Virgil’s Georgics, Horace’s Odes, Tacitus’ Annals and Juvenal’s Satires. Professor Blaetterman once suggested that his class translate some lines of Torquato Tasso into English verse. At the next Italian lecture he announced that Poe was the only student who had responded to his request and complimented his polished performance. One classmate recalled that Poe rarely had to prepare his lessons in advance. His intellect and memory were so acute that he required only a few minutes of study before class in order to give the best recitation. At the beginning of December 1826 Poe, along with students who had completed their second year at the university, was examined for two to three hours in each subject by two former presidents of the United States: James Madison, who had succeeded Jefferson as rector, and James Monroe. Poe was awarded the highest honors in both ancient and modern languages.

II [image: Image]

At the university, as in later life, Poe had no intimate friends in whom he confided and who knew him well. Contemporary impressions of his appearance and character vary according to the individual informant. One student described him as “a pretty wild young man” who was interested in sports and could leap twenty feet in a running broad jump; another as a “sober, quiet and orderly young man . . . [whose] deportment was uniformly that of an intelligent and polished gentleman.” One classmate said Poe was “short of stature, thick and somewhat compactly set,” while others maintained, more convincingly, that “he was of rather a delicate and slender mold,” his weight between 130 and 140 pounds. He had “finely marked features, and eyes dark, liquid and expressive. He dressed well and neatly. He was a very attractive companion, genial in his nature.” Studious and careworn, Poe certainly wore “a sad, melancholy face always, and even a smile, for I don’t remember his ever having laughed heartily, seemed to be forced.”3

Several incidents reveal Poe’s touchy, artistic, excitable, pugnacious temperament—subject, as always, to violent swings of mood. One evening he read a witty story to a group of friends in his room at 13 West Range and responded to their mild criticism by flinging his manuscript into the fire: “thus was lost a story of more than ordinary parts, and, unlike most of his stories, was intensely amusing, entirely free from his usual sombre coloring and sad conclusions merged in a mist of impenetrable gloom.”

The most vivid account of Poe at Virginia comes from Miles George, who later became a prominent Richmond doctor:


[Poe] was fond of quoting poetic authors and reading poetic productions of his own, with which his friends were delighted and entertained; then suddenly a change would come over him; he would with a piece of charcoal
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