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			Edgar Allan Poe

			American writer

			
					Born in Boston in 1809.

					Died in Baltimore in 1849.

					Notable works:	MS. Found in a Bottle (1933), short story

	The Fall of the House of Usher (1839), short story

	The Purloined Letter (1845), short story




			

			Edgar Allan Poe was born in Boston in 1809, and was an American poet, novelist and writer who had a profound impact on the history of literature. Best known for the dark, mysterious atmosphere of his tales, he is considered a forerunner of the crime, science fiction and fantasy genres.

			After studying at the University of Virginia and undertaking a short-lived military career, he supported himself as best he could by writing for newspapers and publishing poetry, as well as a novel, The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym of Nantucket. His most successful works were his short stories, notably The Fall of the House of Usher, The Man of the Crowd, The Black Cat, and many others. He died in Baltimore in 1849.

		


		
			The Gold-Bug

			An unusual treasure hunt

			
					Genre: short story
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					1st edition: 1843
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			The short story The Gold-Bug was first published in 1843 in a Philadelphia newspaper. It was translated into French by Charles Baudelaire and published in 1856 in a collection titled Histoires extraordinaires.

			The story is set on Sullivan’s Island, near Charleston, where Poe lived for several years. It describes a strange treasure hunt, full of suspense and mystery, which starts with the discovery of an astonishing golden bug. The plot of the story largely hinges on cryptography, which is a technique that allows a message to be hidden by transforming it through the use of a cipher. The Gold-Bug played no small part in popularising this art among the public.

		


		
			Summary

			The narrator pays a visit to his old friend, William Legrand, an educated albeit rather eccentric man from a good family, who lives as a hermit on Sullivan’s Island with Jupiter, a former slave.

			Legrand and Jupiter return from a walk, during which Legrand found an unidentified bug, which is a startling golden colour and has markings reminiscent of a skull on its shell. His friend’s excitement worries the narrator somewhat, particularly after Legrand shows him the sketch he made of the bug, having lent the animal itself to an acquaintance. In fact, the narrator sees a skull in the sketch. After this episode, Legrand is in such a bad mood that the narrator decides to take his leave.

			A month later, Jupiter brings the narrator a letter from his friend, asking him to come for a visit. The former slave shares his worry over Legrand’s strange behaviour, as he seems to be obsessed with the bug and is doing things for no apparent reason. On Legrand’s insistence, the three of them, equipped with shovels, leave for the uninhabited areas of the island.

			The narrator is convinced that his friend, who is holding the bug on a piece of string as he walks, has gone mad. They arrive at the foot of an old tree, which Legrand orders Jupiter to climb until he finds a skull nailed to a branch. The former slave must drop the bug through one of the skull’s eye sockets, which indicates a spot on the ground where the three men must start digging. They dig without finding anything until, just as they are about to give up, they realise that Jupiter dropped the bug through the wrong eye socket. They therefore move their dig to another spot, and eventually find a chest filled with gold and precious stones.

			After making several trips to move their priceless treasure and taking a short rest, Legrand tells his friends about the circumstances which led him to find the treasure.

			When he decided to draw the bug to show it to his friend, he used a scrap of parchment which he had picked up at the spot where he had found the bug, near an old shipwreck. The heat of the fire revealed the skull which the narrator had seen on it, because that drawing had been made using ink with special properties, while the bug had been drawn on the other side of the page. Legrand then found more symbols on the parchment: a series of figures and a goat, which set him on the trail of the famous pirate Captain Kidd, who was rumoured to have hidden treasure which had never been found.

			Legrand then describes how he decoded the series of symbols: it was made up of numbers and other familiar signs, each of which replaced a letter of the alphabet. Legrand deduced each corresponding symbol, starting by searching for the symbols which appeared most often, which represented the letters most
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