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			Edgar Allan Poe

			
					Born: 19 January 1809 in Boston.

					Died: 7 October 1849 in Baltimore.

					Context: the United States was expanding westward, the Industrial Revolution was in full swing and European influence in the fields of art and literature had led to the rise of Romanticism.

					Notable works:	MS. Found in a Bottle (1833), tale

	The Fall of the House of Usher (1839), tale

	The Murders in the Rue Morgue (1841), tale

	The Gold-Bug (1843), tale

	The Purloined Letter (1845), tale

	The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym of Nantucket (1838), novel

	“The Raven” (1845), poem

	Eureka: A Prose Poem (1848), essay




			

			Few figures from modern literary history are so heavily shrouded in myth as Edgar Allan Poe. His story is closely linked with his native land, the United States of America, but is also uniquely his own. At first glance, there seem to be few common threads linking the young, dynamic nation bent on shaping the modern world in its own image and the introspective, sickly writer with a flair for the macabre, but today Poe is regarded as one of the most emblematic figures of American literature.

			Although his work still has its detractors, Poe’s name has become synonymous with a universe that is both captivating and terrifying, where beauty is born of terror. This is a world where ravens soar through bleak, stormy skies, while tormented souls haunt the halls of their abandoned homes, driven to anguish and despair by the memory of lost love. While there are those who find the overwhelming darkness of Poe’s work to be both laughable and unhealthy, they are easily outnumbered by generation after generation of readers who glimpse a darker side of their own souls reflected there. It could be argued that the continued debate over Poe’s work, over a century and a half after the author’s death, is the greatest testament to its originality.

			However, Poe’s gift for horror alone, no matter how intuitive, would not have been enough to establish such a lasting legacy. He is also considered the inventor of detective fiction, and is sometimes credited with laying the foundations of modern science fiction. Furthermore, his explorations of the human subconscious echo common themes of the postmodern literary revolution that took place almost a century later. Poe’s subtle style is tinged with mockery, which could give the impression that he did not take his own work seriously, but do not be fooled: he was a keen critic of his own writing, and aimed for nothing less than perfection.

		


		
			Context

			The birth of a nation

			The United States was still in its infancy in the early 19th century. Although Thomas Jefferson (1743-1826) first declared the 13 former British colonies that originally made up the United States to be an independent, unified country in 1776, the fledgling nation’s independence was not legally recognised by Great Britain until the signing of the Treaty of Paris in 1783. However, relations between the two countries remained tense, and in 1812 a second war of independence broke out between them.

			By 1809 (the year Poe was born), the United States had expanded to encompass around 20 states. Although these states were clustered together along the continent’s eastern coast and the country’s borders had yet to expand beyond the Appalachian Mountains (in fact, Poe’s nickname for America was “Appalachia”), the young nation was growing at a tremendous rate. Its territory tripled within mere decades, notably through the Louisiana Purchase (the acquisition of 828,000 square miles of land from France in 1803), the Oregon Treaty (which was signed in 1846, settling a boundary dispute with Great Britain) and the annexation of the formerly Spanish or Mexican territories of Florida, Texas and California in 1821, 1845 and 1848, respectively.

			The lands of the “Wild West” were still uncharted, and were considered ripe for the taking. In 1805, the explorers William Clark (1770-1838) and Meriwether Lewis (1774-1809) reached the Pacific coast, and it was not long before Americans began to talk of what they referred to as their “Manifest Destiny”: their belief that this New World was their birthright, and that conquering it was their duty. American nationalism, which was characterised by private ownership, pragmatism and a strong work ethic, was born under the banner of this belief in the necessity of advancing west. However, the darker side of nationalism was never far from the surface, and brought with it the avarice, individualism and the myth of the self-made man that would eventually combine to form the famous American Dream that has dashed so many hopes and dreams in the intervening centuries. Of course, the “original sins” that the so-called Land of the Free was built on were darker still: namely, the advancing colonists’ displacement of Native American nations and the widespread practice of slavery.

			Rapid expansion

			Towns and cities were springing up seemingly overnight and developing quickly, but poverty and illness (particularly tuberculosis) were rife in their gloomy, unpaved streets. At the dawn of the 19th century, the population was still small: the largest cities had no more than 50 000 inhabitants, and the nation’s total population barely surpassed 5 million inhabitants, not including Native Americans. However, this situation did not last long: the population boom between 1800 and 1850 saw the population grow five times larger, or even ten times larger in certain cities. This was chiefly due to immigration, which rose steeply from 1840 onwards, and to the gold rushes of 1828 and 1849.

			Politically speaking, the United States was proud to call itself the world’s first democratic republic, where the Constitution enshrined every man’s right to “Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness” in law. It was governed by a president who was elected for a fixed-term mandate, and who was not necessarily from aristocratic stock. For example, Andrew Jackson (1767-1845), who served as president from 1829 to 1837, was considered a representative of the “common people”, and more particularly of the South (although Poe was born in Boston, he also had Southern sympathies). In fact, the United States’ name belied the fact that a deep rift divided the nation, particularly over the issue of slavery: the Northern states tended to be industrial and pro-abolition, whereas the Southern states relied on agriculture and were generally pro-slavery. Tensions rose steadily from 1830 onwards and eventually led to the outbreak of the American Civil War (1861-1865), in which the Union forces from the Northern states triumphed over the Confederates, who fought for the South.

			This was also the era of the Industrial Revolution, which was characterised by large-scale public works projects. Roads, railways and canals gradually spread throughout the country, reflecting the inexorable march of progress.

			In search of a cultural identity

			Once the United States had severed ties with Britain, it gradually began to develop its own culture and literature in what is sometimes referred to as the American Renaissance. However, making a living as an author was no easy task in a country where publishers were not only few and far between, but also preferred to bank on successful European literature rather than untested homegrown authors. Worse still, writing was not a profitable career: copyright laws had not yet been passed and the literate population was too small to provide authors with any significant readership.

			American literature from this era is characterised by themes which directly reflect the history of the United States: the conquest of the Wild West, nature versus progress, “cowboys and Indians”, and so on. For example, these themes can be seen in the work of James Fenimore Cooper (1789-1851), the author of The Last of the Mohicans (1826). Fiction dating from this era also tends to reflect the core values that this fledgling society was built on, such as immigration, exploration and Puritanism, as can be seen in The Scarlet Letter (1850) by Nathaniel Hawthorne (1804-1864). However, this rapid development also had its critics, particularly among transcendentalists such as Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-1882), who sought to return to the innate goodness of nature and humanity. American literature also reflected the moral issues that its white citizens were wrestling with regarding their mistreatment of the black and indigenous populations, notably in Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852) by Harriet Beecher Stowe (1811-1896).

			The most influential American poets of the 19th century were Henry Wadsworth Longfellow (1807-1882), Walt Whitman (1819-1892) and Emily Dickinson (1830-1886).

			European cultural domination

			Given the relative lack of influential American authors at that time, Europe continued to set the tone. As the main source of English-language works, British literature was particularly influential, and Romanticism was the dominant trend. Poetry by Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1772-1834), Lord Byron (1788-1824), Percy Bysshe Shelley (1792-1822) and John Keats (1795-1821) was particularly popular, while the most successful novelists of the era included Walter Scott (1771-1832) and Charles Dickens (1812-1870). German Romantic authors were also popular, although they were held in lower esteem.

			Poe, like his peers, drew a great deal of inspiration from European literature: his poetry was chiefly influenced by the work of Byron and Shelley, while his tales are unmistakeably shaped by the work of the Prussian writer E. T. A. Hoffmann (1776-1822), whose strange, sinister fiction heralded the birth of the fantasy genre. However, he also drew on the work of British Gothic novelists such as Horace Walpole (1717-1797) (The Castle of Otranto, 1764), Ann Radcliffe (1764-1823) (The Mysteries of Udolpho, 1794), Matthew Gregory Lewis (1775-1818) (The Monk, 1797), and Charles Robert Mathurin (1782-1824) (Melmoth the Wanderer, 1820). Although these works are lesser-known today, they provided Poe with the dark, macabre subject matter that he would eventually make his own, after initially holding it in low esteem. Although his literary output was never entirely in step with that of his contemporaries, Poe was not the only one whose work focused on the bizarre and the depths of the human soul: Nathaniel Hawthorne, Washington Irving (1783-1859), whose most enduring work was The Legend of Sleepy Hollow (1820), and later Herman Melville (1819-1891), the author of Moby Dick (1851), also experimented with similar tropes.

			
				
					Romanticism and the Gothic

					During the second half of the 18th century, Romanticism swept through Britain and Germany. It emerged in response to the rationality espoused by the Enlightenment, and celebrated passion and emotion. The self was brought to the forefront of Romantic poetry, which was steeped in themes such as nostalgia for bygone eras, a desire to become one with nature and a fascination with the mysterious. By the start of the 19th century, the Romantic Movement was in vogue throughout Europe, and only began to give way to new trends towards the second half of the century.

					In Britain, Romanticism emerged in parallel with the Gothic revival, which saw a fresh surge in the popularity of Gothic architecture and the appearance of new literary trends linked to Romanticism. The “graveyard poets”, as they were known, discovered the strange, paradoxically joyless joys of wandering through ruins, menacing woods, barren landscapes and the graveyards that gave them their name. Death inspired fear and fascination in equal measure. This new trend gave rise to the Gothic novel, which was characterised by intense melodrama and would eventually lead to the advent of horror fiction in future generations. When Mary Shelley (1797-1851) published Frankenstein in 1818, the movement was already starting to lose momentum, and would soon be superseded by the emerging genre of fantasy. However, Gothic sensibilities were far more than just a literary current and, in that broader sense, have endured to this very day.

				

			

		


		
			Biography

			A life plagued by misfortune

			An accurate overview of Poe’s life reveals him to be a much more complex individual than the tortured soul that he is often painted as. However, it would be remiss of any biographer to overlook the fact that Poe’s life was constantly shadowed by ill fortune: he was born poor, died penniless at the age of 40, and experienced very few periods of happiness in between.
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			Commemorative plaque near Poe’s birthplace in Boston.

			When Poe was born in Boston on 19 January 1809, it was no more than a market town where the dark streets were infamously rife with crime and illness. His parents were actors, a profession which was seen as extremely unrespectable at that time (actresses were considered almost as disreputable as prostitutes), and toured from town to town in order to eke out a meagre living. They both died before their son turned three.

			The young Poe was then taken in by the Allan family, his wealthier relatives who lived in Richmond, Virginia. He took their name, and they provided him with a comfortable upbringing and a good education; he even had the chance to travel to Scotland and England, where he lived for four years between 1815 and 1819. Those were halcyon days for the young boy, but they were not to last. Poe was a headstrong, independent young man with the soul of an artist, which led to multiple clashes between him and his strict, demanding adoptive father John Allan, who valued money above all else. The irreconcilable differences in their personalities proved so great that Allan eventually disinherited Poe.

			In 1827, Poe left his family and, despite a lack of financial resources, embarked on various courses of study. However, he soon abandoned or was expelled from each of them before enlisting briefly in the army. His greatest wish was to write, and he decided to make a career out of it. In fact, he was one of the first Americans to do so, though it was such a difficult career path at that time that he found it a tremendous struggle.

			Writing to live, living to write

			Poe proved his shrewdness early on in his writing career. He had his first poems published by a printer of business cards, then tricked his wealthier peers into buying copies by making them think that he was publishing portraits of their professors. One day in 1832 he saw an advertisement for a writing competition, which he went on to win with his entry MS. Found in a Bottle. This tale was the first of his works to bring him to public attention.

			He soon realised that he could not make a living from fiction alone, and turned his pen to a variety of other pursuits, including freelance journalism, ghostwriting, literary criticism and editing. He was employed by a variety of newspapers and magazines based along the East Coast (in Philadelphia, Boston, New York and Richmond), lending his talents to help them increase their print runs and readership. He was a virulent critic, relentless in debate and gained

			
			
			Death: a lifelong companion
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