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      Glowing color, the illusion of great space, and splendors all the richer that they owe nothing to materials and everything to art, these are the hallmarks of an apartment that, appropriately, belongs to a painter. — House and Garden, November 1983

    


    Preceded and followed in Burton’s Gentlemen’s Magazine for May 1840 by the poems, “The Betrayed” and “The Pilgrim to His Staff,” Poe’s short article “The Philosophy of Furniture” exerted and continues to exert an influence far beyond its modest scale. In 1864, little more than fifteen years after Poe’s death, the article was reissued in an English periodical, Cornhill Magazine, under the title “The Fashion of Furniture.” Immediately thereafter, Clarence Cook (1828–1900), one of the most influential writers of Victorian life and decorum, annotated Poe’s essay in the New Path Magazine of 1865, a periodical inspired by John Ruskin. Brief, yet expansive in meaning, Poe’s impromptu on design survives well into the twentieth century as a vital document of taste and culture. In 1959 the Brooklyn Museum organized an exhibition of an actual room carefully reconstructed to visualize Poe’s remarks. And in the 1980s, more than one hundred and forty years after its initial publication, Poe’s admonitions were reissued in the chic House and Garden magazine, with the addendum that the “American master of the macabre offered unconventional ideas on the arrangements of houses.”1


    “The Philosophy of Furniture” is a study in both text and context. As a summary of Poe’s own interest in painting, music, and landscape gardening, his philosophy affirms the intent of his fiction. The contents of the magazines in which Poe’s article was published also establish a setting of popular pretense and intellectual ambition. In 1840, when Poe first published his “Philosophy of Furniture,” Burton’s Gentleman’s Magazine expressed the cultural aspects of the moment. An article on “A Critical Notice of the Picture Galleries of the North of Europe” specifically suggests many of Poe’s sources: a sunset by Salvator Rosa, “two fine Raphaels,” a Psyche and Cupid, and a Guido. Notices also appeared on “Science and Art” and catalog entries ranging from “The Florist’s Guide,” to the Art Union, to improvements in the daguerreotype. The list is completed with a note provocative in its implication on “ridiculously large plate mirrors” imported from France—all the rage then in American homes.2


    In its most recent reincarnation, in House and Garden magazine, Poe’s ideas of taste and restraint seem ironically compromised by the mentality of a decade of consumption and misapplied wealth. In November 1983, we read of Poe’s “macabre taste.” Amid advertisements for Steinway pianos, modern collections of fine Saxony rugs and porcelain statuettes touted by the Franklin Mint, the reader encounters an excursion into the glitter of eclecticism worthy of Poe’s satirical wit honed to its finest edge. A feature story on “Englishness of the English Country Style” alternates with a photo essay on a neo-Egyptian pied-à-terre; while a description of a Spanish colonial bungalow balances an artist’s apartment decked out to resemble one of his splashy neo-abstract paintings.


    Poe’s ideas may have indeed differed radically from the taste of his time; however, “The Philosophy of Furniture” presents a logical response to the social conditions that emerged during the decades preceding the Civil War. With a degree of justification and a hint of paranoia, Poe was convinced that economic and social democracy would ultimately destroy the ethical soul of American society. Characterized by a wonderful sense of aesthetic sarcasm, the essay itself is neatly divided into halves: one half devoted to the disease of progress, the other to a cure. This is what Americans have done, Poe says somewhat facetiously, and this is what they should do. Stuffed with mirrors and with cut glass chandeliers, the American home, according to Poe, threatened to be little more than a poor museum stuffed with status symbols—the detritus of newly created wealth.


    Poe challenges the spirit and the temperament of his age, an era characterized—as one writer lamented in Godey’s Magazine—as “ostentatious, haughty, arid, [and] keenly analytical.”3 The structure of Poe’s essay is carefully balanced. Fashionable convention, as Poe defines it, is nothing more than idolatry, a “display of wealth,” the product of money and success. Taste, however, is acquired through the discipline of reason, through the study of history, and through the application of the principles of art. To distinguish between taste and the whims of fashion, Poe lists four styles of design that he integrates into a convincing personal aesthetic. From the Dutch to the French, to the Italian, to the English, he identifies the vanity of these fashions, analyzes them to the last detail, and exposes their facetiousness and pretense. The first on his list are the Dutch, who, Poe chides, “have not much else than an indeterminate idea that a curtain is not a cabbage.” Dutch design was, indeed, stuffy and routine. Straight lines and sharp angles characterized it; chairs, for example, were composed on rigid vertical and horizontal axes and embellished only slightly with elements of ornament.4 Dutch interiors were predictable, mathematically perfect, but ultimately boring. Poe satirizes this element of domestic predictability in “The Devil in the Belfry.” Set in a Dutch village suggestive of a Girard Dow painting, the architectural setting consists of houses with symmetrical gables constructed in Dutch cross bond: alternating headers and stretches of colors arranged in diamond patterns to create an effect that Poe likens to “chessboards.” The most important piece of furniture Poe mentions is a high backed, leather-bottom armchair with “crooked legs and puppy dog feet.” The chair symbolically becomes a throne that declares masculine power and the righteousness of an ordered world; the thin legs and soft seat form an expression of self-satisfaction and domestic sentimentality.


    In the 1840s, a mania for expensive French furniture and decoration swept America. Much to Poe’s consternation, styles found in French royal palaces were imitated in American homes. Poe found the French to be “too much a race of gadabouts with more taste and fashion than artistic sense” and lamented that Americans felt compelled to fill their boudoirs with “ormolu’d cabinets.”5 In “Bon-Bon,” a humorous tale in which a transcendental gourmand is crushed to death in a room furnished in the style à la Grec, Poe satirized this trend. Fashionable women of the time were advised to don dresses that were as diaphanous as the people who adored Greek revival states. The demoiselle was challenged to wear her hair à la Grec, with frizzled locks, bangs across her forehead, and a cap worn at the back.6 Likewise, in interior design, the French style emphasized motifs adapted from Greek architecture (columns, acroteria flutes, and scrolls) that were combined with more intimate details of design—oval moldings, vases and medallions. Suddenly and inevitably, French names were appended to the simplest forms of furniture. Under the aegis of fashion, the flowerpot was elevated to the status of an exotic potpourri. New furniture for the hall, the parlor, the dining room, and the bedroom were invested with silhouettes derived from classicism and endowed with names derived from the French language: A bed was no longer a bed; it was a lits droit. A sofa was not simply a sofa; it became a tête-à-tête. A setting stool was no longer a settee; it was a tabouret.7


    In “Duc de I’Omelette,” Poe further satirizes French taste, pushing it to the edge of aesthetic and moral decay. Waiting in a chamber of cold marble furnished with dazzling brocades, the Duc of Pate faces purgatory in a room stylistically defined by the writings of Charles Le Brun, designer of the megalomania that characterizes the Palace of Versailles. The style Louis Quatorze sets in place a chain of fictional events. The room where the Duc fiddles and fidgets can best be described as a salon. Filled with Goblein tapestries, the salon is a room of passage (an interconnection between a hall and drawing room, between an entrance and a gallery) or in this case between heaven and hell, where the Duc awaits final judgment. Dramatically elongated from top to bottom, the chamber explodes into a fresco. The height of the room is exaggerated beyond human experience to encompass the scale of gargantuan ambition, lust and desire. To assemble the decor of the Duc’s antechamber, Poe relies upon the most appropriate principle of design. Everything, he writes, is “tout ensemble”—that is, a unified whole or single stylistic entity. From plastered stucco to bombastic decorative motifs, to carpets, to ormolu clocks, such fragments express the design of the story and paraphrase the Duc’s character. He is refined, yet brutal and vulgar—and so is the salon. The ensemble is detailed by a single piece of furniture, an ottoman. Although the style Louis Quatorze is rigidly prescribed, the decoration of individual pieces of furniture is more creative and inclusive. The furniture details classical emblems intermingled with grotesque ornaments like the Egyptian Sphinx. This arabesque allows the mind of the artist to wonder and dream within rooms whose shape and size are determined by courtly ritual.


    The Duc’s apartment, as Poe describes it, is a lost world altered by the experiences of life. The corners of the suite are worn away into four carved niches, two of which contain Greek statues (for Poe an indication of the immorality of beauty). The third niche displays an Egyptian image, the suggestion of death. The remaining corner is concealed. It contains either an image of Hermes with the sandaled foot of time or Venus de Milo, the supreme celebration of classical beauty. The sculptures that Poe selects are copies of the ancients. No matter how well-crafted they are, they are plasters, they are French, and they are fake. The single authentic element in the Duc’s chamber is a series of paintings by Raphael whose work was transformed in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries into Goblein tapestries that graced the walls of the Baroque chateau of Versailles. According to Poe’s scenario, Raphael’s paintings are piled one on top of the other so that the multitude of golden frames paraphrases the cold beauty of the stars in the ceiling paintings above. Poe’s inclusion of the painter is pivotal to the meaning of the story. For Poe, Raphael is a painter of brilliant colors and special effects who possesses the ability to penetrate the veil of sensuality and sin, and to express the ultimate beauty beneath the conceit of external appearances.


    The glamorous surface of detail that Poe renders conceals the greater shadows of hidden sin and ultimate terror. The Duc has spent his entire life struggling to make his room. His salon is a biography. He has collected statues of voluptuous women; he has even obtained a red ruby, indicative of the desires of a Persian harem. His ambitions, however, are to no avail, for the Duc is wrinkled and repugnant. Through the chambers of his purgatory, he sees only the hopeless and the damned. He utters one last epitaph that unites him with the room: “que s’il n’eût pas été De L’Omelette il n’aurait point d’objection d’être Ie Diable.”8 Translated, the epigram means: Had he not been De I’Omelette, he would have had no objection to being the Devil. In a philosophical sense, the Duc has stepped into a cooler climate, the frigid salon of old age. He has become rational, balanced, and indifferent. Yet remembering the physical joys of youth, the Duc would like to be young again. But he cannot. The flame of life Poe imagines is threatened with extinction. The ravages of time have left only the moral exhaustion of a softened egg; the Duc’s ambitions remain as a piece of worn-out furniture.


    As a remedy for the encroachment of materialism, Poe proposes in “The Philosophy of Furniture” an ideal room constructed according to the principles of art, wherein sight, sound, smell, and touch combine to form the perfect painting. Poe’s canvas of effects is carefully rendered. The sides of his parlor, a room some thirty by twenty-five feet, are blank with openings cut into both ends: a door at one end and a window at the other. The door is relatively nondescript, while the windows, which are carefully delineated, are set deeply within a recess opening onto a veranda. The full-length windows are filled with crimson panes that filter the quality of the light, thus subverting the forces of nature to conform to the principles of artistic composition. The windows are also carefully padded with two levels of curtains, one set on the inside and one on the outside. The covering on the inside consists of cloth tissues, while the exterior is covered with a thick cloth that has been tinted gold, crimson, and silver. The outside edges of the box that Poe reveals have been softened. The corners of the wall and the ceiling have been covered with a broad entablature of gilt work that surrounds the upper extremities. The floor is covered with Saxony carpeting (a carpet with inscribed patterns) one-half inch thick, which extends from wall to wall. Both color and light brighten Poe’s pallet. Crimson and gold in the shape of cords, festoons, and arabesques contrast with the silver-gray tint of the wall surfaces.9


    Because of the soft lighting, the furnishings that Poe selects are somewhat difficult to visualize. Poe chooses a kaleidoscope, an octagonal table with gold threaded marble, four large Sevres vases, a mirror, two sofas, two chairs, and a rosewood piano guarded with a coverlet. Each item suggests its own philosophy. The piano is a parlor instrument, a form of middle-class amusement. For Poe the piano becomes a specific instrument of consolidation: it combines the voice with the harp and the harp with the lute to form a rainbow of sound. The four Sevres vases, one anchoring each corner of Poe’s parlor, originated in eighteenth-century France. These Rococo porcelains embellished with pastel colors were considered middle-class status symbols.


    The piano, the vases, and the curtains all exist within a conceptual framework, a picture that confines and isolates human incident. In Poe’s essay, a single character, a poet who resembles a hero from a Donizetti opera (Donizetti’s Somnabula was one of Poe’s favorites), sleeps and dreams. And in his dreams he conjures a psychic landscape in which individual objects assume lives of their own. The furnishings are also philosophically suggestive. Even a lamp or a modest chair can illuminate the history of civilization or initiate the melancholy of human experience. As a repository of culture and art, Poe’s room exhibits a double edge. The windows in Poe’s study are covered by curtains—layers of cloth, muslin beneath damask. In the world of nineteenth-century domestic economy, which Poe mimics and burlesques, curtains kept out the cold, the heat, the dust, and the insects. To create an ensemble, curtains also provided a vital principle of composition. The colors and textures matched carpets, wallpaper, and upholstery. In Poe’s philosophy, a curtain casts a shadow, like the wing of death over the process of writing; while a closed window draws itself around the psyche. Lulled by a composition recently improvised on a piano, the poet in the essay, perhaps Poe himself, falls asleep on a settee. Gazing at the corners of his studio, the poet-musician becomes imprisoned in a corner of punishment, trapped beyond poetic imagination in his own inspiration and self-doubt.


    Against a wall of silver gray, spotted with arabesques of crimson, Poe hangs the fairy grottos of Clarkson Stanfield and The Dismal Swamp of J. G. Chapman. Each of the painters Poe selects adds still another dimension to his aesthetic repertoire. Stanfield (1793–1867) made his reputation as a painter of seascapes and as a popular illustrator. His search for the picturesque led him to paint a virtual dictionary of romantic icons: ruins, stormy seas, glaciers, and wrecked ships destroyed by the sublime powers of nature.10 Stanfield made his reputation as an illustrator of travel books (such as Heath’s Picturesque Annual, 1832; Traveling Sketches, 1832; and Stanfield’s Coast Scenery, 1836) and popular novels like Frederick Marryat’s Poor Jack (1840). Particularly noteworthy are Stanfield’s illustrations for the poems of George Crabbe (1834). Filled with Tudor castles inscribed against the bucolic English landscape, such images evoke the misty villages and ancient houses that detail much of Poe’s fiction. The second artist, John Gadsby Chapman (1805–1889), was a painter and a gifted draftsman whose most accessible work, The Baptism of Pocahontas, is still displayed in the Rotunda of the United States Capitol. Chapman was praised for his inventiveness and his talent for making the arts of design accessible to popular taste. When he lived in Italy, for example, Chapman made copies of Guido Reni’s paintings Aurora and Flora for display in the American parlor.11 He also provided materials for American annuals. He contributed an entire portfolio of engravings to one of the masterpieces of illustrated books, James K. Paulding’s Christmas Gift from Fairyland (1838). Typical of the finely detailed engravings, the frontispiece abounds with flourishes, festoons, Indians, and stalks of corn: a buckskin interpretation of the courtly style of late eighteenth-century France. Chapman painted The Dismal Swamp in 1831, nearly a decade before Poe wrote “The Philosophy of Furniture.” Although the painting itself, based upon a poem by the Irish poet Thomas Moore, has never been recovered, it was engraved for display in the parlors of American homes. The Dismal Swamp was such a popular image that it became a conversational idiom. In a short story, “A Day in a Railway Car,” a little old lady lives alone in a boarding house. When questioned about her kith and kin, she responds with tears in her eyes that even her favorite nieces have grown up and left home. Her days of vanities and triumph have vanished, she responds. But even with dwindling income and diminished expectations, she replies that “I have not yet got into the Dismal Swamp.” She is not yet ready to die.12


    Poe laments that the typical American apartment was an artistic failure. Its most usual defect, he writes, is its “want of keeping.” This term Poe borrowed from eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century aesthetic theory; keeping simple meant harmony. To establish a sense of compositional integrity for his apartment, Poe studies painting. Using Chapman and Stanfield as his examples, Poe addresses one of the most important issues of his age: the usefulness and pragmatism of art. The mission of the artist, Poe realized, was to combine the decorative with the aesthetic, the results being the artful delineation of the American home. Poe’s essay argues for the transformation of the aesthetic principles of painting into the specific necessities of furniture. Chapman’s Dismal Swamp, with its landscape of the dark sublime (like the tarn in “The Fall of the House of Usher”) anticipates the thick, black curtains that line the windows. Poe modulates the color of Stanfield’s exotic Venetian setting into an arabesque. The golds and purples of Venice find their equivalents in the carpets and the picture frames suspended from the ceiling. Poe disassembles specific works of art for his own purposes. He reconfigures painting to paraphrase the rhythms of nature. With the eye of an artist, he abstracts the pastoral landscape, transforming it into a parlor where skies become ceilings, where meadows and forests form the equivalent of rugs and tapestries.


    Poe had done this before in “The Island of the Fay.” With the aid of his friend John Sartain (1808–1897), a Philadelphia engraver noted for his gift books, Poe took an engraving by the English landscape painter John Martin (1789–1854) and poeticized it in the piece. Martin’s landscapes were notable for achieving a balance between the chaos of the sublime and the repose of the beautiful.13 From this source material, Poe crafted a subtle essay on the ethics of art, an essay visualized through landscape painting and anesthetized through the power of music. In it, he maintained that the only way to be conscious of life is to be conscious of art, because art—through its graphic structure—reveals the beautiful and the good.


    To transcribe his thoughts, Poe relies upon a consistent tradition in poetry and music: the charmed Arcadia of sprites, fairies, and nymphs. Karl Maria von Weber, Poe’s favorite composer, used the themes in his work, Oberon. And contemporary resources abound with references to flowers and fairies, fountains and enchanted isles, all of which picture rainbows of color shaded with elements of melancholy.14 Poe’s depiction of the familiar is both philosophical and symbolic. His version of the Garden of Eden, a place of artful delight within the mind of the poet, is built to exist for only a moment. The island emerges between light and dark, where the sun breaks the shadows, where the
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