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'Ihe, Hotif~f Premature Burial in 
he '1 éJ 1. of Ed gar Allan Poe 

ABSTRACT, 

o 

• 

The motif of premature burlal occurs fre4upntly Jn; . 

the 'ta les of ~r Allan Poe. A precede~ce ,~o 1 ts )ppear-
" \ 

ance ls documented in -ancient folklore, clagslcal litpra-, ) 

ture;'and-especlally ln t;he 1iterature of Popls .own'er,a. 

, . 
, 
" 

In this conteit, p'sycho-analytic evaluatl0n.s tend to 11lUS-(/., 

trate mo\e about the psycho-analytic heritage than they do 
, , 

about Poe. 
:,. , )'. 

In the creation dfihis short stories, Po'e, utilized a 

painstaklng craft to create a desired effect. He ,used the . , ' 
\ . 

motif of pre~at~~ burial in this li~ht,,.to po~lt ~,tr'!th of 

Essence from a carefully crafted truth of Exi~tence. 
~ 

When one examines Poe's work from the persppct1ve of 

the background of the motif, novel Interpretations arise to 
\ . , 

hlghlight tales which in the past have been tediously inter-

preted. 'lhe ne\l1 perspectives are not contrived, but deriv~ 

from a solid tradition behind premature burial. The motif 

f~nally rèpr~sents the encircled nature of PO~'~thought as 
1 

...... ," 

a whole. Trapped with a perpetuaI conscitusness or·t~e 

limited aspect of the universe which contains the element of 
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perversity and will eventually\;~!.ùrn t~ nit y, 

.strive to .know the limi tations of ~his ~~ 
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'1he l!oU.J' of Premature Burial in 
! the lale~ of Edgar Allan Poe 

RESUHE 
:, 

Le thème de séDultur~' prérrat,urée se pr~sente so\1vent 
,.. 

~ans les contes d'Ed~ar hllan Boe. Cette idpc avait été . .. 
pUisée dans la Ifcendo, -les classiques 't> et surtout dans la 

littérature D Iflpoque même de Poe. Dans ce contexte, la 
-,. . 

, ~. , 
psychanalyse a tendance a exposer davantage l'hprlta~e 

psycha na lit i que que le ca ré:< ctèr e mPme de Poe. 
... 

\ 

\ 

P00 ~pporta dans la conception de ses contes, un,soin 

métiqpîeux D créer l'effet désiré. Dans éet ordre d'idée" il 
\ ~ 

employa l'idée de sepulture orêmaturé(> pour tradu1~sa 
,,'" 1 ~ ---..... 

philosophie d'e "l'essence" face ~ "1 r existence". ~" 

/ .' 

~ 

~ 
1) .. 

Si If on examine le travaiJ de Poè 'âü"'ppTrît de V-U~ 

fondamental du thème, 11 en-r~ssort une interrr~tatlo~ -~ 
.- inu~itée mettant en valeur des histoires qui jusque là '- ~ ~ 

""', ~... 1 ~ "." '" / ,J 

avaient ete interpretees a satiete. La",nouv~lle perspective 

ne s'en trouve pas inventee, ma~s déri~ée d'une traditio~ 

marqu~e à la base ~e la s~pulture pr~matur~(>. Enfin, le 
~ r / r 

theme represente la nature ~ncerclee de la pensee d~ Poe 

-'comme entité. 
- "", / 

Sans èesse hante par la conscience ~outenue 
/ ,....;1' ... 

de l'aspect >lirn1te (je l'univers avec son element de 
• . 

perversité et devant re~ourner à l'unit~, l'homme doit viser 

à·conna1tre les limitations de 58 sphère. 
, .i 

" 
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INTRODUC~' ION 

Among the many volum~s written about Edgar Allan Poe 

and his work, it is difficult to imagine that nct one to 

date has specifically dealt with an important and repetitive , 

motif W'it~in tis tales -- -that of premattlre burf~l. 'l'he 

motif 1s signifies-nt not merely by virtue, of i:l1s frpqupnt 

repptition, but by the illumination it sheds upon Pop's 

individual works and his aesthetic in general. It i5 cru-, ~ 

cial to realize an evaluQtion of the motif itse:f, its , 
traditions and' aV1:Iilabi11ty to Poe. 1'he variant forms of 

p~emature b~rial must be categorized when applied ta Poe's 
, 

li terary produce. 'l'he motif 'ls a far-reachj ng ~ne. It i5 

discovered in various folklore frorn t~e Irish ta the 

Hottentot. Allusions to it are found in Herodotus, Livy, . , 
Pliny, and Plutarch. Apschylus, SophocIes, and---Shakespeare' 

aIl utilize premature burial in their plays. The per1od-

~cal literature of Poe's ers makes frequent reference to 

the motif. 
, J 

A diverse appearance 1s complemented'by a dlffused 

a~p11cability. 1here 1s premature buriai out of fea~ afid 

respect, as a form of punishment, as sacrifice, and by 

mistake or intention •. 1hese clas~ifications are my own 1 . 
suggested after a (}lose reading' of Poet 5 talés. 1t is 

- l 1 

( 
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surprisipg to see how well the motif as it appears in ~oe 
a ... 

meshes with the motif as it appears in folklore. Whether 

incidental or intE:r1'tioné:tl,~Poe's use ot the motif--cancurs 
o 

in many' rf'sppcts wifh anthropological ftndings. Furthpr, 

since the classlficat10nssuggested spéln the general motif. 
" 

and the periodical literature of Poe's era, these·will Qe 

discussed as backgrGund to P0e's use. 

With the traditions of the motif in hang, ït becomps ' 

clear that the psycho-analytic interpretat10n 1s irrplevant. 

The aopearance of the motif is no longer rationéllize~ as 

dealing with Poe's biography alone. lhe symbols of Poe(s 

unconscious are .found about him and bèfore him in th8 sources 
. 

to his literatur~. lhe psycho-analyt!c interpretation, if 

valid, is more appUcable to the traditions 'of the psycho-
, 

analytic heritagp, than it is tO,the work of P,oe.-. Premature 

burial in the final analysis, was not uecessarilY'uf'Poe's 
l 

soul; it was ~ather of Poe's era and reading. 
, , 

?oe's ~ork i5 not only ~pplicable to·the t~aditio~ 

of the motif, but ta itself. In "1he Premature Burial," Poe 

states that ~ fact rather than f1c't;ion (echoed . .ln., 

Black\ofood's) that creates th-e greatest horror (effect), and 

.i t, 1s wi th 'tbis in mind that Poe mani pulates the motif to 0 

suit his own e~. Whether it i5 the d~sperate tone~f 

narration in "1be 'lell-'l'ale Heart," the inquisitorial )ack

ground ta "'Ihe Pit and 'l'he Pendulum," the monQ.man1acal 

fixation evio~nced by Egaeus toward the teeth 1n "Berenice," 

'. 

) 

'-,' 
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the patho"logiçally rational narration "of "The Black Cat," or 

the hideous aSpAct of "'lhe'Red Death," f§..tl is manioulated 
" 0 

and 'premature burial added to achieve a calcu"laterl pffect. 

u:>okinf at thp tales from the pE'r~ctivp or',Pre

maturf' burial, (pee,ring out into thè worlrl of' t~p tale from 

th~ vault), no~el perce~ttons and interprptatjons, ~an often' 
" 

be noted. Examinlng the tale from the vantage point of the 

c la S5 ific,a t ions an~ background information conc~rnin~ the 

motif collected herè, the focal point of the tales are o'rten 

altereo Usignificantly tD givf' el n~w appr03ch to talE:'s whlch'" 
~ 

have been tediously lnt~rpreted. This approach ca6not be 

dismissed as whim; a solid tradition involving the motif of 

premature burial wlthin and without th& work of Po~.doe5 
~, 

existe \ 

The motif i5 finally representativp of the body of 
ltI; 

Poe' s work as a who le. Indeed" Poe transforms the mot1.f of 

premature burial in order to highlight his pf'rsonal vi~w of 
~ , 

" , ; 

<::",,' 

the univ,erse and of art. 'l'a the man 01' wornan butied alive in 
, 
... e.i • 

the tomb,- the sepu~chre becom~s tht ûnlverse •. As.~i5 stated 
J ) 

in 111he Philot)ophy of Composition; ". Poe desirss an "insular" 
• l 

effect because i t ha's the force of a "frame to a' pictu~e./I 

l'he universe 15 limlted; 1t 1s der1ved from on; sin'g~e\ par::' 

ticl~ and will qgain return to unity. 1he,circumscriptlon 
, 

,of the prison '''~i~-P7esents the C!.elineati0n of the universe . 
1., • 

hlghlighted by lts. ~nsularlty. Man's position ln that uni-

v~rse i9 ln turn emphasized. Poe 1 s thought 1s en~irc.J.ed by 
c' 

D 

• --, 

, , 
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" an e~er-present terro~ of consciousn~~fi: His stru~gle to' 

cemprehend and defioe the 11mits~Qf our sphere 1s mirrorpd / 

in. the 'attemntcby h,ls prot~gel1ists to describe the limits 

and escape the confines e( the c~ypt -- te sürmount man's 
o -

~elegation te thp faillngs of human knowledge. 
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CHAP'IER l 

'J'HE nOTIF AND THE GENERAL BAC&6ROUND 

In Chapter 1, l w'ish to classlfy the moti~ of premature 

burlai in terms which will later apply to the tales of Poe • 

Each individual",classification will be-d-is-ctlss-eè -as a separate 

entity, alUiough -severai are closely Interrelated with each 

other. l \dl1 take' into account Poe's familiarity wit-n"":the 

subject material, an~ where possibler st1pulate hls ~nowledge . 
of specifie references to the motif. It 1s unfortunate that 

1 

Poe kept no dlary or journal, and thus his reading must -be 

i~ferred from his creative writings and the wealth of his 

eritleai journalisme 

A) Premature Burlal Out of F~ 

" Death was and ~till 15 feared w1th a Jniversal dread 

-; and horror. Superstitions abound concerning both the dead 
-

and the dying. ,One of the ma30r reasons ~€hind burlai 1s the 

fear of the d"ead. +, In order to a llow 'the spir1 t i ts rest, to 

l Poe shows his fami l1ar 1 ty wi th this fear ln "'l'he 
.Oblong Box". 

., the universal pr~judlce which would prevent his 
doing 50 openly was ~ell known. Nine-tenths ~f th~ 
passengers would have abandoned ship rather 'than , 
take passage with a dead body. 

Edgar Allan Poe, ~ Complete 'l'ales 2..rui Poems, Random House, 
Ine. (New York, 1938), p. 719. 

- 5 -, 
" , 
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" keep the dece~sed from haunting the living, the body i5 

interred. Tt was originally believed that the recently dead, 

suddenly withaut anything ta do, envi~d those livi~g. The 

most jealnus of the dead were those who had died young and 
) 

childless. 1hFse were envious to the. point that they wauld 

orten chase the living at night and ~nflict many forms of 
" . 

evil. 
- - - -

'-~e people hav.e be0,o feared by numeraus cultur8s 

for lt was believed that infection woul~ stem from the dying 
.' , 

spirit. In order to esc3pe contamination and hast~n a "proper" 

burial', cu1turer-; frequently buried, the dying alive. Sidney 

Hartland citps exam91es of this practiee: 

'l'he Indians of the Paraguayan Chaco, oppressed by the 
fe0~ing of hplpll'lss(1C>ss ann superstition, ••• npglect 
thê p'éltient and Geny him food; and lest hE> s'hou1r3 nie 
ir) the villngl" during the nirht, he~ 1s r0moved lo a 
r3istance .'., or deJth 1s hastened by prenature burial. 
(Grubu, AmQ.~ t.~ Irlcl~ of th~ El!t.. lliélÇQ, 1904, pp. 
41-45). 1hf' trib'es :)f the i~avitilevu, Fiji, pL=iGP the 
dying man i~ thp grave, ~lth food and ~ater~ hs long 
as hp can make use of them, the grave remdlns open; 
when h~ Cpase3 to dp sa, thA parth i5 fill~d in and 
thE" grav p c10sed (JAr A [13~lJ 144) ••• 
~he Hottentots use~o bury old and superannuated 
perso'1s alive • ... ('lhunberg, 'Iravels" Lond. 1755-1756, 
1i, 194). Sa the variaus 3antu trlbes of South Africa 
either abanJaned the dying or buried thp~ bef9re death. 
(t~ambel1, 'lral.e-1s.., Lond. 1315, pp. 488, 515). 

It 15 conceivable that premature huriais were ponr3uct~d origin

al1y ou't of an ecanomic necessity. 'lhe custom is knmTn to have 
, 

con t inued, h0\4ev er, ~ye n when the' econorn1 ~s ha d al tered • In 

. 2' , 
James Hastings,,1he Encyc10Redia of R~ligion and 

Ethics,.'l'. anrl '1. Glrtrk Co. (Edinburgh, 191IT, p. ~ 

,. 

" , ........ 
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NesttAfrica it is not uncornmon that a protracted illness 

frightens an~ wear18S the attendants --0 
They deci~e that the body, though mumbling inarticu
late worls and 8imlessly fingering with lts arms, 1s 
no long8r occupir'd by fts" personal saul; .:!Jltl has 
empr ged • "lie l S dean', and they proceed ta bury h1m 
alive. Yet thpy deny thut thpy have done sa. They 
insist he was 110t alive only his body was 'moving'.3 

Among tT ibes a s far' d is tan't as Cey 10n, Rus s ia, South 
, -'-' 

, Africa, a~d the Philippines, terror of the corpse was so great 

that the dying persan was thrown from his house. Ii he died 

within his domain, they would burn it. Fear became 50 frantic 

at timps, that the rest of the houses in the village wouln be 

destrbyed to give the corpse a-solitary splendour in death. A 

belief in the uncleanliness of the corpse was a1so inspired by 

terror regarding th~ dend. 1he haste ta inter found amang the 

Jews and al~o the South American Indians, 15 ev en ta this date 

, s ti 11 reta ined • 

In large part, premature burial was inspired, in spite 

of other professed reasons, by a bor.ror of the corp5e and a 

superstitious fear of contamination. As late as 1902, a 

description i5 given in a report of the Palestine Exploration 

Fund, of a sick woman-thrown from a Passover assembly due to 

a (ear of defilement. 1'he fear that had propagate.Q. ~remature 

buriai had not dlsappeared in 1902, nor has it vanishpd today. 

3 Nassau, Fetlchism in West Africa lLondon, 1904), 
p. 54. This quote reminds us of Poe' s "1oss of Breath t" when 
the apothecary wou1d not believe Lackobreath alive Even 
tliough he "endeavored to confute" the supposition that he was 
dead by "kicking and p1unginf with a11 (his) migh,t." (399) 

) 
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One can still note irrational superstitions eoncerning the 

graveyarrl; a oroliferation~f I1Zombie" horror stories (the 

return of the d.ead) , and the eustom of immediate burialomong 

various pthnie groups. 1he strength of the originAl fears 
1 \ 

which perpetrated premature burlals can be measured by the 

lingering existence of many of the same fears even in our 

own era. 

A custom of burying people alive out o~espect or 

dut Y oceurs frequently in the history of mankind. Wives, 
- . 

serv~nts, and animaIs were often prematurely interred with 
4 

their dead masters. Maculloch notes 'of the Celts that 

wives of heroes wished to be buried along with their husbands 

while the same request was witnessed in Africa. The Chinese 

buried servants ano workmen in the tombs Q:f,-early emperors 5 

""'" ~". and this practice was also earried out among the Egyptians. 
1,:, 

In Latin America, servants threw themselves into the graves 

of their masters, afraicl they would be sent to Hades if they 
li 

refused. 'Ihe custom prevaifed among alnlost aIl of the Aryan 

4 
John Maculloch, Religion of ~ Aneient 

T. Clark Ga. (Edinburgh, 1911), p. 238. 

5 This 1s documented in Brewster's Edinburgh Encyclo
pedia, 1830 edition. 1he Encyelopedia was written for William 
Blackwood. It 15 conceivab1e that since Poe was so fami1iar 
w1 th BlackwQod' s î1agazi~, he m~ght have come across this work 
and 1ts long section on burlal. 



• 
., 

• 

- 9 

Eastern tribe. 

Animals were often buried alive as possessions of the 

deceased. This custom was widespread; practiced in South 

Amf'rica , England, l1anipur, Prussia, Poland, Russia and Siberla. 

The buriai of such animaIs was ~ntended for the use of the 
/" 

dead. 'l'he bea sts wêl'e supoosed to stop the spirit from wander-

lng anri protect the deeeased fxom evil influefl::<:~; to aet as a 

tutelary spirit. 

C) Punishment. 

~ 

Burylng a person alive was an ancient farm of punish-

ment. Those unfortunate enough ,to receive sUch treatment \Vere 

elthf'r walled up or actually bur::L€9 in the earth. Monks,7 

wives of knights, nuns, and girls of n~ble blood were pre

maturely interred in order to avoid the shame of public 
1 • 

6 
,', KilJ.i~ Cambell, "Poe's Reading", Un1ver~:fu Qf. Texas 
St~~,1n EnJl~, V ~October, 1925), pp. D66-196. ' 

, ... ) .. ~ . 

7 . 
Poe was obviously aware of the practice of monks 

burying people,and themselves being buried alive. From "The 
B la c k Ca t" - -

~ 

.. 

"I determined to wall lt up in the cellar, as the 
Monks of the Middle Ages are recorded to have 
walled up their victims." ~Poe, p.- 228). See 

·01 -" footnote 32. 

(. 

/ ,. 
;)' l 

,1 

( 
1 

( 
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exeeution. Roman vestal v1rg1ns who had been viol~ted vere 

walled 1n subterranean chambers. Livy in Book XXII of his 

Secand fJ.lt1i~ '!Lar.., gives referç.nee to this practice: 

..• two of the vestals were in that year detected in 
breach of th!'>ir VOl';. Th!'>ir numes were Opim.ia and 
Florinia; one, ae; the custom is, was buried alive ••• 8 , 

• Frazer in T~ ~td€n Bough cites further evidence of unfaith-

ful virgins bping buried alive as punishment, concluding in 

general "that a custom of burying people alive has bepn prac-

tieed for punishment or sacrifice by Romans, hussians, and 

Germans, evpn when the victirns were/ not of royal blood .,,9 

ln Peru, wivps of th~ sun 'w'pre prematurely interred 

if violated while the Chinese have practiced thls custom from 

antiqu1ty up ta fairly reeent times. ,With the Germans,.lt 

was co~mon in the 15th century).lO Robinson states that 

"burial aIivp was app3rently a form of punishment fOF male

factors in ancient Ireland "; 11 and illustra tes wi th an ancient 

.Irish saga known as the "Death of Grimthan." A widely circu

lated tale was that of Oran and St. Columba. It centered 

8. Livy, Se~ond Punie war, 'trans. Church and Brodribb, 
Hacmillan and Co. (London, 1901), Book XXII, p. 57. 

9 
James Frazer, ~ Golden Bough, Hacmillan & Co. 

( New Yor k, 1935), Vol. II, 22 g, n. 5'. 

10 
Funk and Wagtial1's Folklore, Funk and V/agnall Co. 

(New York, 1949), p. 173. 
r, 

11 F. N. Robinson, Kittredge Anniversary Papers, Ginn 
& - Co. ( Bo s ton, 1 <) 73 ), l <j 5 n • 
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arouncî an argument over the nature of thp after"':world. Oran 

declàed to settle ,the dlsagreement by going for thrpe days 

into the grave. ',-:hen the grave was opened at the end of the 

tlme 11rnit, Oran stated that heaven and hell are "not su ch as 

they are alleged to be'.n
12 

Startled by his latituùinarian 

" sentiments, ColUr.1ba ordered earth to be put over him and Oran 

was buried alive. 
" 

Il Y à des mo~ents où la litérature pt la r~al1té se 
rencontrent ct se communjque,mutuellement une nou
velle furep, !"lui réljenuit les anCIennes tradi tions 
et leur donne unf' vie nouvelle.13 

{·lerjmee 1s applicabl,e here; the motif of prf'mature 

bUl'ia l as punlshment 15 given new life and vigor in thp cre-

ations of Aeschylus, 0ophocles, and in classical myHlology. 

In 'IYPromp,theus Dound",14 as a result of giving fire to man, 

Promp.U:f'US 

the Gods. 

lS ta be buried alive as punisr'pnt 

Hermes warns of impendlng fate: '> 
inflicted by 

And nov}, 1f you are not persuaded by my ,worès, con
sid r 'Ilhat a storm and hurricaneof 111 will faU 
upo you p,:st escape. For, first of al1, with th~ndpr 
lig teninr flash the father will tPÇlr up this rocky 

12 
Haculloch, p. 238. 

13 H. Herimée, from Henri Hauvette, La "Hortp. Vivante," 
Boivin and Cie. \Paris, 1933), p. 307. 

14 " nIsra fe 1" and "Sonnet-Si lence II sugges t severa 1 of 
the songs in Shf' lley 1 s IIPrometheus Unbound" according to 
Professor Cambe11. Poe was probably familiar with ItPrometheus 
Dound ", but if he was not, he could ha ve acqua inted h irnsp l f 
with the work tracing backward from Shelley's poem • 

_ l 

" 
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gully, will hldE;:>'i1'our body beneath, and arm~ of stone 
wil.l fold you round about,l5 

As the play cornes to a close, Prometheus has not a1tered hls 

course, and we 9r e ta Id of the fruit ion of Hermes 1 threa t 

• ,. thunder,' lightening and earthquake. Prometheus 
and th,' r 09k to wh ich he 1s bound gradua lly s ink ou t 
of sight. 1o 

The "unjust" punl<ihment s'trlkes the audienc~ (and reader) wlth 

emot1ôn -difftcu-l 1;-- t-o--igoor-e.-

H1m the god made mad, and the god1y power 
'l' h!' U s t h 1 m,Ii v ln g, d e e pin a r 00 c k y du n g e on ; 
'lhE're he learned to knoi how impious frenzy 
Dra\tls divine vengeance. 7 

Sophocles fo11ows with gre,ater detai1 the motif of 

/P;emature buria1 as punlshment in "Antigone .,,18 He touches 

up::ln the psychological effects in the actual suicide of his 

heroine, striking nearer to Poe's use of terror and the motif. 

Cr eon issues the pun ishment of bur ia 1 .Jl1 VA. 

-. l \11111 take her where the path i5 the loneliest, and 
hide her, living, in a rocky vault, w1 th on,ly so 
much food as the pion's Laws require, that the city 

, 

h 

15 
Aeschy lus, "PI' ometheus Bound ", Ten Greek Plays, 

transe Lind, Houghton Mifflin Co. (Boston, 1957), 101·5-1018. 

16 
Ibid., 1078-1079. 

17 Sophoc1es, IIAntigone", 'l'en Greek Plays, trans. 
Lind, Houghton Hiffl1n Co. (Boston, 1957), 960-963. 

V3 
Poe was definlte1y familiar with IIAntigone. 1I He 

quotes the work in his "Co11oquy of Honos and Una" and men
tions S6phocles in oth~ areas not less than seVen times • 

, 
1 

/ 
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may avold reI2.roac~. 'Ihere she can pray to Hades, whose 
Gods above shë worsh1îs; perhaps they will bargain with 
dea th for her esca pe. 9 , 

Àntigone has no choiee but to go "friendless ... living to 

the grave. ,,20 '1he feelings of the herolne as she approaches 

her fate are glven full vent, and the idea of premature 

lnterrnent as nei ther life nor death emerges (a concept 

- impoI'-tant to_ Poe). She s peaks : 

••• As l near tha t rocky chamber, my pr i son and my tomb 
-- none weeps for me' unhappy, who have no friend in the 
sun nQr in the shadows, no hocle with the living or the 
dead.~l 

I.J The in jus t iee of knt igone' 9 punis hmen t 15 over'Whe Iming, and 

in the fina 1 ana lys is, it 1s Creon' s irnpos i tian of a cholce (' 

between burial alive and death which Leads to suicide. 

And when you have shut her in the vaulted tomb accord
ing te my ward, leavp her, 1eave her there alone. Let 
her choose whether she wishes to die, or to live buried 
in such a ho~e.22 

w1thi~, "Antigone", reference 1s made by t'he choru'i to 

classical mytholody and the buriai alive of Daneë by her 

father. The chorus says: 

19 ':> 

Sophocles, 774-780. 

20 Ibid., 920. 

21 
lb id. , 848-850. 

"'" 
22 

Ibid. , 886-889. 
" 
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Even thus in an older day was Danae, 
Young and wistful, takpn away from the sunlight. 
Noble of race was sbe ln a brass-walled prison, 
Il id by her fa tber . ~j 

As thp· talE is told, Danap was malevolently entombed by her 

father Acris1us in a bronzed chamber to prevpnt a son being 
f 

. barn to her. 

'in th~ form 

. 
'::::eus, hO'vlever, gained entrancp ~ sepulchre 

of a shov/er of gold giving Danaé/the gerrr. to pro-
", 

\ "1""', 

dUce a Sotl, ?el'seus. The hlO -were shut up (when Acrisius dis-."-., 
" 

covered the birth) in é1 coffin which \lias set adrift in the 

ocean. 24 1hey escaped as the Ipgend conclude~, with Perseus 

~ ..... ~:~ , , 

killing his grbnclfather ful.filling prophecy •. Further allu

sions to premature burial may ex'ist in mythology. It is 

enough, howr-ver, to note the punlshment motif avallable to Poe 
• 

in the story of Danae and in Aeschylus and Sophocles. 

D) SacT ifice 

Without doubt the most frequently p~-Ôced form of 

premature burial was that of the foundation sacrifice. At 

the construction sites of bridges, palaces, city walls, or 

23 
I-b1d., 101. In tte 1810 edl tion of the Encyclopedia 

Brittanica, whlch Poe 1S known to have quoted (Cambell, "Poe's 
Reading")', tbe story of Danaè 1s related. Also the 1830 edi- " 
tion of the Fncyclopaedia hmericana contained thp tal~. Both 
Burton Pollin and Arthur Hobson Quinn bellpve POP had fead this 
latter work. If Poe had not already bepn familiar with the 
legpnd, i t would hdye been ava ilable to hilT! through these 
sour-ces. 

, 24 'l'he premature burial of Perseus adrlft in the ocean 
reminds us of Arthur Gordon Pym's first burial alive while 
adrift in the hold of the Grampus. 

/" 

- , 
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embankments, a logend arose .that thp building would collapse 

if a hUfïan waS '"lot buried alive beneath its founrlations. ,'l'he 

builàer' S wlf o '"as Ilsuéll1y the victim, but at tilDes innocent 

chilclren, virgins, bpggars, or students were used. 

'lhe custom y/as recorded in Germany, the east of 

Europe, In(Ha, in the west of Afr iea, North Africa, the Euro

pean ,continent, and in the Celtic parts of the British Isles. 
')r:' 

Robinson re18t ps L) that the most familiar Celtic instance is 

related by l~ennill:, of the sacrifice ordered by Br l tic;h Druios 

at the construction of Vortigern's castle. Haculloch 26 empha

slzes the popuLu belief thüt the célstle couLct not be built 

until a sacrlflce was offered -- for thp stones werp saij-to 

" di sa nopa l' a s saon as they werf' ~a id ~ f1acculloch adds tha·t: 

Hany 51:ni lar le gend 5 ar e connected wi th bu Ild ings a 11 
over th0 Celtic arpu, and prov~ the popularity of the 
Pagan eus t )m .27 '" 

Bu ria l a l ive wa s pra c tic e cl 0 n the Am e rie a n con tin en t 

as weIl., 1he Shuswap Indians believed that the beav-er \oJhen 

he builds'his dam buries one of hiq young inslde the founda-

k t .~ 28' l -t'I i 1 tiJn to ma e the s ructure strong. t LS common n ta es 

of the North '.{estprn tribes that when an" important man built 

a house, captives and slaves were put beneath the,house posts 

25 
F. N. Robinson, p. 195. 

26 
,·laculloch, p. 238. 

27 
Ibid.,., p. 239. 

28 
Hastings, p. 114. 



• 

) 
! 

- 16 -. 

upon wliÏctl the bu i lrllng WélS constructed. In Centra land South 

America, similar -incidents are related in the Pon~Vub. and in 

the leg~nds C'lncern ing Chibchas 1 pa lace. 

Varinus ~cares, due ta the imprint of these legends on 
\ 

t'he popular "'in'100..", have taken pla,::e in co~paratively "recE"nt" 
, '\ < 

tirnes at the 'terectlan of greàt architechtural !3ites. In India, 

at the building of the Hoogly Brirlg~, the Ca1cutt§l Harbour 

Works, and the waterworks of Delhi, the occurrence of these 

29 s ca r E'S became pa rt ieu lar ly focused. A t the con s truct lng of 

the Cathedral at Shanghai, ~vpral pprsons were required for 

sacrifice, which' prompted a general fear, of venturing out at 

night lest onp bE' requlsitioned. 5imilar frights occurred at 
. 

the construction of the Manchurian Rallway, and in 1R43 at the 

bridge at Hal,le'. It was hypotheslze'd that' a ma[l was burie,d 
, . 30 

beneath one of the towers of the Brooklyn Bridge and that 

Lord Leigh wallêd a perSon (perhaps eig~t) into" the bl"t'idge"at 

Staneleigh. Piartland concludes: . 
\ 

No adequate exp1anation of legends and sca~es 1ike 
" these is f(:asible in--the absence of a wirlps Dread 

eus tom which denpl§ .mpressed the popular i~agina
ti~n. Such a custom was not only 'comm~~, it i~ not 
yet abandoned among barbarous nations. j 

"'. ---------_.----
29 

Poe 1 s knowledge of far-~aChing oc.:!urrences 1s evi-
denced in "'lhe Premature Burial" wb n he .mentions -- The stif
ling of the hundred and twenty-thr e orisoners at Calcutta, 
the Hassac,e of St. Bartho1omew, t~.~ Ear_thquake at LisbOfl and 
the Passqg!e of ,the Beresina. 'l'his :'~nowledge supports the 
p1ausibility of Poe's learning of scares such as at Halle in 
1843. 

,-

30 Hastings, p. 114. 
\ 

31 
Ibid. 
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_ \-;buria l 

Ev~n in Christian fuonaster1e~ (e.g. Iona) premature 

!las taken place. Slceletons, 'ar~ ofte~ f~nd ln the t 

.... 

(+ ' J ~ 
walls of ChU~CheSr ln . '32 

Englahd and_on the continent. As the 

tradition reachpd t~e ~iddle Ages; the burials Were con-

ducted as mere cu tom. 
'" 

Numernus' ta le, of b~~ fa l in 1 the wa 1. t -whether ins ide Dr 
Quts ide the cl urch_, in ord~r to avo\id th~ con§eq1}.ences 
of a pact wi tè the devll, ar:ld of pet sons wa lled up 
alive by w3y 0 punfshment, may hav~_been founded on: 
the OU'stom Whel i;~f oriEin har !"1Pl n ~·orgotten.jj 

The founda ion\saçri~ice stretches the bounds of ti~e. 

and place. It OCCl rs ~reqUentlY througl'lout the world rightt!> .. 

up past Pde's er~'r p01 rnay not 'have read any part1cular 

Source work on thà'~UbjFct, but he certainly would have c~me 

across sorne menti::>ni'of it, either in t'he periot'Hcals of his 

day or the' encyclopedia~ to whiçh. he had 'a{cess C,Chaptf>r II). " 
, 

Herodotus, Plutarch, and Pliny, aIl refer to sacri",:" . , 

ficial premature. buriar in the g;round. The appearance of the 

motif in these writers~is particularly sighificant as Poe was 

kno~nOto he familiar with their work. 34 }~rodotus in his 
e 

HistQr,if's, book seven r relates the follo\.ril'lg: 

\' , :. '" 1 32 ,---- "-
For further doCUmented evidence of thls, 'refer ta 

Folklore, ~ tarterlY Revipw~ of ,y th, 2rarlition, lni:t.1ttlt1Q.11, 
~ Cus~, n'~on, vor. 5g,,@+ , PP. 312-317 -- "The Han in 
the Wall. N , . 

.. 33 
, , . 

Ha s tin g'S, p. 115. 

.Q -, 

'-

, _ 34 Professor Cambell states that Poe refer.r~d to . 
Herodotus once, Pliny three tirnes Conce"quoting him)," and 
Plu tar ch 5 ix t lmes • 

,--
l. ... 
. " 

\ 

(? 

1 

- -. -
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Having.used these enchantmehts and ma~y other besides 
'on the fiver, they passed over it at ~e Edonian town 
of ~ln~ Ways by the bTidges which they found thrown 
âcross it. 11€!rf' lcarning that 'lHne ways was thE:' name 
of tbe p13ce, they burird alive that numbAf of boys 
and màidens, ~hlldren of the people of the country. 
'1.0 bury é1Uve 1s a P'ersian custcm; l have heard that 
when Xerxes', wif.c ~.mest.ius attained ta old age she 
burled fourteen sons ~f notable Bersians , as a thank
offer1ng on hPt own behalf ta the fabled Dod of the 
neth er wor Id .3';' , 

Plutarch also tells of buria'l alivé referring to the Romans~. 
, . .. ' . 

••• from sorne prophecies i~ the Sibyl t s books; put 
alive underground a pair of Greek s , one male, t~ 
other fE"lna1e; ènd lik..ewise -twa Gauls,. !:me of each , 
sex, in ~he market called the beast market: con
tinuin~ Even to ,tr.is da)' ta offer to··'these Greeks 
and Gan 19 cër ta 'in s€'>cr€.'~ ceremonia l observances in 
·tte m~ntb of NoveDber. j 

PliQ,J' mentions the above }ncident in his Natural Histor-J:.37 . 

E-) l1t.take o.LJ:.r>.t~~tio-~ ( 

'c A ye~lt~ of lore surrounds burial alive by mist~ke, 

particu"larly 'YJh~·lp. in a cata1eptlc' trance. 'lhe motif in this 
< • 

instance, appears often ln ballad, romance, and drama; but' 

does not finci itself expressed in ancient relig10us rituals, 
-- - .. 

t r ?uperstitions • 'lhis does not mean that lt did not occur 

in ancient cultures. Henri. ,Hau/\1e:tte ~ooints out ,ln his book 

Harvard 

.- ..: 
.,. 

, 
/ 

) ;. J 

35 l ',. • 

HerQd~tus, lM. Histor ies, .tpan • A. D. God<!ey, 
Univ~rsity Press (~assachusetts, 1957), Bdok VII. 

. . \ 
36 ' " ~ 

Plu tar ch, Llv es, "Har ce llus t, trans. Dryd"en, 
l10dern 

,,~~ 

37 Pliny, Natural 'H~storJ' tra.ns. Clough, Harvard::' 
Uoiver~ty Press (hassachusetts, 1963), ",Book 28, p. 11. 

'" 0 ... ,. ".,. ~ 

Library ~l London, 1893), p '0" 2}tO. 

, 

o • 
~ . 

• 

o 

" ., 

r 
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on the subject: 
,~ . 

Assurément il n'a inventé la matière d'aucun de ses 
co~tes; à l'pn croire, i~ s'est bo~né ~ reproduire 8 
les récits qu'-il avait pl}tPrt,du raconter- ici ou là, •. .3 

1he tradition as it is passed ta us, divides itself 
, 

into two forrns. 1he first i5 a rnistaken burial of a person 

in a cataleptic state,- the second is an inducpd Çorm of cata

lepsy ta cause mock death and premature interment ta achi~ve 
.' 

s'orne deSired~d. 1he motif must be followea through legends 

and tales \ofhicJ have been repeated time anq time egain.. ",Jith 

variatiôn.- A slight change will therefore be noted in rny 

appro'a~b in concurrence ",i th the necessi ty. ta relate these 
.:;:::>. 

var ious ta les. . . 
Bouchut ln his Traité ~ ~ '~ la ~, recounted 

a story providing a background to the téles invalving burial 

allvé'by mistake. It was set in 1706 and concerned a magis--,... 

trate of 1oulouse, his daughter Victorin, and a young mili-

tary officer, i{. Sézanne. 

'lhe ma",dstrate had agreed to 'a mart'lage betwpen H. 
~ v ~ 

Sézannp and hi-s daughtpr, but wh~n the you,ng officer (called 

to dut y) wished to take Victotin to America, the father 

rpfused •. ~he daUéhter ad~~i€sced to her father's wishes, and 

M. S~zanne, WélS forced to leave on his tr!p alone. Shortly 

afterward, neWs that the officer h8d heen killed reached the 

continent. Victorin w~~ thrown into a fit of m~lancholy, but 

38 Hauvett.€, P .• 30. 

.' 
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when hpr fatner died, she married. 

selt a few years later. 

1he young woman died her-

escn ped 

beloved 

/' . 
~. Sezanne, who was not dead but only a pri~oner, 

bac'k to France, arrlvlng the day of th'e burial of hls 

Vi,ctar~ I~ ~eclded ta \ei11 hims~lf but wished ta 

wdman h~ had~d one last time. While crying over 

/ the body, yictorin, prematurely buried, suddenly came back to 

life. 1he two got IDarried and went to Italy. After four 

years they became nostalgie for France and returned home. 

Victorin's first husbctnd saw and recognized his wife. He 

instituted proceedings to have the second m,arriagp to Sézanne 

annuled and his own reinstated. ''1he court sternly decidpd 

that Victorin·should spend the rest of her days in a convent. 
" 

In Lenormand's Cause Célébres, Curieu~es et Intpress

antes (1739), there appear~ a story39 of two cousins whose 

marriage was arranged by their,parents. Y{~lding to'avarice 

rathpr, t!1an honour,. the" girl was forced by her mothér and 

fa t her to marry ins tead a r ich man. Shor t ly a fterward,' the 

bride suecumbed to a fit of'melancholy (freq~ently a cause 

o'f cataleps) in popular legend) br'ought about ,by her ill- . 

conceived bptrothal. Her cousin unexpectedly rpvivifipd her 

the day sh.e '..,as burie~ when visiting her rtcorpse." 'lhe two 

lovers escape~ secretly to England. They returned to Paris 

39 1pis story i5 combined with Bouehut's to produce 
Poe' s rend i t'ion in "'1 he Prema ture Bur la 1" • '1 be ta le a Iso 
r ecur s· in "1 he Lady bur ied Ali ve Il fr om 1..b.e. Ph 11ade Iphia 
Casket discussed in Chapter (1. 

-II 

j 
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ten years later and wer~:::natelY recognlzed, but fled 

rather than face the consequences of a court decisi~n. 

Hatteo DanèAllo (1485-1562) tells his ver,sion ~of the 

legend known as "Les Amants de Venise". In that tale, Gerardo 

and Hélène were luckily brought together by a premature inter

ment whieh proved the sa1vation of their marrlage. Boccacio, 

in the Oécameron, related the story of Catalina and Gentille, 

a tale which invo1ved a similar variant of this type of burial 

byqnis take. It Is made par t,ieular 1y s ignifica nt s ince Poe 1s 

said to have been familiar with Boccaclo4s work.40 
\ 

In Florence, a legend of great popularity grew up 
, 41 ":.: ~ 

arouna Ginevra Almieri. Its first"appearance was in a poem 

written by Antonio Velleti at the end of the 15th century~ 

"Ginevra, pre~pmed dead b~t in a state of catalepsy, awakened. 

to the sensation of being buried alive. She escaped her tomb 

~ushing to both her mother's and husband's houses, but was 

there denied entrance because she' was feared as a rest1ess 

S~irit. (Note the ,fpar of the corpse motif). Ginevra was , 
finally admitted at her ex-1over's house, and remained with 

him until they were discovered by her late husband. The 
;" . 

church decided that rinevra !?hould be allo\>l!?d to remain with 

he who had accepted 1 her when she was believed dead. "Va, 'ma 

( 
Alive" 
cûssed 

40 
Cambell, p. 190. 

41 
heference to this story 

in The Philadelphia Casket. 
in Chapter II. 

occur s in "'Ihe Lady Bur ied 
'ltds will further'be dis-

j 
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42 
fille, et donne-toi du bon temps~II In 1938, an opera based 

on the legend Guido ~_Glnevra, was performed. The story 
\ , 

became so popular that as late as 1908 Jean-Aicard told the 

tale once again in severa1 poerns. 

C'est l'histoire de Ginêvra 43 
Qui comme morte on enterra' ••• 

Varlou~ versions of the mistaken motif are to be found 

in S pa in center ing around, Mar ia Pida land her "Jua n et Ange la; " 

a tale strikingly similar to Bande1lo's. In t~e l2th century 

ln Fr ance, Mar ie de France wrote the Il L'a id' Eliduc 11 a Iso dea 1-

ing' with this, ~ubject. ReferriJ to the sources of the legends 
. 

of rnistaken burl~l alive, whether Indian or Orlental"Hauvette 

r~marks : 

En réalité, les thèmes primitifs, très simples d'où 
dérivent les contes les plus r~pondus, appartIennent 
au fonas commun de préoccupations naturelles spon
tanées

1 
qui obsèdent l'humanité sous tous les climats, 

dès qu ei1e arrive4~ un certain ~u~de de son d~veloppe-
ment intpllectuel. ~ 

The second form of premature burial by mistake Involves 

those who intentionally induce a death-like state. The motif 

begins with the son of David, King Salomon of Israel, whose " 

wife wished to leave hlm without scandaI and 50 feigned'death. 

After various tests, her husband bèlieved her dead and so had 

42 
Hauvette, 74., p. 

43 76_ 
" 

Ibid. t p. 
ï ~ ........ J 

4lt 
Ibid. , 82-83. pp. 

.....-

l' 

\ 
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hen interr ed • Her lever came ta r escue her from the tomb. 
45 

In Franc~, a. str)ry is told of the 13th century in the 

novel :1arill1Ps de R?m~. Clig~s, the nephew of the emperor of 

Constantinople, had a love aff~ir with his uncle's wife. The 
, <" 

lllpgitimate Invpr r wi9hed t~ remain together and sa decided 

upon a mock death for the woman as a mea~s of escape. Cljg~s 

took the necessnry precautions BS regards the woman's tombe 
t 

Or Cligès lui avait fait préparerun cercueil tel lot 
qu'elle y pouvait respire~ librement pt que la terre 
np pou~ait pus l~~tou[fer; ainsi la dame resta 
jusqu'a 13 nu i t . 

An'escape was sl1ceessfully affected to a frif'nd's home, out

side of Constantinorl~. 

A cL~'~sic tale io this vain 15 L'Ii'Len,tures d'H1i.l2..~.oçomès 

et d'AQt~~ia by Xénophon d'Ephpse. Anthéf~ truly loved 

Habroco:-r\è5 aOll vl:::mld die rdther than be forced 10 marry P~ri las. 

She acc0rdi~gly asked her physician for a poisoo. She was given 

a narc0tic wtlich woüld ooly make her ser>m dead. 'lhe woman awoke 

in her tomb onl~) to realize it was being robbed. Ironica11y, 

she hArself was carried away by tbe roboers to be solde 1he 

stary relates to Jne of Boccacio's famaus tales in the D~camer~Q 

CIl, 5) which told of a graverobber accidentally .entombed, then 

45 
Ibid., p. IJ1. Poe was known ta be familiar w1th 

the -Bible. 

46 ~~ 
Ibid., p. In2. Note the similarity of the pre-

parations taken ag~inst death by premature burlal in this tale 
and Ln Poe's "'lhe Premature Burial", as well as in SAba Smith's 
1"1 h pLi f e Pr e 5 e r vin g Co f fi 0 Il • ' 
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rescuAd ty more would-be thiéves. 47 Gentile Sermini, a 
1 

devotee of boccacio, detalled a story known as "Les Amants de 

Perouse". In this tale, yet anothpr induced prematblre burla1 

was successfully carrled to comp1etion. 

"'Les Amants de Sienne'" by Hasuccio de Salprne appeared 

ln 1476. Luigi da Porto took Hasuccio's tale and made it with 

cer tain var ia t ions, the ba s Is for Shakes oéar e 's "Romeo and . . 
Jullet". Enti tled "Gui1ietta e Romeo", it was set in Verona 

~ 

from 1301-1304. 1he two lovers were secretly mnrried in a 

confessiona1 booth. 1hey were forced to part by circumstance, 

but a priest gave Guilietta a potion to make her appear dead 

in arder ta unite the two. Romeo 1earnt only of his wlfe's 
) 

death, and committ~d sUlcide on her tombe Guilietta awakened, 

saw Romeo, and herself died,of gri~f. The two families of the 

COUplA, normally antagonistic, made peace over the cadav~rs. 

Bannello pUblished a second group of stories in 1554 
" 

and dea1t with the same 1egend fol1o\oJing' da Porto c1ose1y. In 

France, Boisteau in 1559 trans1ated Bandello, ,adding his own 

variation ta· the tale. Arthu! Brooke ,in 1562 wrote the poem 

"RoMeo and Ju1iet l1
, and Lope de Vega wrote the counterpart in 

" 

comic as opposed to tra gic form. 

As the trad i tian evo Ived to per fec t t..on, Shakesp~ar e ,'s 

47 
~e will note the recurre~ce of the rescue of tHe 

premature1y burled by robbers later ln the periodic litera
ture. 

.. 
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"Romeo and -Juliet" appeared.48 1he events were similar to 

those descrlbed in Luigi da Port~~s tale and the legends 

pr·f,cPding. Juliet becaml? a "Poor living corpse, closed in a 

dead man's tomb ll ,49 an<i the play as a ,whole excelled as tra-

gedy. 

For nevèr was a story more of woe 
Than,this of Juliet and her Romeo. 50 

Echoes The motif did not disappear with Shakespeare. 

could be found in the pastoral novel of Honoré d'Urfe 

LiAstr ée • In this work, the 'circurnstancc>s surrounding the 

cataleptlc state refer us to the versions of the legend __ 1 

1 

examined earlier, where a lethargy anli not a chemical induces 

thA semplance of de3th. 'lbiq vard was found in "Lettre 

de Dulis à son amis" in verse and "Fin de l'histoire de 

Dulis ••• " in prose, both by Séba5tien t1ercier ~l778)' V.ictbr 

Hugo (with whom Poe was familiar) and Emile Zola, finally 

included the motif ln AngelQ, 'lyran de Padoue and 1.q Mort 

d'Olivier 13eGa i lle. 

'lhe legènds discussed provide a solld backgrounrt to 

the aspect of the motif of premature burlal described. Poe 

most assuredly was in contact with variations of these 

-

48 
Professor Cambell states that Poe knew the work welle 

49 w i llia'11 Shakes peare ~ "Romeo and Ju1iet", ed. Hanklns, -
Penguln Books (Baltimore, 1972), p. 29. 

50 Iëtd., pp. 309-)10 • 

" 
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legends, • ,'~Romeo and Ju liet Il he knew we Il, and the per iodic ., 

literature of his time makes a'ctual reference to a number of 

the tales. Even in Poe's 0',10 work ("'lhe Assignation", for 

example), w~ May note textual slmilarlties 51 with the histor

ical traditions of the legends discllssed. 

The preceding examination into the background of the 

motif of premature burlal has been necessarily sporadic. It 

has been esppcially so regarding materlal with which Poe may 

not have been familiar. 1h~ purpose of this paper i5 not to 

study the motif' itself, but more important, to examine lt 
J , 

within the ~ork of'Poe. What has been'most signiflcant, 

ther'efore, i5 the classification of the precedent variations 

of the motif in preparation for the analysls of tre tales of 

J poe. 
." 

Before d61ving into Poe's work, lt is crucial to 

detail "the motif of prematurè burlal as it appears in Poe's 

era. In the America of the first half of the 19th, cfintury, 

numerous rrpferAnces are found to the motif, often as Poe 

himsel~ had used it. 

( 

.'--------
51 ïhe Italian setting, the mysterious love affair 

and the double suicide of "'l'he Assignation" place it in thIs 
context. ~. 

,-
- .... , 

' .. 

)~ 
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CHAP'l'ER II 

1IŒ M01IF IN POE'S ERA 

In the prpsent section, l will discuss the motif as 

it genera1ly appears in Poe's era, with particular emphasis 

on the periodlc literature vIi th which Poe was familiar. A 

discussion of the general motif will precede a description 

of the Individual periodic tales and essays •. 

In Poe's time the fpar of premature buriai was a popu-

1ar preoccupation. '.rh!? 1830 El1cy~aedia Americana 1 yie1ds 

'""-excellent proof of this genera1 concerne Under the heading 

"Bur ia 1" we r pad : 

Great care should be taken ~ot to bury the body too soon 
after death. 'lhe ancient nations endeavored to satisfy 
themselves, by many precautions, that death had really 
taken place. 1~~ ancient Egyptians emb~lmpd their dead; 
the Romdns cut off one of their fingers, before they 
burnt them; other nations repeated1y washed and 
annointed them. Intcrments should never be a110wed 
before the most un~oubted sym~toms of putrefaction have 
taken place. Ne should wait at ~east three days ln 
summer, unl!?ss the-hot weather requires a quicker inter
ment. It wou1d be well ta introJuce the custom of" 
ex pos inE the cor pse to. the ins pee t ion of a per sot'Î, who 
spould carefully and repeatedlj examine it, and none 
should be interred wit~out the certificate of thi~ 
inspE'ct0,r .. 2 

1 Poe 1s said to have drawn from the Encyclopaedla 
Americana for his story."Some vJorc1s v:lth a 11ummy ". Lucille 
idng, Arthur Hobson Quinn and Burton Pollin concur on Poe' s 
use of the work. 

2 Encyclopaedia Americana, ed. Lieber, Carey and Lea 
Püb1ishers (Philadelphia, 1830), p. 333. 

( 
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It is clFar from the above, that the J:itors of the Encyclo-

paedia feared Lur ia 1 alive by mlstake, and thought that the 

public shou18 t~k0 great care in ascertainlng.pos1tive death. 

Under "Tranee", the editors mention the burial of people in 

tr.e past, /lunder the supposition that death had actual1y taken 

place ... 3 Fur tLer r eferences to syrnptoms çoncerned'--""-wi th mis
"'t 

taken buriai ,ne found under "Catalepsy," "Asphyxia," and 

"Dea th. " 
, 4 

Both in the EncyclQpedi~ Brittanica and in Johnsod's 

DictiQnary,5 brief descriptions of catalepsy are given~ 
6 Brewster's Edinburgh Encyclopedia contains a long section on 

1 .~ 
burial which rp{ates of premature interment in China. Poe 15 

known to have read various medical treatises inciuding Bland's 

Chancury Reports, Haxall's Diseases of ~ Abdomen, and the 
. ~ 

rlritish and Forejen iiedical Reyiew.?~ It 1s entirely concpiv-

able that in one of these he may have run across descriptions 

of cataleptic burlal such as are noted in "Passages From the 

3 Ibid., p. 316. 

4 
~ncyclopedla Bri\tanica, 1810 edition, Archibald 

Constable and Co., Edinburgh • . 
5 Johnson's Dictionary of 1llit English Language, 1756 

and 1832 editions. Poe ref~rs at least once to tfiis source. 

6 . Brewster's Edinburgh Encyclopedia, 1830 edition. 
See footnotE 5, Chapter l. 

7 Poe wrote notices for the last two of these in the 
Southerh Li terar)' l1essenfe.r. 
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Diary of a Late, Physician" (dlscussed later). 

References to the motif of premature burial in these 

works posit both Poe's familiarity and the familiarity of 

Poe's era with the motif. 'lhey further signal a widespread 

circulation of fears anè realities concerning burial while 

living, particularly in a cataleptic trance. 

Catalepsy, Poe's most frequent state of premature 

interment, as weIl as the most popularized in Poe's era, 15 

discussed in detall in Blackwood-'s "Passages From the Diary 

of a 1ate Physic1an 'lhe Thunder-Struck".8 Discussion 

take~ the form of a tale, told supposedly with the element 

of scientific truth, being the first pprson narration of a 

doctor'. 
-. 

1hp story 1s of a young woman Ag!'l€s, who, believing , ;-,<: 

the apocalypse at hand in a lightening storm, pntprs a'state 

of cata1epsy induced by extreme fear. During the attemrt to 
1 

cure the ailing woman, the doctor relates the symptoms and 

history of the disease. 

Van Swietpn vividly and ~icturesquely enough compares 
it to that condition of the body, which according to 
ancient fiction, was pr6rluced in the ~eholder by the 
appal1ing sjte of i1edusa's head -- ••• 'l'hf' medicinal 
writers of ant1quity have 1eft evidence of the exist
pnce of this disease in their day -- but given the 
most obscure and unsatlsfactory descrjptions of lt •• , 
:·fore modern scipnce, however, distinctly r8cognizcs 
the disease as one pecu1iar and indeoenderit; and 1s 

8 
kWood's Edinburgh Hagazine (Edinburgh, 1832), 

Vol. 32, p. 2 9. Poe mentions thi~ source in Graham's 
;'lagazine, Vol. 8, p. 252. 
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1 
borne out by nurnerous unquestionable cases of'cata-
lepsy rpcorded by some of the most éminent memoers 
of the profession~~ 

Further instances "not likply ••• met ",ith lllO arE' related. 

The~ involve a lady ~e1zed ",ith flts spas~odic~}ly,:a case in 

which "the senses were transferred to the pit bf the stomach, "Il 

and a Spanish moni< who OriginÎl1y frightened- into tran~e, 
"awakes in thp midst of his fune~al ;b~equies. The particular 

o _ 

discussion 1s ended on th~comment that the disease generally 

makes its appearance among women (true to Po~'s use). 

The physician .calls in a friend to examine Agnes, and 
o 1 

is advised whatever occurs to make certain of death before 

burial. The warning ~s significant of th~ widespread fpar of 
. 
such interment. 

~~ ~- . 
'I havp hp'8rd solnp· frightful instances 'of premature 
buriai in cases like this', said th~~nean. '1 hope 
in hpuven that you will not thin~ of committing hpr 
remalns ta the parth

i 
bafore you are .satisfied, 

beyond a doubt that ife 1s extinct f .12 

As the tale comes to a close, Agnes mlraculously returns to 
\ 
t,~ . 

9 
Ibid., p •. 289. ' 

io Ibid , ., p. 290. 

Il Ibid f 

12 
Ibld.~,.- p. 296.' 

,,
• 

>-
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.litfe,~ut'only lqng enougl1 to tell her fiancee to "prepare,,13 
'.,1 ... 

for death~ She dies shortly aft~rward, ,and her fiancee suc-
t 

oumbs a yoar la tF:.r • 

'1 he Ph i V:id ~lJJ1!. Caskpt, ~nder the' hp.ad"lng "'l'h~ Lady 

Buri~d Alive", mcrely repctits a: tale found in the Q.a~!L~' 

Celebl'~ -- ffW8 finCi the following rom~nt te st~ry .,,14 'l'he 
~ .. Q , 

ta 1er e1 .. a tBd i'0: .î~~ee(: the' same as Lènormand t s (see footn6te 
- , , 

39~~Ch~pter I), vJitp s-light vdriati0n, involving a"mi!'ltaken 
;~ .. --.. ;.' ~ J 

prfmat~re buriai turned. to the beaefit of two lovers. 'l'he" 
• ...':.. > 

ed l'tors', of' 1he. Ca sJi~t t'e 11 the r eader that th e story 'i,s but -

an 1mperfect vers'l')n of a lqfend in the region of Flor)mce 

during the p13gue of 1460. îhey fUrther relate tne source 
.;. 

as thp tale of Glnevra Almier{'"'';;'hich has been discllssed in 
cr 

Chapter l (sp(' fo')tnote 4U. 

'1he motif as mistakp appearing in the ~CkgrOUrid sec

tion in Chapter 1, i'5 related d}.-rectly v·ia peri d'ic litera-.- , 

ture to"Poe by IIrl'he Lady Buri.ed"'.Arl~e.rr It is s~dom that 
l 

sUch -an opnortllni ty i8 gi ven, to in.fer knowledge of the his-
i 

torical background b-y Poe. 
\ 

13, 'l'h' d' Id t i l hi' p'" "f ct lS 18ry cou, cer û Il y ave g ven OP. 00 
for thou~ht Il to, draw. upon· in r-f'gard to his "Va ldemar Il, 
"Hesmeric Revelation l1

, 1~'ll1e'Power of ~~ords", !l'l'he Col1:oquy 
of l1onoSi and Unau and Il.:I'he Conversation' of Eiros and 
Charmion". Ali of ·these tales ·represpnt a consciou~mess in 
death-lik~ states, or a vi~it to thp land of the dpad. Th~ 
death and thpn recovery from lt, the ghosts Agnes had seen 
ln her cataleptic state (perhups those of the death world), 
and her return to life ta warn her lotrer "preoare" aIl find 
e~ho in Poe f s Il life in dea th" ta les.' . 

" 

,-t .. ~ ... 
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'" 
1 

young men W~10 climb 110\1nt Saint Bernard in 'S,,,itzer1al1;d •. 

_------tC~au1?ht ln a cf~ns e sno, ... 5 torm, the narra tOI' S 1 ts doym and. 19 
, . ; 

• 
1 

:L........... 

frozen into a c~taleptic state. While in this condition, he 

... dreâms he is jn l;r~des ,,~'Pl;tfd sees various figures -- Cerebus, 16. 

skeletons and decompospd ~o~les. 810wly the n~rrator revives 
~, 

from his tranc~J his vis~Dns a~~ e~p1a1npd as a result of mis-

taken prQIDatUI'e burin1 •. "',, \ ',' 

l _ fOlJ.nd, coyered vJi~h snow, and, supposed ti5 be dead. 
My body ~3S consequently cohsigned to the repositofy 
for th p depar ted. C -vne of the àogs wh lc h had fo llowed 
the mplancholy procession, directed by his strong 
instinct, had bepn shut up with me unobserved by his 
keepers' •. 110 cont'nued to 1ick me untll é;JrlÏ:TIatlÇ)n was 

, restored •.. In ~hc rpceoticle of the dead already 
describpd, there are a great Qum~er of bodies in dif
farent stages of decay~ i~ th~ p~ocess,~f which flesh 
and bones gradu311y consume together. L7 

15 Godei' s La~ ~~Ol\:, XII, 1833. , 1 

16 
1here is a distinct similarity oetween th~ dog in 

this story anrt the ~orrib1p part it p1ays in the narrator's 
ni~htmBre, and Pym's dog and his reactian to it when_buripd in 
the hold of thp ship. 'lh!? faet that Il?ym" was written in 1838 
anel this story in 1833, and that Poe mention8d' "'lhe Dead JUive" 
in Il HO\-l to dl' i te a alackwo'Od Ar t iCle", lends p1aus ibi-li ty to 
Poe"s use of the dog image. IIPym1l reads; '. \ 

1; 

17 

At my feet crouch~d a fiercp tion of the tropics. 
Suddenly his wild eyes o,p"en0d and fel1 upon me. 
Stifling in;1' paroxym of t~r:ror, l at last found 
" mysel~ .. -iJûrtially awake. /'. 

I/'l1-)e Dead Alive" reads: d' , 
\ ••• -w11en what \.Jas rny consternation,at beholding . 
,~he head of a hUEe dog next to mi ~, w1th a tongue 

lo11iQg out ••• that it abso1utely appalled me. 1;- ~'
was layin,l on my back, and 50 powerless as to be" ' 
al together una b le ta r 1se ••• ' 

Godey's Lady's Boole, "'lhe Dead <Alive", P." 196 • 

... 
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'lhe sty;le of the narration ls stt::}k~ngly silnilar to Poe's 

method. 'lhe events occur as lf ~rue to reality, but then 
, 

are ratianally expla'ined away by a dg~ailed and critical 

eva luatlon 
.'-ofwhat has sUPPQg ed ly pr-açeded~ .- 1. 

, ~1-1 • , ' -
- - - 10 ' 

.' .. 

his In 11111e Sex ton::.-ol' Co loghe 1\ , a bur gomü ster loses 
,t' 

0_, 

_.~ 

w1fe Adelaide to illnE:"ss and has her burled with jewelled-

,splendour. 1he sexlon of the chufch in which sbe 1s burled 

is in grave financial difficulty as his wife and recently born 
.J 

chl1d have nothing to eat. Driven to desperation f~r the 
, - . 

safety of .his family, he decides to steal the jewl=!-ts~t?uried 
~ ~ ..... ~, 

with Adelaide. 'lhe \J'huit "with its dark 'as'loCiatiofls,,19 

(€hapter l, - fear) terr ifies him while he breaks open her cof

fin. As he attemPts to remove sorne jewels from the hand of 

the corpse, it.grasps his own. ~he seiton flees lri terror. 

Adelaide's husband and"a servant, ~arkened td the chureh tci 

lnvestiga te, see the "eor,pse" at the altar. 

'Ah~' replied a faidt voiee, 'you buried me alive, and, 
but for this wine, l had perished from px~austion. 
C:>me up to me dear Adolf, ! am no s-ha-Jow' .:20 

The servant warns his mas ter away~ but the husband rushes to 

his wife. 

18 . 
Godey J s Lady' s Book, 'tTQe Sex ton -'of Ço Logne ", 

1 ~ 33, pp. 54 -5 6:. 

19 
Ibid., p. 55 • 

.4 

20 
Ibid., p. 56. 

o 

.- ' -

\ 
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It w&S indeed, Adelaide that he held in his eager-
embrae, -- the warm and the living Adelaide -- who 
had been buried fùr dead in her long trance, and 
had only escaped from the grave by ~~e sacrilpgious 
,d"in~s of -- ' ... he Sexton of Cologne. '" 

'lhe Sexton as rObber, sav~s the prematunely inter~ed from cer

tain death. 1h~ same pattern WaS noted in Chapter I when 

dea ling yith, the. background tD the motif. (See Chapter I, 

footnote 47) • 
, 

In rerlO€:l:ic. literature, many sources specifically .. 
re~atinE to indivinual Poe tales of burial alive are dis-

-, 

.cov·erpd. "'lhe'yremàture Burial" 1s one such story that finds~ 

< 

• 
its sources in tbè periodicais of the first hal~ of the nin~-

teenth century: 
, 

Il':>uperstition,'' a tale written by Sedley, appears in 

lli New-York îÜrror: A deekly Journal Devoted to L.:L~tJJ.r~ 

22 and ttlft Fine Arts.. 'lhe story revolves arounn a girl named_. 

HariS} who IIrn parlY" childqood ••• fell into the hands of a -

nurse who uc;pd ta enforee h"er eommands by awakening her 
, 23 

terrors bôth rhturai and supernatural", and her frail 

friend JuIJa, who .believes herself fated to an early death. 

Julta is afraid not only of dying young, but of b~ing b~ried 

alive. She exacts a promise of Maria that her body (presumed 
( 

22 
~ New-York Hirror: A We~kly Journ~l Devoted 1Q. 

Literatl!rJl s.rui .:!J:!Jl Fine Arts, "Sunerstition", l 31, p. '294 • 

23 Ibid. , 
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dead) would be watched over until no possibility of life: 

,existed. 

1·1aria learq~ ol1e eveping that her friend 1s fatally 

ill and goes to h~r bedside. Julia's final words are . 
"Remer"ber your promise •• 24 ,con~ernihg the pos i tive lrlent i

fication of death). Keeping her ward, Haria stays with the 

corpse alone all ni!~ht. 'lhe nex-t mo:rning, t'iaria's father 

finds hls daughter "shrunk away into a corner, her eyes 

started from their sockets, her hands clasped together con

vulsivelyll25 -- stone dead. 

"lhe same fpar frDm wh1o-h the narrator suffers in "The .f 

'. 
Premature :Burial" is noted heré in Julia's irrat~onal fea~ of 

p~emature interment. The fpar of the corpse pvide~6e in the 

1 background of the motif in Chapter l 1s seen in Maria's death 

from \ fr 19ht. 

Coffins stood round like open presses, 
'l'hat shaw'd the dead in their last dresses. 26 

'lhe above 'quote attribuj:.'ed to 'Tom 9'Shanter heads an 

inter ,<:st1ng s tory enti t led "Doings of the Dead .,r 'l'he narra-

tor of th~ talA is on a trip by stagecoach, when he 15 

,at tacked by 1 two men who drag him to a -gothica lly decora ted 

~ Ibid. 

25 Ibid. 

-26 
'1 he Knickerbocker ,. "Doings of the Dead", l, Hay 

1~3 3, p. 294. 

, 
" 
l' 

\ 

" 
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. 
cathedral within the recesses of,a valley. Once 1ns1de, a 

, 

priest IPGds the néJrrator into the church's burlal vault 

~fip~p he is conduct~d ttroughout. He vipws t~e dpad ~n 

w horrifying positions in and on their coffins depicting their 

final agonies afier beine buricd (as if interred while liv-

ing) • 

'lhey say thE' deé:!d lie still until the day of JudgeP1pnt -
'tis false~ 1hp mompnt the vault-doors are closed they 
aIl assurre thp sam?' form and charélcteristiés as when 
Ilving .. 27 

'l'he narrator flthougllt'~lrimself) buried before' (his) t1me __ ,,28 
29 . 

"'lerrible -- 'I~ild" music is played from the' church organ 

reachine a frighteninc pitch. 'lh~ narrator is about to be 

decapi~~te& when he awakes to discover he was but drpaming 
.... 

and the coach hE:s a"l'rivpd at its destination. 
{ 

The tale i5 rplated to Poe's in the picturing of the 

in agonized pOSitions in their coffin~. There ls a 

similar té:blF-élu in "'l'he Premature BuriaI", when tbe narrator 

believes he secs aIl the coffins opened and the dfad within. 

Once agaib a fpar of the dead'is noted within the tale, a 

fear that prec1pltat es (as in Poe's narrative) thp nightmare 

vision (hat is the story. 

27 
Ibid. , p. 297. 

28 Ibid. , p. 298. 

29 
Ibid • 

/ 

! 
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Although he did not think high1y oi'- Seba Smith judg

ing from his 'iàticle ab{)ut"\'~r. -- Il'lhe simple truth is, that 

nr. Downlng (Sebé:1 Smith) npver committed a grenter mistake in 

h is li fp tha n when he fa ncj ed h imse If a poet ••• 113 0 Poe prob

ably used thE' art,icl p , preceding Il'l'he Life-Prpservinr Coffin ll31 

as \'/el1 as the poem 11se1f, in the \I:ritine. of IIThe' Premature , 
Burjal." 'l'he fo110'...,in[: apPcDreà in The CQlumbian'Lady's Sill.d. 

, 
~entlemau ;·1aeaz lne ~ 

, / 

At the rate fair of the American Institute held at 
Niblo'i Gordpn ~ew lork, there was exhibited an article 
ca 11eœ a 'lif0-preserving coffin'; lnvented by lfr. 
Eisenbrbnt of ~altjmore ••• In order to gUdrd against 
the occurrence of a buri~l brfore lire 15 extinct, the 
inventor has arl'anged springs and levers on it5 inslde, 
whcreby its iomate, by the least motion of either head 
or h~nd, will in~tantly cause the coffin lid to fly 
ope n • '1 h {. i n ven i 0 raI s 0 a d v i 5 C s f a ni i lie s who m a y f e e l 
disposeà to mJkc use of his lifc-preservinG coffin to 
~ave th~ir tombs or vaults construct~d wlth a lock 
upon the dour, thut \ .• 111 onen elther from the inside or 
the outsiùe ••• lIe would 81so have the tomb p~~vlded 
vJith a Dell th8t would b~ runE by its inmates • ...; , 

Alon.:: \vith the article appeared 11rs. Smith's twelve stanza 

poem part of which reads: 

JO 
Edgar Allan Poe, ~ QQmplete ~~, ed. Stedman & 

Woodberry, 1he Colonial Co. C~ew York, 1914), "Se ba Smith," 
Vol. 8, pp. 30~-305. 

, 31 'lhe artlcle and poem were pointed out ln an essay 
by W. T. Bancly, "A Source of Poe's ''lbe Premature Durial'II 
appearing in Amer1-S!Jill Literature. Bandy as weIL as Arthur 
llobson I.(uinn mélke rf-ference to the other tv/O stories l -have 
alluded ta as rRgards "'lhe Premature Burial." 

3 2 Co lumbian Lady' S §llc1 Gentleman' s Magaz Ine, Hay
January, 18It 1t, p. 36. 
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'Arise, arise, 0 husband~ 
1 he dear lost chi Id is found; 

1hp soiemn bell is ringing; 33 
l hear. thE"' heavenly sound'. 

1he narrator in Poe's tale effects aIl the precau-
34 

tions above rlien t ioned to insur e aga ins t h 15 be ing in terred 

a live. 1hp fact thDt such an item as a llfe-preserving 

coffin was invented and di50layed (or at least we can suppose 
/ 

it 50), gives very definite'credence to the far-reaching 

appearance of premuture buria l (and the fpar of i t), in Poe' s ~ 

era. 

The sourcps of "1 he Pi t and the Pendu lum Il have been 

we 11 ct ocumented3 5 by var ious li terary res ear cher s • l w ish to 

discuss a number of these and add a source of my own. The 

vast number of linked burials again supports a widespread 

appearance of the motif in Poe' sera. 

Uncler tbe heading "Original Moral 'ldles," an unsigned 

33 
Ibid. 

34 
Note precaut ions a Iso taken in Marques Q.g. Romes 

discussed in the general background covered in the first 
cha pter. See foot note 46, Cha pter I. 

35 -
'lhe sources of,-this story have been derived prin-

cipally from Arthur Hobson ~uinn and Hargaret Altf'rton. l 
have not included all sources for the sake of brevity. Of 
particular interEst "/ould be Juan Antonio Llorente's History 
of the Spanish Inguisition, signalled in Hoàern Language 
Notes -- Vol. XLVII, June 1933, "An additional sourCe for Poe's 
''lhe Pit and the Pendulum'." 'l'he article by D'Israe11 is not 
men t ioned a s a SOUf.ce Cl nywher e to my know ledge. l camp acros 5 

it whilè' perusing CurlosltiE's of Literature. 
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story "So li tary Confinement, ,,36 1s found in ~ New-~ 

!.Jirror. It conCErns 9n En§:llshman who was "irnmured" alone in 

a dunfeon for life, ap.parently as a form O'f punishment. 'l'he 

narration aSSUffiPS thE- form of diary which 1s rationa lized 

thus ly: 

Someone wh en l am dead and mouldered, even here where I 
am now sittin€;, 'I-/i11 see the sheet; will kno~" of thp. 
anguish thcJt now hPLves and swells my bosom, and blinds 
my eyes; Vlill rî:'gard the heap of ashes a't his feet, 9-nd 
brenth .1 siEh of cùmmlserDtion at my dreadful fate.3 7 

1he narrato~ describes his sensations be1ng eniombed in the 

darkness "never" ta "~ sun"shine again. 1I38 He attempts to 

r e ta in hi s san i 1.)' ut1è er thE' depr El S S ing cond i t ions in whi ch hê 

is imprisoned. At lenrth, there Qeing no means of escape, 

the narrator "finished his eXi')tence,,39 in the dungeon. 

rlhe story resembles "'l'he Pit and the Pendulum" in the 

rational atterrpt to evalu&.te the sepulchre, in the emotive 

description of feeling, "Drpadful, still 10ne1y; a monstrous 
. 40 

monotony," and in the soli tary consignment to a dal,'kened 

dungeon which is ultimately designed as a sepulchre. 

36 T~e New-York Hirror: A Weekly Journal Devoted ta 
~i terutu;x:p an,' ~ Fine Arts, "Solitary Confinement ," Vol. IX, 
4lay 12, 1832, No. ~ 

37 
Ibid. 

38 Ibid. 

39 Ibid. 

40 
Ibid. 

\ 
\ 



J 

\ • 

• 

40- -

Il'lhé Iron ShroUd,,41 is a finely crafted story draw-

i n g c l 0 ~ e toPo e in i t s de lin e a ti'o n 0 f ter r 0 r • V ivE' n z i 0 i s 

put in a "vast èagç:" and lrft to die by an inquisitorial 

prince. lhe narratlon is not in the first person, but still 

a chi p v es a d et él 1 l p r. (h' s cri pli 0 n 0 f V ive n z i 0 's s ta te 0 f min d 

whilp suffering the horrors of his tormentor. " ... but the 

solitude of thp dE'sert, the sllpnce· of the tomb, are not 50 

still and c'!eep as the oppressive desolation by which he was 

encompassed.42 'lhf' silence of the dungeon, IIsepmed nr.'ophetic 

of his fate, of the living grave that had bppn prpoarecr for 

him.,,43 

/lhe proto[onist attempts rat10nally to evaluate his 

tombe He tries to find out how his food 1s replaced vlithout 

thE' main ooors of thf' cell o Pf"'ning • He passes sleppless 

nights in thp un~uccessful attempt to comprehend the means by 

whic h his warden accom p lishes th i s. 1 he pl' 1son shr i nks in' 

size each day, and Vivenzio though persIstent, 1s impotent 

to cpase its propression. He reads an inscription etched on , 

the wa 11 by the des iE ner of the dungeon, te 11 ing how i ts 

maker, had ironically been its first victim. 'l'he inscription 

warns: 

---------
41 Bluckwood's Edmburgh Ha,gazine, Vol,. 28, July-. 

Decembcr, lq3() , pp. 3b4-371 •. 

42 
Ibid., p. 365 • 

43 
lb id., p • 3 64 • 

-" . 
,. 

.j-
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l.Jiserable wretch, whoe: er thou art, that readest these 
lines, f~ll on thy knees, and invokp. as l havp do ne , 
his sustalnini mercy, who alone can nerve thee to mppt 
the veng0anc p of 'lolfi; aimpd wlth his terrific pnBine 
vlhich, j:1 8 feu hours, mu~~ crush YQ.ll., éJS it \oIill the 
needy wretch who made it. t 

1he represpnt3tive Etlteration of the prisone~'s pleasant 

dreams on t~e first night in the dungeon, to horrifying 
\ ' 

nightmarps during his (1081 days, are outlined by the narra-

tion. A.t the last, the prison had shrunk 50 that even his bed 

WélC; no ~ore. "It stood bafore him, the visible semblance of a 

. funeral couch or bier~1f45 As Vivenzio is crushed, the tolling 
~ . 

of an l'enormous. bell" signals the final constricting of the 

celle "He W3S horribly crushed by the ponderous roof and col

lapsing sides _:.. Elnd the flattened bier waS' his Iron Shroud. ,,46 

'l'he tale i5 written well and to great effpct. It 15 

sure, had Poe r ead i t, (a nd we have every r ea son to bp 1 leve 

he h8d), the story woûld have made a forceful impression on 

him. It respmbles "'lhe Pit and the Pendulum" in the narra-

tor's attempt to escape his fàte, in the detailing of the 

prls?ne~'s feelings of horror, and aiso in the inevitable 

shrinking of the prison. 

Bell" , 

. 47 
"'lhe ;·lan ln the Bell" relates how'a boy gets trapped 

~ 

41+ 
Ibid-v., p. 367. 

45 / 
Ibid., p. 371. 

46 Ibid • 

47 
Blackwo~d' s EdinQ.'dr.Jtll. Hagazine-, "'l'he Han in the 

Nove m ber, 1 ~ l, pp. 3 73 - 37 5 • ~' 
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1n a bell tower by accident. The be1l 1s beine rung and he 1s 

~rced to lie on the floor_with 1ts swingirrg back and forth 

missing ~1m by a thread's-length. The boy fears the floor 

will cave in and is terrified of the shrieking no1.se, but is 
. 

forc~d ta remain in this position for a horrible half hour. 

l only rètained the sensation of a~onizing terror. 
Every moment l saw the bell sweep within an inch of 
my face; and my eyes -- l could nct close them, 
tho).1gh to look at the object was bitter as death -
followed instinctively in its oscillating progress 
until it, came back again. It was in vain l sald to 
mys€'lf thbt it could come no nearer at 8ny future 
swing than it did at first; every time it descended, 
l endeavored to shrink into the very floor to avoid 
being buried;tmder the down-sweeping mass; and then 
reflecting on <the dange'r. of pressing too weightily 
on my freA l su~port" would come up aga in as far as 
l da r ed. ' . 

The victim escapes, 15 thoroughly shaken, and retires to the 

country where he recuperates to sorne degree. He cannot rid 

himself, however, of a slight shock at the pealing of church 

be Ils. 

'lhe story is mentioned in a letter to '1'. W. Hhite49 

proving Poe familiar with the tale. The sw1nging pendulum and 

t he boy' s r pa ct ion to i t, (mav ing away and then toward i t) , 

relates ta thA penduLum and the narrator in "The Pit and the 

Pendulum." 

An accident once again leads to the entombment of a 

48 
Ibid., p. 374. 

49 
John Ostrom, ThE' Letteu Q.f. Edgar All~n Poe, 

Harvard University Press (Cambridge, 19 8), V61. 1, P. ?8. 

"', .. 
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Dr. -- in "'l'he Involuntary Experimpnta1ist.,,50 Passing by a 
." 

raging fire, the physician offers to help quell the blaze. 

oy an unfortunate turn of circumstance, he 1s t~apned in a 

large copp~r kettle and there endures the pains of an ines-

capable tomb which gets hotter and hotter. 

-- thpre was nothing to hold on by, and l reached back 
to the little spot of level footing in the bottom, con
sCious, for the first tlme, that l ~ 'in 2. trap, Qut 
of which ther~ ~ U2 escape •.. Exppctlng each moment 
to be my last, with thp instinct of one who awaits a 
blow which he cannot avoid, l shut my eyes and stooppd 
my head, shrinking together as may well b~'im3gined, 
and tremblin~ in f'vpry limb.~l 

'\ 

Just on the verge of expiration, withstanding temperaturps 
, 

greater than ever bpfore recorded, the physician 15 rescued. 

'lhe rational survey of the Dr.' s prisot'l and the 

attempt t? escape death, as well as the last minute salvation, 

remind us strongly of Poe' s later tale. 

AccordinE to Kil11s Cambell,52 Poe was familiar with 
-D'Israeli's Curiositie..§. Qf 1.ll..el:..ature. In an article entltled 

1 

"Inquisltion ll in the first series of curiosities, l have 

located a possible source of "'l'he Pit and the Pendulum" and an 

50. Uis ckwood 's Ed inbur gh Hagaz ine, "1 he Invo luntary 
Experimentalist", ALlI, Octobf'r 1837, p. 487. 

1 

51 Ibid. 

52 
"Poe's Reading," p. 195. Ruth Hudson in a eritiea1 

essay, a1so writes upon the relationship of Poe and D'Israeli 
in Amer ica...n Litera~, VII, Pp. 402-416. In a Iptter, ~oe 
himself mentions having correspondpd with D' Israe1i • 
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instance pf the motif of interment as punishment. 
o 

Enclosed in this duqgeon l could not even finn spaee 
enoue h to turn myself about; l suffered sa rnuch that 0 

: felt My brain rlis0rde~ed: l frequrntly asked myself, 
am l really Do'n 3althazar ùrobio, who used to walk 
about Spvillp at my 'pleasure, who so grpatly enjoyed 
myself Jith my wif~ an~ my ~hildren? l often imag1ned 
that aIl my lif0 h~d only been a drpam, and that l héid 
really been b~rn in this dungeon. 1he only amusement 
l eould lnvent \olas met8r>hysiea l disputatiop$. l was 
at once opponent, respondent, and praeses.)j 

1 

'lhe "disputé.!tions" rnentioned remind us of Poe's nar-

rator, and his absurd ealeulations upon~the size of bi~ cPypt. 

The qupstioning of identity and the nervous ,tone of th~ pas

sage are E'ehoed in the narrator's struggle (in "'lhe Pit and 

the Pendu lum ") avliJy fr om t he pendu 'lUM one minute, and his 

smile at its lnevitable descent the next. 

'
L1 1!1e Cask of Amontilla'do" bears a strlkln[ resemblance 

to J. '1. Headley's "A ;·jan uujlt ln a Wall ~1154 A narrator 

relates of his visit to an Italian rpglon at fpstival time • 
. 

He enters the town of San GIovanni and examines the withered 
\ 

form of a man Halled ur in the church of Sdn Lorenzo. 

53 
I. D'Israeli, CuriQsi~ QL Llterature, Edwâr~ 

!-toxon Put:> lis her s (London, 1 Q,4 U, p. 60 ~ 

54 -liA Han .duilt in a ,.]all il was located in perUsal of ' 
'The ColunbiayI:ady's Sill.Q. Gentleman' ti~gazine anel has since 
bepn verifl",d in an article by Sehick -- "'lhe ()ri~in of ''l'he 
Cask of Arnontillado'," AinericaJl Literélture, VI, pp. 18-21. 
Poe had reviewed Heaclley's "Letters from Itely" 1n the Broad
wa;t. Jé?Urnal, 2 (Au~ust 9, 181+5), p. 75 and we thus may assume 
Poe f5.lll il iar w i th the aut hor • 
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As' the' door swung open l recoi-led a step in horrol'-r for 
there stond, upright, a hum~n skeleton, pprfpct 1n all~ 
its parts, star1nf: upon me with its·dead eye--sockets. 5) 

...- 1) [t' .. 

1re vie.,,:er is horrifiAd at tuhe ap~earance of thE> skele>ton. 

"The who le a t ti t ude a nd a s pee t gi ve one the im press.ion of a 

death of agony.,,56 vJith the narrator 15 a friE>nd, a, physi-
<P 

cian, who v~ry carefully nnalyzes the remains. " •.• h'fS' 
J' 

\ 

":veiee was low and 50 lemn ,- and as if he hlrnself had seen the 

liv inE: burial, sajd h~, ''1 ha t man d 1ed of suffocation, and - , ~ -~. 

pe was built up a live in that wall. ,,57 The doctor recon-

structs thE' terr ible events of the night of tlie prema ture 

burial c;tressin~ the Horùs " pa inful" and " su ffering." On a 

dark pvenine, thf' victirn was tranped, and brought to the 

chùrch where he WDS tortured and the crime concealed. 

Li t,t le by lit t le, eac h part of his body was cov ered • 

Yet up ~pnt t~e fiason work till lt reachpd the mouth, 
and the roughest fragment was jammed ioto the teeth, 
and fastrned therp with the mortar -- and still rose, 
till nothirrE butsthe pale, white foreheaJ was visible 
ln the openj ne. 5 

The narrator Ipavc5 the churc~ with ~ls friend, and soon for

gets the horrifyinr sipht in contemplatiqn of the beautiful ~-
'> • 

.. / 55 Columbic:n Lady' sand Gentleman 1 s Hagazine, liA l1àn 
Built in a 'da<>ll", Vol. 1,10,44, P. 7R:' See footnote 32, 
Cha pter 1). 

..... ,. 

- (. 

56 It?id. 

57 Jbià., 'p. 79 • 

58 Ibid • 

'\ -, 
\. 

'. -
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scenery surtouridJng.him. 
~- ...... '" ... 

'l'he similarities between the tale and P'oe's "The Cask 

,of Amont:1,llado" arr- manifold. Both involve a slow .methodlcal 

and' cr'ue l wa 11 ing up; in both the cr lme 1s completed wl th 

SUccess. 

~l1Some 'rJords With a Hummy" has lts germination ln 

several sources, one of which 1s "J:.e.tter Frorp a Revlvecl" 

Hummy • Il 59 
... \ 1. 

A mummy describes how, after receiving a blow 
tl 

rendering him "insensible", he spends a hundred years in the 

vaults of the museum at Brussels, finally falling tnto the 
- .... 

hands of a s~i.ritifically oriented man who --
... 1 ... 

entertained the ;dea that 11fe was but dormant, nôt 
extinct in my'frame, and that by a'little coaxing 
and gentle measures, sga-might be wheed~ed forth 
from her hiding place. ~. 

Rev1ved by means of the galvanic battery, the mummy narI'ates ., . .1':, 

his utter disillusionment with the world as lt exists. He 1s~ 

like "Aeneas unoer a Cloud. 1I6l 'lhe mumrny wishes he could 

r etur n. ta the museum: "1 often wish my self a ga ln in the 

vaults,o.f the museum at Brussels', and actually cantraeted by' , 

59 ' ., 
'l'he New-York Mirror: A Weekly Journal Dévoted 1& . 

L1terature anel .1.lli2. Fine Arts, "Let ter From a Revlved Hummy" , 
January 21,-rB32, p. 227. heference to this tale was derived. 
from Lucille King's article on Poe's sources. 

60 
Ibid. 

, 61 
Ibid • 

. ' 
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conveyance there in three days, but was solemnly assured that 

there was no museum there ,,62 _ .. . . . but cannot even locate 

his past home.' 

'l'he story line 1s quite similar tOo 'Poel~s tale. '~Bh 
mummies ~re revivified by means of a galvan1c charge, and 

1 

both are dis i llus ioned wi th the, "modern Il wor Id: Eaoh had 

fallen into a state of catalepsy, mistakenly buried by h~s 

comrades. 

In ,"Passa\:s From the Diary of a Late P_~ysic1anll,63 
in one of the foot~tes to" the story entitled "'lhe Boxer" -: , , 

q 

. 1 have located another instancp of revivifi,cation (tnough 

supposed) by means of a battery. 

, ,~ 

, , 
- 'l'he first time that,ihe galvanic shoqk was conveyed to 

him will nFver, 1 dare say, be forgotten by anyone 
~resent. r'le ·:111 shrunk .rorn the table in consterna
tlon, ~ith the ~oxentary belief that we had posltlvely 
brought the rn~~ beck ta lire for he sUddenly sprung 
up into a sittinE po~ture -- hds arrns w3ved wildly. 
1h~ color rushed iota his che~ks -- his lips ~~re 
drawn apart, 50 as to sh wall his teçth--- .. ~ onp 
gentleman present, who h 'poened to be nearj'''.st to the 
up0er part of the body, was almost knocked down with 
thE violent blow he rAceived from the left qrrn.6~ 

1he tale GoncernS a man recently hung, but the type 

62 
Ibid. 

63 Blackwood 's Edinburgh 'Hagazine, "Passages From the 
" Diary of a Late Physician",.Vol. 32, 1832, p. 279. In Poe's 

"The, Premature !::Iurial" the story of Hr. Stapelton 1s reminis
cent hnre; both men are pilfered from the .grave and "rpvived'.' 
wi th a charge. 

-. 

-- " 
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of revivification procedure 1s similar to Poe's story. A 

blow 1s dealt to one of the spectators in bath tales as a 

rpsult of th~ cad8ver returning to lire. 

A man "dies" in "'lhe Burial Alive,,65 but still rptains 

all his senses. 'lhough he 1s living, the narrator cannot 

bring this faet to the attention of those burying htm and he 

is thus interred by mistake. 1he actual burlal is given 

minute detail for effect. His coffin --

•.• was Iowered, and rested on the bottom of the grave -
the cords were droDped upon the lid ••• Soon after, a few 
handful~ of eart~ wpre thrown upon the coffin -- Then 
there was another pause -- after which the shovel was 
employrd, and the sound of the rattling mould, as lt 
covered me, was far more tremendous thon thunder. But 
l cou Id :ncdcc no ef for t • 1 he sound gradua l ty became les s 
and less, and by a surginf reverbcration ln the coffin, 
l knpw that the grave was filled up, and that the sexton 
was treadine i~ the earth, slapping the grave wlth the 66 
flat of his slJé.lde. 1hic; too ceased, then all was 5i1ent. 

Grave robbcrs 67 enter thp earth and stenl the narrator's body 

shortly üf,tpr he ie; interred. He 1s g:iven ta a group of phy

siCians who, by means of a galvanic battery, bring the narrator 

from his lethargy. 

'-

October 

"Sorne \1ord s Wi th a 'Hummy 1/ i s sim i lar t:) th 18 s tory in 
i 

65 .~ .' 
. BTrtcl(w'ood,1 S Ed 1nQ.ld.Uh t!.9..g,az ine, 

1~21, pp. 262-263. , 
II·'lhe B~rial AIive" ,( 

66 
Ibid., p. 262. 

67 
Se8 footnote 47, Chapter 1, for robbers saving the 

prematurely intprred. Aiso the "Sexton of Cologne ll
, p. 24. 

See footnote 63 this chapter as weIL, for further relation to 
other stDry patterns. 
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the means of r~vivification, and in the rnanner which the nar-

ra tQr, ly ing~ :m a t3 ble, wa t ches wha t i s be lng donA ta him by . 

those ~ho imagine him ta bA sensel~ss and dead. 1he sensa-
, 

tions of actual bur~ctl vividly. described, rnake this tale sig-
\ 

nific~:lnt in terms Jf thl? general m\tif as well as the individ

ual story. 

The motif of premoture burial was widely circulated 

through the periodical literature with which Poe waS familiar. 

l have not attempted to illustrate all the sources for Poe's 

tales involvin~ the motif; instead l have chosen, what ta me, 

are representative examplps of the motif and era. This 

literature as well as ?oets, reflects the classifications of 

the mot i f aS di sens sed in Cha pter 1. Al thou Eh Poe often 

borrov/s the subject material of his tales, it is the use of 

that material which places him above those from whom he bor-
-

rowed. '1his will be discussed_ in Chapter IV. 

As 'Ne pr:)gress to Chapter III, lt ls important ta keep 

the materlai from this section ln mind. 1 will discuss the 

irrelevance of the psycho-analytic analysis of the motif in 

light of the general background, and more especlally consider

lhg, the nature of th~ periodic literature in whiéh Poe was 

ltnmer sed • 

-. 
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CHAP'l ER III 

'IRE 1101 IF AND 'I HE PSYCHO-ANALY'l'IC INTERPHETATldN 

Biograph~rs, psychologists and psychiatrists have 

often typically assumed that Poe's use of varlous motifs 

i5 necessa~i ly derived from a "t:Jrtured" soule 'Ihis Inter

prptation neglpcts the weIl of informatlon concerning the 

era in which Poe ma tured, his li terary'----pr--edecessors, and. the 

periodic literature of his age~l In relation to the motif 

of prernHture burlal, Chapters 1 and II have discussed the 

factors normally ignored. l'Je C3n reali.ze that the motif did 

not spring from Poe's own conception but was derived from 

variou5 sources and analogues. 

Gericault in 1319 kept cadavers lying in his studio 

ta paint "'Ihe Raft of i1edusa" as did Delacroix in his 

"3arque de Don Juan." According ta Frank Davidson, "beauty 

tainted with pain, corruption, horror and death was ••• all 

l 'lhe neglect of whlch l speak on the part of those 
interested in Poe's "torturL-éd" aspect, is valid for thp psy
cholo['.ist-nsychiatrist's O\.,rn. pUrposes. It 15 not a tenable 
position for me, hO\-lever, as regards a literary approach to 
Poe. 'lheir mpthods do not jive wlth a study su ch as this 
paper represents; a study into the extra-psychological sig
nific3nce of the motif of premature buriai • 

- 50 -

• 
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2 
over Europe a century ago." In this light poe was a "his-

torian ll whose reports of death, vau1ts, decay, and corrup-

t ion r e flect the t irr,e in wh lch he li ved • i1ar 10 Praz3 s ta tes 

that Poe's terror was n8t so much of the soul -- but of 

Germany and several countries. This must remain crucial and 

representative in an attempt to.locate the sources of liter-

ature in literature, rather th~n in a psychological evalua-

tion of the autnnr. /\. 

If the use of hor~or in fiction can be taken as an indi
cation of horror in the mind of the author r then most of 
the tdl p wrlters of the fGrst half of the 19th century 
were vpr ging on itlsani ty. 

Those who would relate the motif of premature burial to Poe's 
-state of mind, must attach their arl-inclusive evalu3~ions to 

,~ k 

the tale writers we have witnessed in Chapter II, to"the back-

ground figures in Chapter l, as weIl as the many more that 

2 
Edward Davidson, Poe: A Crltical Stud2, Harvard 

University Press (8ambridge, 1957). 

3 ;~rl0 Praz, lhp Romanti~ Agooy, Oxford University 
Press (London, 1933). 

4 Napier Wilt, IIPoe's Attitude 'l'oHard His 1ales: A 
New Document", Hodern PhilolQgy, l::J..V, 105, August, 1927. 
One might add ta thlS ~alt Whitman's comments on Poe, par
ticularly slgnificant in this cûntext, as they focus on Poe 
as representntive of an era which often focused on the 
macabre. From 1hft Sho~ of Reco~niLion, p. 424: 

"'lhe 1ush and the weir>d that have taken such 
extrao~dinary possession of the nineteenth 
century •.• the inevitable tendency of poetic 

" 
culture to morbidity, abnormal heauty -- the 
sickliness of aIl technical thought or refine
ment in itself ••• " 



• 

• 

- 52 -

have nDt been mentioned. 

D!'. :lauds ley, the medica 1 super intendent of the 
-

~~anchester Hoyai LunG.tic Eospital in 1860, is one of the first 

men ta strpss the import of Poe's biography on his crpative 

wo!'k •. He c;osidered the peri~ of Hrs. Poe's gestatioh 

important, for "Before the chi1d i9 born, i t ie; certain that 
F 

~ts after constitution may be seriously affectpd by its 

mother's state of mind." 5 Numerous -doctors and biographers 

cont inue up to the pr p sen t day the tr-end of wh ich Dr. Haud s ley 
. 6 

was a part. The most important study of Poe in this vain, 1s 

Harie Bonaparte's (1933) psycho-analytic interpretation. 

Frpud, in a foreword ta the book, 9ays: " . . . Marie Bonaparte, 

has sh~ne the li~ht of psycho-analysis on the life and work of 

a great writer with pathologlc trends ••• ,,7 BonB:parte is par

ticuIar1y significant ~o this paper, as she specifically dea1s 

wjth the motif of premature buriai through a variety of tales. 

Hrs. Bonaparte gives psycho-analytic meaning ta the 

motif, when discussing é:l scene in "A. Gordon Pym ll in which the 

protagonist is shut up in the ho1d of a ship • 

... 

5 P . • hllip Young, "The Early Psychologists and Poel!, 
Arnerican Literat~; Vol. 22, 1950-1951, p. lt47. 

6 1his group inc1udes Dr. Robertson, D. H. Lawrence, 
Joseph Krutch, and to my mind, Daniel Hoffman. 

7 " Marie Bonaparte, ~ Life ~ Works Qi Edgar Allan 
Poe, 'l'he Hogarth Press (Lonjon, 1971) l p. xi. 
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• •• like the ch11d in the womb; and the protracted, tor
tured story of his impri;,onment there, corresoonds to 
what 15 frequpntly met in psycho-analysls, namely, ~ 
womb Dhanta~, the mo~bid anxlety con~pcted w1th which 
exp r e 5 ses it S 0 P P Cl S l te, the w i s h • For a s Fr eu d S a ys: 
1 lt m&y be added that for a ~an who 1s impotent (that 
1s, who 1s inhibited by the threQt of castration) the 
substitutp for cooulation 15 a ohantasy of returnlng 
Into his moth"r' S womb ' • Poe impotent, must have been 
speclfically prone to this phanta5y, 50 admirably 
expressed in thespremature burlal situations he S0 fre
quently depicts. 

The motif of premature burial (or what it 1s symbolic of) even 

in psycho-analysis has a distinct her 1tage stretching back 

through time: 

phantasies of the sort are the common heritage of 
m~n. 1h0,)' fieure in the dreé.lms and other unconscious 
constructions of adults, ae; in tLe activities and 
behayicr of chlldren. lh0y should not, however, be 
confusf'd \·Jitb bioloeical tendenciAs to rf>grec;s to the 
foptal condition, a tendency doubtless common to aIl 
crpatt1rps './llich ha ve exper ieneed an amniot ie exj s t
ence. 'lhls tendency reveul:, itself most clearly in 
the ppriodic need to s1eep in darkness and at rest and 
often, even in the prenûtal condition, another mLlni
fe:,tation of v.:hich would be coitus, that partial rpturn 
to U:e fen:.::lle body -- complete rf>turn being nff0cted by 
one ~perm ce11. 'lhe penis only aehieves a se~i -- and 
tf'.r.1pOréIT·Y rpturn t:o our prenatal bliss and the body, as 
it W0re, bJ proxy, attains it in valuptuous pleasure.9 

If we agrer with Bonaparte that everyone manifest~ the desire 

to rf>turn ta thp womb; 'vI ha t then 1s the par ticular advantage 

of describlng P~'S fo~us on the subject? His focus can only 

be derived from "the- common heritage of man" -- and although 

th1s may illuminate our common Qsycho-analytlc her1tage, it 

8 
laid" , 312. p. .. 

9 Ib1d. , 585. p • 

. 

>~ 



• 

• 

- 54 -

does nlt shed light on Poe' s li terary work. 

Yet alttough the Iiterary man may be Incompetent ta 
judge of such m3tters, he nevertheless ffilght feel 
llke Benjal;11n Frbnklin l1hjs doctrine tho' it might 
be true, W8S not very useful' -- not usefuI, that i9 
for literary rurposes.lO 

Ae may, at thp extreme become confused, a problem' l have 

experienced \o/ith nonapartet's evaluation of "'lhe Narrative of 

A. Gordon Pym." 'lhpre are sa many symbols with which Poe's 

mother is connpcted, that the symb91s lose the1r s1gn1ficance 

if for no other reason than by their very mass. She says the 

sea, the ship, the hold, the dog, the dead corpse, Peters, 

the bottle, the death ship, the turtIe, the shark's teeth, 

the pole, the Island, the hill on the Island, the chasms on 
... 

the Island, the white mon~ter with the scar1et teeth, the 

shrouded fifure, and the snow all relate ta Poe's mother • 

. : One of the latest books on Poe by Dan~el Hoffman, 11 

manifest9 psycho-analytic leanings wh~cp again Ipad to 

confusion. In this case, the discussion 1s interesting but 

not particu1arly informative. Hoffman uses the exa~ple of 

Houdin! and his constant efforts ta escape entombment -- "He 

(Poe) might have found a real-life counterpart ta the suf-
. , 

ferer in ''lhe Premature Burial,.,,12 t1enninger is quoted on 

10 
Phillip Young, lI'lhe Ear 1y Psychologists and Poe",' 

Amer1can Litpratur e , Vol. 22 (1950-1951), p. 451. 

11 
Daniel Hoffman, ~ ~ ~ ~ Poe Poe Poe, 

Doubleday and Co. (New York, 1973). 

12 
Ibid., p. 216. 

.. 
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Houdini --

Coupled with this, unconsciously, is the fact that he 
had an extraorrlinary attachrnent for his mother which 
strongly élfi'pcted his entire l1fe .:.13 

Hoffman's conclusjon i5 ce~JjnlY ambiguou9. 

Alas the poor psycho tic imagination, to which every
thing that counis for anything becomes both Ltself 
and its Opposlte. Death ls an imaEe of birth, birth 
of death, and suiçide and murder partake of each 
othpr's churélctpr in the throes of the struggle 
between Eros and Thanato~, the id and the superego, 
thE' self anr. the world. 14 , 

Death does not ~iteral1y mean birth, nor b1rth dpath. 1he \ 

equation has been tempered by an illUsive unconscious. 

Hoffman must have (or believed he had) put his finger on that 

unconscious b0fore tackling Poe; l have note Allen Tate is 

pertinent here in speaking of the psycho-analytically inclined. 

To these ingenious persons, Poe's works have no 1ntrin
sic meaning; taken together they make up a dossier for 
the analyst ta perus 15br;fore J1r: Poe steps into his 

,office for analysis. 

l must agree w~th Floyd Stovall ln his summation of the 

requirements for the èomprehension of Poe. 

13 Ibtd. 

14 
lb 1 d ., p. 218. 

15 
Allen late, "Our Cousin Mr. Poe", from 

Collection of Cri"Llcal Essays, Prenti~e Hall (New 
1967). Perhaps Poe's own comment is valid here. 
hationale of Verse!l --

Poe: li 
Jer sey , 
From !l'l'he 

"In one case out of a hundred a point is exces
sively discussed because it is ob~cure, in the 
ninety-nlne remaining it 15 obscure because 
excesslvely discussed." (908) . 

# ' 
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Sorne of his poems and tales are diTficult, ,but they 
can be understood without the help of twentipth 
century psychology or an~ greater learning than what 
can be found in the literatur e6

and the reference 
works to which he ha~ access. 1 

bonaparte's stuëy of the psycho-analytic herltage 

rather than of Poe'S literary work i5 illustrated by the 

following chart 1? in which literary /sources are juxtaposed 

with unconscious syrnbols. In this visual context, the , 

sOUrce rnaterial manifests the sorne unconscious ,character-

istics sup~osedly round in Poe. 

, . . 
16 

Floyd St0vall, "'lhe Conscious Art of Edgar Poe," 
frorn Edgar Po~ the Poet, University of Virginia Press ~ 
CCharlottesville, 1069), p. 133. 

17 0 

'lhe material from column one and three that 1s 
not brack,~t'?d 1s der1ved frorn ,·largaret A1terton, "An Addi-' 
tionai Source for Poe's ''ihe Pit and the Pendulum ' ," ;'{odern 
Language :{otes, #6, 1933, p. 355. The middl~ colunn 1s my 
own addition t~ her schema. l do not think It necessary to 
discuss the validity of the correlation made by l'liss/Alterton 
between columns dne and three. Her argument is very con
vincingly stated in the above article. The rationale for my 
own inclusions of the brackpted tales can be round in Chapter 
II of this paper. 



• 
Il'l'he Pit and the Pendulum" 

1he oD~niîg sc~ne 
(the judg~s-descripti0n 
of the prison) • 

'l'he pl t 

'1 he pendu lum 

the hideous pictures the 
pris)~er sees on the walls 
o.f his dungeon 

The raving of the- prisoner 
_ ly ing under the swee ping 

pendulum 

the decreasi~un~e0n 

the closing scene 

.... , ~ ... -

30naJarte - unconsci0us 
'. symooll.sm 

Inquisitors = Father 
Prison = 1he w0mb 

, 
tqe V3g1~al open~~g to the 
wor Id - to Dir th 

i 

?ather's ?enis-(iîtr3-uteri~e 
Castrating observatlon 
Father in of C~ltuS) 
Excelsls 

Priœitive ~eDresent&tion of 
Fa th~r Figure 

, 
Osc111ation between Ho~o
sexuality and Heterosexu

ality 

:he womb contracting to 
force the eillDryo 1nto the 
ou ts ide wor Id 

Caesa~ian o~eration 
Lasa lle = g'Joà Genera l Lafayette 
as opposed to John Allan 

"' 
- -... 

--- -- --------~ -------------. 

• 
Sources 

Llorente ::aterial 
("301itary COQ:ine!"lent" 

CUlnquisiti'în") 
"I~V01'J~)ary Ex;>eri'''en
ta11st"/ 

--.....-------

Ed2él::' :'un:1 o v 

~l')rp'1te ::atprial 

r' '1 he: :a n i ~ the .3 e 11 Il 

"'} he J~an in the 3e Il'' 

Il'Inqu 1 51 t ion" 

"'lhe Iron Shroud" 
\"lhe Involuntary 
Sxper iJlen ta lis t Il 

- the red hot walls) 

Llorente :':at8tial 
("The Involuntary 
Ex 0 e ri 'TI e n t::i lis t Il 
- Salvation at last 
minute) 

V'\ 
-....J 
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If the psycho-analytic interpretation 19 correct, 

then it has merely supported the general appearance ~ t~e 

womb-phantasy in Poe'S era without 11lu~inatlon to the work 

of Poe. 'l'he ooly valid point of enquiry into the appearan-ce 

of the symbols in Poe, 1s his selection and arrangement of 

them. 

But none of this ez~lains why Poe snould choose, of all 
possiblp anxiety themes, partic~\àrly thes~: nor above 
aIl, why the-se ~ilEld yp harrors' should make uï8shudder, 
when mfÎlY él simllar invention leaves us cald. 

, . 
Harie .donaparte, b3.sically misinterprets Poe's phi-

losophies of composition. She dqes not comprehend the fact 

that Poe uses the motif of premature burial -- available to 

him through various sources, to ~onsciously manlpulate the 
i 

emotions of the reader and cause the effect which he designs. 

'l'he "similar invention" is in faet the same invention as the 

chart has shown. The major adaption which Poe made was in 

h1s ~ of the invention. 

~ ,To bring this about, these atrocities, for Poe, must h.ave 
. '" ':been 19 charged wi th the libido which wells up from the 

decpest un~onscious sources and communicates conviction 
through works of art. 20 (Italics mine). 

. 18 Harie Bonaparte, 'l'he Life and Works of Fdgar Allan 
Poe, The Hogarth Press (London, 1971), p,. 584. 

19 
''l'he three words "mus t have been" are in effE'ct the 

rationale for Marie Bonaparte's probing of,Poe l s unconscious. 
She could not discQver in Poe's aestbetic the rpas~ns for the 
success of Poe 1 s taleSr 50 she sought to dig inta the hidden 
well of Freudian symbo s for the answer to ~ dilemma. ' 

20 Bonaparte, P. '584. 
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~oe i5 not "charged with the libido", he 1s. charged wit·h craft. 
Q 

He is a veritable Dupin in quest of a desired eff~ct.~- step by 

step he rationally creates terror (or whatever i~ desired) 

through the use of a motif readily available to him. 

Bonaparte feels the terror, is unable to detect its , , 

'source in Poe's mErthod, and thus (already predisposed tmofard 

~sycho-?nalysis); ~spouses the theorY that lt i5 deAp wlthin 

Poe's subcons-çious. But if any author wa~. conscious of his 

own creativ~ processes lt was Poe. It 1s he, who 50 care

fully describes ta the reader his own creative method in his 

critieal es~ays on composition. The next chapter will trace 

the motif ,of pre~ure burial ~nd the way it flts with Poe's 

aesthetiC. lhe ~esigning cTaft r~ther than the unconscious 

dlsturbances behind his work, will be outlined. 

. ' f 

, ) 
~ 

.. 

\ 
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CHApriER IV 

/ 

\ 

1 
,. ",,:':,--1 HE HO'! (F . AND pmi" S AES'l'HET IC '. /' 

Poe improve upon his so~rces to the extent that he . 
1 

remains rernembered whl1e his source~ do not~ 1he reasfn 19 
~ ... ~ ---

simply that Poe's wor~ 1s infin1t~ly mQre crafted than that 

of his predecessors. troe's aesthetic aè~ounts for the differ~ 
ence and the key concept conc~rning the ta le 15 "~ffect." 

Poe's theories of composdtion, although some~hat more , 
elabarated concerning poetry, brlage bath the poem and the 

~ale, in regard ta effect. Poe does state that the two 

rnediums Biffer; beaufY being the province of the poem, truth 

t<~e aim of the tule. 1 

1ruth as it is psed 1n Poe 15 controverslally defi~ed . . 
'l'he corn p lexi ty _of ar gurnen ta tion_ .ooes not a 110\{ i ts leng thy 

d iscus sion hp\e. l' must, hJ\>/ever, def ine the tru'th' to which 

a ---------------( '~ 

l 'l'he Tàle 

The Poem 

"'!:.>ut truth ts often, and in very great 
. degr"ee tljé aim of the ta le." 

"r;ow J desienate BeDuty as the Province 
of 'the Poem. Il 
"''lhe Poem only ~as collateral relations 
wlth the intellect. 1I 

1 do not'feel the ne~d as does Joseph Garrison to argue a 
defjnitlve conclusion ta Poe's thEÇorifis 'cancerning the differ
ence betwcen the poprn and th~ tale. Poe does not say that the 
only rpalm of thp story is trutb, nor does .he say beauty 1s 
the 001\1' province Df poetry. He merely states tb"at the mediu,ms 
ar' bes\ rpprpsented when attaching thomselvps.to these pffpcts • 

....,.. 
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l frequently rrfer in tbis ch'apter., Arthur Hobson Quinn 
2 

dividros Poe's truttJ lnto Existen'ce (actual life as we know lt) 

and Essence (thp realm of abstraetion and imagination). 

Joseph Garrison3 points out Uiat thp truth of Existence posits 

the truth of Essence. 1ruth is, thersfore, twofold. rh~ 

first truth rests on the level of exl~tence -- in the real 
i 

world; the second ' .. Ues at the level 'Of the im~gination with 
.' 

the sou 1. v'hen l rÎE>fe'r' to truth; l mean a combina tion of both 

th~ru th of Ex 15 tence a n-d the tru th of Es s en ce • Poe' s tru th 

of Existence has only to conform ta thé real world âa far ~ 

lt 15 necessary (credibi lit Y ) in order to evoke thp far 

greater truth of ~ssence. 1hroughout this chapter, the 
c 

necessity of Exi~tence to posit Essence will be document~d. 

"'lh€" Philosophy of Composition ll details Poe's a priori 

cons truct.ion of "'1 he Haven" ac ':ord inE to "t he pro j ected pffect 

of its verses on the reader. Alth6ugh the essay concerns the 

province of the poem, it is, nevertheless, the most detalled 

study of Poe's theory of effect. The method outllned in his 

cori'struction of Il'l'he Haven" does extend to tbe rea lm O;f {he 

tale. 1his becoIDes apparent in Poets revie\o, of Hawthorne's , . 
-

Twice-TQ1ô 1a1es. 

2 J~'sepp Gari ison, "'l'h~ Func..:ti·on of 'l'error ïn the 
Work of Edgar Allan Poe", Americà[l Quarterly, 18 (1966), 
p. 142. 

3- Ibid. 
" 

• 
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A skilful 11terary artist has constructed a tale. If 
wise, he hEls not fashioned his thoughis to accommodate 
his incidents; but having conceived, with deliberate 
care, a certain unique or sinEle effect to be wrought 
out, he th 0 n invents such incidents -- he then combines 
such p'lents as may b~st ai"d him in establishing this ' 
prec0ncejved'effect. 

Poe be~ins with thp. fol1ov/inE "footnot~" to his "Philosophy 

of Composition." ~"-' 

Let us dismiss as irrelevant per se, the circumstance 
or say the necessity -- which in the first place gave 
rise to the lnt€ntion of composing a tale thélt sbould 
suit at once the popu1ar and the critica1 taste.? 

~ 

1he absenc~ of the impulse ta create which 15 une~p1ain~d by 

Poe, must be kf'pt in mind in ary' dis cuss ion of the construc

tion of "The l\aven .11 Poe' s p~ was composed as fn attempt 

••• to rfnèer it manifest that no one point in its 
corr.position is referable either to accident or 
intuition; th2t the work proceeded step by step, ta 
lts complet ion with the precision/and rigid conse
quence of a m8thematical problem. b 

• 
Poe's first decision was as to the length of the poem. 

He kept in mind the need for a unit y of impressIon and the 

necessity of an elevation of the soul; an elevation wt~ch he 

rea1ized difficult to sustain., One hundred lines he thought 

4 i 

Edgar A~lan Poe, îhe Works, eds. Stedman and Wood-
berry, 1he Colonial Company (New'York, 1914), pp. 38-39. 1he 
applicability of Poe's poctical criticism ta his crjticism of 
the tale, is dtscussed thoroughly by Garrison in "1he Function 
of 1 e r r 0 r in the .J 0 r k s of -Ed g a r 11 Il a n Po e • Il 

5 
Ibid., p. 39. 

6 
Ibid.; p. 100. 

-------
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the ideal. FrQm length, he moved ta the cholce of 1mpres-

sion ta be conveyed. 1he work must be universally app~eci

able, and fulflll,the elevating power of the poem, thus 

beauty wo~ld be its province. Poe next selected Its proper 

tOhe -- melancholy. He thought a refra1n would sprve weIl as 

\ an "artistic plquancy, Il a key note to the poem. His des 

tian of how he would utilize the refrain, a convention 

already in use, has parallels with his improvement of the 

motif of premature burlal. 

I-considered lt, however, with regard to Its suscep
tibility of imnrov er'1ent, and soon saw it to be in a 
pri~itjve condition ••• l resolv~d to Giversify, and 
50 heighte'î,. the effect, ••. while l continu~lly -
vurieè ••• thdt i5 to say, l determlned to produce 
ccntinuous ly novel effects, by tt1e vélriation o_f the 
~lication of thp refrajn -- the refrain itself 
remnininE, for the most part, unvarled. J 

-. 
Poe chose the nature of the refrain (a single word), its ~ôund, 

tho prptext for its contlnuous use (spoken by a raven) ~ and the 

topic of the poem in which it was to be used (the death of a 

beautiful woman;. 1he variation of the application of the 

refrain was considereè, and the climax composed at the first -

touch of pen and paner~ Poe next selected the locale for the 

SCene (the scholar's chamber;; the reality was vprifiéd, and 

the fina l add i ti ve --- 'Ir ichnes s Il or mean ing was i nj pcted in 

the fina l lines of the la s t s tanza • In h is "Ph ilosophy of 

Composition!', and in the creation of Il'lhe Baven", Poe 

7 
Ibid., p. 44. 

, 
\ 

\, 
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fulfilled his preference for the following method of wrlting: 

1 prefer commenclng with the consideration of an effect. 
1 say ta myseIf, in t~e f11'st pinee l -- of the innumer
ab1e ~ffects, or iŒpressiQns, of Whlch the heart, the 
intellect, or (more genera1ly) t~e soul is suscep~ible, 
wha t one shél 11 l on the present occa 5 ion, se 1ect? } 

Poe utillzed his theory of effect in concordance with . ~ -

the motif of premature buriaL'to surpass th9se writers from 

whom he gleaned thl" mot if. As Howard Jones says: "His or ig

inality conqisted in doing better than anybody else what 

everybody plse 'viaS try~ne: ta do." 9 15ha11 hypothesize 

another ffPhilosophy of Comp,osition" (based on Poels theories) 

ta account for the eff0ctiveness of "'lhe Premature Burial." 

'lhis method shalf br significant, in its emphas1s on Poe's 

craft, and by cornrürison, the absence of it in his sources. 
- 1 .. ....,"-' 

~h0 fi~5t consideration 1s that of extent. In his 

review of Hawthornl?, Poe relates· his concept of the idea1 

1ength of a short story. 

, l a1lude 1-0 the s.hort prose narrative, requiring from a 
ha If hour t 0 o-ne or two hour s in i ts peru sa 1,. '1 he 
ordinar) novel is objectionable, from its length, for 
reasons alrfady stoted in substance. hS it cannat be 
rE'ud at one sittin,g, it dei'rives itselt' of courS~t of 
the immense force derivable from totality.10 

8 
Ibid., p. 37. 

9 -
Howard Joncs, ed. Amer1can Prose Hasif.r.s.: 

Hawthornp, Emerson, Poe, Lowell, Henry James (l'ass. t 
lntro. , 

Cooper, 
1963 ) 

10 Works'; p. 191. ~\ 

1 

1 
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Ilrlhe PrpTJ1ature Burial""fits neatly in the category from one 

half to one houri the force 

by unduf.> lf.>ngth. 

of 1t\itY 15 not obstructed 

It 15 n~cessary ta formulate a desirpd effect or 

im pres S 10n. '1 he pr ov ince clf th e poem 1s beau ty, but accord-

ing to Poe, Il'1 rU th 1s oft en, anà in very gr ea t de Eree, the 

aim of the talpll (see footnote 1). 'lhp calculated pffect, 

then, must be truth iD the short story to be creatpd • 

Re~rdjn[ truth as the province .Jf the story, the 

tone of its hi~hest manifpstation becomps manditory. The 

ratioGindtive tone iG th~t which i5 the most Iegitimate in 

thi" r(:isPAct. 

'lhe length, the provlocP, and the tone dAtrrmined, 

an "ar tistic piqué1ncy" vlhich serves as a key note in the con

struction of the ta1p should be 6etermined. Thinking of the 

desired effect, the motif of premature buriai becomes 

a p pa r en t. l'J h él t b ptt e r w a y toi 1111 c; t rat e t r tl th t han t h r 0 u g h 

trlP CÜns(~ ~ ous immi OOr!ee of den th? H ew ef fects W0U Id be pro-

duced throu~h variatlon of th-e motif's "application ll (Sée 

footnote 7). 

1he nature of the premature burial ta be employed 

must be stlpu13ted. 'lhe appIiC!é1tlon sl10uld be, s''Ùsceptible tü 

variation and olÎght to'correlate to the desired effect. 

Various st~rics revoiving around prematurial burial, docu

mcnted and toid as if fact, fuifi li th~~e requir"ements. Pre

m?ture intermc>ot by mistake best dQcuments thé motir. The 

\ 
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sound of the motif i s uni~portDnt as Poe says: 
, 

~~sic when combined with a pleasurable idea, is poetry; 
music without the idel.i, 1s simply music; the iden \vi th
out the Tiîu~ic, 15 prosp, from lts very oeflrlitiveneS"t .11 

A pretext for the continuous use of the motif of 

'"-,burial alive has to be found. 'lhis· i5 once agu1n Elven in ~ 
, 

the t>,ffect de r;irec1. 1he p-retext ffitlst be to add crAdibi11ty. 

ta the use of the motif. 1his ls accomplished by a narrator 

relating in ? __ !i?ti:>c.:inative tone various "true ll (ln ter ms O~1 
1 

Ex i ste ne e) s t i) rie s • 

, Conqidering all lrue tapies, what ls the most true? 

Death deLlth is thf' only truth of which one 15 ultim::'ltely 
t 

certain. Wh0n does dPdth :::nost aptly fit wlth the medium of 

the ta le, \o/hen it ie; él premature death, one which ~s t(->mp~red 

with the universa1 fpar of de3th. But Poe had 1:0 combine the 

fear wLth a narrator re13ting in a ratiocinative toop various 

incid~nts of premature burial. This Qdn he accomplished by a 

generai discussion of the motif varyine closer and closer 

tO\"ard thp nnrrator himself't.eventua,lly approctchin~ the 

speLlkerls fAnr of hurlaI alive directly. Perc~1ving the 

structure "forced fl by. the desired ~ffects, the climax 15 

determinpd, -- as the first written construction. 1his climax 

naturally arises from thp narrater's realized fpurs of pre-

mature interment. 

11 Edgar Allan Poe, The .~~ PQP,ms ~ ~, 
"Letter to t3 -," Alfred A. Knofp (New York, 1970), p. -861. 

• • J 
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The movem~nt of the jaw5, in the effort to c:ry a loud, 
s howpo me tha t t hey wer e buund up a 5 ts usua l wi th the 
dead. l fel t, too, that l lay upon sorne hnrd sub
st3nee; and Gy somethin~ similar my sides were, also, 
closelye,)r1pl'PSSel1. So fn!', 1 had not ventured to stir 
any 0: my limbs -- but now l violently threw up my arms, 
,.;h1ch hiJd Open lying at length, wlth the wrists crossed. 
Thpy struek a solid wooden substance, which extendpd 
above my rer:;on at an (>levatit>n of not more than six 
inches ftom tily face. l cou1d no lonser doubt that '1 
l' e po se d w i th in él CI) f fin a t 13 st. 12 

, 
Aftel' thus wr1ting the climax, it i5 necessary to explain how 

the narr a tor eQI'1e s to be ,in terr ed. '1 he loca 1p of the climax 

has to be describec1. l'he bunk of a small sailing vessel has 

al1 thA attributps of a coffin to someone who does not 

~emembpr where he Is. ~he night 1s tempestuous, providing the 

reason fOT the n3r~ator sleeping in the ship; a ~unning·trip ~ 

down river provides ex~lanation for his being away from home: 
.., Il 
EverythlnE has 50 far been conceivéible. 1he narrator 

on a gunning ... trip i5 caught ~n a storm and takes refuge in a 

small boot, slpepin; in a tiny bunk. He awak~ns hnvinr, a pre

~iously mpntioned fpnr of premature burlal an~ a slow return 

1 ta consciOU5nA;JS froffi.sleep, believing himself pntombed. When 
,'J 

he screams, he is aroused by several sailors, who acquaint hirh 

of h is fo lly • 

But in subjects 50 hand1ed, hO\fever slHlfully, or with 
~wever vivid an array o~ inciden~, there is ahmys a 
certn1n h,jrdness or'n8kpdness, \>,hlCh rf>pels the 
artisticul pYf>.13 

12 Edgar Allan Ppe, 1he Complete ~les âU1 Poems, 
Randorn House Inc. (New York, 1937), p. 267 • 

\ 

13 w 0 r k s, p. 54. 

• 
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Sugi?estivpness and complexity remain ta bf' incul~ated 
, 

into thE' tale. 'lhese relate to sorne undercurrent,'hmo/ever 

indefinite of meaning. 'lhe 1ast two paragraohs fulfi11 the 
\ 

need for this IIrlchness." '1he narrator te~,ls h'ow the fear of 
c 

! ' 

prem3ture buriai had p:r''''cipitated his catalpptic disorder, , 
\ 'l' 

ho", the torturps endured, had purEcd him of his melancholic 

concentrations. 'lhe meaning pervades the n~rrative preceding. 

The final equat10n Qf the motif as emblem of 1ifp's horrors 1s 

introduced in the la~t Unf> of the 1ast para~raph. 

Alas ~ Ilhe grim 1e[ion of sepulchre terrors cannot be 
regarded as altor,ether f3nciful -- bu-t, like the demons 
in whC)se company hfré.lsiab l.de his voyage down the Oxus, 
they mu~t s leen, or they will devouE us -- they must be 
suffered to ~lu~bpr, or we pprish. 1t 

'.I.he nrecpdlng exercise in copying Poe 1 s method in "The 

Phi1osophy of Composition" anJ applying it to "The Premature 

Burial" is to higblight Poe's use of effect in detalling his , , 
storips, partlcular1y those cont3ining premature buriaI. If 

We take Poe's mpthods and .attempt to apply them to the various 

sourcps of Il'Ihe Prema.ture Hurial", we can see immpdiately the 

numer~advantages of Po~'s craft. 

In his tale ".3uperstition," Sedley does not begin with 

the effe c t of tru th, and cone; tru ct his ta lf> accord i ng ly • His 

mea n ing o i s imp 1antpd w i tnou·t sub t 1ett' a s ign for PoP ~ of a 

work of rnund3.nity an:j illegitimacy • 

14 
Poe, p. 268. 
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It 1s thE=> E>XCeS5 of the suggested meaning -- it 15 the 
render i ng thi s the up per curren t of the theme -- wh i ch 
turns ioto prose (an1 that of the very flattest kind) 
the so-c311ed f'loetry of the so-called tNnscennpntal-
ists ,15 . 

"Superstition" rpndprs its meaning in the "upper current" not 
), 

only at the end of the story when it concludes --

She WIfS_ çiead -- an awful lesson to thosE) who s~rcharge 
youthful minds 'N'ith inl.3ginary horrors. lb ~ 

bu t a 150 a t the co~rlrnencernen t 0 f the ta le. Plac i ng the mora 1 

at the head renders what f01101.,IS mere propaganda; the whole 

of which appe3rs contrived. 

For the love of hUffidni ty, let me digress a morrent to 
entreat th9 attention of mothers and nurses to this 
(>oint. l should almost l'ather beholri th0 lovely 
in'1ocent dpCjrJ in reality, than to catch its young 
flesh m.Jc1e to cr8.\oJl 'vIith these dreadfu~ èelusions, 
and s e es:) me d A tes ta b ley/ r etc h - - s 0 rn (? vil e h ir pli n g 
nurse -- sorne wreckless, heartless moth0r, pouring 
th"? p,)isJ!1 of superstliio'1 loto its mind, and thus 
pol1uti~eran~ pmbittertnE the light current of h00e 
and joy.li' 

Sedley 1s far too, b1atant -- "'lhey are with propriAty handled 

only when the severity and propriety of truth sanctify and 

18 
sustain them. ~-

Seba Srnith's po~m, "'lhe Life Preserv1ng Coffin" is but 

a rhymE1d te lling ,of the na tura l con sequences 0 f the ar tic le 

-. 

16 
'l'hp New~Yor k Mirror, IX, p. 284. 

17 
Ibid., p.281. 
D 

18 
Poe, P. 259. 

.. 
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w hic h i t f 0 11 0\'1 S • 

''lhey léiid her in the coffin 
.. :hen the brea th of life had fled, 

~nj :.. ':01 t élU; Sé.1tln plllow 
lias Dlacpd beneDth her head; 19' . . . 

'lhf' E'ffect is certtiin1y not beauty, which accordine to Poe is 

the yrovlnce of the poem, nOI' 1s it truth rE'quisite to the 

tale. 1t is éi g8me of rhymlng ln J,.,hich the irr:3gination con-

tr:1,ves ("As i nvsntions we should regard tr:em with simnle abhor

rence
,,
)20 an insL,ncp nf premature jnterrr.pnt. POP, on the 

other hand, take~ t~p precautions of thp tife-prpserving cof~in 

and u<;es tlwm to higl11ight the [ear of his' narrator whilp he 15 

p r f' na r in g a E éd n s t !TI i s t.s 1 f' n en tom b men t, and a l ~ 0 d II r i n g t h pel i -

max as hp dlsc0vprs one by one his precautions abspnt. 

"Do:ings of ttr Deacl ll from which Poe m1f'ht 0.1'00 have 

'" dr?vH1 matErial, is l:Jck;.lne in effect as Hell. ~hA couplet 

tr:at h0D.ds H-p <'tory is merely e1aborated upon to find the 

n81'J'éltf)T :in D. lilw position as Tom ù'Shanter ... 'lhe story 18 
n6~ pdrticularly credible; the dream seems tao much like a 

drpam, and thur, the tinal line, fil was but dreamtng 'f21 ls no 

revelation. 'lhc \<Jhole vision does not compare to Poe's nar-

rator's beine buried alive. foe's, cr~ticism expl'essed in "The 

Philasophy of Cd'mposition ll 
COIDe'S ta mind in regard to thj.s 

~ 

" 19' \.', ') 
ColuMbian Lady's and Gpntle1!fan's ilagazine, p. 36. ,. 

20 
-Poe, p. 258. 

21 n' I K b 8 ihe nicker ock~r, p. 29 • 

" 

.' 
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ta le. 

" 1here 15 a_ radical error l'think, in the usual mode of 
constructing 8 story, eithpf histor~ affords a t~esls, 
or oOP i9 sugp'sted by an "incident of thp day, or at 
oest, the aut~or sets himself to work ln the combina
tion of striking events to form merely the basis of hi~ 
narrativp, de:.ignioe generally to fl11 in with descrip
tion, dia10~uP, or auttorial comment whatFver crpvic0s 
of fact or action, rndy from page to page rpoder thûm-
se-lves arrJarent ,22 -' 

It 15 obvlous fr'Om the preceding dlscussion(, that Poe' s "The' 

, Premature Huriai" surpasses in craft its' three rpputed 

sources. 
...,.~. 

Î 

Poe used the motif of prpmature burial because he was 

most concernpd with the depiction of truth, reflected not 

only wi1h the motif, but generally throughGut his tales. 

If in many of my productions terror'has bpen the thesis, 
l maintoin that terror 1s not of Germnny, but of the 
soul, -- that l huve decluced the terl'or only from its 
legjtim~te sources, and urged it only ta its Ipgitimate, 
r.psults ,23 

Poe does not mean here that terr9r ts not of Gprmahy, but 

that terror 1s a unlversal; he uses it only from his leg1t1.-

mate sources. Legitimate here pertalns to that which 1s trup 

bath in Existence and Essence;'premature burial 1s one of 

Poe's "legitimate sources."\ J 

22 
\'Jor ks, p. 37. ' 

23 
Preface to the First Edition of Co~lected Tales . 

./ 

\ 

" 
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We know of nothior so agonizing upon Farth we can 
dream of nothine ha If so hideous in the rea Ims of the 
nethermost Hell.'c And thus all narrations upon this ) 
tapie hJve an interest profound; an lnterest, never
theless, which, through the sacred awe'of the topic 
itse1f, very properly and"very pecu1larly deopnns. upon 
the conviction of the trujh of the mattpr narrated. 
~Jhat l have nO\lI to te11- is of my actual knowl~ed[e -\.. 
of my 0\010 positivf> and pprsonal experlencp.2'1' 

, 

~. , 

l1argaret Altert.on bel~èves "fact greater than fiction ll 

lExistence to posit Essence) in terms'of effect, originates 
1 

not with Poe, but with the philosophies espoused"by Blackwood's 

Edlnburgh l':agazine, A1terton, notes the influences upon Poe's 

theories of thp development of hor,ror (eff'ecb7. 
., .... , 

, .. Yet pvidence points to the probability that he 
follov,ed not hoffmar14but a severity of taste -
affirmed to bf' morp strictfy Enl'lish; that he 
c0ught t he id ea fr 0m ~é) G.kwood WT i ter s, part i cu lar ly 
from cr i tic s comment inr on ;·lE.;d ica l Jur is prudpnèe, . 
that rpal'horror arises fT9m contpmplating diseased' 
c~ndjtions, both mental and physicai. And even 
where he seems to go bey-onr1 the bounds of the 
rational, he is still tr~êJting horrible cases of 
patholo~ic~~ interpst, nerVOUs diseas~s, and 
in s fcurity.,;:.5 

Poe admirpd many of lhE> writers anoearing in the maEazine, 
6 

speaking out against wrongly perpetrated criticism. 

~nd hF're lt wiJl be seen how full of prejudice are 
the usual animaderversions against those tales of 
eft~ct, many fine examplps of WDich were found in 
the patlipr numbers of ùlackwood's. 'lhe' 

. 1 

"\, 

24 
Poe, p. 263. L t ' 

. 25 1 / i1argaret Alterton, 'lhe,Origfn Q1. POE>'S Crltical 
,_ T~E>ory (Iovla, 1925), p. 16.' '.' 

f 
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imoressions weroe wrought in a legitimate although 
sometime~ an exaggerated intprest .26 ' 

,'( h. rrPassage-s Fro~ the Diary of a Late Physlcian" is 

introduced qy the'edhor of BlackwoOd's, with a prefaee that 

emphasiz€-fi.., with a perverse plea~ure, the' means by which the 

reallty of dfseases and "horrors "instruct H and "amuselÎ the 

" 'j public. 

And yet there are no members of society whose our
suits lead them to *istpn more frequently ta what 
has been exquisitely tprmed the 'still sad music 
of huma n i ty 1. \\ha tins ta rlces of _ nab le, fhough 
unostpntc:Jtlous herOlsm -- of calm and patient for
titude under ,the most lntolerable an'guish which 27 
cao wrinr anè torture thec:;e POOT "'bodies of ours. 

, 

Even more ooiènantly representative, is a passage flom a tale 

entit led "ie hevenant,~'J 'l'he 1ines are extreme1y reminiscent 

of the first paragraph of "'lhe Premature Durial." l believe 
e • 

Poe's words but a' mirroring with slight'ly altered perspeètlve, 

of the fo11owing: 

My grpatest p1e3sure through life, has been the 
"perusa~ of any extra-ordi!1ary narra\1-ves of facto 

. An account of a shipwreck in,which ~ndre~s have 
-·pcrished; of a plague. which' has de.~, u1ated town,s 

and clt1es; anecdotes.~and inquirip. onnpctpd with 
thp rPEùlation of prisons, hospitals or lunatlc 
recf!pticals; nay, the very police reports of a 

'! common rrtr\o/s pener' -- as r e la..tJve te ma t ter s of 
real~ty; hqvr- ;ÜWéJ.lS eXErte'd éi degree of intprpst 

f' ~J ~ 

,., 
". 

ft 

26 
..Jorks, "Revlew of fWlce-1&ld, 'l'ales, '.! f!f. 198. 

po. 322. 

· 27 ' tlPa~sages From the Diary 'of a l.ate Physician," 

-' 
,J' J' 

,., 

, 1 
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in. my riiind wLich cannot b~ prorïucpd by thp bpst 
inventp(' talp of fiction • .:- B ' 

In thp paragraoh intl'ocîucing "A Scholal"s Death dpd" (the 
" 

f 1 r c; t s pc tin n ,) f t h P, D Ln y) t h p edit 0 r s s t r p s s " a ri r: i t i 00 a 1" 

intptPst dur' to f;J,~t le "'lh0 following short but mplnnch't')ly 

oarrative, \>1111, it 15 hopFd, bp peru~Pd with addltional 

inter 0 st, 1~hl"'n thE" rr;é..der 15 asc;urpd, lt is':~fact.,,2lj Poe' 
-

rnviewed "yaSSaE0s Frt)m th~p'Diary of a La\e 'Ptly~icianll "in 

~.-

Graham's ;:araziop, cél1Ung it "shamefully i11-wrlttpn." But' 

he a1se) PdVP his opin~üHl thélt' Dr. J~'&T'ren, Hl ch,)osiop bOdJ.ly 
1 

'':::--
hpalth éie; thp b;-lSis for th" serips-, hdd t0udw,d a tiJpic 'which, 

t hd t ha cl 

oopn0d up cl v:;.jn I)f hum'lo lot~rest .. 

f 
P'0p'S thE,;)r:; of (,ffpct was derived, then, at Ipost in 

part fro['1 Jl,Ji~k'.,J'_o_od 'J?.. F~ct ~or thp semblanee of it) l'ather 

thon ficti~n, W8S s~rpssed in the En~llsh maeaz1np as it was 

28 ' 
, t510..~!i."Lood ~ Ed inbul'g HaŒé!.zJJ1~, Il Le Rpvpnant," 

Vol. 21, 11:n, P. 40'1. r~hp> story c'Jn~(,l'n.s the s(>ns<1ti'-)ns of 
a,'1l,an.3bolll to bp hung ancl-thu~; finds rch08S in POA'S "Life 
a&j De~lth 1a1 0 s." Poe ml{;ht 'havp rend thp "\tory il1 lirht of 
his Lnt"'ro'lt i~ the 'lhadow:/ l'egions bptween 1ifp ann c}0ath: 
1t is alsn of lOlPr0st 10 note a ~imil~r attitude pxpressed 

,in Il'lhe :i3l'pativr> of h. Gorjon Pym." , 
"r·'or ib,n bl'ir11t siJe of p.Jioting l hod 'a limitpd 
symDütfl:i.' ,ly visi,:ms wer0 of shipwreck aO(1 
'ff.tmint?,;'of dpath 01' célptivity amoog baJ"barian 
hordes; or él" 11feti['1e dT'ug~pd out in SOl'r'JW and 
tpurs upon som0 eray aod d@snl~tp rock, in an 

, oC~Qn uniJDproac11a~ble a'nd unknown.. f1 (75)) 
\ 

p. 477" 

29 
I1Pctssag ps' From thp Diary of a Late Phy~~ician,," 

l, 

,\ 
, \ \ .~~. 

\ 

-', 

\ 
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in Poe. 

Aoart, hmlr>ver, t'rom the i'1!:'vitable concfusion, a 
pri~ri that such cuses mu~t producp such 0ffects 
••• ;dO h,IV'''' _thr: rJir0~t tec:tir.lony of medi::!al and 
ordinb!y expe~lence ta p~ovP that a v~st number of 
su':!h intprments havE' actu3~y t8ken ol::ice, l might 
r~fpr a~ 0n!~, if 'n0cPss~~~~ tn a hunrlred ~pll-
a u t h (> n t i ~ J t p ri 1 Il S t él ne p s .) ~ ~ 

;1" 

Premature buri31 wus a matter of fact in the 19th century. 

1hp aim of the t31p lq truth, and to this end aIl its COM-
, . 

o 

POP sppms to hov o used it (oremature burial) as a 
f(:JUncldlJOn uron \Nh~ch \0 butld Cl ~ore pxtensiv,p 
story, wP'.lvio:, aroun~ the horr,ors of the thpmp 
alrn'Jst p(p1811y l'r~'(jt' :lttenrling horrors until the 
pffpct W~S on0 of ovprwhpl~ing terror.31 

POplS philos0phy towurd the prespntatior of the crpd-

ib1e, may be sppm th.Quehout his taleq, esopcially those con-
1 .., 

t.:linlI1C prpma'ture burial. 1his ?urial alive rests oftetîl'at 

t.he 'core (as h,lt'·rton--sd:"s abave). to a sel1J.e,s of incidpnts 

"within the l'imits ,)f the a~~ount()ble, of th"A real,,3 2 whlch 
1 1 

pradu.~e to'eetl'lPf () delirAd effect." l wil.l 

numbeT of Pap's tRIAi cantainin~ premature 

f 

bripfly revlew a 

in tO~rment ? 3j 
1 

\ , ---------1 
30 Poe, p • 259-259~ 
31 .. 

Altprton, p. 2.1. 

;. ~' 

( , 
,1. 

32 
IJO rjs.§;., ',?h,ilosophy of Comp'osit.ion," p. 51. 

" , 

~3 

" 

.- It rnay not be apparent at this point where the 
burlal alive aopears in eoch tale. l will dis~uss thls fully 
in thp next ch~ntpr. ~houph lhey ~ach contain the motif, the 
di~cussion hpre will fo~us 00 somo aspect of Poels attpmpt ta 
's\.lstain crpr1ibil~ty. 

\' 
"'. 
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emphasizing his str~ss on the plausIble. 

oî:'forp pXépnini'1g any indlviclual story, l woulà likt'> 

first to point out tr18t tho supposed division bptwppn Poe's 

ratlr)ci~3tivp t~lps 8ncl his tales of ~orror is not, for me, 

as clodrly definod as sorne would haQe it. 1~e narrators in 
Î 

almost all of Poe's t:31e3 I)f horror, are POi'ticularty 
\ . \ 

rational. At tilIlO-c-" SllCh DS in 'lrlhe Pit and~thp Pendulum" or , 

H'lhe Fall n; Uv:> Ilouse of UShpr," this ratïocinattve quality 

seems hYP0rboi te é)nd (>v(>n~p8tholo~dcal~ Under tche' circum-, 
stances, how can the nri~o~Dr be 50 logical in his attempt to 

, " 
evaluate his pr isonrt ." J10\o/ can the narrater in "1he HDùse of 

Ushor" sit élnd c3lÎlly, rpao the "~'lao '1riste" wrlPn the violpncè 

of the storm 1s so terrifie? Even whpn the~ n8rrator may be 

supposed marl, ~ p3tholo~lC~lly ratir)nu~ tone orten re~~ins, \ 

~s in "'lh'è)blctck C~t.,,34. 'lhi~ 'rationality~ shall be di'S,CUSSêd 

further a/we cuofrunt eac!1 tale. " , 

in 'dereoic0' 'thp horror of th~ cataleptic trance \ 
and prpTr'Jtur 0 bur131 are 1ntf>nsifled,é1nd more fu1ly 
deve18p p d by th'" pecu1iélr ùisP8..c:e to WhlCh thf> char-
octer EgélPUC; 'vus a vict.im. 'ltl.i,S, disea<;p, a sort of 
mOClOmanlJ, which cons ists in a ,m~d oesirp to stare at 
Dereni ce'~' t "eth, éln.U, 0 fter her trance and inJprrrrent, 
ta obtain th~m, ands ct grupsom~ness to thp alr0éldy 
'gl'uesnme () od horr ib le theme •• As Cëi n \ be s een, ne i thpr 
Blacln!ood n,)r !Jor> hEld dppended lir) the\ lNl s t nn the 
supr>rnaturr:.tl fOI:

5
the, effr>ct~f horror from the life-

'ln-d p ath th0mr>.) , ~ 

p. 42. 

r 

superb adhprence to th€\.. 
in Poe's knowledge of 
the spc6nd chapter of 

t 
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Altprton 15 succinct ln pointing out POplS denp~dpnce on the 
~ 

/1 
n3tura~ (ypt pathologie) rath0f than the sup 0 rnatural for 

effect. de can tO furtlv"r 1'1 ~ similar evalu3'tlon of POplS 

tal"'; Egs<=>tl1' fiJ:atior1 on Berenice's teethJ6. has j)epn nre-
. 

fai~d by an i9 clP8th descrlption of his predisposition far 

f'lxation on var1ou5 objClcts for lon.g ppriods of time -- IItO' 

, ~ , 
mu·se for long unwpa~lE>d hours, vii Hi my attention rlvl"ted ~~ 

.;. somp frivolous dfJvic~ ••• ,,37 'lhp physlcal asppct~,which the 

narrator attribut0') to "BerE'nice's" frame, cOffelate to some 

\ 

for m 0 f CI) 11 su m l) t i ') n 0 r wa s t i n'g 0 f . the b 0 d y.' [ n th i <l con d i -
, . . 

tion, th", promin 0 ncp of the teeth vlhich rp'main unaffeclp<1 1s 
,..- \ 

a requisite. rlS rpgards the fixation, th"'r~fore, the phy-
l. , , 

sicd1 prominpnce of tht tepth ano th'" narr~tor's prpdispos1- 0 

1 •• 

tion to\.,rard musing, lend credl~i1Aty, to the pre-PITlln n ncp of 

o teeth in ~gqpus' mind. 

~he prpmJture burial ltself 1s prefaced by a dec;crlp

Jere:ücî' s tpndency toward "trance. Il '1 hp narra tor 
, 

r e la tps loved Berenice, but that she became 

more of a fascinatlon -- "as the tLeme 'of 
D 

although oi-c;u1tory spec1lo.L-ition."j8 'lhpir 
~ 

the most abstrus~ 
-'( 

relatlonshio, as 
.... ' 

weIl ag the nature ~f her 111ne8s, 1enrl p1ausibl1ity ta his 

:16 
For &·new source of thi~ fixation, 56e Appen1ix, 

n. 134. 
37 

P,?e, p. 61-+4. 

3
8 

r b 1 ~ ':'"; p. 64 5 • " 

/ 
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J 
~onl)maniac31 rpm()~al of h"'r fpeth, anxj thp buriai alive • 

.. Jf findl nQt'p 13 th~{éltional narration of "Berpnic~." 

'lhA r11ct10n ir, pSfwciully so -- almost scipntific in its 

descripti0n. E(Tapu~ pxamines his own actions with [~aute 

dptnil. 

r 

In thA onp instancE', the dreampr, or pnthusiast~ being 
int 0 1'pst p d by an 8bject u'cually not frlvolous, 'imrer
c p otiv01y bses sieht of this objpct ln the wildprness 
of {\pdu::;tillnc; éln'l sUEgAstlCJrlS issulng th0refrom, until 
at th0 c·)nclu.sion of a o(1)-drpam often rppl'lte with 
luxury, ho t'lnds ih0 in-=:itwllpntum, or- Just cfluse of 
his Illur,itps, p'ntt'!'l?ly vèlnlshpd or forRJttpn.Y), -

"'lhe ol::Jck Cat n prpsenis a lo?ic.al h~rrator (patho-

logically sa), pvpn thouRh Wp prpsume him made '1 hp, story t5 , 

~ 

\0/ it h ':m t . th p s li c' h t p ~ t C; p n c; a t 10-n a lis m • At U1 pou t s pt, t h p 

narrator states: 

" IIY immH1intp' purp0se i5 to pl:lce bpfor 0 the worln, 
o'a1l1ly, 'Juccinçtl.y, élnd G'ithout t..!<1mm0nt, a spries 
() f m (' r f' h ') U S p ho,l d p v ~ 11 t s. 0 

.'J it oh 1 n t h (" t ct.J..-=-, the 3 é.I rra t 0 r ,r e 1 t pra t p shi c; r l) :, 1t i () n fur th p r , 

amidst de"iC'r 1 pl il;n of ~1is r ('tUf n tu his fire dpstroyed home. 
l' e 

Il .su t. am dF'taj Il ng a cha j n of fnets 
, - 1141 ri' 

pven a !DS s ib 11" l i n~\ imperfect. 

and wish nct to leave 

~hp chain of circumstances 1r, very crp~lbly jptailed. - ~~ 

30 li 

I~ id. , p. 644. 

40 
Iblrl., 

, 
223. p • 

. ' 41 
Iblr1.,'p. 225. 
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10 each actinn, thpre 1<; éln flxplanation Ylhich sepmc; n8~ural; 

or if unnatu'1',:ll, tfloré le; stlll a mpod sPttin~ r~Jt1on,~,1'f'. 
'1 i -

# 

.'lhe narrator rlec;crlb '5 the Blt.lck Cat, in rpgard to "an ancipnt 

Papular nJtion which rpgarded ail black C3tS as witches in , 

dis g ù i se. If II 2. 'f 11 e :; (- nt ion e; t h j 5 () n l y b p cau spi t Il h é3. P ')p n s" t 0 b p 

rprrprtib~"'rerl°, but lt lEt1.-]s rlaur,ibi11ty and mood to ,what pn'c;ups. 
• . 1 

. 
hic:; chdnge in clic;positlon, anrl hic; [jnal b1.indinp of the cat •. 

, . 

pffpct tb p nnrratnr. ~hp motivation to han~ thp cat'sipms 

from a spil':1t ()f pl:>T'vprc;pn~s's which one mifht tninl.{ the whim 

of a madmari. Ilot as POP dptailc; -- "pprvprspnese; le; one ,of, 

th~ nrimi t ivp imrJU~s of the human hpélrt ."Y3 It< 15 thus a 
, , 

crpdib1p pOrV0fSc't1PSS, ",mi" of the 1~ivie;iblo prim~-Hy facul-" 
. ~ \ 

tie5" which 'T't)tlV.éJ~0:' the narrator 1 s behavior. 

;hp c:Jt's l,rnprcss1on etched aEainst thp wélll aftpr the , 
, 

firp, c"'rt:.1inl) 'ne;su.mp') a supr.rnatural asp""l!t pven at f'irst 
,., • ... t;4 " l 

for thp narrat '1', whosp "terror is p,xtreme." dut a viable 

rpason for th~ bappcninc ]r, ~iven, complex in its affir~ation 

of rHallsibility •. 

."' 0;. 

1~p cat 1 r0membered, ~ad bpen hune in a rarden 
adjac n 1t ta Jh~ hou,se. Upon' the ,0 tar,~ of firp this 
garden a~ bpcn imrn~ iately flllflcl by the cro' .... d -- . ., .. 

42 . , p . 223. 

43 , 
J p • 225. 

41~ 
Ibid. '-, , .' .: 

• 
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( ) 
by some()ne (>1' whom thr- anirr.al'-Înust ,bavE' b0pn eut from 
tbe trp0 <lOri tr.rowo, trrou[h ao orù:'n winoow, i oto my ., 
c!létmbcr. 'Jr'1" rlét' probably be(ln .... QlJne \oTith jJ. view of 
2rou~int: ffiP [rom .:y s10(p. 'lh€' fbll1nv oC othpr walls 
L:"c1 cr; ,r'rt'~,sc,d th .. Vlctlr:. of rr:y crur'1ty 1nto -th0 sub
,>tan;!'> nf U f;"~U:r' (~orlprf'sr,pd nLJsi.J'r; thp 11np of 
'''Ilieh w1 H, 1 he· f1'IW"'; dOC: tr:0 é!:-'lffiQJlLél frnm UJP C'Jrcél'ls, 
h'J() tr,pr:. ac ;rJf:l[Jll:fY'd lh(l portraiture as l r:,.~Yl ii.lj

) 

On~e thp na'rratnr hac; killfd his wif p , he fTlust \01811 h0r up in 

prder to ;ooc 0 éll his' crunp. But how i'l he to~èo 11 so t8at, 

it ",1j 11 rerr:~3Ln unr~r; .. t lCE>d rr v~p arp to1d that the e1>Llar 1s pro-

D 
vided \o,11h 3. r()lll~h rl-Js~tr ttlat the darnrmess had prpvented 

from herdf'tlinl .. , and {hus thp imperceptiblE' mpans by whichato 
( 

wall up Hl" llody, Hl the "jrr.11itune of t~ Of'W BOn. oln 

plélstf'r. ?, 

1-'00''1 <~r8ft ln 3.ff0etlnE a se'nblaoc .. f' of rpé11ity, lS 

oft0_n c"nl~0~Jl('(1, but' js ahUjys presprlt in thA inU';rnal cno-

sis t ~ !1 cyr) r ev r; n t s • A f t f' r t h P 'vi ~f l 1 ri t: u p ° fI J h e "'10 m a 0, the 

~cat cannot be locat09. 'lhp narrator rrakps rrpotioh ~f its 

"flç)rious Il 3bs(·nct. Indfrd, a Wh0.1e 

, H. S cl i sap ') e : r d ne e • ,'; h E' n wc r e a c h the 

00 CjuÈstl.on .'35, to \Ihpn or how -the QÇt .. 

. 
pélragr~nh ls devotpd to--

1 

fiol11 'line~, there ls 

was WB Il ed, up a {1 vj~.t) 
, -

~ Our mind rpv 0 rts bélCk to its disarpearance immediatply after ' , .. 
t!ïP buria l of Ule corpse in: ,the wall. We .connect the two' 

, 
events and fPallZP 

of the, cr'imc.l 

narrat~r '5 natur7ror nt the scene the 

,PoP spts H'lhe Pit aor1 the Pendulum" at thp timp of 
,. 

, 45 
Ibid., p. 226. 
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thp horrib10 L()rturf' expP! u-'ncec1 by thp oarréitor 81 thus 

m 'J ct r> (' r eeli b l ;-.• 

')f th0 r1unr r ()ns thPT/' htul bPPr1 'stréln[C' thines oarrated 
-- LtJ1î"~ 1 h'I': ét1wl:,'s dpprp(1 tr:Cffi; but ypt 'ltr:élnr.e , 
anrf t'..>1) f!(]lst Ij tG rr)pf':Jt, s::;vc in a whispPT' .I tll '~ 

, 

"'1' 

s t l' U E p l p s . (; f th () m ~10 y \ ... ho n r E' C e d (> d t h p 0 él r r é1 t 0 ras 'v 1 c t i Ir. ~ of" 
. 

the In qui s l t ion a n=, d p <; cri b e ci . as" s t l' a 0 p. e 1/ " f él b les • " Bu t 

whpo thr> pit 1,)n?ns t)\lt of the blackncs~, thp oarrator oélrrowly 

missiof' its honifjinc pmrtloess, Poe s4bt1y rpfprs bélcl-: ta 

" 
thp "c;tr<.r1['~"" UHnt:s" that had bepo h0éJrd. 'J'hl" placps the 

. " O<lrratorfs siruf'plp pvr'n furth0r io the cootf'y .. t of the 

Ioqu~sitinn -- f~r thf' v1ctlm in Poe's talp bpco~es a part of 

t~(' f~ble~ which 1~(prpsrn1 (hp common plipht of t~e Inqu{c;i-
,? 

tiooa) Vlctim. \ 

~nc1 the c1p:!th just élvof(1p.d was of that vpry chnractpT 
wllich l l'('Cdrded éJe; ùlbulous aQ~l frivol')qs in thp 
rI' r; r;' ct i fl f- () f t li p i nq II i~) i t ion. / . 

hO éiccidpotal falL <\. th0 edge of pit 1s occa-

s j 00 e d n () t b Y hL t n )(' 0 c; tao CE', b ~ b Y the 0 arr a 0 r 's e a r 1 i e r 
. 

J 

~h~pddioE of hi~ ~~rmAnt in arder to ascprt'in thp 91zo of his 
1 • / ' 

CT'ypt. ~hpn th,:' naTyatar falls asleep rapidly after his -

PSCé.lpe frorn (~()üm, li is attributed to "drugged" water. 'Ihis 

~ / 

1s moro rOéJ'lQn::lolc than mpre fatigufl'. ''Iho final salvéltinn at 

oll6 1 

Ibiâ. , p~ 249. 

47 
~ lb id • 1 p. 250. ,vi 
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th(> pne! 6'1' thp,story, U:'Jui.':h c;opcté.lcular, 1s st111 pntlT'pJy 

... 82 -

• \ 

• 

, 
o'l.aur,iqlp. 'lClPSE' charélctprlstf'cs of POplS nürrative are 

.fepresnnt;Jt1ve ()f th" téJl~ ,as' él who1 n , and insoiT'p th8 c;tory 
j, 
l' l" " 

;

. 5th "addltio~éd int('r~sV' ",(,)s(>~,!,footnotP 2~) ,for thp :,~d('r. 

Of Pc1e ' s t:!les, "'lhe Pit and thp Pendulum " u{iltzps 

onp of thf'> most rati00éJl iJoproach0s of narration. 'Ihroughout 
• 

h1 s confinpmr>nt, th" ')1" 1500er pv}ncps a 10r1ca r pffor t to 
o ' 

dE'dllCE' his way out of coofinpment. In this rf'Sopct he 1s 

akin ta a DUllin. 

l b'r11ufbl ,to mind the inqut~;itionai· pT'ocE'~dings', and) 
.... ttemptpd frrirfi that point to df'duce my rpul cCloctition. 
'lhE' Sf-ntcncf' ha,: pé.1'.sFd; ao(; it <:tpPE'Dred to mp that a 

, very 1001' int r rval of time had slnoe'p!apsed. Ypt oot 
for a m q- N1t dtcl 1 supnose myc;plf- élÇtuéll1y dpad ••• 
but vJ h ('> r e él 0 d in"'} li::: t s t ct t e w ~l sI? 4 Ci ! 

• 1 

'l'he> oarrator 1<:; cooscipnciou,c; in rppard to pV 0 ryU'ing, atteffint-. ' - -
lng to rpnrlcr a11 problems answerable. 

& 
"But my sou.l took a 

1 

wild intpTPst in trirlE's.,,4~} 
l 

\he desire 00 the part of the 

narrator for exolTlnlc, to cOI'r.e~t any e1'1'or5 in hi:; computa

tions \,,l'vafn ind€,pd tf )5 0 lpnds weiê.ht to his rpli~bi~ity as 

~rom thp ottempt ta ascE'rta~n thp size 
, , } 

of tr18 VélUU, 10 his lneeoeous escape t~roL!rh the aio' of the 
'. 

ravpnous rats, the n~rrator manifestsJa consp1cuou~.Tation
\ 

at,ity which of'rvades the who~ of "'lhe Pit ann the Ppndulum. 1I 

" Cl • , of, 

48 . 
" Ibid. , 

, 
248. p • 

49 
Ibid. , 25l. 

( 

L p. f 

50 J .,' . 
Ibid •. 
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In "'lhp 1('11-'1a1e Eeart," th!' style ()f the narratlon 
• 

proàuces a trup-to-life portrayal of madness. Although in 

the oDPnln~ OJ"rDfréj'Jh the, n3rrator says he will fpla-tp the 
t n... 

story "ca1mly", this·is precisply what he dops not do. 

'I h r 0 u e h ô u t th P Ll 1-", 0 n e sen s p s d e c; p E' rat ion in the man' s 

votCE'. ~ith th0 f1rst s~nt0nce this bFcomps apparpnt. 

'l~ue~ -- nPfVOUS -- very, very dre3dfulLy ne~vous l 51 
h<:.d bppn [:nd :Jm; but wc;y ïLill. you say thélt l [lm mad? 

Poe utilizpc; the rppetition of woràs and phrases, the many 

dashes anè f.Jclamat l'Jns~,52 ta pmnhasizp' the man f s nervous

npss and inl,cur,ityo Bi9 monomé.lniacal flx2tlon on the old 

man's PYP, the,wholp ~,cpne rfvl)lvinr about thp murder, ITon-
• ~l 

ical1y aff)..rrp thp narrator' s insanity 1n spitp of his own 

exclamations to the cnnt~é)rY! 
\ " \. ... " " ' 

~'rf still you th1nk m~mHd, 

/bu \-li11 thiQk ;0 no lo~ger .,,53 
. 

lhe tlenouem0nt finally and 

irrevocably jn~icts th~ narrator's inability tn CPBse phan-

tasizing. 
".. ,-

• 

• 
51roE-> , Il'lhe 'lell-'léile Heart,·1 p. 203 • 

"" ,1 

.. 
52 ~ 

Yoe uses the same stylf> l ~yntüx) to poi nt out
l 

J 

Roderick 1 s madness 3t the e,C1d of "'Ihe liouse of Ushf'r." 
.... l hF'éJrd -'them ~- mClny, many détys aro 1 -- y0t 

l o,-,red not --: l'déJ.1'pd D.Q..1. s'ue3k~ 'A~d now,-r 
tonight -- E,th~lrEd .-- ha ~t,.héJ. ' •. -- ttw brcaklng 
of ~hA hf'~mit'~.d6~r, and the d~ath-6ry of the 
dragon, art·1 thîl clanr.or of the shlPld, -- s-ay 

~ f3thç:;r, ttJÉ' reqd'l'1g of her c'offln •• , (245) 
1 

53 
Poe, o. 305. J .' 

. 
~, 
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'1 _~ 
l ,\ 'They heard ~ -- they suspected ~ -- "they ?knpw •.• l 

fr-lt ihClt l must. scrf'dm or die~ -- anè noV! -- aBaipt~ 
-- hélrk~ lm.{:er~ 10uàer~ louèer~ louder -_ ••• '1 

: 

(l h r> r :' (l rn é! t u r p bur 1é.11 é) nO. return of HaJplaine in "'The 
1 

Fa 11 of t.he, House of Usher " , le; exp licab le in ~tura l ter ms. 

'Ih~ disea:.e of v/Lich she had been a victim had bepn l'par-, 

ti3.11y cata1ypt{~al")) in nature. She was not interred in 

the f.3mily burl{jl f~rouncl but was put in one of the vaults 

within thp main wé.111s of the bui1dlng because of tne "unusual 
" 

aT1 th0 oa:rrat,)r lt)()kecl upnn ;ladpL:..t l'îC! 'in her coffin tney 

oo'tpd "th". m()c\{ery 'of a fé.! int' blush uron' the posom and. the 

face, 8'1r'J t.~at (Jusp1éi r)Us1y lingering srnile up~n the lip.,,57 

" Aftpr hnr intF'rrnpnt thp·narrator hpard "cprté.1fn low and 
l 

}ndefinite S()~Js ••• ,,58 obviously ~ue to l'ladehi~pe's r,flvivi-;:-
"\ 5 
ficat. ion. he'"-~.l1('n hpard "a crackine a ~ ippinv Sound Il 9 thp 

0ntombpd psc3pirn! hor éoofines. 'lhe grating of her vault \. 

f ! Î 

54 • Ibid. , 'p • 306. 

55 • 
t>op, "'l'hp. "Fa ti of ,t.he Housp of Usher Il 239. - , p. 

'56 
Tb id • , p. 240. 

57 
Ibid. , 241. 

« 
p. 

• 
55~ Ibid. ... 
1 • r • 

59. 
~ 

Ibid., p • 243. 

.' 
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"within the coppe;ed archv:ay o"r the vault'"60 reaCh, the two 

mpn, until fin~llly, ttle wirJ.41 oppn'l the d00r ta tho sal,on, 

3nd.i';:acleLl:'..'v' f,ILs Lrl uron Rodprick. A.ll ni' U1P pvpnts 

dptailpd preclude any sup'é'rnutural aspect to thE"' rpturn of 

1he han~lin~ of the motif in this crpJ"lblp fashion 19 
, ' 

in gpoeral. All thp scpnps 

pOS~f'"'r,s 3n uncJnny plauslbi1ity Ipt3ding to a hf"'ightAnen 

l1tpmpris,tnousli s,~,rJn ,,:o:'lbinr>c1 ,with _thr> slipllt fissurp in th<l"e 

edifiee (mplti )Ohe) in the Leginning :Jf thr> tale), 3ccount for 
. 

the flné1 l s i'll< lll( )1' tlJP hous(> in the tarn. 
>- " 

'lhp ll\ec1iJedth l h.an lCJnR devast3tr>d ~Jle country. NI) 
pl?st11 o nc 0 hdQ pV0r o0'?n <;0 fatal, or '10 hidèollS. 
l.HÎ()(j \.JéIS its ln~'l1r and it's :'C'dl""'- the redn0S'1 and 
tll!? horre)!' ,Ji' ul,,{),l. '~h0re wr:-rp sharp 0<:l1n.[;, 3nd 
s\l'l<ien rllZltnpS'" and ttlPn r!'ofusf' b1 0pclini! é.it thp' 
p()rpc;, lt/lt~:;,}luti}ll. 'lht' sCélrl"':'-t st,J lOS upr)n "\ 
the b~,3y ,dhd CC~p0C;1~111.' uron th0 fa(~p of lh0 victim, 
'" (' r' t? t h r> P "S t b':l: 1 yi hi:! h r; h II t h i fi' 0 u t f r i) f'l t h (l ; li ci 
anll fr',Cl th, ,sympatlJy of hLs fpllOl:I-men: lln(i the 
'IThoL" s0izul'c, progres'3, 8nc1 terrrhndtion 9f ~hp dis
pnse, \JOfP thi> incidents .Jf half [10 hOUl'.Ol .... 

~ . 

"'lhe >!ask of thl~ Hpr] Death" ga~ns its' fl'ffpct from th0 plague 
f 

which has, thrrmghout ITIGnk1nd's, histor\y, kl11pd miili~ns of 
~ 

helpless VicU~S. Poe hiI]self ln l1Ki~g Ppst ll describps 

LQ~dl)n t~ us at the (me (1664-1666) th'p rlis'en-qé WBC; scot!r-" 

i ~ e t ht c 1, t Y • 

.. 
-, --------- , 

245. 
60 

lb id ., p • 

61 
Ibid.,'p.269. 
'~ 
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Il 
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1bp city was in a great measure deponulated and in 
thoge ,horrible' r p f,i0n'l, in th( vicinity 0: the 1ham p s-, 
whpre" <:Imi:] tr~p dclrk,' 081'1'0,..." 30d fi l thy 13nps and 
ülleys, the U0TJ10n of Dic;pa:;e WQS suppo'led ta have had 
hic; n,: t i v l t yJ , , .. \4 r, '~e rra r cl n q ~ u p 0 r s t l t i 00' w p r p . a l0 0 e 

,," ta be found c;talklnE atlroad.1:Y2 , 

<. 
P~e~? talp pIlyS upln the fpars of a very rPJl contagion, 

<)" ~', J', 
represcnted it1. thé' u'ltiJ113te folly of Prosperols attempt ta 

"f 

seal tbe dic;pase outside thp walls of his castle. ~he plaeue, 

like Pcremature buri.:ll, has a basis in reality, 'an<i tl1]lS is 

more, pffectivp in its abl1ity to pffpct th,e rpadp}' with its 

tru th. 
, ' . 

As Poe drpw on the motif of prpmJture burial bpcause 
.... 

of Its association with fact~ sa, tao, did hp fashion the 

1'pst of his '1tor'i0'> wlth thp SClme plausibili1y. As-we have , 
... notpd, hi~ mctnods W0re dlverstified -- from the rathnal: 

narratioo of "1hp ?it and ,the Pendulum" ta th~ rationaliz.ing' 
~ (t;:. 

narrator" of "'lhc 'Jêll-'l'ale Heart." 1nrùughout, :3 calcuV'1t'ed,; 
" . 

/' , 
and credible truth( of \bxistence accomf)lishes the ovprâll • 

truth of Essence in Poe's narra~ive. In the 08Xt chupt~r, J 

will 0y.amine a11 the ta,.les in which.4he motif of prpmature 
~ • 

. bur ia l 'occur s • l will int 0 rpret thèse from the pprspective 

of the motif, keeping in min~ its backgrou~d. 

... 

62 ~ 
" Poe, "King 

and a p~~stble source 
P .. 136. 

" 

, 

• , 

/ 
Pest," p. 721. Por furthPT information 
concernlng this plagu~, see Appendix, 

1 
1: 
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• CHAP'lER y 

'1 HE HCYl IF Alm IrIS 1'. P?EARANCE nI POE' S 'l'A LES 

v 

lhis cha:[)ter discllsses the ~otif of p,:r:ematur~ buriai ..... 
1 

as lt pffects the to1es \n whiçh it appears~ 'lhA c1assif~a-
J l.,'. \' , 

t lons used in r,'hapter l to structure the E?enera1 moU.flare 

once aga iri the or g<'~iz~e.' la th 1s e~d,' the int,er preta, 

tions not only par.takt'oof't~e tntrins1c l1aturp,o: t~p tale,o 

but also v/hert' appllcable ô~e background motif. In the 
-' ." 1 U 

:V:ltter instJnce, novpl~p0rsp(1ctives by which to approa.ch the , " ,.. . 
1 .' , 
\tal~ are intA'oduced. 

'lhere hav~ been numerous crltical 
. 

, ~ 

essays.wnitten con-, .. 
\. ' • 0 '" 

l wfsh to po~it a 
.. 

cernin.e..~ "'lt1e Fnll of. the flouse of UShPT." 
, " 

"new....,interpr~tatl~n; the oasis 1f>or iis novelt,y 15 to ba .f~und ,;~ 

in' the PfrS~(ctive from which the o story 1s ana1yzed. ~y vlew, 
. 'l.. . 

't"aken from the buckeround of the motif of prf'>rnélture t}urial, 
" ~ _~. 1 .,. 

~
ce.s' Po.t'c; t:1e unrle.r'two c1assificntions:dis:c~ . .ssed 1~_ 

Chapter 1,. ~'istHke or intention, and. the foundatjon sacrifice. 
ô ' , 

'1 he' centra l quest ion frorn ttJC' vant1~p pOJint ~f the 

"motïf, is wh~ther or not Rbderick Us.ner knew 1 }le was plAcing 
~' (~~ ~ . 

~ , 

----------_e-----
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CHAP'1ER V 

'lHE f1CYlIF AIID l'ls AP?EARANCE IN POE'S 'l'ALES 

. ,. 

'1his chapler dlscusses the motif of premature b~ , 

"":'> .i:6:': .i::~:C:: ~::p::~e: :: ::~~:t::ea:::a::~er::e'm:.~:;s:::ca-
, \nce aeaia the organizer here. To thi~ end, the interpreta-

• 

\\ -
tions not only partake of the intrinsic n~ture of the tale, 

but al§o where applicable of the backg~ound motif. In t~e 

latter instance, novel pprspectives by which to approach the 

tiles are introduced. 

1her~ have been numerous critical essays written con

cerning "'l'he Fall of the lIouse of Ushpr." l wish to posit a 
v' 

new intprpr€tétio~; the basis for {ts novèlty 15' to be found 

in the persppctive from which the story i5 analyzed. My view, 

~aken from the backeround of the motif of prematurè burial, , 
places Poe's tale under two classifications discussed in , 

1 

Chapter l, mistake or intention, and the foundation sacrifice. 

'lhe central question from the vantage point of the 

motif, 'is whether or not Roderick Usher knew l he was placing 

\, 

1 1 

'l'homa s Mabbot t in Note§. !Ul\i Quer ies, Vo 1. 198, pp. 
542-543, S3y.S f.;oderick knew his sister was alive becauset- they 
were identical twins -- if she wasLbreathing, he would have 

.,known it. He ddes not, however, give/the rpason why Roderick 
. buries his si'ster alive. ~ 

- 87 -
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his 'sister in th~ vault alive •• Did he belieNe her deaà, 01" 

" 

VIas hp fully élware of the éataleptic semblance of death? If. 
, > 

the latter is tr:J,~, then to what purpose wouln hls ,actions 

be devoted? Hy th~sis i5 that Roderick intentiClY placed 

Ma~elalne in the crypt alive as a form of foundation sacri

f iee • ' 

1he disease of the lady Madelaine had long baffled the 
skill Qf her physieiàns. A settled apathy, a rradual 
wastinf awa.y of 'the person, and frequent, although 
transctent affeo{lons of a partiglly catalentical 
character wpre-the universal diagnosis. 2 (236) 

Roderie~'s sis,ter ,c;uffers from a disease of a cata-

1eptic_al nature. 'lhe evening the narrator arrives~at the 

hOllse, ;'1adelé.iine is sepn passing through "a remote portion of 
, 

the apartment:" (236) 'lhat same evening, we lparn from 

hoderick that ;ladelaine "had suceumbed to the prostrating. pOHer 
, . . 

of the destrClyer'" (236) an.-) would be seen living by him no more. 

"For spvpral days" (236) follo'l/ing, Roderick does not mention 
;r-- , 

his sis ter -- h0 rpads and paints with the narrator or ~lays 

'~'w-ild' fantasips" ,(237) on his Euitqr. Roqeriek i5, as the 

narr a tor n:::>te s, fu lly conse ious of the "tot ter ing of h 1s lofty 

reason upon hpr throne." ('237) 

One ('v('nin~ Loderick informs thE' narrator "abruptly" 

(240) that the lady l1adelaine i5 "no more". (240) He wishes 

to place the corpse in one of the vau1ts of the house. 
1 

2 • 
Edgar A.llan Poe, 'l'hp Comp1pte 'l'a~es ,21l.Q.. Poems (New 

,York,1938)." AlI subsequent l"eferencpc; to the tales in this 
chapter will be noted by parenthese/s- f=1nd pagp number. 

\. 

-
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. 
Roderiek pxplains this odd wish as due to the nature of 

/ 
.. 

( 

:1aèelaine's (~isease, the inquiring medical men, and thè -

re~ateness ~f thp fa~ily burlal spdt. 1he narrator agrees 

s.ayine: 

l will n~t deny that when l called to mind the sinister 
" c')untenanoe nt' the person whom'I met up0n the staircéase, 

ont l:J e d a y 0 f 1i1 Y 8 r r 'i v él lat the hou se, l ha d no des ire 
to oppose; "'IOétt l rPEi..:rde.J at. best as harmless. (240) 

Roderick and the narrator place the body in its coffin and 

carry it down to a vault "small, damp, and entirely without 

means of light Il, the door of which i5 of "immense weight." . 

(24c) 'l'hE' d'i"c::;ease affected Hadelaine in the "maturity" of 

h€r youth, anà "had 1eft, ... as usual in all maladies of a 

• strictl)' céltb.1FpUc31 ché.tractEr, the rnockery of a faint blush 

uron t~e bosom dnd the fac~, and that suspiciously 1ingering 

srnile upon H:e 1ip ••• " (241) 

Fo Ilo ... Ji nC the bur ia l, a chanee cornes over Roder iek • 
. 

. He "roLlmed" (2yl) about the house rest1ess and uneasy. 'l'he 

narra tor' descr ibes: "there were tirnes indc('d """hen l thought 

his increasinEly agitated mind was laboring with sone oppres

sive secret" ,(241) and recounts ho"" hoderick eazed for long 

periods of tirne at/nothing -- "as if listening to sorne 

imaginary sound". (241) 'lhe 18st of the Usher clan becomes 

more and more agitated infecting the narrator with his ner-
, ' 

vqü~ness. One tempestuous evening, they read together "'l'he 

Had 'lrist" amidst which variou5 strange noises are hpard. , 
lA t the climax of the tlll'r i5 t li the ~er ie souncls become no longer 
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~ignorable. Roderick says: 

]0\" hpc::J' it? -- yes, l hefJr it, and have heard it. 
Long-10n~-lon[ -- m3n~ minuteq many hours, have l 
heaJ'rl It ... ::: ,.Ü.irE"à not ')peak t ,~e have .Ql!1 her 
liVing .in ~ tan'lb~ •.• l now t'ell you that I,hpard 
rieT' fjrst f 0 0b1p i,OVrf'ltnts in the hol1ow coffin. l 
h,'arc 'th0m --' rn~ny, m0ny dayc; aga -- ypt l darpd 
not -- r rjDred Il'It sp(,éd'.:~" (245) 

Hadelaine, bloor! stalned and livine enters thf' apartment fa11-

:l!nE on Rp'd0riek dI'Qgrin€: him to thf> Eround a corpse,. 'Ihe nar

"'J'ntar flops "ag hast" (245) whi1e the Bouse of Ushpr splits and 

crumb1es sl~pntly into thp tarn. 
1 

l wish to exéfPtine thp facts as given in the t~lp, and 
\ 

indict Roderick of· Intentionolly buryi.ng his sister alive. 
/""' 

~~arlAlainp suffers from a disease of a cataieoticai nature and 
, -') ~I • 

it is ther(lforp obvious that her broth.er should take the 

necessary precautions to assure her death. lhe Rncyclopapdia 
1 

Amerj Ca-D1!. cornf>S . tQ minci her e : "Gr ea t car e s hou Id bE' ta kpn not 

to b~ry the body too soon 8fter death."3 'lhe only precaution 

.Roderick t8kes is ;pl3cine hjs sister in the house Vault as 
~ ,. <lit' 

op pose,d to the fa'rd ly bur ia l, gr: ound'- Yet th 1s proves no bet t-er 

than a bur ia l in the earth, for she 1s Il 5 c!'flwed " (24 U in her 
, 

coffin, p1acpd i~ a blac~dungeon, and her means of egress 

"secuI'ed" (241) by an immensely heavy door. , , 
,/ 

We cannot ascertain the moment of Made1aine's death. 

Thé evening the narrator arrives, she 1s traiRsing about the 

house, but once seen by the narrator, shü mysterjously 1s 

1 • 

3 Encyc10paedia Americana, p. 332., f 

" 
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npver to bp viewed arain. She succumbs, and yet we d@ not 

presume her de~d, for hFr act~al dpath is ~entioned severai 

da','s latpr •. :P s1,;.r~~p that she 1s bedridden. Dut \olhy then 

dO~S~ (ode!'lck nnt introduCe-hj~ \oon" (232) 'companion with 

whom ~p pxp 0 ri p nc F s a close intimacy to his at1ing sis~er? 

It 15 stranee that Roderick fai ls to mention his "beloved" 

twin for sPvFral duys after she 1s eonfined to bed. Not only 

does he not soeak of hef; but he paints and reads when one 

would exopct hirn at the bed!'; ide of his twin (lisyrnOj l.hiés of a 

searcely intp1l1~ible nature ••• existed between jhém. If
) (240) 

'1he "slnistpr countenance" (240) of the physician tis 

thp nEl1;'l'ator'c; cur1Jus rat.onalizat1on fot eomplying with' 

Rocteriek's dpsire to place his sis~cr in the house vault. 

~hy does Poe ~rnphasjze the dark nature of the doctor? On his 

'way to se~ Roderlck at th~ cornrnCflcement of the tale, the nar-

rator me0ts the far1ily physician -- "h1s countenar:lce, l 

tnourht, wor€' a min[led expression of lml cunning ••• "'(~33) 
, 

Poe points thlfouê:h " cunn in[" to the nefar10us nature of the 
.~ r 

medical service vlhich lladelaine is reGE'iving. Indeed, the 

reader 15 led to believe that ~he physician, (with Roderick's . , 

knowledge), is doing Madelaine evil, 1s in faet the cause of 
l , 

her marady. 'Ihis explains why Hadelaine becomes bedridden 

~mmed la tely a ft~r th~ narra tor· arr ives. It wa s ff>ar ed tha t .. 
the tII-treatmC'nt of ;1adelaine wouid be dE'tected, she was thus 

kept frorn the narrator's sight • 
/ \ 

~he physical appearance of the corpse in the coffin 
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provides furth0r evidence of hoderick's comnlicity in her pre-

mature burlai. 1h0 linrering smile and 'blush upon the bosom 

of t'fis sister :,lnuIr1 hé...ve oreci.nité:lteè a :)o~tpr-)o0mpnt of the 
"/ l'. ." " , - . 

intprmr>nt. l1.ftr'r th, crilT,p 1s com'Tlitted, thp altprZltion in 

~oderlck\is clparly J result of a disturbed co~~cipnce ~- his 

listtessness and ghastly pJllor provide evidpnce of his Euilt. 

'l'he. se,;rpl with which he 1s burdened 1s his evi l act, and the 

sounds for Hhich he is 11.sten1.ng arp the siEns of iladplalne's 
, 1 . 

rev'ivificGtion i'n the coffin. His distraction throurhout the 
,~ 

,read'inË of "lhe ,lad lrist" is dll,e to his knowledF:e of what 1s 
," 

o~currin[ in the vault. His final position, clirnaxes this dis-

tract lon which r 0 rrriJsents the end of the "tot terlng" o'f his 
~) 

reason -- thp pEt1l:ulum hadj sHung to madneoo. 

Hi~ head had drop~ed upon his breast -- ypt l knew that 
he was not aslpep ~ •• hl' rocked from side to sirie with 
a ~èntlr>' yr>t constant [.nô unifoI'1l\ sway. t3 1tl.t) 

., Rodcrlck's final spepch provides a confpssinn. He had 
l , 

Il 

heard thp noisps ln the vélult for many days; he harkened to 
~ ~, ,' .. 

, ~ 

Hade1aine' s "first feeble movC'm~nts" (245) 'but d1d not rescue 
\ 

his sister frorn thp "most nideous of fates.'" (24-8) He knpw 

precisely whai the final noises reprpsented --
. . 

the rending" of -ber ,coffin and the gratine· of the iron 
hlnges of her prison, and her strugeles with1n the 

.copperpd atchway of thp vault. (245) 

His conscience renr.crs clear the beat1ng of her hpart as she 
" 

cornes ta wreck a divine vpngeance upon her would-be murderer. 

Gi ven hoder 1ck' s gu il t, we mus t dis cover why he com

mitted the crime. In the b?ckground to the motif of premature 

, . 
j • 

1 
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. 
buriaI, it Hé3.S stat'ed that foundatiôn sacrifi~es were oft8n 

cq~ried out to rrptect é3. bu!ldi~[ and sustain it from 

dpstIl'Uctl~,ri. It le; I~orJprickls desire to prot~c~the House 

of Us'hf'r -- lIDO arrrllJti::m which seemr>d to include ••• 

both thp fami Iy .:tnn the fami ly man., ion" (233) frorrt imminr>nt 

d"structi'1n. ' 

~hpr~ le; a strEssed correspondence thr~ughou{ th~ 
1 

tolp bAh/een th€ UsrlPTs and their mansion. 'lhP. narrator 
• 

sp"cul~te(,s "upr)n the possible i'1!'luence which 4the one in 
" 

the lone Iapse o~ cpnluries m1Eht have exercised U00n the, 

other ~ •• I/ ('232) 
, 0 

1hc hause ie; dpcrepit and decayed. lbe 

UsrH'r~, Iloj.prlclc nn~ iL3delai'1e, are both weak and frail. 

'l'hey r pmi nd us of llepz i;ba h' s ch iekens in Hawthor ne 1 s 'l'he 

Hou~ .Q..[ the Seyen Gabl~s; brecl ,?m6ngst themselves until 

all their vit.:l1.ity :l:s" cultured from ,thern. Roderick surfers 
, 

from, a " eons titutiondl faInil~ eV1.l and on.e for which lie .i 

f de)iQ.rrLLE'_Q. to finn a rerrtedy" (235 Ifalics mine), an evil per-

petratpd by the sentianee of bis mansion a~d the'tarn sur-

round l ng i t. "'1 he con(~ i t i()ns~ of the senticnce had, been here, 

,he imagined', fulf'i/-led in the collocation of thesp stones .!

in'-'the arder of their arrang~ment." (239 Itali9s mine) Usher 

"t0ttering" ~if 'not a.11"eady insane) on the-ver,g~ ·of 1nsanity, 
o 

b~lieves that his ra~e 1s doo~ed, ~hat the.house 1s in part . " 
r~S90nsible, but 1s 1tself doomed as part and pà~c€l of his 

o\fn race~ 'lh(' narra''tor disc\lSSe~ Usher '5 mi8htal 
. 1 

. , 

'. 
, . 

/ 
,'. 

• . 

r ? 

• 
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IIfixation ll4 on housp which ta his mind is a senttpnt 

tormr>ntar • 

l l~arn(>~ ~nGthrr singul~r f~ature of his mental 
con~l~ion. ll~ 'vIas pncllé.dned-by cp.rtain su[)prsti
tious i~rr~ssl~ns in f0gard ta thp dwellin~ which he 
1J'n,-!nü)r:, u'l'l 'NI1""n(~~ ••• un inflUf"ncP 'vfhich sorne 
p0~ulL.riti~i ih th0 mrre fo~m und c;u.bs~,3nce o~ his 
-family m~ln-~lr)n h,!d, ••• ùbta1.ned over bIS s!'Jirlt -
an pffpct '\Jl1ich th0 12-1}y)'Lt..QlJ.~ of the cray walls and 
turrpts .•. -- bl'ou,"'ht about the mordle of his 
ex i,s.t pnc p • .(;1~ 5 ) . -----

E()d~ricl{ b01i~vPS hi.s race doompd to pxttncti')n and 

expresses "bittf'rness ll (236) about it. His sister's death 

which---JIS- imminen t, Il,~OU ld leave him (Ilhim the hopeless and 
'--

the 'frall") th0 IfJst of thp ancipnt race of Ushprs.. 11 (236) 

He Js definitely, if not mad, vpry close to that state. 5 

He e~pressos a ill0nomanical fixation upon t~e.house, the tarn, 
, 

.and its sentlpnc'? hoderick does not wish to be d,estroyed, 

and so offers th0 sacrifice of hic; sister to the House of 

Usrler, 1:)0 that it, and in turn the ~amily in the persan of 

hi71self, m:Jy live on. Ilhen :Iadelaine escapes the vault, the 
. 

house d~priv~r1 of its victim, collapses sinking with the last 
:; .. ,. 1 

remnants of thp Usher clan into the ta~n. 

" 4 
G Usher 's fixélt'ion 1s indeed a pathological one wlth 

i ts ecboe,s in Poe t s oth",r ta les. It can be likened to 
Egaeus' preoccu~0tion with Berenicp's teeth, or the hatred . 
the nélrrator !!1aniCests in "1he 'lell-Tale Heart" for thp old 
man's eye. 

, 

5 t' . 
'l'he "Vast forms t~é..It·move fantastic~lly, 

'10 a disoordant melody;" . 
in thp poem '''l'he Haunte:>d· PalacE'," are i llustratlve of 'the mad
neS. which "hounted" hoderick's 1,m3g1natiO~: if 

( 
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":r3erenice" a~')o represents the motif of'premature , 
burial unde; the classjfication of mistake or intpntion. When 

the tale i5 examtned fro~ the ~ersopctive of the Motif, the 

obv iou s a no cpn tra l ques tian· becomes tha t pxam'iopd in "1'he 

Fall of the House of Usher". Dops Egaeus mistake Berenice's' 

condition for death, or i5 h~ aware that she 1s ln a cata-. , 

l~ptic trance? l p~sit that the narrator inters his fiancee 

intentioOéllly in &der ta posseSs her teeth, \o/hich in his 

demented min~, become synonymous with a happiness he is unable 

to attain. 

he i5 

1 

'lhe tale berins "ilisery i5 manifold. lI (61t2) 

re")res~éd throurhout the story is "addicted 

Egaeus as 

to the 

most intense an'l p:dntul.m~ctitatiot'l". (643) He evinces this 

attitude Imm0oi;Jt0ly, tnlkin'g of "wretchednE'ss,." "unloveli-
, 

ness," "sorro'll?" "evil," "ago~ies,_" and "an ?uish" in the first 
, 

paragraph. His chi Idhood and upbr inrin~ ~ave bp~~ controlled 

by hls "tirnr-hoho:-ed,," IIg1oomy," "gray·heredltary halls" (642) 

CrPffiiniscent of Hoderic.k Usher ann the effeet of thp family 

mansion up":m hlm). 

In h!s pa5t, pv~~pfore birth, he bplieves he has 

a remembrance of aerial forms -- of spiritual and 
menning pyes ~- of sounds, musical yet sad; a 
'rempmbrance vl~ich will not be exch.J.ded; a memory 
like a qh3dow -- vague vari8ble indefinite, unsteady, 
and likp a s hadoW', too, in the 1ft,pas s lbi li. ty of my 
gettln~~id of it while the sunlight of my reason 
shall exist. (642) 

As he gro'N's up -- he grows "ill of health and buried in gloom." 

(643) ~l~p real world affects Egaeus as a,vision, and his 

- . 
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visions as the 1;:eq l world. 

\vhen he re3ches m@nhood~ Egaeus' "disea'se" (643) 
• j # " 

aSSU"TIp.r1, a.":;:onO:TIé:nJ.,.3C ch~racter". "lhis monomani.a ••• consisted 
-

in a monbirl irritability of~th9se pFoperties of mind termed the 

r attentive",. ,(6\3)/ 'lhe n~rrator muses for long hours on frivo-

lous ob38ctS. 
1. 

He can s pend a who V~ day 1001{ ing a t the 'lJay a 
J 

shadow falls on the floor. 
l , 

"But his meditations' w.ere npver ~ , 

pl~asura~le" (6t~4) and true to his up'bringirig, th~ }-ingering 

of his pas't-;-'ue cnn t'lever escape the shadow of gloom. 
" ~ . 

J3e.renfce is tee narrator"s cousJ,n, but his exact 'i. 

" 

c~unterpart in ch'Jractpr. 'She g~m{s up as he d,id in the same 
. 

atmospherp Dhd y 0 t \"yp( diffcr.ently we gr.ew") (643) she is 
.... 1 

"ag,ilp, gl\é1ceful, ~nd ovprflowing with enprgy"lI. (643) In 
spite of th/'? ~l~o!T1y hnlls of her an~estors, she roams " care -

lessly throul:h life" with no thour,ht of the shadows •.. or the 
. l 

. .sllent flight of 'the r.avetl-\.;inged. hours". (643) She is, in 

spite ~f Egaeus' "gray ruins of m~mory" (643). a "sylph amid 1 

the shrubberips of Arnheim~ ••• a f1aid a,m0n~ its fountains~" 

(6113) HeT' parly clays are those of "light hpartedness" and a 

"gorgeous yet fantastic beauty~1I (643) 
/ 

A mysterious disease overtakes the happy and beautlful 

Berenice. 3he alter s in every way. "'l'he' de8:troyer carne and 

went ••• and the vic.;tim ••• l knew her nat". (643) She 15 

plagued w1 th the inexplica'ble type of consU'}1p-ti~n which 

attac~s 50 many of Poet~ heroines • 

•• 

( 
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A~one the numrrous train of ma~adtes superinduced by 
UJ~,t f_t:.::l ~n'] rI..-irtZ,iry 0t1C '~/hich f1ffecü'd a nevolu
t:.,:'1 of ';0 r,r)!,! ü.lc ::. ki:î r

; in th/? "'oré.!l '3nrl phyr;ical 
::,-:r.: r:,:' -. ___ ·rJA: .. r • ••• :;; =P'-Clr:::; of 0oill?psy nrJt 
~ r.::- :- <:" :: -. - :'.' '.c-:- - : r.:. 'U r. = ln t r: é. nef; i t <: ~ 1 f - - t ra n c e 
';.:-:' '-.<.!': l' -c'-t.:t:r,,- i=lositbr l:i.S;'C11uti<:n, ,md [rom 
'v.lllèt: tlfT :r,HIII.-r or rrcov.r;ry WElS, in most !nstancf's, 
st~rt lnr1j abrupt. (61t3)' . ~', 

/ 

phy s iCé1l al t ero t;j on i5 tr nmerrdous, a nd the only par t of 

the boa y !'ema in ir:g un.::! fîected, i5 her tee th. ".,rh ich as sume a 

prominpnce because the.emaciation of her frame. 

'1 he al character of the narrator's disease 

rcachps its appx i the teeth of Berenice • 
.;-

He lno\{'pd at hr'L! lips--· one evening -- "They p8rted; and in a 

smile of p0culiar meanine, tte ~eetb of the changed Berenice 

disclospd thp.msclves te>, my viel.,,". (6t.6) From that point on, 

in the "disol'dered chamb0r of my brain" (646) he cannot rid 

himself of tllP "wrüte and ghastly spectrum of the teAth. Not 
. 

a s neck on th>e ir ,sur face -- not a s hade on the il' ename l ••• 

but what the brief pnriod of her smile had sufficcd to brand 

in my memory Il. (6l t6) Egaeus longs for the teeth w ith a 

lIfrenzied re51re". (646) ALI he can think about are the 

teeth, feelinp the~, touchine them, possessing the~; they 

, become "thE' essence" of his mental life. 'l'hey take on a 

"sÈmtipnt POVJer,,6 "a capability of moral expression." 

'l'hey become ideas ("que tous ses dents etaient q,es 1d'A'E'S") 

6 
~he teeth take on 

does for noderick. '1 he use 
parallel. See 'footnote 4. 

a sentient power -- like the ~ouse 
of the word he~e strengthens the 



• 

• 

(647); Egaeu~l coveted them "madly". (647) 0 

, ' . 
" 

was no ~ore~ ~hp was seizcd with epilepsy tn the early 
mlJrning, an': nO'IJ, at the c10sing in of nif:ht, the gr3>ve 
was rpady for its tenant, and aIl thé preparations for 
U:e buriJl HP're complpted". (6'47) 

There is a Eap in the narrative, and we see Ega~us sitti~E in 

his library, confuspd as ta what has happened. 'l'rue to his 

inabillty to distinruish between dream and reality, he cannot 

remember \olhat has transpired -- but feels It ae; sorJething 

horrible. A servant pnters telling of the violation of 

Berenice's ~rav~, of h~r bein~ ~ve but disfirured. Egaeus 

notices his person, it is sul1i~ with earth, and there is a, 

shovel ne8rby .. He knocks a 1itt1e box off his desk and out 

fa11 the teeth of "oerenice" -- "ivo~y-1ookirH; substances 

t'nat WPfP scattpred to ant.l fro about the floor". (648) 
~j 

1hroughout the story Poe intimates Egaeus' growing 

lack of mental b8~ance. 
"\ 

It first vaguely'appears, in his 

beli~f that he tiad a "past exist~nce" befo,re birth. 
\ 

'l'he 

transformation of dream to reallty, and reality ta dr2am 

furtner posits an lnability to relate to the rpal world •. 

Egaeus himself calis t?is monomaniacal fixations a "disease." 

,. 

He ta lks of his re.asnn -- "shaken from .. i ts ba lance only by 

trivial things lt
• (6'45) ~n his visions of Be:renice in par- "

ticular, we see the dissolution of his ability to pinpoint 1 

t 

his own real experience. 

~as it my own exc1ted imagination -- or the misty 
influ0nc8 of the atmosphere -- or the uncerta1n 

• 

o 
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/ 
twili~ht of the chamber -- or thé gr~y dr8ppries\wh~ch 
fel1 ;round her fl~ure ~- t~~t caused in it so vacil-
1ati~E and indistinct an outline? l 'could not lell. (646) 

He ,longs for 'Berenicp's t~eth with a "frenziect" desire. He 

C'ovets them "madly". He Cbnnot 'rid hims'elf of the' "snectrt~!!l>1I , 

in the "d isordcr ed chamber" of ·h 1"5 mind. vJhen: h~ fina 11y ri ps 
, ' 

"-
the teeth from Bertnice's mouth, he cannot Even remember the . . , 
deed -- in his "mad" desires he has lost aIL sanity./ 

What' causes Eg-aeus' insanity? It is the perpetuar" life' 

o of g,1oom ~o,\"hiCh he despairs. He hi~s:lf says: "like a shadow

vague, variable, "nde'finjtf'!, unste'ady, and like a shadldlw, too, 
.. 1 .. ~ 

in the impossibility of my gettih~ r1d of it wh11e the sunlight 

of mY. Teason sball px;st". (642 Ita11cs mine) He wants dêsper-,., 
ately to get out from the sbadow of pain, and expre"sses a road \ 

desire to do 50. 

Either the rnemory of past bliss is thé anguish of tOday, 
or the 8ponips Nhich are, have th~ir 0 'gin in the 
ecstasies \~hich' might"-bav§ been. (642) 

- Egaeus despairs for wh,at might havE bee~. In'h "fr Enz ied Il 

s~ate, Berenjce represènts bappines~, ~artlessness a l~ght-

,heartedness. In her, wnen h,e was growing up, he saw·wh.ai'ne 
"" 

desired, but w~at was not possible for him~ 
~ ( 1 Berenice~s teeth, -- wh1ch do not dècay (even ~ith her 

)disease), represent for Egaeus aIL this happiness.' "Des ... 
" 

idees" -- the very id~a of happ1ness. 'It is her teeth, wh1ch, 

aIl whitE' and flawless, "not a speck ll
, "not a shade", stand 

for the light-hea~tedness that 15 the esca~e from the· melan

It is lia smi ie j pE'cullar 

" '\.. 

, "., 

cbolia frorn which he suffers. 
D 
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m'eaning U (Italies mine) which Egaeus foclJses on; "Urat brief 
" 

per iod- of her sm1 le" (rta lies mine) th'at 1s ~the una t tainab le 

1 joy incarnate. 

f- Egael;ls flnever loved" Berenice. His feelinEs "bad 

" never been of thl? hEart" (645) but "always were.of the m1nd". 

(6~ 5) 
, ~ 

He sees, her as an object of analysis -- ,l'not as an 

object of love, but as the the~e of the most abstruse although 
• 'Il" 

desulto~y- 'Specul4fition". (645) ~he 10\,es him nevprthele'ss. 

"Iri..;an evil moment" he asked, Berenice to mar.ry h1m. 

, Conven1ently, V/hen the -"nuptials are approaehing" 
'0 

Egaeus b Pg ins h is fixa t ion on C De'ren1ce 's teeth. ,'1 he "pha.n-
o , , 

tasm ll holds itsl1~seendencyl1 until her death. Berenice dies 

seized with (;;epil~psY. 'lhe .n~ture of her disease is described 

as often having the semblanee of death. Egâeus does not make 

sure (as it would have been blatantly neeessary) th~t she Is 

1ndeed dead. She is buried the very same day that she sup-

po s ed ly die s • 

It bFeom~s gbvious that Egaeus, not ~anting ta marry 

Berenice, insanely desiring her teeth (and happiness), allows 

her to be interred alive. 1hat which follows Egaeus' ~emoval 

of the teeth 'and his amnesia, provine even more weight' to his '?-
~ 

general ,~nsanity and the uneontrollable frenzy reprcsented ln 

,his Mad wish for the abllity to himself smile. 
f 

In 'J'l'he 'Black./<!at 1, an anima'l is bur led a live. 1 have 

noted in the first chapter that animals were often buried 

along ,wlth their dead masters. Protection against ev!l 

'. 
,. 

\ 

" 
. , 

/ 
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spirits' was the proclaimeq. motive for this practice; more 

generally, the animaIs wer~ meant to ~erve thP dpcpased. In 

P'oP's tc::lp, thE bluck cat serves the mUllder victim by reveng-

-\ - ing her death. 

In thp. contcxt of the classification of mistake or 

intpn t ion, t he cha in () f even ts pps i t an intpnded ,our ia l in 

thf'! \';Llll. 'l'he cat controls the events which lead up ,to the 

discovery of the c'rime by the police, in the same way as it 

fore~asts the nJrratar's ln0vitable doom'at the represented 

gallows etched on 1t8 chest. 

Ther n is sompthinE in the urlselfish and splf-sacrificing 
love a brut0 which goes directIy to the heart of him 
who hus hJd trequont occasion to t~st thp ~altry fr1pnd
ship :Jno Eossarr.0r fi'delity of mere.ilim. (223) 

Àt the outset, by dptalling the devotion of a pet to . 
its master and by ~escribing its friendship as supprior in 

compé!rison to "mere Han':;.,Poe has, set the scene for the catIs 

intentional (presupposing a high intelligence) bur1aI and its 

loyalty in revenge. 'lh~ narration intimates the c~t i9 more 

than brute bpust- -- IIthe ancient popular not ion, which 

regarded a.l~ black 9ats as witches in disgui<;e". (223) 

'l'lie r1'ârrat')r possesses a large cat nClrfled Pluto. 'Pets 

have always heen a favorite of both he and his wife. An 

alteratfon canes over the nArrator when he begins dr~nking 
,\ . 

he~vily. He treats the ppts badly, and one nieht, in a 

drunken {,renzy, gouge.5 out one of Pluto' , s eyes wi th a pen

knife. Thp animal nnturally avoids him arter the incident. 

, 
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, 
The dl' i nk il1E con f'inues ta incr ease unt il in '<1,_ 5 pir i t of per

~ 
vprsp.npss, ,)lllt8 15 hung from a tree i~ th~"'garde~ by the 

inebrlated riJrrator'j 

h mystprious flre ravages the narrat9r's house and. 

a11 hi..5 pos3cssions. In the ruin~ a.,lIbas-reliéf" bf ,P1uto 'og 

outline \oJith a no')se about its neck i5 found on the only wall 

lert st:Jnd~ng. 1> CWAr~X expl_anation is glven for the 

effect, but the nnrrator "cannot l'id" 'himself "of the phantasm 

of thE' cat ll 
-- he connot entirely bplieve 111s own rational, 

explann t ion. 
, . 

In a tavel'n onp eveni..ng, thp nal'rator seps- another cat 

which clJsely res0mbles the one he'nad hanged. It-oddly." , 

belon~s to no onè~ 
, . 

It was a black cat -- a 'very large one -- fully as' large 
ns .P'lilto, ond clQL}ely resemblinf' him irr every respoct 
but onn. But Uns cat had/fi larr~; althou~h 1ndpfinite 
splntct) ~)f whi t"! ~ C'overinrr ne31;11 the' \oJhÇ)lp l'prrion of 
the br(,3st. (226) • 

The narrator b~friends the animal a~d it follow~ him home. 
, .' 

'l'hp follo1"in~ day, the nA.rrator r~alizes. the cat 'has' but one 

~~e -- j~st as did t'luto, It is indeed .stran~e aJ1d signi-fi-
, -~ ....." 

cant of the forcç'.s controllrhg him, that tne na!,rat0r .do~s 

not notice the sarne type of disfigura\\on whlch had'presented 
.. 

a I/frightful a'PP~·al'ance" (224) in P·luto •. 4 

V.Jhat ~d.ded, no doubt, to ~y hatred of the beast was' the 
discovery on the morning after l broueht lt home, that, 
like Pluto, it also had been deprived of one of lts 
eyes ••• (227) 

The scenes tHat follow solidify an intention as regard~ 

, . 
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the moveŒents of the cat. The beast follows the narrator 

around wlth a :oertinaclty whlch 1t would be dlff1cult to make 
~ 

t ~.:> "'~~r'~r C) .... "' ... ~'r!~,..ÀII 1227) 
... -.1 .... --d...&." o.4.J ... _ ...JO.J.r...l. \ It seems to know ho~ much the 

'narr~toOr èpsr"lises 1t ar;d J'f't it torments hlm wlth its "loath

sorne caresses". If the narrator arose to walk, it would get 

in between hls feet ~md "thus nearly throw ll (227 him down. In 

~the meant1~e, --

The sole visible dlfference between the strange beast and 
the one d~~troyed had altere:d. ~he wh,ite spot had become 
the image of a bideous -- of a ghastly thing br th~ 
Gallo~s~ -- ob, ~ournful and terrible e~glne of Horror 
and of Crime -~ of Agony and of Death~ (227) 

rhe narrator is n@ longer able to sleep. The cat 
. 

haunts hirn per petua l'ly • 

l started from.dreâms of' unutterable fear totf1nd the hot 
breath of ~ thlng upon my face, and its vast we1ght 
an incarnate nightrnare ••• (22B) , . 

'J'he cat 1s again compared to man; There 1s something extra-
«? 

_be?tial ~bout it -- 1s it perhaps a witch? How can it be so 

intentionally in control? 

power 1s described. 
- , 

• 
The answers are not given, but its 

And ~ brute beast ~~ whose fellow l had contemp~uously 
destroyed -- ~,brute b~ast to work out for ~ -- for 
me, a man rash~oned. in 'the image of the High God -- so 
muoh of insufferat51e w,oe ~ : , 

,'1he cat intentionally "works outil the narrator's woe, as it 
, , 

works out·the events leaàing up to ~ts own burial alive. 
, . 
On the day ôf the murder, the narrator goes wlth his 

wife into the cellar. The cat gets caught in his legs and 

the man'alffiost~tumbles the lsngth of the stairs. In a 
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fren~ted state the narrator attempts to kill the cat, but the 

wife protects it becomi~g her~elf the viotim. She is walled 
~ 

up in the cellar ahd remains thus buried until a party of 

police are harke~ed to the spot by a noise from within the 

tomb • 

••• by a cry, at first muffled and broken, •.• utterly 
anomalous and inhuman -- a howl -- a wailingoshrlek, 
half of horror, and half of triumph, sveh as rnight have 
arisen only out of hell, conjointly from the throats of 
the darnned in their agony and of the demons that exult 
in the damnation. (230) , . 

'l'he catIs informing voice "balf of horror and half of triumph" .... 
consigns thf> narrator "to the hangman lt 

-- to the gallows pro-

r~::/ phetically displayed on the beast l s chest. 

'lhe introductory superstition of the catIs being a 
, 

witch becbmes the overr~ping pr~nciple in the tale (for lack 

of a better explanation). It is the catIs deslre to destroy 

the narrator. , 'l'he l'ire, 'the, return in the form of another 

cat, the gallows on the brea~t, its provocation of the nar- 9 

rator, and the final scream within the tomb signal the catIs 
" conscious intente Th~ death of the narratorls wife, the live 

Qurial of the cat with her, and the catIs revenge of her 

murder in fulfillment o~ the sacrifice of animaIs with their 

masters as .protection, seems incidental to the primary motive 

of destroying the narrator. Nevertheless, one cannat be 

entire1y certain, for as James Hastings says: "Many weird .. 

. ta les are told of. the manner in which i t (the anima 1) perfarms 

Its tutelary functlon".7 

7 Hastings, p. 115. 
.' 

" ' 
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, ,\~l 
In li,! he Mask of the Red Dea th" Poe i11us tra tes, by, 

means of an lneffectuaI premature burlal, man's 111usory 

atte~pt to es~o~ tbe phantasm fear and,its inevitable causes 

~w ln
l 
d~eath and cO-(lt~g1orf. His tale i5 as wonderful1y illusive 

in tone and style as 1s h~s subject. Man's struggle ~o 

escape the .i,nevitable 1s .depicted as the height of f01ly.' 

Keepi ng in mlnd t he mot if of pr ema 1;urf' bur la l, and' focus ing 

on man's fear of deat~, w~ can relate the tale fo its dis-

1 llus ionlng conC lu·s ions •. ' 
,'" 

Pr ince' Pros pero' s fear of infec~tlon, and his a bsurdi ty 

in.attempting ta shut it without the wplls of his castle" pre

cipi tates hiso "premature interment." wi thin th .. ~ .confines of his 

abode. 

His 

Red 

The \oTa 11 had. ga tes of ir on. '! he cour tiers hav iog entered, 
brought furna~es and many hammers and welded the bolts. 
1hey resolv~d to leave means neithf'r of ingress or ègress 
to the sudden impulses of despair or of frenzy from 
within. \269) 

. ." ' thoùsand friends and "security were ~lthi?-,ithout\was the 

Death". (269) ?he world of the palace be.comes separated 

from the UniVf'TSe butside. But the feat of the world without , 
the walls ("The scar'lpt stains upon the body and esoec'ially 

. 
upon the fa,ce of the victim, were the pest ban which shut hlm . 

, ê 
out ••• from the simpathy of his fellow-men" (267) does note 

'lhe story deta'ils a ff'ar of which "tone and movement 

are a11,,;8 "merely the most perfect description of that 

8 
Dav ldson, P. 154. 
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fanta 5 t ic decQr wh :lch 'he had a gain land aga in ima g inêd" • 9 The 

landscape i5 "bizarredl
, as are man 1 s conceptua lized irrationa 1 

fears of death an,~ its t"!arbingers. 'l'he nature of the masqu.er

ade and the seven eerie apartments" the ebony clock which 

reverberate5 through the crowd of' "r.e>vellers" "stiff freezing . ~ 

~ s they stand", and the genera 1 dr~am qua li ty 6f the who le, 

comp lement th e a t terr pt to eXqm i ne fear -- the inta ngib le • 

• •• 'lhe crawd ••• aware of the ,presence of a masked figure 
which had arrested the attention of no single i..ndividual 
before ••• " therp rose at 1ength from the company a buzz, a 
murmur, expressive of disapprobation and surprise -- then, 
finally, of terrar, of horror, and of dlsgust. (272) -, 

'l'he }'mummer" who assumes the guise of tçe "Red Death" 
, 

and enters the pa.rty, in~pires ,a fear of the disease-ridden 
.) 

ta 
reality which beats withaut the palace. Although the "phan..;, 

, . 
tasms" of the masquerade ,arE" pIent~ful, his assumed app~ar

ance, inca.rnates the "dreams" which "stalkf>d" (271) to and fro 

i"n the chambers ~ 

But from a certain nameless awe with which the mad assump
tions of the mummer had oinspired thé whole party, there 
were founè none who put forth a hand to seize h!m sa that 
••• -whi1e' the vast assembly bYr'ane impulse) shrank f.rom 
the cf'ntr es of the rooms to tl\e wa Ils ••• \ 273 ) 

The prisoners of the palace, f~r they' are consciousl~ such 

once the masqrue and fe,ar beçome introduced, "re, in the pre

sence of the figure who I1waS taii and gaunt, ând shrouded from 

headito foot ,in the habilements of the grave", fl11ed 'Wlth."a 

deadLy 'terrar" (273) No one dared approach the- intruder as he 
. . 

9· ~ 
_ Jas eph Krutch, Ed gar Allan Poe: 

(New York, 1926), p. 77. ~ 

-
A Study in Gen1ua, 

.. 
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, . 
passE(d from one room to the next. 'lhe ~rince, outraged, 

J 

chases the image attemptlng to' kill ,it but instead 15 him-

self de~troyed. A cro'Wd of the spectators wl1q1y attack the 

ma sked figure. >" 
Then su'mmaÎling the wi Id courage of despa1r-:.a thrQng of 
the revellers at once threw themselves into th~ black 
apartment, and seizl.n~ the murtmer, Vlhose "taI1 flg~re 
stood erect and motlonless, within the shadow of the 
p-bo.ny qlock, gasped ln unutterable horrar at fin~ing 
the grave cerements and cor pse-li-ke ma.sk, which they 
handled with so violênt"a rudenes~ untenanted by any 
tangible forme (273) 

The figure turns ou t to be but ~n illusion. It 1s the masque 
( 

of thp Re~ Death -- representative of the fpar of death. 

'lhe intruder is cO •• then not the plague, not death 
itsëlf, but m,an 1 s creation, his self-aroused and self
dev e loped fear of h1s own mistaken conce pt of death .10 

" 
Prjonce Eros pero, representatlve qf manklnd, is 

entombeq in the wor là of the pa lace, by hi 5 irrat iona 1 a t ternpt 

to, escape d€~ath. His supposed isolation is a material illu

sion,O,the confines of his· prison become immatprial in regard 

to the imminence of an ultimate deàtn that transcends a Il 

bouridari'es. Death, 1.,5 "a ruling principle of the unlverse"ll 

. and thus ine~cap.ab1e. In the end, the orisoner succurnbs to 
r.J 

the phantasin of fesr --' a ~ DF '(jellth, affirming the hooe ... 

less unrpality of reality for man, cQncerning even his ruling 

-,.-..:;."----
10. ,,0 

JO,seph" Patrick Ro.ppo 10, "Mean1ng and 'Ihe Masque of 
the Red Death", in POe: li Cogl€ction QI.. 8rit!cal Essays, ed. 
Robert Regan (New Jersey, 19 7), p. 142. ' 

, , . ~ 

1.1 Ibid., p. 139'. 

,1 
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pr lnc1p1e. 

'Ihe narra.t~r of "'lhe 'le11-'Ia1e Heart"- 1s subje~t to 

varlous' 1rrati':>na1 fears, the r.lost central of wh1ch 1s' a fear . 
of death. Tt is this fear wh1ch pTovokes the na·rrator to 

\ 

mu~der, and to bel~eve he ~as prpmaturely interred his victim. 
#" 

'l.',rr. st Y le Btf t'he 

ah impr·es s ion Of 

narration (discussed in Chapter IV) heightens 

the frenz ied as pect of this dread of ~aea th. 
" 

'1h.e "disease" (303) of whlch the narrator 15 victim, although 

peculia.rly' heightened by his "nervousness", is seen ln th~ 
• 

historical background as one of the major causes for the fre

quent appearance, of ~ motif o.f premat~re burial • 

'l'he nar ra tor does not wis h to ki 11 the olci man; i t ls 
. 

his eye which he des pl ses • It "haunted Il h1m day and night. 

What does the narra tpr see in the "Evi 1 Eye" tha t s parks his 

mad dis pos,i tion tOl mûrder? . What does that eye symbot'\ze ln 

Poe? 
l , 

l think it was his eye ~ yes "'-it w'as this ~ One of his 
eyes resemb1ed that of a vulture -- a pale blue eye, 
with a ~film over 1t. Whenever lt fell upon me, my 
blood ran Cold; aqd.so by'degrees -- very gradually -
l made up my mind to ~ke the life of the old man, and 
thus . r id my self. of the eye f.orever, (}05) n 

It i5 a "vulture eye". (303) 
f 

Poe refers tif the vulture in 
, 

his "Sonnet to Science". It has Ilpeer:n~.~" which prey 

upon the poet' s "heart" as daughters of "ald time". Poe' s 

'" most slgnlficant reference bccurs in his poem "Roma~ce" 

where he writes of the Condor -..,. (the American Vu1tureL 

, 
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Of late, eterna1 Condor years 
Sa shake thp very J1eaven on high 
'w'lith tumu1t as the'y thunder by ••• (1013) 

ths- 01'::: ::an represents tirnE>, which in the narra-

torts tl)rtured imaginéltion, relates to his own inevltab1e 

death. 

Poe .12 

Such a death slgnallpd by time 1s frequent1y seen ln 

And the ,.Ù,f~of·the ebony cloek went out ,,,lth that of \ 
the last of thei gay. (273)' 

Time inpv1tably remlnds each person of the imminence of death. 

The harrato~believes that dest~oying the eye (and thus his 
, p 

consciousness of time) will. end his horrible visions of an 
, . 

impenèi~g death. He seeks ta flee thE> terror of the many 

things "he hE'ar~ in he 11''. (303) Ironieally, the hopeless

ness of any commutations for the narrator, ls rpiterated in 
/ 1 • , 

the futility of the old man's hopes at escaping the same 

shadow' of death. 
' . 

'1he narrator's fears of death are most poignantly . ., 
~ . 

brought ta light on the even1ng of the murder. An e~pathy , 

exi~ting between murderer and victlm high1ights his terror. '. } 

The narrator senses the ol~ man 1s sitting up ln bed listen

lng" "just a~e ~ad done nlght after nlght har:'nlng to 

12 
, 'l'he flgur~ of tlme appears 1'n ".The Pit and the 

Pendu1um" rej)resenting a horr ible death for the narrator: 
It was the painted figure of Time as he 1s commonly repre
sented, save tha t, in lieu of a scy the, he h,e ld wha t a t a 
casual glance, l suppo~ed to be the pictured image of a huge 

.pépdulum, such as we see on antique clocks. (252) 

1 
J 
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the .death watc'hes- in the wall". <304>~3 A "groan of.mortal 
o ~ 

terror" (3 olt ~ stemming trom the viétim J is \oI~l,l k'nown to his 

murderer •• 
. . 

- .. 
l knêV t.he sound we 11. Many a nig ht jus t· a t midnight, 
when aIl the world slept, it has wellpd up fro~ my own 
bosom, deGpeni~g, with its dreadful echo~ the terrors 

\ t .. 1t dist~rbed me. l say l knew lt wJ~ll. l knew what· 
t,he Qld Inan fplt and pitied him ••• but he had round , 
a-ll in vaifl~: A.ll b ~; because Death, ln ap!)'roach
ing h~m, h.ad -stalked with h~s blaçk,sh.adow b~fo,re him-, 

"and enveloped the victim. (J04) r 

< 

Fears of ,death and. horr Ifying vis.ions 1ns.-plre the. madness 
~ 

which possesses the narrator. "1 hqve told you that l am - ,. 

very\ nervOUs : 50 l am 1\ • (305) In his nerve-wr ecked sta te, 

the murde~er h~s fixed on "the 'ohi man' seye as representa-

of a death which st~lks him -- of time which inevitably 

will have its victim. 

1he narrator comm1ts the crime amidst the beating of 

a heart, -- h 1s own. "The old man' s terro~ !!!1lî.i have been 

extreme". ?J5) The empathy bftween murderer and v1ctim" 

remains till the last. 'l'he horror the old man feels is 
1 . 

echoed in the murder's pounrllng breast. Death arrives only 

after the cessation of the beating. 

When the police arrive, the narrator 1s at ease. 
~ 

"His manner had co:winced them". (306) But soon, he' becomes 
" 

once again prey to his irratlonal fears. Death looms before 

13 
'Ihese 'Idea th watches Il remlnd us' of the IIfigures Il 

. (256) that appear on the walls of the dungeon in "The Pit 
a r;d the Pendu lum'." 

, . 
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him, the death that discQvery will mean. His o~n heart beats 

hard out of fear, his head "ached" and he fancies a "ringing" 

in his ears. 'lhe; hl?art -beats- "lo~der ~ louder ~ .l@.ill~ __ " 

The terror of death, so much a part of his being, ca~ses him 

to belie,ve the sound stems from the body -- prematurely 

buried. But it is impossible'-- rationally, for the corpse 

has been dlsecte~. The ~arrator confe~ses, ironlcally 

announcing a f~i lure to "comfort himself" (304) ("for what had 

1 ~ to fear" (305) Il 1 smil~d -- for ïLh.tl had ,1 to fear ") , 

(306) affirming finally that "lli in vain" (04) -- "Death . , . 
had, stalked with' his black shadow before 'him". (304) 

1 ,- . 
In "lhe Premature Burial", ~oe Is once again true to 

the traditions of ~he fuotif depi~ting fear as the cause of a 

(supposed) premature bur.iaI. lhe narrator fears premature 

interment nQi as opposed te de~th, but ?s a more focused and . 
terrible form of, that fate •. 'Ihe discus's1on to follow shall 

, \ 

be'br1ef as much of the tale has Deen discussed in preceding 

chapters. 
" l was lost in reveries of death, 'and the idea of pre-

mature burlal held continual possession of my>brain. 
'lITe ghastly Danger to which l was subjeéted haunted 2 

me day (;lnd ni&ht ••• And when, fina lly, l sank into ., 
slumber, it was only to rush at once into a world of 
phantasms, above which, with vast, s?bl~, over-

.shadowing wings, hovered, prédominant, the one 
. sepulchra l Idea. ,(264) 

/ The,narratar 1s subject ta fits of catalepsy and 

focuses on the idea of belng premàturely bur ied. His dreams' 

become nightmares deali~g with the horrors of immolation • 

/ 

r 
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His "nerves beca-me thoroughly unstrung" (265) and he ls prey 

'" to IIperpetual horror," (265) His "mortal ter-rors would 115ten 

to noreason".l4 His fears, precipitate a belief, when awaken

inl from sleep ln the bunk of a ship, that he ha's been pre

maturely bUried. In this context, 811_ that he suff~rs i9 in 
- " 

fact the equivalent of actually being thus interred. 

The tortures endured, however, were indubitably quite 
equal, for the time, tQ thase of actual sepulchre • 

. 
Poe's tale Is designed ta stress the importance of fear' 

in causing the semblance of a tratmatic burial. It is specific

all1 stated that such fears "must sleep or they \Yill devour us 

-- they must be suffered to slumber or we perish ll
• '(268) "The 

Premature 'Burial" would seem ta sequentially and themati~al-ly 

'resolve the 'universal fear of death as cause for premature 
• , 

burial, disp1ayed in Il'l'he Mask of the ,Red Death" and "The Tell- ~ 

'l:ale Heart". 'Ihe narrator in Poe's later story finalty throws 

away his "Night 'Ihoulghts" forever --
w 

From that Memorable 'night, l dismissed forever my 
charn~l apprehensions, and with them vanished the 
cataleptic disorder, of which, perhaps, they hàp 
been less the consequence thdn the cause. (268) 

~ . . 

' , 1\ 
( i.? 

" 
f 

14 
Note the similarlty in intenslty between this 

narrator's fears and the'murderer's ,and vict1m's) 1n "The 
'r~ll-'lale Heart". Seè fÇ>otnote l}. 



• 

• 

- 113 

When Hontrc-sor walls up Fort~nato15 allve in "The 

Cask of Amontillado", he is both punishing his enemy and per

forming a founàation sacrifice. 1he punishment does not 

achieve lts end, for according. to Montresor -- "A ""rong is 
'1 • " \ • 

unr.edressed "when ret~bution o~ertakes lts redresser", (274) , 

The sacrifice, however, ls successful, as the catacombs r~maln 

undisturbed for fifty years. 

Montresor begins ~is story wlth ~'dlscussion of the 

nature of the punlshment he w15hes to lnflict on Fortunato, .. 

l must not oniy punish, but punlsh ""lth impunity. A 
wrong is unredressed when retribution overtakes its 

, redressèr. It ls equally unredrf'ssed wh en tlie avenger 
fails ta moke himself felt as such to him'who has done 
him wrong. (274) 

Poe highlights the" possibil1 ty that the" punishment to follow , .. 
may fall short of its expectations" 

~ 

As'the tale continues ta 

progreis, few intimations of M~ntresor's failure are noted 

except perhaps ln a hu~our which strikes the reader but not 

.the character~ in the tale. l~e absurdlty of Fortunato's 

cough written: "Ugh~ ugh ~ ugh~ -- ugh~ ugh~ ugh~ -- ugh~ ugh~ 

ugh ~ -- ugh ~ ugh ~' ugh ~ Il (276) l~,a pparent • 
d 

Irony is encour-
, 

aged throughout by l1ontresor 1 s manipulation of Fortunato, 

helghtening the success of the punlshment' rather than lts 

15 ' 
'lhe natie Fortumtto could posslbly have been derlved 

from UI Israeli 1 s Curiosl ties .Q..f. Literature. In an ar tlcle 
. entitled "Dethroned 11onarchs", describing the level11ng of 
roya 1 ty' to peasantry, the fir st word ls lnterf'..silngly "For
tune". ~'he firRt sentence reads: "F~rtune nev€r ~s ln a 
more extravagant humour then when shetfeduces mona!chs ~ 
become'mendlcants". (65) , ' , 



• 

, 
o 

• 

) .failings. 

lbe failpre of the retribution (in Montresor'9 own • 
terms) occurs in the final paragraphs of the tale. During 

these last moments when Fortunato· 1~ chainea to the wall, 

Hontresor' s lac~ of impunity cornes to the foreEround. 

A succession of toud anft shrill screams, bursting 
suddenly from t~e throat of the chained form~ seemed
to thrust me violently bac~. For a mOIT.ent 1 h..e,ll-
tated -- l irsmbled. Unsheathing ~y rapier, l began ~~ 
to grope within,it a'bout therrecess; but the thought Il. 
oJ an, instant r'passured me., l placed my hands upon • 
t~~solid fabr1c of the~~a~acombsl and felt satis-
fh~d. l reapproached the wal~. l replied to the 
yells ~f him who clamoured. I,re-echoed -- l added. 
ï surpassed them in volume and in stren~th. l did 
th,~s and the clamourpr gre,,~ ~till. (278, Italics mine) 

It 1s impossible to ascertain ex~ctly what Montre,sol,' feels, 

whether guilt or fear. Whatever, his trembling and hesi-
~ftc 

.ation, even if mornentary, destroy his supposed impunity •. 
Il , 

His own family motto' is i~opically reversed on him and becomes 

ins telld the motto of For tuna ta. "Nemo me impune la cess i t" • .. 

(276) Montresor is afraid he ,bas failed ta "mak~ himself 

~ feIt". (274) ~ortunato's Iaughte;r h'ils an ~nnerving affect on 

• 
h irI! • ..... 

,-
But now there c~me from out the niche a'laugR 1hâ1 
erected 1.lli: hairs Y.QQ.n ID.Y.~.' It was succe ed by 
a sad voiee whic~ l had d1fficulty in recogni ing as 

t that of the noble Fortunéito. (2·78, Italics. ne) \ 

Montresor no longer controls the situa ion. He i9 

!1 

. 
nervous and uncertain -- contrary to his ovn d~finition of the , 

proper, "avenger". 
, " 

But ta these wor~s l harkened in vain for a reply. 
l grew impatient. l called aloud: 'Fortunato' ~ 

" . 
~ - -

.. 
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No)answer. l called again: 'Fortunato' ••• l thrust 
a torch through the remaining aperture and le~ it fall 
within. There came forth in return only a jingling of 
be lls,./ ~ heart ~ ~ -- QIl acrouat 0Q!. lM. damp-
,~ QI ~ eataeombs. (279, Italie mine) 

How ean a hpart grow s1ek because of dampness? It cannot~ 
. , 

Montresor is but rationalizing (reiterated by the dash after 

s 1ck )._ Hi s hear t 1s s iek \IIi th his',o\lln weaknes s~, insecur i ty, i 

and failure at accomplishing a true punishment. 

~lthough th~ burial fails in Montresor's terms as 

punishment, it does suceessful}y accomplish a foundation sac

rifiee. 'l'hè interment took place on "the damp ground of the 

catacombs of the MorIt:resors" (275) wi thin- the deepest recesses 

. of the lamily vaults. 'lhe Montresors "were a great and numer

ous famlly" (276) and ironiea Ily For tuna to dr inks "tb the 

buried that r-eP9se around us ll (276) 11ttle know~ing that he will 

Soon join their repose~ in order to protect the vaults from 

decay and destruction. Montresor's description of the locale 
~. 11\ 

of the burial i5 crucial to the documentation of the sacrifice. 

W1thin the wall thus exposed by the displacinl bones, 
we perceived a still interior recess, in depth about 
four feet, in width three, in height six 9r seven. It 
seemed to have been constructed for no especial use 
within 1tself

i 
but for~ed merely the interval Letween 

two of the co_ossal SUPDo)ts Q! 1ha ~ Qi ~ ~-
combs. (277, 1talios mi~e 0 

Fortunato is walled between the supports of the catacombs, ln 

order to sustain them. He is placed at the very center of the 

foundation of the family vault. 

For the half of a century no mortal has dlsturbed them • 
ln·~ regulescent~ (279) 

/ 
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~he catacombs are obvious1y sate. For fifty years they have 

re~ained una1tered. 1he foundation sacrifice has bee~ a suc-

C~SSj ?~e has )n~e again described a premature buriai true to , 
its traditlo~s. 

The nat ra tor of "The Pit and the Pendu ium II ls entombed 

as a forro of punishment by the judges of the Inquisition. The 

tale centers'arounrl the punishrnents emp10yed -- premature 

burial hardened by cruel tortures within the crypt. As ln 

'''The Cask of Amont 11lado Il frui ti_on of the puni shmen t 1s 

thwar ted • 'The narrator, through h 1s pa tqo 1ogic'a l rationa 1-

ity, circurnvents the designs of his persecutors. 

1\he sentenc'e -- the' dread sentenQe of death _-- was 
the~ast of distinct accentuation which reached my 
ears. (246) . 1 • . . 

The narrator is sentenced by the "b1acl~-rebed judges" 

te a death "with its most hideous moral horrors"~ (250) He 
, \ 

is piaced ln a prison in darkness, prey to rumours he had 

heard of the horrors of Toledo. He does ~ot remain inactive 

but sets out to ascertaln the size of his dungeoq. 1'0 thi~ 

end, he r ips sorne of h is garment, to make a mal' ker sa that he 

will not retrace his- own steps.' He falls asleep, awakes, and 

continues, faiiing at the edge of a deep pit. He throws a 
o 

rock in the hole and harkens to its echo as it eventually 

plunges into water at the bpttom. The pit has been designed 

by the judges as his final fate -- but he has circumvented 

thelr intended punlshment • 
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C·· l saw clearly the doom which had been prepared for me, 
and congratulated myself on the tim~ly accident by 
which l had escaped. Another step before my fall, and 
th~ Norl: hd'; se":"-~ :;e no :;]8re. (250) 

In reality, it is an pccident'ba~e~ on the narrator's amazing 

rationallty which has saved him from the Inquisitorial scheme. 

The shredding of his garment in order to mark his location has 

occasloned the life-saving fall. 

1he narrator falls asleep, awakes, and 15 drugged again 

ta sleep. Upon reawaken1ng for the second time, he finds him
~ 

self bound to a framework of wood. Above h1m 15 a figure of 

time with a pendulum swinging even lower. Beside him there is 

sorne meat which severai enormous rats are ~ttempting ta eat. 

He recognizes the doom prepared for hirn and tells of the judges 

who, thwarted the first time, must try again by means of the 

pendulum to punish the narrator. 

My cognizance of the pit had become known ta the 
inquis 1 tor ia l agents --- 1.h.e.. Qii, whose horrors had 
been destined for sC bold a recusant as myself -~ 
~he Q11, typical of hell and reg2rded by rurnor as 
the Ultima 1hule of.all their punishments -- The 
plunge into the pit l avoided by the"rnerest of 
accidents, and l knew that surprise, or entrapment 
i~to torment, formËd an important portion of all 
tne grotesquerie of these dungeon deaths. Uavlng 
failed to fa11, it was no part of the demon olan to 
hurl me lnto the abyss, a~d thus (there being no 
alternative) a dlff~rent ••• _destructi.on awaite.d me. (253) 

The pendulum swings steadily back and forth; i ts "acr id" 

breath drives the riarrator mad~ Itttaveis down, down; the 

rats beside him become bold swarming over h~s food. The 

victim tries ~ figure out a means of escape. He thinks 

tbat perhaps the blade will c~t thi surcing1e, but in this 

. " 
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, 
hope 'is mistaken.· He "tholJ..gQi", rationally calculatlng how 

l' 

ta avoid the doo~ imposed upon him. In the last moments, he 

seizes the idea of using the ravenous rats to eut the rope 

with which he is bound. Wlth an amazing will power he rubs 

th~ surcingle with the meat and allows the rats to crawl aIl 

over him chewing the ropes. At the last second he escapes 

through sustained wlll-power "their cold lips sought my own" 

(255) the fate of the judges. 

Nor had l erred in my calculations -- nor had l endured 
ln vain. lat length felt that l was fr€ZSl ••• l had 
scarcely step0ed from the wooden bed of horror upon the 
stone floor of the prison, when'the motion of the hell
ish machine ceased, and l beheld it drawn up, by some 
invisible force, through the ceiling •.• my every 
motion was unrloubtedly watched ••• (256) 

Through an intens~ rationality never dispersing even at the 

final seconds, the narrator~ succeeds in frustrating the 
. 

punishment intended by his judges. 

'J'he orison begins ta shrink and the wa Ils of iron 

become hot. 'lhe narra for rea lizes he is go ing ta be forced 

by.his punishers to enter the pit. 

The Inquisitorial vengeance had been hurried by my'two
fold escape, and there was ta be no mor~ dallying with 
the King of Terrors. (257) 

He is forced toward the pit, and 1s on the verge of becoming 
, 

. lts vlctim when he 1s res~ued by the arm of General Lasalle. 

"The Inquisition was in the hands of its enemies". (259) It 

1s the twa rational escapes wh1ch allow the narrator enough 

~ime ta be so rescued by the enemles of bis jailers. The 

th1rd and final attempt of his punishers, 15 tbU5 ind1rectly 

.. 
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avoided by his rational behavlor up to that point. 

~he classification of punishment as regards premature 

bu~ial i5 fulfilled in "'The Pit and the Pendulum". An intense 

rationality, a Dupin-like attitude even in the face of t~~ 
1:: 

greatest horrors and adversity, has c1rcumvented the punish

ment. The narrator escapes the confines of the tomb, and 

becomes one of the few who are prematurely interred and live ~ 

to tell the tale. 

In "1he Narrative of A. Gordon Pym" premature burial 

occurs twice. In both instances Pym himself is the victim. 

It i5 difflcult to classify the types of buriai. In each 

instance, there is a lack of intention. ~ntombment can be 

described as accidental~ Of the divisions previously men

tioned, this rnost closely correlates to a type of mistaken 

bur ia 1. 

More significant than the classification of the motif, 

is the nature of the entombment itself. There 1s a remarkable 

s imilar 1 ty between the two ins tances ex tend ing to "'l'he Pit and 

the Pendulum" as weIl. AlI three burials 1nvolve an enclosed 

area, big enough to walk in, in which there 1s a concentrated 

effort to eva lua te the tornb. "The Pit and the PendululJ1" 
f' 

wh1ch Poe wrote after Pym, would seem to be the natural elab-

ora tion of the preced ing scenes frorn h 15 longe5ot work. 

The first t1me Pym 15 buried alive, he is trapped in 

the hold of the Grampus, due to a mutiny on deck blocking' his ... 
m~ans of egress. 'l'he second entombment involves Pym and 
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Pete:rs ,"))Bth of whom are caught beneath an avalanche càused , 

by a violent e~losion. 1he circumstances detaiied, l will 

èescribe tbe si~ilaritles in the burials by mesns of a chart 

posi ting slml1ar passages from both these episodes and "The 

Pit and the Pendulum". The passages shall be followed by a 

further short comparison of vocabulary. 

, -

/ 

.'" 
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, "The Pit a nel the 
Pym lst Scene (HQld) Pym 2nd Scene (Mountain) If ~endulurn" 

UpQn awakening 1 felt 
strongly c~nfused in mind, 
and sorne t1œe elapsed before 
l could bring to reqpl1ection 
aIl the various circumstances 
Qf my situation. (762) 

It was with the utmost dif
ficulty l could crawl a10ng 
at 'aIL ••• Still l strugEled 

" fQr\/ard by slow degl'ees dread,-
1ng every moment that l should 
s'Woon amid the narrow and 
Intricate windings of the 
lumber. (765 ) 

l felt helpless of being Even 
able to read the nQte of 
Augustus ••• 1he phosphorous 
Qf which there was a speck 'or 
two, l gathered up as weIL as 
l CQuld~ and .returned with it 
••• ' ((61:5) 

As soon as l could collect my 
scattered senses, l found 
myse1f ne&rly sUffocated, and 
grove11ing in utter darkness 
among a quantity of loose 
ear'th, ylhich was also fa lling 
upon me in every direction; 
threatec.ing to bury me ~ntirely. 
l then remained motionless for 
sorne moments, .endeavoring to 
conceive what had hap8ened,to 
me, and where l was. (861) 

At length Peterz proposed that 
we shou1d endeavor to ascertain 
precisely the extent of our 
calamity, and grope about our 
prison ••• (862) 

•.• And indeed for sometime we 
thought insurmountable ••. We 
took coura~e, however, from 

. d.espair. (862) 

.. 

l felt that-rny senses 
wer e le·av 1 nE me. 'The 0 

sentence -- the dread 
sentence of death -
was the last of dis
tinct accentuution 
which reached my ears. 
Afte~ th~t, the sound 
of the inqui~itorial 
vûices sepmed rnerged 
in one drpory indeter
mi na te hUD. ~ 24 6) 

1his proc0ss, however, 
afforded rnp no ~eans of 
ascerta:ning the dirren
sions of my dungeon, as 
1 might ~ake its cir
cuit and return to the 
point whence l set out 
••• In groping my way 
around the prison, l 
could not fail to 
enco~nter this rag ••• 
(~9)- ( 

It was ~ -- the ~pe 
that triumohs on the 
rack -- that whispers 
to the death -- con
de~n~d even in the 
dungeons of the 
Inquisition. \254) 

Olt 

~ 
1\) 

~ 



-~.I'. 
~ 

My sensations were those of 
extreme horror and dismay ••• 
r could summon up no con
nected chain of ref1ection, 
and, sinking on the gloor, 
gave way, unrj.~s istingly, ta 
the most gloomy imaglnings. 
(766) . 

r bave before stated more 
than once that my intellect, 
for sorne period prior ta 
this, had been in a condi
tion near1y bordering on 
idiocy. (769) 

Those only who have been sud
denly redeemed from the jaws 
~f the tombe (773) 

, ~ 

Pvm 2nd Scen 

For a long time we gave up 
supinely ta t~e most intense 
agony and despair ••• no 
incident ever occurring in 
the course of human Events 
is adapteè ta inspire the 
supremeness of mental and 
bodily distress than a case 
11ke our own. (961) 

.. 
~ 

[Not interred long enough 
for this state to set inJ. 

A few struggles more, and we 
reached the bend, when, ta 
our inexpressible joy, there 
appeareè a long seam or 
crack extendlng upward ••• a 
clear passage into the open 
air. (862) 

1 ,~ 

"The Pit a nd the 
Pendu1um ll 

And. thèn l fpH r;ud
den1y calm, und lay 
smiling at thp rllt
tering deatt:, ilS a 
chi Id a t some r:lre 
ba u b le. (253) 

LonE suffering hud 
nearly annhl1ated all 
my, ord inary pow('rs aÏ"" 
mind. 1 vas an 1mbe
cile -- an idiot. 
(253 ) 

An outstretched arm 
~aught my o~n as l 
fell, fainting, into 
the abysse (257) 

.. 

• 

~. 

r 

-
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Pym lst Sce-ne () ·Pym 2nd Scene "ThE' Pi t and thf' Prndu lum" 

1. dark (768) darkness (862) darknE'ss (246) 
2. death (763) dead (862) .. dea th (246) 

~: despair (763) des pair (862) des pa ir ( 254 ) 
a gony (76..}) . agony \ 862) agony (246) 

5. borr or (763) horror (862) borror (246) 
6. torments (767) tormented (863) .tormentors (256) 

~: awe-insPirin~ (763) awe (862) wonder ~252) , 
entombed (76 ) entombed (861) tomb (248). 

9. s trUg~ linj" (773) strugrled (862) s trug~ 1ed (253) 
10. weak 765 weak 864) weak 253) 
Il. exhausted (767) exhausted (864) excessive fatigue (21.9) 
12. a.scerta1n (766) ., ascer ta in (863) ascertainin~ (250) 
13. rational '(768) rational1y (861) reason (248 ., 
14. sensations (766) senses (9bl) l senses (246) 
15. ligbt (764) light (863) light (248) 
16. joy (766) joy (863) 

1 joy (253) 
* 

* l have arranged these words sO,as to approximate the nature of the 
premature burials whicb they describe. In the tales, all the victims rind 
tbemselves interred, express agony at tbeir predicament, strive rationa1ly " 
to escape their fate, and 1n the end rèach 11ght, -- or salvation. 

" 

" 

• " 

l' 

~" 
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Although the classification of the burial may dlffer, 

it ls apparent that ln IIpyrn" and the "Pit ll the burials them

Isel~es a~e stri~in51J slmilar. In the following stories to 

b(' discussed, prpmature burial 15 treat~d with humour, con-

trary to Poe's usual use of the motif. 

"Some Words With a Mummyll and "L05S of Breath" treat 

premature burial in a comic fashion, while both represent 

burials which occur by mistake. Poels treatment of premature 

interment in these two comic pieces is diametrically opp05ed 

ta the attitude ('xpressed in his gothic tales. The buriar 

alive which he descrlbed as the IIUltima 'lhule ll Iladapted ta ., 

inspire the supremeness of mental and bodily distress lt (861) 

becomes instead a subject of slight irritation and boredom. 

Count Allamistakeo is broug~t back ta life by a group 

of Egyptologists who are, as can be expected, astounded that 

he i9 alive. 'lhe Count explains that the Egyptians had dis-

covered an embalming process that consisted in, 

immediately arresting, and holding in perpetuai ~
anc~, ~ the animal funct10ns subjected ta the pro
cess •.• , in whatever condition the individual was, 
at the period of embalment, in that condition he 
remained. (542) 

Buried alive by mistake, the Count had but to be revivif1ed 

in order to resume living. 
) 

Allamistakeo quite eas1ly talks of his own entomb

ment, and further of the voluntary practice of be1ng buried 
• 

alive out of IIcurlosltyll. 

( ~ 
( 
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An historian, for example, having attained the age of -
five hundred, would write a book w1th great labour 
and then get hirnself carefully embalmed, leaving 
instructio~s to his execqtors ~~, that they 
should cause him to be reviv1fied after the lapse of 
a certain period ••• (543) 

As the story Cornes to a close, the narrator himself decides 

since his wifE' 1s a "s hrew" (547) and he i9 sick of the nine-

teenth century, he wouid like to be buried for a few hundred 

years. 

Premature buriai ~s treated as mere whim; it lacks the 

horror, despair, and agony attributed to it in other tales. 

In "Sorne Words W1 th a Hummy", ft is r e la ted to a need (and not 

a n€cessary one) to satisfy curio5ity and escape the bores of 

the wor ld. 

A cornically blasfi attitude toward premature burial 15 

most poignantly highlighted in "1oss of Breath". Lackobreath 

is thought dead after having been hanged and is placed in a 

burial vault. Poe makes a farce out of the usual supersti

tions and terrors of the burial crypta A line of Manston's 

"Halcontent" cornes to Lackobrea th 1 S mind -- "Dea th 1 S a good 

fe 110\., and keeps an open house." (401) He dec lar es i t a 

"palpable" lie. How different this is from "the uttermost 

agonies of living inhumation" (266) expressed in another of 

Poe 1 s ta les ~ Lackobr ea th i5 traub1ed wi th "ennui" (401) as 

a resu1t of a 1ack of '''amusement ll (40U in the crypt. He 

walks about the tamb taking the tops o~~ coffins, mak1ng pro

nouncements on those within. We are struck by the contrast 

-'. 
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, 

with "'l'he Premature BuriaI" and that narrator's horrifie 

vis10n of the dead within their coffins. Lackobreath treats 

the dead w1th ind1fference, laughing and. mock1ng, them, 
/ 

He o~glns abuslng a corpse and to his surprise it 
? 

to life. 16 It is Windenough,. who was victim of "epi-cornes 
, 

lepsis-" caused by catcning Lackobreath' s breàth. Burled by 

mistake, he 1s irritated by.the stup~dity of those who ,burie-d 

him little more. 

damn aIl fools~ They took me up for dead, and put 
me in this olace -- pretty doings all of them •.• (402) 

o 

Neither of the two express any fear at being thus entombed, 

but are bus.ied 
. 

breath. 'l'heir 

in arrangements for the return of the lo~s of 
, , 

escape i5 effeated withou\. ~rgency, "the united 
• 

s trength of their voic~s" was heard above. 'lhey wait'ed for a 

tr ea tise on "the na tur e and or 19ln of subterra nea n voices Il 

(404) to receive a "reply -- rejoinder -- confutation -- ·and 

'justification" (4.)4) before making good their departure from 

the vault • 
" 

Aithough Poe deais with the motif in a comic way in 
/ 

thp.se two tales~generallY as he uses the motif, ~is more 

c6n~rned w~t~ts effects of horror -- its anti-comical 
.. 

nature. PremAture burial represents lif~, a life which to Poe 

was Most often tragic, aithough occas1onallY interspersed with 

moments of .comedy. 

16 
Interestingly, in this story, as ln ~Some Words With 

a Mummy", it 1s the stimulation of the nose w,h1ch brings the 
s leeoer to life. 

o 
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CHAPTER VI 

'l'HE 110'1'IF AND POE' S UN lVERSE 
, / 

,-' 'lhe ~ot if of premature bur ia l 1s .repres enta tive of 

tlte ehrire, body of -Poet s work. Poe exploped the shadowy 

bounda~y betw~en l~fe ~nd 'death with a rationality remlnis~ 
~ .. ~ t!> ,..--

• 1 n 

cent of hts character Dupin. 'lhe universè was for Poe, a 

tomb, limi ted', as opposed to unlimi:rd, exadUnab le through 
, .' 

rationality, yet always too illusive and varying for a final 

circu,mscription. 

B:tographically, Poe was "buried" within the mundane 

lifp of an everyday existence in 19th century America. 

Al tena ted by his genius and his circumstance, or.phan.ed, 'often 
o 

destitute, he labored under the shadow of personal railure 
tJ 

complicated at times by physical and'mental ill-health. 

Nevértheless, he struggled ta confront countless treatises 

attempting -to elucidate final 'worldly truths; strived to 

recon~le their d~screpancies in his own art. AlI of this he 

qUes(ed arier, in the thinning air of'a person~i existp.nce 

which eventually suffacated him. "Buried alive", -- socia lly 

often alo~e, Poe explared the ~v~rs~ n'ot only of the ~rYPt 
but of his own soul~ It was an examination made possible by 

his isolation -- by the finality of his enclosure, and the 

, 
1 
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'effect of an insulated existence. 

Llterature 15 that experlence by which consclousneS5 
dlscovers ils bel~g ln its inability ~o~lose con
sclousness. 

Poels Inevitable c0nsciousness 15 what iso~ate~ his 

thought, creatlng a world (llke the crypt) "Out of,S'pace '--

Out of 'rime". 2 'lhe consclousness extends to thé rea lm of 
\ ~ 

indefinable in s leep, .swoon, ln death'l and in the dream. 

( Il In the deepest s lumber -- no ~ In delerium -- no~ In a , 

swoon -- no ~ In dea~'-- n~ ~ , 
Even in the grave aIl is not 

los t") .3 
, 

In these states, the only possible existence fo'r c 

. . 
the dreamer 1s in the.dream, the only reality -- the pseudo-: , , 

rea lit Y • 
, . 

An awar~ness of the dteam,state separates the __ w ___ _ 

dreame-r-from it. In a split 'second he' is but' remembe~ing the 

dream turned to memory. "Yet a second afterward (50 frail 
< 4' , 

may th,at web have been) we remember not that we have.dréamed"., 

Even the memory can prove 1l1usive. 
/ 

Such is the universe of the dreams ••• Nothing of i t' 
subsists. It héiS entirely perished, and in -

l • 
. Georges Poulet The MetamQrphosis Qi ~ Circle 

(Baltimore, 1966), pp .'1~2-202 ... quote by Maurice Blanchot. 
Pouletls article prov1des the basis for my argument con-
cerning Poet s enqircled thought. ','. 

2 G 

Poe, "Dream-Lând Il, 8. 

3 Ibid. , p. 247. 

4 
Ibid. 
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contemplating lts destruction, the contemplator, in a 
sense w1tnesses hi~ own destruction. He 1s dead yet 
he is still alive.' 

Poe' s exposl tors of the Indeflnable are .dead Y,E'-t alive -- as 

are h19 protagonists in the tornbs in which they are buried. 
/ 

Thought- destroys the drnam, but a state of consciousness 

gives no respite from a destructi~e knowledge. 

One terror ls lnteréhanged for another. The horror _ ~ 

of not knowing one's own state is altered to the equally 

horrifying state of knowing. 

In enlarg1ng the circle of its understanding, the 
spirit has therpfore only ascertained the reasons 
of its terror. 1he wider the knowledge of "its 

"doom becomes, the narrower appears the spa~ of its 
doomed life. Once again the mind discovers itself 
surrounded by a circle, a circle whose lirnits, 
formed by a fa ta 1 comb~na tion ••• <,l'en ves no ~os
sibili ty of egress ••• 

1he narrator of "1he Pit and the Pendulum" as he becomes ma.re 

and more conscious of "the nature of his prison (universe) 
f 

des pair s because he learns of "the doom wh1ch had been pre-
" 

pared" 7 for him. ,His grpwing know1edge is somp.thing taken 

·"desperate1y,,8 t~ heart. ~ 

For Poe, to be unconscious 1s to experience a con

scious terror and Ye~ ta be conscious is to be a v1ct1m of 

. " 

5 
Poul.et, p. 191. 

6 
Ibid., p .. 197.' ~ 

7 Poe, p. 250. 

fi Ibid. 

. / 
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terror as weIl. The sys~em of his thought is closed; from 

1t, llke the'tomb, there is 'no escape. 

In the dream as in the awakening, ln stupor as in full 
consclousness, the mind always finds itself enclrcled. 
Tt 1s in a sphpre whose walls recede or draw togethpr, 
but never cease to enclose the spectator. Pleasure and 
terror, extreme passivity and extreme watchfulness, 
hyperacuity of the senses and of the intellect, are the 
means by wh1ch the mind recognlzes the insuperable con-, 
tlnuity of its limits. No one before Po~ has shown 
with as much p~ecision the essentially circumscribed 
character of thought. 9 

Accordlng to Eureka , the universe Mas formed from 

one infinitely divisible particle, but is limited to that 

original unit y which began the universe and into whlch it 

will inevitably return. 

In the original unit y of the first thing lies the 
secondary cause of aIl things, ~ith the germ- of their 
Inevitable annihilation. IO 

The measured universe reflects Poe's measured ideas. Limited, 

highlighted through "insulated incident", premature burial 

represents Poels thought ln general, equally insulated and 
~ 

limi ted. 

Consigned to the dungeon, the pr1soner must àscertain 

the dimensions of his tomb and attempt ta place himself 

wlthin th~t space. He must try ta know his enclosed unlvérse 

as int1mately as 'possible. This is the heart of Poels 

tqought -- the description of the universe of man w1thin Its 

9 
Poulet, p~ 199 • 

10 Edgar Allan Poe, T~1 Worts
i 

ed. Rufus Griswold, 
. Rédfield and Co. (London" 185 ,p. 1 8. ( 
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limited sphere. 

It seems feasible to conciude 'that Poe, like the narrator 
in 'The Imp of the Perver~e' , deliberately vore his 
'fetters' an~ tenanted his 'celi of the condemned' in 
order to shatter his reader's complacency, in order ta 

'convince them in keeDing wlth the poetic p~ssion, that 
their most noble activity was and always would be the 
qu~st for 'Supernal B~auty' .11 : ' 

A voluntary captivity in order to "shatter" the 

re~der's complacency i5 stressed by Garrison. Th1s is\not the 

case. Poe was a prlsoner of his ~imited thought and unl~erse 

~as a result of the natural position of man; his ~eason for 

tenanting a cell was qecause that cell existed. Tf he cQose 

to probe the phantasm f~ar in "'lhe Premature 'Burial", it ",as 
Î 

~ ., 
because the human psyche expresses fears; fears of death and 

bur ia l, fear s which '.1dpvour us" .12 

Poe be 11eved "Super na l Beauty Il the highest good of 

man, but was aware that man's brain was diverse; occupied with 

other varying thoughts. He did not, therefore, wànt good to 

spring from man's perverse instinct, he wished only to describe 

that instinct in its own terms. 'He wanted to dellneate the 

truths of Existence whlch would posit the truth of Essence. 

In thi$ light; horror proved a vehicle by wh1ch to encourage 

man to understand the unlverse and his own emotions -- to 

insularize that part of man's experience which 1s ~ummarlzed 

ln the tombe 

Il /' . 
varrlson, p. 150 • 

/~ " 
12 

Poe, p. 268. 

• 
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~ 

Poe polnted to both sides of man. He gave us beauty 

ln 

••• those Nicéan barks of yore 
that gent1y o'er the perfumed sea 

1he we&ry, way-worn wanderer bore • • • 
13 

and its opposite in 

Uprlsing, unveiling, affirm 
Tha t the play i5 the tragedy 'Han' 14 

And its hero the Conqueror Worm. 

But one does n9t point to ~he other. They mere1y 5ugge5t the 

limlts of the human spectrum -- they describe the extremes of 

the enclQsure represented by man's capabilities. 

In Poe's world view, then, it is~e perverse nature 
of things that man, as an individual, thinking cre
ature, is subject to the 'indignities' of ignorance 

\ and of ultimate annihilation of self. But through a 
, 'Lynx eyed' vis ion of the ..o.emonic (of the pprver s i ty 
of the universe and onels own mind), man May still 
retain sorne of the dignity he feels in himsplf as a 
rational and feeling entlty buried allve in the vast 
impersonal or rnalevolent system of the universe. 15 

1 

ïhe characters buried sllve in Poe's tales do not give them-

selves up ~o, nespair -- but flght through rationality to / _r . 
know the, vaults and escape theJIl. In a like fashlon, man 

impriSOc,c within the Iimits of a universe which contains 

the spir t of the perverse and will eventua1ly.return to 

unit y , rapped by the terror of continuaI consciousness, 

13 
Poe ,.. "Tc Helen", 2-4. 

~l 

Ilfpoe , "'l'he Conqueror Worm", 30-32. 

15 
. G. R. Thompson, Poe's FictiQn, University of 

Wisconsin Press (wisconsin, 1973), p. 195. 
Jt. 
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must achleve dignlty by ascertaining (llke Dupin), as many 

of the facts as are ava11able concerning the 1imits of his . 

universe. 

) 1 J 

.. 

6 1 

.. 

• 

f 
, 
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APPENDIX 

1. Cha oter IV, Footnote 36 

In ~y research lnto the background of the motif of 

p~emature burial, Iran across an interesting superstition 

in folklore, which might have come to the attention of Poe, 

involv lng the fixat ion upon teeth in "Berenice". Although i t 

15 documented later than Poe's era, it is stressed in various 

sources that the superstitions are based on legends and 

beliefs which span the barrier of time. In Folklore, A 

Journal of Folklore Studies for 1894, there appeared the 

following passage under miscellaneous: 

Burial of leeth with Body at Cornwall -- An aged woman, 
known ln the v i lIage as old Fanny, d led •.• nlne years 
ago ••• Fanny was a ~evoted churchwoman, arid took great 
interest ln foreign missions for whioh she saved out a 
seant y pittance. But she firmly believed that every 
~ooth she possessed lshe preserveQ ~ ~ lost 1ll ~ 
~ for ~ ggrpose) must be buried with her against. 
the Day of Resurrection. She exacted a promise frorn 
the g00d clergyman and his wlfe that the tee th should 
~e placed 1n her coffin ••• Fanny firmly believed that 
the resurrection body would not be perfect without the 
teeth, as far as l could make out, Qni l nad ~ 
impressiQn 1lli!1. .t.M.ll was Sil speci~l virtue in. lM. 
things 1hemse~.l (Itallcs mine 

In the 1995 issue of FQlklore, there are further articles 

l 
Folklore, A Journal Qi Folklore Studles, Vol. 5, 

189'+, p. 55 n • 

- 134 -
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under "Superstititions about 'leeth." The information related s 

i-s 5 i!I1i lar ta t he a bove, except the r etent ion of teeth is 

bglv~n as a more general practiee and belief. 

1his supprstttion~ls current in Wakefield and Sheffield 2 

and also ln the north of Derbyshire. 
standing. 3 (Ha lies mine) , 

It ls of Q.lQ. 

ïhe superstitions which were circulated ln Eng1an4, might have 

reached Poe's ears when, as a ehild, he was at school there. 
, 

The singular nature of these tales would not be easily for

gotten by Poe -- 50 Interested in burial. 

There are ma ny sour ces for Poe' s fixa t ion a lready 

documented.
4 

It appears that dentistry was growing during l, 

Poe's age and frequent referènce to it appeared in the popular 

magazines. l quote one advertisement wh.ich l came across in 

'l'he fulli.-York l1irror of August 1831: 
.. 

l 'l'o the lad ies ~ White and sound teeth ar e bot h an 
ornament and a blessing, The best security for their 
advantage is to be found in the use of the Br i tish 
Antiseptic Dentrfrlce. 'This elegant tooth~,powder, 

2 
1 Bittner, in his biography, states that Poe travelled 

through Sheffie Id. 

3 Folklore, VoL ·v l, p. 8.6. 

, 4 
Kl11is Cambell suggested Poe fo~nd the subject of his 

tale ln a paragraph about grave robbers seeking tee th for den
tis ts in the .. Baltimore Saturday Visitor for 23 Fp-bruary, 1833. 
l t has been sugges ted tha t "An Event ln the Life of a Dent ist Il 
~The fuu.t.-XQ.rk·Mirror, 6 April, 1833) i5 also a source of Poe's 

-t,ale. Finally, "'lhe Death's Head" appearing in Phantasmagoc1a 
concerns an antiquary who carries off the teeth of a cor p.se and 
is thought a possible source. 
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wi th a very lit tle use, eradica tes the, s:curvy in the 
gums and prevents the accumula tian of ter tar 'Whlch not 
only blackens but loosens the teeth and accelerates 
their decay. 1he dentifrice thus removes the prevai1-
ing courses of offensive breath, preserves the healthi
ness and fluoridousness of the gums and renders the 
teeth beautifully white'.5 " 

l do not claim these superstitions or reference to teeth 

responsible for Poe's use of tbat motif in his tale. But .they 

could have been a part of a greater number of superst 1 tians, 
, 

articles, and the like, which did give him the insoiration for 

Egaeus' fixation. 

2. Qhagter IV, Footnote 62. 

In ~'homas Allen' 5 lM. History rulQ. Ant1guities Qi , 

London (London, 1827), the plague and its effect on the city 

and people of London 1s detal1ed. It becomes evident that 

Poe was indeed presenting a very credible report ln bath "The 

Mask, of the Red Death" and in "King Pest". lPerhaps this 

account had even served as a source for his tales)~ 

••• that the citlzens in despa1r gave over tbeir 
endeavours to extinguish it, sa in the plague, it 
came at last _ta such violence, that the people sat 
still looking at one another, and seemed quite 
abandon'd ta des'pair; whole streets seemed ta be 
desola ted, and not to be shut up only, but ta be 
em9tied of thelr inhabltants; doors were left open, 
windows stoad shattering wlth the 'Wind in empty 
bouses, for want af people ta shut them. In a ward, 
people began ta give up themselves ta their fears, 
and ta think that aIL regulations and methods were 
in vain, and that there was nathing ta be hoped for, 
but an universel desolation ••• (385) , 

5 
The New-York Hirror, 1831 August. (Inside .cover) . 
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'But l must speak of the p1ague at its helght, raging 
even ta desolatlon, and the people under the Most 
dreadful consternation, even, as l have said, ta 
despair. It 15 hardly credible to what excesses the 
passions of men carry'd them in thls extremity of 
distemper; and this part, l think was as moving as 
the rest ••• (385) 

Many houses were left desolate, all the people belng 
carry'd away dead, and especially in an alley further 
on, the same side .'. there were severa1 houses 
together, wh1ch (they said) had \not one per son le ft 
alive in them ••• (387-388) \../ 

. , 

.. ' 

, . 
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