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EDGAR ALLAN POE 

 
o Historical and literary context.  

 
Poe was a North American writer from the first half of the XIX century. He was linked to Romanticism and he was the 
first writer to write about fiction and poetry in that way.  
Romanticism was an ideological and cultural movement that happened in the XIX century. It was characterized by 
artistic liberty. The U.S. picked up on cultural European influences such as “the grotesque” and the “gothic” (the dark 
side). Romanticism is characterized by the following aspects:  
Artistic liberty, rejecting all rules, rebelling, the presence of the supernatural and the mysterious…  

The interest in popular culture and tradition.  

The interest of unknown: the authors’ mood is reflected in the landscape; the interest of rebellious, 
misunderstood and emarginated characters, and the tendency of analysis of the sentiments and of the psychology of 
the characters, more than narration of the plot of the story.  
 
Poe opened the way for a new generation of American authors who brought their life experience to their literature. 
A famous author, Hawthorne, wrote The Scarlet letter (La letra escarlata)  
 
Theme classifications of Poe’s stories:  
His most famous works are terror, horror. Poe includes elements from the world of death and its surrounding, 
skulls, tombs, burying people alive, mummies, corpses…  

Poe loved images of graveyards.  
 
He wrote two different types of terror:  
External horror or emotional: scary elements on surrounding (ghosts, spirits, tombs, blood)  

Internal horror or metaphysical: caused by obsessions, fears and hallucinations of the characters, who seemed 
normal. This is a more psychological horror.  
 
Poe mixes both types together but the second one is usually more dominant because it is more interesting for the 
reader. Poe writes about the effects of the rotting of the corpses and dead people coming back to life.  
Poe made up the detective stories humoristic as well as scary. To create the comic effect Poe included irony and 
extravagant absurdity. Bitter, sarcastic, brutal, ironic or black humour are variables of humour.  
Lastly, Poe was the precursor of the science- fiction genre. In his stories he includes recent scientific and 
technological advances.  
 
 

o Poe’s biography:  
 

1809- born in Boston and orphaned. He was adopted by John Allan.  
1815-20- gone to England.  
1826- entered the University of Virginia. Gambling problems. Leaving university. Became a writer.  
1827- First book Tamerlane & Other poems. Joined the army.  
1830- dismissed from West Point for negligence.  
1835-46 –wrote short stories in various newspapers and magazines in Baltimore, Richmond, New York and 
Philadelphia. Alcoholism.  
1836- married Virginia.  
1840- tried his own journal, but failed.  
1842- Virginia’s disease.  
1845- bought the Broadway Journal.  
1846- newspaper’s closed.  
1847- Virginia’s death at 24.  
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1849- nervous breakdown and death at 40.  
Poe is considered a Southern writer. Southern Gothic.  

Poe’s work was influential on the French Symbolists and the Bohemian writers of Paris in the 1850s and ‘60s.  

Poe’s work: a type of psychological short story examining the darker side of human nature was highly original.  

 
o Influences: 

 
Poe was influenced by Boccacio ( Decameron) and Hoffman (a landmark in English and German gothic novel). He also 
took advantage of other authors such as Daniel Defoe (Robison Crusoe, Moll Flanders), Walter Scott (Ivanhoe), Lord 
Byron and romantic poets : Shelley (Frankestein), Keats, Wordsworth and Coleridge (The Rime of the Ancient 
Mariner); and the philosopher Glanvill. 
 
In the same way he has a great impact on A. C. Doyle (Sherlock Holmes), C. Baudelaire (Les Fleurs du Mal), P. Valéry  
(Variétés) ,W. H. Auden (Journey to a war), Nathaniel Hawthorne (The Scarlet Letter) and H. Neville(Moby Dick); 
Stevenson (Treasure Island), Julio Verne and psychoanalyst Freud. 
  
 
Stories of terror: 
 A descent into the Maelström- (supernatural) 
The Cask of Amontillano (revenge/ claustrophobic)  
 The Oval Portrait (supernatural/ art) 
 The pit and the pendulum   
The fall of the House of Usher (corpses back to live, supernatural = Berenice),  
The black cat and The Tell-Tale Heart (the guilty and auto punishment),  
The black cat and the Fall of the House of Usher (alcohol and opium) 
 
Detective stories: The crimes of the Morgue Street, The mystery of the Marie Rôget, The Raven. 
 
 
 

ROMANTIC FEATURES: 
Interest in the common man and childhood. Romantics believed in the natural goodness of humans which is 
hindered by the urban life of civilization. They believed that the savage is noble, childhood is good and the emotions 
inspired by both beliefs causes the heart to soar.  

Strong senses, emotions, and feelings. Romantics believed that knowledge is gained through intuition rather 
than deduction. This is best summed up by Wordsworth who stated that “all good poetry is the spontaneous 
overflow of powerful feelings”.  

Awe of nature. They stressed the awe of nature in the art and language and the experience of sublimity through 
a connection with nature. Romantics rejected the rationalization of nature by the previous thinkers of the 
Enlightenment period ( 18th)  

Celebration of the individual. They often elevated the achievements of the misunderstood, heroic individual 
outcast.  

Importance of imagination. They legitimized the individual imagination as a critical authority.  
 
For further information see the opt about Romanticism (in Spanish) on the following address:  
 
http://meetingitaca.wordpress.com/2010/10/19/romanticismo/ 
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