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Introduction

Edgar Allan Poe was a poet of international fame within his
lifetime, and America’s foremost literary critic of his genera-
tion; but it is as a short-story writer that he has enjoyed
enormous and enduring popularity, being described as the
creator of the horror story, the master of the science fiction
story, and the inventor of detective fiction. Tales of Mystery
and Imagination contains a collection of Edgar Allan Poe’s
short stories which reveals something of the variety of Poe’s
gifts as a short-story writer.

Edgar Poe was born in Richmond, Virginia in 1809, of actor-
parents. His father left the family while Edgar was still a
baby, and his mother died soon after. Edgar was taken in by
Mrs John Allan, the childless wife of a wealthy businessman.
The Allans went to London in 1815, and Edgar was sent to
boarding school in England. In 1820, the family returned to
the United States where, upon the death of his uncle in 1824,
Allan became a very wealthy man.

John Allan’s relationship with his foster son deteriorated.
He sent Edgar to university, but refused to pay the debts
Edgar incurred, and Edgar ran away and joined the army in
1827. When Mrs Allan died in 1829 Edgar was reconciled
with his foster father, but they soon quarrelled again over
money. When John Allan died in 1834 there was no mention
of Edgar in his will.

Edgar Allan Poe published his first book of poems in 1827,
and his second in 1829. He left the army in 1831, and he went
to live with his paternal grandmother, his aunt and her
daughter, and his own older brother. He began writing
short stories and his first five were published in 1832. He
became editor of the Southern Literary Messenger in 1835,
after the death of both his grandmother and brother, and
brought his aunt and her daughter Virginia to live wnth1h1m
He married Virginja in 1836 when she was still only fourteen.
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Poe lost his job because of heavy drinking, and he moved to
New York and later to Philadelphia, writing short stories
and reviews all the time, and making just enough money to
survive.

In 1842, Virginia was diagnosed as having tuberculosis,
and for the next five years Poe took to drinking again, though
living in fear of his drunken fits of temper. At this time he
wrote “The Black Cat”, his most horrific story, in which he
distorted his own character to extremes. In 1844 he wrote “The
Raven”, the poem which brought him international fame.
Virginia died in 1847, and Poe himself died in poverty in 1849.

Poe’s short stories display a rich diversity, from the comic “X-
ing a Paragraph” (1849), to the Antarctic adventure story
“Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym” (1838); and from the
nightmare “The Black Cat” to the intellectual control of “The
Murders of the Rue Morgue”. However, Poe’s heroes or
narrators are always himself — he has little interest in his
subsidiary characters — and the themes he deals with arise
from his tragic life: fear of death, anger, isolation of the
individual, revenge, and the struggle to control both circum-
stances and emotions.

“Metzengerstein” (1832) was one of Poe’s first stories and
it contains the themes of fear and struggle for control
which were explored further in later stories. Intended as
a parody of the popular German writer of horror stories,
E. T. W. Hoffman, the story is more effective than many
of Hoffman’s, because of the intensity of Poe’s personal
feelings. The orphaned Frederick, fond of wine and “shame-
ful behaviour”, was a picture of Poe himself, while the
old hunter Berlifitzing became an image of John Allan.
The strange relationship between Frederick and the wild
red horse, which can be seen as the reincarnation of
Berlifitzing, results in the destruction of them both, and
_Frederick is unable to escape his fate: “The horseman
struggled with all his strength to control the animal. His
* face was a picture of pain; but no sound came from his lips,
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which were bitten through in his terrible fear.”

“William Wilson” (1839) explores the struggle of the
individual to control his conscience. William Wilson, set apart
from others by his battle with his conscience, cannot escape
from his inevitable self-destruction.

Roderick Usher in “The Fall of the House of Usher” (1839)
has been called “the most perfect pen-portrait of Poe
himself”. Usher lives isolated from human society, fearful of
his own death and that of his sister, and suffering from “a
sharpness of the senses”. He lives with his beloved sister Lady
Madeline who is dying. (It is interesting that Poe always
called his wife “sis”.) Usher suffers enormous distress when his
sister apparently dies, and yet refuses to save her from the
entombment she suffers when she recovers consciousness.

In “The Red Death” (1842), Prince Prospero’s attempt to
escape from death is doomed to failure: “And Darkness and
Decay and the Red Death held power over all.”

Other stories which describe the same struggle to escape
death end in triumph. “The Whirlpool” (1841), is an example
of Poe’s adventure stories. The factual details of the tides
and the whirlpool contrast with the old man’s terror. The old
man’s observation and awareness during his descent into
the-whirlpool enable him to escape from its depths: * . . . an
idea came into my head — an idea that made my limbs
tremble again and my heart beat heavily once more. It was not
a new fear that I felt, but the birth of a more exciting hope.”

“The Pit &nd the Pendulum” describes the victim’s desperate
attempts to escape death. In the end, the torturers appear to
win: “I struggled no more, but the suffering of my soul
found relief in one long, loud and terrible shout of despair.” But
at the last moment, the victim is saved by outside forces.

The narrator of “The Cask of Amontillado” (1846), a fantasy
of revenge, remains in control of his planned revenge
throughout the story. Having lived as a victim of Fortunato
for a long period, the narrator uses his knowledge of
Fortunato’s character to trap him into a carefully prepared
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situation from which he cannot escape. The narrator’s intense
desire for revenge does not weaken until his final act: “For
a brief moment I hesitated, | trembled; but I remained firm . . .
My heart grew sick; it was the dampness, of course.”

The stories Poe wrote about Dupin, the first fictional detect-
ive hero, arose from his interest in the attempts of the
intellect to cope with situations of horror: Poe invented a
story in which the intellect of the hero is adequate to deal with
the problems he faces. In contrast with the character of
Roderick Usher, the character of Dupin is pure intellect.

“The Murders in the Rue Morgue” (1841), the world’s first
detective story, set the pattern for this form of fiction: the
brilliant and eccentric amateur detective; the admiring friend
and narrator; the unintelligent police; the impossible puzzle
solved through the intellectual brilliance of the detective;
the detective’s explanation of the crime and his solution of it.

In “The Murders in the Rue Morgue”, Poe bases his detec-
tion on the idea that “ . . . this mystery should be easy to solve
because it is extremely unusual”. In “The Stolen Letter”, Poe
uses the opposite idea: “Some things are too plain for us to
see.” “The Stolen Letter” is an expression of Poe’s intgrest in
puzzles; the story does not involve a violent crime, but other
ingredients of the detective story are present.

This interest in puzzles is shown most clearly in “The Gold-
Bug” (1843), one of Poe’s most popular stories, which is
written with unusual exuberance and optimism. Although not
a detective story, Poe uses the clever amateur who solves
the puzzle by means of his intellect, the narrator-friend, and
the explanation of the mystery after the treasure is found.

The settings of Poe’s stories vary — Paris, Norway, South
Carolina — but they are not used to créate reality; it is
the inward reality of the main character which remains
the core of each story. Poe’s fantastical plots, the logical
development of ideas, and the effect of circumstances upon
an individual are common to these tales. The feeling of horror
and evil is communicated with intensity and melodrama.
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In all these tales Poe creates the atmosphere he intends by
careful and detailed descriptions of material outward circum-
stances. In “The Gold-Bug”, Poe describes the search for the
treasure: “Our path led across to the mainland and on to
the high ground to the north-west. We walked for about two
hours and the sun was just setting when we arrived at a high
shelf of land, surrounded by forest and wild, broken country.”
Poe’s descriptions of the murder victims in “The Murders in
the Rue Morgue” are scientific: “There were clear marks of
fingers upon the throat. The face was pale blue in colour.”

This kind of detail can be seen in even the most fantastical
of Poe’s tales. In “The Pit and the Pendulum” the size and
appearance of the narrator’s prison, and both the pit and
the pendulum, are described in detail. In “The Red Death”, Poe’s
vivid descriptions include the rooms of the castle and the
midnight visitor.

“The Fall of the House of Usher”, considered by many to
be Poe’s finest story, is a fine example of how Poe builds up
an atmosphere of terror by using detailed description. The
narrator approaches the house with foreboding: “the decayed
trees, and the grey walls, and the silent lake — . . . the air
itself was grey.” The great crack “which ran from the roof of

. the house in front, right down to the level of the ground” is
an example of the kind of detail which Poe uses to focus
the attention on a symbol which grows in significance as
the story develops. The atmosphere is intensified by the
strangeness of the illnesses of Roderick and his sister, and by
Roderick’s belief in the power of the stones of his house.

This collection of stories does not include any of Poe’s
humorous writing — for example, “X-ing a Paragraph”, written
shortly before his death — which reveals a light-hearted side
to his character. But Poe’s popularity is based upon his tales
of mystery and imagination, such as those in this book, where
rationality and logic are linked with horror and violence,
and the themes of death, fear and anger are so vividly de-
scribed and explored.
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William Wilson

In this story I shall call myself William Wilson. I am ashamed
to tell you my real name which is known, scorned and hated all
over the world. Because of my evil life, [ no longer enjoy the
love and honour of my fellow-men; and [ have no ordinary
human hopes or expectations.

I shall not describe the later years of my life, which were
full of misery and unforgivable crime. [ suffered at one time
a sudden increase in wickedness. All goodness seemed to drop
from me, in an instant, like a wrap. Men usually grow evil
by degrees, but | passed at once from simple dishonesty to
blackest crime. ] want to describe the chance, the one event,
that caused this terrible thing. The shadow of death is over
me now, and it has softened my spirit. I need the sympathy
and perhaps the pity of my fellow-men. I want them to look
for something in my story that might lessen the shame of my
guilt. | hope they will agree that no one has ever before
been tempted as | have. It is certain that no one has ever
given way as [ have. At this moment I am dying from the ef-
fects of a wild and fearful experience.

My family has always produced men of strong imagination,
often of violent temper. And | have some of the worst faults
of the family character. As [ grew up these faults developed
and caused serious anxiety to my friends and great harm to
myself. My parents could do little to change my ways, because
they themselves had the same weaknesses. Since boyhood,
therefore, | have been able to do very much as I liked.

My earliest memories of school life are connected with a
large old house in an English village. I wes a pupil at this
school for five years after my tenth birthday. It was at that
time and in that place that | experienced the first uncertain
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