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BEIJING NORMAL UNIVERSITY
PRESS BEIJING, CHINA

On behalf of the United States Informa-
tion Agency, 1 congratulate the Beijing Nor-
mal University Press on its decision to
reprint the books that will constitute the
series “A Treasury of English Teaching Ma-
terials, ™

Each of these titles, originally published
by USIA, offers a student the opportunity
to improve his or her knowledge of Ameri-
can English, and learn more about the cul-
ture, customs and history of the United
States. Teachers will find this material a
useful supplement to the English language
curriculum in China’s high schools and col-
leges.

USIA is committed to the improvement of
understanding between the United States
and the People’ s Republic of China. A key



to better mutual understanding is for Chi-
nese citizens to be able to communicate ef-
fectively in English, and for Americans to
become proficient in the Chinese language.
This book and the others in this series will
help prepare China’s students for the com-
petitive world of international commerce and
cross-cultural contact for which a knowledge

of English is essential.

Sincerely,

Joseph Dulfey
Director
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The Life and Writings
of Edgar Allan Poe

Part One

A Talk By
PROFESSOR F. COWLES STRICKLAND

THE AMERICAN WRITER EDGAR ALLAN POE is
probably better known outside the United States today than
any other American writer. There was something about his
poems and especially his short stories which interested peo-
ple all over the world. Some of them were people whose
whole way of living was corr;pletely different from his own,

Perhaps it was the certain knowledge we all have that we
must die which joins us together; perhaps that is what we
feel we have in common with Edgar Poe. For his short sto-
ries, at least the ones people read today, are filled with
death, with more than fear — with terror” ; they deal with
murders without reason, with murders for revenge " ; they
deal with beautiful women who softly and slowly pass from
life into death. so quietly that no one knows just” when
they died — or even whether they died at all! Poe’s stories
deal with the strange and the wonderful, with unreal hap-
penings which seem real.

Indeed. they seem so real that it appears Pee could not
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have written them at all if he had not himself had the experi-
ences he describes. And so, as the vears went by, people
began to picture in their minds a man named Poe who was
like the men in Poe’s stories; a man who did not have com-
plete control of his mind, a man who was mad, perhaps, or
half-mad; a man who was in some strange manner being de-
stroyed.

There is no douht that Poe used his own experiences in
writing his own stories. This does not, however, mean that
Poe was the men in his stories. Who was he, then? What
was he? Edgar Poe was born in Boston, Massachusetts, in
January of 1805. His mother and father were actors. They
moved around in the eastern part of the United States, trav-
eling from city to city, acting in plays which no one remem-
bers today. They had no real home; only hotel rooms.

One day, when Poe was only nine months old, his father
went away and was never seen again. No one knows why.
Poor Mrs. Poe was left with two small children and a third
one still unborn. And Poe was only two vears old when his
mother died and he and his brother and baby* sister were
left alone in the world.

This happened in Richmond, in the state of Virginia. A
man named John Allan took Poe into his home in Richmond.
But Mr, Allan never adopted Poc; that is to say, he never
made Poe his son by law. And Mr. Allan never took Poe in-
to his heart, either. This was the cause of many of Poe’s
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troubles as he grew older. However, Mrs, Allan didn't
have any children of her cwn, and she wanted a child very
much. So she loved Poe more than was pood for him. This,
too, probably caused him trouble as the years passed.

Mr. Allan did*, however, provide young Poe with a good
education. Poe went to good schools from the time he was
four years old until he was seventeen, When Poe was seven-
teen he began to do special stndies to prepare himself to go
to a university. In those days not many young people were
able to go to a university. But by that time Mr. Allan had
become quite rich, For this reason it is difficult to under-
stand what happened when Poe arrived at the University of
Virginia in Charlottesville. Before Mr. Allan went back to
Richmond he gave Poe some money; but he didn’t give him
nearly enough. Poe couldn’ 1 pay for even the most neces-
sary things. The result was that at the end of his first day at
the university he owed money to at least two people, He
wrote to Allan, asking for more money; Allan sent him
some, but again it was a small amount. By this time, how-
ever, Poe had discovered that the businessmen of Char-
lottesville would ler him take things without paying. They
did this because they knew that Mr. Allan was rich. They
thought rhat Allan would pay.

But this is only part of the story. Poc was a young man;
and he was living and studying in the company’ of other
young men. He did the things they did. One of the things
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they did was gamble;: they played games with cards and the
winner tock money from the loser. That is. from a!l losers
except Poe, for Poe had no money, And he often lost. The
result was that Poe owed still more money.

Another one of the things these young unversity students
did was drink. In English, when we use the word drink we
usually tell what the person is drinking . water, milk, Ceca
Cola. But when we say, “He drinks,” without telling what
the person drinks, we mean that he drinks things like wine
and gin and whiskey, things that have alcohol in them.
These are the drinks which make a person feel good for a lit-
tle time — unless he drinks so much that he can’t remain
standing, or so much that he gets? sick.

Well, Poe began to drink. I was about to say that he
learned how to drink; the trouble is that he didn’t®. In
those early days of the voung United States life was
rougher* then it is today. Most men did not think badly of
another man just because he drank; but if the man didn’t
know how to drink — if he drank too much or at the wrong
time of day or in the wrong place —- then men felt that
drinking was wrong. Poe was one who didn’t know how.
Oh, we mustn’t think that Poe drank all the time. If that
had been true he could not have written anything. No, there
were long periods™ when Poc didn’t drink at all; but there
were other periods when he felt he couldn’t continue to ex-
ist* without drinking. Thus, Poe created” trouble for him-
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self. This is not the only example of how Poe did the wrong
thing » knowing that it was the wrong thing. Apparently it
was a part of his character to do so'. Poe recognized this
problem in himself. In his story The Black Cat, he wrote:

Who has not, a hundred times, found himself doing

wrong s doing some evil” thing for no other reason than be-

cause he knows he should not? Are not we humans at all
times pushéd, ever driven® in some unknown way to break
the law just because we undersiand it to be the law?

At the end of the school year Mr. Allan came to the uni-
versity to get® Poe. Poe’s life had been a pleasant® enough?®
life until then. But his troubles were about to begin. For
Allan learned what Poe had been doing, Now,.Mr. Allan
was a businessman. 1 can see him, in my mind”’s eye, his
face red with anger, declaring that young Poe “didn’t know
the value of a dollar. ™ Allan did? pay some of the money Poe
owed, but not the money Poe lost playing cards. And so
when Poe left the university he still owed a lot of money;
and there was hardly* a day for the rest of his life that he
didn’t owe money to someone.

Allan took Poe back to Richmond. He told Poe that he
would give him no further’ money to continue his studies at
the university, Allan wanted Poe to work for him, in his
business. Poe, of course. was the kind of person who wouid
be very unhappy as a businessman. One day in March of
1827, after more angry words, Poe ran away from home.
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