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The Psychology of Crime in

Edgar Alan Poe’s

writings

“Perverse neurotic, a drunkard and drug addict, who walked the street

 in madness or melancholy, with lips moving in indistinct curses.”

                                                                                                (Rufus Griswold)

“A fallen angel who remembered heaven, a Byron gone astray in a bad world.”
                                                                                                      (Baudlaire)
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	Mallarmé wrote a sonnet over his grave, Paul Valéry acclaimed him one of the greatest thinkers who ever lived. Mark Twain and Henry James rejected him, the former because he found him “unreadable”, the later claiming “primitive stage of reflection”. William Carlos Williams for his part praised him for giving “the sense for the first time in America that literature is serious, not a matter of courtesy but of truth.” T. S. Eliot denounced him “slipshod writing” but George Bernard Shaw found him “exquisitely refined”. Ralph Waldo Emerson  called  him “‘jingle man’,


who shook his bells and called their sound poetry”, but again Alfred Tennyson said about him that he is “so certainly the greatest of American poets, and always and for all lands a great lyric poet”.

      Edgar Allan Poe (1809–49) is one of the most brilliant and original writers in American literature, known as a poet and critic but most famous as the first master of the short-story form, especially tales of the mysterious and macabre. Poe was born in Boston on January 19, 1809. His father, David Poe, was a mediocre actor and a heavy drinker who was soon to desert  his wife and vanish forever. His mother, Elizabeth Arnold Poe, was a charming and talented actress, but died of tuberculosis in December 1811 at the age of 24. Poe was not quite three, but remembers the shock of his mother vomiting blood taken away by sinister men dressed in black forever from him. The boy was taken in by John and France Allan, a successful businessman of Richmond, Virginia, but was never formally adopted. Taken by the Allan family to England at the age of six, he was placed in a private school. Upon returning to the US in 1820 he continued to study in private schools and attended the University of Virginia for a year, but in 1827 his foster father, displeased by the young man's drinking and gambling, refused to pay his debts and forced him to work as a clerk.

Poe, disliking his new duties intensely, quit the job, thus estranging Allan, and went to Boston. There his first book, Tamerlane and Other Poems (1827), was published anonymously. Shortly afterward Poe enlisted in the US Army and served a 2-year term. In 1829 his second volume of verse, Al Aaraaf, was published, and he effected a reconciliation with Allan, who secured him an appointment to the US Military Academy. After only a few months at the academy Poe was dismissed for neglect of duty, and his foster father disowned him permanently.

Poe's third book, Poems, appeared in 1831, and the following year he moved to Baltimore, where he lived with his aunt and her 11-year-old daughter, Virginia Clemm. The following year his tale “A MS. Found in a Bottle” won a contest sponsored by the Baltimore Saturday Visitor. From 1835 to 1837 Poe was an editor of the Southern Literary Messenger. In 1836 he married his young cousin. Through the next decade, much of which was marred by his wife's long illness, Poe worked as an editor for various periodicals in Philadelphia and New York City. “The horrible never-ending oscillation between hope and despair”, thus, like the hero of one of his own tales he was constantly threatened and tortured by the pendulum of fate swinging between the extremes of human condition.
 In 1847 Virginia died and Poe himself became ill; his disastrous addiction to liquor and his alleged use of drugs, recorded by contemporaries, may have contributed to his early death in Baltimore, on October 7, 1849.

        Poe, by his own choice, was a poet, but economic necessity forced him to turn to the relatively profitable genre of prose. Whether or not Poe invented the short story, it is certain that he originated the novel of detection. Perhaps his best-known tale in this genre is “The Gold Bug” (1843), about a search for buried treasure. “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” (1841), “The Mystery of Marie Rogêt” (1842-43), and “The Purloined Letter” (1844) are regarded as predecessors of the modern mystery, or detective, story.

Many of Poe's tales are distinguished by the author's unique grotesque inventiveness in addition to his superb plot construction. Such stories include “The Fall of the House of Usher” (1839), in which the penetrating gloominess of the atmosphere is accented equally with plot and characterization; “The Pit and the Pendulum” (1842), a spine-tingling tale of cruelty and torture; “The Tell-Tale Heart” (1843), in which a maniacal murderer is subconsciously haunted into confessing his guilt; and “The Cask of Amontillado” (1846), an eerie tale of revenge.

From his stories it can be plainly detected, that Poe himself had a double profile like that of the Roman god Janus - one side turned towards reality, the other towards dreams. He himself was aware of this duality:

“I often dwelt meditatively upon the old philosophy of the bi-part soul, and amused myself with the fancy of a double Dupin - the creative and the resolvent.”
 He was so much certain of this tendency in him, that he even divided his tales accordingly: the tales of imagination and the tales of ratiocination. Thus his tales do in fact  belong to different realms of reality dominated by different powers - the rational and the irrational, correspondingly to his characters, who also reflect this duality.

        Since our investigation is concerned with crime and punishment, we are determined to deal with the tales of imagination. This is the undisputed domain of fear, a nightmarish universe, where people cross wasted lands, silent forsaken landscapes, and where people catch sight of lugubrious feudal buildings suggestive of horrible and mysterious happenings. It is usually night in the ghastly or red-blood light of the moon, and storms lit up the painful features of the protagonist’s face by lurid flashes of lightning. This is where reality is altered by the character’s psyche and we are shifted to the world of horror and crime.

The characters are always tortured solitaries with a tainted heredity addicted to drink or drugs. They know that they are condemned sooner or later to lose their minds or their lives and presently indeed they die or kill before our very eyes under horrific circumstances. His characters all suffer by tortures of the soul - by psychological “illnesses”:

Nearly all his individuals suffer from ‘Metzengerstein disorder’ [hypochondriacal hyperesthesia], that is, delirious telepathy. Hallucinations, schizophrenic phantasms or compulsional neurosis’s (seeing phantoms and visions, hearing voices and sounds, having obsessional ideas) are general characteristics of the main characters. There are odious protagonists with homicidal manias lurking in the dark waiting for the right moment to strike down upon their innocent victims as in the “Tell-Tale Heart”, “The Imp of the Perverse”, “The Secret of Marie Rogers”, or the “Black Cat”. There are furious monomanias like in “Berenice”, where in a morose way love turns into a sadistic necrophilia (The hero kills the girl he loves in order to possess himself of her teeth.). There is the panic fear of death as in “MS. Found in a Bottle”, or in a more horrifying way in “Silence - A Fable”. There is morbid claustrophobia as in “The Premature Burial”, “The Pit and the Pendulum”, or “The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pynn”. There is no end to the tales of various forms of sadism - half mad murders taking delight in torturing their victims and eventually kill them with devilish savagery as in “The Tell-Tale Heart”, “The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pynn”, “The Pit and the Pendulum”, or “The Murders in the Rue Morgue”. There is also masochism and the desire for self destruction, best reflected in “The Philosophy of Composition”, which expresses the human thirst for self torture.

We could make this list so much longer, but this is more than enough to confirm our point.

       What is interesting to observe, is that Poe presents us with a new kind of horror, rather different to that of the traditional gothic style. Thus his technique can be understood through the examination of the contrast between the fantastic and supernatural. In the case of gothic mysterious elements appear in the world of senses through the exterior intervention of specters, monsters, devils or miracles. Therefore the horror arises from the fear of something supernatural, but of a positively exterior nature. The cause of horror is a thing outside, that is distinct and separable from the “I”, therefore can be distanced and be acted against.

      In Poe’s case terror intrudes into the everyday world in a more subtle way. It is aroused by the visions and hallucinations of his characters. The thoughts and feelings rise from the innermost recesses of the protagonist’s soul and give shape to the horror, which is projected outside into an object - the object of fear, or the object of abuse. There are no ghost or supernatural happenings, but simply the secret perceptions of the human soul. The tales are told in the first person singular, the narrative being placed either in the mouth of the hero or in that of his confidant, and therefore we are forced into seeing things through a changed perspective. “Reality” is replaced by “sub-realities” - a presentation of the world, of the environment in such individualistic way, that there is no open connection with “everyday reality”. We apprehend all actions and happenings as the distorted mind of the main character does - we are pushed into the position of experiencing the horrifying world of a deformed soul. What makes it even more horrid, is that the cause of horror is interior, it is something inside, indispensable form the “I”, therefore impossible to get away from, and indeed hopeless to do much against.

Poe’s heroes are therefore in a dreadful perpetual swaying between hope and despair, they are persistently tormented by the swinging nature of their split personality, and are pushed to the extremes of the human condition. They are the victims of their own savage minds, governed mercilessly towards their own doom. Some of the characters are aware of their miserable situation, and they know that they are accursed eventually to become insane or die. They are in a desperate search for their identity - to be able to grasp what is yet sizable of their own fading self -, and are haunted by an obscure sense of guilt - the recognition of their own ill disfiguration. They are in shier panic and fear of their own defaced aberration, and that fear becomes the main drive for their frantic behavior.

       This psychological notion of “run away from the self” was probably that which was also governing Edgar Alan Poe’s life too. The thoughts and feelings that his heroes express rise from the deep-seated niche of his soul and give shape in his tales to horrible imaginings. He projects himself into his characters, dreaming aloud, and we witness the extraordinary adventures which he took pleasure in inventing because he was not allowed to live them.
 His heroes are protrusions of his real and secret self which fore fear of being condemned and suppressed, his social self was obliged to keep hidden. And he was driven by his torturing self into dismay and isolation, meeting his doom so much like the characters he invented.
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� It is interesting to note, that E.A. Poe is post humus accused with the murder of Mary Rogers, a 21 year old shop assistant in New Jersey, who was brutally raped and strangled, then thrown into the Hudson river in 1841. Many believe that the tale of “The Secret of Marie Rogers” refers to this case.
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