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Purpose of the Book

The purpose of Short Stories for Students (SSfS)
is to provide readers with a guide to understanding,
enjoying, and studying short stories by giving them
easy access to information about the work. Part of
Gale’s “‘For Students’’ Literature line, SSfS is spe-
cifically designed to meet the curricular needs of
high school and undergraduate college students and
their teachers, as well as the interests of general
readers and researchers considering specific short
fiction. While each volume contains entries on
““classic’’ stories frequently studied in classrooms,
there are also entries containing hard-to-find infor-
mation on contemporary stories, including works
by multicultural, international, and women writers.

The information covered in each entry includes
an introduction to the story and the story’s author; a
plot summary, to help readers unravel and under-
stand the events in the work; descriptions of impor-
tant characters, including explanation of a given
character’s role in the narrative as well as discussion
about that character’s relationship to other charac-
ters in the story; analysis of important themes in the
story; and an explanation of important literary tech-
niques and movements as they are demonstrated in
the work.

In addition to this material, which helps the
readers analyze the story itself, students are also
provided with important information on the literary
and historical background informing each work.
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This includes a historical context essay, a box
comparing the time or place the story was written to
modern Western culture, a critical overview essay,
and excerpts from critical essays on the story or
author. A unique feature of SSfS is a specially
commissioned critical essay on each story, targeted
toward the student reader.

To further aid the student in studying and
enjoying each story, information on media adapta-
tions is provided (if available), as well as reading
suggestions for works of fiction and nonfiction on
similar themes and topics. Classroom aids include
ideas for research papers and lists of critical sources
that provide additional material on the work.

Selection Criteria

The titles for each volume of SSfS were se-
lected by surveying numerous sources on teaching
literature and analyzing course curricula for various
school districts. Some of the sources surveyed in-
clude: literature anthologies, Reading Lists for Col-
lege-Bound Students: The Books Most Recommended
by America’s Top Colleges; Teaching the Short
Story: A Guide to Using Stories from around the
World, by the National Council of Teachers of
English (NCTE); and ‘‘A Study of High School
Literature Anthologies,”” conducted by Arthur
Applebee at the Center for the Learning and Teach-
ing of Literature and sponsored by the National
Endowment for the Arts and the Office of Educa-
tional Research and Improvement.




Introduction

Input was also solicited from our advisory
board, as well as educators from various areas.
From these discussions, it was determined that each
volume should have a mix of ‘‘classic’’ stories
(those works commonly taught in literature classes)
and contemporary stories for which information is
often hard to find. Because of the interest in ex-
panding the canon of literature, an emphasis was
also placed on including works by international,
multicultural, and women authors. Our advisory
board members—educational professionals—helped
pare down the list for each volume. Works not
selected for the present volume were noted as possi-
bilities for future volumes. As always, the editor
welcomes suggestions for titles to be included in
future volumes.

How Each Entry Is Organized

Each entry, or chapter, in SSfS focuses on one
story. Each entry heading lists the title of the story,
the author’s name, and the date of the story’s
publication. The following elements are contained
in each entry:

* Introduction: a brief overview of the story which
provides information about its first appear-
ance, its literary standing, any controversies
surrounding the work, and major conflicts or
themes within the work.

* Author Biography: this section includes basic
facts about the author’s life, and focuses on
events and times in the author’s life that may
have inspired the story in question.

* Plot Summary: a description of the events in the
story. Lengthy summaries are broken down
with subheads.

* Characters: an alphabetical listing of the char-
acters who appear in the story. Each character
name is followed by a brief to an extensive
description of the character’s role in the story,
as well as discussion of the character’s actions,
relationships, and possible motivation.

Characters are listed alphabetically by last name.
If a character is unnamed—for instance, the
narrator in ‘‘The Eatonville Anthology’’—the
character is listed as ‘“The Narrator’” and alpha-
betized as ‘‘Narrator.”’ If a character’s first name
is the only one given, the name will appear
alphabetically by that name.

* Themes: a thorough overview of how the topics,
themes, and issues are addressed within the
story. Each theme discussed appears in a sepa-

rate subhead, and is easily accessed through the
boldface entries in the Subject/Theme Index.

 Style: this section addresses important style ele-
ments of the story, such as setting, point of
view, and narration; important literary devices
used, such as imagery, foreshadowing, sym-
bolism; and, if applicable, genres to which the
work might have belonged, such as Gothicism
or Romanticism. Literary terms are explained
within the entry, but can also be found in the
Glossary.

¢ Historical Context: this section outlines the
social, political, and cultural climate in which
the author lived and the work was created. This
section may include descriptions of related
historical events, pertinent aspects of daily life
in the culture, and the artistic and literary
sensibilities of the time in which the work was
written. If the story is historical in nature,
information regarding the time in which the
story is set is also included. Long sections are
broken down with helpful subheads.

* Critical Overview: this section provides back-
ground on the critical reputation of the author
and the story, including bannings or any other
public controversies surrounding the work. For
older works, this section may include a history
of how the story was first received and how
perceptions of it may have changed over the
years; for more recent works, direct quotes
from early reviews may also be included.

¢ Criticism: an essay commissioned by SSfS which
specifically deals with the story and is written
specifically for the student audience, as well as
excerpts from previously published criticism
on the work (if available).

* Sources: an alphabetical list of critical material
used in compiling the entry, with bibliographi-
cal information.

* Further Reading: an alphabetical list of other
critical sources which may prove useful for the
student. It includes bibliographical informa-
tion and a brief annotation.

In addition, each entry contains the following
highlighted sections, set apart from the main text as
sidebars:

¢ Media Adaptations: if available, a list of film
and television adaptations of the story, includ-
ing source information. The list also includes
stage adaptations, audio recordings, musical
adaptations, etc.

Short Stories Students
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* Topics for Further Study: a list of potential
study questions or research topics dealing with
the story. This section includes questions re-
lated to other disciplines the student may be
studying, such as American history, world his-
tory, science, math, government, business, ge-
ography, economics, psychology, etc.

* Compare and Contrast: an ‘‘at-a-glance’’ com-
parison of the cultural and historical differ-
ences between the author’s time and culture
and late twentieth century or early twenty-first
century Western culture. This box includes
pertinent parallels between the major scien-
tific, political, and cultural movements of the
time or place the story was written, the time or
place the story was set (if a historical work),
and modern Western culture. Works written
after 1990 may not have this box.

* What Do I Read Next?: a list of works that
might complement the featured story or serve
as a contrast to it. This includes works by the
same author and others, works of fiction and
nonfiction, and works from various genres,
cultures, and eras.

Other Features

SSfS includes ‘“Why Study Literature At All?,”” a
foreword by Thomas E. Barden, Professor of Eng-
lish and Director of Graduate English Studies at the
University of Toledo. This essay provides a number
of very fundamental reasons for studying literature
and, therefore, reasons why a book such as SSfS,
designed to facilitate the study of literture, is useful.

A Cumulative Author/Title Index lists the au-
thors and titles covered in each volume of the SSfS
series.

A Cumulative Nationality/Ethnicity Index breaks
down the authors and titles covered in each volume
of the SSfS series by nationality and ethnicity.

A Subject/Theme Index, specific to each vol-
ume, provides easy reference for users who may be
studying a particular subject or theme rather than a
single work. Significant subjects from events to
broad themes are included, and the entries pointing
to the specific theme discussions in each entry are
indicated in boldface.

Each entry may include illustrations, including
photo of the author, stills from film adaptations (if
available), maps, and/or photos of key historical
events.

Citing Short Stories for Students

When writing papers, students who quote di-
rectly from any volume of SSfS may use the follow-
ing general forms to document their source. These
examples are based on MLA style; teachers may
request that students adhere to a different style, thus,
the following examples may be adapted as needed.

When citing text from SSfS that is not attributed
to a particular author (for example, the Themes,
Style, Historical Context sections, etc.), the follow-
ing format may be used:

““The Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calavaras County.”
Short Stories for Students. Ed. Kathleen Wilson. Vol.
1. Detroit: Gale, 1997. 19-20.

When quoting the specially commissioned es-
say from SSfS (usually the first essay under the
Criticism subhead), the following format may
be used:

Korb, Rena. Critical essay on ‘‘Children of the Sea.”’
Short Stories for Students. Ed. Kathleen Wilson. Vol.
1. Detroit: Gale, 1997. 42.
When quoting a journal or newspaper essay
that is reprinted in a volume of Short Stories for
Students, the following form may be used:

Schmidt, Paul. ‘“The Deadpan on Simon Wheeler.”’

Southwest Review Vol. XLI, No. 3 (Summer, 1956),

270-77; excerpted and reprinted in Short Stories for

Students, Vol. 1, ed. Kathleen Wilson. (Detroit: Gale,

1997), pp. 29-31.

When quoting material from a book that is

reprinted in a volume of SSfS, the following form
may be used:

Bell-Villada, Gene H. ‘‘The Master of Short Forms,”’
in Garcia Marquez: The Man and His Work. Univer-
sity of North Carolina Press, 1990 pp. 119-300;
excerpted and reprinted in Short Stories for Students,
Vol. 1, ed. Kathleen Wilson (Detroit: Gale, 1997),
pp- 89-90.

We Welcome Your Suggestions

The editor of Short Stories for Students wel-
comes your comments and ideas. Readers who wish
to suggest short stories to appear in future volumes,
or who have other suggestions, are cordially invited
to contact the editor. You may contact the editor
via E-mail at: ForStudentsEditors@gale.com.
Or write to the editor at:

Editor, Short Stories for Students
The Gale Group

27500 Drake Road

Farmington Hills, MI 48331-3535

Volume 15



The editors wish to thank the copyright holders of
the excerpted criticism included in this volume and
the permissions managers of many book and maga-
zine publishing companiesfor assisting usin secur-
ing reproduction rights. We are also grateful to the
staffs of the Detroit Public Library, the Library of
Congress, the University of Detroit Mercy Library,
Wayne State University Purdy/Kresge Library Com-
plex, and the University of Michigan Libraries for
making their resources availableto us. Following is
alist of the copyright holders who have granted us
permission to reproduce material in this volume of
SSfS. Every effort hasbeen madeto trace copyright,
but if omissions have been made, please let us know.

COPYRIGHTED EXCERPTSIN SSFS, VOL-
UME 4, WERE REPRODUCED FROM THE
FOLLOWING PERIODICALS:

America, v. 141, December 8, 1979. © 1979 by
America. All rightsreserved. Reproduced with per-
mission of America Press, Inc—American Indian
Quarterly, © v. 12, Winter, 1988. Copyright ©
Society for American Indian Studies & Research
1988. Reproduced by permission of the publish-
er—CEA Ciritic, v. 57, Fall, 1994. Reproduced by
permisson—CLA Journal, v. XlI, September,
1967. Copyright, 1967 by The College Language
Association. Reproduced by permission of The Col-
lege Language Association—Colby Library Quar-
terly, v. XXI, March, 1985; v. XXII, March, 1986.
Both reproduced by permission.—Contemporary

Acknowledgments

Literature, v. 22, Spring, 1981. © 1981 by the
Regents of the University of Wisconsin. Repro-
duced by permission of The University of Wiscon-
sin Press—The Durham University Journal, v.
LXXXII, duly, 1991. Reproduced by permission.—
English Journal, v. 55, September, 1966 for
‘** Shooting an Elephant’—An Essay to Teach’’ by
Kenneth Keskinen. Copyright © 1966 by the Na-
tional Council of Teachers of English. Reproduced
by permission of the publisher and the author.—
The Explicator, v. XXVII, March, 1969. Copyright
© 1969 Helen Dwight Reid Educational Founda-
tion. Reproduced with permission of the Helen
Dwight Reid Educational Foundation, published by
Heldref Publications—Extrapolation, v. 21, Win-
ter, 1980; v. 24, Fall, 1983; v. 28, Summer, 1987.
Copyright © 1980, 1983, 1987 by Kent State Uni-
versity Press. All reproduced by permission.—The
French Review, v. XLVI, February, 1973 for *‘ The
Symbolic Decor of ‘The Guest’’’ by Paul Fortier.
Copyright 1973 by the American Association of
Teachers of French. Reproduced by permission.—
The Journal of Ethnic Studies, v. 9, Spring, 1981;
v. 13, Winter, 1986. Both reproduced by permis-
sion.—Journal of Modern Literature, v. 11, July,
1984. © Temple University, 1984. Reproduced by
permission—Kansas Quarterly, v. 14, Spring,
1982 for ‘‘Structura Metaphors in Fitzgerald's
Short Fiction’’ by William J. Brondell. © copyright
1977 by the Kansas Quarterly. Reproduced by
permission of the publisher and the author.—

X Vi



Acknowledgments

MELUS, v. 8, Spring, 1981. Copyright, MELUS,
The Society for the Study of Multi-Ethnic Litera-
ture of the United States, 1981. Reproduced by
permission.—Modern Fiction Studies, v. X, Win-
ter, 1964-65; v. XVII, Winter, 1971-72. The Johns
Hopkins University Press. All rights reserved. Both
reproduced by permission of the Johns Hopkins
University Press—The New York Review of Books,
v. XXVII, March 6, 1980. Copyright © 1980
NYREV, Inc. Reproduced by permission from The
New York Review of Books—TheNew York Times
Book Review, November 8, 1953. Copyright 1953,
renewed 1981 by The New Y ork Times Company.
Reproduced by permission.—Nineteenth-Century
Fiction, v. 19, March, 1965 for ‘*Po€'s ‘ The Tell-
Tale Heart’’ by E. Arthur Robinson. © 1965 by
The Regents of the University of California. Repro-
duced by permission of The Regentsand the author.
—Publishers Weekly, v. 225, June 8, 1984. Copy-
right © 1984 by Xerox Corporation. Reproduced
from PublishersWeekly, published by R.R. Bowker
Company, a Xerox company, by permission.—The
Review of Contemporary Fiction, v. 14, Fall, 1994.
Copyright, 1994, by John O’ Brien. Reproduced by
permission.—The Southern Review, Louisiana
State University, v. 22, Winter, 1986 for ‘* Shooting
Elephants Right'” by D. H. Stewart. Copyright,
1986, by the author. Reproduced by permission of
the author.—Studies in American Indian Litera-
ture, Series 2, v. 1, Fall, 1989 ‘‘ The Storytellersin
Storyteller’” by Linda Danielson. Reproduced by
permission of the author.—Studies in Short Fic-
tion, v. 11, Fall, 1963; v. XII, Spring, 1975; v. 17,
Summer, 1980; v. 18, Winter, 1981; v. 19, Winter,
1982; v. 30, Winter, 1993. Copyright 1963, 1975,
1980, 1981, 1982, 1993 by Newberry College. All
reproduced by permission.

COPYRIGHTED EXCERPTSIN SSFS, VOL-
UME 4, WERE REPRODUCED FROM THE
FOLLOWING BOOKS:

Anderson, David D. From Sherwood Anderson:
An I ntroduction and | nterpretation. Holt, Rinehart
and Winston, Inc., 1967. Copyright © 1967 by Holt,
Rinehart and Winston, Inc. All rights reserved.
Reproduced by permission of the publisher.—Bak-
er, Carlos. From **When the Story Ends: ‘Babylon
Revisited’’’ in The Short Stories of F. Scott Fitz-
gerald: New Approaches in Criticism. Edited by
Jackson R. Bryer. The University of Wisconsin
Press, 1982. Copyright © 1982 The Board of Re-
gents of the University of Wisconsin System. All
rights reserved. Reproduced by permission.—Bell-
Villada, Gene H. From Borges and His Fiction: A

Guide to His Mind and Art. University of North
Carolina Press, 1981. Copyright © 1981 The Uni-
versity of North CarolinaPress. All rights reserved.
Reproduced by permission of the publisher.—Bone,
Robert. From Down Home: Origins of the Afro-
American Short Story. Columbia University Press,
1988. Copyright © 1975 by Robert Bone. All rights
reserved. Reproduced by permission of the publish-
er—Brooks, Cleanth and Robert Penn Warren.
From Understanding Fiction. Edited by Cleanth
Brooks and Robert Penn Warren. Second edition.
Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1959. Copyright 1959,
renewed 1987, by Appleton-Century-Crofts, Inc.
All rightsreserved. Adapted by permission of Pren-
tice-Hall, Inc., Upper Saddle River, NJ—Bruck,
Peter. From The Black American Short Story in
the 20th Century: A Coallection of Critical Essays.
Edited by Peter Bruck. B.R. Griiner Publishing Co.,
1977. Reproduced by permission.—Guy-Sheftall,
Beverly. From an interview in Sturdy Black Bridges.
Roseann P. Bell, Bettye J. Parker, Beverly Guy-
Sheftdl, eds. Anchor Press'Doubleday, 1979. Copy-
right © 1979 by Roseann P. Bell, Bettye J. Parker,
Beverly Guy-Sheftall. All rights reserved. Repro-
duced by permission of the author.—Howe, Irving.
From Sherwood Anderson. Stanford University
Press, 1951. Copyright 1951 by the Board of Trus-
tees of the Leland Stanford Junior University. Re-
newed 1979 by Irving Howe. Reproduced by per-
mission of William Morrow & Co., Inc.—Joselyn,
Sister M. (Eileen M. Baldeshwiler). From *‘ Sher-
wood Anderson and the Lyric Story’” in The Twen-
ties: Poetry and Prose, 20 Critical Essays. Edited
by Richard E. Langford and William E. Taylor.
Everett Edwards, Inc., 1966. Copyright © 1966
Everett/Edwards, Inc. Reproduced by permission
of Eileen M. Baldeshwiler.—Knapp, Bettina L.
From Stephen Crane. Ungar Publishing Company,
1987. Copyright © 1987 by The Ungar Publishing
Company. All rights reserved. Reproduced by per-
mission.—Lewallen, Avis. From ‘‘Wayward Girls
but Wicked Women? Female Sexuality in Angela
Carter's ‘The Bloody Chamber’’’ in Perspectives
on Pornography: Sexuality in Film and Litera-
ture. Edited by Gary Day and Clive Bloom. Mac-
millan Press, 1988, St. Martin's Press, 1988. © the
Editorial Board, (Co-operative) Press Ltd. 1988.
Copyright Gary Day and Clive Bloom. All rights
reserved. Reproduced by permission of Macmillan
PressLtd. In North Americawith permission of St.
Martin's Press, Incorporated.—Ling, Amy. From
Between Worlds: Women Writers of Chinese An-
cestry. Pergamon Press, 1990. Copyright © 1990 by

Short Stories for Students



Acknowledgments

Teachers College, Columbia University. All rights
reserved. Reproduced by permission of the publish-
er—Marks, Peter. From ‘‘The Ideological Eye-
Witness: An Examination of the Eye-Witness in
Two Works by George Orwell’” in Subjectivity and
Literaturefrom the Romanticsto the Present Day.
Edited by Philip Shaw and Peter Stockwell. Pinter
Publishers, 1991. Copyright © The editors and
contributors 1991. All rights reserved. Reproduced
by permission.—Meyerowitz, Selma. From ‘*What
Is to Console Us? The Politics of Deception in
Woolf’s Short Stories’ in New Feminist Essayson
Virginia Woolf. Edited by Jane Marcus. University
of Nebraska Press, 1981. © Jane Marcus 1981. All
rights reserved. Reproduced by permission of Mac-
millan Administration (Basingstoke) Ltd. andinthe
United States by University of Nebraska Press.—
Rose, Ellen Cronan. From *‘* Through the Looking
Glass: When Women Tell Fairy Tales’ in The
Voyageln: Fictionsof Female Devel opment. Edit-
ed by Elizabeth Abel, Marianne Hirsch and Eliza-
beth Langland. University Press of New England,
1983. Copyright © 1983 by Trustees of Dartmouth
College. All rights reserved. Reproduced by per-
mission of University Press of New England.—
Toor, David. From **Guilt and Retribution in ‘ Baby-
lon Revisited'’’ in Fitzgerald and Hemingway An-
nual 1973. Edited by Matthew J. Bruccoli and C. E.
Frazer Clark, Jr. Microcard Editions Books, 1974.
Copyright © 1974 by Indian Head, Inc. All rights
reserved. Reproduced by permission of the au-
thor.—Walcutt, Charles Child. From ‘* Sherwood
Anderson: Impressionism and the Buried Life"’ in
American Literary Naturalism. University of Min-
nesota Press, 1966. Reproduced by permission.—
Ward, J. A. From American Silences. The Realism
of James Agee, Walker Evans, and Edward Hop-
per. Louisiana State University Press, 1985. Copy-
right © 1985 by Louisiana State University Press.
All rights reserved. Reproduced by permission of
the author—Warren, Alan. From ‘‘Road Dahl:
Nasty, Nasty’’ in Discovering Modern Horror Fic-
tion. Edited by Darrell Schweitzer. Starmont House,
1985. Reproduced by permission.—White-Parks,
Annette. From Sui Sin Far/Edith Maude Eaton: A
Literary Biography. University of Illinois Press,
1995. Copyright © 1995 by Annette White-Parks.
Reproduced by permission—Wolff, Tobias and
Jay Woodruff. From A Piece of Work: FiveWriters
Discuss Their Revisions. University of lowa Press,
1993. Copyright © 1993 by Jay Woodruff and
Tobias Wolff. Reproduced by permission of the
publisher.

PHOTOGRAPHSAND ILLUSTRATIONSAP-
PEARING IN SSFS, VOLUME 4, WERE RE-
CEIVED FROM THE FOLLOWING
SOURCES:

A Chinese procession through turn-of-the-cen-
tury San Francisco, California, photograph. Ar-
chive Photos, Inc. Reproduced by permission.—
A farm family, c. 1890, photograph. Ingram Col-
lection/ Archive Photos, Inc. Reproduced by per-
mission.—A great white heron in a Florida swamp,
photograph by Buddy Mays. Buddy Mays/Corbis.
Reproduced by permission.—Algerian prisoners
of the French, photograph. UPI/Corbis-Bettmann.
Reproduced by permission.—Anderson, Sherwood,
photograph. Corbis-Bettmann. Reproduced by per-
mission.—Toni Cade Bambara, photograph by
Sandra L. Swans. Reproduced by permission.—
Jorge Luis Borges, photograph. The Library of
Congress—Albert Camus, photograph. AP/Wide
World Photos. Reproduced by permisson.—Angela
Carter, photograph by Jerry Bauer. © Jerry Bauer.
Reproduced by permission—Arthur C.Clarke, pho-
tograph. AP/Wide World Photos. Reproduced by
permission.—Stephen Crane, photograph. The Li-
brary of Congress—Roald Dahl, photograph by
Eli Wallach. The Library of Congress—F. Scott
Fitzgerald, photograph by Carl Van Vechten. The
Library of Congress—Mary E. Wilkins Free-
man, photograph. The Library of Congress—French
troops in Algeria, photograph. UPI/Corbis-
Bettmann. Reproduced by permission.—Langston
Hughes, photograph. AP/Wide World Photos. Re-
produced by permission.—Sarah Orne Jewett, pho-
tograph. Corbis-Bettmann. Reproduced by permis-
sion—Thomas Mann, photograph. AP/Wide World
Photos. Reproduced by permission.—George Or-
well, photograph. AP/Wide World Photos. Repro-
duced by permission.—Jayne Anne Phillips, photo-
graph by Jerry Bauer. © Jerry Bauer. Reproduced
by permission—Edgar Allan Poe, photograph.
AP/Wide World Photos. Reproduced by permis-
sion.—LeslieMarmon Silko, photograph by Robyn
McDaniels. Reproduced by permission.—Dancing
aquadrille at aball, photograph. Corbis-Bettmann.
Reproduced by permission.—Sui Sin Far/Edith
Maude Eaton, December 1903, photograph. Cour-
tesy of the Southwest Museum, Los Angeles,
Nn.35626. Reproduced by permission.—'*The Gulf
Stream’’ by Winsdow Homer. Corbis-Bettmann.
Reproduced by permission.—Tranquilized elephant,
Kruger National Park, South Africa, photograph by
Anthony Bannister. Peter Gallo; ABPL/Corbis.
Reproduced by permisson.—Tranquilized elephant

Volume 4



Acknowledgments

in close-up, photograph by Anthony Bannister.
Peter Gallo; ABPL/Corbis. Reproduced by permis-
sion.—Wimbledon crowd, photograph. Archive
Photos, Inc. Reproduced by permission.—Tobias
Wolff, photograph. AP/Wide World Photos. Re-
produced by permission.—Virginia Woolf, photo-
graph. AP/Wide World Photos. Reproduced by
permission.—Zellie, a Paris Cabaret, photograph.
UPI/Corbis-Bettmann. Reproduced by permission.

Short

Stories

f

(o]

r

Students



The Tell-Tale Heart

One of Edgar Allan Poe’s most famous short sto—Edgar Allan Poe
ries, “The Tell-Tale Heart,” was first published in

the January, 1843 edition of James Russell Lowell'sl84’3
The Pioneerand was reprinted in the August 23,
1845 issue ofhe Broadway Journal he story is a
psychological portrait of a mad narrator who kills a
man and afterward hears his victim's relentless
heartbeat. While “The Tell-Tale Heart” and his
other short stories were not critically acclaimed
during his lifetime, Poe earned respect among his
peers as a competent writer, insightful literary critic,
and gifted poet, particularly after the publication of
his famous poem, “The Raven,” in 1845.

After Poe’s death in 1849, some critics faulted
his obsession with dark and depraved themes. Other
critics, like George Woodberry in his 1885 study of
Poe, considered “The Tell-Tale Heart” merely a
“tale of conscience.” But this simplistic view has
changed over the years as more complex views of
Poe and his works have emerged. Poe is now
considered a forefather of two literary genres, de-
tective stories and science fiction, and is regarded
as an important writer of psychological thrillers
and horror.

“The Tell-Tale Heart” is simultaneously a
horror story and psychological thriller told from a
first-person perspective. It is admired as an excel-
lent example of how a short story can produce an
effect on the reader. Poe believed that all good
literature must create a unity of effect on the reader
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and this effect must reveal truth or evoke emotionsinterrupted in his youth. Now Elmira was the wid-
“The Tell-Tale Heart” exemplifies Poe’s ability to owed Mrs. Shelton. It was during the time they were
expose the dark side of humankind and is a harbinpreparing for their marriage that Poe, for reasons
ger of novels and films dealing with psychological unknown, arrived in Baltimore in late September of
realism. Poe's work has influenced genres as di1849. On October 3, he was discovered in a state of
verse as French symbolist poetry and Hollywoodsemiconsciousness. He died on October 7 without
horror films, and writers as diverse as Ambrosebeing able to explain what had happened during the
Bierce and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. last days of his life.

Upon Poe’s death in 1849, his one-time friend
and literary executor, R. W. Griswold, wrote a
Author Biography libelous ob|Fuar.y in thélew York Tqbunelefammg

Poe by attributing the psychological conditions of
) ) ) many of his literary characters to Poe’s own state of

Edgar Allan Poe was born into a theatrical family onming. Most critics, however, contend that there is
January 19, 1809. His father, David Poe, was &qthing to suggest that Poe psychologically resem-
lawyer-turned-actor, and his mother, Elizabethygq any of his emotionally and mentally unsta-

Arnold, was an English actress. Both his parentgye fictitious characters. Indeed, he took pride in
died before Poe turned three years old, and he Wagmonstrating his keen intellect in his “tales
raised by John Allan, a rich businessman, in Rich+¢ ratiocination.”

mond, Virginia. Allan never legally adopted Poe,
and their relationship became a stormy one after Poe
reached his teenage years.

Unlike the narrator in “The Tell-Tale Heart,”
who claims that he had no desires for the old man' Summary
gold, Poe was dependent on Allan for financial
support. While Allan funded Poe’s education at a"The Tell-Tale Heart” begins with the famous line
private school in England for five years, he failed to“True!—nervous—very, very nervous | had been
support him when he attended the University ofand am; but whyvill you say that | am mad?” The
Virginia and the United States Military Academy at narrator insists that his disease has sharpened, not
West Point. Aware that he would never inheritdulled, his senses. He tells the tale of how an old
much from his prosperous foster father, Poe emman who lives in his house has never wronged him.
barked on a literary career at the age of twenty-ond-or an unknown reason, the old man’s cloudy, pale
blue eye has incited madness in the narrator. When-
“ever the old man looks at him, his blood turns cold.
'Thus, he is determined to kill him to get rid of
this curse.

In 1835, Poe secretly married his thirteen-year
old cousin, Virginia Clemm. For the next two years
he worked as an assistant editor for Swthern
Literary Messengemwhile publishing fiction and
book reviews. He was ill-suited for editorial work. Again, the narrator argues that he is not mad.
Like his natural father, Poe was an alcoholic. Dis-He claims the fact that he has proceeded cautiously
missed by his employer, Poe moved to New Yorkindicates that he is sane. For a whole week, he has
City and later to Philadelphia. He published severabnuck into the man’s room every night, but the
works, including “The Narrative of Arthur Gordon victim has been sound asleep with his eyes closed
Pym”in 1838, “The Fall of the House of Usher” in each time. The narrator cannot bring himself to kill
1839, and “The Tell-Tale Heart” in 1843. While the man without seeing his “Evil Eye.” On the
his writings were well regarded, his financial posi-eighth night, however, the man springs up and cries
tion was constantly precarious. Poe took on a seri¢8/Vho's there?” In the dark room, the narrator
of editorial positions, but his alcoholism and con-waits silently for an hour. The man does not go back
tentious temper continued to plague him. In 18450 sleep; instead, he gives out a slight groan, realiz-
Poe published “The Raven,” his most famousing that “Death” is approaching. Eventually, the
poem. Celebrated as a gifted poet, he failed to wimarrator shines his lamp on the old man’s eye.
many friends due to his unpleasant temperameniThe narrator immediately becomes furious at the
After his wife’s death from tuberculosis in 1847, “damned spot,” but he soon hears the beating of a
Poe became involved in a number of romancesheart so loud that he fears the neighbors will hear it.
including one with Elmira Royster that had beenWith a yell, he leaps into the room and kills the old
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man’s relentless heartbeat. Tk

man. Despite the murder, he continues to hear thﬁﬁ?‘;"ra o gl
o ] " il : i
i i

'11'?__

He dismembers the corpse and hides the bodE:'.{t_ "I T ap
parts beneath the floorboards. There is a knock 0" & | - A

the front door; the police have come to investigate & . .«
shriek the neighbors have reported. The narrato™
invites them to search the premises. He blames hi
scream on a bad dream and explains that the old me:
is not home. The officers are satisfied but refuse t
leave. Soon the sound of the heartbeat resume =
growing more and more distinct. The narrator grows
pale and raises his voice to muffle the sound. At las
unable to stand it any longer, the narrator screamss
“I admit the deed‘-tear up the planksthere,
herel—it is the beating of his hideous heart!”

Narrator

The narrator of “The Tell-Tale Heart” re- Edgar Allan Poe
counts his murder of an old man. Since he tells the
story in first-person, the reader cannot determine
how much of what he says is true; thus, he is an
unreliable narrator. Though he repeatedly states thaich, for he possesses “treasures” and “gold” and
he is sane, the reader suspects otherwise from hige locks the window shutters in his room for fear of
bizarre reasoning, behavior, and speech. He speaksbbers. However, the narrator states that he has no
with trepidation from the famous first line of the desire for his gold. In fact, he claims that he loves
story: “True—nervous—very, very dreadfully the old man. Through the narrator, the reader under-
nervous | had been and am; but whijl you say  stands the horror that the old man experiences as he
that I am mad?” The reader soon realizes throughealizes that his companion is about to kill him. The
Poe’s jolting description of the narrator's state ofnarrator claims that he too knows this horror very
mind that the protagonist has in fact descended intgell. Some critics argue that the old man must have
madness. The narrator claims that he loves the oldnown about the narrator’s violent tendencies, for
man and has no motive for the murder other thame cries out in horror well before the narrator kills
growing dislike of a cloudy film over one of the old him. Other critics suggest that the old man may have
man’s eyes. Poe effectively conveys panic in thebeen the narrator's guardian or even father. Still
narrator's voice, and the reader senses uneasineggher critics believe that the old man is a doppelganger
and growing tension in the narrative. Through thefor the narrator, that is, he is his double, and the
first-person narrative of a madman, Poe effectivelyharrator’s loathing for the man represents his own
creates a gothic tale full of horror and psychologicalself-loathing.
torment, a style he termed “arabesque.”

Old man
The old man is known to readers only through

the narration of the insane protagonist. According to

the narrator, the old man had never done anything teuilt and | nnocence

warrant his murder. However, the old man’s cloudy, = The guilt of the narrator is a major theme in
pale blue eye bothers the narrator tremendously:The Tell-Tale Heart.” The story is about a mad
The narrator believes that only by killing the old person who, after killing a companion for no appar-
man can he get rid of the eye’s overpoweringent reason, hears an interminable heartbeat and
malignant force. The old man is apparently quitereleases his overwhelming sense of guilt by shout-
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Media
Adaptations &

» Listen & Read Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Tell- « In 1962, “The Tell-Tale Heart” was made into a

Tale Heart” and Other Storiess an audio- British movie by director Ernest Morris. Known
cassette recording packaged with a book. Pro- asThe Tell-Tale Heartit also carries the alter-
duced by Dover Press, 1996. nate titleThe Hidden Room of 1,000 Horrois

« “The Tell-Tale Heart" was adapted into a is available on video from Nostalgia Family

black-and-white film starring Sam Jaffe in Video.

1980. It is available on video from Facets Multi- )
media, Chicago. * In 1969, “The Tell-Tale Heart” was made into

. } _ an animated film narrated by actor James Mason.
* In1934,"The Tell-Tale Heart” was made intoa o columbia Pictures release, it is also available

movie entitledBucket of Bloodstarring John
Kelt as The Old Man and Norman Dryden as the
protagonist.

on video.

e Another audio recording is available from

+ In 1956 producer/director Lee W. Wilder loose- Downsview of Ontario, Canaddales of Mys-
ly adapted two of Poe’s stories, “The Gold Bug”  tery and Horror features the voice of actor
and “The Tell-Tale Heart,” in his movi®lanfish Christopher Lee. Produced in 1981.

ing his confession to the police. Indeed, some earlparagraph, when he compares the old man’s eye to a

critics saw the story as a straightforward parablesulture’s eye. He explains his decision to “take the

about self-betrayal by the criminal’s conscience. life of the old man” in order to free himself from the

. curse of the eye. The narrator’'s argument that he is

The narrator never pretends to be innocent ' o o
5ane, calculating, and methodical is unconvincing,

fully admitting that he has killed the old man . .
o : however, and his erratic and confused language
because of the victim’s pale blue, film-covered eye oo
. ; : suggests that he is disordered. Thus, what the narra-
which the narrator believes to be a malignant force

tor considers to be evidence of a sane perdbe
The narrator suggests that there are uncontrollablg .. .

: . . reticulous and thoughtful plans required to carry
forces which can drive people to commit violent

. - t a ghastly and unpl nt deexte interpret
acts. In the end, however, Poe’s skillful writing out a ghastly and unpleasa e interpreted

. . inst ther rt manifestations of insanity.
allows the reader to sympathize with the narrator’s stead by the reader to be manifestations of insanity

miserable state despite fully recognizing that he is
guilty by reason of insanity. Time

A secondary theme in “The Tell-Tale Heart”

Sanity and Insanity is the role of time as a pervasive force throughout

Closely related to the theme of guilt and inno-the story. Some critics note that the narrator is
cence is the issue of sanity. From the first line of thebsessed with time. While the entire narrative is
story—"True!—nervous—very, very dreadfully told as one long flashback, the narrator is painfully
nervous | had been and am, but wit§l you say aware of the agonizing effect on him of time.
that | am mad?=—the reader recognizes that some-Although the action in this narrative occurs mainly
thing strange has occurred. His obsession witlduring one long night, the numerous references the
conveying to his audience that he is sane onlyarrator makes to time show that the horror he
amplifies his lack of sanity. The first tangible signexperiences has been building over time. From the
that the narrator is indeed mad appears in the secortginning, he explains that his obsession with rid-

Short Stories for Students



T he Tell-Tale Heart

ding the curse of the eye has “haunted [him] day
and night.” For seven long nights the narrator waits
for the right moment to murder his victim. When on

the eighth night the old man realizes that someone is

in his room, the narrator remains still for an entire
hour. The old man’s terror is also felt by the
narrator, who had endured ‘“night after night
hearkening to the death watches in the wall.” (Death
watches are a type of small beetle that live in wood
and make a ticking sound.) *

For the narrator, death and time are closely
linked. He explains that “the old man’s hour had ,
come,” all the while painfully aware of the hours it
takes to kill a victim and clean up the scene of the
crime. What drives the narrator over the edge is
hearing the overwhelming sound of a heartbeat,
which he compares to “a low, dull, quick sound, *

such as a watch makes when enveloped in cotton.”

Yet after killing the old man, the narrator says that
for “many minutes, the heart beat on.” He repeats

Topics for |
Further
Study .

Research the illnesses of schizophrenia and para-
noia. Do you think the protagonist suffers from
either of these conditions? Why or why not?

Research how Manifest Destiny was a pervasive
ideology in mid-nineteenth century America.
How does “The Tell-Tale Heart” challenge the
rationalism and optimism of a young nation?

“The Tell-Tale Heart” was written more than
150 years ago. Why do you think it is still widely
read today? What are some elements of the story
which make it timeless? What makes a classic

his comparison of the heartbeat to a ticking watch as literary or artistic work?
the unrelenting sound drives him to confess to the

police. The narrator’s hour has also arrived.

betrayal by the criminal’s consciere@ remark-
able record of the voice of a guilty mind.

Point of View

Denouement
The denouement, or the resolution, of the narra-
tive occurs in “The Tell-Tale Heart” when the

A notable aspect of “The Tell-Tale Heart” is .
. ' . narrator, prompted by the incessant sound of a
that the story is told from the first-person point of . e .
beating heart, can no longer contain his ever-in-

view. The story is a monologue of a nervous narra-

tor telling the reader how he murdered someone. p&reasing sense of guilt Poe_ls regarded_by literary
. . . critics as having helped define the architecture of
is eventually driven to confess to the police. The

. . S . the modern short story, in which its brevity requires
entire straightforward narrative is told from his .

. LS ,..an economical use of sentences and paragraphs and
point of view in a nervous tone. Through Poe’s

masterful and inventive writing, the narrator's tWistedthe climactic ending often occurs in the last para-

logic increasingly reveals that he isinsane. B usinqqraph' The abrupt ending in this story is calculated
9 gy -5y 0 concentrate an effect on the reader. In “The Tell-

a first-person narative, Poe heightens the tenSiOl?ale Heart” the crisis of conscience is resolved

and fear running through the mind of the narrator. . .
g N when the murderer shrieks the last lines of the story:

There is a clear connection between the Ianguaglq admit the deeditear up the planksthere
used by the narrator and his psychological state. Thﬁere!—it is the beat.ing of his hideous heeirt!” T,his

narrator switches between calm, logical statements .
g abrupt outburst is a shock to the reader, a sudden

and quick, irrational outbursts. His use of frequen ) ) . )
quicK . d tburstmg of the tension that has filled the story, and it
exclamations reveals his extreme nervousness. The

. . . . provides the dramatic, emotional conclusion to

first-person point of view draws the reader into the
. ) ; .. the story.

mind of the insane narrator, enabling one to ironi-

cally sympathize with his wretched state of mind. .

Some critics suggest that the entire narrative repreAestheticism and Arabesque

sents a kind of confession, as at a trial or police  Poe was a writer concerned more with style and

station. Others consider the first-person point ofmood than his American contemporaries were, like

view as a logical way to present a parable of selfJames Fenimore Cooper, whose fiction was often
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morally didactic.i Poe believed that a story Historical Context

create a mood in a reader, or evoke emotions if

order to be successful, and that it should not try to . )

teach the reader a lesson. He called his style “ars-1t€raturein the 19th Century

besque,” and it was notable for its ornate, intricate ~ P0€ Wrote at a time when the United States was
prose that sought to create a feeling of unsettlemer@XPeriencing rapid economical and geographical
in the reader. This arabesque prose became a prim@xPansion. During the mid-nineteenth century, the
ry component of the “art for art's sake” movement, most popular authors in the growing United States

known as Aestheticism, that began in France in thavere those who wrote adventure fiction. American

nineteenth century. Poe's works were highly es_nautical explorations (particularly of the Pacific

teemed by French writers, like the poet Charlegegion) and westward expansion captured the im-

Baudelaire, and their emulation of his style eventy29ination of the public. Such Poe stories as "A

ally influenced the Symbolists and helped bring arP?ISC?rleto tgﬁ I)/Iaflstr_omt_ and _t;'hedGol? Bug i
end to the Victorian age in literature. In “The Tell- refiect the public s Tascination with adventures a

" . home and abroad. Poe’s America was a vibrant and
Tale Heart,” an example of arabesque prose is

. L elf-assured young nation with a firm belief in its
when the narrator describes sneaking into the ol ) : :
\ . . e manifest destiny. James Fenimore Coopéite
man’s room in the middle of the night: “I heard a

. . Last of the Mohicanswhich outlined the moral
slight groan, and | knew it was the groan of mortal .
. : struggles of an expanding country, was a moral tale
terror. It was not a groan of pain or of griebh

it the | tifled d that ari f that pitted the white man against Native Americans.
no=—it was the fow stifled sound that anses irom o man Melville was a favorite with readers, with
the bottom of the soul when overcharged with

; ; : his novels of sea-faring life, which often paled in
awe.” Instead of simply stating that he had heard %omparison to the adventures of his own youth.

groan, thg narrator describes the sound in detaiL ng, action-oriented novels such as these were a
creatlng in the reader a sense of suspense a imary form of entertainment for many people.
foreboding. Washington Irving, who lived and wrote in the
emerging metropolis of New York City, began to
Doppelganger cgtalogue some pf the arising American folklore in

In literature, a doppelganger is a character tha_hls tales and stories, although he frequent_ly traveled
functions as the main character's double in order td" Europe to gather material for his writing and
highlight the main character’s personality or act as 4°llowed a tradition British format in his prose.

foil to it. Some critics have maintained that in “The NOVeIS in this era typically imitated British litera-
Tell-Tale Heart” the old man functions as a fure until new themes arose from authors who were

doppelganger to the narrator. Thus, the narrator idistinctly American. Poe was one of the first to
truly mad, and he kills the old man because h&reate a distinctly American literature. In his short
cannot stand himself, perhaps fearing becoming Ol&tonest; par(;mularly, :e S(jO;Jght to fasl_r|1|on| ta'ESIOfd
or disfigured like him. The narrator recounts evi- [€Tor based on mood and language. He also helpe

dence to support this idea: he does not hate the maﬂc’)pularlze the short story form, and soon many

in fact, he professes to love him; on the eighth nighpe:jgazmes V\_/tehre belntg p_ubhshed that fr:0¥'r?ed their
when the narrator sneaks into his room, the old ma udiences with new stories every month. 1he maga-

awakens, sits bolt upright in bed and listens inZines became an important part of popular life, and

silence for an hour in the darkness, as does thPoe published many stories in them, though few

narrator. Most notably, when the old man begins togronght him solid popularity. Through his short

moan, the narrator admits that the same sound h sjories, especially Murder; in the F_zge Morgue
. N . oe became one of the first practitioners of the
welled up from my own bosom” many nights.

: : . detective story, in which a mystery is presented that
When h_e hears th_e man’s heart quicken W_'t_h terrormust be solved by an observant inspector, whose
he admits that he is nervous, too. Other critics hav

Yiewpoint is also that of the reader’s.
maintained that the old man does not exist. After all, P

the narrator tells police that it was he who screamed,

and it is not stated that the police actually found aPsychological Elements of Po€e's

body. According to this viewpoint, the old man’s Fiction

cloudy eye is nothing more than a twisted fixation of ~ Historians note that Poe’s writings emphasiz-

the narrator's own mind, and the relentless hearting the dark side of humanity and nature challenged
beat is not the old man’s, but the narrator’s. the optimistic and confident spirit of the American
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Compare

Contrast

1840s:. Mental illness is thought to be related to

immoral behavior or the physical degeneration
of the central nervous system. Insanity is thought
to be the result of such diseases as syphilis.

1990s: After years of institutionalizing mentally

ill patients and subjecting them to electroshock

therapy, modern treatment of mental illness such
as depression, bi-polar disorder, and schizophre-
nia include counseling and drug therapy.

1840s. “The Tell-Tale Heart” is published in
1843. The story is a psychological thriller that
invites the reader into the world of the narrator’s
insanity. Other examples of Poe’s eerie, macabre

style include “The Pit and the Pendulum,” writ-
ten in 1842, which explores the dark side of
human nature and features both cruelty and torture.

1990s: People continue to be fascinated by the
dark side of humanity. The popular filgilence

of the Lambsgxamines the psychological moti-
vations of a serial killer. Best-selling author
Stephen King, along with other horror writers,
explores the supernatural, the paranormal, and
the way in which seemingly ordinary events can
suddenly turn into terrifying encounters with
psychotic killers.

people during the nineteenth century. Scientificgarded a story’s moral or ideological position as
progress and rational thought were revolutionizingparamount, Poe believed that the aim of literature is
industry and agriculture. For example, such nine+to reveal truth or elicit an emotional or psychologi-
teenth-century creations as steamships expandethl reaction. Poe also rejected the emphasis by his
commerce, while steel plows and the McCormickcontemporaries on the utilitarian value of literature.
reapers increased agricultural production manyfoldHe considered their ideological view a “heresy of
Poe, like other writers of his time, was influenced bythe Didactic.” Instead, Poe proposed an ideology of
the exaggerated emotions and sombre moods ofrt for art’s sake,” with style and aesthetics play-
Romanticism, but he differs from his contemporar-ing prominent roles. Literary critics and historians
ies in a number of ways. While Poe does not rejecRow consider Poe as one of the architects of the
rational science (his “tales of ratiocination” herald modern short story. Indeed, Poe proposes that a
the triumph of the superior rational mind), he under-short literary work can use its brevity to concentrate
mines the faith in rationality in some of his stories.@ unified effect on the reader. Poe’s precise and
“The Tell-Tale Heart” tells of a man who ironical- controlled language works to produce a particular
ly (and perhaps also paradoxically) strongly pe-effect on the reader. Writers of poetry and short
lieves in the need for making methodical and calcufiction since Poe have generally acknowledged his
lated decisions but is eventually overcome byMaxim as fundamental. Poe’s works have influ-
inexplicable psychological forces that stem from his€nced many writers, including Baudelaire and
irrational, unstable nature. Thus, while Poe’s works Mbrose Bierce, and such literary movements as
display a strong interest in rational science, highe French Symbolists and Surrealists.

writings also explore the psychologically unfath-

omable aspects of the human condition and the

inexplicable elements of the universe. Critical Overview
Poe differs from writers of his time in one other

significant way. “The Tell-Tale Heart” is an During his lifetime, Poe’s greatest recognition came
example of how his writing produces a psychologi-from France. Charles Baudelaire translated and
cal effect. While his contemporaries generally re-commented on Poe’s stories in the 1850s. Baudelaire
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was a famous French writer in his own right, and his ~ Some early critics saw the psychologically un-
translations are considered by a few critics to bébalanced state of his fictional characters as an
superior to Poe’s original prose. These translationgxtension of Poe’s own mental state. His literary
popularized Poe in France, bringing him wide fameexecutor, R. W. Griswold, wrote a libelous obituary
and influence. In the later half of the nineteenthin theNew York Tribuneilifying him as mentally
century, the psychological aspects of Poe’s writinggdepraved. Even as late as 1924, critic Alfred C.
influenced French Symbolist poets. In the UnitedWard, writing about “The Tell-Tale Heart” in
States, however, Poe was often criticized for hisAspects of the Modern Short Story: English and
stories. Many writers thought that they were overlyAmericanargued that Poe “had ever before him the
emotional and contained no good lessons or storiesberrations of his own troubled mindloubtfully
Poe never made much money from his fiction,poised at all times, perhaps, and almost certainly
although he had limited success as a poet. subject to more or less frequent periods of disorder:
) ) ) consequently, it was probably more nearly normal,
_In the generations since his death, howeversor him, to picture the abnormal than to depict the
critics have come to fully appreciate Poe’s works.ayerage.” Other early critics considered stories
His poetry continues to be popular, and he is NnoW,ch as “The Tell-Tale Heart” basically self-
regarded as an early master of the short storyaypjanatory. One nineteenth century critic, George

particularly for his contributions to the detective \yoodberry, simply called it a “tale of conscience”
and horror genres, of which “The Tell-Tale Heart” i, hjs 1885 studyEdgar Allan Poe.

is a prime example. One of the reasons why he is so

highly regarded is because his stories are open to so Although “The Tell-Tale Heart” did not re-

many different interpretations, a factor that was notceive much recognition during the author’s lifetime,

appreciated in his day. Contemporary critics acdts status has gained steadily since his death. Now

knowledge that “The Tell-Tale Heart” can be read among one of his most widely read works, the tale

as a classic example of American Gothicism, aadds to Poe’s reputation as an innovator of literary

morality tale, a supernatural story, a criticism ofform, technique, and vision. Almost every impor-

rationalism, and a multi-level psychological narra-tant American writer since Poe shows signs of his

tive. The full dimension and nuances of this tale arénfluence, particularly those writing gothic fiction

explored in James Gargano’s “The Theme of Timeand grotesque satires and humor.

in ‘The Tell-Tale Heart'.” Gargano proposes that

“The Tell-Tale Heart” is more complicated than it

might first appear because Poe laces the story with

“internally consistent symbols that are charged

with meaning” and because the narrator is unreli-

able, causing the reader to question the veracity o ohn Chua

his story. E. Arthur Robinson explores the idea o Chua is a multimedia associate with the Na-

the doppelganger in his essay "Poe’s ‘The Te"_tional Council of Teachers of English. In the follow-

Tale Heart',” claiming that the narrator and the old . . ' )

man identify closely with each other and arguingmg essay, he (.axrimlnes the role of the”twm and the
; . doppelganger in “The Tell-Tale Heart.

that beneath the flow of the narration, “the story

illustrates the elaboration of design which Poe cus- ) )
tomarily sought.” A salient feature in many of Edgar Allan Poe’s

stories is the concept of a nemesis appearing as a

While two of Poe’s stories, “MS. Found in a doppelganger.A doppelgangeris a double-an
Bottle” and “The Gold Bug” were critically well —apparitional twin or counterpart to another living
received, each winning a prize during Poe’s life-person. In Poe’s stories involvingdappelganger,
time, “The Tell-Tale Heart” obtained no special the protagonistidentifies closely with the antagonist
recognition. Poe’s contemporaries accorded himand vice versa. The double appears in such stories as
respect as a talented poet, literary critic and fictioriThe Purloined Letter,” “The Fall of the House of
writer. Some of his works received a measure olUsher,” and “The Tell-Tale Heart.” The idea of
popular success, particularly “The Raven,” his the protagonist fighting a counterpart occurs so
most well known poem, which was first published often in Poe’s works that critics often suggest that it
in 1845. However, temperamentally unpleasant anéhdicates Poe’s attempts to work out, through his
a chronic alcoholic, Poe did not handle his succeswritings, his own inner conflicts and psychological
well, alienating some of his potential supporters. struggles.
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Do I Read
Next?

* “Young Goodman Brown” (1835) by Nathaniel
Hawthorne concerns a newly married man who
must leave home on a short journey. While
walking through the woods, he encounters the
townspeople engaged in a satanic ritual. This
vision destroys Goodman Brown, though it is
never clear whether he actually saw the things hé
claimed, or just imagined them.

* “The Monkey’s Paw” (1902) by W. W. Jacobs
is the story about a Sergeant-Major who brings a
monkey’s paw back from his travels in India. He ®
presents it to the White family, who joke about
its supposed power to grant the owner three
wishes. The Whites’s careless wishes lead tQ
tragedy and horror.

* “The Secret Sharer” (1909) by Joseph Conrad is
the story of a young sea captain who knowing-
ly harbors a stowaway on his ship. The man,

who has been accused of murder, serves as a
doppelganger for the young captain, and gives
him the courage to stand up to his crew, even
though the stowaway’s life and character remain
shrouded in mystery.

Poe’s short story “The Fall of the House of
Usher” (1839) also explores the impulses of a
deranged protagonist who entombs his sister
only to find that she returns to destroy him.

Poe’s “William Wilson” also deals with the
lifelong confrontation of a protagonist with a
mysteriousdoppelgangeror double.

The Turn of the Screl898), a novella by

Henry James, tells the story of ghostly appari-
tions seen by an English governess in Victorian
mansion. Some critics interpret the hallucina-
tions as the manifestations of a repressed mind.

The identification of the narrator in “The Tell- claims the old man has never done him wrong and
Tale Heart” with the old man is a primary motif in that he loves him and does not want his money.
the story. Many times throughout the story, theWhy, then, is there a need for murder? “Object
narrator says that he knows how the old man feelghere was none. Passion there was none,” says the
He claims to know the groans of the old man, ancharrator. Neither does the narrator explain how or

that he too had experienced the same meang

why exactly the old man’s “pale blue eye, with a

of pain or sadness but of mortal terror. It is a terroifilm over it” bothers him so greatly. In fact he only
which “arises from the bottom of the soul when thinksit was the eye that first prompted him with
overcharged with awe.” The narrator says: “l knew murderous thoughts: “I think it was his eye! yes, it
the sound well. Many a night, just at midnight, whenwas this!” Critic Charles E. May, however, inter-
all the world slept, it has welled up from my bosom, prets the “eye” not as an organ of vision but as the
deepening, with its echo, the terrors that distractethomonym of “I.” Thus, what the narrator ultimate-
me. | say | knew it well. | know what the old man ly wants to destroy is the self, and he succumbs to
felt. . . .” The narrator knows such fearful restless-this urge when he could no longer contain his
ness first hand: “He (the old man) was still sitting overwhelming sense of guilt.

up in the bed, listening:just as | have done, night

after night, hearkening to the death watches in the

The idea of knowing the antagonist so well as to

wall.” Thus the narrator and the old man are onkNow his every move reappears in “The Purloined
such equal footing that they seem almost like the&-€tter,” @ story about two long-time nemeses,

same person.

Dupin and Minister D. In this story, Minister D.

steals a compromising letter from the Queen, and
Ostensibly, the protagonist has no rational reaDupin attempts to recover the letter. Minister D.
son for wanting to kill the old man. Indeed, he blackmails the Queen by threatening to divulge to
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, the stories. Morally, therefore, the protagonist and
his double are identical. The elimination of the
doppelgangerbecomes a destruction of a moral
twin—sometimes a self-destructive act.

W\ The narrator and the old

man are on such equal footing ) ) ) )
The idea of the nemesis as twin reappears in

that they seem almost like the e Fa|l of the House of Usher.” Roderick Usher

same person.” is so close to his twin sister, Madeline, that the two
are said to share one consciousness. In this tale, the
narrator is visiting Roderick, a childhood friend
who has fallen on hard times. Roderick announces
that his sister is dead and entombs her in a coffin in
the King the information gained from the letter. Thethe basement. But the narrative hints that she is still
Queen’s agents are unable to find the letter becaugdive, for she expresses “a faint blush” even as the
they assume that the Minister thinks like them.narrator and Roderick close the lid to her coffin. She
Dupin, however, finds the letter because he know@ppears to be suffering from catalepsy, a condition
the Minister well enough to know how he thinks. He which causes muscle rigidity and an appearance of
sets up his nemesis for a fall when he replaces th@eath. When she mysteriously awakens from her
letter with a counterfeit one, thereby endangeringcatatonic state late one night, she walks to her
the Minister’s life when he attempts to blackmail terrified brother and falls on him. Roderick and his
the Queen with a worthless note. Dupin claims thatwin then collapse, both dead. Roderick understands
he accomplishes all this because he shares the sa@xactly how Madeline feels and acts; there are
intellect and interests as the Ministethey possess  strong psychological and sexual links between the
the same poetic yet mathematical mind. Dupintwo. The narrator implies that the Usher family
knows Minister D. so intimately that he knows how survives only via incest; Roderick and Madeline are
to hold his interest in a meeting while stealing backhe last members of this accursed house. Some
the letter from under his nose. critics thus interpret Roderick’s act of entombing

) ) ) Madeline alive as an attempt to end this curse. The

In Poe’s works involving protagonists and gjmjlarities and links between Roderick and Madeline

doppelgangershe characters existin a moral vacu- gre too obvious to dismiss. One of Roderick Usher’s
um. Poe’s concerns with aesthetics, style, and effegiaintings features a burial vault lit from within, as if
on the reader override concerns with moral issuesye knows about a life-force emanating from inside a
In the struggle between Dupin and Minister D., theqfin, Roderick loves his sister like no other. Their
reader never knows whether Dupin is working forith and death occur at the same time. Both siblings
the “right” political cause. The r_eader assumes thatg m;t feelings of gloom and doom. Madeline appears
the Queen has committed an imprudent deed angraithiike, as if she is just an apparition. Roderick
suspects that there is something very undemocratig,, appears deathlike and feels his sister's every
about the police working directly for the Queen in yye and presence; when he announces that she is
what may be a partisan political struggle. But politi- o tside the door and has come for him, she appears
cal positions are immaterial in Poe’s morally am-gyactily as he predicts. The elimination of one sib-
biguous stories. The fact that Dupin could possiblyjing thus spells the end of the other. Indeed, after
be aiding a corrupt or undemocratic faction Whlleemombmg his sister, Roderick becomes more agi-

Minister D. could be a rebellious politician and tateq, wild, and fearful, realizing fully that his time
brave with anti-monarchical goals is not really aniqg has arrived.

issue with Poe. He never advocates a political or

moral position or suggests which is the “correct” If the two siblings are in fact one in spirit, then
one. Poe rejected the position of many of his contheir actions may also be interpreted as suicide
temporaries who valued the utilitarian nature ofrather than murder. Poe does not concern himself
literature and who also believed that literature shouldvith the moral actions of the characters in “The Fall
be instructive and provide moral guidance. Poeof the House of Usher”; the narrator feels no
called their ideological position “the heresy of the immediate guilt for having aided in the entombment
didactic.” Poe’s writing aims at a concentrated of a person who may possibly be alive. The story
effect on or emotional response from the reader; theeeks primarily to stir fear in the reader, with the
moral positions of the protagonist, antagonist, orissue of morality marginalized. The characters op-
other characters do not play a prominent role inerate in an inscrutable universe where all of them,
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particularly the protagonist and thdeppelganger, is self-destructive since successful defense upon
are equally amoral. either implied charge-of murder or of criminal
insanity—automatically involves admission of guilt

Returning to “The Tell-Tale Heart,” one can cﬂfon the other.

thus argue that the murder becomes an act of suici
and that the protagonist and the antagonist are moral ~ Specifically, the narrator bases his plea upon
equals. Taking this argument one step further, onéhe assumption that madness is incompatible with
can suggest that the two characters could well be thg/stematic action, and as evidence of his capacity
same person. Ostensibly, the police find no trace ofor the latter he relates how he has executed a
an old man in the house. The narrator has hiddeRorrible crime with rational precision. He reiterates
him so well that the old man may exist only in thethis argument until it falls into a pattern: “If still you
narrator's mind. Some critics imply that the beatingthink me mad, you will think so no longer when |
heart is really the sound of the narrator's owndescribe the wise precautions | took for conceal-
heartbeat. As his excitement, nervousness, and guifient of the body.” At the same time he discloses a
mount, his heartbeat seems to grow louder to higleep psychological confusion. Almost casually he
overly acute senses. In the end, the narrator tells theggmits lack of normal motivation: “Object there
police that he was the one who shrieked, wakingyas none. Passion there was none. | loved the old
himself up from a nightmare and a dreamlike logicman.” Yet in spite of this affection he says that the
as well as destroying an enemy which might notigea of murder “haunted me day and night.” Since
have existed. such processes of reasoning tend to convict the
speaker of madness, it does not seem out of keeping

Critics who have studied Poe sometimes sug-

gest that his characters resemble him both physica}hat he is driven to confession by “hearing” rever-

ly and temperamentally. Similarities can be Seerperatif)ns of the still-beating heart in the corpse he
between physical descriptions of Roderick Usher Nas dismembered, nor that he appears unaware of
particularly his pale face and large luminous eyes the irrationalities in his defense of rationality.

and of photographs (daguerreotypes) of Poe. Paral-

lels can also be drawn between the conflicts beraie Heart” appear simple: the story itself is one of
tween the protagonists and antagonists in POe'se s shortest; it contains only two main characters,
works and Poe’s difficult financial and emotional 1, ynnamed, and three indistinguishable police
relationship with his foster father, John Allan. SUChofficers; even the setting of the narration is left
conflicts _in his _writings as the struggles of theunspecified. In the present study my object is to
protagonist against thdoppelgangerand over- g that peneath its narrative flow the story illus-

whelming_ inexplicable natural forces_ represent & ates the elaboration of design which Poe custom-
therapeutic banishment of Poe’s own inner demonarin sought, and also that it contains two of the

and psychological struggles.

At first reading, the elements of “The Tell-

major psychological themes dramatized in his long-

Source: John Chua, “Overview of ‘The Tell-Tale Heart',” €r WOrks.

in Short Stories for StudentSale, 1998. o
It is important to note that Poe’s theory of art

emphasizes development almost equally with unity

E. Arthur Robinson of effect. There must be, he insists, “a repetition of
In the following essay, Robinson provides anpurpose,” a “dropping of the water upon the rock;”

overview of the style, themes, narrative techniquethus he calls heavily upon the artist’s craftsmanship
and multiple levels of meaning in * The Tell- to devise thematic modifications of the “precon-
Tale Heart.” ceived effect.” A favorite image in his stories is that

of arabesque ornamentation with repetitive design.
Poe’s “The Tell-Tale Heart” consists of a mono- In “The Tell-Tale Heart” one can distinguish
logue in which an accused murderer protests hiseveral such recurring devices filling out the “de-
sanity rather than his innocence. The point of viewsign” of the tale, the most evident being what the
is the criminal’s, but the tone is ironic in that his narrator calls his “over acuteness of the senses.”
protestation of sanity produces an opposite effecHe incorporates this physical keenness into his plea
upon the reader. From these two premises sterof sanity: “. . . whywill you say that | am mad? The
multiple levels of action in the story. The criminal, disease had sharpened my sensast destroyed,
for example, appears obsessed with defending hisot dulled them. Above all was the sense of hearing
psychic self at whatever cost, but actually his driveacute.” He likens the sound of the old man’s heart
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to the ticking of a watch “enveloped in cotton” and tion. The idea of the tale, its thesis, has been
then fancies that its terrified beating may arouse theresented unblemished .” Here Poe is speaking
neighbors. His sensitivity to sight is equally disturb- specifically of “skilfully-constructed tales,” and
ing, for it is the old man’s eye, “a pale blue eye, the complementary aspects of technique described
with a film over it,” which first vexed him and are first to omit extraneous material and second to
which he seeks to destroy. Similar though lesscombine incidents, tone, and style to develop the
extreme powers are ascribed to the old man. Forpre-established design.” In this manner, form and
example, the murderer congratulates himself thatidea” become one. The thematic repetition and
not even his victim could have detected anythingvariation of incident in “The Tell-Tale Heart”
wrong with the floor which has been replaced oveloffer one of the clearest examples of this architectural
the body, and earlier he imagines the old manprinciple of Poe’s at work.
awakened by “the first slight noise,” listening to
determine whether the sound has come from an Second, this slow-motion tEChnique intensifies
intruder or “the wind in the chimney.” Variations the subjectivity of “The Tell-Tale Heart” beyond
such as these give the sensory details a thematibat attained by mere use of a narrator. In the
significance similar to that of the “morbid acute- psychological triad of stimulus, internal response,
ness of the senses” of Roderick Usher in “Theand action, the first and third elements are slighted
Fall of the House of Usher” or the intensity with and the middle stage is given exaggerated attention.
which the victim of the Inquisition hears, sees, andIn a footnote, the critic notes: Joseph Warren
smells his approaching doom in “The Pit and theBeach inThe Twentieth-Century Nouy@ew York,
Pendulum.” 1932), p. 407, describes a similar effect in stream-
of-consciousness writing: “The subjective element
These sensory data provide the foundation ohecomes noticeable in fiction, as in everyday psy-
an interesting psychological phenomenon in thechology, when an interval occurs between the stimu-
story. As the characters listen in the darknessys to action and the resulting act.” In extreme
intervals of strained attention are prqlonged U”t”application of this technique, he declares, “there is
the effec_:t resembles that of slow motion. Thus fory tendency to exhaust the content of the moment
seven nights the madman enters the room so “Veryyasented, there ian infinite expansion of the
very slowly” that it takes him an hour to get his \,oment,"and he adds that the danger is that “there
head through the doorway; as he says, "a Walc's,,y come to pass a disintegration of the psycho-
minute-hand moves more quickly than did mine.” |, ica) complex, a divorce between motive and
When on the eighth night the old man is alarmedyq g, 0t (. 409). This is close to the state of Poe’s
for_ a whole hour | did not move, amuscle. Eater narrator and murderer]. In “The Tell-Tale Heart,”
he is roused to fury by the man's terror, but EVeNgtimulus in objective sense scarcely exists at all.

yet,” he declares, “I refrained and kept still. | onlv th ) ;
. i : e man’s eye motivates the murderer, and that
scarcely breathed.” On different nights both men sit y y

. . ) . almost wholly through his internal reaction to it.
paralyzed in bed, listening for terrors real or IMag-+1,4 action too though decisive, is quickly over: “In
ined. After the murder is completed, “I placed my ' ' '

hand upon the heart and held it there many minfJm Instant | dragg_ed P'm to the floor, a_md pulleq the
., . . : heavy bed over him.” In contrast, the intermediate,
utes.” In the end it seems to his overstrained nerves

that the police officers linger inordinately in the Subjective experience is prolonged to a point where

house, chatting and smiling, until he is driven psychologically it is beyond objective measure-
frantic'by their cheerful persislcence ment. At first the intervals receive conventional

descriptior—an “hour,” or “many minutes—

This psychological process is important to “The but eventually such designations become meaning-
Tell-Tale Heart” in two ways. First, reduplication less and duration can be presented only in terms of
of the device gives the story structural power. Podhe experience itself. Thus, in the conclusion of the
here repeats a dominating impression at least seveiory, the ringing in the madman’s ears first is
times in a brief story. Several of the instances'fancied,” then later becomes “distinct,” then is
mentioned pertain to plot, but others function todiscovered to be so “definite” that it is erroneously
emphasize the former and to provide aesthetic satisitccorded external actuality, and finally grows to
faction. To use Poe’s words, “by such means, withsuch obsessive proportions that it drives the crimi-
such care and skill, a picture is at length paintedhal into an emotional and physical frenzy. Of the
which leaves in the mind of him who contemplatesobjective duration of these stages no information is
it with a kindred art, a sense of the fullest satisfacgiven; the experience simply “continued” until “at
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length” the narrator “found” that its quality | ,
had changed.

Through such psychological handling of time N\ In 'The Tell-Tale Heart,’
Poe achieves in several of his most effective storiesshree states of being are
including “The Tell-Tale Heart,” two levels of
chronological development which are at work si-Present concurrently:
multaneously throughout the story. Typically, the emotional tension, loss of
action reaches its most intense point when the
relation between the objective and subjective timg?eéntal grasp upon the
sense falters or fails. At this point too the mentalaetualities of the situation,
world of the subject is at its greatest danger of
collapse. Thus we have the mental agony of th@&nd inability to act or to act
bound prisoner who loses all count of time as hegeljberately.”
alternately swoons and lives intensified existence
while he observes the slowly descending pendulum,
The narrator in “The Pit and the Pendulum” spe-
cifically refuses to accept responsibility for objec-
tive time-correlations: “There was another interval ly: emotional tension, loss of mental grasp upon the
of insensibility; it was brief; for, upon again lapsing actualities of the situation, and inability to act or to
into life, there had been no perceptible descent imct deliberately. Often these conditions both invite
the pendulum. But it might have been long; for | and postpone catastrophe, with the effect of focus-
knew there were demons who took note of mying attention upon the intervening experience.
swoon, and who could have arrested the vibration at
pleasure.” These demons are his Inquisitional  Inthe two years following publication of “The
persecutors, but more subjective “demons” are atT€ll-Tale Heart,” Poe extended this timeless pa-
work in the timeless terror and fascination of theralysis to fantasies of hypnosis lasting beyond death.
mariner whirled around the abyss in “The Descent ‘Mesmeric Revelation” (1844) contains specula-
into the Maelstrom,” or the powerless waiting of tions about the relation between sensory experience
Usher for days after he first hears his sister stirringtnd eternity. In “The Facts in the Case of M.
within the tomb. In each instance the objectiveValdemar” (1845) the hypnotized subject is main-
world has been reduced to the microcosm of ariained for nearly seven months in a state of suspend-
individual's experience; his time sense fades undeed “death” and undergoes instant dissolution when
the pressure of emotional stress and physicalevived. His pleading for either life or death sug-
paralysis. gests that his internal condition had included aware-

ness and suffering. Similarly the narrator in “The

Even when not literally present, paralysis oftenTe||-Tale Heart” records: “Oh God! whatould |
may be regarded as symbolic in Poe’s storieBh (o7 | foameeI raved—I swore!”—while all the
Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pyn{1838), Pym's time the police officers notice no foaming nor
terrifying dreams in the hold of the ship representraying, for still they “chatted pleasantly, and smiled.”
physical and mental paralysis: “Had a thousandyjs reaction is still essentially subjective, although
lives hung upon the movement of a limb or thepe paces the room and grates his chair upon the
utterance of a syllable, | could have neither stirredygards above the beating heart. All these experi-
nor spoken. . . | felt that my powers of body and ences move toward ultimate collapse, which is
mind were fast leaving me.” Other examples are thgeached in “The Tell-Tale Heart” as it is for Usher
“convolutions” of bonds about the narrator in gnq the hypnotized victims, while a last-moment

“The Pit and the Pendulum,” the death-grasp onreprieve is granted in “The Pit and the Pendulum”
the ring-bolt in “The Descent into the Maelstrom,” 544 “The Descent into the Maelstrom.”

the inaction of Roderick and (more literally) the

catalepsy of Madeline Usher, and in part the sup- A second major theme in “The Tell-Tale
posed rationality of the madman in “The Tell-Tale Heart” is the murderer’s psychological identifica-
Heart,” which turns out to be subservience of histion with the man he kills. Similar sensory details
mental to his emotional nature. In most applicationsconnect the two men. The vulture eye which the
of the slow-motion technique in “The Tell-Tale subject casts upon the narrator is duplicated in the
Heart,” three states of being are present concurrentsingle dim ray” of the lantern that falls upon his
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own eye; like the unshuttered lantern, it is always

although he neither saw nor heaftb feel the

one eye that is mentioned, never two. One man Presence of my head within the room.
hears the Creaking of the lantern hinge, the other the The Significance of these sentences becomes

slipping of a finger upon the fastening. Both lie

clearer when we consider how strikingly the over-

awake at midnight “hearkening to the death-watch-g|| effect of time-extension in “The Tell-Tale

es in the wall.” The loud yell of the murderer is

Heart” resembles that produced in Poe’'s “The

echoed in the old man’s Shriek, which the narratorCouoquy of Monos and Una,” pub“shed two years
as though with increasing clairvoyance, later tellsearlier. In Monos’s account of dying and passing

the police was his own. Most of all the identity is

into eternity, he prefaces his final experience with a

implied in the key psychological occurrence in thesensory acuteness similar to that experienced by the
story—the madman’s mistaking his own heartbeatnarrator in “The Tell-Tale Heart.” “The senses

for that of his victim, both before and after the murder

These two psychological thermethe indefi-

nite extension of subjective time and the psychic

merging of killer and killeg-are linked closely
together in the story. This is illustrated in the

narrator's commentary after he has awakened the
old man by an incautious sound and each waits for

the other to move:

Presently | heard a slight groan, and | knew it was the
groan of mortal terror. It was not a groan of pain or of
grieF—oh, nol—it was the low stifled sound that
arises from the bottom of the soul when overcharged
with awe. | knew the sound well. Many a night, just at
midnight, when all the world slept, it has welled up
from my own bosom, deepening, with its dreadful
echo, the terrors that distracted me. | say | knew it
well. | knew that he had been lying awake ever since
the first slight noise, when he had turned in the bed.
His fears had been ever since growing upon him. He
had been trying to fancy them causeless, but could
not. He had been saying to himselfit is nothing

but the wind in the chimneyit is only a mouse
crossing the floor,” or “it is merely a cricket which
has made a single chirp.” Yes, he had been trying to
comfort himself with these suppositions: but he had
found all in vain.

Here the slow-motion technique is applied to

both characters, with emphasis upon first their subg, 5+ caused him to feel”

were unusually active,” Monos reports, “though

eccentrically so...” As the five senses fade in
death, they are not utterly lost but merge into a
sixth—of simple duration:

Motion in the animal frame had fully ceased. No
muscle quivered; no nerve thrilled; no artery throbbed.
But there seems to have sprung up in the brain ... a
mental pendulous pulsation. . Byits aid | measured

the irregularities of the clock upon the mantel, and of
the watches of the attendants. And this—this
keen, perfect, self-existing sentimentdofration. . .

this sixth sense, upspringing from the ashes of the rest,
was the first obvious and certain step of the intemporal
soul upon the threshold of the temporal Eternity.

Likewise the old man in “The Tell-Tale Heart”
listens as through paralyzed, unable either to move
or to hear anything that will dissolve his fears. This
resembles Monos’ sensory intensity and the cessa-
tion of “motion in the animal frame.” Also subjec-
tive time is prolonged, becomes partially divorced
from objective measurement, and dominates it. The
most significant similarity comes in the conclusion
of the experience. The old man does not know it but
he is undergoing the same dissolution as Monos. He
waits in vain for his fear to subside because actually
it is “Death” whose shadow is approaching him,
and “it was the mournful influence of that shadow
his destroyer within the

jective experience and second the essential identity, 1, | ike Monos beyond his normal senses he has

of that experience. The madman feels compelled tQ, i ed at a “

sixth sense,” which is at first duration

delay the murder until his subject is overcome by;nq then death.

the same nameless fears that have possessed

own soul. The groan is an “echo” of these terrors

his
But if the old man is nearing death so too must

within. The speaker has attempted a kind of catharbe the narrator, who has felt the same “mortal

sis by forcing his own inner horror to arise in his

companion and then feeding his self-pity upon it.

terror” in his own bosom. This similarity serves to
unify the story. In Poe’s tales, extreme sensitivity of

This pity cannot prevent the murder, which is athe senses usually signalizes approaching death, as
further attempt at exorcism. The final two sentence$ the case of Monos and of Roderick Usher. This
of the paragraph quoted explain why he believes'over acuteness” in “The Tell-Tale Heart” how-

that destruction is inevitable:

All in vain; because Death, in approaching him, had
stalked with his black shadow before him, and envel-
oped the victim. And it was the mournful influence of
the unperceived shadow that caused him to—feel

ever, pertains chiefly to the murderer, while death
comes to the man with the “vulture eye.” By
making the narrator dramatize his feelings in the old
man. Poe draws these two motifs together. We must
remember, writes one commentator upon the story,
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“that the criminal sought his own death in that of his ; ,
victim, and that he had in effect become the mar§?|
who now lies dead.” [Patrick F. Quinfihe French ‘\ “\
Face of Edgar Po¢Carbondale, lllinois, 1957). p.

236. Quinn makes this identity the theme of thecompelled to delay the murder
story, without describing the full sensory patterns
upon which it is based.] Symbolically this is true.
The resurgence of the beating heart shows that they the same nameless fears
horrors within himself, which the criminal attempt-
ed to identify with the old man and thus destroy, still
live. In the death of the old man he sought to kill asoul."
part of himself, but his “demons” could not be
exorcised through murder, for he himself is their
destined victim.

The madman feels

until his subject is overcome

that have possessed his own

From this point of view, the theme of “The he sees himself in his companion the result is self-
Tell-Tale Heart” is self-destruction through ex- knowledge. Vision becomes insight, the “Evil Eye”
treme subjectivity marked paradoxically by both anan evil “I,” and the murdered man a victim sacri-
excess of sensitivity and temporal solipsism. Howficed to a self-constituted deity. In this story, we
seriously Poe could take this relativity of time andhave undeveloped hints of the self-abhorrence
experience is evident in the poetic philosophy of hisuncovered in “William Wilson” and “The Imp of
Eureka(1849). There time is extended almost infi- the Perverse.”
nitely into the life-cycle of the universe, but that )
cycle itself is only one heartbeat of God, who is the ~ P0€ also has leftunresolved the story’s ulimate
ultimate subjectivity. Romantically, indeed, Poe degree of subjectivity. No objective setting is pro-
goes even further in the conclusionBarekaand vided; so completely subjective is the narration that
sees individual man becoming God, enclosing realif€w or no points of alignment with the external
ty within himself, and acting as his own creative World remain. From internal evidence, we assume
agent. In this state, distinction between subjectivdn® speaker to be mad, but whether his words
and objective fades: “the sense of individual identi-constitute a defense before some criminal tribunal
ty will be gradually merged in the general con- Or the complete fantasy of a madman there is no way
sciousness.” Destruction then becomes self-de®f ascertaining. [The critic adds in a footnote that

struction, the madman and his victim being aspectd2€Spite lack of objective evidence, “The Tell-
of the same universal identity. Death not only isTale Heart” bears much resemblance to a dream.

self-willed but takes on some of the sanctity of 1€ narrator acknowledges that the murdered man’s

creative and hence destructive Deity. The heartbeatri€k was such as occurs in dre’ams, and his memo-
of the red slayer and the slain merge in Poe'dy Of approaching the old man’s bed upon eight

metaphysical speculations as well as in the denouéyccessive midnights has the quality of a recurring
ment of a horror story. nightmare. Poe frequently couples madness and

dreaming, often with the variant “opium dreams,”

This extreme subjectivity, moreover, leaves theas in “Ligeia” and “The Fall of the House of
ethical problem of “The Tell-Tale Heart” unre- Usher.” “The Black Cat” a companion piece pub-
solved. In the opening paragraph of the story idished the same year as “The Tell-Tale Heart”
foreshadowed an issue of good and evil connecte(ll843), opens with an explicit denial of both mad-
with the speaker’'s madness: “I heard all things inness and dreaming. The introductory paragraph of
the heaven and in the earth. | heard many things ifiEleonora” (1842) runs the complete course of
hell. How, then, am | mad?” To be dramatically madness-dreams—death—good and evil: “Men
functional such an issue must be related to théave called me mad; but the question is not yet
murder. The only outward motivation for the mur- settled, whether madness is or is not the loftiest
der is irritation at the “vulture eye.” It is the evil of intelligence: whether much that is glorious, whether
the eye, not the old man (whom he “loved”), that all that is profound, does not spring from disease of
the murderer can no longer live with, and to makethought—from moodsof mind exalted at the ex-
sure that it is destroyed he will not kill the man while pense of the general intellect. They who dream by
he is sleeping. What the “Evil Eye” represents thatday are cognizant of many things which escape
it so arouses the madman we do not know, but sincéose who dream only by night. In their gray visions
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they obtain glimpses of eternity, and thrill, in awak- in the wall become the ominously beating heart of
ing, to find that they have been upon the verge of théhe old man, and the narrator’s vaunted self-control
great secret. In snatches, they learn something of thexplodes into a frenzy that leads to self-betrayal. |
wisdom which is of good, and more of the merefind it almost impossible to believe that Poe has no
knowledge which is of evil”.’] The difference, serious artistic motive in “The Tell-Tale Heart”
however, is not material, for the subjective experi-that he merely revels in horror and only inadvertent-
ence, however come hig,the story. Psychologically, ly illuminates the depths of the human soul. | find it
the lengthening concentration upon internal stategqually difficult to accept the view that Poe’s style
of being has divorced the murderer first from nor-should be assailed because of the ejaculatory and
mal chronology and finally from relationship with crazy confession of his narrator.

the “actual” world. The result, in Beach’s words, is Source: James W. Gargano, “The Question of Poe's
Q|§|ntggrat|on OT the psychological complex._ The Narrators,” inCollege English,\'/ol. 25, no. 3, December,
victim images himself as another and recoils from1963, pp. 177-81.

the vision. Seeing and seen eye become identical

and must be destroyed.

Sol E. Arthur Robi Poe’s ‘The Tell-Tale Heart Alfred C. Ward
urce: E. ur Robinson, “Poe’s ‘The Tell-Tale Heart’,” . . _
in Nineteenth-Century Fiction/ol. 19, No. 4, March, 1965, In the following excerpt, Ward notes with re

pp. 369-78. gard to “The Tell-Tale Heart” that Poe’s short
stories commonly deal with similar subject matter.
He comments that Poe’s narrative technique makes

James W. Gargano his stories powerful and effective, although his

In the following excerpt, Gargano praises Poe’s ysyal themes, such as madness, are unappealing.
controlled presentation of an insane narrator in

The Tell-Tale Heart. “The Tell-Tale Heart” is one of the most effective

. } parables ever conceived. Shorn of its fantastic de-
In “The Tell-Tale Heart” the cleavage between (5jis regarding the murdered man’s vulture-like

author an_d narrator is perfectlly apparent. The shargye’ and the long-drawn-out detail concerning the
exclamations, nervous questions, and broken senq rderer's slow entrance into his victim's room,

tences almost too blatantly advertise Poe’s CONghe story stands as an unforgettable record of the
scious intention; the protagonist's painful insistencey gice of a guilty conscience.

in “proving” himself sane only serves to intensify

the idea of his madness. Once again Poe presides Despite its merit as a parable, “The Tell-Tale
with precision of perception at the psychological Heart” is marred by the insanity of the chief charac-
drama he describes. He makes us understand thtr. From the very first sentence his madness is
the voluble murderer has been tortured by theapparent through his desperate insistence upon his
nightmarish terrors he attributes to his victim: “He sanity; and the preliminaries of his crime go to
was sitting up in bed listening;just as | have done, prove that madness. The vital weakness of Poe’s
night after night, harkening to the death watches irstories in this kind is his repeated use of the motive
the wall”; further, the narrator interprets the old of mental abnormality. Psychological fiction (and
man’s groan in terms of his own persistent anguishPoe was among its earliest practitioners) depends
“Many a night, just at midnight, when all the world for its effect upon the study of the human mind in its
slept, it has welled up from my own bosom, deepenconsciousstate—whereas insanity is, to all intents
ing, with its dreadful echo, the terrors that distractecand purposes, a condition of unconsciousness.

me.” Thus, Poe, in allowing his narrator to disbur- . . .
Is it not possible to contemplate a re-writing of

den himself of his tale, skillfully