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NOTE ON THE AUTHOR AND EDITOR
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EDGAR POE was born in 1809 in Boston, Massachusetts. The second of three children, his parents were both actors. In 1810 Poe’s father abandons the family and in 1811 his mother dies. The children are separated with Poe going to live with the Allan family. In 1815 the Allans take Poe to England, returning to Richmond, Virginia in 1820. In 1827, after a brief period at University, Poe enlists in the US Army. In the same year Tamerlane and other Poems is published in an edition of fifty copies. In 1830 Poe enters West Point Military Academy but is court-martialled in 1831. By this time John Allan has severed all links with Poe and ignored his pleas for financial help. Despite his poverty Poe is publishing some of his most famous tales. In 1834 Poe begins work for the Southern Literary Messenger and in 1836 marries his cousin, Virginia Clemm, just before her fourteenth birthday. In the same year he completes over eighty reviews for the Messenger. Poe moves to New York and The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym is published in 1838. Tales of the Grotesque and Arabesque is published in 1839. In the preface Poe declares that the ‘terror is not of Germany, but of the soul’. ‘The Murders in the Rue Morgue’ is published in 1841, the first of the ‘tales of ratiocination’. In 1842 Poe’s wife almost dies and he continues to be in financial difficulties, although he is increasingly recognised as a significant writer. In 1844 he carries out the ‘Balloon Hoax’ – a spoof article on the supposed crossing of the Atlantic by balloon. 1845 sees the publication of the poem ‘The Raven’ – an immediate popular success. By 1846 Poe is ill, depressed, and again in financial straits. His wife is also ill and dies in 1847. Although weakened by ill-health Poe begins Eureka which is published in 1848. 1849 sees him engaged to a childhood sweetheart, but in the same year he visits Baltimore where, after disappearing for several days, he is found delirious and ill. He dies from ‘congestion of the brain’ on 7 October.
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INTRODUCTION
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Edgar Allan Poe remains an endlessly elusive and problematic writer. The critical response to his work, for example, is as varied as the meaning assigned to his stories. Mark Twain found him ‘unreadable’, T. S. Eliot ‘slipshod’ and William Carlos Williams ‘a genius’; while Henry James felt that ‘an enthusiasm’ for him was ‘the mark of a decidedly primitive stage of reflection’. And yet despite the negative judgements Poe remains both a remarkably popular and a remarkably influential writer. If he is most widely known for the so-called gothic’ horror stories, he is also the author of a science fiction which anticipates Jules Verne and H. G. Wells; of detective stories (the ‘tales of ratiocination’) which, in the figure of Inspector Dupin, precede Sherlock Holmes and the later urban crime thriller; and of satirical sketches and parodies which reveal significant social and cultural criticism. In addition, his poetry (including the prose-poem ‘Eureka’) lies behind Baudelaire and the French Symbolist poets (and, in turn, T. S. Eliot), and aspects of his fiction can be found in, for example, the writings of Borges, Nabokov and William Burroughs. All this from a figure who belongs as much to romanticism as he does to modernism (and post-modernism) and whose stories, despite the body of exegesis devoted to them, remain, like his critical position, both cryptic and shifting in their suggestive ambiguity and paradox.

And the stories are his major achievement precisely because they remain so enigmatic and shifting in their meanings. Thus although Poe spoke of a ‘magazine literature’ based on ‘the curt, the condensed, the pointed, the readily diffused’ rather than ‘the verbose, the detailed, the voluminous, the inaccessible’, his stories, at their most intense, reveal an artistry and an internal unity similar to his American contemporaries, Nathaniel Hawthorne and Herman Melville. In his 1842 review of Hawthorne’s Twice-Told Tales Poe offers a view of the short story which is basic to his own writing. There the ‘prose tale’ is that ‘class of composition which, next to the poem’, can ‘best fulfil the demands of high genius’. The novel ‘is objectionable, for its length’ but the short story, because it takes ‘from a half-hour to one or two hours in its perusal’ allows for Poe’s central qualities: a ‘totality’ or ‘unity of effect’ gained from an uninterrupted reading in which every word, every detail is subordinate to the ‘pre-established design’. The effect, in turn, draws its power ( its ‘design’) from a ‘strong undercurrent of suggestion’: the ‘shadow’ and ‘glimpses’ of a seemingly unending compression of meaning characteristic of the tales – in brief, the density of their internal ambiguities.

Part of this effect (this density) must be related to Poe’s response to his contemporary America, a view which, he felt, based its faith on the myths of Western optimism and Manifest Destiny and sought an ideal community through a misplaced belief in the possibility of human progress. Stories such as ‘The Colloquy of Monos and Una’ and ‘Mellonta Tauta’ are openly satirical of a blind faith in science and of society’s ability to create earthly utopias. Some of this scepticism belongs to Poe’s Southern background – a cultural heritage which made him wary of New England, idealism and Western pragmatism, and which underlies the intensity of his alternative vision of America and the American psyche. In the stories Poe consistently inverts American myth and questions its beliefs. What, in Emerson, Whitman and Thoreau, is a transcendent land celebrated for its size, space, openness and newness – symbolic of an imaginative and spiritual potential which ‘dazzles the imagination’ – in Poe becomes the antithesis of hope and promise; a process in which the culture, and the psyche, is stripped of its myths and certainties, and where dream is invariably nightmare and the familiar is strange and alien.

Significantly, Poe’s direction was not West at all, but South. In The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym the ship, like the narrative, is ‘pulled’ towards Antarctica – an ultimate (and compulsive) magnetic base for an alternative American consciousness. In going South rather than West Poe was invoking those very aspects of the American sensibility implicit in the structure of Southern slavery and violence before the Civil War. As Huck Finn was to discover, to go South was wholly distinct from the West. In Poe’s stories the direction is evidence of a fundamental alternative to the pragmatic and optimistic. It is, in brief, the underside of American myth – and a very different iconography of nineteenth-century America. This, perhaps, is behind Poe’s extraordinary fascination for today’s reader; for his mental landscape was one we would all now recognise as modern. Whether we accept it is, of course, another matter.

It is a paradox that the year of Poe’s death is also the year of the California Gold Rush, an event central to American culture at that time. It symbolically marked out California as the destiny of American promise and opportunity, echoed in Horace Greeley’s exhortation to ‘Go West’. In many ways the expansion of the Western frontier in the nineteenth century underpins the culture’s insistence on space and freedom. Equally it suggests how the promise of a democratic process based on opportunity and individual energy was also potentially founded on a corrupted, and inevitable, materialism. Poe foresaw this, as his poem ‘Eldorado’ suggests, but he also understood the implications for the idea of democracy in the United States.

In a culture which stressed the importance of individualism and, like Whitman, celebrated ‘the self’, Poe takes that self as one of his central subjects, but he inverts Whitman’s optimism over the ‘simple separate person’. To be individual in Poe is to be isolated, lonely and secluded; introverted states underlined and defined by the environments in which the stories take place. The physical space of the American continent gives way, as it were, to the internal space of the psyche where the only frontier is a provisional borderline between sanity and madness. As Poe’s narrators inhabit this internal and wholly individual space, so we are brought to a godless world in which the ‘natural’ gives way to the diseased and obsessive, an anti-world from which there is no release.

Light gives way to dark, day to night, hope to gloom and despair, and health to disease. Think, for example, of ‘The Fall of the House of Usher’, published only three years after that wholly different but quintessential text of the period, Emerson’s essay ‘Nature’. In Usher there is no optimism, no vocabulary capable of creating an alternative ‘natural’ world. The opening paragraph introduces us to an endlessly closed and dying environment from which there is no escape. ‘Dull’, ‘dark’, ‘dreary’, ‘melancholy’, ‘bleak’, ‘decayed’, ‘black’, ‘lurid’, ‘grey’, ‘ghastly’ create an atmosphere and feeling of ‘utter depression’, ‘insufferable gloom’ and ‘unredeemed dreariness’, an all-pervading sense of sentient decay. Thus, whereas in ‘Walden’ the pond is, for Thoreau, a symbol for the redeeming presence of God in an ever-sustaining natural world, in Usher we have only the black tarn which swallows everything into its negative depths and does so with what Allen Tate has called ‘the loss of the entire natural order of experience’.

Indeed, it is this loss which underlies the stories’ entry into their compulsive underworld. The characteristic settings declare the extent to which Poe invites us into psychological states which, like his houses, are suggested by enclosed, secluded and isolated interiors. As Poe moves from the open air into the closed and restricted, and from the public into the private, his stories create settings which, like his meanings, offer rooms within rooms and structures within structures. This is an essential part of the density and compression of effect in his writing. For the buildings in Poe are also expressions of a psychological environment: interiors which his narrators inhabit and through which they seek to define their states of consciousness and fractured identities. Perversely, such settings establish themselves as the proper domain of a Poe story: they are, paradoxically, the ‘natural’ habitat of both the psychic turmoil and experience which the stories evoke – much in the way Dracula could only move around at night. The house in Usher, the ‘haunted palace’ of a diseased mind, is labyrinthine in its construction and has multiple meanings. Similarly in ‘William Wilson’ the house has ‘no end to its windings’ and is ‘incomprehensible’ in its ‘sub-divisions’. Once entered, we are told, ‘it was impossible at any given time, to say with certainty upon which of its two stories one happened to be. From each room to every other there were sure to be found three or four steps either in ascent or descent’. The description is appropriately emblematic of the way Poe’s stories proliferate meanings in a deceptive fictional space: the internal rooms (and ruminations) of Poe’s own unusual house of fiction.

‘The Fall of the House of Usher’ in this context is a central example, but the clue to its significance is a poem in the story that is easily missed – ‘The Haunted Palace’. What is described as ‘Once a fair and stately palace’ has fallen into ruin. But the ‘palace’ is not so much a building as a head. And each stage of the poem describes how, inevitably, the palace falls into decline – a head plagued with nightmares and memories of past experiences and deeds. The ‘Banner’ (hair), the ‘two luminous windows’ (eyes), the ‘fair palace door’ (mouth) with ‘pearl and ruby glowing’ (teeth and lips) constitute an ideal state, an ideal America, and ideal language.

But, as ever, ‘evil things’ have attacked this innocence so that now, when we look ‘Through the red-litten windows’, we see,

Vast forms that move fantastically

To a discordant melody,

While, like a rapid ghostly river,

Through the pale door,

A hideous throng rush out forever,

And laugh – but smile no more.

Look into the head and see a fantastic and disordered internal world expressed in terms of a language which itself can only be described as a ‘hideous throng’ of words and sounds. This is ‘The House of Usher’, the ‘mind’ of Poe, and the ‘language’ of his psychological landscape. Poe’s tales are invariably the articulation of the hidden, the secret, of the interiors of their narrators. There is an excessive tone, and equally an excessive honesty in everything that they say. Each Poe story creates, in the end, an archetypal ‘inscape’ of the mind.

Once inside this ‘house’ the movement of a Poe story is invariably inwards, as if it seeks a hidden centre (abyss, vortex, maelström) and cuts into the underside, the underground, of its psychic setting. Hence the sense of claustrophobia which is one of the stories’ remarkable effects: as if the language is moving even deeper into an increasingly restrictive area. The cellars, pits, rooms, catacombs, tunnels and chambers close in upon the narrators as they, like their victims, are cut off from an assumed world of light, air and human society: a fiction of locked doors, sealed cavities, bricked-up alcoves and premature burial. It is, I think, the insistent and compulsive presence of these environments which gives to their place within the stories a force more than symbolic. They are not simply expressions of the narrator’s mind; more often they suggest almost archetypal, if extreme, psychological states of dread and deeply private emotion. ‘The Pit and the Pendulum’ is characteristic. We enter a ‘subterranean world of darkness’ which exists amidst ‘the blackness of darkness’, so impenetrable that it contains nothing of the ‘familiar’ world outside.

And this should alert us to how many of the stories are narrated in the first person as well as to the kinds of narrative voice the stories give us. Think, for example, of ‘The Black Cat’ and ‘The Tell-Tale Heart’ where the voices speaking to us are nervous and extreme; grotesque personalities which, like the settings of the stories, ‘come upon’ us without warning. The individuality of these narrators is such that, invariably, they have reached the edge, the borders of their narrative territory. If they are mad the term is freed of any absolute meaning. As alienated outsiders they speak to us through ennui and paranoia and yet with an intensity which allows their stories to create an inner logic. As they continue, so the narrative voices exhaust themselves – disclosing secrets in a style held together through the tensions and anxieties of their neuroses. What is buried is uncovered, and what is hidden revealed as the ghosts and phobias come out of the cellars and corners of the Poe house of fiction.

The telling of the stories is paramount: the needful exposure and expelling of a tale. Indeed, the psychological impulse propels the stories into an unconscious world which we would probably rather choose not to inhabit. The narrators make public what is private and, in their often absurd, almost preposterous language, establish inner worlds of dread, desire, murder and death in a style which, like the settings, is as exhaustive and self-destructive as many of the stories’ conclusions. Like the ‘spirit of perverseness’ the narrative voice comes close to what Borges defined as ‘baroque’: that ‘style which deliberately exhausts (or tries to exhaust) its possibilities and borders on its own caricature’.

Poe’s short stories, then, establish a public space for a private mythology. We should remember ‘The Man of the Crowd’, not because we might want to ‘see’ him as an archetypal urban figure but because, perversely, he is the Poe hero and, potentially, the narrator of all the stories. He may be nameless and faceless on the outside, but on the inside are the untold stories after which we, as readers, follow; secrets ‘which do not permit themselves to be told’. ‘The Man of the Crowd’ is the supreme Poe subject – wandering aimlessly through the streets as custodian of the hidden, inner and secret narratives that we must know.

When Poe said that the ‘terror is not of Germany but of the soul’ he alerted us to the ‘real’ centre of his fiction and made the important distinction between gothic mechanism and theatre, and the form in which his narratives seek a language appropriate to their telling. If, as Allen Tate suggests, his ‘one great subject’ is ‘the disintegration of personality’ it is equally the finding of a language capable of bringing us the ‘Dark Night of sense’. We must not, however, in our efforts to determine the meaning of these stories, reduce them to the status of allegories. Rather, it seems to me, we should enter them obliquely and allow their rich and multiple suggestiveness to establish their ‘design’ upon us – the creation of a very special and ever-shifting fictive territory. Let, then, the telling begin; but we would do well to remember that Poe is the interminable hoaxer and that while he wrote some wonderful short stories he also told some excessively tall tales.

GRAHAM CLARKE


NOTE ON THE TEXT
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Poe published a number of volumes of stories during his lifetime, most notably Tales of the Grotesque and Arabesque (2 volumes, Philadelphia, 1840) and Tales (New York, 1845). However, much of Poe’s work first appeared in magazines and journals of the day. Indeed, Poe not only championed the short story but saw it very much in the context of a ‘magazine literature’ appropriate to the contemporary world (as he suggests in his Marginalia). The journals in which he most frequently published his stories were the Southern Literary Messenger, Graham’s Magazine and Godey’s Lady’s Book. The list of contents gives the date and place of the stories’ first publication in relation to such journals and magazines. The first collected edition of Poe’s work was that edited by Rufus Wilmot Griswold in 1850–6. John Ingram published The Works of Edgar Allan Poe in 1874–5. Definitive later editions are The Complete Poems and Stories of Edgar Allan Poe, ed. Arthur H. Quinn (1946), and The Collected Works of Edgar Allan Poe, ed. Thomas O. Mabbot (1969 and 1978).


William Wilson

What say of it? what say of CONSCIENCE grim,
That spectre in my path?

CHAMBERLAYNE’S Pharronida

Let me call myself, for the present, William Wilson. The fair page now lying before me need not be sullied with my real appellation. This has been already too much an object for the scorn – for the horror – for the detestation of my race. To the uttermost regions of the globe have not the indignant winds bruited its unparalleled infamy? Oh, outcast of all outcasts most abandoned! – to the earth art thou not forever dead? to its honours, to its flowers, to its golden aspirations? – and a cloud, dense, dismal, and limitless, does it not hang eternally between thy hopes and heaven?

I would not, if I could, here or to-day, embody a record of my later years of unspeakable misery, and unpardonable crime. This epoch – these later years – took unto themselves a sudden elevation in turpitude, whose origin alone it is my present purpose to assign. Men usually grow base by degrees. From me, in an instant, all virtue dropped bodily as a mantle. From comparatively trivial wickedness I passed, with the stride of a giant, into more than the enormities of an Elah-Gabalus. What chance – what one event brought this evil thing to pass, bear with me while I relate. Death approaches; and the shadow which foreruns him has thrown a softening influence over my spirit. I long, in passing through the dim valley, for the sympathy – I had nearly said for the pity – of my fellow-men. I would fain have them believe that I have been, in some measure, the slave of circumstances beyond human control. I would wish them to seek out for me, in the details I am about to give, some little oasis of fatality amid a wilderness of error. I would have them allow – what they cannot refrain from allowing – that, although temptation may have erewhile existed as great, man was never thus, at least, tempted before – certainly, never thus fell. And is it therefore that he has never thus suffered? Have I not indeed been living in a dream? And am I not now dying a victim to the horror and the mystery of the wildest of all sublunary visions?

I am the descendant of a race whose imaginative and easily excitable temperament has at all times rendered them remarkable; and, in my earliest infancy, I gave evidence of having fully inherited the family character. As I advanced in years it was more strongly developed; becoming, for many reasons, a cause of serious disquietude to my friends, and of positive injury to myself. I grew self-willed, addicted to the wildest caprices, and a prey to the most ungovernable passions. Weak-minded, and beset with constitutional infirmities akin to my own, my parents could do but little to check the evil propensities which distinguished me. Some feeble and ill-directed efforts resulted in complete failure on their part, and, of course, in total triumph on mine. Thenceforward my voice was a household law; and at an age when few children have abandoned their leading-strings, I was left to the guidance of my own will, and became, in all but name, the master of my own actions.

My earliest recollections of a school-life, are connected with a large, rambling, Elizabethan house, in a misty-looking village of England, where were a vast number of gigantic and gnarled trees, and where all the houses were excessively ancient. In truth, it was a dream-like and spirit-soothing place, that venerable old town. At this moment, in fancy, I feel the refreshing chilliness of its deeply-shadowed avenues, inhale the fragrance of its thousand shrubberies, and thrill anew with undefinable delight, at the deep hollow note of the church-bell, breaking, each hour, with sullen and sudden roar, upon the stillness of the dusky atmosphere in which the fretted Gothic steeple lay imbedded and asleep.

It gives me, perhaps, as much of pleasure as I can now in any manner experience, to dwell upon minute recollections of the school and its concerns. Steeped in misery as I am – misery, alas! only too real – I shall be pardoned for seeking relief, however slight and temporary, in the weakness of a few rambling details. These, moreover, utterly trivial, and even ridiculous in themselves, assume, to my fancy, adventitious importance, as connected with a period and a locality when and where I recognize the first ambiguous monitions of the destiny which afterwards so fully overshadowed me. Let me then remember.

The house, I have said, was old and irregular. The grounds were extensive, and a high and solid brick wall, topped with a bed of mortar and broken glass, encompassed the whole. This prison-like rampart formed the limit of our domain; beyond it we saw but thrice a week – once every Saturday afternoon, when, attended by two ushers, we were permitted to take brief walks in a body through some of the neighbouring fields – and twice during Sunday, when we were paraded in the same formal manner to the morning and evening service in the one church of the village. Of this church the principal of our school was pastor. With how deep a spirit of wonder and perplexity was I wont to regard him from our remote pew in the gallery, as, with step solemn and slow, he ascended the pulpit! This reverend man, with countenance so demurely benign, with robes so glossy and so clerically flowing, with wig so minutely powdered, so rigid and so vast, – could this be he who, of late, with sour visage, and in snuffy habiliments, administered, ferule in hand, the Draconian laws of the academy? Oh, gigantic paradox, too utterly monstrous for solution!

At an angle of the ponderous wall frowned a more ponderous gate. It was riveted and studded with iron bolts, and surmounted with jagged iron spikes. What impressions of deep awe did it inspire! It was never opened save for the three periodical egressions and ingressions already mentioned; then, in every creak of its mighty hinges, we found a plenitude of mystery – a world of matter for solemn remark, or for more solemn meditation.

The extensive enclosure was irregular in form, having many capacious recesses. Of these, three or four of the largest constituted the play-ground. It was level, and covered with fine hard gravel. I well remember it had no trees, nor benches, nor anything similar within it. Of course it was in the rear of the house. In front lay a small parterre, planted with box and other shrubs; but through this sacred division we passed only upon rare occasions indeed – such as a first advent to school or final departure thence, or perhaps, when a parent or friend having called for us, we joyfully took our way home for the Christmas or Midsummer holidays.

But the house! – how quaint an old building was this! – to me how veritably a place of enchantment! There was really no end to its windings – to its incomprehensible subdivisions. It was difficult at any given time, to say with certainty upon which of its two storeys one happened to be. From each room to every other there were sure to be found three or four steps either in ascent or descent. Then the lateral branches were innumerable – inconceivable – and so returning in upon themselves, that our most exact ideas in regard to the whole mansion were not very far different from those with which we pondered upon infinity. During the five years of my residence here, I was never able to ascertain with precision, in what remote locality lay the little sleeping apartment assigned to myself and some eighteen or twenty other scholars.

The school-room was the largest in the house – I could not help thinking, in the world. It was very long, narrow, and dismally low, with pointed Gothic windows and a ceiling of oak. In a remote and terror-inspiring angle was a square enclosure of eight or ten feet, comprising the sanctum, ‘during hours’, of our principal, the Reverend Dr Bransby. It was a solid structure, with massy door, sooner than open which in the absence of the ‘Dominie’, we would all have willingly perished by the peine forte et dure. In other angles were two other similar boxes, far less reverenced, indeed, but still greatly matters of awe. One of these was the pulpit of the ‘classical’ usher, one of the ‘English and mathematical’. Interspersed about the room, crossing and recrossing in endless irregularity, were innumerable benches and desks, black, ancient, and time-worn, piled desperately with much-bethumbed books, and so beseamed with initial letters, names at full length, grotesque figures, and other multiplied efforts of the knife, as to have entirely lost what little of original form might have been their portion in days long departed. A huge bucket with water stood at one extremity of the room, and a clock of stupendous dimensions at the other.

Encompassed by the massy walls of this venerable academy, I passed, yet not in tedium or disgust, the years of the third lustrum of my life. The teeming brain of childhood requires no external world of incident to occupy or amuse it; and the apparently dismal monotony of a school was replete with more intense excitement than my riper youth has derived from luxury, or my full manhood from crime. Yet I must believe that my first mental development had in it much of the uncommon – even much of the outré. Upon mankind at large the events of very early existence rarely leave in mature age any definite impression. All is grey shadow – a weak and irregular remembrance – an indistinct regathering of feeble pleasures and phantasmagoric pains. With me this is not so. In childhood I must have felt with the energy of a man what I now find stamped upon memory in lines as vivid, as deep, and as durable as the exergues of the Carthaginian medals.

Yet in fact – in the fact of the world’s view – how little was there to remember! The morning’s awakening, the nightly summons to bed; the connings, the recitations; the periodical half-holidays, and perambulations; the play-ground, with its broils, its pastimes, its intrigues; – these, by a mental sorcery long forgotten, were made to involve a wilderness of sensation, a world of rich incident, a universe of varied emotion, of excitement the most passionate and spirit-stirring. ‘Oh, le bon temps, que ce siècle de fer!’

In truth, the ardour, the enthusiasm, and the imperiousness of my disposition, soon rendered me a marked character among my schoolmates, and by slow, but natural gradations, gave me an ascendancy over all not greatly older than myself; – over all with a single exception. This exception was found in the person of a scholar, who, although no relation, bore the same Christian and surname as myself; – a circumstance, in fact, little remarkable; for, notwithstanding a noble descent, mine was one of those every-day appellations which seem, by prescriptive right, to have been, time out of mind, the common property of the mob. In this narrative I have therefore designated myself as William Wilson, – a fictitious title not very dissimilar to the real. My namesake alone, of those who in school phraseology constituted ‘our set’, presumed to compete with me in the studies of the class – in the sports and broils of the play-ground – to refuse implicit belief in my assertions, and submission to my will – indeed, to interfere with my arbitrary dictation in any respect whatsoever. If there is on earth a supreme and unqualified despotism, it is the despotism of a master mind in boyhood over the less energetic spirits of its companions.

Wilson’s rebellion was to me a source of the greatest embarrassment; – the more so as, in spite of the bravado with which in public I made a point of treating him and his pretensions, I secretly felt that I feared him, and could not help thinking the equality which he maintained so easily with myself, a proof of his true superiority; since not to be overcome cost me a perpetual struggle. Yet this superiority – even this equality – was in truth acknowledged by no one but myself; our associates, by some unaccountable blindness, seemed not even to suspect it. Indeed, his competition, his resistance, and especially his impertinent and dogged interference with my purposes, were not more pointed than private. He appeared to be destitute alike of the ambition which urged, and of the passionate energy of mind which enabled me to excel. In his rivalry he might have been supposed actuated solely by a whimsical desire to thwart, astonish, or mortify myself; although there were times when I could not help observing, with a feeling made up of wonder, abasement, and pique, that he mingled with his injuries, his insults, or his contradictions, a certain most inappropriate, and assuredly most unwelcome affectionateness of manner. I could only conceive this singular behaviour to arise from a consummate self-conceit assuming the vulgar air of patronage and protection.

Perhaps it was this latter trait in Wilson’s conduct, conjoined with our identity of name, and the mere accident of our having entered the school upon the same day, which set afloat the notion that we were brothers, among the senior classes in the academy. These do not usually inquire with much strictness into the affairs of their juniors. I have before said, or should have said, that Wilson was not, in the most remote degree, connected with my family. But assuredly if we had been brothers we must have been twins; for, after leaving Dr Bransby’s, I casually learned that my namesake was born on the nineteenth of January, 1813 – and this is a somewhat remarkable coincidence; for the day is precisely that of my own nativity.

It may seem strange that in spite of the continual anxiety occasioned me by the rivalry of Wilson, and his intolerable spirit of contradiction, I could not bring myself to hate him altogether. We had, to be sure, nearly every day a quarrel in which, yielding me publicly the palm of victory, he, in some manner, contrived to make me feel that it was he who had deserved it; yet a sense of pride on my part, and a veritable dignity on his own, kept us always upon what are called ‘speaking terms’, where there were many points of strong congeniality in our tempers, operating to awake in me a sentiment which our position alone, perhaps, prevented from ripening into friendship. It is difficult, indeed, to define, or even to describe, my real feelings towards him. They formed a motley and heterogeneous admixture; – some petulant animosity, which was not yet hatred, some esteem, more respect, much fear, with a world of uneasy curiosity. To the moralist it will be unnecessary to say, in addition, that Wilson and myself were the most inseparable of companions.

It was no doubt the anomalous state of affairs existing between us, which turned all my attacks upon him (and they were many, either open or covert) into the channel of banter or practical joke (giving pain while assuming the aspect of mere fun) rather than into a more serious and determined hostility. But my endeavours on this head were by no means uniformly successful, even when my plans were the most wittily concocted; for my namesake had much about him, in character, of that unassuming and quiet austerity which, while enjoying the poignancy of its own jokes, has no heel of Achilles in itself, and absolutely refuses to be laughed at. I could find, indeed, but one vulnerable point, and that, lying in a personal peculiarity, arising, perhaps, from constitutional disease, would have been spared by any antagonist less at his wit’s end than myself – my rival had a weakness in the faucial or guttural organs, which precluded him from raising his voice at any time above a very low whisper. Of this defect I did not fail to take what poor advantage lay in my power.

Wilson’s retaliations in kind were many; and there was one form of his practical wit that disturbed me beyond measure. How his sagacity first discovered at all that so petty a thing would vex me, is a question I never could solve; but, having discovered, he habitually practised the annoyance. I had always felt aversion to my uncourtly patronymic, and its very common, if not plebeian prænomen. The words were venom in my ears; and when, upon the day of my arrival, a second William Wilson came also to the academy, I felt angry with him for bearing the name, and doubly disgusted with the name because a stranger bore it, who would be the cause of its two-fold repetition, who would be constantly in my presence, and whose concerns, in the ordinary routine of the school business, must inevitably, on account of the detestable coincidence, be often confounded with my own.

The feeling of vexation thus engendered grew stronger with every circumstance tending to show resemblance, moral or physical, between my rival and myself. I had not then discovered the remarkable fact that we were of the same age; but I saw that we were of the same height, and I perceived that we were even singularly alike in general contour of person and outline of feature. I was galled, too, by the rumour touching a relationship, which had grown current in the upper forms. In a word, nothing could more seriously disturb me (although I scrupulously concealed such disturbance), than any allusion to a similarity of mind, person, or condition existing between us. But, in truth, I had no reason to believe that (with the exception of the matter of relationship, and in the case of Wilson himself) this similarity had ever been made a subject of comment, or even observed at all by our schoolfellows. That he observed it in all its bearings, and as fixedly as I, was apparent; but that he could discover in such circumstances so fruitful a field of annoyance, can only be attributed, as I said before, to his more than usual penetration.

His cue, which was to perfect an imitation of myself, lay both in words and in actions; and most admirably did he play his part. My dress it was an easy matter to copy; my gait and general manner were, without difficulty, appropriated; in spite of his constitutional defect, even my voice did not escape him. My louder tones were, of course, unattempted, but then the key, it was identical; and his singular whisper, it grew the very echo of my own.

How greatly this most exquisite portraiture harassed me (for it could not justly be termed a caricature), I will not now venture to describe. I had but one consolation – in the fact that the imitation, apparently, was noticed by myself alone, and that I had to endure only the knowing and strangely sarcastic smiles of my namesake himself. Satisfied with having produced in my bosom the intended effect, he seemed to chuckle in secret over the sting he had inflicted, and was characteristically disregardful of the public applause which the success of his witty endeavours might have so easily elicited. That the school, indeed, did not feel his design, perceive its accomplishment, and participate in his sneer, was, for many anxious months, a riddle I could not resolve. Perhaps the gradation of his copy rendered it not so readily perceptible; or, more possibly, I owed my security to the masterly air of the copyist, who, disdaining the letter (which in a painting is all the obtuse can see), gave but the full spirit of his original for my individual contemplation and chagrin.

I have already more than once spoken of the disgusting air of patronage which he assumed toward me, and of his frequent officious interference with my will. This interference often took the ungracious character of advice; advice not openly given, but hinted or insinuated. I received it with a repugnance which gained strength as I grew in years. Yet, at this distant day, let me do him the simple justice to acknowledge that I can recall no occasion when the suggestions of my rival were on the side of those errors or follies so usual to his immature age and seeming inexperience; that his moral sense, at least, if not his general talents and worldly wisdom, was far keener than my own; and that I might, to-day, have been a better, and thus a happier man, had I less frequently rejected the counsels embodied in those meaning whispers which I then but too cordially hated and too bitterly despised.

As it was, I at length grew restive in the extreme under his distasteful supervision, and daily resented more and more openly what I considered his intolerable arrogance. I have said that, in the first years of our connection as schoolmates, my feelings in regard to him might have been easily ripened into friendship: but, in the latter months of my residence at the academy, although the intrusion of his ordinary manner had, beyond doubt, in some measure, abated, my sentiments, in nearly similar proportion, partook very much of positive hatred. Upon one occasion he saw this, I think, and afterwards avoided, or made a show of avoiding me.

It was about the same period, if I remember aright, that, in an altercation of violence with him, in which he was more than usually thrown off his guard, and spoke and acted with an openness of demeanour rather foreign to his nature, I discovered, or fancied I discovered, in his accent, his air, and general appearance, a something which first startled, and then deeply interested me, by bringing to mind dim visions of my earliest infancy – wild, confused, and thronging memories of a time when memory herself was yet unborn. I cannot better describe the sensation which oppressed me than by saying that I could with difficulty shake off the belief of my having been acquainted with the being who stood before me, at some epoch very long ago – some point of the past even infinitely remote. The delusion, however, faded rapidly as it came; and I mention it at all but to define the day of the last conversation I there held with my singular namesake.

The huge old house, with its countless subdivisions, had several large chambers communicating with each other, where slept the greater number of the students. There were, however (as must necessarily happen in a building so awkwardly planned), many little nooks or recesses, the odds and ends of the structure; and these the economic ingenuity of Dr Bransby had also fitted up as dormitories; although, being the merest closets, they were capable of accommodating but a single individual. One of these small apartments was occupied by Wilson.

One night, about the close of my fifth year at the school, and immediately after the altercation just mentioned, finding every one wrapped in sleep, I arose from bed, and, lamp in hand, stole through a wilderness of narrow passages from my own bedroom to that of my rival. I had long been plotting one of those ill-natured pieces of practical wit at his expense in which I had hitherto been so uniformly unsuccessful. It was my intention, now, to put my scheme in operation, and I resolved to make him feel the whole extent of the malice with which I was imbued. Having reached his closet, I noiselessly entered, leaving the lamp, with a shade over it, on the outside. I advanced a step, and listened to the sound of his tranquil breathing. Assured of his being sleep, I returned, took the light, and with it again approached the bed. Close curtains were around it, which, in the prosecution of my plan, I slowly and quietly withdrew, when the bright rays fell vividly upon the sleeper, and my eyes, at the same moment, upon his countenance. I looked; – and a numbness, an iciness of feeling instantly pervaded my frame. My breast heaved, my knees tottered, my whole spirit became possessed with an objectless yet intolerable horror. Gasping for breath, I lowered the lamp in still nearer proximity to the face. Were these – these the lineaments of William Wilson? I saw, indeed, that they were his, but I shook as if with a fit of the ague in fancying they were not. What was there about them to confound me in this manner? I gazed; – while my brain reeled with a multitude of incoherent thoughts. Not thus he appeared – assuredly not thus – in the vivacity of his waking hours. The same name! the same contour of person! the same day of arrival at the academy! And then his dogged and meaningless imitation of my gait, my voice, my habits, and my manner! Was it, in truth, within the bounds of human possibility, that what I now saw was the result, merely, of the habitual practice of this sarcastic imitation? Awestricken, and with a creeping shudder, I extinguished the lamp, passed silently from the chamber, and left, at once, the halls of that old academy, never to enter them again.

After a lapse of some months, spent at home in mere idleness, I found myself a student at Eton. The brief interval had been sufficient to enfeeble my remembrance of the events at Dr Bransby’s, or at least to effect a material change in the nature of the feelings with which I remembered them. The truth – the tragedy – of the drama was no more. I could now find room to doubt the evidence of my senses; and seldom called up the subject at all but with wonder at the extent of human credulity, and a smile at the vivid force of the imagination which I hereditarily possessed. Neither was this species of scepticism likely to be diminished by the character of the life I led at Eton. The vortex of thoughtless folly into which I there so immediately and so recklessly plunged, washed away all but the froth of my past hours, engulfed at once every solid or serious impression, and left to memory only the veriest levities of a former existence.

I do not wish, however, to trace the course of my miserable profligacy here – a profligacy which set at defiance the laws, while it eluded the vigilance of the institution. Three years of folly, passed without profit, had but given me rooted habits of vice, and added, in a somewhat unusual degree, to my bodily stature, when, after a week of soulless dissipation, I invited a small party of the most dissolute students to a secret carousal in my chambers. We met at a late hour of the night; for our debaucheries were to be faithfully protracted until morning. The wine flowed freely, and there were not wanting other and perhaps more dangerous seductions; so that the grey dawn had already faintly appeared in the east, while our delirious extravagance was at its height. Madly flushed with cards and intoxication, I was in the act of insisting upon a toast of more than wonted profanity, when my attention was suddenly diverted by the violent, although partial unclosing of the door of the apartment, and by the eager voice of a servant from without. He said that some person, apparently in great haste, demanded to speak with me in the hall.

Wildly excited with wine, the unexpected interruption rather delighted than surprised me. I staggered forward at once, and a few steps brought me to the vestibule of the building. In this low and small room there hung no lamp; and now no light at all was admitted, save that of the exceedingly feeble dawn which made its way through the semi-circular window. As I put my foot over the threshold, I became aware of the figure of a youth about my own height, and habited in a white kerseymere morning frock, cut in the novel fashion of the one I myself wore at the moment. This the faint light enabled me to perceive; but the features of his face I could not distinguish. Upon my entering he strode hurriedly up to me, and, seizing me by the arm with a gesture of petulant impatience, whispered the words ‘William Wilson!’ in my ear.

I grew perfectly sober in an instant.

There was that in the manner of the stranger, and in the tremulous shake of his uplifted finger, as he held it between my eyes and the light, which filled me with unqualified amazement; but it was not this which so violently moved me. It was the pregnancy of solemn admonition in the singular, low, hissing utterance; and, above all, it was the character, the tone, the key, of those few, simple, and familiar, yet whispered syllables, which came with a thousand thronging memories of by-gone days, and struck upon my soul with the shock of a galvanic battery. Ere I could recover the use of my senses he was gone.

Although this event failed not of a vivid effect upon my disordered imagination, yet was it evanescent as vivid. For some weeks, indeed, I busied myself in earnest inquiry, or was wrapped in a cloud of morbid speculation. I did not pretend to disguise from my perception the identity of the singular individual who thus perseveringly interfered with my affairs, and harassed me with his insinuated counsel. But who and what was this Wilson? – and whence came he? – and what were his purposes? Upon neither of these points could I be satisfied; merely ascertaining, in regard to him, that a sudden accident in his family had caused his removal from Dr Bransby’s academy on the afternoon of the day in which I myself had eloped. But in a brief period I ceased to think upon the subject; my attention being all absorbed in a contemplated departure for Oxford. Thither I soon went; the uncalculating vanity of my parents furnishing me with an outfit and annual establishment, which would enable me to indulge at will in the luxury already so dear to my heart, – to vie in profuseness of expenditure with the haughtiest heirs of the wealthiest earldoms in Great Britain.

Excited by such appliances to vice, my constitutional temperament broke forth with redoubled ardour, and I spurned even the common restraints of decency in the mad infatuation of my revels. But it were absurd to pause in the details of my extravagance. Let it suffice, that among spendthrifts I out-Heroded Herod, and that, giving name to a multitude of novel follies, I added no brief appendix to the long catalogue of vices then usual in the most dissolute university of Europe.

It could hardly be credited, however, that I had, even here, so utterly fallen from the gentlemanly estate, as to seek acquaintance with the vilest arts of the gambler by profession, and, having become an adept in his despicable science, to practise it habitually as a means of increasing my already enormous income at the expense of the weak-minded among my fellow-collegians. Such, nevertheless, was the fact. And the very enormity of this offence against all manly and honourable sentiment proved, beyond doubt, the main if not the sole reason of the impunity with which it was committed. Who, indeed, among my most abandoned associates, would not rather have disputed the clearest evidence of his senses, than have suspected of such courses, the gay, the frank, the generous William Wilson – the noblest and most liberal commoner at Oxford – him whose follies (said his parasites) were but the follies of youth and unbridled fancy – whose errors but inimitable whim – whose darkest vice but a careless and dashing extravagance?

I had been now two years successfully busied in this way, when there came to the university a young parvenu nobleman, Glendinning – rich, said reports, as Herodes Atticus – his riches, too, as easily acquired. I soon found him of weak intellect, and, of course, marked him as a fitting subject for my skill. I frequently engaged him in play, and contrived, with the gambler’s usual art, to let him win considerable sums, the more effectually to entangle him in my snares. At length, my schemes being ripe, I met him (with the full intention that this meeting should be final and decisive) at the chambers of a fellow-commoner (Mr Preston), equally intimate with both, but who, to do him justice, entertained not even a remote suspicion of my design. To give him a better colouring, I had contrived to have assembled a party of some eight or ten, and was solicitously careful that the introduction of cards should appear accidental, and originate in the proposal of my contemplated dupe himself. To be brief upon a vile topic, none of the low finesse was omitted, so customary upon similar occasions that it is a just matter for wonder how any are still found so besotted as to fall its victim.

We had protracted our sitting far into the night, and I had at length effected the manoeuvre of getting Glendinning as my sole antagonist. The game, too, was my favourite écarté. The rest of the company, interested in the extent of our play, had abandoned their own cards, and were standing around us as spectators. The parvenu, who had been induced by my artifices in the early part of the evening, to drink deeply, now shuffled, dealt, or played, with a wild nervousness of manner for which his intoxication, I thought, might partially, but could not altogether account. In a very short period he had become my debtor to a large amount, when, having taken a long draught of port, he did precisely what I had been coolly anticipating – he proposed to double our already extravagant stakes. With a well-feigned show of reluctance, and not until after my repeated refusal had seduced him into some angry words which gave a colour of pique to my compliance, did I finally comply. The result, of course, did but prove how entirely the prey was in my toils; in less than an hour he had quadrupled his debt. For some time his countenance had been losing the florid tinge lent it by the wine; but now, to my astonishment, I perceived that it had grown to a pallor truly fearful. I say to my astonishment. Glendinning had been represented to my eager inquiries as immeasurably wealthy; and the sums which he had as yet lost, although in themselves vast, could not, I supposed, very seriously annoy, much less so violently affect him. That he was overcome by the wine just swallowed, was the idea which most readily presented itself; and, rather with a view to the preservation of my own character in the eyes of my associates, than from any less interested motive, I was about to insist, peremptorily, upon a discontinuance of the play, when some expressions at my elbow from among the company, and an ejaculation evincing utter despair on the part of Glendinning, gave me to understand that I had effected his total ruin under circumstances which, rendering him an object for the pity of all, should have protected him from the ill offices even of a fiend.

What now might have been my conduct it is difficult to say. The pitiable condition of my dupe had thrown an air of embarrassed gloom over all; and, for some moments, a profound silence was maintained, during which I could not help feeling my cheeks tingle with the many burning glances of scorn or reproach cast upon me by the less abandoned of the party. I will even own that an intolerable weight of anxiety was for a brief instant lifted from my bosom by the sudden and extraordinary interruption which ensued. The wide, heavy folding doors of the apartment were all at once thrown open, to their full extent, with a vigorous and rushing impetuosity that extinguished, as if by magic, every candle in the room. Their light, in dying, enabled us just to perceive that a stranger had entered, about my own height, and closely muffled in a cloak. The darkness, however, was now total; and we could only feel that he was standing in our midst. Before any one of us could recover from the extreme astonishment into which this rudeness had thrown all, we heard the voice of the intruder.

‘Gentlemen,’ he said in a low, distinct, and never-to-be-forgotten whisper which thrilled to the very marrow of my bones, ‘Gentlemen, I make no apology for this behaviour, because in this behaving, I am but fulfilling a duty. You are, beyond doubt, uninformed of the true character of the person who has to-night won at écarté a large sum of money from Lord Glendinning. I will therefore put you upon an expeditious and decisive plan of obtaining this very necessary information. Please to examine, at your leisure, the inner linings of the cuff of his left sleeve, and the several little packages which may be found in the somewhat capacious pockets of his embroidered morning wrapper.’

While he spoke, so profound was the stillness that one might have heard a pin drop upon the floor. In ceasing, he departed at once, and as abruptly as he had entered. Can I – shall I describe my sensations? – must I say that I felt all the horrors of the damned? Most assuredly I had little time given for reflection. Many hands roughly seized me upon the spot, and lights were immediately re-procured. A search ensued. In the lining of my sleeve were found all the court cards essential in écarté, and, in the pockets of my wrapper, a number of packs, facsimiles of those used at our sittings, with the single exception that mine were of the species called, technically, arrondées; the honours being slightly convex at the ends, the lower cards slightly convex at the sides. In this disposition, the dupe who cuts, as customary, at the length of the pack, will invariably find that he cuts his antagonist an honour; while the gambler, cutting at the breadth, will, as certainly, cut nothing for his victim which may count in the records of the game.

Any burst of indignation upon this discovery would have affected me less than the silent contempt, or the sarcastic composure, with which it was received.

‘Mr Wilson,’ said our host, stooping to remove from beneath his feet an exceedingly luxurious cloak of rare furs, ‘Mr Wilson, this is your property.’ (The weather was cold; and, upon quitting my own room, I had thrown a cloak over my dressing-wrapper, putting it off upon reaching the scene of play.) ‘I presume it is supererogatory to seek here’ (eyeing the folds of the garment with a bitter smile) ‘for any farther evidence of your skill. Indeed, we have had enough. You will see the necessity, I hope, of quitting Oxford – at all events, of quitting instantly my chambers.’

Abased, humbled to the dust as I then was, it is probable that I should have resented this galling language by immediate personal violence, had not my whole attention been at the moment arrested by the fact of the most startling character. The cloak which I had worn was of a rare description of fur; how rare, how extravagantly costly, I shall not venture to say. Its fashion, too, was of my own fantastic invention; for I was fastidious to an absurd degree of coxcombry, in matter of this frivolous nature. When, therefore, Mr Preston reached me that which he had picked up upon the floor, and near the folding doors of the apartment, it was with an astonishment nearly bordering upon terror, that I perceived my own already hanging on my arm (where I had no doubt unwittingly placed it), and that the one presented me was but its exact counterpart in every, in even the minutest possible particular. The singular being who had so disastrously exposed me, had been muffled, I remembered, in a cloak; and none had been worn at all by any of the members of our party with the exception of myself. Retaining some presence of mind, I took the one offered me by Preston, placed it, unnoticed, over my own, left the apartment with a resolute scowl of defiance; and, next morning ere dawn of day, commenced a hurried journey from Oxford to the continent, in a perfect agony of horror and of shame.

I fled in vain. My evil destiny pursued me as if in exultation, and proved, indeed, that the exercise of its mysterious dominion had as yet only begun. Scarcely had I set foot in Paris ere I had fresh evidence of the detestable interest taken by this Wilson in my concerns. Years flew, while I experienced no relief. Villain! – at Rome, with how untimely, yet with how spectral an officiousness, stepped he in between me and my ambition! At Vienna, too – at Berlin – and at Moscow! Where, in truth, had I not bitter cause to curse him within my heart? From his inscrutable tyranny did I at length flee, panic-stricken, as from a pestilence; and to the very ends of the earth I fled in vain.

And again, and again, in secret communion with my own spirit, would I demand the questions ‘Who is he? – whence came he? – and what are his objects?’ But no answer was there found. And then I scrutinized, with a minute scrutiny, the forms, and the methods, and the leading traits of his impertinent supervision. But even here there was very little upon which to base a conjecture. It was noticeable, indeed, that, in no one of the multiplied instances in which he had of late crossed my path, had he so crossed it except to frustrate those schemes, or to disturb those actions, which, if fully carried out, might have resulted in bitter mischief. Poor justification this, in truth, for an authority so imperiously assumed! Poor indemnity for natural rights of self-agency so pertinaciously, so insultingly denied!

I had also been forced to notice that my tormentor, for a very long period of time (while scrupulously and with miraculous dexterity maintaining his whim of an identity of apparel with myself) had so contrived it, in the execution of his varied interferences with my will, that I saw not, at any moment, the features of his face. Be Wilson what he might, this, at least, was but the veriest of affectation, or of folly. Could he, for an instant, have supposed that, in my admonisher at Eton – in the destroyer of my honour at Oxford, – in him who thwarted my ambition at Rome, my revenge at Paris, my passionate love at Naples, or what he falsely termed my avarice in Egypt, – that in this, my arch-enemy and evil genius, I could fail to recognize the William Wilson of my school-boy days, – the namesake, the companion, the rival, – the hated and dreaded rival at Dr Bransby’s? Impossible! But let me hasten to the last eventful scene of the drama.

Thus far I had succumbed supinely to this imperious domination. The sentiments of deep awe with which I habitually regarded the elevated character, the majestic wisdom, the apparent omnipresence and omnipotence of Wilson, added to a feeling of even terror, with which certain other traits in his nature and assumptions inspired me, had operated, hitherto, to impress me with an idea of my own utter weakness and helplessness, and to suggest an implicit, although bitterly reluctant submission to his arbitrary will. But, of late days, I had given myself up entirely to wine; and its maddening influence upon my hereditary temper rendered me more and more impatient of control. I began to murmur, – to hesitate, – to resist. And was it only fancy which induced me to believe that, with the increase of my own firmness, that of my tormentor underwent a proportional diminution? Be this as it may, I now began to feel the inspiration of a burning hope, and at length nurtured in my secret thoughts a stern and desperate resolution that I would submit no longer to be enslaved.

It was at Rome, during the Carnival of 18—, that I attended a masquerade in the palazzo of the Neapolitan Duke Di Broglio. I had indulged more freely than usual in the excesses of the wine-table; and now the suffocating atmosphere of the crowded rooms irritated me beyond endurance. The difficulty, too, of forcing my way through the mazes of the company contributed not a little to the ruffling of my temper; for I was anxiously seeking (let me not say with what unworthy motive) the young, the gay, the beautiful wife of the aged and doting Di Broglio. With a too unscrupulous confidence she had previously communicated to me the secret of the costume in which she would be habited, and now, having caught a glimpse of her person, I was hurrying to make my way into her presence. – At this moment I felt a light hand placed upon my shoulder, and that ever-remembered, low, damnable whisper within my ear.

In an absolute frenzy of wrath, I turned at once upon him who had thus interrupted me, and seized him violently by the collar. He was attired, as I had expected, in a costume altogether similar to my own; wearing a Spanish cloak of blue velvet, begirt about the waist with a crimson belt sustaining a rapier. A mask of black silk entirely covered his face.

‘Scoundrel!’ I said, in a voice husky with rage, while every syllable I uttered seemed as new fuel to my fury, ‘scoundrel! impostor! accursed villain! you shall not – you shall not dog me unto death! Follow me, or I stab you where you stand!’ – and I broke my way from the ballroom into a small ante-chamber adjoining – dragging him unresistingly with me as I went.

Upon entering, I thrust him furiously from me. He staggered against the wall, while I closed the door with an oath, and commanded him to draw. He hesitated but for an instant; then, with a slight sigh, drew in silence, and put himself upon his defence.

The contest was brief indeed. I was frantic with every species of wild excitement, and felt within my single arm the energy and power of a multitude. In a few seconds I forced him by sheer strength against the wainscoting, and thus, getting him at mercy, plunged my sword, with brute ferocity, repeatedly through and through his bosom.

At that instant some person tried the latch of the door. I hastened to prevent an intrusion, and then immediately returned to my dying antagonist. But what human language can adequately portray that astonishment, that horror which possessed me at the spectacle then presented to view? The brief moment in which I averted my eyes had been sufficient to produce, apparently, a material change in the arrangements at the upper or farther end of the room. A large mirror, – so at first it seemed to me in my confusion – now stood where none had been perceptible before; and, as I stepped up to it in extremity of terror, mine own image, but with features all pale and dabbled in blood, advanced to meet me with a feeble and tottering gait.

Thus it appeared, I say, but was not. It was my antagonist – it was Wilson, who then stood before me in the agonies of his dissolution. His mask and cloak lay, where he had thrown them, upon the floor. Not a thread in all his raiment – not a line in all the marked and singular lineaments of his face which was not, even in the most absolute identity, mine own!

It was Wilson; but he spoke no longer in a whisper, and I could have fancied that I myself was speaking while he said:

‘You have conquered, and I yield. Yet, henceforward art thou also dead – dead to the World, to Heaven, and to hope! In me didst thou exist – and, in my death, see by this image, which is thine own, how utterly thou hast murdered thyself.’
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1920

Life

“The Allans recurn to Richmond, Virginia in July.
Poe attends privace schools. He is cspecially good
at Latin and ‘theatricals’. During this period he is
actracted to Jane Stanard — the mother of 2 school
Friend - who dies in 1824

Virginia Eliza Clemm, Poe’s future wife, born in
Baltimore, 15 August, Allans in financial
difficultes

Allan’s fortunes reversed by an inhericance from
the estate of dead uncle. Poe n love with Elmira
Royster —although the parents obicct to the
relationship

Poe attends the Universiy of Virginia but stays
for only one term. Excelsin languages (Lacin and
French. Poc is badly in debr due to gambling.
John Allan ejects reqests o cover Poc’s debrs,
Poc leaves the Universiy for Richmond. Elmira
Royster has married - after succumbing to
pressure from her parents

Poc has a serious quarrel with Allan and leaves in
Macch for Boston where he enliss in the Army.
He gives his age a5 22 and his occupation as
“clerk’. He is sttioned at Fort Independence,
Boston Harbour and is then transferred to Fort
Moultrie, Sullivan’s sand, South Carolina ~ the
scen of “The Gold Bug. Tamerlane and Other
Poems published by & Bostonian'. About 50
copies printed.

Rises o the rank of Regimental Sergeant Major.
Poe asks Allan's help to secure entry nto the US
Miliary Academy ac West Point. Mrs Allan dies, 28
February. Poe is honourably discharged from the
Army o 15 Apel. Allan rejctsrequests for money.
Al Aaraaf, Tamerlane, and Minor Poems

Pt tin Bemtemridspat wy-a- e
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Artistic Events:

‘Washington Irving, The Sketch
Book of Geoffrey Crayon, Gent

Fenimore Cooper, The Spy
De Quincy, Confessions of an
Opism Eater

‘Cooper, The Pioneers
Becthoven, oth Symphony

Cooper, The Last of the

Mok

Webster's Dictionary (USA)
published

Historical Events

Ampére, electromagnetic theory

Faraday, elctric motor

Monroe Doctrine, USA

John Quincy Adams President
f USA (until 1829).
iepenson, The Rocker
N.C. Lobarschewski develops
non Euclidian geometry

Andrew Jackson President of
USA (until 1837)
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1819

b ad

Edgar Poc born 19 January in Boston,
Massachusetts. The second of three children
belonging to parents David Poe Jr and Elizabech
‘Amold Poe —actors. The father s of Irsh descent;
the mother was born in London

Poe's father abandons the family

Poc's mother dies on § December in Richmond,
Vicginia. His brother and sster, William Henry
and Rosalie ae fostered by different familis. Poe
i taken to the home of Frances and John Allan -
a Scotish-born tobaceo merchant. Poe is
“renamed" Edgar Allan although he is never legall
adopted by the Allans

‘The Allansleave in June for England and
Scorland. John Allan sets up office in London
Poc at academies in London

Poe attends Manor House School, Stoke
Newington, which will provide the ‘stting’ for
“William Wilson” (1839)

Allan's business in financial difficulties
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Artistic Events. Historical Events

Goeche, Faust, Part One Importation of saves inco
USA banned
James Madison President of
USA (unil 1817)

Scors, The Lady in he Lake' (poerm)
Austen, Sense and Sensibilcy

Byron, Childe Harold ‘War berween Britain and USA.
Napoleon invades Russia
“Luddite’ riots in England
Wordsworth, The Excursion  George Stephenson, sieam
Austen, Mancfeld Park railway.
Scotr, Waverley
Bartle of Waterloo

Byron “The Prisoner of Chillon”
Coleridge, "Kubla Khan™

Coleridge, Biographia Literaria.James Monroe President of
Kears, Poems USA (unil 1825)

Mary Shelley, Frankenstein

Hoffmann, Night Pieces

Shelley, “The Cenei®
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TR ATIHC VSN Historical Events

830 Tennyson, Poems

(831 Stendhal, Le Rouge et Le Noir
Darwin, Voyage of the Beagle

32 First US railway

(833 Carlyle, Sartor Resartus

834 Balzac, Le Pére Goriot Indian Terriory (USA)
constituted

835 Emerson, ‘Nature'

(837 Hawshorne, Twice Told Tales  Samoel Morse - lgraph (USA)
(and 1843) Martin Van Baren President of
Dickens, Pickwick Papers and  USA (until 1841)
Oliver Tt
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Life

250 copies printed. The volume is favourably
ieviewed by John Neal - an nflantal i of
May/June Poe enters West Point. John Allan
remarries in October and severs relations with Poc
“Sonnet - To Science” published in the Saturday
Evening Post, 11 Seprembee

Po deliberately disobeys orders and is courr-
martalled from West Point in Janusry. Money
from cadets ar West Point gocs towards

the publication of Poems: Second Edition which i
dedicated to "The US Corps of Cadets'. The
volume includes “To Helen' and ‘Israfael. After
leaving West Point Poc lives with his aunt — Maria
Clemm and her cigheyear-old daughter

Virginia. Poe i in continuing poverty.
Lives in the Clemim household. Poe writes tales of
which "Ms Found in a Boutle’ wins the fixt prize
of $50 in the Baltimore Saturday Visitor, Poc's
poem “The Coliseur i given second prize in 3
similar competiion for poetry

John Allan dies, 27 March. Allan’s will docs not
‘mention Poe at all In Mach Poc begins to
contribute to the Southern Literary Messenger,
including ‘Hans Phaal’. Poe reviews for the
Southern Literary Messenger. The magazine’s
circulation increases. Poe i hired as editorial
assistant and the main reviewer, Poc obtains a
ficence to marry his cousin Virginia Clemm

Poc is warned by Thomas White, publisher of the
Messenger sbout his drinking, In December he is
offered the editorship of the Messenger

Marries Virginia Clemm in May — just before her
fourteenth bithday. The marriage certifcate gives
her age as 2. Poc completes over 8 reviews for
the Messenger including two enthusiastc reviews
of Dickens

Resigns from the Messenger over disputes
concerning salary and cditorial policy. January
1837 - firt instalment of Py in the Messenger.

Moves to New York, “Ligeia’ published. Py
‘published by Harper's in July 1838. Continuing
 romseorpdndimmisg
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(846 Fdward Lear, Book of Nonsense
Ruskin, Modern Painters

(847  Charlotte Beonté, Jane Eyre
Emily Bronte, Widhering
Heights

(848 Thackeray, Vanity Fair

(849 Dickens, David Copperfield  California Gold Rush
Packman, The Oregon Trail

1850  Hawthorne, The Scarlet Letter
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39
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The Raven and Otber Pooms i published in
November

Financial problems ae compounded b illness
and depression. The Broaduuay Journal ceases
publication. Moves to Fordham, New York,
Vicgiia is in a weak condition. Publishes The
Cask of Amoniillado’ and “The Philosophy of
Composiion' In May begins “The Lierat of New
York ity in Godey’s Lady's Book. Thomas
Dunn Englsh attacks Poc n the Evening Miror
25 resultof Poe's comments on him n the
“Literati. Poe soes the Evening Mirror

Virgiia dics o 30 January. Poc wins libelsie
against he Evening Miror in Febeuary. P s
Very il Begins work on Exreka

Anachrment o “Annie (M Naney Richmnd) of
Lowell, Massachusets, Courts 45 year-old widow
and poct,Sarah Helen Whitman. Afer their
engagement is broken off in December Poe takes
dose of laudanum. Eureka i published

nthe summer Poe leaves fo Philadelphia to seck
help for The Sylus, projected magzine. Poc i
ina poor mental condron. During August, in
Richmond, Virgina, Po jons  temperance
socity. Engaged t childhood sweetheart, Elmia
Royscr Sheton, now a widow. Goes o Blemare.
Aweek afe bis vl Poc i found deliious and n 3
debil

durin this period. He diesof ‘congestion ofthe brain
on 7 October. Poe is buried in Westminster
Churchyard, 8 October. On 9 October the Daily
Tribune publishes Griswold's obituary on Poe
‘e the paindesm of Ladwie®
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839 Daguerre (France) -

negativelpositive photogaphy
India rubber developed (USA)

841 Carlyle, Heroes and Hero Worship

845 William H. Prescots, Conguest
of Mesico

1845 Dumas, Le Comie de Morie:  War becwen USA and Mo
risto
Engels, Condiion of the
Working Class in England
W. H. Fry, Leonora (est
American opera)
F. Von Humboldt, Kosmos
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Works on cryptogeams in Alexander’s Weekly
Messenger. Tales of the Grotesque and Arabesque
(two volumes) publshed. In th preface Poc states
that i is toriesthe ‘terror s not of Germany,
but of the soul’. Begins working for Willam
Burton's Genlemar's Magazine. Poc's
contrbutions include Th Fal of the House of
Usher' and ‘Willam Wilson"
George Graham buys Burton's Magazine in
November and names it Grahanr's Magazine. Poc
publshes “The Man of the Crowd in the
December ssue
Poe made an editor for Grabanr's In 1841 he
publshes ‘The Murders in the Rue Morgue’ ~ the
firt of the ‘ales of ratiocination’. In May 1341 he
meets Rufus Wilimot Griswold. In January 1842,
Virginia bursts a blood vessel, and almos dics.
Poe meets Dickens in March in Philadelphia.
Reviews Hawthorne’s Twice-Told-Tales in
Graham's May 184: resigns from Grabam's and
is replaced by Griswold
James Russel Lowellinvites Poe to contribute to
‘Pioneer, and Poe writes The Tell-Tale Heart
and “The Rationale of Verse for it. Goes to
Washingion b in search of work but drinking
spoil his chances. Continuing financial diffculics
~Poe wries 1o borrow money from Griswold and
Lowell. The Gold Bug’ wins $100 prize in the
Philadelphi publshed Dollar Newspaper. Poc is
an increasingly wel-known wrier. Friendship
begins with the gorhic novelist George Lippard
Poe moves to New York. Successfuly carres
theough the ‘Balloon Hoax which is published in
the New York Sun, Lectures on American poctry.
In October he works for the New York Evering
Mirror
“The Raven' s published during Janary in the
Evening Mirror and i a maior succes. Poc begins
o mix in New York lerary circe. He meets
Evert Duyckinck. Tales publshed in July and
favourably received. Contributes o the Broaduiay
Journaland becomes is editor and then, with
Borromed moncy: ios pionilitee:
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