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Darrel Abel @ ‘A Key to the House of Usher’ &2 73 Xi%, #E1DH HBRD LD
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The story lacks tragic quality. ...the story lacks even pathos—that is, a feeling
of pity, as for the misfortune of a weak person, or the death of a child, To sum
up, Poe has narrowed the fate of his protagonist from a universal thing into
something special and even peculiar, and he has played up the sense of gloom and
monstrous derangement so heavily that free will and rational decision hardly exist in
the nightmare world which he describes. The horror is relatively meanigless—it is
generated for its own sake; and one is inclined to feel that Poe’s own interest in the
story was a morbid interest, &8
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Mr. Ellison did much toward solving what has always seemed to me an enigma:
—I mean the fact (which none but the ignorant dispute) that no such combination
of scenery exists in nature as the painter of geneus may produce, No such paradises
are to be found in reality ...

— “The Domain of Arnheim’ —
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In the most enchanting natural landscapes there will always be found a defect or
an excess—many excesses and defects. While the component .parts may defy,
individually, the highest skill of the artist, the arrangement of these parts will always
be susceptible of improvement. In short, no position can be attained on the wide
surface of the natural (earth), from which an artistical eye, looking steadily,
will not find matter of offence in what is termed the ‘composition’ of the landscape.

— ditto —
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And yet how unintelligible is this! In all other matters we are justly instructed to

regard nature as supreme. With her details we shrink from competition. Who shall

presume to imitate the colors of tulip, or to improve the proportions of the lily of
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the valley ? The criticism which says, of sculpture or portraiture that here nature
is to be exalted or idealized rather than imitated, is in error. No pictorial or
sculptural combinations of points of human loveliness do more than approach the
living and breathing beauty. In landscope alone is the principle of the critic true;
and having felt its truth here, it is but the headlong spirit of generalization which
has Jed him to pronounce it true throughout all the domains of art.
— ditto —
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I repeat that in landscape arrangements alone is the physical nature susceptible
of exaltation, and that, therefore her susceptibility of improvement at this one
point, was a mystery I had been unable to solve. My own thoughts on the subject
had rested in the idea that the primitive intention of nature would have so arranged
‘the earth’s surface as to have fulfilled at all points man’s sense of perfection in the
beautiful, the sublime, or the picturesque;but that this primitive intention had been
frustrated by the known geological disturbances—disturbances of form and color-
grouping. In the correction or allaying of which lies the soul of art. The force of
this idea was much weakened, however, by the necessity which it involved of
considering the disturbances abnormal and unadapted to any purpose. It was Ellison
who suggested that they were prognostic of death. He thus explained: —Admit the
earthly immortality of man to have been the first intention, We have then the
primitive arrangement of the earth’s surface adapted to his blissful estate, as not
existed but designed. The disturbances were the preparations for his subsequently
conceived deathful condition.

— ditto —
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The full significance of this idea can be understood by only in the context of the
Biblical philosophy of the relationship between man and nature. Before Adams’
“fall’—that is, before man had reason—he lived in complete harmony with nature;
the first act of disobedience, which is also the beginning of human freedom, “opens
his eyes,” he knows how to judge good and evil, he has become aware of himself
and of his fellows, the same and yet unique, tied together by bonds of love and
yet alone. Human history has begun. He is cursed by God for his disobedience,
What is the curse? Enmity and struggle are proclaimed between man and animals
(“And I will put enmity between thee [the serpent]) and the woman, and between
thy seed and her seed; it shall bruise thy head and thou shalt bruise his heel™),
between man and the soil (“‘cursed is the ground for thy sake;in sorrow shalt thou
eat of it all the days of thy life; thorns also and thistles shall it bring forth to
theesand thou shalt eat herb of the field;in the sweat of thy face shalt thou eat
bread, till thou return unto ground”), between man and woman (“and thy desire
shall be to thy husband and he shall rule over thee”), between woman and her
own natural function (“in sorrow thou shalt bring forth children”). The original,
pre-individualist harmony was replaced by conflict and struggle. &9
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What was it that so unnerved me in the contemplation of the House of Usher?

It was a mystery all insoluble nor could I grapple with the shadowy fancies that

crowded upon me as I pondered. I was forced to fall back upon the unsatisfactory

conclusion, that while, beyond doubt, there are combinations of very simple natural
objects which have thus affecting us, still the analysis of this power lies among
considerations beyond our depth. It was possible, I reflected, that a mere different

arrangement of the particulars of the scene, of the details of the picture, would be
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sufficient to modify, or perhaps to annihilate its capacity for sorrowful impression,
— “The House of Usher’ —
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. for there may be an infinity of matter (o fill it (space). And since we see
clearly that the endowment of matter with vitality is a principle—indeed as far as
our judgements extend, the leadimg principle in the operations of Deity—it is scarcely
logical to imagine it confined to the regions of the minute. Where we daily trace it,
and not extending to those of the august. As we find cycle within cycle without
end—yet all revolving around one far distant centre which is the Godhead, may we
not analogically suppose, in the same manner, life within life, the less within the
greater, and all within the Spirit Divine? In short, we are madly erring, through
self-esteern, in believing man, in either his temporal or future destinies, to bhe of

6

more moment in the universe than that vast “clod of the valley” which he tills and

contemns, and to which he denies a soul for no mere profound reason than that

he does not behold it in operation.

— “The Island of the Fay’ —
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These fancies, and such as these, have always given to my meditations among
the mountains and the forests, by the rivers and the ocean, a tinge of what the
every.day world would not fail to term the fantastic.

— ‘The Island of the Fay’ —
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I love, indeed, to regard the dark valleys, and the grey rocks, and the waters
that silently smile, and the forests that sigh in uneasy slumbers, and the proud
watchful mountains that look down upon all—I love to regard these as themselves
but the colossal members of one vast animate and sentient whole—a whole whose
form (that of the sphere) is the most perfect and most inclusive of all; whose path
is among associate planets; whose meek handmaiden is the moon; whose mediate
sovereign is the sun;whose life is eternity;whose thought is that of a God; whose
cognizance of ourselves is akin with our own cognizance of the animalculae which
infest the brain—a being which we, in consequence, regard as purely inanimate
and material, much in the same manner as these animalculze must thus regard
us,

— ‘The Island of the Fay’ —
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A mixture of pure art in a garden scene adds to it a great beauty. This is just;
as also is the reference to the sense of human interest. The principle expressed is
incontrovertible—but there may be something beyond it. There may be an object in
keeping with the principle—an object unattainable by the means ordinarily possessed
by individuals, yet which, if attained, would lend a charm to the landseape-garden
far surpassing that which a sense of merely human interest could bestow,

— ‘The Domain of Arnheim’ —
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A poet, having very unusual pecuniary resources, might, while retaining the
necessary idea of art, or culture, or, as of interest, so imbue his designs at once with
extent and novelty of beauty, as to convey the sentiment of spiritual intereference.
It will be seen that, in bringing about such result, he secures all the advantages
of interest or design, while relieving his work of the harshness or technicality of
the worldly art.

— ditto —
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In the most rugged of wildernesses—in the most savage of the scenes of pure
nature—there is apparent the art of a creator; yet this art is apparent to reflection
only; in no respect has it the obvious force of a feeling. Now let us suppose this
sense of the almighty design to be one step depressed—to be brought into something
like harmony or consistency with the the sense of human art—to form an intermedium
between the two:—let us imagine, for example, a landscape whose combined vastness
and definitiveness—whose united beauty, magnificence, and strangeness, shalll convey
the idea of care, or culture, or superintendence, on the part of beings superior, yet
akin to harmony—then the sentiment of interest is preserved, while the art intervolved
is made to assume the air of an intermediate or secondary nature—a nature which
is not God, nor an emanation from God, but which still is nature in the sense of the
handiwork of the angels that hover between man and God,

— ditto —
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There might be a class of beings, humanity once, but now to humanity invisible,
for whose scrutiny and for whose refined appreciation of the beautiful, . ...
— “T'he Domain of Arnheim’ —
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During the whole of a dull, dark, and soundless day in the autumn of the year,
when clouds hung oppressively low in the heavens, I had passing alone, on horseback,
through a singularly dreary tract of country; and at length found myself, as the
shades of the evening drew on, within view of the melancholy House of Usher.

— ‘The House of Usher’ —
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During a pedestrian tour last summer, through one or two of the river counties
of New York, I found myself, as the day declined, somewhat embarrassed about the
road I was pursuing.... my path had wound about and about so confusedly. ..
A smoky mist, resembling that of the Indian summer, enveloped all things, and,
of course, added to my uncertainty... Pont taking charge of my gun, until at
length, I was conducted by one of the most promising of them (paths) into an
unquestionable carriage-truck.
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I looked upon the scene before me—upon-the mere house, and the simple landscape
features of the domain—upon the bleak walls—upon the vacant eye-like windows—
upon a few rank sedges—and upon a few white trunks of decayed trees... There
was an iciness, a sinking, a sickening of the heart.... What was it that so unnerved
me in the contemplation of the House of Usher?

— “The House of Usher’ —
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As it came fully into view, ---here a tree, there a glimpse of water, and here again
the summit of a chimney, I conld scarcely help fancying that the whole was one
of the ingenious illusions sometimes exhibited under the name of ‘‘vanishing pictures”,
By the time, however, that the fog had thoroughly disappeared, the sun had made
its way down behind the gentle hills, and thence, had come again fully into sight;
glaring with a purplish lustre,.. Suddenly, therefore—and as if by the hand of
magic—this whole valley and everything in it became brilliantly visible,

— ‘Landors’ Cottage’ —
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I reined my horse to the precipitous brink of a black and lurid tarn that lay in
unruffled lustre by the dwelling, and gazed down—but with a shudder even more
thrilling than before—upon the remodelled and inverted inages of the gray sedge,
and the ghastly tree.stems, and the vacant and eye-like windows.

— ‘The House of Usher’ —

) TCONSIEFOKIE, FABKBEIDOESG->TRE, F-F0VBATHZS
KEE, WBHA, TEROEICEJO/NATH S, 3 TIKIRARICL £ F 0 FEDFKE
OHZ 2RI, BEHRELSZ0L LAWMEBNT, KICBEBALEDORICEDS AT
3, COKTDERZLELEHT-T, LELEZOLICHE2b0—T%HF DICHFELIC
BLUHTOT, FALBDODEREKICH -7 ROBENES BT AT/ cniddtl-
fro R ZDEHMDAIE, TRTHABILZTROADLIICHZ o, o7 CHITHENT
WEELPBABNDOTH B, BPICKEITREATRZAARE, €O MMM
T, FARBRCEHVICES FFELRENR0L6L, 25D Z0FE M LIHINT
Wico] (7 ¥ &—1El )

No crystal could be clearer than its waters, its bottom, which could be distinctly
seen, consisted altogether of pebbles brillianty white. Its banks, of the emerald
grass already described, rounded, rather than sloped, off into the clear heaven
below; and so clear was this heaven, so perfectly, at times, did it reflect all objects
above it, that where the true bank ended and where the mimic one commenced,
it was a point of no little difficulty to determine. The trout, and some other
varieties of fish, with which this pond seemed to be almost inconveniently crowded,
had all the appearance of veriteble flying-fish. It was almost impossible to believe
that they were not absolutely suspended in the air. A light birch canoe that lay
placidly on the water, was reflected in its minutest fibres with a fidelity unsurpassed
by the most exquisitely polished mirror.

— ‘Landors’ Cottage’ —

) [ tBGTh A, Tovyr—EE2EHEIH, PBROXTTEL LR

TLE->HDiE, IR T EHBEHRPOBO D&M, PLlbbhibhis b X



E«A-RvD [7v¥r—ROFH] ORFREDH-T

B5bD01 UDICHEET 5D, - ORBEOHME, < O—IEOREDMEBAEDLT T
POBRENRZ LI TS, BELOBFAESI372RE, KO LEELESDOTIERE
BB (TT vy v —FRI)

... What was it that so unnerved me in the contemplation of the House of Usher?
...1 was forced to fall back upon the unsatisfactory conclusion, that while, beyond
doubt, there are combinations of very simple natural objects which have the power
of thus affecting us. It was possible, I reflected, a mere different arrangement of
the particulars of the scene of the details of the picture, would be sufficient to
modify, or perhaps to annihilate its capacity for sorrowful impression;. ..

— ‘The House of Usher’ —
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What to make of all this, of course I knew not. Here was art undoubtedly,..
No; it was not the amount but the character of the art which caused me to take
a seat on one of the blossomy stones and gaze up and down this fairy.like avenue
for half an hour or more in bewildered admiration. One thing became more and
more evident the longer I gazed: an artist, and one with a most scrupulous eye for
form, had superintended all these arrangements.

— ‘Landor’s Cottage’ —
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I have said that the sole effect of my somewhat childish experiment —that of
looking down within the tarn —had been to deepen the first singular impression,
There can be no doubt that the consciousness of the rapid increase of my superstition
served mainly to accelerate the increase itself. And it might have been for this
reason only, that, when I again uplifted my eyes to the house itself, from its image
in the pool, there grew in my mind a strange fancy...I had so worked upon my
imagination as really to believe that about the whole mansion and domain there
hung an atmosphere peculiar to themselves and their immediate vicinity—an atmos-
phere which ... had reeked up from the decayed trees, and the gray wall, and the
silent tarn—a pestilent and mystic vapour, dull, sluggish, faintly discernible, and
leaden-hued,

— “The House of Usher’ —
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One thing became more and more evident the longer 1 gazed: an artist, and one
with a most scrupulous eye for form, had superintended all these srrangements. The
greatest care had been taken to preserve a due medium between the neat and
graceful on the one hand, and pittoresco, in the true sense of the Italian term, on
the other. There were few straight, and no long uninterrupted lines. The same
effect of curvature or of color, appeared twice, usually, but not oftener, at
any one point of view. Everywhere was, variety in uniformity. It was a piece of
“composition, ” in which the most fastidiously critical taste could scarcely have
suggested an emendation.

— ‘Landor’s Cottage’ —
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Shaking off from my spirit what smust have been a dream, I scanned more
narrowly the real aspect of the building. Its principal feature seemed to be that of
an excessive antiquity. The discoloration of ages had been great. Minute fung;
overspread the whole exterior, hanging in a fine tangled web-work from the eaves.
Yet all this was apart from any extraordinary dilapidation. No portion of the
masonry had fallen; and there appeared to be a wild inconsistency between its
still perfect adaptation of parts, and the crumbling condition of the individual stones.
In this there was much that reminded me of the specious totality of old wood-work
which has rotted for long years in some neglected vault, with no disturbance from

the breath of the external air., Beyond this indication of extensive decay, however,
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the fabric gave little token of instability. Perhaps the eye of a scrutinizing observer

might have discovered a barely perceptible fissure, which, extending from the roof

of the building in front, made its way down the wall in a zigzag direction, until it
became lost in the sullen waters of the tarn,
— ‘The House of Usher’ —
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On this peninsula stood a dwelling—house—and when 1 say this house, like the
infernal terrace seen by Vathek, “était d'une architecture inconnue les annales de la
terre,” 1 merely, that its tout ensemble struck me with the keenest sense of combined
novelty and propriety—in a word, of poetry (for, than in the words just employed,
I could scarcely give, of poetry in the abstract, a more rigorous definition)— and
I do not mean that the merely outré was perceptible in any respect.

In fact, nothing could ‘well be more simple—more utterly unpretending than this
cottage. Its marvellous effect lay altogether in its artistic arrangement as a picture.
I could have fancied, while I looked at it, that some eminent landscape-painter had
built it with his brush.

— ‘Landor’s Cottage’ —
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.. 1 rode over a short causeway to the house, A servant in waiting took my
horse, and I entered the Gothic archway of the hall. A valet, of stealthy step,
thence conducted me, in silence, through many dark and intricate passages in my
progress to the studio of his master. ... On one of the staircases, I met the
physician of the family, His countenace, I thought, wore a mingled expression of low
cunning and perplexity. He accosted me with trepidation and passed on. The valet
now threw open a door and ushered me into the presence of his master.

— “The House of Usher’ —
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As I turned the corner of the gable, the mastiff bounded towards me in stern
silence, but with the eye and the whole air of a tiger. 1 held him out my hand,
however, in token of amity—and I never yet knew the dog who was proof against
such an appeal to his courtesy. He not only shut his mouth and wagged his tail,
but absolutely offered me his paw, afterwards extending his civilities to Ponto.

— ‘Landor’s Cottage’ —
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While he spoke, the lady Madeline (for so was she called) passed slowly through
a remote portion of the apartment, and without having noticed my presence,
disappeared. I regarded her with an utter astonishment not unmingled with dread—
and yet I found it impossible to account for such feelings. A sensation of stupor
oppressed me, as my eyes followed her retreating steps. ...

The disease of the lady Madeline had long baffled the skill of her physicians.
A settled apathy, a gradual wasting away of the person, and frequent although
transient affections of a partially cataleptical character were the unusual diagnosis.
Hitherto she had steadily borne up against the pressure of her malady, and had
not betaken herself finally to bed; but, on the closing in of the evening of my
arrival at the house, she succumbed (as her brother told me at night with
inexpressible agitation) to the prostrating power of the destroyer; and I learned
that the glimpse I had obtained of her person would thus probably be the last

I should obtain—that the lady, at least while living, would be seen by me no more,
— “The House of Usher’ —
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As no bell was discernible, I rapped with my stick against the door, which
stood half open. Instantly a figure advanced to the threshold—that of a young
woman about twenty-eight years of age—slender, or rather slight, and somewhat
above the medium height. As she approached, with a certain modest decision of step
altogether indescribable, I said to myself, “Surely here I have found the perfection
of natural, in contradistinction from artificial grace. “The second impression which
she made on me, but by far the more vivid of the two, was that of enthusiasm. So
intense an expression of romance, perhaps I should call it, or of unworldliness, as
that which gleamed from her deep-set eyes had never so sunk into my hearts
before. 1 know not how it is, but this peculiar expression of the eye, wreathing
itself occasionally into the lips, is the most powerful, if not absolutely the sole
spell, which rivets my interest in woman, ‘“‘Romance,” provided my readers fully
comprehended what I would here imply by the word—“romance” and “womanliness”
seem to me convertible terms: and, after all, what man truly /loves in woman,
is simply her womanhood. The eyes of Annie (I heard some one from the interior
call her “Annie, darling!”) were “spiritual gray;” her hair, a light chestnut: this
is all I had time to observe of her.

— ‘Landor’s Cottage’ —
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The room in which I found myself was very large and lofty. The windows were
long, narrow, and pointed, and at so vast a distance from the black oaken floor
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as to be altogether inaccessible from within, Feeble gleams of encrimsoned light

made their way through the trelised panes, and served to render suffieiently

distinct the more prominent objects around; the eye, however, struggled in vain to
reach the remoter angles of the chamber, or the recesses of the vaulted and fretted
ceiling. Dark draperies hung upon the walls. The general furniture was profuse,
comfortless, antique, and tattered. Many books and nusical instruments lay scattered
about, but failed to give any vitality to the scene. I felt that I breathed an
atmosphere of sorrow. An air of stern, deep and irredeemable gloom hung over
and pervaded all.

- ‘The House of Usher’ —
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Nothing could be more rigorously simple than the furniture of the parlor. On the
floor was an ingrain carpet, of excellent texture.... At the windows were curtains
of snowy white jaconet muslin: ... Its (wall) expanse was relieved merely by three
exquisite lithographs, fastened to the wall without frames. One of these drawings

9

was a ‘“carnival piece,” spirited beyond comparisons;. . .

The more substantial furniture consisted of a round table, a few chairs and a
sofa, .. .

The chairs and table were “match;” but the forms of all had evidently been
designed by the same brain which planned “the gounds:” it is impossible to conceive
anything more graceful.

On the table were a few books; a large, crystal bottle of some novel perfume;
a plain, groundglass astral (not solar) lamp, and a large vase of resplendently-
blooming flowers,

Flowers indeed of gorgeuos colors and delicate odor, formed the sole decoration
of the apartment,

— ‘Landors’ Cottage’ —
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Passing in to the parlor, I found myself with Mr. Landor—for this, 1 afterwards
found, was his name. He was civil, even cordial in his manner;
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— ‘Landois Cottage’ —
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He admitted but four elmentary principles, or more strictly, conditions, of bliss.
That which he considered chief was the simple and purely physical one of free
exercise in the open air. “The health,” he said, “attainable by other means is
scarcely worth the name.” He pointed to the tillers of the earth, the only people
who, as a class, can be fairly considered happier than others. His second condition
was the love of woman. His third and most difficult of realization, was the contempt
of ambition. His fourth was an object of unceasing pursuit; and he held that,
other things being equal, the extent of attainable happiness was in proportion to
the spirituality of this object.
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It was in devoting his enormous wealth to the embodiment of a vision such as
this—in the free exercise in the open air ensured by the personal superintendence
of his plans—in the unceasing object which these plans afforded—in the high
spirituality of the object—in the comtempt of ambition which it enabled him truly
to feel—in the perennial springs with which it gratified, without possibility of
satiating, that one master passion of his soul, the thirst for beauty; above all, it
was in the sympathy of a woman, not unwomanly, whose loveliness and love
enveloped his existence in the purple atmosphere of Paradise, that Elisson thoughy
to find, and found, exemption from the ordinary cares of himanity.
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{5+ R+ The Complete Works of Edgar Allan Poe, 17 vols. ed. by James A.
Harrison, AMS Press, Inc., New York, 1965, reproduced from 1902 New York
Edition
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