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Using "The Fall of the House of Usher" as the principal, framework tale, this 

study illuminates Edgar Allan Poe's fictions from a perspective that focuses on 

homoerotic encounters. Since few prior studies have been directed at Poe's homosexual 

content, this thesis gives special attention to the benchmark criticism by D. H. Lawrence, 

which has long influenced readers' interpretations of sexual relationships in Poe's stories. 

This inquiry includes gender studies, especially the work of Leland S. Person, as well as 

queer theorist commentary on Poe and his contemporaries. It also deliberates on the 

definition of the queer aesthete provided by Alexander Doty and discusses how Poe's 

characters actually pre-date some assumptions about early appearances of the 

homosexual male in literature. Additionally, this thesis considers how writers who have 

been influenced by Poe tend to write texts that routinely provide fertile ground for the 

queer theorist. 
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Introduction 

They who dream by day are cognizant of many things 
which escape those who dream only by night. -"Eleonora" 

A popular genre for both readers and teachers of American literature, the short 

story is considered the newest literary form and the first that American authors can 

claim to have participated in since its origins. According to Benet's, the definition of 

the term short story and the "concept of the short tale as an individual work of art" 

was first approached by Edgar Allan Poe in his review of Nathaniel Hawthorne's 

collection Twice-Told Tales (Graham's Magazine, 1842). Henry James first applied 

the term in 1883 when he called his collection Daisy Miller: A Study; and Other 

Stories (970). The origins of this literary genre are closely related to the purposes of 

this paper, which is to focus on the writings of one of the founding fathers of 

American literature in the era known as the Romantic Period. Specifically, this thesis 

will examine the prose works of Edgar Allan Poe ( 1809-1849), one of our most 

popular American writers and a memorable force in defining the nineteenth-century 

American short story. Poe has been recognized for his pioneering work in several 

literary genres: the short story, the detective story, and literary criticism "as it is 

practiced today. Not only did Poe break new ground in these areas, but his critical 

works-on both other writers and his own writing-remain well-read pieces of good 

advice implemented by many writers" (Szumski 13). It is at once pleasing and 
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daunting to write a critique of the father of our present method of American Literary 

criticism, some 150 years after his death, but those who choose to pursue this well

traveled path will find many enticing detours. Using principally "The Fall of the 

House of Usher" (1839) to illustrate the veiled homosocial content in many of Poe's 

other works, this study will examine his writing from a more modern perspective that 

focuses on the homoerotic encounters found in his often-anthologized fictions. This 

story, above all others, must be considered if we are going to illuminate the 

catacombs of homoeroticism in Poe's tales, because "The Fall" is the one story which 

prior criticism has so firmly set in readers' minds as being strictly a tale about a 

heterosexual, albeit incestuous, relationship. Since very few prior statements have 

been made on Poe's homoerotic encounters, this study will give special attention to 

the benchmark criticism found in D. H. Lawrence's Studies in Classic American 

Literature ( 1923), which has long influenced readers' interpretations of sexual 

relationships in many of Poe's stories. In addition to Lawrence, this inquiry will 

include gender studies such as Leland S. Person's "Poe and Nineteenth-Century 

Gender Constructions" as well as his "Queer Poe: The Tell-Tale Heart of His 

Fiction." 1 I will also examine queer theorist commentary on Poe's contemporaries, 

such as that offered in Caleb Crain ' s "Lovers of Human Flesh: Homosexuality and 

Cannibalism in Melville's Novels ." And I will deliberate on the definition of the 

queer aesthete provided by Alexander Doty in "The Queer Aesthete, the Diva, and the 

Red Shoes," discussing how Poe's homosocial characters and mannerisms actually 

predate some of Doty' s assumptions about the homosexual male in literature. 
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Additionally, this paper will consider how many of the writers who have claimed to 

be or who have been observed to be influenced by Poe are writers of texts that 

routinely provide fertile ground for queer theorists. 

There is something decidedly strange about a Poe story, something oddly 

satisfying in the way it often leaves us uncertain over whether what we have just read 

was a character's real or imagined experience or whether we can actually call a Poe 

ending an end to the tale. This is because his stories tend to linger in our minds with 

an intriguing sense of unfinished business. There is as much uncertainty in Poe's 

biography as there is in his characters' thoughts, and that is part of his mesmerizing 

charm over his readers.2 We are hypnotized by the heart-thumping curiosity of the 

unmentionables so boldly mentioned in a Poe tale. Whether we indulge in a pastoral 

like "Eleonora" (1841) or a fantastic tale of forbidden romance like "Ligeia" (1838), 

there exists an unexpected touch of whimsy in Poe's stories about madness, death, or 

deception. As a writer, Poe enjoyed exploring the bizarre and perverse possibilities 

of human nature. In his essay "Poe's Tales: The Art of the Impossible," Michael 

Wood asserts that Poe "could see being buried alive, for example, both as a gag and a 

nightmare. Odd changes take place in a nightmare once you have seen its potential as 

a gag" (16-17). Using Wood 's suggestion, let us consider that tragic moment of 

revenge in Poe's "The Cask of Amontillado" (1846) where a drunk Fortunato has 

struggled with his chains and screamed for release before acknowledging in a sad 

voice to his killer that he has played "a very good joke indeed-an excellent jest" 

(278). Poe plays with the reader 's emotions by having the unfortunate Fortunato 
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attempt to make light banter of the serious realization and horror that he is about to be 

buried alive. Of course his words carry no weight with the murderer, who worries not 

over his deed but instead about the dampness in the catacombs and hurries to finish 

his labors, covering the evidence of his murder with nothing Jess shocking than the 

skeletons of the dead already in the tomb. These are the moments that make the short 

story reader gasp with concurrent terror and delight. The Poe character makes the 

horrific matter-of-fact, doable, and commonplace. 

Acknowledging the potential for all writers to draw upon personal experience, 

Wood also reminds us of how tragic moments in Poe's life obviously influenced 

some of the dark events found in his characters' lives: 

Poe's nonsense and parodies, like many enduring jokes and much 

philosophy, ask us not whether certain thoughts are true but why we 

can ' t make them go away. [ ... ] Poe did not expect his young wife 

back from the tomb. [ ... ]He did wonder why we cannot lay our dead 

to rest, why we want so much to strip the world of its secrets, why 

perversity so often looks like the only explanation for uncontrollable 

and self-destructive human behavior. [ ... ] 

We see Poe's tricks, but we do not easily see his radiance, because 

it is everywhere, because it is hidden on the surface. (37) 

Such is the nature of human desire for relief and understanding in the presence of 

great sorrow: "we want so much to strip the world of its secrets." We should consider 

Poe's perversities about death or murder as being similar to the customary flow of 
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conversation at a funeral or wake, where a discussion about the deceased and his or 

her former life will routinely develop into witty remembrances that create relieving 

moments of laughter among the tearful and grieving mourners. We similarly tolerate 

the horrific in Poe because he knows how to make us see the irony in those 

theoretically or physically impossible this could happen to you moments. The human 

preference for joy and revelry is not just a matter of "Poe's tricks"; it is a broad vein 

in the forearm of human nature that Poe knows how to tap into "because it is 

everywhere, because it is hidden on the surface" of our lives. When we cannot find 

understanding in tragic events, we find either suppressed mirth or insanity in its place. 

The monologue of the killer in "The Tell-Tale Heart" (1843) offers a fine 

example of Wood's description of "uncontrollable and self-destructive human 

behavior." This is exactly the type of Poe character who cannot lay his deed nor his 

dead to rest: "TRUE!-nervous--very, very dreadfully nervous I had been and am; 

but why will you say that I am mad? The disease had sharpened my senses-not 

destroyed-not dulled them. [ ... ]How, then, am I mad? Hearken! and observe how 

healthily-how calmly I can tell you the whole story" (303). The man's affected 

mind attempts to show us how rational and justified a creature he has been

murdering and dismembering the old man-and all the while we know that he is 

undeniably insane and revealing his bloody misdeed to the officers with each anxious 

word. Poe's readers, like those officers, make great listeners who hang on to every 

syllable of intrigue, especially when madmen chant their confessions about the 

perverse thoughts that drove them to do the unthinkable. Death is a constant curiosity 
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or trick in Poe's tales, which often takes us into the private thoughts and intimate 

spaces of murderers and the bodies or minds of their dead. We happily follow Poe's 

narrators into these dark recesses because we know that it is safe to read these 

thoughts from our armchair and because we know that if driven to a similar point of 

madness we are capable of doing the same heinous acts. James H. Justus tells us that 

"To perceive the nature of man and society through Poesque spectacles was to see 

sanity in madness, the lifeless in the breathing, the corpse in the living body, the joker 

in the ordered universe-and to think of these paradoxes as funny" (126). Poe makes 

the horrific so accessible that at times we find ourselves humored by all the 

wonderfully grotesque possibilities of the creative human mind. 

Sometimes the fantastic events in Poe's tales seem strangely familiar because 

he grounds them in everyday happenings. For instance, in "The Fall of the House of 

Usher," Roderick Usher's sister is clamoring downstairs for help to escape her 

premature burial while he and the narrator sit reading one of Roderick's "favorite 

romances" in the library (242) . In "Some Words with a Mummy" (1845), the narrator 

tells of his conversation with a seven-hundred-year-old Count, but first prefaces that 

encounter with a full-bellied description of his supper earlier that night. As one 

editor's footnote mentions: "Poe' s device of providing a 'margin of credibility' by 

having his narrator in an unusual state of mind even appears in humorous tales in 

which the credibility really isn't necessary. [ ... ]for every narrator whose vision is 

induced by madness or fever, there exists one whose bad dreams are the result of too 

much cheese and stout" (Levine 304). With tragic descriptions of death lying upon 
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the cold body of Poe's humor and delectable techniques like his authorial 

interruptions of his tales for poems or letters (supposedly written by characters within 

his texts), Poe constantly toys with his readers' emotions and expectations. In The 

Pleasure of the Text, Roland Barthes examines Poe's technique while discussing what 

he considers to be the abysmal problem with repetitive or stereotypical writing. This 

is certainly something Barthes wants writers to abandon because he feels it is merely 

"the word repeated without any magic, any enthusiasm, as though it were natural, as 

though by some miracle this recurring word were adequate on each occasion for 

different reasons" (42). How similarly curious and entertaining Barthes' own 

discourse can be, with all of its own repetitions, insertions, and juxtapositions: 

Nausea occurs whenever the liaison of two important words follows of 

itself. And when something follows of itself, I abandon it: that is bliss. 

A futile annoyance? In Poe's story, M. Valdemar, hypnotized and 

moribund, is kept alive in a cataleptic state by the repetition of the 

questions put to him ("Are you asleep, M. Valdemar?"); however, this 

survival is untenable: the false death, the atrocious death, is what has 

no end, the interminable. ("For God's sake!-quick!-put me to 

sleep-or, quick-waken me!-quick!-I say to you that I am dead!") 

The stereotype is this nauseating impossibility of dying. ( 43) 

To discuss the stereotypes in discourse, Barthes uses an example from a most non

stereotypical writer. Although readers may develop a frustrating sense of "get on 

with it" while they wait forM. Valdemar to really die, it is that sense of frustration or 
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tedium (which Barthes labels nausea) that Poe should be appreciated for. Sadly, in 

real life we do at times find ourselves waiting for a death to occur and speaking or 

hearing a monotony of cliche and repetitive sympathetic words. These strange 

conjunctions are effectively recreated in Poe's story about waiting for death. The 

mundane and clinical discourse of those waiting upon M. Valdemar, along with the 

grotesque sights and smells of his death, are certainly anything but stereotypical 

before or after Poe. Barthes highlights the nausea that Poe's diction and syntax 

creates for the readers, but hidden beneath that aggravation he expresses for those 

repetitive words that come without any magic, he also honors Poe's tales. 
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Poe's "Tell-Tale" Perversions 

While we are familiar with the darkness and the macabre entombed with the 

mystique of Poe's writings, we little recognize how often Poe 's stories reveal 

masculine characters making intimate exchanges in physical or emotional spaces. 

Maybe it is because his poetry and short stories have so long been held in the domain 

of the high school reader that the graduate level student or professor is less likely to 

apply the more modern and mature themes of queer theory to Poe's writings. It is 

rather interesting to find that until very recently the homoerotic content in Poe's 

works has been ignored, while the writings by many of his contemporaries (for 

instance Walt Whitman's adhesiveness and Herman Melville's shipmates) have been 

examined by queer theorists in intimate detail. One can assume that Poe 's well 

known affections for and heterosexual relationship with his child-cousin-bride 

Virginia Clemm, as well as the numerous heterosexual relationships explored by 

characters in his stories, gives readers and critics a sense that there is nothing else to 

be found beneath the covers of a Poe collection. Person, however, recognizes the 

value of allowing "Poe's own concept of perversity guide our reading practices" and 

reminds us that Poe considered perverseness as the cause for which "we act, for the 

reason that we should not" (Queer Poe 9). The vulnerability of this definition of the 

term "perverseness" leaves open the judgement of who determines what "we should 

not" do, and is germane to the whole range of human possibilities and interpretations. 

To understand the homoerotic desire in Poe's texts, Person suggests that it requires 
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reading against the rhetorical strategies of Poe's first-person narrators, 

resisting their designs on us. It means reading from other points of 

view, discovering the covert texts that Poe's narrators obscure. It 

means interrogating each narrator and asking, "What is he up to?" 

"What does he want?" "What desire does he put in play?" "Why has 

he been following me all night?" ("The Man of the Crowd"). "What is 

he doing in my bedroom?" ("William Wilson" and "The Tell-Tale 

Heart"). "Why does he want me to follow him into his vaults?" ("The 

Cask of Amontillado"). Reading Poe perversely means permitting 

many queer thoughts and sentiments to arise in our minds and hearts 

[ ... ](Queer Poe 4-5) 

One might also assume that generations of Poe readers have wrongly considered the 

perversities of madmen as an easy explanation for the very erotic affect Poe's men 

have upon each other. Allow me now "by degrees-very gradually" (Poe 303) to 

reintroduce you to Poe's fictions, through the perspective of queer theory, which 

shows the homoerotic tension concealed like a beating heart beneath the surface. 

Let us now begin by considering "The Tell-Tale Heart." Recall how the 

narrator (the representative Poe, typically masculine and persistently unnamed in his 

tales) explains that there is nothing in the old man's behavior toward him that ever 

made him feel wronged or insulted; in fact, he admits that he loves the old man. We 

do not know exactly why or how these two men came to live together in their 

somewhat confined space, but we do know that the narrator did not even covet the 
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man's gold. What drove him to want to kill the man, he explains, was the old man's 

eye: "One of his eyes resembled that of a vulture-a pale blue eye, with a film over it. 

Whenever it fell upon me, my blood ran cold; and so by degrees-very gradually-! 

made up my mind to take the life of the old man, and thus rid myself of the eye for 

ever" (303). Men making other men's blood run cold is a constant in Poe's works, 

and this phrase is repeated again when the narrator shines the lantern on the 

frightened old man's eye and the narrator tells us that its stare, "chilled the very 

marrow in my bone" (305). For that otherwise vulnerable, "pale blue eye" to have a 

"film" or "veil" over it, we must suspect that it is either cataract or l:>lind, yet our 

madman narrator perceives it quite differently, as something powetful, vulture-like, 

threatening, and most importantly, as something separate from the old man. What 

exactly does that old man's eye see or desire when it stares at the madman? What 

does the narrator believe that the eye suspects him of being or doing? The narrator 

must believe that the old man's eye can clearly see him for whatever or whomever he 

is and that is what makes him feel vulnerable in its presence. He confesses this 

conscious obsession and paranoia he has about other's thoughts with phrases of 

narrative discourse such as "You fancy me mad" and "Now you may think" being 

addressed to the observant reader throughout the tale (303-4 ). To succeed in 

extinguishing the old man's eye is to extinguish its power over him. As Michael 

Davitt Bell asserts, Poe's "tales abound with what might be called, in this sense, 

linguistic impotence" or moments when characters are "overcome by feelings 'for 

which there is no name upon the earth"' (113). Poe's male characters are often frozen 
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with inaction or tongue-tied, unable to express words to describe the affects other 

men have on them. There often exists in his tales a mysterious or spiritual connection 

that bonds Poe's men with hatred or kindness toward one another. Nineteenth

century writers and philosophers struggled to find words that helped them to define 

the concept of terms such as "spirituality," and as Bell tells us, Poe was not unique 

"in equating the 'vague' with the 'spiritual."' This struggle to make vagueness real 

explains part of the problem readers find with Poe's enigmatic tales and the uncertain 

shadows lurking in the mechanics of their plots. The author struggled to find words 

to describe the unknown, the unthinkable, or the unspoken events in his characters' 

lives. Poe's Victorian culture would have naturally grounded (or released) the 

inexplicable human spirit in images of dead bodies (Bell 98). And Poe's lack of 

specificity about male with male relationships (such as the Old Man and the "Tell

Tale" narrator) avoids the problem of putting what his contemporary audience would 

consider inappropriate behavior at the forefront of his plots. 

If we were to expand this discussion (of the "Tell-Tale" seer and the madman 

ultimately seen for what he is) to the power that Poe and his readers hold in their own 

recursive spheres of influence over the tales, we need to consider exactly what it is 

that Poe obscures from our view with his veil of words and deceptively confusing 

plots. Bell tells us that 

Psychoanalytic critics have long argued that Poe's extreme conception 

of "spiritual" or "ideal" beauty derives from sexual obsessions, from a 

mixture of sexual fascination and revulsion. [ ... ] But it is still 
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important to recognize the cultural context and significance of Poe's 

condition, for it is precisely his obsessions that qualified him to 

dramatize so successfully the contradictions and consequences of the 

unexamined values of his age. [ ... ] To be sure, his poems and tales of 

homicide and self-torture are riddled with sublimated eroticism-but 

so is most art (or culture) that is based on a materialist spirituality, one 

that insists, that is, on a "spirituality" understood wholly in materialist 

or secular terms. ( 100) 

Those "unexamined values" of Poe's age include death, eroticism, and spiritual 

connections among the dead and the living, among men and women. The 

"sublimated eroticism" Bell speaks of is often ignored or excused in Poe's tales 

because any action the reader might deem perverseness can usually be explained by 

the character's madness, instead of his or her sexual inclinations. If we were to 

consider the relationship between the "Tell-Tale" narrator and the old man's milky 

eye as Bell's "mixture of sexual fascination and revulsion," then it is the madman's 

method of killing the old man that offers us opportunity to psychoanalyze any 

underlying reasons for him feeling so threatened by that eye. As a necessary concern 

that influences the actions within their home, Poe intentionally makes us aware that 

the men's residence is one that sits so closely to others that any perverse actions or 

loud noises within might readily make them suspect in their community. This sense 

of closeness and scrutiny is confirmed when the old man's last shriek provokes the 

neighbors to call for the police. It is important to note that the narrator does not break 
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into the old man's room while he is sleeping and forcefully drive a knife blade into 

the man ' s body (a rather phallic and masculine approach). His ultimate 

dismemberment, dissection, and concealment of the man's entire body would have 

made that a swift and practical solution to the detested eye. Nor does the narrator 

choose to stab or kill the man through that eye that has caused him so much revulsion . 

Instead, he saves his physical, pleasurable, and thoroughly described handling of the 

man until after his death, when he can have total control over the other man's body. 

Quietly and incrementally he had intruded his body into the old man's bedroom while 

he was asleep. As if it were an inexperienced and sheepish attempt at foreplay, he 

cautiously enters the threshold of the bedroom one miniscule bit at a time: "And 

every night, about midnight, I turned the latch of his door and opened it-oh, so 

gently! And then, when I had made an opening sufficient for my head, I put in a dark 

lantern, all closed, closed, so that no light shone out, and then I thrust in my head. 

Oh, you would have laughed to see how cunningly I thrust it in!" (303). The 

narrator's head, like a metaphorical penis entering a body cavity, slowly protrudes 

into the old man's bedroom. In fact, since the old man doesn't hear the narrator and 

open his "Evil Eye" during the first seven nights that he attempted the crime, the 

narrator cannot kill the man nor the orifice that is the self-proclaimed source of his 

hostility-that damnable eye. In this manner, Poe, as the narrator, offers us a veiled 

homoerotic encounter between his narrator and the kindly old man. 

Humor, as both Wood's and Justus' essays suggest, plays a role in this tale 

too, because it ultimately provokes the actual murder when the narrator's chuckle at 
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his own cleverness (which should be seen as his first confession) causes the old man 

to finally awaken on the eighth night. Once the narrator confirms that the eye is open, 

he knows that it is time for the killing because the man's eye (body) is alert to his 

presence and therefore vulnerable to his attack (consummation). This decision 

solidifies when the narrator believes that he hears the sound of the old man's 

frightened heart, which he says, "increased my fury, as the beating of a drum 

stimulates the soldier into courage" (305). It is rather interesting that the old man's 

"Evil Eye" provokes the thought of murder, yet it is the throbbing repetition of his 

tell-tale beating heart beneath the floorboards that the narrator believes he hears again 

later that drives him to confess his clever crime. This is of course the sound of our 

paranoid narrator's own heart that he projects onto his dead victim. There is such 

madness and illogical behavior in this tale that we instinctively know that motives 

lurk behind the murder having nothing to do with the old man's eye. Person explains 

how particularly important the chosen method of murder is for explicating the tale's 

homoerotic content: "The narrator kills the old man with the bed-by pulling it over 

him, suffocating him-and in the process he converts this site of possible pleasure, 

the site at which the implications of gaze and desire might be played out, into a 

murder weapon. He thus converts desire into violence" (Queer Poe 23). The narrator 

entered the old man's bedroom, "his chamber," to commit a sinful crime, and now 

those three officers with the power to fmther control and confine him are seated 

before him, like judges, in the same room where he had just so brazenly taken 

possession from its former occupant. Most unexpectedly, as a result of the narrator's 
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violent actions-the dissection of the old man-that man's bedroom has increasingly 

become a homosocial space that is now subject to public intrusion, opinion, and 

control. 

While this tale of murder and dissection offers us an extremely violent 

glimpse at what Lawrence calls the spiritual attraction or "blood togetherness" shared 

among men, we can see the male attraction and abhorrence dichotomy between the 

narrator and the old man that is so prevalent in Poe's stories. In Crain's exploration 

of Melville's homosexuals and cannibals, we learn more details about this love/hatred 

contradiction among men: 

This emotional double bind-of horror and fascination, of attraction 

and revulsion, of delicious shudders-has been given a name. Eve 

Kosofsky Sedgwick calls it "homosexual panic," a term she borrows 

from the Freudian lexicon. According to Sedgwick, homophobia is 

not just hatred directed against gay men. Systematic fear and distrust 

of male-male intimacy in Western Europe predates the identification 

of the homosexual as a "species" by more than a century. Homo

phobia, she maintains, is social blackmail. It is an ideology that 

controls affections and relations between men-of any orientation-by 

obliging them to eternal vigilance lest they be labeled effeminate, 

inverted, or (later) gay. Homosexual panic is "the most private, 

psychologized for" of this blackmail. When a man becomes aware, 

however liminally, of attraction to another man, he resorts to paranoia 
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and projection of the sort Freud outlined in his analysis of Schreber. It 

is a desperate defense. The attraction becomes revulsion, horror, and 

even violence. (33) 

Considering Sedgwick's comment, it would be fair to suggest that the narrator of 

"The Tell-Tale Heart" grows violent against the old man because he fears the 

closeness that they share. It is a fear that consummates with the closeness brought 

about by the very intimate bed killing. Does his reliance on and affection for the old 

man become "revulsion, horror, and even violence" for reasons that he dare not 

describe to the police or to the readers of his tale? To avoid being accused of 

"controlling affections and relations between men," or of imposing a homophobic 

projection on the characters in the short writings by Poe (the ultimate author-ity on 

his characters and director of their emotions and actions), allow me to illustrate how 

Poe's "Tell-Tale Heart" is merely a doorway, a liminal threshold to other homosocial 

and homosexual encounters found throughout his works. 
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Sexuality and "The Fall" 

Let us now examine in greater detail one of Poe's longer and most frequently 

anthologized short stories, "The Fall of the House of Usher." From the narrator's 

first impression of the Usher homestead, we know that something unusual will occur 

within: "with the first glimpse of the building, a sense of insufferable gloom pervaded 

my spirit" (231). There is unwholesomeness in this aged house that deeply affects 

those who live within and those who come near it. The narrator describes this gloom 

as , "an utter depression of soul which I can compare to no earthly sensation more 

properly than to the after-dream of the reveller upon opium" (231 ). He goes further 

to explain the enigmatic qualities of these sensations and tells us that he "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, still the analysis of this power lies among considerations beyond our depth" (231 ). 

What is worth noticing in these lines is that Poe has infused not a person but a 

deteriorated structure-an aged building that appears weakened and near collapse

as the entity so profoundly affecting that it is described as an opium experience. This 

tactic cleverly places the responsibility for the characters' actions (and therefore 

distances even the author's responsibility for them) on the mesmerizing powers of a 

mostly inanimate house. We are intentionally led to believe by the author that the 

house is responsible for the inhabitants' peculiar behavior; this forces us to blame the 
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house instead of making assumptions about the inhabitants' responsibility for the 

home 's dilapidated condition or their questionable actions within it. 

In order to make the story credible, Poe had to frame it in the close confines 

(the asylum) of the Usher house. As Michel Foucault observes, "man generates his 

madness like a mirage. The symbol of madness will henceforth be that mirror which, 

without reflecting anything real, will secretly offer the man who observes himself in it 

the dream of his own presumption. Madness deals not so much with truth and the 

world, as with man and whatever truth about himself he is able to perceive" (27). 

When "The Fall"' narrator begins his tale by relating his first impressions of the 

house, we are meant to observe him just as he observes the house. We are to judge 

his candor and sanity by how he reflects upon his impressions and descriptions of the 

house and its landscape. We join the thoughts of the narrator because we join his 

"dream of his own presumption [and can decide whether to accept or ignore] 

whatever truth about himself he is able to perceive." The house and grounds, like 

Madeline Usher, are barren, enshrouded in fungus and other signs of decay. Poe has 

erected an exceptional building for the Ushers, one that is so powerful that by merely 

gazing upon it the viewer will suffer a type of madness, with physical and emotional 

sensations similar to those delivered by a powerful and addicting drug. Besides the 

narrator, the family physician is the only other character who comes and goes to the 

house. And we wonder if he, like the narrator and the Usher twins, was also infected 

by the personality of this house. This clever device of Poe's, this mad personification 

of the house, is why we are repeatedly informed of Roderick Usher's belief in "the 
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sentience of all vegetable things" (239), a belief that provides further proof of the 

bizarre relationship between the Usher family and their home: "that silent yet 

importunate and terrible influence which for centuries had moulded the destinies of 

his family, and which made him what I now saw him-what he was. Such opinions 

need no comment, and I will make none" (239). Although he says "no comment" 

here-adding to our suspicions about Roderick-our narrator's earliest impressions 

of the house and its impact on his own psychology leave us certain that he shares 

Usher's opinions about how the "long undisturbed endurance of this arrangement" of 

the House had "moulded the destinies of his family" and affected those who drew 

near. 

We must pause to ask ourselves if Poe wants us to believe that the Usher 

house contains within its walls a curious and powerful entity, or does the house itself 

serve as a divine or mysterious presence that controls all that come near it? In 1964, 

J. 0. Bailey offered American Literature readers a very pragmatic argument that the 

Usher house was a vampire-like creature in the form of a "psychic sponge." 3 For 

Bailey, the layers of fungi that appear to hold together the stones of the Usher house 

are in reality a life-sucking force that drains Roderick's "vitality through his hair and 

lives on it [which is] consistent with the idea of a psychic current flowing from 

Roderick's [hair 'of a more than web-like softness and tenuity'] to the fungi as the 

House makes demands upon him" (452). Although Bailey's discussion about this 

fantastic hair-to-fungi transference of energy between man and home offers readers a 

sensible footnote about the biblical precedent of Samson's hair having similar soul-
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affecting powers, this "psychic sponge" concept is in some respects as bizarre as the 

tale it attempts to explain. The rest of Bailey's essay offers a strong defense for the 

concept of vampires in the Usher home, especially in the case of the revivified 

Madeline. The vampire lore Bailey and others have found hidden on the surface of 

Poe's tales (which we will discuss in more detail later in this paper) will not only 

offer support for my assertions about the homoerotic content in Poe, but it also shows 

the foundation for many derivative writers with similar homoerotic content, including 

Herman Melville, Charles Baudelaire, George Du Maurier, and Bram Stoker. 

After deliberating over the peculiarities of the house, we are told a very 

important piece of information by the narrator, who informs us that generations of the 

Usher family have secluded themselves within the confines of this house, and this 

closeness, Poe suggests, creates a severely "homegrown" or close lineage in the 

Usher family, which 

had put forth, at no period, any enduring branch; in other words, that 

the entire family Jay in the direct line of descent, and had always, with 

very trifling and very temporary variation, so Jain. It was this 

deficiency [ ... ] perhaps, of collateral issue, and the consequent 

undeviating transmission, from sire to son, of the patrimony with the 

name, which had, at length, so identified the two as to merge the 

original title of the estate in the quaint and equivocal appellation of the 

"House of Usher"-an appellation which seemed to include in the 
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minds of the peasantry who used it, both the family and the family 

mansion. (232) 

Through his narrator, Poe recognizes the unwholesomeness of the home's exterior 

and even darker interiors and its tendency to isolate, absorb, and influence its 

inhabitants, creating a likely explanation for the mental "deficiency" he finds with 

Roderick. Although the Usher offspring show signs of creative and intellectual 

greatness, especially in the more aesthetic fields of art and music, a skewed sense of 

community and a lack of social interaction not only suggests unnatural emotional and 

mental development but also what many believe to be a hint of unusual sexual 

behaviors that are the result of an inbred family lineage. Lawrence expresses a 

candid opinion on these matters in his Studies in Classic American Literature, which 

over time has become a benchmark interpretation of the tale: 

The other great story linking up with this group ["Ligeia" and 

"Berenice"] is The Fall of the House of Usher. Here the love is 

between brother and sister. When the self is broken, and the mystery 

of the recognition of otherness fails, then the longing for identification 

with the beloved becomes a lust. And it is this longing for 

identification, utter merging, which is at the base of the incest 

problem. In psychoanalysis almost every trouble in the psyche is 

traced to an incest-desire. But it won't do. Incest-desire is only one of 

the modes by which men strive to get their gratification of the intensest 

vibration of the spiritual nerves, without any resistance. (76) 
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We can debate the adequacy of Lawrence's psychoanalytical interpretation of the 

sexual relationship between the Usher brother and sister, but he must be appreciated 

for his directness in 1923 when publicly tackling the very sensitive subject of incest. 

Lawrence's frankness about sexual matters often receives as much praise as criticism. 

In "D. H. Lawrence and Sex," Peter Nazareth observes that "Lawrence emphasized 

the sex bit. He discovered that other writers had not written much about sex and so 

he decided to do so. He also found that sex is shocking or disturbing, and he liked 

shocking the reader" (54). With this perspective, perhaps we should regard 

Lawrence's criticism on Poe as his attempt to out-Poe Poe's ability to shock the 

reader. Along with insights on Lawrence, Nazareth's article also gives us a curious 

historical perspective on his and, we can only assume, academic America's opinion 

on homosexuality in the 1920s and 1960s that is well worth considering today: 

Arising out of this acceptance of the whole being, we have Lawrence's 

yearning for physical togetherness, "blood togetherness" as he called 

it, between man and man, woman and woman. For example, note the 

wrestling between Rupert Birkin and Gerald Crich in Chapter XX of 

Women in Love[ . . . ]. This has often been misunderstood as an 

approval of homosexuality. It is not. There is a profound difference 

between homosexuality, which is a terrible perversion, and "blood

togetherness," which is right. Homosexuality can only arise when 

human beings use their bodies as things apart, as things not 

themselves. Catherine Carswell says, "I have heard Lawrence say that 
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sexual perversion was for him 'the sin against the Holy Ghost,' the 

hopeless sin. But he cherished the longing to see revived a 

communion between man and man that should not lack its physical 

symbols. He even held that our modern denial of this communion in 

all but idea is the cause of our modern perversions." (55) 

With our contemporary perspective on sexuality, when we find Nazareth comfortably 

using a 1962 Duke University Press journal like Transition to call homosexuality "a 

terrible perversion," we can see part of the explanation for why Poe and other writers 

were not previously explored for their rich homosocial intentions. Apparently the 

suggestion of heterosexual incest between the Usher twins was appropriate for early

nineteenth century literature and early- and mid-twentieth century criticism, but the 

so-called "perversion" of homosexuality was not. By Nazareth's and Carswell's 

account, Lawrence promoted the vibrations and physical contact between men and 

men, but a fine line seems to separate acceptable physical communion and sexual 

consummation. Lawrence also appears to be both prudish and emasculating when 

defining Poe's sexuality, which he describes as a state of "frenzy, as characteristic 

American women nowadays go on in a frenzy, after the very same thing: the 

heightening, the flow, the ecstasy. Poe tried alcohol, and any drug he could Jay his 

hands on. He also tried any human being he could lay his hands on" (68). We should 

forgive Lawrence for this gossip on Poe's periodic indulgences with alcohol and 

drugs, because that was a common misperception about the author, something that 

Poe's actions did not discourage in his lifetime. Ultimately, that misunderstanding 
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was firmly implanted in his readers' minds by the inaccurate posthumous and 

somewhat malicious biography by Rufus Griswold.4 When Lawrence says that Poe 

"tried any human being he could lay his hands on," we cannot help but wonder if his 

specious attitude alludes to the class of people Poe was familiar with or their sexual 

orientation. Considering the content of Lawrence's own writings and what we know 

of his opinions on homosexuality, it is quite plausible that his commentary about Poe 

having sex with "any human being" is intended to be a blatant suggestion about 

homosexual encounters as well as other types of behavior that Lawrence would 

consider "unspeakable acts." Otherwise, what is that bit of private gossip doing in a 

rather frank, albeit defensive, literary critique of the Usher short story? 

25 



Incest or Homosexuality? 

Keenly important in Lawrence's analysis of "The Fall" is that he begins with 

the comment, "When the self is broken," which certainly describes Usher's admission 

and his friend's confirmation of the man's broken mental state. At the risk of 

sounding terribly non-conformist, what we must ask ourselves is what solid evidence 

of the twin's unnatural infidelities is ever actually shown in the Usher story that leads 

Lawrence to feel so confident that incest is anything more than Poe's or his own idle 

gossip? Poe doesn't even offer his fraternal twins a friendly kiss before bedtime 

when the supposedly sick Madeline briefly appears on the margins of Roderick's 

private room. Poe only allows Roderick and Madeline to make contact in death, not 

in life.5 Does Poe's shadowy gossip about Usher's ancestors provide any concrete 

proof that the family's final generation carries on the same practices as previous ones, 

or are his words merely meant to suggest the household's potential for sexual 

experimentation? Instead of assuming incest, when Poe says that the family "had not 

put forth, at no period, any enduring branch," that sentence could simply imply a 

tendency toward homosexuality (a non-procreative form of intercourse) which would 

create this deficiency or "end of the line" situation for the Usher family. If there had 

been heterosexual relations between Madeline and Roderick, or their ancestors for 

that matter, then there would be many branches of Usher offspring left instead of only 

the two remaining siblings. Poe offers his readers some rather suggestive details 

about a family whose only male figure does not generate viable offspring to carry on 
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the Usher name. What exactly is Poe trying to do when he makes it clear that 

Roderick has not acted like other men, by taking a wife and procreating his way into 

the next Usher generation? Those barren branches of the Usher family can easily be 

explained when you open the door to a homosexual interpretation of Roderick Usher. 

Lawrence's assumptions about incest begin to slip away when you consider that the 

world has known many brother and sister companions who did not need to become 

lovers in order to simply love one another and dwell in a creative and isolated house 

together. For instance, consider Poe's contemporaries William and Dorothy 

Wordsworth, who we know Poe was familiar with from his critical observations on 

the poet's works that appeared about eight years prior to the publication of "The Fall" 

(Quinn 175). Could his knowledge of this well-known literary brother and sister duo 

have led Poe to speculate about his own characters' relationship, especially with an 

odd subject like Roderick, who so many critics feel is a replacant of Poe, a man 

married to a cousin he once called "sissy" (Quinn 224)? 

The difficulties in describing or depicting the relationship between Madeline 

and Roderick in interpretations of the tale become most apparent in film versions. In 

the 1928 French adaptation of the Usher tale by Jean Epstein, Madeline and Roderick 

are simply reintroduced to the audience as husband and wife, not as brother and sister. 

A few frightened and suspicious comments are made by townspeople at the start of 

the movie, when the narrator mentions the Usher name, and later there are some 

inconclusive glances at a document illustrating the family tree. Unless viewers are 

aware of the original story's hints at the possibility for an incestuous relationship, we 
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have no real reason to think from only watching this film version that the married 

couple are actually brother and sister. While Epstein's earlier film offers a unique 

method of dealing with the seclusion of the troublesome twins in Poe's tale, Roger 

Corman's 1960 depiction of their story allowed the two to live as brother and sister. 

For obvious reasons he did not attempt to make Madeline (played by dark-haired and 

petite Myrna Fahey) Vincent Price's twin, but he did make her brother, like the 

Roderick in Epstein's film, obsessed with keeping her confined with him at home. In 

Corman's film, the story begins with Madeline's betrothed pounding on the door to 

the Usher home because his beloved had left Boston some time earlier (where she 

was something of a socialite) and had not returned to marry him as promised. 

Although it was produced nearly thirty years later than Epstein's film, at the threshold 

to the sexually open 1960s, Corman pretty much dismisses the concept of incest in his 

version of their story too. Instead, his film offers many intimate heterosexual 

moments between Madeline and her fiance (Mark Damon). The obsession Roderick 

has for his sister and with keeping her close to home is characterized as driven by his 

loneliness, physical sensitivities, and the inherent madness in the Usher family, which 

is displayed through a series of macabre paintings that look more like carnival freak 

show posters than family portraits. In both films we do find an aesthetically sensitive 

Roderick determined to keep his objectified and marginalized sister/wife secluded at 

home and discouraged from participating in any form of heterosexual intimacy. In 

both films we find a Roderick who is more interested in his own artistic pursuits than 

to properly care for his wife or sister Madeline. In both films we see more male/male 
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interaction than male/female closeness, and even when Madeline is engaged to be 

married, her brother's passions are not portrayed as sexually driven jealousy for her 

feminine presence. She is obsessed over by him because of the isolation Roderick 

fears experiencing should she leave him through death or marriage. Surprisingly, in 

Epstein's more dramatic version, it is Roderick who pleads with the doctor and the 

servant not to close or nail Madeline's coffin shut, as he insists that she is not dead 

and should have access to return to their house. Although their films provide some 

interesting views on the family's sexual interactions, both directors offer such strong 

deviations from the written work that it is clear that the difficulties in representing 

those relationships visually makes for sometimes confusing (mis-) interpretations of 

the intentions behind Poe's odd tale. This is why I find it so curious that Lawrence 

and those who adhere to his interpretation of the tale cling to the notion that incest is 

the only form of sexuality, symbolic or not, that exists in the Usher home. There are 

clearly more instances of male closeness and homoerotic encounters throughout the 

tale than there are opportunities or descriptions of heterosexual lusts or incestuous 

desires. 

Many readers who would disagree with me offer the gruesome scene near the 

"The Fall's" ending as proof of the twin's sexual relationship, when a "trembling and 

reeling," bloody, and emaciated Madeline Usher collapses in a missionary position 

atop her brother's form (245). She collapses, she falls upon her brother, she does not 

pursue him into the narrator's bedroom. One of the best evaluations of this scene, 

which just happens to leave open the possibility of Roderick's latent homosexuality, 
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is found in Leo Spitzer's discussion on "a reversal of gender" between the siblings, 

which describes Madeline's emergence from the tomb as a "female Ethelred 

returning, blood-stained, as a 'conqueror' from her battle with the dragon [as 

representative of] the true male and last hero of House of Usher, while her brother has 

in the end become a figure of passivity whose body is reduced to a trembling mass" 

(32). Spitzer's reference to the singular female presence in the story as the only "true 

male" signifies Roderick as either an effeminate or androgynous male presence. 

Granted, neither of these gender inversions proves that the man is also homosexual, 

but to effeminize a male character in literature is to offer more than gossip about the 

author's intentions for that character. 

As if she were Ethelred returning from the tomb, Madeline emasculates 

Roderick by coming back upstairs to kill him, but it is not the physical results of their 

concurrent deaths (the final position of the bodies) that emasculates Roderick, 

because the destruction of the house that soon follows those deaths quickly 

disassembles everything in the home including their bodies. It is Madeline's strength 

and endurance that frees her from the tomb that creates the air of a gender inversion. 

Although her strength is nonexistent by the time she finds her brother in the narrator's 

bedroom, her survival and escape from the tomb makes her a momentarily masculine 

and even superhuman figure. In the end, she lies not alone in her tomb but on top of 

her brother in a reverse missionary position. They must die together, as twins, double 

personalities, and they must perish along with the familial home. As Daniel Hoffman 

describes it, the vault below the house was both "a family tomb and an ancestral 
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womb" (370). Their subsequent mutual deaths create not just the hint of a gender

inversion and a sexual position, but it also represents a return to the womb as the 

twins leave the eatth embracing each other as they did upon arriving in it. The fact 

that she falls on top of him goes further to reinforce the idea that she was the stronger 

of the two, since Roderick collapses, out of fear, underneath her falling body. What 

is confusing is how Lawrence's commentary has so heavily influenced subsequent 

criticism that many see this final moment as a sexually symbolic encounter as 

opposed to what it simply is: a scene where a horrified and angry victim confronts the 

man who has just tried to kill her and collapses and dies from that strenuous exertion. 

To have this murderer be one's own brother is in itself cause and justification for her 

emotionally charged actions; there is no need to assume that any sexual desire is 

responsible for the final position of their bodies. As we will see later, Poe tends to 

make a habit of having his characters collapse on other people or objects, instead of 

allowing them to fall hard to the bare floor or ground. And since both brother and 

sister die as they collapse, how can we hold them or their sexual desires responsible 

for the final positioning of their two dead bodies which only fate momentarily held in 

that suspect position? One can just as easily assume that Poe's intention was to rejoin 

the twins in death as to consider that moment a coupling of the siblings in a sexual or 

confessional pose. 

What also should be noted and is thoroughly ignored is that Madeline's 

startling feminine presence at the close of the tale not only has the power to bring 

about the conclusion of the Usher lineage and the decimation of their house, but it 
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also brings to conclusion another sexually symbolic situation. That scene is the very 

homoerotic moment of tension that was being shared in the narrator's bedroom, a 

moment of emotional intimacy between the narrator and his masculine double, 

Roderick Usher. It is fascinating to find so much criticism that accepts the 

relationship between Madeline and Roderick as incestuous and so much that will also 

characterize Madeline as a masculine or emasculating character, yet no one else has 

suggested that we should connect that sexual attraction that Roderick feels for his 

sister and the masculine attributes that she clearly possessed in life as evidence of the 

homoerotic desires held by Roderick. (Regardless of Roderick's description of her 

malady, his sister must have been forceful or she wouldn't have survived Roderick 

locking her in the tomb and he wouldn't have had a deathly fear of her being able to 

escape and be angry with him for doing so). In this light then, doesn't the 

Roderick!Ethelred/Madeline connection at the end of the story suggest Roderick's 

desire for a masculine companion? I firmly believe that the often-discussed doubling 

between Roderick and the narrator provides similar evidence of the strong emotional 

bond between those two men, evidence of their homoerotic desire. Should there 

exist, at least temporarily, some critical middle ground, where we all can say that Poe 

uses the overt incestuous theme to covertly smuggle in his culturally suppressed 

theme of homosexuality? After all, if you can interpret the doubling between 

Roderick and his sister as incestuous, then you can certainly make the case that the 

doubling between Roderick and the narrator is homoerotic. If we are to continue to 

accept the long-standing, wide-spread opinion that Madeline's collapse into 
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Roderick's arms confirms their sexual relationship, then we must also accept the 

same when reading the following scene from The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym 

(1837-8): 

Hardly had I come to this resolution, when, suddenly, a loud and long 

scream or yell, as if from the throats of a thousand demons, seemed to 

pervade the whole atmosphere around and above the boat. Never 

while I live shall I forget the intense agony of terror I experienced at 

that moment. My hair stood erect on my head-I felt the blood 

congealing in my veins-my heart ceased utterly to beat, and without 

having once raised my eyes to learn the source of my alarm, I tumbled 

headlong and insensible upon the body of my fallen companion. (753) 

This scene between two mischievous teenage boys, Arthur and Augustus, like the 

conclusion to Madeline and Roderick's tale, describes one character fainting or 

collapsing upon another with the end result being a shared embrace or missionary 

position between the pair. Now how can one scene in Poe represent sexual desire 

(even necrophilia) and the other is just happenstance? Should we assume that only 

one event is sexual because only one pairing has a male and female character, as if 

only heterosexual sex existed in Poe's lifetime? A weak and dying Madeline is no 

more responsible for her body's collapse upon her brother's than is Arthur 

responsible for the shipwreck that throws his body atop Augustus'. 

Hoffman makes a very important point when he suggests that the aesthetic 

nature within Roderick could only be released by Madeline's departure. Like Poe, 
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Roderick needed a sorrow, a muse, a dead female to inspire his talents: "Now that 

Madeline at last is dying, what does Roderick do but burst forth with painted images, 

with song, with poetry![ ... ] Next he turns to that ancestral preoccupation of his 

House, the beauty of music, and plays wild and fanciful improvisations on his guitar" 

(304). Hoffman's theory about Roderick's artistic freedom being bought with 

Madeline's demise offers us an aesthetic and intriguing explanation for her brother 

becoming her murderer. This murder creates a necessary plot twist for an author who 

enjoyed being employed only as a writer (holding no sideline Custom House job like 

Hawthorne) and whose experiences with dying women (his mother and wife) 

unquestionably influenced his writing. As with the Usher tale, Poe's stories are 

simply loaded with what should be called either artistic mischief or the effects of a 

distraught mind that may have persistently indulged in "too much cheese and stout." 

Poe apparently enjoyed creating these layers of doubles, of dark tarns, of narcissistic 

mirrors, and kaleidoscopic images of likeness and visual confusion. He had to do so 

knowing that they create multiple personality reflections on and interpretations of his 

stories that make great fodder for future criticism and create immortality for an author 

obsessed with death and success as a writer. And to create a sensitive, aesthetic, 

dandy like Roderick, Poe must have relied upon effeminate male stereotypes from his 

world, which offered similarly artistic natures. 

In "The Purveyor of Truth," Jacques Derrida discusses doubling from many 

perspectives that include his comments on Poe's use of multiple layers of "textual 

reference" in "The Purloined Letter" (1844). He observes that it is initially signified 
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as a text by that name, secondly as a text by that name within a trilogy of texts 

(including "The Murders in the Rue Morgue" (1841) and 'The Mystery of Marie 

Roget" (1841-42), and thirdly, it is the actual letter/text within the story that is 

purloined by Minister D __ .6 Along with the doubling of the sinister Minister 

D __ and the detective, C. Auguste Dupin, an inanimate object, a letter is doubled 

in that tale of Poe's, and so the completion of the tale and the detective work done to 

obtain the real and to conceal the fake letter (yet another double) creates a labyrinth 

of verisimilitude. As Derrida elaborates, "The title is the title of the text, it names the 

text, it names itself, and thus includes itself by pretending to name an object described 

in the text. 'The Purloined Letter' operates as a text which evades every assignable 

destination, and produces, or rather induces by deducing itself, this unassignableness 

at the precise moment when it narrates the arrival of a letter" (204 ). Derrida and 

Hoffman, like many other critics, recognize the various doublings within the Usher 

tale: the tale of Roderick Usher's House doubles the home within Roderick Usher' s 

poem "Haunted Palace"; Roderick the poet and artist doubles Poe, his creator (his 

textual womb); Roderick doubles the narrator (as friend or lover); and Roderick 

doubles Madeline (as sister or lover). It is important to remember that Roderick (or 

Poe) is the central reflection, the mirror before all of these duplicate images. If we 

apply Derrida's evasion concept to Roderick, then we can say that he "evades every 

assignable destination, and produces, or rather induces by deducing [himself], this 

unassignableness at the precise moment when he narrates the arrival of' himself as 

himself, as Madeline, as the narrator, as Poe, as "The Haunted House," as the reading 
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of the romantic tale of Ethelred is completed, as the House of Usher, like Madeline, 

collapses upon him and itself. And who is left unscathed at this tale's conclusion? 

The narrator, who mirrors the author Poe of course, lives to supposedly tell their tale 

in the future, the reader's present, but much like Roderick's burst of creative activity 

following Madeline's first/false death, the narrator's artistic expression generates 

from the conclusion of the Usher's tale, which becomes his beginning, the impetus of 

his tale about his past experiences with them. Imagine the fun Poe had out-Poeing 

himself with the complexities of this tale, which include the cunning and humor he 

has shown to have begun his climatic story of the Ushers not in medias res but with 

the rather mundane opening line, "During the whole of a dull, dark, and soundless 

day in the autumn of the year" (231). Poe was up to many tricks of his trade with this 

tale, and this is why we try to fathom it with the same look of foreboding and 

consternation with which the narrator/Poe beheld the upside down image of the Usher 

house within the tarn. 

One of Hoffman's perspectives on doubling in "The Fall" is simply that: 

In the design of this fable, just as Roderick Usher is a double of 

Narrator-unconsciousness as an emanation of the conscious self-so 

is Madeline Usher the double of Roderick. Of these duplicate Ushers 

there is yet a further split, for the House itself is both the Usher family 

and its manse, as the bodily parallels and metaphors make plain. (310) 

Hoffman apparently accepts the concept of Roderick having at least two twins or 

doubles: Madeline and the narrator (and a third in Poe), but like most critics who 
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mention Lawrence's commentary and the incest suggested between the fraternal twins 

with his "enduring branch" passage, Hoffman only perceives one of these doubling 

relationships as having sexual potential. Hoffman echoes Lawrence when he tells us 

that "The Fall" is a "love story in which incest, murder, and necrophilia are 

inescapable. To love one's twin sister is but a double displacement for the ultimate 

narcissism, self-love, and the ultimate incestuous desire, possession of one's mother's 

body" (311). Now if we are to see the male narrator as another twin of Roderick's, 

then doesn't Hoffman's assertion make possible that the narrator is meant to be used 

as another receptacle for Roderick's "ultimate narcissism, self-love, and the ultimate 

incestuous desire"? As his masculine double, that being the very closest type of 

"twin," the narrator (his "intimate associate" since boyhood) could certainly offer a 

greater attraction for the hedonistic aesthete Roderick Usher. 

When considering male doubles and mirror images in "William Wilson" 

(1839), we find another peculiar masculine pairing, which until the very end of the 

story we believe to be a relationship between two men. Poe offers conflicting 

information throughout this tale that leads us to believe that at times there are in fact 

two William Wilsons and at other times only one. A character who practically 

defines Sedgwick's concept of "homosexual panic," Wilson tells us that his feelings 

toward his double vacillate between admiration and loathing, and he is "galled, too, 

by the rumor touching a relationship, which had grown current in the upper [classmen 

at their school]" (631). Since we learn in time that we cannot trust our narrator's 

perception of himself or others, we are not quite certain whether his reference to 
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rumors about a relationship are real or driven by paranoia, or if that allusion to a 

relationship is meant to be sexual or supposed to be a relation that is familial. Poe 

intentionally makes his diction vague. Wilson remains perplexed by his double and 

says that he "could not help observing, with a feeling made up of wonder, abasement, 

and pique, that [the other Wilson] 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 behavior to arise from 

a consummate self-conceit assuming the vulgar airs of patronage and protection" 

(630). Not wanting to be misunderstood, Poe here accentuates the "affectionateness" 

between the men and the resulting discomfort it creates in Wilson. One night, after 

sneaking into his double's bedroom to play a prank, Wilson is horrified to see his twin 

looking much as he had upon his arrival at the school five years prior. He is so 

stunned by the vulnerable image of his double asleep that he describes himself as 

"Gasping for breath" and he begins to shake "as if with a fit of the ague" (634 ). 

Much like the murder scene in "The Tell-Tale Heart," Wilson is paranoid and greatly 

affected by the image that the light from his lamp provides when he pulls back the 

curtain on the other Wilson's bedchamber and reacts when: 

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. [ ... ]The same name! the 

same contour of person! the same day of arrival at the academy! [ ... ] 

Awe-stricken, and with a creeping shudder, I extinguished the lamp, 
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passed silently from the chamber, and left, at once, the halls of that old 

academy, never to enter them again. (634) 

Wilson does not tell us exactly why his late night visit to his imagined or 

impersonator Wilson's bedchamber was so overwhelming, because he doesn't seem 

to know himself: "The truth-the tragedy-of the drama was no more. I could now 

find room to doubt the evidence of my senses" (634) . As Person explains, "the 

simple fact of his being in the other man's bedroom may cause this extraordinary, 

essentially homophobic, reaction. That is, the violent repression of desire, which 

renders the body numb and icy, causes an objectless horror precisely because the 

other man's body suggests the possible arousal of desire in the male subject (Queer 

Poe 1 0). Poe's character doubts his senses because he finds himself attracted to 

another male, who he believes to be both his twin and his enemy. 

At his next school, Eaton, Wilson becomes a delinquent where his band of 

friends participates in "soulless dissipation" and where "debaucheries were to be 

faithfully protracted until morning. The wine flowed freely, and there were not 

wanting other and perhaps more dangerous seductions" (634). Obviously, an all

boys' school or men's college offers a potential homosocial space, but these passages 

about the card games and drinking until dawn at Eaton not only make us suspect the 

other communal pleasures these men may have indulged in, but the scenes described 

in this story run very close to those that saw Poe's real life departure from the 

University of Virginia, where he was forced to leave after "John Allan [Poe's foster 

father] refused to permit him to return" or to pay Poe's gambling debts (Quinn 105-
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1 09). It is definitely not the purpose of this paper to discuss whether there is evidence 

that Poe experimented with homosexual or bisexual relationships in his lifetime or 

college days. We should leave that discussion to his past and future biographers. 

Most current commentary on Poe discusses the psychological impact that being 

orphaned may have had on him, the embittered relationship he had with his foster 

father, and the continuous conflicts he had as an adult working with other men. 
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Poe's Women 

When considering the women who affected Poe's life, there were the life

changing losses of his young mother and wife, the close relationships with women 

who appear in or influenced his writing, and the unrealistic and often statue-like or 

catatonic females in his stories. As is typical with any author, these personal 

influences appear to be mirrored or reflected in his tales. Since the purpose of this 

thesis is to show how relationships among male characters within Poe's stories offer a 

variety of homosocial spaces and allusions to homosexual encounters, it would be 

irresponsible to ignore Poe's relationships with fictional or real-life women which 

create a legitimate comparison for our discussion about male relationships in his 

fictions . 

In "Eleonora" Poe hints of incest and specifically mentions Oedipus before he 

writes about a heterosexual relationship, which strikes very close to Poe's own home 

life with his cousin. (We certainly need to keep in mind, though, that Oedipus was a 

fictional character who made love to his mother without knowledge of their familial 

relationship.) 

She whom I loved in youth, and of whom I now pen calmly and 

distinctly these remembrances, was the sole daughter of the only sister 

of my mother long departed. Eleonora was the name of my cousin. 

We had always dwelled together, beneath a tropical sun, in the Valley 

of the Many-Colored Grass.[ ... ] Thus it was that we lived all alone, 
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knowing nothing of the world without the valley-I, and my cousin, 

and her mother. (649-650) 

Poe's personal life includes broken or denied engagements (Helen Whitman, Annie 

Richmond) and obsessive feelings about those women he declared to love, or 

objectified, which certainly does appear to be reflected in his sometimes superhuman 

characterizations of his fictional women. When considering the heterosexual 

relationships among the characters in stories by his American contemporaries 

(Hawthorne, Cooper, and Irving), we must ask ourselves what may have compelled 

Poe to write so many stories where only masculine characters exist or survive. And 

why is it that those stories that do include women typically present them as dead, 

dying, or, as in "The Black Cat," with a husband's axe wedged in the woman's 

forehead? 

One of the most significant differences between Poe's portrayals of males and 

females in his short fictions is the way that his diction romanticizes male with male 

encounters-those overwhelming, heart-stopping, life-changing effects on other 

characters' personalities, emotions, and bodies-while the language used for even the 

most passionate heterosexual relationships in his stories about obsessive love between 

male and female characters can be rather benign. In "Ligeia," the narrator/husband 

tells us that "her rare learning, her singular yet placid cast of beauty, and the thrilling 

and enthralling eloquence of her low musical language, made their way into my heart 

by paces so steadily and stealthily progressive, that they have been unnoticed and 

unknown" (654). Calmly embedded in this praise of the stunning creature that is 
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Ligeia (by the tale's ending she is made into something of a prototype of the more 

modern Sci-Fi creature), Poe's masculine admirer admits that all of her impressive 

attributes were so subtly received by his physical and mental senses that it was really 

"unnoticed and unknown" to him how he had come to so highly appreciate her unique 

presence. The narrator becomes so obsessed over Ligeia that he later works tireless! y 

to bring her back from the dead in the reanimated body of his second wife, yet his 

love for Ligeia in her lifetime still does not carry that same heart-halting response that 

William Wilson felt just upon seeing his double asleep. Even when Poe allows the 

husband to speak about Ligeia's intoxicating beauty, he appears very passive and 

collected in his remembrances. "In beauty of face no maiden ever equalled her. It 

was the radiance of an opium-dream-an airy and spirit-lifting vision more wildly 

divine than the phantasies which hovered about the slumbering souls of the daughters 

of Delos" (655). 

In "The Assignation" (first published in 1834 as "The Visionary"), we find a 

mythic Aphrodite, "the Marchesa Aphrodite-the adoration of all Venice" (294), 

who, like Ligeia, is described in extremely statuesque proportions before the 

mysterious man in the cloak rescues her drowning child from the canal outside her 

palace. Once her child is safely in her arms again, she comes to life: "Yes! Tears are 

gathering in those eyes-and see! the entire woman thrills throughout the soul, and 

the statue has started into life! The pallor of the marble countenance, the swelling of 

the marble bosom, the very purity of the marble feet, we behold suddenly flushed 

over with a tide of ungovernable crimson" (295) . Poe's romantic description of her 
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body and the vivid details about physical expressions of her heightened emotions 

offer readers a contradictory image of woman as both blood and stone. Notice that 

although we are given this very intimate examination of the woman 's body, it is 

intentionally done with aesthetic descriptions of her as a rather untouchable object of 

artistic creation that is admired from a distance. Initially there is no specific character 

reacting to her beauty, only an observant viewer's narration that describes her as well 

as her child's rescue from a safe and impersonal spot on the other side of the canal. A 

few moments later in the story we learn that the Marchesa's touch and her request 

that the cloaked hero meet her after sunrise in the morning did affect the man, who 

"shook with inconceivable agitation" in response to her attentions, but "he rapidly 

recovered his self-possession" (296). Even a grateful and seductive goddess cannot 

make a male character in a Poe story halt the way they do in the intimidating presence 

of another male. And when we learn later that her comment and touch were meant as 

a signal for the timing of their mutual suicides, his shuddering response is revealed to 

have been in reaction to her very serious intentions, not necessarily her awesome 

feminine presence. 

Consider another significant touch at the conclusion to the Usher tale, when 

Roderick is so transfixed by the story of Ethelred and his fears about Madeline 

returning from the tomb that he is described as sitting with a "measured rocking 

movement [that is] undisturbed" until the narrator moves toward him and tells us that 

"as I placed my hand upon his shoulder, there came a strong shudder over his whole 

person" (244 ). Although some may interpret his strong reaction to the narrator as a 
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statement of Roderick's building fear of Madeline, think about the narrator's 

conflicting description of Roderick's vitality the moment before Madeline actually 

appears. He does not tell us that Madeline barges into the room, instead he says that 

it was Roderick who opened the door for her, "As if in the superhuman energy of his 

utterance there had been found the potency of a spell, the huge antique panels to 

which the speaker pointed threw slowly back, upon the instant, their ponderous and 

ebony jaws" (245). Here Poe also steps in to give nature more control over the final 

brother/sister encounter than either Madeline or Roderick have when he has the 

narrator rationalize that he believes it was actually "the work of the rushing gust" 

created by the storm outside. What is most important to recognize here is that 

Madeline did not pursue her brother into the room; instead, "with a low moaning cry, 

[she] fell heavily inward upon the person of her brother, and in her violent and now 

final death-agonies, bore him to the floor a corpse, and a victim to the terrors he had 

anticipate" (245). Poe clearly describes Roderick as a victim of his terrors, not his 

sister's physical strength. Roderick's life is stilled by Madeline's dying embrace, but 

only moments before "a strong shudder over his whole person" was the description of 

his physical reaction to the masculine narrator simply touching his shoulder. 

In "Eleonora" the husband recalls an idyllic love with a woman whose beauty 

deteriorates in a story that offers an evasive and fairytale description of heterosexual 

consummation: "The passions which had for centuries distinguished our race, came 

thronging with the fancies for which they had been equally noted, and together 

breathed a delirious bliss over the Valley of the Many-Colored Grass. A change fell 
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upon all things" (650). Even when Eleonora is dying, her husband's passions are 

couched in storybook language: "I threw myself hurriedly at the feet of Eleonora, and 

offered up a vow, to herself and to Heaven, that I would never bind myself in 

marriage to any daughter of Earth-that I would in no manner prove recreant to her 

dear memory, or to the memory of the devout affection with which she had blessed 

me" (657). This chivalric vow of celibacy made by the husband would naturally 

appeal to Poe as a reasonable resolve to such a mythically ideal marriage to a dying 

woman, as he believed that to be the single most poetic subject that any artist/poet 

could pursue. "Eleonora" provides us with yet another example of how the greatest 

and most realistic relationships and emotions shared between characters in Poe's 

works are not between man and woman but are those feelings shared among men like 

"The Fall's" narrator and Roderick Usher. 

Admittedly, there is at least one description of a beloved woman who inspires 

heightened words and physical reactions in her male counterpart. In "Berenice" the 

narrator describes his cousin/bride shortly before her death/marriage as a classical 

beauty in a state of decay: 

She spoke no word, and I-not for worlds could I have uttered a 

syllable. An icy chill ran through my frame; a sense of insufferable 

anxiety oppressed me; a consuming curiosity pervaded my soul; and, 

sinking back upon the chair, I remained for some time breathless, and 

motionless, with my eyes rivetted upon her person. Alas! its 

emaciation was excessive, and not one vestige of the former being 

46 



lurked in any single line of the countour. My burning glances at length 

fell upon the face. (646) 

The narrator's reaction to the feminine presence before him is couched in his reaction 

to the effects of the disease she is dying from. The drastic change her impending 

death has brought to his cousin's appearance has not only inspired him to marry her 

(somewhat out of pity), but it has also created a most embarrassing scene for both of 

them when his reaction shows how greatly disfigured she has become from her 

illness, or as some have interpreted the story, her metamorphosis into a vampire. In 

this tale our narrator is extremely candid about his feelings toward his cousin 

Berenice and how he sees her not as a unique and vibrant woman, but like many of 

the other objects within his family's home. As we see in the following passage from 

the tale, she is described as an "abstraction" and objectified by the man she is going 

to marry in specifically has been language. 

During the brightest days of her unparalleled beauty, most surely I had 

never loved her. In the strange anomaly of my existence, feelings, 

with me, had never been of the heart, and my passions always were of 

the mind. [ ... ]she had flitted by my eyes, and I had seen her-not as 

the living and breathing Berenice, but as the Berenice of a dream; not 

as a being of the earth, earthy, but as the abstraction of such a being; 

not as a thing to admire, but to analyze; not as an object of love, but as 

the theme of the most abstruse although desultory speculation. And 

now-now I shuddered in her presence, and grew pale at her approach; 
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yet, bitterly lamenting her fallen and desolate condition, I called to 

mind that she had loved me long, and, in an evil moment, I spoke to 

her of marriage. (645) 

The narrator offers a curious description of his marriage proposal to the woman as an 

"evil moment," something to be considered unnatural for him and potentially cruel. 

Peculiarly disturbing is this story's similarities to Poe's marriage to his own cousin

bride, especially when one recognizes that this story was published a year before he 

married Virginia Clemm. There is a confessional aspect to this discussion of the 

narrator's motives for marrying his cousin, which acknowledges that his attraction to 

her was similar to the attraction one holds for an object of art, something to be 

observed and contemplated from a safe distance. There is justifiable distance 

between the male narrator and the dying female, as there was between Poe and his 

mother and wife in his youth and marriage. There would be understandable scars left 

on a child, or a husband, who could not risk closeness with a mother, or wife, for fear 

of being infected by a potentially fatal disease. Whether we are discussing the writer 

or his characters, Poe's experiences with the deaths and the painful emotional loss of 

two women who meant a great deal to him holds undeniable relevance to his 

descriptions of women's lives and deaths. 

Yes, it is true that most of the narrative examples provided above are 

remembrances of women and therefore not immediate dialogue or impressions about 

moments that take place in the fictional present. Those reflections are a large part of 

why there is noticeably less energy in Poe's male characters' reaction to women than 
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when they are affected by the sight of men, but that is one of the problems that this 

thesis is trying to illuminate. It is difficult to find a female character described in 

flattering terms in one of Poe's stories that is not already dead and, therefore, must be 

described in passive or past tense terms. For Poe, the realm of the living and active is 

a world primarily reserved for men only. To be a woman in a Poe tale is to be cast as 

a victim of disease, disaster, unnatural causes, or of being entombed alive or 

otherwise marginalized like the rarely seen character of Madeline Usher. 

For all of its comparative opposites or similarities, including poems being 

inserted within both tales, "Ligeia" should be considered a companion or mirror piece 

to "The Fall of the House of Usher." In "Ligeia," the narrator is mad with grief, 

shock, and joy at the revivification of his dead wife in the body of his now dead 

second wife. He tells us from his opium-clouded perspective that "There was a mad 

disorder in my thoughts-a tumult unappeasable" (665) as he assists and watches as 

the former wife attempts to and eventually does take over the new wife's body: "I 

shrieked aloud, 'can I never-can I never be mistaken-these are the full, and the 

black, and the wild eyes-of my lost love-of the Lady-of the Lady Ligeia"' (666). 

Here we have heterosexual and emotional desire combined with the insanity of the 

husband and his revivified wife and their apparently mutual desire to reunite in this 

macabre way. Whether it is his first or second dead wife who now stares back at him, 

the narrator's desire to make love to the form of either dead woman shows apparent 

defects in his mental state. 
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In "Eleonora" the narrator also loses a worshipped wife, to whom he makes a 

deathbed pledge never to marry another woman. That gentleman begins his tale, like 

Roderick Usher, acknowledging his mental weaknesses, but he immediately defends 

that admission with an argument that insanity is an attribute of great intelligence. 

One of the unique features in this Poe story is that the narrator goes from an idyllic 

life with his love Eleonora to the arms of another woman, and then he receives a 

message from a voice supposedly from beyond the grave that tells him that he is 

forgiven for remarrying. Once again a man is torn between two wives and the first 

one returns, in a manner of speaking, because love and madness have reunited them. 

This story begins and ends on an unusually happy note, and after reading a number of 

Poe's tales this cheerful turn of events actually proves to be more unsettling than the 

familiar Poe ending of destruction. In "Morella" (1835), Poe's title character is 

another beloved and dying wife, who dies during childbirth to a long-unnamed and 

unnatural daughter, who grows and matures at an alarming rate to become her 

mother's double. Upon her baptism, the woman-child must finally be named, and as 

the narrator/husband calls his daughter by her mother's name, she collapses in the 

image of her mother and we leave the story with the narrator's astonishment at his 

daughter's death and (when he tries to deposit the daughter's body there) his 

subsequent discovery that her mother's tomb is empty. 

In "Poe and Nineteenth-Century Gender Constructions," Person offers two 

perspectives on Poe, an examination of female characters in Poe's fiction as a study 

of his image of female roles, and an examination of Poe's real-life relationships with 
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male counterparts at work and at home to discuss his interpretation of male roles. 

While the entire essay proves to be enlightening, his discussion of both Poe's 

relationships with real-world females and Poe's male characters are the sections that 

leave the greatest impression. Person notes that 

Poe knew and respected women writers, and his many personal and 

professional relationships with women certainly provided him with 

models on which he could have based complex female characters. It is 

difficult to think of another body of fiction by a nineteenth-century 

male writer, on the other hand, that contains so many otherworldly 

women characters. For Poe "separate spheres" more often meant this 

and some other world than domestic and workaday worlds. Poe's 

women especially seem exempt from the material conditions of the 

cultural moment in which they are embedded. (133) 

With vivid language, Person notes how the domestic world in Poe's stories often 

exemplifies "the nightmarish site of barely repressed hostility between men and 

women." He shows how Poe's characterizations of the women in his stories 

transform nineteenth-century expectations for womanhood by making certain that 

"The Angel in the House becomes the Dead Wife in the Basement" ( 134). Person 

also points out how "Women, if the tissue of body parts that composes so many of his 

female characters can be called 'women,' almost always die in Poe's tales. Their 

deaths, furthermore, rarely mean anything in and of themselves. They become 

meaningful only as they are interpolated into male experience" (136). These insights 
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develop further into a fascinating read about Poe's experiences with and 

interpretations of gender roles. Person believes that Poe's understanding of male 

roles is highly dependent upon nineteenth-century expectations for men to succeed in 

the economic sphere of the marketplace: "Forging the aggressive marketplace 

behavior of the masculine achiever, Poe competed with other men intellectually-in 

effect, domesticating competition and bringing it into the world of art" ( 152). 

Unfortunately for Poe, his American society believed that "A career in the arts was 

clearly marked 'female,' so that Poe's embrace of poetry-his love of the beautiful 

and his literary intimacy with women-relegated him to a woman's sphere, 

threatening him with the sort of terrible alteration that renders Roderick Usher a male 

neurasthenic who suffers from a 'morbid acuteness of the senses"' (154). Of course 

this reference to Roderick brings us back to "The Fall" with not only another 

interpretation of the interconnectedness between Roderick and Poe, but also on the 

effeminate connotations of being an artist or aesthete in nineteenth-century society 

and its representative fictions. 
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Wild Influences 

Returning now to the pivotal Poe story, "The Fall of the House of Usher," we 

find that after the female presence of Madeline has been safely locked away in a tomb 

there is a specifically erotic moment between the two men that merges madness with 

sexuality. Although they have already spent a great deal of time in private conference 

before then, one of the finest examples of homoerotic union of nature, ecstasy, and 

sexuality in Poe takes place on the night of the fantastical storm that precedes the 

destruction of the Usher house. Notice how the narrator describes the storm outside 

in words loaded with sexual tension: 

I endeavored to believe that much, if not all of what I felt, was due to 

the bewildering influence of the gloomy furniture of the room-of the 

dark and tattered draperies, which, tortured into motion by the breath 

of a rising tempest, swayed fitfully to and fro upon the walls, and 

rustled uneasily about the decorations of the bed. But my efforts were 

fruitless. An irrepressible tremor gradually pervaded my frame; and, 

at length, there sat upon my very heart an incubus of utterly causeless 

alarm. (241) 

Here our narrator is physically swept up by the "bewildering influence" of the 

bedroom curtains that offer the "breath of a rising tempest" and that sway, like a body 

in sexual motion, "fitfully to and fro" amidst the "decorations of the bed." We have 

good reason to assume that there must be more than childhood loyalty or "the 
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apparent heart" (232) that came with Roderick's summons to explain the relationship 

between our narrator and his friend. Recall that he tells us he went to bed feeling 

particularly affected by Roderick's "wild influences" and "the full power of such 

feelings" (241 ). The captivated reader knows that it takes a great deal of courage or 

desire for him to remain secluded with Roderick in his gloomy and frightening house. 

Could it be the delicious intrigue of his seclusion with Roderick that creates this 

"irrepressible tremor" that pervades his body? Our suspicions about the men are 

confirmed a few moments later when Roderick is heard in the hall and is described as 

rapping his knuckles upon the narrator's door "with a gentle touch" (242). The two 

men will subsequently stand beside each other in the bedroom to gaze out the window 

at the thrilling electrical storm. Roderick throws the window open, and the narrator 

tells us that "The impetuous fury of the entering gust nearly lifted us from our feet. It 

was, indeed, a tempestuous yet sternly beautiful night, and one wildly singular in its 

terror and its beauty" (242). Seeing the adverse affects of the storm on his friend's 

constitution, the narrator moves Roderick "with a gentle violence" from the window 

(242). This moment of physical contact or "gentle violence" foreshadows Madeline's 

impending arrival. Of course, the only fully physical embrace that Poe gives us in 

this tale is the one that soon follows this moment between the men: when a bloody 

Madeline arrives on the scene and collapses upon the body of her horrified brother. 

Before that shocking conclusion to the Usher family, this private moment between the 

two men in the narrator's bedroom suggests that the closeness of their intimate space 

is filled with both "terror" and "beauty." 
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Do I go too far with these suggestions about the intentions behind Poe 's 

careful word choices? Am I merely creating my own homophobic mythology to 

counter Lawrence's long-standing discussion about incest? Think upon that 

statement our narrator makes, when he feels as though an "incubus of utterly 

causeless alarm" is si tting upon his chest. Poe completely emasculates his narrator by 

placing him not with a succubus (female demon) but an incubus (male demon) upon 

him, a creature who typically visits and sexually molests women in the night. 

To my knowledge, queer theorists have not published commentary on the 

homosocial spaces within "The Fall of the House of Usher." This I am sure is due 

largely to Lawrence's imposing emphasis on the incestuous, and therefore, 

heterosexual relationship between the twin Usher siblings. Why is it so easy to 

believe Lawrence 's contention that the siblings have an incestuous relationship, or 

that Madeline represents a vampire, but so hard to accept the homosexual vibrations 

persistent in the narrator's descriptions and Roderick's dialogue about his home's 

wild influences? There is no evidence or infant byproduct of a heterosexual 

relationship between the Usher siblings, yet like the two men in "The Tell-Tale 

Heart," there is continuous and affectionate care and involvement between these two 

fellows who acknowledge sharing intimacies since childhood. 

Notice the rhythm of the thunder in the narrator's bedroom, coupled with the 

drama and sway of the curtains. It is similar to the sound of the frightened old man's 

heart beneath the floorboards in "The Tell-Tale Heart," which that narrator told us, 

" increased my fury, as the beating of a drum stimulates the soldier into courage" 
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(305). Such enthralling and repetitious music was first introduced in "The Fall" after 

Madeline's cataleptic event on the night the narrator arrives. Later, Roderick's "wild 

improvisations of his speaking guitar" (236) were described by the narrator as 

permitting "a closer and still closer intimacy [that] admitted me more into the 

recesses of his [friend's] spirit" (236). The emotional exercise of song, the unnerving 

sounds, and the curious words provide Roderick with another opportunity to express 

his strong and agitated feelings about his friend: 

His long improvised dirges will ring forever in my ears. Among other 

things, I hold painfully in mind a certain singular perversion and 

amplification of the wild air of the last waltz of Von Weber. [ ... ]But 

the fervid facility of his impromptus could not be so accounted for. 

They must have been, and were, in the notes, as well as in the words of 

his wild fantasias (for he not unfrequently accompanied himself with 

rhymed verbal improvisations), the result of that intense mental 

collectedness and concentration to which I have previously alluded as 

observable only in particular moments of the highest artificial 

excitement. (236-7) 

Here, once again, we have the two men sharing Roderick's wild "air" and "fantasia" 

of another fashion, the rhythmic persuasion of Usher's string instruments have an 

admittedly influential affect on our narrator's sensibilities, as they will "ring forever" 

in his ears. The narrator goes so far as to describe Usher's performance as a "singular 

perversion" with odd flourishes that "could not be so accounted for" by his own 
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expectations for his friend's conduct. Roderick practically serenades his childhood 

friend into what he describes as an "artificial excitement." Throughout this story, Poe 

reveals his own awareness of the impact that music and chants can have on human 

behavior. Within Roderick's lines of verse, we find more references to music: 

"Spirits moving musically I To a lute's well-tuned law; .. ./. .. A troop of Echoes 

whose sweet duty I Was but to sing, I In voices of surpassing beauty, .. ./ ... And 

travellers now within that valley, I Through the red-litten windows see I Vast forms 

that move fantastically I To a discordant melody" (238-9). Harold Bloom describes 

the thematics in the lines of "The Haunted Palace" as the progress of 

the deranged thoughts and maniacal music 'rush' from the present into 

the future with alarming velocity. The dance of the 'hideous throng,' 

of language derailed from sense, provokes a sinister laughter that is 

divorced from pleasure. This breakdown of language, from sweet 

music to mad cackling, poses a central tension in the poem. For Poe, 

language is both a powerful tool of thought and the agent of the 

destruction of thought. (34) 

Poe intentionally creates "destruction of thought" for the reader when he interrupts 

his story to include those forty-eight lines of verse for the ballad by Roderick. We 

must recognize that Poe begins this tale with a quotation from De Beranger: "Son 

coeur est un luth suspendu; I Sitot qu 'on le touche il resonne" (231 ), which translates 

"His heart is a tight-strung lute; I As soon as one touches it, it resounds." With this 

epitaph, we are given clues about the tale and its "tight-strung" characters, but for the 
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purposes of this examination, we are also invited to consider the unnerving nature of 

Roderick's "rhymed verbal improvisations" (237) and the author's intentions for 

including that sensual and perverse moment of rhythm in his tale. 

The improvised music created by Roderick and then later by Nature through 

the storm is important to the plot of "The Fall" because it is partly responsible for the 

inhabitants of the house not hearing Madeline's efforts to free herself after awaking 

inside a tomb. Are we surprised when Roderick admits to his friend that he knew 

Madeline was still alive and that he had heard her struggle and had chosen not to save 

her? We have suspected all along that he had a motive for placing his sister in that 

tomb: to recreate the Usher house as a purely homosocial space (completely reversing 

the Victorian expectations of inviting one's single friend home to meet your available 

sister) or to merely have a witness to Usher's mad destruction of his family and 

himself. Roderick purposely invites the narrator to participate in what proves to be 

the conclusion to his family 's story. It is possible that the artist simply wanted an 

audience for his final performance. Bailey alludes to Roderick's premeditated acts 

when she observes that 

Roderick speaks of his malady as "a constitutional and a family evil 

and one for which he despaired to find a remedy," though he adds that 

it "would undoubtedly soon pass off." How will a constitutional 

illness for which there is no remedy soon pass off? In the story, the 

illness ends with the death of the Ushers and the fall of the House. 
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Perhaps Roderick knew something that would make this end inevitable 

and spoke in bitter irony. (451) 

While Bailey believes this premature awareness of their outcome is proof that he is 

aware of the vampire-like natures of his house and his cataleptic sister, I propose that 

the same passage suggests that Roderick expected that they, or at least he, would soon 

be dead. Madeline's death, the demise of the feminine, as well as Usher's death and 

his home ' s collapse are the sacrificial cost of the heightened sexual and emotional 

tremors that united the two men during the storm by momentarily offering them the 

potential opportunity, privacy, and space to find a homoerotic encounter. As Person 

notes , "That Poe's tales typically end in failure-with male-to-male-intimacy often 

violently foreclosed upon-may help us understand the inception of a powerful 

homophobia in the middle of the nineteenth century" (Queer Poe 2). Is the promise 

of homosexual consummation, as well as the ecstatic influences of the storm outside, 

all too much for the House of Usher to withstand? Was Roderick too wild for his 

story to continue or the potential too great for his seed to create another generation of 

insane or inbred offspring? We will never know because Poe leaves and us in a state 

of ecstatic frenzy without a satisfying denouement to explain the fervor and erotic 

potential of the events that we have just experienced. Roderick's isolated life, his lack 

of an heir, and his invitation to bring his boyhood companion back to his home are 

lumped into the coded insinuations brought forth with the term "wild influences." 
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Writing in Poe's Shadow 

Although the word "wild" was not used specifically to insinuate 

homosexuality until later nineteenth and early twentieth century writings that 

appeared after Poe's death (attributable to the persecution for sodomy of British 

playwright Oscar Wilde), the OED tells us that the etymology of the word "wild" as a 

reference to a person that gives "way to sexual passion" or who is "licentious, 

dissolute, [or] loose" occurred as early as 1250 (7.b.). Of course, wild in Poe's 

writings also insinuates madness of mind and mad behaviors, but Poe's decision to 

repeatedly recognize Usher's "wild influences" on his companion opens yet another 

door for homosocial or homosexual possibilities between these two isolated men. 

Along with his descriptions of Roderick's "inexplicable vagaries of madness" as a 

condition that both "terrified" and "infected" the narrator, the narrator describes his 

childhood relationship with Usher as "intimate associates," and the invitation calling 

him to the house as having a "wildly importunate nature" (232). This exposure of the 

narrator to previously unknown terrain, within and without the house, is further 

confirmed by his description of Roderick's behavior as the concealment of "some 

oppressive secret" (241 ). If we can assume that his secret includes murder and 

incest, then why not consider homosexual desires too? Could Usher's oppressive 

secret not only be about Madeline's murder but also about its provocative timing and 

how that event finally allowed opportunity for Roderick to renew intimacy with his 

male companion? 
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There are of course other homosocial or homosexual spaces in literature that 

support my argument about the relationship between these two men. Many British 

and American writers have either claimed to be, or have been observed to be, strongly 

influenced by Poe. What proves interesting is how often these same authors are 

among those selected for study by queer theorists for the apparent homosexual 

content in their writing; these writers include Whitman, Melville, Baudelaire, Du 

Maurier, Wilde, and Stoker. 7 For instance, any fan of Oscar Wilde's The Picture of 

Dorian Gray (1891) cannot help but notice the derivative similarities between Dorian 

Gray and William Wilson, who admits to dressing the role of an elegant dandy. He 

parades about in a flamboyant fur cloak that "was of my own fantastic invention; for I 

was fastidious to an absurd degree of coxcombry, in matters of this frivolous nature" 

(638). Where we really see the resemblance to Dorian is at the story's conclusion. 

When looking at the other Wilson, who he believes that he has just stabbed "with 

brute ferocity , repeatedly through and through his bosom" (641), our narrator 

declares: 

But what human language can adequately portray that astonishment, 

that horror which possessed me at the spectacle then presented to 

view?[ ... ] 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 
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features all pale and dabbled in blood, advanced to meet me with a 

feeble and tottering gait. (641) 

Here we must reiterate Hoffman's statements about "the ultimate narcissism, self

love, and the ultimate incestuous desire" (311 ). Whether he has stabbed a physical 

double or himself through his reflection in the mirror, the phallic murder of Wilson's 

double, and/or himself, with the repetitive plunging of the sword in his bosom, is 

loaded with both homosexual attraction and self-loathing. The hostility or 

homosexual panic Wilson feels for his twin is no longer latent or suppressed within 

the man. Wilson has literally gotten to the heart of his problem with his double, a 

resolve that neither affections nor affectations can make entirely clear. This ending 

leaves us, and Wilson, uncertain as to whether he has killed anyone but himself; by 

doing so, Poe gives his readers yet another tantalizing and open ending that provides 

that strange, particularly-Poesque satisfaction regardless of which reality we choose 

to believe. 

In addition to "William Wilson," Poe's "The Assignation" and "The Oval 

Portrait" (1842) also offer characters whose identities dissolve into portraits or 

mirrored images of themselves. In both of these tales the Dorian (a coded term for 

homosexual in Victorian Britain) characters are feminine. In "The Assignation" the 

Marchesa Aphrodite's image is reproduced in a full-length portrait of her that is 

secluded (as was the portrait in Dorian's attic) in her lover's very private residence, 

which proves to be an aesthete's dream home filled with an over-abundance of 

beautiful possessions. Her portrait is described as having "that fitful stain of 
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melancholy which will ever be found inseparable from the perfection of the beautiful" 

(301). Although this portrait has been gazed upon intently by her lover, with the 

reader's knowledge that only three men have ever set foot into the hero's home, we 

know that the feminine, the Marchesa, has only been present there as a canvassed 

image. In the masculine narrator's presence, the hero, keeping his "hour after 

sunrise" appointment, swallows a glass of poison and collapses upon an ottoman 

(since Poe's characters seem reluctant to simply fall upon a floor). At that moment, 

one of the pages from the Marchesa's household inexplicably rushes into the hero's 

place and announces "My mistress!-my mistress!-Poisoned!-poisoned! Oh, 

beautiful-oh, beautiful Aphrodite!" (302), and we know that the two lovers have 

simultaneously killed themselves so they could be together in another realm, which 

the hero described shortly before he drank the poison as "the wilder visions of that 

land of real dreams whither I am now rapidly departing" (302). Here we have a 

doubling of lovers playing out a suicide pact and utilizing an image of the feminine to 

suffice for the real woman her portrait represents. The man who made love to this 

portrait with his eyes was not a narcissist, like Dorian, but he was similar in his 

aesthetic attraction to beautiful objects and suicidal women. He also serves Poe's 

needs by providing this tale with a single man who occupies a strictly homosocial 

living space, who lives a rather unconventional life as a cloaked heroic aesthete, and 

who consummates an imaginary sexual relationship with a woman through death but 

with no real proof of intercourse in Poe's design for his male character's life. 
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In Alexander Doty's "The Queer Aesthete, the Diva, and the Red Shoes," he 

describes 

George Du Maurier's 1894 novel Trilby [as] one of the earliest 

manifestations of what would become a popular Western cultural 

paradigm in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries. [ ... ] the gay 

(or otherwise queer) high-culture impresario or aficionado who 

expresses his passions and desires in public through women's bodies 

and voices. Rooted in the dangerously fascinating Bryonic (anti-) hero 

of the British Romantic period, this figure found his home in the age of 

Oscar Wilde, which was a time when most popular scientific, medical, 

and public notions about what was beginning to be called male "homo

sexuality" centered around the upper-class dandy and gender 

inversion. (46) 

Du Maurier' s landmark character, Svengali, is certainly more of a socialite than the 

definitely "otherwise queer" Roderick Usher ever could be, but we must recognize 

the different cultures and environments that inspired these two authors. Doty's 

definition of the "the gay (or otherwise queer) high-culture impresario or aficionado 

who expresses his passions and desires in public through women's bodies and voices" 

would certainly apply to Roderick, whose artistic expression is ignited by Madeline's 

first/presumed death. 

There is a vast difference between Poe's America in the 1840s and Du 

Maurier's Europe at the turn of the century, but Poe's odd houses and their 
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inhabitants are very similar to Du Maurier' s artists' close-quarters. These writers 

offer us a predominately male social and living space where, not surprisingly, both 

Du Maurier's Trilby and Poe's Madeline must die by their stories' conclusions. 

Furthermore, Usher not only fulfills the artistic requirements of the queer aesthete, 

but his greatest act (that of putting Madeline in a trance/coffin) definitely compares to 

Svengali 's unnatural control of Trilby. Usher is not the only mesmerizing character 

to be found in Poe's short stories. Even in his deceptively uneventful story "The Man 

of the Crowd," Poe readers are given a prototype Svengali, who had 

a countenance which at once arrested and absorbed my whole attention 

[ ... ]there arose confusedly and paradoxically within my mind, the 

ideas of vast mental power, of caution, of penuriousness, of avarice, of 

coolness, of malice, of blood-thirstiness, of triumph, of merriment, of 

excessive terror, of intense-of supreme despair. I felt singularly 

aroused, startled, fascinated. "How wild a history," I said to myself, "is 

written within that bosom!" Then came a craving desire to keep the 

man in view-to know more of him. [ ... ]. His clothes, generally, were 

filthy and ragged; but as he came, now and then, within the strong 

glare of a lamp, I perceived that this linen, although dirty, was of 

beautiful texture. ( 4 77) 

The crowded city streets, the mysterious man's darkness, the physical dirtiness of this 

Man of the Crowd, and even the narrator's inexplicable attraction to the stranger are 

so similar to Du Maurier's sinister Svengali that their similarity inspires readers to 
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want to investigate that author's reading list to confirm whether or not it contained 

Poe. What is verifiable is that Du Maurier, famous for his satirical cartoons in the 

Parisian paper, Punch, was known for attacking "most aspects of the aesthetic 

movement," as Leonee Ormond describes, Du Maurier felt publicly that aestheticism 

was "only an excuse for a rather silly kind of conceit and narcissism, and that it is not 

a defensible philosophy of life" (258) . Although Du Maurier may have publicly 

disclaimed aestheticism, in his illustrated biography on the author Ormond tells us 

that the "strain of perversity and unnaturalness, inherited from Edgar Allen Poe and 

Baudelaire" was latent in aestheticism. Ormond believes that Du Maurier' s 

autobiographical novel, Peter Ibbetson, "may owe something to Edgar Allen Poe, 

whose short-story, Ligeia, published in 1838, was also concerned with a dead woman 

who is able to return to her husband through the power of will and love" ( 425). 

Whether Du Maurier's Svengali is derivative of Poe or not, the fact that Trilby 

represents a story of homosexuality or homosocial spaces has long been accepted by 

his critics. With all of this in mind, I would like to specifically assert that through the 

character of Roderick in "The Fall of the House of Usher," Poe precedes Du 

Maurier's introduction of the queer aesthete to literature by more than a half a 

century. 
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Conclusion 

Before we conclude this examination of Poe, we should retrace our steps to 

the opening passages of the Usher tale, and explore not just the influences of the 

house on human natures but also the evidence Poe shows of the influence of Nature 

on humans. When our narrator first approaches the house, he is drawn to its 

mysteries in large part because of the reflective tarn that offers an inverted or mirror 

image of the house upon its landscape. Like an artist looking for a different 

perspective on his canvas, the narrator pauses to contemplate the unsettling scenery 

before him. Unable to find anything remotely attractive about the home he is about to 

visit, he struggles to make sense of this uninviting "mansion of gloom" (232). He 

pauses to see if its reflection, viewed through the filter of nature's mirror, will 

improve his first discouraging impression. Unfortunately it does not. He says, "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 images of the gray sedge, and the ghastly 

tree-stems [ ... ]" (231 ). By looking down into the tarn, the narrator is also looking at 

his double, his reflection, and he notices how it has already become inverted or 

distorted by the strange environment surrounding the Usher home. Even the natural 

world surrounding the house reemphasizes its gloominess with "clouds hung 

oppressively low," "a singularly dreary tract of country," "rank sedges," the "white 

trunks of decayed trees," and "an unredeemed dreariness of thought which no 
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goading of the imagination could torture into aught of the sublime" (231). Before 

entering the house our narrator has forewarned us that the building and its 

surroundings create a "sorrowful impression" (231 ). Once inside, the narrator, like 

the home's inhabitants, appears to have no further contact with the outside world. 

The house becomes a prison or asylum and a self-supporting environment that 

operates free from worldly influences-that is until it crumbles to the ground at the 

story's conclusion. After fleeing the house our narrator pauses to look back upon the 

structure and sees that 

Suddenly there shot along the path a wild light, and I turned to see 

whence a gleam so unusual could have issued; for the vast house and 

its shadows were alone behind me. The radiance was that of the full, 

setting, and blood-red moon, which now shone vividly through that 

once barely discernible fissure, of which I have before spoken as 

extending from the roof of the building, in a zigzag direction, to the 

base. While I gazed, this fissure rapidly widened-there came a fierce 

breath of the whirlwind[ ... ] there was a long tumultuous shouting 

sound like the voice of a thousand waters-and the deep and dank tarn 

at my feet closed suddenly and silently over the fragments of the 

"House of Usher" (245). 

With this exciting conclusion to the story and the Usher house, a stark contrast to its 

mundane opening, Poe's final words tell us that the tarn shifts from being a reflecting 

pond to a depository for all of the fragmented remains of the building and its family 
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namesakes. Nature, specifically in the forms of a sudden whirlwind and lightening 

bolt-described as "a wild light"-delivers the fatal blow that shatters the physique 

of this long-enduring but unsound building. It is also Nature, in the regenerative 

feminine form of a "blood-red moon" that shines triumphantly over the disseminated 

ruins. This conquest can also be found in Madeline's success at freeing herself from 

the crypt and taking her brother with her to their deaths. Has the house fallen because 

the Usher brother and sister union should not or did not produce an heir? Is it all just 

a matter of lighting striking a home that we learn contains a "highly combustible 

substance" in its basement (240)? Or has the house fallen because Poe knew that the 

temptations of erotic revelry between the two men were too great for the nineteenth

century reader's sensibilities to accept their actions going any further that night? Poe 

purposely leaves us to ponder with the narrator beside the unsettling waters of the 

tarn, contemplating the new possibilities of the open landscape and our own 

considerations of the various implications of what we have just witnessed. It is now 

time for us to accept the ecstatic experience of this story for what it proves to be-a 

heightened moment of intimacy shared with the characters of the tale. 

In honor of the author's proclivity to do the same, this essay on Poe began 

with an epigraph from his tale "Eleonora," which tells us that, "They who dream by 

day are cognizant of many things which escape those who dream only by night" 

(649). This quote helps us to understand Poe 's desire "to strip the world of its 

secrets" (Wood 37) by showing us surprising views of human desires, frailties, and 

perversions. It also serves as a fine description of revelry, as those ecstatic activities 
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also require participants who dream by day. If we were to live all our days in a 

bucolic dream-state, what manner of images would we find our unconscious minds 

entertaining at night? And if we were to read only cheerful, idyllic tales, then how 

would we know how to face reality without going mad when its periodic horrors 

creep past our door? The courage necessary to acknowledge and even celebrate the 

thoughts and deeds of all of mankind in the light of day, as well as the ability to find 

beauty in the luminous radiance of a "blood-red moon" at night communicates Poe's 

desire to share all of himself and even his most private thoughts with his readers. He 

may not have been able to openly express his personal curiosities or proclivities in 

print, especially with concern for his family, friends, and the Victorian attitudes of his 

time, but with few exceptions, Poe apparently did try to make his perception of 

human nature (in death and life) as honest a representation of sensual and physical 

realities as he knew of them from personal or inspired experiences, regardless of with 

whom he or his characters would be sharing those wildest of pleasures. 
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Notes 

1. I am grateful for Dr. Leland Person's generosity by allowing me to see a copy of 
his latest work before it is made available to the public in print. The concepts from 
his paper "Queer Poe: The Tell-Tale Heart of His Fiction" were initially presented at 
the Second Annual International Edgar Allan Poe Conference, Boston, 2002, which 
is related to another paper on a different topic that he presented at the 2002 MLA 
Convention. Both of those papers were subsequently part of a third presentation he 
gave at the University of Montreal, and they now exist as this single essay, which has 
been submitted to a journal but to my knowledge is not yet in print. 

2. See Shawn Rosenheim's Forward to Arthur Hobson Quinn's Edgar Allan Poe: A 
Critical Biography (Johns Hopkins UP, 1998), where she acknowledges the 
slanderous and distorted content of early Poe biographies (especially Griswold's and 
Lowell's) and how even a relatively small college's library holds "fifty to sixty" 
subsequent biographers who have "idealized [Poe's] genius, demonized his behavior, 
debunked his literary pretensions, made him a patron saint for high modernism, and 
sought to explain his psyche through a variety of Freudian approaches" (xii). 

3. Bailey was neither the first nor the only critic to find a correlation between 
vampire-lore and Poe's works. Since this is the topic of her essay, and not mine, see 
Allen Tate's Our Cousin Mr. Poe (1949) and other vampire-related criticism on Poe 
that is already listed in Bailey's footnotes, especially those found on pages 448-449. 
Also see Camille Paglia's Sexual Personae: Art and Decadence from Nefertiti to 
Emily Dickinson for more discussion on vampires and the sexual implications their 
presence brings to fiction, and Lesbians Who Bite, by Ellis Hanson, for another 
perspective on the homoerotic vampire. 

4. See chapter twenty-two of Quinn's biography for more details about Poe and 
Griswold's work relationship and the issues surrounding the misleading attack 
Griswold made on Poe in his "Memoir." 

5. Poe's concept of heterosexual intimacy is often coupled with death for one or both 
of the participants. As we will discuss later, this motif of consummation of 
heterosexual love through untimely deaths appears again in "The Assignation" 
(1834), where another male/female couple suspected of sharing lustful desires 
commits suicide separately, but simultaneously, instead of sharing the normally 
expected intimacies in the man's private quarters. 

6. Not to miss a chance at promoting himself in print, Poe artfully recognizes the 
titles of the first two installments of his trilogy in the opening paragraph of the third 
tale in the series, "The Purloined Letter" (208). 
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7. Person notes that "None other than Rufus Griswold (Poe's notorious first 
biographer) noted the 'crime not to be mentioned among Christians' in his review of 
Whitman's 1855 edition of Leaves of Grass" (Queer Poe 2). 
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