“The Tell-Tale Heart” by Edgar Allan Poe						Due Monday 2/22


(you'll have to use a separate sheet of paper...)


1)  After “how calmly I can tell you the whole story”: what is our first impression of the narrator? To whom is he speaking? 





2)  What does he say about his senses? 





3)  After “rid myself of the eye for ever”: what is it about the man that bothers the narrator? Why?





4)  How does he describe the eye? 





5)  What plan does he concoct? 





6)  After “I looked in upon him while he slept”: What does the narrator do each night? Why?





7)  How does he describe his nightly spying? Do we believe him? Is he an honest, trustworthy source or is he exaggerating? What in the story supports your opinion? 





8)  When does the narrator sneak into the man’s room? For how many evenings? 





9)  How does the narrator act towards the old man during the day? Why doesn’t he just kill the man during the day, when the eye is open? 





10)  After the paragraph that ends “hearkening to the death watches in the wall”: What happens on the eighth night? How does the old man react? How does the narrator react? What does the narrator say he’s usually doing each night? How does this fit in with what we already know about his mental state?





11)  After “the soldier into courage”: What does the narrator feel upon seeing the old man’s terror? What does his momentary sympathy say about him? How might we incorporate this feeling into our established impression of the narrator? What effect does the old man’s eye have upon the narrator this time?





12)  After “I had been too wary for that”: What happens here at the climax of the story? How does the narrator do it?





13)  What do the steps that he takes to hide the crime say about him? About his mental state? Do we believe that he is not insane? Has your opinion of him changed? 





14)  After “beneath which reposed the corpse of the victim”: Why does the narrator no longer fear being caught? How does he react when the police arrive? Do you think that his confidence will wane?





15)  At the end of the story: What happens to shake the narrator’s calm? Why does he confess? Would the crime have been discovered eventually? When? By these particular police? Why or why not?





16)  Does the narrator really hear a heartbeat? Whose? Could it be his own that he hears?


�
Edgar Allan Poe was born on January 19, 1809, and died on October 7, 1849. In his stormy forty years, which included a marriage to his cousin, fights with other writers, and legendary drinking binges, Poe lived in all the important literary centers of the northeastern United States: Baltimore, Philadelphia, New York City, and Boston. He was a magazine editor, a poet, a short story writer, a critic, and a lecturer. He introduced the British horror story, or the Gothic genre, to American literature, along with the detective story, science fiction, and literary criticism. Poe became a key figure in the nineteenth-century flourishing of American letters and literature.  Although he long had a reputation in Europe as one of America’s most original writers, only in the latter half of the -twentieth century has Poe been viewed as a crucial contributor to the American Renaissance.


	The often tragic circumstances of Poe’s life haunt his writings. His father disappeared not long after the child’s birth, and, at the age of three, Poe watched his mother die of tuberculosis. Poe then went to live with John and Frances Allan, wealthy theatergoers who knew his parents, both actors, from the Richmond, Virginia, stage. Like Poe’s mother, Frances Allan was chronically ill, and Poe experienced her sickness much as he did his mother’s. His relationship with John Allan, who was loving but moody, generous but demanding, was emotionally turbulent. With Allan’s financial help, Poe attended school in England and then enrolled at the University of Virginia in 1826, but he was forced to leave after two semesters. Although Poe blamed Allan’s stinginess, his own gambling debts played a large role in his fiscal woes. A tendency to cast blame on others, without admitting his own faults, characterized Poe’s relationship with many people, most significantly Allan. Poe struggled with a view of Allan as a false father, generous enough to take him in at age three, but never dedicated enough to adopt him as a true son. There are echoes of Poe’s upbringing in his works, as sick mothers and guilty fathers appear in many of his tales.


	After leaving the University of Virginia, Poe spent some time in the military before he used his contacts in Richmond and Baltimore to enter the magazine industry. His literary criticism made him a popular speaker on the lecture circuit. Poe never realized his most ambitious dream—the launch of his own magazine, the Stylus. Until his death, he believed that the New England literary establishment had stolen his glory and had prevented the Stylus from being published.


	His name has since become synonymous with macabre tales like “The Tell-Tale Heart,” but Poe assumed a variety of literary personas during his career. The Messenger—as well as Burton’s Gentleman’s Magazine and Graham’s—established Poe as one of America’s first popular literary critics.  In the pages of these magazines, Poe also introduced of a new form of short fiction—the detective story—in tales featuring the Parisian crime solver C. Auguste Dupin. The detective story follows naturally from Poe’s interest in puzzles, word games, and secret codes, which he loved to present and decode in the pages of the Messenger to dazzle his readers. The word “detective” did not exist in English at the time that Poe was writing, but the genre has become a fundamental mode of twentieth-century literature and film. 


	Gothic literature, a genre that rose with Romanticism in Britain in the late eighteenth century, explores the dark side of human experience—death, alienation, nightmares, ghosts, and haunted landscapes. Poe brought the Gothic to America. American Gothic literature dramatizes a culture plagued by poverty and slavery through characters afflicted with various forms of insanity and melancholy. Poe, America’s foremost southern writer before William Faulkner, generated a Gothic ethos from his own experiences in Virginia and other slaveholding territories, and the black and white imagery in his stories reflects a growing national anxiety over the issue of slavery.


	In the spectrum of American literature, the Gothic remains in the shadow of the dominant genre of the American Renaissance—the Romance. Popularized by Nathaniel Hawthorne, Romantic literature, like Gothic literature, relies on haunting and mysterious narratives that blur the boundary between the real and the fantastic. Poe’s embrace of the Gothic with its graphic violence and disturbing scenarios places him outside the ultimately conservative and traditional resolutions of Romantic works such as Hawthorne’s.


	In Romances like the novels of Hawthorne, conflicts occur among characters within the context of society and are resolved in accordance with society’s rules. Poe’s Gothic tales are brief flashes of chaos that flare up within lonely narrators living at the fringes of society. His short stories are considered masterpieces worldwide. The Poe’s Gothic is a potent brew, best served in small doses.


