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  Portrait of Edgar Allan Poe







  For Miguel, Guilherme, Victoria, Marcelo and JOÃO VICTOR, which starts the third generation.
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  “ Prophet!” said I, “thing of evil! –prophet still, if bird or devil!
By that Heaven that bends above us – by that God we both adore –
Tell this soul with sorrow laden if, within the distant Aidenn,
It shall clasp a sainted maiden whom the angels named Lenore –
Clasp a rare and radiant maiden, whom the angels named Lenore?”
Quoth the raven, “Nevermore. ”




  “The Raven”
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  Illustration of Edgar Allan Poe.




  The author, by the author




  Genius, mad, drunk, drugged, reckless, superlative, one of the finest writers America has ever produced: so has been defined Edgar Allan Poe since his first writings came out. 


			Ultimately, who was this man who has enchanted readers and puzzled biographers and critics for so long? 


			It is not a coincidence that the most mysterious of writers is the creator of mystery and detective tales, with his famous Auguste Dupin, not to mention his cryptographic and science fiction narratives, genders in which he ventured into before any other. 


			Poe defined the rules for the short story; he wrote not only verse and prose, but he was also a literary critic and an essayist, which gained him the resentment of his peers, since he spared no one, nor measured words in uttering his judgment. With his vast work, though he lived only forty years, he left a profound imprint on universal literature. 


			In 2009, his 200th birthday was celebrated in the cities where he lived: Boston, Richmond, Baltimore, Philadelphia and New York. Beyond that, websites, literary societies and fan clubs worship him all around the world. 


			Many mysteries surround both his life and death. He was buried twice, in different places, and since 1949, at the stroke of midnight of January 19th, his birthday, a hooded character leaves three red roses and a half bottle of brandy at his grave. Is it man or woman? From this world or another? Perhaps one of his squalid and morose nymphs, or one of the terrifying monsters which dwells in his work and in our own imagination? No one knows the answer. The first time the secret ceremony was not performed was exactly two hundred years after his death. Everything to do with Poe. 


			In the form of a romance, but completely faithful to the facts taken from the vast bibliographical material consulted, I invite all – students and ordinary readers – to follow the pathway, told from a different perspective, of a man who is, undoubtedly, one of the greatest writers of universal literature.
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  Chronology




  1809 Edgar Poe is born in Boston, on January 19, the second son of the actors David Poe Jr. and Elizabeth Poe.


			1811 Elizabeth Poe dies in Richmond, Virginia, leaving William Henry, Edgar and Rosalie as orphans. Edgar is taken in by Frances and John Allan.


			1815 The Allans move to London. Edgar lives in a boarding school in Irvine, and after that in London.


			1820 The Allans return to America. Edgar is enrolled in fine schools, as always. He falls in love with Jane Stith Stanard, mother of his schoolmate Robert. Inspired by her, writes his poem To Helen.


			1824 Jane Stanard, his first love, dies.


			1825 Poe falls in love with Sarah Elmira Royster.


			1826 He is accepted to the University of Virginia, where he lives a bohemian lifestyle. He incurs gambling debts, soon paid by his foster father, who, however, refuses to enroll him next year.


			1827 Comes back home, rebelling against John. To make things worse, he finds out that his letters to Elmira were intercepted and she is engaged to another man. Living with John becomes unbearable, and Edgar leaves to Boston. He publishes, at his own expense, the book Tamerlane and Other Poems, with no success. In the same year, he joins the Army and is sent to South Carolina.


			1829 Leaves the Army. Frances Allan, his foster mother, dies. Edgar tries to get into West Point. He starts living with his aunt Maria Clemm, David Poe’s younger sister, in a home that already shelters Edgar’s elderly grandmother, David Poe’s widower, and his alcoholic brother, affected by tuberculosis, William Henry Leonard Poe. He is accepted in the U.S. Military Academy at West Point.


			1831 He is driven out from West Point and breaks with John Allan for good. Publishes a new version of his book, Poems. Starts writing tales for magazines and newspapers.


			1833 First literary laurel with his tale, Manuscript Found in a Bottle.


			1834 He tries, unsuccessfully, reconciliation with Allan. The latter passes away, without having made Poe a beneficiary in his will.


			1836 Alcoholism and nervous breakdown. He marries his thirteen-year-old cousin, Virginia. They move to Richmond, where he works at The Southern Literary Messenger. He falls out with the editor, and is hired by New York Review. They move to New York. 


			1838 Writes The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym.


			1839 Starts working at Burton’s Gentleman’s Magazine. Publishes Tales of the Grotesque and Arabesque in two volumes (later on, that work was translated by Charles Baudelaire as Extraordinary Tales and was known by that name henceforth).


			1841 He founds a magazine making great literary claims, but fails in the enterprise. Moves to Philadelphia, working for Graham’s Magazine. Occasionally, collaborates with other magazines.


			1842 Virginia gets sick, hanging between life and death. Poe publishes several tales, and leaves Graham’s Magazine, resuming the intention of creating a very high level literary magazine, The Stylus. 


			1843 Some friends get him an interview with the president of United States. On the way to Washington, Poe gets drunk and returns to Philadelphia, losing his opportunity to see the President. 


			1844 Starts living in New York, supporting his household with his stories and poems.


			1845 On February 28, The Raven is published in the Evening Mirror, with astonishing success. In the same year, an anthology of his tales is published, as well as The Raven and Other Poems. The author, who is finally recognized by the public and the critics, drinks more and more. He declares war against Longfellow and the New England writers in general. He frequents New York literary circles and becomes more and more involved with the poetess Fanny Osgood.


			1846 The literary magazine project fails. The family moves to Fordham, next to New York, with Virginia becoming sick by the day. 


			1847 Virginia dies on January 30. Poe falls seriously ill, but grows better and returns to Philadelphia and tries once more to launch the literary magazine. Fails and returns to Fordham, once more very ill. Writes the prose-poem Eureka.


			 1848 He receives some money as an advance for Eureka. Writes essays and is invited to give a conference in Lowell. In September, goes to Providence and proposes to poetess Sarah Helen Whitman, but she remains reluctant. In November, Poe attempts suicide, and a few days later Sara Whitman agrees to marry him. The wedding is settled, but Poe is back to drinking, and the engagement is broken. 


			1849 Prolific literary production. He writes reviews, tales and poems, among them Annabel Lee. Becomes engaged to his youth girlfriend Elmira, now a widow. In late September, just before the wedding day, he travels to New York. On October 3, he is found convulsing on a sidewalk in Baltimore. He is hospitalized and dies on October 7.




  “— to the dreamers and those who put faith in dreams as in the only realities – I offer this book...” 




  Edgar Allan Poe, preface to Eureka, 1848.






  Chapter 1




  [1811-1815]
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 fate
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  James River, from where the ship Lothair left, 
taking the Allan family to Europe.


  In the background, the city of Richmond, Virginia.







   




  “Oh! that my young life were a lasting dream!
My spirit not awakening, till the beam
Of an Eternity should bring the morrow.” 




  E.A.P., Poetry, “Dreams”.








  			On the afternoon of June 17th, the Lothair, anchored in the James River, Virginia, United States, was prepared to depart to Europe.


			It had already sounded the third, long whistle, squeezing the heart of little Edgar who, from the railing, gazed at the port. It hurt his feelings to leave friends and the life he had known until that moment. He was about to begin a long journey, crossing the ocean, and as much as Ma and Aunt Nancy guaranteed him they would have a lot of fun, it didn’t change his mood. The last few days activities had been painful. Ma and Aunt Nancy so busy packing, and Pa coming home from work annoyed. They barely had time for Edgar, who felt lonely and out-of-place.


			“You’ll like the new family”, Pa assured him, petting his dark, curly hair that charmed everyone. “You’ll meet lots of cousins, lots of new things to see. Scotland is beautiful, and our family, large”.


			That kind of talking, nevertheless, wasn’t enough to convince Edgar. He didn’t see anything wrong in Richmond, were they lived; didn’t want to move anywhere. His eyes started to burn, and soon big tears rolled down his cheeks and wet the collar of his starched shirt.


			The last whistle sounded like the lowing of a cow, announcing the coming departure. Edgar clung to his mother and, as soon as they started to move, completely lost control, and started to sob.


			“There, there, love...”. Mother tightly hugged him, while Aunt Nancy covered him with kisses. “It’s alright, you’ll see what a great adventure this will be, even better than the ones that happen in books. And remember, we have brought with us a lot of them to amuse you during the journey”. 


			That cheered him up a little bit. In fact, his greatest joy was the colored books he loved so much. He had learned to read when he was still quite young: while Ma or Aunt read to him, he usually tried to look at the letters, eager to understand by himself the wonderful adventures. Images took life in his head, and he always complained when the inevitable “Well, that will be enough for today” came. 


			That’s why he tried so very hard to decipher whatever those pages contained: only that way could he proceed following the stories for as long as he wanted.


			As the ship shoved off, more and more the bleakness and the crying escalated. What stopped the tears was not the mother’s and auntie’s caresses, but father’s harsh voice: “Stop that, Edgar. You look like a crying baby”. The boy, now six, held sad memories. After losing his birth mother when he was two, he was separated from his siblings and taken to live with the Allans. Although Frances Allan and her sister Nancy adored him, his tutor, John Allan, whom he called Pa, wasn’t so affable. Not that they didn’t get along, but that John, a successful and busy trader, didn’t have either time or touch with children. And no patience whatsoever with tantrums! “A boy of your size crying in front of all these people. Well, how could you?” Four years had gone by since Edgar had arrived at Allans’ home. John had no regrets about having taken the orphan under his care. In that aspect, he identified with the boy, since as a teenager he had became an orphan himself, having to live with relatives. He remembered all the pain and loneliness he felt, especially when the family decided to leave Scotland for the United States. That was why he came to establish himself in Richmond. As for Edgar, he seemed a bright boy; however, he resisted adopting him, in spite of his wife’s insistence. “Take it easy, Frances, I want a little more time to take this step. It’s one thing to raise the boy with all the comforts and give him a good education; another, to make him my son and heir”. Frances had fallen in love with the boy since the very first time she saw him. In eight years of marriage, the couple was still childless, and she resented that very much. When Edgar appeared, the woman seemed to blossom. She was more cheerful, as was her single sister, Nancy Valentine, who had lived with the Allans since the death of their mother.


			When she first raised the issue, he resisted. 


			“If God didn’t send us children, it’s better to stay this way”. 


			“But, John, you haven’t even seen the boy: he is beautiful, clever, smart…” 


			“Dear, his mother still lives, for all I know. 


			“Not for long”. Frances’ beautiful face became gloomy. “Poor Elizabeth is getting weaker by the day”. 
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  Portrait of Elizabeth Arnold Hopkins Poe, Edgar Allan Poe’s mother








  Frances knew Elizabeth Poe’s story: an actress of passable talent, prevented from acting by tuberculosis, she stayed in Mrs. Phillips’ house, the dressmaker from whom she and Nancy bought their hats, ribbons and lace collars. “Just imagine this girl’s despair. So young, not even thirty year old, and having had such a hard time… She widowed at eighteen. After that, she married that crook, David Poe, who left her with two small children. And, if that weren’t enough, she got sick, the poor girl!”, the dressmaker remarked to her customers.


			 “How does she manage to live, Mrs. Phillips?”


			“Out of charity of others, Mrs. Allan. Hired by the theatrical group’s impresario, Mr. Placide, to act in his company, she rented a room in my house. But her presence on stage became more and more faded by the disease, till she completely lost her countenance. I quit charging the rent, feeling sorry for her. The actors group gives performances once in a while to raise funds for her benefit, but it isn’t enough to cover the expenses”. 
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  Home of Mrs. Phillips, the dressmaker, where Edgar Allan Poe’s mother stayed with her children.






  “And the husband?”, asked Nancy. 


			Mrs. Phillips shrugged. 


			“You know how men are ... People who met him say he was very handsome, but with no talent at all as an actor. It was poor Elizabeth, a true actress, who got the engagements. He never put up to her level, so they say. Finally, one day he left. In my opinion, he left Elizabeth out of spite and to not face the charge of raising Henry and Edgar... To make things worse, after he left the family another child, Rosalie, was born”. 


			“Isn’t there any way to let him know about his wife and children’s situation?” 


			“Nobody knows his whereabouts. There’s a rumor he died from yellow fever…”


			Eddie, as he was called at home, had only a vague remembrance of the time he lived at Mrs. Phillips’ house. What he never forgot was the pain of knowing that he would never again see his mother, and the despair at the separation from his siblings. William Henry, the older one, was taken to live with relatives, and Rosalie, who was just a baby, was taken into the home of William Mackenzie, whose wife, Frances Allan’s friend, also patronized Mrs. Phillips’ store and had followed Elizabeth’s agony. 


			The Mackenzies had two children, John and Mary, but still decided to keep the little girl. The Poe siblings had seldom seen each other since their separation, and now Eddie was leaving the country. His thoughts were interrupted by his mother, who was calling him inside. A fierce wind had started to blow, and she didn’t want her boy to catch a cold. The trip was a nightmare for Eddie. He got seasick the whole time, couldn’t even think of food, didn’t want to play or even read. Aunt Nancy and Ma took turns by his side, and even Pa started to get worried. He tried to cheer the boy up: 


			“So, Eddie, finding life at sea odd, aren’t you? So you’ll never aspire to have a career in the Navy and become an admiral”. Edgar feigned a weak smile.


			“Pa, how long does it take to get there?”


			“Hang on, we’re almost there. I can smell the Old Continent’s air already.






  Chapter 2




  [1815]




  Dry land:
 England,
 Scotland,
 England 




   






  [image: Image]




  Irvine, Scotland, hometown of John Allan, Poe’s foster father.






   




   


   








  “It was a quiet and still afternoon when I strolled forth in the goodly city of Edina.” 




  E.A.P., “A Predicament”, 1838.










  At last, on the morning of July 28th, the torment was over: the Lothair had anchored in the port of Liverpool. The voyage wasn’t finished yet, however.




  The family’s destination was John Allan’s hometown, a little seaport town in Scotland, where he intended to establish himself . Most of his relatives lived there, especially the Galts and the Fowlds, lots of cousins and nephews who, according to him, would be good companions for Eddie. 


			The first days were spent in visits to family and their many friends, not only in Irvine but in the neighboring Kilmarnock. Both towns were lovely, with old houses and castles, plus a lot of ruins, among which children played, giving wings to fantasy. 


			Edgar could never have imagined there would be so many boys and girls! The newcomers were welcome with daylong picnics. The kids ran freely through the fields that extended as far as the eye could see, and, after a tiring day of fun and games, rolled and laid in the soft grass. 


			John was happy. He had returned to his land and his people after so many years away. He had left when he was only a child. The feeling of coming back on native soil, surrounded by friends and relatives, gave him a profound sense of well-being.


			After the excitement of becoming reacquainted with people and renewing family bonds, the time came to take care of business. The purpose of his trip to Europe was the opening of a branch office of the American tobacco company of which he was a junior partner. The first step would be visiting the larger cities to establish a network. One night, during dinner, he announced to the family: 


			“I have to travel to Glasgow and Edinburg in the next few days. As you may have noticed, Irvine is wonderful, but not particularly for business. I need to meet other important businessmen, study the market, evaluate opportunities”. 


			“How long do you intend to be away?”, asked Frances. 


			“I don’t know yet. Maybe two weeks”. 


			Edgar, who was trying to hide the pieces of liver he hated under the rice, soon added: 


			“Pa, why don’t you take us along with you?”


			John promised to think about it. At night, when they were retired, he asked his wife her opinion on that idea.


			“I don’t know, dear, I guess we may be a burden”.


			“On the other hand, the boy would see a lot of the country. It would be very good for him”.


			“I am glad, John, to see that you are becoming attached to Eddie, and considering his best interests”.


			“Of course I like him. The child is a good lad. Smart and vivacious, the little devil”. 


			Laughing, he decided:


			“Yes, I’ll take him. You and Nancy may come along as well. I’m sure you’ll enjoy the trip”.


			Contacts having been made in the visited cities, John reached the conclusion that it wasn’t the time to start business in Scotland. The best thing to do would be to establish in London. He communicated his decision to the family:


			“There is no way to avoid this. Business will succeed only if I set up in London. So, let’s prepare to move as soon as possible”. 


			“But we’ve just arrived here, John…”, complained Frances.


			“Unfortunately there is no choice. You know how much I love my homeland, but in Irvine it is impossible to develop a business. Even in Edinburg or Glasgow. Opportunities are in London, and we will move there”.


			Edgar knew that the father had spoken his final word. Even so, he dared:


			“Pa, now that I am enjoying it here so much, with cousins and all...”


			“I’m sorry, Eddie, the decision is already made. You will like there as well”.


			“But the cousins...”


			“Enough, Edgar! Stop acting like a spoiled child”.


			With that, he put an end to the matter, and again the arrangements began.


			There went the days of joy, of so many games with the his companions, of running through the fields feeling the wind in their faces, of hiding in the Stonecastle ruins and spooking the younger children, of swimming in the Irvine River… Another change, a new journey, new people, without the big family and the many friends he had so recently found. They were going to a place where they knew nobody. Edgar brought his fears to his mother and his aunt, who, as always, tried to cheer him up.


			“Eddie, darling, you will meet lots of boys and girls there, as many as here in Irvine”.


			“How, Ma? Pa has no family in London”.


			Aunt Nancy came soon to her sister’s aid:


			“You won’t be alone: you have us. We’ll explore every corner of London. What an adventure!”


			And Ma carried on:


			“Think about all the new things you are going to see, every walk we’ll take together. And you soon will have a bunch of friends”.


			Actually, it was the third time Edgar would have to make new friends in his six years. Until he was five, he attended a school in Richmond; being barely six, he was enrolled in another one, supposedly better. With this departure, he would again be facing the unknown. 






  Chapter 3




  [1815-1820]




  London and
 Irvine: the sad
 days in a
 British school
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  Panoramic view of London, at the time the Allans lived in the city.






   






  “ My earliest recollections of a school-life are connected with a large, rambling, cottage-built, and somewhat decayed building in a misty-looking village of England… ”




  E.A.P., “William Wilson”, 1839.










  The Allans arrived on London in a sunny and cold autumn day. They settled for a few days in a hotel, and then finally moved to the large house at 47 Southampton Row.




  Life was soon back on track, and they quickly seemed to be at home. The women sewed in front of the fireplace in the pleasant living room, while the boy, lying down on the rug, read his books. They were his true friends, from which no one could draw him away, not even his father.


			However, a new change was to come. John took into his head to send the pupil again to Irvine, in order to continue the schooling he had begun in Richmond, which was interrupted by the travel to Europe.
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