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I’ve been a thinking, whether it were best

To take things seriously or all in jest

—“Oh Tempora! Oh Mores!”



Can you believe that Edgar Allan Poe, that master of the macabre and the morose, tossed off lines as flippant as these? The truth is Poe was a master of the bon mot, and all of his works—fiction, poetry, and essays—are laced with witticisms and irresistibly quotable passages. This volume collects more than 200 quotes, aphorisms, and Poesque displays of verbal virtuosity, culled from his fiction, poetry, essays, nonfiction, and letters—just about everything Poe produced. We’ve divided the contents into ten thematic chapters that show the range and diversity of just what Poe was a thinking.

Of course, death and darkness predominate in Poe’s writing—or at the very least in the works best known to most readers. The man had a preoccupation with premature burial that bordered on the morbid—so much so that he wrote a story under that title in which he imagined himself a character who nearly suffers the same fate as the victims of live burial he describes in the tale. Numerous quotes in this compilation suggest that Poe was not a true believer in a firmly fixed boundary between life and death, which is why characters in some of his stories speak or manifest from beyond the grave. Ask him what accentuated the beauty of a woman in a poem, and he would tell you, with a perfectly straight face, her death.

It will surprise many readers of this volume that Poe also had a wicked sense of humor. Who else but someone preoccupied with the dark side would have a character chortle gleefully about how War and Pestilence are actually beneficial to mankind, or say in praise of Purgatory that “a man may go farther and fare worse.” There’s even a trace of the whimsical in the ravings of Poe’s mad characters, who are so convinced of their lucidness that they give away their condition by harping on it giddily.

If the quotes compiled for this volume show anything, it is the scope of Poe’s intellect and the brilliance with which he commented on everything from the character of genius to the complexity of coincidence, the speciousness of spirituality, and the perversity of human nature. It will surely astound you to discover just how much Poe knew.
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It is indisputable that Edgar Allan Poe appreciated beauty. References to beauty and the beautiful are omnipresent in “The Philosophy of Composition,” the famous essay in which he referred to poetry as an expression of rhythmical beauty. It was in that same essay that he identified the death of a beautiful woman as the most poetic topic in the world. Most of us would think that just a tad morbid, but it certainly explains why so much of Poe’s poetry and fiction features ladies and lovers on death’s doorstep—or across the threshold. For Poe, death and the maiden were inextricably intertwined. What a killjoy!
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I would define, in brief, the Poetry of words as The Rhythmical Creation of Beauty.

—The Poetic Principle



 


THE DEATH . . . OF A BEAUTIFUL WOMAN IS, UNQUESTIONABLY, THE MOST POETICAL TOPIC IN THE WORLD.

—The Philosophy of Composition
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That pleasure which is at once the most intense, the most elevating, and the most pure, is, I believe, found in the contemplation of the beautiful.

—The Philosophy of Composition



 


BEAUTY OF WHATEVER KIND, IN ITS SUPREME DEVELOPMENT, INVARIABLY EXCITES THE SENSITIVE SOUL TO TEARS. MELANCHOLY IS THUS THE MOST LEGITIMATE OF ALL THE POETICAL TONES.

—The Philosophy of Composition



 


The magic of a lovely form in woman—the necromancy of female gracefulness—was always a power which I had found it impossible to resist.

—The Spectacles
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THERE IS NO EXQUISITE BEAUTY . . . WITHOUT SOME STRANGENESS IN THE PROPORTION.

—Ligeia



 


When, indeed, men speak of Beauty, they mean, precisely, not a quality, as is supposed, but an effect—they refer, in short, just to that intense and pure elevation of soul—not of intellect, or of heart.

—The Philosophy of Composition



 


TO GENIUS BEAUTY GIVES LIFE—REAPING OFTEN A REWARD IN IMMORTALITY.

—Fifty Suggestions



 


The pure Imagination chooses, from either Beauty or Deformity, only the most combinable things hitherto uncombined.

—Marginalia



 


Just as the Intellect concerns itself with Truth, so Taste informs us of the Beautiful while the Moral Sense is regardful of Duty.

—The Poetic Principle



 


HOW IS IT THAT FROM BEAUTY I HAVE DERIVED A TYPE OF UNLOVELINESS?—FROM THE COVENANT OF PEACE, A SIMILE OF SORROW?

—Berenice
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