Climate change and winter sleep
Poe is certainly reliant on atmosphere and is a craftsman of gothic suspense and although symbolism is important in The Facts in the Case of Monsieur Valdemar it seems that it is the very lack of detailed description which makes it such an interesting topic.The story is written in quite a prescriptive manner which, given the medicinal nature of the tale could be seen as significant, but in actuality Poe goes into very little descriptive detail with only a couple of exceptions towards the end.One such exception in which he describes the “profuse out-flowing of a yellowish ichor (from beneath the lids) of a pungent and highly offensive odor” is amongst the most nauseating and effective images in Poe’s work. The sentence is so beautifully composed with the harsh “ich” sound mirroring the severe nature of the odour itself. The out-flowing, or excess, of this viscous liquid oozing from the eyes, an organ around which people are often squeamish. Even the use of parentheses, a side thought, gives the narrator a certain calmness in describing or perhaps even reporting upon the incident. Even is a rare flourish of adjectives the piece remains fairly clinical. In this context the generally gutturally wrenching presentation of pus induces a higher level of disgust.he only other image which verges on flowery metaphorical composition lies in:…the circular hectic spots which, hitherto, had been strongly defined in the centre of each cheek, went out at once. I use this expression, because the suddenness of their departure put me in mind of nothing so much as the extinguishment of a candle by a puff of the breath...Poe, somewhat briefly, embraces a simile although this lacks the punch of the pus even when coupled with the “blackened tongue”. Many authors would have really explored the blackened tongue employing ideas of texture and possession in order to shock the reader, Poe almost skims over the top. It is possible to look at the image of the candle being extinguished as symbolic of life and the idea that loss of colour from the cheeks is indicative of death in much the same way that each person is a candle which stops burning when they die. Poe offers the reader glimpses of possibilities for analysis but essentially this is not a sensually stimulating piece. At least not in the sense that Poe attacks our senses with exacting descriptions of what he sees and hears and smells in the room so that the reader feels they are experiencing it too – it is still, however, highly effective. But how?To reiterate, Poe gives an account. The reader, in many ways, should be totally detached and yet it still causes the hairs on the back of the neck to stand to attention.First person narrative helps initially. The personal, engaging tough is a winner and has been used to great effect in Poe’s other work such as the infamous Tell-Tale Heart. Again, however, that had a clear niche as the reader was in the mind of the mad. Of course it was sinister! In this story, however, the reader is led to believe that they are in the capable hands of the sane. But perhaps something is being missed here?

My attention, for the last three years, had been repeatedly drawn to the subject of Mesmerism.This is revealed within the first few lines of the story and yet it has not caused mistrust of the narrator. Perhaps too much leeway is being afforded to historical context and if this had been released last year rather than awarding the narrator the title of sane I would be condemning him to the same barrel as the Tell-Tale Heart murderer. The idea of Mesmerism and the story itself is hardly the medical content of the local surgery. Even the final line:…his whole frame at once --within the space of a single minute, or even less, shrunk --crumbled --absolutely rotted away beneath my hands. Upon the bed, before that whole company, there lay a nearly liquid mass of loathsome --of detestable putridityisfar more Indiana Jones than Casualty.On the surface the effect of Poe’s gothic adventure seems to lie in the subject matter; the idea of a body half asleep, half dead and communicating beyond the grave. The fear comes from the blackened tongue and the power of the narrator over the corpse. However, on closer inspection perhaps the real genius comes from Poe’s ability to engage the reader with a madman. To believe his hallucinations. To forget our better judgement. And all while adhering to the genre; the restrictions of the short story dictate the necessity to be concise and yet short stories are not always as brief and devoid of sensual detail as The Facts in the Case of Monsieur Valdemar.For a short story The Fall of the House of Usher is fairly lengthy thus Poe affords himself the luxury of a little more detailed description. The title itself is racked with symbolism with both the destruction of the house itself but also the demise of the Usher family, the Usher house. The narrator touches on this idea and refers to it as “an appellation which seemed to include, in the minds of the peasantry who used it, both the family and the family mansion”.Then one need looks no further than the opening of the narrator to see that this story is of a completely different style. It is still solidly placed in the gothic genre but the “oppressively low” clouds and the “melancholy”, “mere”, “bleak”, “gloom”, “decayed” surroundings cause this story to be much more sensually stimulating. The narrator speaks at length about the impact the house and its environment has on his soul and the “iciness, a sinking, a sickening of the heart --an unredeemed dreariness of thought which no goading of the imagination could torture into aught of the sublime”. The Facts in the Case of Monsieur Valdemar entirely lacks this kind of dramatic declaration of emotion while The Fall of the House of Usher entirely embraces the possibilities of language. However, the most interesting focus is again, on the house itself, which, as already stated, holds many implications in the title itself.The narrator considers the “vacant, eye like windows” of “the mansion of gloom”. He attributes so many negatives to this house which seems almost an oppressive force on the landscape. The house watches everything, looks out over the surroundings and sucks them dry of any lush vegetation or positive thoughts. The building is isolated in its own ocean of despair.When studying Poe it seems he is fascinated with the idea of isolation and claustrophobia as are many of his contemporaries. The Pit and the Pendulum is a good example of incarceration and entrapment in which Poe explores the idea of a time frame for an inevitable death much like Mudford’s The Iron Shroud. Gilman’s The Yellow Wallpaper also explores the madness that can be induced with claustrophobia. It can provoke hallucinations and obsessive behaviour as the protagonist becomes fixated on movement within the wallpaper. Gilman and Mudford, like Poe, are able to craft an entire story from very little plot except the idea of being imprisoned. The tension is palpable and it seems to be a subject matter which suits the genre perhaps because it itself is so self contained and self imposes a structure.The Fall of the House of Usher has many implications of claustrophobia with the insular, almost incestuous Usher family who have resided in the same house for generations; the social stereotypes which were inflicted upon them and from which they could not escape. The relationship between twins is often perceived to be slightly suffocating in the struggle to be seen as an individual. Roderick and Madeline seem to have stifled one another and Madeline is literally incarcerated when she is supposedly buried alive.Their relationship is the climax of the story as a whole and passions run much higher than in the other, subtler stories. Roderick is seen to scream that “SHE NOW STANDS AT THE DOOR!” Much like in The Pit and the Pendulum the reader gets the impression that he knows his own fate. The sibling conflict and Roderick’s subsequent death is only covered very briefly but in this lies its genius. Shrouding the death in mystery adheres to the nature of the story itself as 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”. The reader questions how her “emaciated frame” could manage this after having escaped her grave and why there was such hatred between the twins; questions also exist surrounding the narrator’s presence in the house at all considering his long absence and why the House of Usher is one of such misery and depression and for what logical reason did it collapse? Mystery seems to be the key to Poe’s work – never giving too much away and playing on our deep anxieties towards the unknown.
