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			Edgar Allan Poe

			
					Born: 19 January 1809 in Boston.

					Died: 7 October 1849 in Baltimore.

					Context: the United States was expanding westward, the Industrial Revolution was in full swing and European influence in the fields of art and literature had led to the rise of Romanticism.

					Notable works:	MS. Found in a Bottle (1833), tale

	The Fall of the House of Usher (1839), tale

	The Murders in the Rue Morgue (1841), tale

	The Gold-Bug (1843), tale

	The Purloined Letter (1845), tale

	The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym of Nantucket (1838), novel

	“The Raven” (1845), poem

	Eureka: A Prose Poem (1848), essay




			

			Few figures from modern literary history are so heavily shrouded in myth as Edgar Allan Poe. His story is closely linked with his native land, the United States of America, but is also uniquely his own. At first glance, there seem to be few common threads linking the young, dynamic nation bent on shaping the modern world in its own image and the introspective, sickly writer with a flair for the macabre, but today Poe is regarded as one of the most emblematic figures of American literature.

			Although his work still has its detractors, Poe’s name has become synonymous with a universe that is both captivating and terrifying, where beauty is born of terror. This is a world where ravens soar through bleak, stormy skies, while tormented souls haunt the halls of their abandoned homes, driven to anguish and despair by the memory of lost love. While there are those who find the overwhelming darkness of Poe’s work to be both laughable and unhealthy, they are easily outnumbered by generation after generation of readers who glimpse a darker side of their own souls reflected there. It could be argued that the continued debate over Poe’s work, over a century and a half after the author’s death, is the greatest testament to its originality.

			However, Poe’s gift for horror alone, no matter how intuitive, would not have been enough to establish such a lasting legacy. He is also considered the inventor of detective fiction, and is sometimes credited with laying the foundations of modern science fiction. Furthermore, his explorations of the human subconscious echo common themes of the postmodern literary revolution that took place almost a century later. Poe’s subtle style is tinged with mockery, which could give the impression that he did not take his own work seriously, but do not be fooled: he was a keen critic of his own writing, and aimed for nothing less than perfection.

		


Context

The birth of a nation

The United States was still in its infancy in the
early 19th century. Although
Thomas Jefferson (1743-1826) first declared the 13 former British
colonies that originally made up the United States to be an
independent, unified country in 1776, the fledgling nation’s
independence was not legally recognised by Great Britain until the
signing of the Treaty of Paris in 1783. However, relations between
the two countries remained tense, and in 1812 a second war of
independence broke out between them.

By 1809 (the year Poe was born), the United
States had expanded to encompass around 20 states. Although these
states were clustered together along the continent’s eastern coast
and the country’s borders had yet to expand beyond the Appalachian
Mountains (in fact, Poe’s nickname for America was “Appalachia”),
the young nation was growing at a tremendous rate. Its territory
tripled within mere decades, notably through the Louisiana Purchase
(the acquisition of 828,000 square miles of land from France in
1803), the Oregon Treaty (which was signed in 1846, settling a
boundary dispute with Great Britain) and the annexation of the
formerly Spanish or Mexican territories of Florida, Texas and
California in 1821, 1845 and 1848, respectively.

The lands of the “Wild West” were still
uncharted, and were considered ripe for the taking. In 1805, the
explorers William Clark (1770-1838) and Meriwether Lewis
(1774-1809) reached the Pacific coast, and it was not long before
Americans began to talk of what they referred to as their “Manifest
Destiny”: their belief that this New World was their birthright,
and that conquering it was their duty. American nationalism, which
was characterised by private ownership, pragmatism and a strong
work ethic, was born under the banner of this belief in the
necessity of advancing west. However, the darker side of
nationalism was never far from the surface, and brought with it the
avarice, individualism and the myth of the self-made man that would
eventually combine to form the famous American Dream that has
dashed so many hopes and dreams in the intervening centuries. Of
course, the “original sins” that the so-called Land of the Free was
built on were darker still: [...]
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The master of modern melancholia

Written by Hervé Romain
Translated by Emma Hanna
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