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There is a sequence in Michele Soavi's 1994 Italian horror film, Dellamorte Dellamore, where a young couple attempts to make love inside an ossuary, festooned in cobwebs, skulls and rotting bodies. As in Magritte's Surrealist painting, 'The Kiss', the lovers are separated by a gauzy fabric draped over the man's face, the veil of life ultimately frustrating their union. It's not until the woman dies and is resurrected from the grave, an icy, beautiful demonic fury, that their love is consummated after a fashion. 

In spirit, this sequence is analogous to one of the major themes of Edgar Allan Poe -- that of woman as Force of Nature, towering over man.

Baudelaire was way off the mark when he predicted that Poe would be remembered for his 'love for Beauty, through his profound and plaintive poetry, transparent and precise as a crystal jewel.1 Today, among the general public, Poe is hailed as the 'arch-priest of Gothic horror'2, but in the intense identification between himself and his narrator, in his sensibility and ideals, he is first and foremost a Decadent Romantic, who creates a trans-Atlantic chain and, through Baudelaire and Mallarme, influenced the French Symbolists. 

If he towers over the Gothic, it is because he refined a tradition of such writing, started in eighteenth-century England by the novels of Horace Walpole and Ann Radcliffe. The refinement came in the form of Poe's highly condensed, intense tales, which reduced the tropes of the gothic story to their essence. At their crudest these tropes are a decaying mansion, or an enclosed, claustrophobic space, an aristocratic family curse, and the triumph of reason over medieval superstition. Thus was born The Fall of the House of Usher, a classic whose influence can be felt in today's horror genre, from Stephen King to Anne Rice.

By elevating dreams and imagination over utility, Edgar Allan Poe, in his tales and poems, wrote one of the most extended meditations on turbulent Nature and the civilising force of refined Beauty. He charts the full range of ambivalent human experience from space and time, feminine and masculine, formlessness and form, energy and matter, out of whose confluence we are formed. Predating Freud, he saw that reason and the highest of classical ideals must control human behaviour in order to keep our innate barbarism at bay. He argued that industrial progress, in full swing during his time, must not be at the expense of our communion with Nature, which he saw as necessary for psychic balance. In fables such as Island of the Fay, however, he begins to drift away from this Wordsworthian view towards Blake and Coleridge when he perceives Nature as nurture only within certain contained boundaries, outside of which lies a daemonic decent into primordial darkness. 

As a Romantic himself, Baudelaire saw that 'The characters of Poe, or rather the character of Poe ?is Poe himself.'3 By making the 'I' his primary narrator, Poe ponders the inadequacy of physical relations between men and women when confronted with the highest ideals of Platonic Love. On the surface Poe saw woman as the chaste and pristine manifestation of Nature, who can never be defiled and who must be approached with utmost reverence. Subconsciously, however, Poe's demands inevitably drained all from his goddess-like women until they shriveled up and died. Only from there on are they able to reach the highest states of spiritual perfection in order to be resurrected as idol or talisman, capable of bringing desolation or supreme revelation.

Poe's tall, beautiful women, Eleanora, Morella and Berenice, are preliminaries for his ultimate creation, Ligeia, with her piercing all-knowing, all-seeing eye. In Sexual Personae Camille Paglia observes that they 'are all versions of Coleridge's vampire Geraldine, who comes to Christabel out of the night.' I would go further by saying that the women are a combination of the White Goddess, Artemis, and the Black Goddess, Hecate, acting as Vampiric Muses, before whom Poe prostrates himself and ritualistically bleeds for inspiration and sustenance. There is a co-dependent, sadomasochistic relationship at work between Poe and his women. For in their fleshly forms the women are teachers, symbols of renewal and devotion. Whereas in death they represent destruction, death-in-life and life-in-death, a cycle of change and renewal. When Ligeia returns as a fearful apparition, she confirms Poe's ambivalent view of Nature unbound. She defies natural law and order because she is Hecate, archaic night bursting forth from the soil. 

Poe arrived on the doorstep of his spectral women after A Descent into the Maelstrom (an interpretation of The Ancient Mariner), wherein he confronts nature's secret female maw in the giant whirlpool that sucks him down into the bowels of creation, with its bisexual voice of 'half shriek, half roar.' After his ordeal, in order to tell his tale, he must climb a mountain, away from earth towards the sky. His unconsoling discovery in the funnel finds its most symbolic manifestation in Berenice. 

Two cousins, Berenice and Egaeus, are married. As is usual with Poe's aristocratic males, Egaeus is an incestuous, withdrawn aesthete ensconced in his dim ancestral home seeking antiquarian knowledge (Poe himself was married to his younger cousin, Virginia). He sees Berenice as a being not of this earth, 'but the abstraction of such a being, not as a thing to admire, but to analyze'. As she inevitably sickens, her husband becomes fixated by 'the white and ghastly spectrum of [her] teeth.' He is obsessed. He thinks of nothing else. When she finally dies, he extracts the teeth from her mouth and keeps them in a box. The vagina dentata imagery briefly glimpsed in A Descent into the Maelstrom is explicit here. But rather than repelling Poe the teeth act as a beacon, a ray of light in a dark tunnel. 

Because teeth are primordial weapons of attack, to loose one's teeth is to be rendered powerless. But of greater significance here is the Gnostic view which represents teeth as fortifications of the inner being, just as the eyes are the defenses of the spirit. The extraction and extreme objectification of the teeth here is both a symbolic rape and hierarchic male assertion into the female inner sanctum, which is a sex war constantly being lost and won in Poe's tales. Ultimately, Berenice is castrated but, like the vampire, she will not stay in her grave.

In Against Nature, Huysmans observes that Poe's women are androgynous, with 'the inert, boyish breasts of angels.' Like Michelangelo's Sibyls of the Sistine Chapel and his female nudes of the Medici Chapel, Poe's four Muses are male-female hybrids. Hence there is no sex in Poe. Rather his passive male heroines find ecstasy in the paroxysms of languid suffering and surrender before female power, which is analogous to Christian depictions of tortured martyrs. With typical French intuition, Baudelaire observes that Poe's women 'all of them luminous and ill, dying from strange maladies and speaking with a voice which resembles music are also Poe.'4 Poe creates an incestuous, inverted circle where the male half is refracted to create a myriad of bisexual selves seeking unity. This is partly why his architecture, particularly the interiors, is organic and anthropomorphic. 

In The Masque of the Red Death, for example, the master work in interior design is Prospero's seventh chamber, where the streaking red light through ornate stained-glass creates a livid womb-tomb with the heart beat of the giant clock striking out man's passing time. Even Ligeia's bridal chamber, with its single window casting a 'ghastly luster on the objects within,' fluttering tapestries, deep, silent carpets, trellis of vines, ceiling of oak and incense 'writhing with serpent vitality' revive nature's dripping enclosed grottoes of fertility, complete with menstrual effluvia of 'brilliant and ruby-colored fluid'. Again in Baudelaire's words, 'Poe likes to move his figures against violet and greenish backgrounds when the phosphorescence of rottenness and the smell of storms are revealed.'5
'The death of a beautiful woman is, unquestionably, the most poetical topic in the world,' Poe declares in The Philosophy of Composition. This may sound like a bit of virulent misogyny but is a remarkably enduring meditation on the transience of life, and the death of beauty throughout the ages, all the way to Nick Cave's duet with Kylie Minogue, the pre-Raphaelite 'Where the Wild Roses Grow.' 

Despite his adoration, it is evident that women are of no use to Poe alive. He operates under such strict universal laws that no real woman could survive in his world. We see this in The Oval Portrait, where the painter-lover drains the physical form of his subject in order to immortalize her on canvas. It's only when the women transcend flesh that their value as spiritual beings and love objects increases. Unlike his biological and foster mothers, his young wife and the various women Poe loved and lost to death, his undead women are forever sealed in the tomb of his heart. But intuition tells him that he can never possess them fully; that he is welded to them and may at any time be reabsorbed himself.

In his essay, The Imp of the Perverse, Poe debates the often immoral, contradictory and self-destructive impulses that govern humanity. With this in mind, I would say that there is a necrophilic Pygmalion complex at work in Poe, which is not dissimilar to Scottie's treatment of Madeleine/Judy in Hitchcock's Vertigo (1958). (Hitchcock, by the way, was a great admirer of Poe.)

To give it a real-life counterpart, we may be able to shed some light on Poe's behavior by looking at serial killer Dennis Nielsen, who killed potential lovers in order to ensure fidelity and capture objet d'art. Just as Poe tells the same story of vampirism and resurrection over and over again, Nielsen was also ensnared in a cycle of killing, with an ever-deepening sense of urgency and intensity. As a child Nielsen apparently covered his entire body in talcum powder and painted his lips black in order to play dead before a mirror. For him to be dead was the ultimate perfected state of being, beyond nature's corrupting influence. In this world his loving grandfather was always with him. He felt he would never again be abandoned. Poe translates this game onto the page by creating a universe ruled by pale and cold-to-the-touch women, who see and speak of an arcane universal knowledge beyond themselves to a tormented young man who has survived live internment. 

Nielsen, who indulged in his 'play dead' games for hours, would arise from his ritual play re-energized, a new man. Likewise Poe dreams of the tortures of Premature Burial at the end of which he arises recharged, cured of his phobia and able to live a normal life again. But, for both men, the cure is temporary and the compulsion returns soon after. Eventually Nielsen graduated to killing a host of needy young men, whom he would keep in his bed until advanced stages of decay set in and then he would dispose of the corpses any way he could. While they were still in his care, however, he wrote moving poetry to their pale beauty. Similarly, in attaching himself to a series of young women whom he eventually killed and resurrected as superhuman, Poe is committing literary or symbolic necrophilia, with one eye on aesthetics and the other on humanity's ultimate destiny as contemplated in his poem, 'The Conqueror Worm.' 

Moreover, rendered in alchemical terms, by ritualistically combining the male and female principles in himself, burying them alive and then resurrecting them, Poe seeks to transmute the base metal of himself into gold. In Alchemy the base metal is the male principle, and the secret fire, which is mixed into the pulverised imperfect body of the base metal, is the female principle. When combined, the two are sealed inside the Philosophic Egg (Poe's tombs or underground chambers), that is then placed in the furnace of the Philosophers. From this intense interaction arises a liquid described as a 'darkness darker than darkness.'6 The result of which is the appearance of the 'Whiteness'. This is by no means the end of the process, but it will suffice for a reading of Poe, and most significantly what I consider to be the final chapter in his cosmology, Narrative of A. Gordon Pym.

On the surface, this boy's own, seafaring yarn is a headlong cliffhanger, part nightmare, and part wish fulfillment. It's got everything: stowaways, piracy, storms, mysterious islands and bloodthirsty natives. Like Melville's Moby Dick, which Gordon Pym resembles, the narrative excludes women to allow the flourishing of an all-male cast, a hegemony of masculinity girdled and restricted by the wild, tempestuous ocean, the primordial Mother of Creation. Flight and pursuit are the main ingredients, but who is doing the pursuing and who the fleeing?

Poe's stand-in, Gordon Pym, is a slightly more resourceful version of his earlier male heroes, this time fleeing the matriarchal nest by taking to the seas against family wishes. There are persistent clues as to the identity of the pursuer throughout, for example, in the 'loud and long scream ?as if from the throats of a thousand demons' which erupts out of the dark ocean waters and causes poor Pym to faint. There is a hint again much later when Pym's best friend dies and his decayed, phosphorescent body is finally dumped into the ocean where it is instantly ripped apart and consumed by waiting sharks. 

Every step of the way, some unseen force seems to be dashing hopes and plans of returning to land, seemingly wanting Pym to remain on the ocean for a preordained destiny. Finally, thanks to a tribe of black-toothed natives, Pym and a mate, Peters, are stranded on an island in the Antarctic belt with no hope of escape. In this episode, for the second time in the story, Pym is buried alive for a gestatory period. Inside the mountain caves he uncovers mysterious Ethiopian signs, which when translated, read 'To be shady [or black],' 'To be white' and the final one: 'I have graven it within the hills, and my vengeance upon the dust within the rock.'

From here on the story takes an oneiric turn. The men manage to grab a canoe and make good their escape, but into what? Almost instantly the Arctic waters become increasingly warmer and take on a 'milky consistency.' The atmosphere becomes stifling. The men are enveloped in a 'stupor,' a 'drowsiness.' They become apathetic as 'a fine white powder [like ash] falls from the sky.' Mysterious shapes and figures move behind a giant white veil that descends from the sky like a cataract and is inexorably sucking them into it. The world takes on the hue of the blinding white light that followed primordial darkness. White birds fly in and out of the curtain and suddenly a giant shrouded figure looms up. The final line of the story is: 'And the hue of the skin of the figure was the perfect whiteness of snow.'

This is the realm of the expectant, heavy-with-child mother; drowsy and dazed, awash in her own hormones and natural endorphins, suspended in a placid, glowing calm. Behind her glowing placental walls is a 'chaos of flitting indistinct images'he children yet to be born, or ones reabsorbed a long time ago? Miraculously Poe turns a vast ocean into a fecund female womb, reclaiming a son who has never really left home -- much like Mrs Bates usurps her own son, Norman, in Psycho (1961) and, on a more obvious level, the Oedipal son literally crawling back up his mother in the New Zealand film, Braindead (1992). Likewise, the woman Poe has for so long refused to penetrate is finally penetrated with his entire being, as he is sucked back into the mouth of creation itself. We can see that by fusing the dual nature of birds (spiritual longing, on the one hand, and phallic symbol on the other, and since white is the feminine colour, representing both spiritual ascendancy and eroticism), the sexuality sublimated in Poe's work, surfaces in symbolic terms.

Interestingly, the interplay between black and white here prefigures the classic credit sequence of Hitchcock's The Birds (1963), where the process works in reverse. In Hitchcock a white screen is slowly overwhelmed and torn apart by crows fluttering back and forth, an eerie vanquishing of light, as at the end of the credits the screen goes completely black, a cosmic void. So Poe sees spiritual salvation in the Mother's all encompassing embrace, whereas Hitchcock saw only maternal damnation. 

Whereas the climax of The Masque of the Red Death annihilates humanity, the Narrative of A. Gordon Pym brings awed silence before Nature's majesty. Peters, the only survivor of the adventure, is rendered mute and unable to finish the incomplete narrative. What he has seen is similar to Mrs Moore's realization in the Marabar Caves in Passage to India, or Mrs Brenner's vision of the eyeless farmer in The Birds: The violent, opposing extremes of elemental powers operating above and beyond civilizing forces. What has been confronted is 'the ultimate chaos of existence, beyond reason and language.'7 From here, having witnessed the absurdity of existence, Poe sees approaching 'a redeeming, healing enchantment art.'8 And through this metaphysical consolation he begins his own brand of alchemy by transmuting horror into the gold of the ages literature.
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