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Biography

Edgar Allan Poe is regarded as one of the greatest American short story
writers. This reputation owes largely to the innovations that he
introduced to the genre rather than the quantity or even the
quality of much of his output. Poe was an innovator who

capitalized upon an emergent magazine culture and a new reading

public, who were both interested in the changes happening in the figyre 11848 "Ultima
Thule" daguerreotype of
old world and fascinated with the new. In drawing upon the poe
zeitgeist, Poe created or gave shape to the three genres in the short story form that best
suited the magazine format for which he wrote: horror, science fiction, and detective
fiction. None of these genres were really new: the horror drew upon the gothic flavour,
science fiction drew upon literature that attempted to come to grips with new scientific
discoveries, and detective fiction genre had many antecedents since ancient times. This
is not to diminish the singular contributions of Poe, but to make a larger generic
argument to which we will return shortly.

Poe was born Edgar Poe on January 19, 1809, the second child of travelling
actors David Poe and Elizabeth Arnold. His father abandoned the family shortly after the
birth of Poe, while his mother died in 1811. Poe was brought up, although never legally
adopted by, John Allan, a very wealth merchant from Richmond, Virginia, from whom
Poe gained his middle name, and his wife Frances. Between 1815 and 1820, the young
Poe went to Europe with the Allans and lived in Scotland and then England. In 1826, he
was engaged to Sarah Elmira Royster, whose family broke off the engagement and
married her to someone else. Disappointed, Poe joined the University of Virginia the
same year, but he quit after a semester as he accumulated gambling debts. After a
bitter quarrel with John Allan, who refused to clear off the debts, Poe ran away and

enlisted in the army under a false name. This falling out would affect Poe’s chances at

material stability for the rest of his life. In 1827, he anonymously published his first book
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of poetry, a short 40 page collection called Tamerlane and Other Poems, which did not
make any impact. After leaving the army, he republished the collection in 1829 with
some additional poems that was well received. After a brief reconciliation with Allan after
the death of Frances, Poe joined the Military Academy at West Point in 1830, where he
came in touch with the latest currents in Europe and gained scientific training that would
later give shape to his stories. In 1831, after another quarrel with Allan, Poe got himself
expelled from the academy. Allan died one of the richest men in Virginia in 1834, without
naming Poe in his will. Poe had lived with his aunt Maria Clemm and his cousin Virginia in
Baltimore for a while, before moving back to Richmond in 1832, where he found a job as
editorial assistant at the Southern Literary Messenger.

By the early 1830s, Poe’s literary career had taken off. He published his third
collection of poems in 1831, and also started publishing stories. He got a prize in 1833
for his first science fiction story: “"M.S. found in a bottle.” In 1835 he became full editor

of the messenger and married his cousin Virginia. While he was fired from the job in

1837 due to alcoholism, Poe found success in the stories,
reviews and poems he published. Poe also found other
employments: he became editor of Burton’s Gentleman’s

Magazine (1839-40), Graham’s Magazine (1841-42), where he

, "N aiso published numerous important reviews of contemporary
\ 4 ’,’,
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Figure 2 Virginia Poe, watercolor  Writers, including Hawthorne and Dickens. In 1838, Poe
painted after her death in 1847.

published his longest work, the novel The Narrative of Arthur
Gordon Pym of Nantucket, which was again a huge hit. Tales of the Grotesque and the
Arabesque, which collected many of his early gothic tales, was published in 1839, and
brought Poe fame. In the early 1840s, he also began publishing his detective fiction,
including the three tales featuring C. Auguste Dupin, the first modern fictional detective.

He also continued writing poetry extensively. After moving to New York in 1844, Poe

published his most famous poetic work, “The Raven.”
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His personal life however suffered as Virginia contracted tuberculosis in 1842.
Under the stress of his wife’s illness, Poe’s alcoholism
and other conditions worsened, and after the death of
Virginia in 1847, things quickly took a turn for the
worse. Although he did have an affair with Sarah Helen
Whitman briefly, and also got re-engaged to his
childhood sweetheart Sarah Elmira Royster in 1849,
Poe passed away before they could be married. The

cause of Poe’s death has never been ascertained,

although his alcoholism was most likely a factor. Poe

died on October 7, 1849, at just forty years of age, and gigure 3 Edgar Allan Poe's

Monument/Gravestone in Westminster
was buried in Baltimore, Maryland. Hall

Output

Poe wrote a total of 66 tales (short stories) and 70 poems, and

TALES

some essays, including the spoof article published as “The Balloon-

GROTESQUE AND ARABESQUE. | i g "
Hoax,” as well as the important “The Poetic Principle.” He wrote one

BY EDGAR A. POE.

novel, The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym of Nantucket, and left

behind a second unfinished novel as well as an unfinished play.

“Eureka: A Prose Poem” is his lengthiest non-fiction work, heavily

influenced by the new scientific cosmology. He also wrote many

PHILADELFHIA ¢
LEA AND BLANCHARD.
1840,

reviews. While some of his pieces were originally delivered as public
lectures, it is significant to note that all his short stories or “tales”
were published in newspapers and periodicals of the time. Also, other than the two
volume Tales of the Grotesque and the Arabesque (1839) and Tales (1845, stories
included here often collected as Tales of Mystery and Imagination from 1902 onwards),

none of these tales were anthologized in Poe’s lifetime, leaving more than half of his
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oeuvre uncollected in any edition. The situation with Poe’s poems is not much better:
although Poe published four collections of poetry.
The first attempt to collect Poe’s works came after his death, when his self-

) ! claimed literary executor Rufus Wilmot Griswold published Poe’s works in four
Figure 4 Title page for Edgar

Allan Poe's Tales of the

Grotesque and Arabesque volumes (1850-56), including his reviews and essays. Griswold’s collection

was highly influential, and served as the definitive edition for much of the 19*"
century. However, Griswold’s collection was prefaced with a problematic biography of
Poe, written by Griswold himself, and while Griswold did manage to make Poe a
household name (his edition was used by Charles Baudelaire), he did it on terms that
were certainly unflattering, and almost certainly incorrect. Griswold painted Poe in the
garb of a moody, alcoholic, evil and vicious man, whose
tales reflecced many of these characteristics.
This portrait was contested from its first publication by Poe’s
numerous friends and acquaintances, but it served
nonetheless to fix the character of Poe in the opinion of a

large number of people. Theories of criminality and

atavism, which were in vogue, all gigyre5Rufus Wilmot Griswold, ~ D€Came  associated
1855 engraving

with Poe. Even if it did not characterise Poe accurately, the
sensation created by Griswold’s biography helped boost the sales and the reputation of
Poe’s tales. Two other early editions of Poe include the John Henry Ingram version (4
volumes; 1874-75) and the Richard Henry Stoddard version (6 volumes; 1884), and
both these editions served to recover the personal reputation of Poe with better
biographies.

Other than these, numerous illustrated editions of Poe have also been reprinted

over the years. Gustav Dore, the French artist best known for his superb woodcuts,

illustrated Poe’s poem “The Raven,”* (Edouard Manet also illustrated “The Raven”?) while

! See the illustrations here: http://www.candlelightstories.com/2011/10/26/edgar-allan-poes-the-raven-
illustrated-by-paul-gustave-dore/ and read about them here: http://www.openculture.com/2014/04/gustave-
dores-splendid-illustrations-of-edgar-allan-poes-the-raven-1884.html



http://www.candlelightstories.com/2011/10/26/edgar-allan-poes-the-raven-illustrated-by-paul-gustave-dore/
http://www.candlelightstories.com/2011/10/26/edgar-allan-poes-the-raven-illustrated-by-paul-gustave-dore/
http://www.openculture.com/2014/04/gustave-dores-splendid-illustrations-of-edgar-allan-poes-the-raven-1884.html
http://www.openculture.com/2014/04/gustave-dores-splendid-illustrations-of-edgar-allan-poes-the-raven-1884.html
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Aubrey Beardsley illustrated some of Poe’s tales.® Perhaps the best known of Poe’s
illustrated tales is the 1919 edition of Poe’s Tales of Mystery and Imagination, illustrated
by Harry Clarke.* Edmund Dulac is also most well known for his illustrations of Poe’s
poems (The Poetical Works of Edgar Allan Poe, 1912), to which Clarke brought an
ethereal quality.® John Tenniel, well known for his illustration of Lewis Carroll’s Alice
books also illustrated Poe. Many modern editions of Poe reprint these lavish illustrations.
The visual qualities of many of Poe’s works have inspired numerous other artists to

illustrate the works of Poe, and continue to do so today.

Genres and Origins

Poe’s tales can be classed in a variety of genres, of which the most important ones are
gothic/horror, science fiction, and detective fiction/tales of ratiocination. Most of his work
falls in the first category, and it is the class of tales where he truly excelled, while the
third forms the least part of his output, consisting of about five tales, including the three
Dupin stories. Much of Poe’s science fiction is flimsy, meant more as satire rather than
any serious attempt to engage with a new genre.

The genesis of each of these tales lies in some of the currents and counter-
currents of the day. To a large extent, the Romantic Movement and its effect on 19%"
century American literature is palpable in Poe’s output. Poe’s horror stems directly from
the tradition of the gothic, which by Poe’s day had become sufficiently mainstream with
the Romantic reaction against the Enlightenment. Typical Gothic settings, such as those
of abandoned, ruined, castles, with typical themes of vengeance, debauchery, and the
supernatural, all find their place in Poe’s stories. Moreover, the Romantic privileging of
the power of the imagination over reason, whose complete other is an emphasis on the
supernatural (or preternatural to use Poe’s own vocabulary) to be found in Poe’s horror,

also affects Poe’s other fiction. It is thus not atypical at all to find Dupin, who is the most

2 http://exhibitions.nypl.org/treasures/items/show/184

3 http://www.johncoulthart.com/feuilleton/2010/10/25/illustrating-poe- 1 -aubrey-beardsley/

4 http://50watts.com/filter/harry-clarke/Harry-Clarke-Illustrations-for-E-A-Poe

3 http://metamythic.com/the-poetical-works-of-edgar-allan-poe-illustrated-by-edmund-dulac/ and

http://animationresources.org/?p=676



http://exhibitions.nypl.org/treasures/items/show/184
http://www.johncoulthart.com/feuilleton/2010/10/25/illustrating-poe-1-aubrey-beardsley/
http://50watts.com/filter/harry-clarke/Harry-Clarke-Illustrations-for-E-A-Poe
http://metamythic.com/the-poetical-works-of-edgar-allan-poe-illustrated-by-edmund-dulac/
http://animationresources.org/?p=676
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analytical of Poe’s detectives, speak about the superiority of the poetic imagination over
the tools of reason in creating both extraordinary criminals and their adversaries such as
Dupin.

Orientalism is an all-pervasive influence in Poe’s stories, as perceptible from the
title of his poems and stories. The Napoleonic conquests and failures, which had ignited
many Romantic literary experiments, also introduced to Europe and America a body of
literature as well as a culture that seemed to many to be the antidote of the ills of the
European culture (partly because the Ottoman Empire repelled Napoleonic invasions
successfully). On the other side, British Orientalism had connected to a civilisational
paradigm that also challenged many assumptions of inevitable and inexorable superiority
of European reason. Both these currents informed the Romantic Movement. Poe’s
detective stories for instance derive from a similar class of tales, to be found in
significant collections such as The Arabian Nights and the Betal Pacchisi, that were
available in translation in Poe’s time, and had affected Romantic literature significantly
(the poetry of Byron is a famous example).

If Poe’s works are then very much a product of their time, then their innovation
lies in the way the tales are able to channelize a cluster of associations in framing the
generic style. There is no such thing as a pure genre, just as there is no point of origin of
any genre: what may be traced instead are the ways in which the blending of different
conventions originate and are utilized consistently as a pattern to frame a genre. In
Poe’s case, such a phenomenon happens in the case of science fiction and detective

fiction, rather than horror.

What are these conventions? In his science
"* e é - ; fiction as well as detective fiction, Poe tries to achieve a
é . s synthesis of three kinds of ideas, and he is suitably
aided by the emergent literary culture. These three

ideas are an understanding of scientific rationality and

method and their application to the development of
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literary style and content, a conscious exploration of the limitations of this form of
rationality in expressing the nature of the unknown, and a keen awareness of the
complementarity of the two in the shaping of modern reason. Thus Poe’s innovations
comprise a set of conventions that show this synthesis, of which the detective figure, to

who we will now turn, is one of the most significant.

The Emergence of Detective Fiction: Poeds Dupi

“Sherlock rose and lit his pipe. 'No doubt you think
you are complimenting me in comparing me to
Dupin, he observed 'Now in my opinion, Dupin was a
very inferior fellow. That trick of his of breaking in
on his friends' thoughts with an apropos remark after
a quarter of an hour's silence is really very showy
and superficial. He had some analytical genius, no
doubt; but he was by no means such a phenomenon
as Poe appeared to imagine.”

— Arthur Conan Doyle, A Study in Scarlet

Poe wrote three tales featuring the character C. Auguste Dupin, all published in the early
1840s, the last decade of Poe’s life and written at a time when Poe was at the height of

his success. The character is generally regarded as the first modern “consulting

detective,” a basis for innumerable imitators including the great Sherlock Holmes.

n

tril o

Dupin first appears in “The Murders at the Rue Morgue,” (Gr ahamés Magazine

April 1841) a story that is as macabre as any of Poe’s horror tales, and relies on a quirky

ending that Doyle would draw upon for a Holmes adventure. The second, “"The Mystery

of Marie-Rogét,” published in The Snowdends Ladi ensthreeCiostginaents o n

between (ovember 1842 and February 1843). Poe based his story on a contemporary
mystery and the story is the perfect illustration of Dupin’s method of ratiocination. The
third story, “The Purloined Letter,” (The Gift: A Christmas and New Year's Present for
1845, December 1844) is the most perfect of the three tales, without which perhaps
Dupin would not have been the phenomenon he became, and it would serve to inspire
yet another Holmes adventure for Doyle.

There are numerous conjectures as to the origins of the figure of Dupin, ranging

from politicians to mathematicians, but the generally accepted inspiration is that of the
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French police chief Eugéne Francois Vidocq, whose memoires were published in
Graham’s Magazine and found numerous admirers. Vidocq, who started out life as a
criminal, became the first chief of French police and ended up being the father of modern
criminology in France and Europe, was undoubtedly one
of the inspirations for Poe’s Dupin, however, Dupin in
the tales distances himself from both Vidocq and the
methods of Vidocg. “Nil sapientiae odiosius acumine
nimio” (There is nothing more odious to wisdom than
excessive cunning), the epigraph to The Purloined

Letter, a quote Poe mistakenly attributes to Seneca,

succinctly captures the difference between Poe’s Dupin

7 Portrait of Eugéne Frangois Vidocq and his model, and in "The Murders at the Rue Morgue,”
(1775-1857) by Achille Devéria (1800-
1857) Dupin explains to the narrator:

“Vidocq, for example, was a good guesser, and the persevering man. But, without
educated thought, he erred continually by the very intensity of his investigations.
He impaired his vision by holding the object too close. He might see, perhaps,
one or two points with unusual clearness, but in so doing he, necessarily, lost
sight of the matter as a whole. Thus there is such a thing as being too profound.
Truth is not always in a well. In fact, as regards the more important knowledge, I
do believe that she is invariably superficial. The depth lies in the valleys where we
seek her, and not upon the mountain-tops where she is found.”

In Dupin’s tales on the contrary, distance is essential to the solution of the crime to a
certain extent. Poe termed these stories of ratiocination, by which Poe meant that these
tales were demonstrations of the logical method of solving crimes. These methods are
part analytical, which the narrator puts beyond the pale of analysis in the very first
narrative, and part extrapolative, by which the detective takes seemingly disconnected
facts and gathers truth out of these different versions by engaging at least partially, in

“guessing.”

“The Purloined Letter” and the Conventions of Detective Fiction
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The Dupin stories established the genre by bringing together a number of conventions,
not once, but thrice. Although the three narratives are quite different from each other,
they share certain significant common features.

The most significant of these features is the presence of three unequal figures, of
which two are central to the template of detective fiction. The first of these is the
detective, the second is the narrator and detective aide, and the third the client (which
could be a private individual or the police). These three figures are unequal both in
terms of function and in terms of their abilities. The narrator (commonly called the
Watson figure after Dr John Watson, the aide of Sherlock Holmes) is a stand-in for the
reader, who leads the reader through the crime scene, reports everything that he sees,
shares insights about the detective and so on, without actually solving the crime. The
narrator is always a foil character where the detective is brilliant. The detective stands as
the prime exemplar of superior intellect, who not only sees just as the narrator does, but
observes, interprets and ultimately solves the crime. The client is the one who brings to
the attention of the detective “peculiar” problems that bring the detective out from his

world of contemplation into the world of action.

Before we return to the dynamic of these three
characters, two additional conventions must be noted THE GIFT: |
with reference to the last. Unlike the police procedural, in

which the detective is a policeman who actively CHRISTMAS, NEW YEAR,

investigates crimes as part of the job, the detective in

traditional detective fiction is a private individual who is e (
generally at odds with the police. For this reason, he is
consulted by other private individuals who are either
unsatisfied with the police or whose problems are too cans '
sensitive to be entrusted to them. For Poe, who was one
= =

of the first authors in America to live by his writing alone, g rhe Gift: A Christmas, New Year, and

Birthday Present, 1845
taking advantage of the new opportunities for publishing,



Chattopadhyay 11

the detective also became a figure who lived by his wits outside the constraints of a
traditional job. It is also significant that Poe and Dupin share the similarity of being born
into fortune (literally or metaphorically), but who had fallen into hard times, which made
them unwilling to engage with the world of their own volition:

This young gentleman was of an excellent, indeed of an illustrious family, but, by

a variety of untoward events, had been reduced to such poverty that the energy

of his character succumbed beneath it, and he ceased to bestir himself in this

world, or to care for the retrieval of his fortunes. By courtesy of his creditors,
there still remained in his possession a small remnant of his patrimony; and,
upon the income arising from this, he managed, by means of a rigorous economy,
to procure the necessities of life, without troubling himself about its superfluities.

Books, indeed, were his sole luxuries, and in Paris these are easily obtained.

(Murders in the Rue Morgue)

Thus this retiring figure of the detective must be brought back into the world with the
presence of a crime that requires his singular abilities to solve. These semi-professional
crime-solving amateur detectives would later on transform into the full blown
professional detectives, particularly of the hard-boiled variety, but it is remarkable that
the amateur remains a powerful figure in detective fiction since Poe. Sherlock Holmes,
Hercule Poirot, Father Brown, and even new age detectives on TV such as Adrian Monk
and Richard Castle, who pick and choose cases that suit their fancy, or lend their abilities
to more professional crime-solvers, or are simply forced into situations that demand
their attention.

Also, significantly for this very reason, detective fiction spends an inordinately
large amount of time in fleshing out the character and characteristics of these amateur
detectives, the perceived distance from the “mob” or the “masses,” people who do not
share their abilities. Their quirks, bad habits and the like must be detailed, expounded
and brought to the attention of the world because the genius must be a figure apart.
These conventions were also first brought into being in the Dupin stories by Poe. Dupin
is simply bored by the activities of the rest of the world, as is the narrator, but his ennui
is of a different kind. While the narrator spends a day listening to the police prefect,

Dupin sleeps under the cover of his green glasses at the same time, suitably hidden

under the cover of the meerschaum smoke. The largest part of the three stories consists
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of the narrator talking about the abilities of Dupin, or Dupin himself explaining his
methods.

If we return now to the dynamic of the three characters, we will know the extent
to which the narratorial framing creates our perceptions of the characters differently. In
a brilliant analysis of the Dupin mysteries, John Gruesser points out that the artificiality
of detective fiction lies exposed the most clearly when, as Poe rightfully pointed out
himself:

“These tales of ratiocination owe most of their popularity to being something in a

new key. I do not mean to say that they are not ingenious - but people think

them more ingenious than they are - on account of their method and air of
method. In ‘Murder in the Rue Morgue,’ for instance, where is the ingenuity in
unraveling a web which you yourself (the author) have woven for the express
purpose of unraveling? The reader is made to confound the ingenuity of the

supposititious Dupin with that of the writer of the story.” (8)

In the Dupin stories there is thus an act of dupin-g, something that may have had a
hand in the choice of name for the detective, but this duping is part of the compact of
detective fiction itself: the reader exists to be duped in detective fiction. Even where he
is led through the facts by the narrator and the even more perplexed client, the reader is
never on an equal footing with the detective he admires, and it is this distance between
the two that accounts for the thrill of detective fiction: the reader must believe and must
be made to believe, consistently, that he is privy to the same data as the detective, and
hence can solve the crime independently, and it is by foiling this belief that the detective
triumphs: detective fiction thrives on masochistic impulses of the reader.

Even more symptomatic of the genre is its resemblance to yellow journalism, with
its admixture of voyeurism, sensationalism and pseudo-reprobation, something that
grew directly out of the Dupin stories. The “outré” character of the crime attracts the
reader to the genre: with each work the reader is inducted into a sensational world that
he feels he can only enjoy vicariously. The more remarkable the crime, the greater the
hint of the scandal, the deeper the reader is drawn into that murky world. In all three

Dupin tales, Dupin attracts the reader with a scandal: the inhuman murder of the mother

and daughter in “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” consistently veer towards the
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possibility of scandal, and in “The Mystery of Marie Roget,” arguably the weakest of the
three tales, it is the scandal alone, the murder of an attractive young girl and possible
rape by an ex-beau, that attracts the attention of the reading public both within the
world of the fiction and outside it. “"The Purloined Letter,” the best of the three tales,
exploits the possibility of scandal furthest: at its heart is a compromising letter involving
the Queen herself. It is also significant that none of the tales, but least of all “The
Purloined Letter,” ever resolve the real scandal of the stories: that at their heart is
nothing but exquisite artifice of the author and no real ingenuity, as Poe explained.
Dupin’s rules only work within the world of Dupin’s fiction: Poe’s attempt to resolve the
mystery of the real Mary Cecilia Rogers with a fictional Marie Roget failed disastriously
and led him to rework the ending of the story, and also made him abandon his attempt
thereafter, returning to the closed fictional world of “The Purloined Letter” in the final
story.

If yellow journalism is one aspect of the detective narrative birthed by Poe, then
it is also the relation between the urban life, crime, and criminal classes that gives it life.
From the second half of the eighteenth century particularly, the first industrial revolution
led to a significant rise in urban population, and noticeable demographic shifts became
central to the theories of emergent criminality. While modern criminology was still a few
decades away, physiognomy and phrenology, with their stereotypes of the criminal man
were very much in vogue. Poe depended on these now discarded sciences extensively for
all types of fiction, and in the Dupin tales, reading the criminal is an important part of
the detection process. As I have dealt with these ideas elsewhere, © I will only point out
their particular manifestation in “The Purloined Letter” here.

Two other significant conventions also owe their origin to the Dupin tales. The
first is the so-called locked room mystery, a mystery where everything happens within a
fixed, closed space, whether the event is a murder or any other crime. The three Dupin

tales are all different forms of the locked room story. The Murders in the Rue Morgue is a

See Bodhisattva Chat t dheMdrdeyohRoger Acikkdpa i( d tedusewaseA g at h a
March 2014) (http://vle.du.ac.in/mod/book/view.php?id=10340)
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direct illustration of the locked room mystery, which Dupin solves by showing that the
locked room was not locked after all, and where the crime itself is committed by an
orangutan. In the second, Dupin “solves” a crime by reading different accounts of the
same crime in different newspapers, sifting through the facts that were of consequence
from those that weren’t, establishing the locked room or laboratory of the detective’s
mind (Sherlock Holmes would later refer to his “brain attic” as a similar place, where he
can aggregate and sift through relevant memories and details, and throw away
unnecessary ones, while Poirot would keep referring to his “grey cells” as the special
organic substrate for his intellectual abilities, literally in the brain - acutely illustrating a
Cartesian mind-body dualism), where even external exertion becomes irrelevant for
solving a crime. The process is also part of the demonstration of ratiocination that is
central to Poe’s presentation of Dupin.

The final convention that the Dupin stories develop owe their origin to the process
of ratiocination, and are central to Dupin’s detective skills. This is the doubling of Dupin
the detective with the criminal: Dupin is able to solve crimes because of his singular
ability to enter the mind of the criminal and mimic his process of thinking. There are
three particular illustration of this in the Dupin stories. In “The Murders in the Rue
Morgue,” Dupin correctly guesses the narrator’s chain of thought by reading the latter’s
facial expressions, connecting these to the chain of events as they have unfolded in the
fifteen minutes prior. This is also the first demonstration of Dupin’s abilities in the fiction.
In “The Purloined Letter,” this ability is central to the solution of the mystery. Dupin is
able to solve the crime because he is the criminal’s double, who is simply initialed
“Minister D--". Both Dupin and the Minister are mathematicians, but even more
importantly, both of them are poets. While the police prefect G. is only able to
understand one aspect of the criminal, and thus fail to solve the crime, Dupin solves it
by imagining his own actions if he were to commit the same crime and be in a similar
position:

I mean to say," continued Dupin, while I merely laughed at his last observations,

"that if the Minister had been no more than a mathematician, the Prefect would
have been under no necessity of giving me this check. I knew him, however, as
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both mathematician and poet, and my measures were adapted to his capacity,
with reference to the circumstances by which he was surrounded. I knew him as
a courtier, too, and as a bold intriguant. Such a man, I considered, could not fall
to be aware of the ordinary policial modes of action. He could not have failed to
anticipate --and events have proved that he did not fail to anticipate --the
waylayings to which he was subjected. He must have foreseen, I reflected, the
secret investigations of his premises. His frequent absences from home at night,
which were hailed by the Prefect as certain aids to his success, I regarded only as
ruses, to afford opportunity for thorough search to the police, and thus the
sooner to impress them with the conviction to which G--, in fact, did finally arrive
--the conviction that the letter was not upon the premises. I felt, also, that the
whole train of thought, which I was at some pains in detailing to you just now,
concerning the invariable principle of policial action in searches for articles
concealed --I felt that this whole train of thought would necessarily pass through
the mind of the Minister.”

Thus Dupin solves the crime by following the criminal’s mind in the same fashion as he
read his friend the narrator’s mind. Moreover, not only does Dupin solve the crime, he
also repeats the exact same action as the criminal himself, “purloining” a letter and
replacing it with another. The motif is more than revenge or a game of one up-manship
as the conclusion of the story suggests: it is rather a demonstration of this convergence
of the detective and the criminal. In subsequent detective fiction, this convergence
becomes regular, with criminal masterminds (such as James Moriarty for Sherlock
Holmes) becoming as
important as the
detective. Hard-boiled
detective fiction in the

twentieth century took

the case even further by
placing the detective in
an amoral or disturbingly
degenerate world, where

the detective would often
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®

immoral himself, bridging
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the gap between hero, anti-hero and criminal. The process is best explained however by
Dupin’s story of the boy who wins all his classmates’s marbles:

A certain set of highly ingenious resources are, with the Prefect, a sort of
Procrustean bed, to which he forcibly adapts his designs. But he perpetually errs
by being too deep or too shallow, for the matter in hand; and many a schoolboy
is a better reasoner than he. I knew one about eight years of age, whose success
at guessing in the game of 'even and odd' attracted universal admiration. This
game is simple, and is played with marbles. One player holds in his hand a
number of these toys, and demands of another whether that number is even or
odd. If the guess is right, the guesser wins one; if wrong, he loses one. The boy
to whom I allude won all the marbles of the school. Of course he had some
principle of guessing; and this lay in mere observation and admeasurement of the
astuteness of his opponents. For example, an arrant simpleton is his opponent,
and, holding up his closed hand, asks, 'are they even or odd?' Our schoolboy
replies, 'odd,' and loses; but upon the second trial he wins, for he then says to
himself, the simpleton had them even upon the first trial, and his amount of
cunning is just sufficient to make him have them odd upon the second; I will
therefore guess odd'; --he guesses odd, and wins. Now, with a simpleton a
degree above the first, he would have reasoned thus: 'This fellow finds that in the
first instance I guessed odd, and, in the second, he will propose to himself upon
the first impulse, a simple variation from even to odd, as did the first simpleton;
but then a second thought will suggest that this is too simple a variation, and
finally he will decide upon putting it even as before. I will therefore guess even'
guesses even, and wins. Now this mode of reasoning in the schoolboy, whom his
fellows termed "lucky," --what, in its last analysis, is it?"

"It is merely," I said, "an identification of the reasoner's intellect with that of his
opponent."

Concl usi on: Dupinds Afterlives

The three Dupin tales inaugurate a genre by borrowing ideas from previous disparate
traditions, forming a cluster of associations, and finally by repeating conventions across
tales, transforming amateur crime-solving into detective fiction. It is also to be noted
that Dupin works for money even though he takes only the occasional, ingenious case
that is worthy of his skills. However, it is not until “The Purloined Letter” that we can
really call detective fiction a genre: the first story in the sequence establishes curiosity,
the second demonstrates method, and the third demonstrates the culmination of both in
a profession.

Dupin himself continues to survive and thrive in the canon of detective fiction.
Other than the critical and psychoanalytic appreciation of “The Purloined Letter,” which
have ensured it a place in reading lists on detective fiction as well as psychoanalysis,
numerous film and television adaptations of Dupin stories have also cemented the

popularity of Dupin in the public imagination, of which the controversially gruesome
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Italian short film Morgue Street (2012) directed by Alberto Viavattene, based on the
“Murders in the Rue Morgue” is one of the most recent.

Following Poe, whose works became famous in Europe and France in particular,
other writers began to write detective fiction. Poe’s main 19" century rival, also one of
the earliest detectives in fiction, came from France: Emile Gaboriau, who wrote a
number of serialized detective novels of which Monsieur Lecoq (1868), featuring the
eponymous detective, is particularly notable. Lecoq, like Dupin, was based on Vidocq,
however, unlike Dupin, Lecog was a policeman. England was not far behind: both
Charles Dickens and Wilkie Collins’ works feature elements and conventions that can be
seen in subsequent detective fiction, and they also served to further crystallize generic
elements along with Poe and Gaboriau. By the time Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes,
perhaps the most famous fictional detective of all time, appeared in the fin-de-siecle,
detective fiction had already become a genre. Perhaps the best homage to these stories
by Poe is offered by Doyle himself by borrowing elements from Dupin for Sherlock
Holmes mysteries several times. Several Doyle stories bear a direct resemblance to the
Dupin tales: “The Purloined Letter” appears in “The Scandal in Bohemia,” “The Naval
Officer,” and yet again in “The Adventure of the Second Stain” while the most surprising
element of “Murders in the Rue Morgue” makes an indirect appearance in the exotic
Tonga of The Sign of the Four and has similarities with the mystery beast of The Hound

of the Baskervilles and the snake in "“The Adventure of the Speckled Band.”
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