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Introduction 

 Distinguishing his narrator from both “Hollywood-movie ectoplasms” and “a 

spook like those who haunted Edgar Allan Poe,” in the Prologue to his modernist opus, 

Invisible Man, Ralph Ellison implies that monsters in horror films and gothic literature 

are too immaterial to be relevant to racism or anti-racist critique (3). In contrast to Poe’s 

“spook[s]” and Hollywood’s “ectoplasms,” Ellison’s narrator is “a man of substance, of 

flesh and bone, fiber and liquids—and [he] might even be said to possess a mind” (3). 

Ellison seems, thereby, to draw a line between popular and modernist forms and to 

downplay the former as politically and historically inconsequential. However, reading the 

narrator of Invisible Man as a trickster figure, I interpret his opening comments as an 

ironic invitation to reconsider the politics of the gothic and the significance of this 

transhistorical, transnational genre to modernism. This dissertation is about the ways in 

which Poe’s writings, reproductions of images of Poe, and adaptations of Poe’s works are 

implicated in the use of filmic technologies to dehumanize particular subjects and to 

privilege others. As Ellison’s narrator explains, others’ “inner eyes, those eyes with 

which they look through their physical eyes upon reality,” position him as a social outcast 

(3; emphasis in original). Represented as a form of invisibility, the narrator’s race is not a 

fixed, inherent property but rather “occurs because of a peculiar disposition of the eyes” 

(3). My analysis of relations between ideology and image technologies extends this point. 

Despite their overt dismissal by the narrator of Invisible Man, Poe’s “spook[s]” and their 

progeny embody the conflation, which has persisted since the late-eighteenth century, of 

mechanical extensions of human vision and perceived human differences. Because 
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discourses on filmic technologies have purported them, paradoxically, to at once distort 

and illuminate reality, still and moving photographic images have acquired special 

purchase in efforts to support or counter constructs that rely on visible evidence of race. 

Responding to Ellison’s dissociation of Poe’s “spooks” from Invisible Man’s narrator, I 

present Poe’s relation to technologies of reproduction as unifying Poe’s brand of horror 

and American racism. 

In heeding Stephen Prince’s 1988 call for the development of a “social theory” of 

the horror film to supplement the by-then, well-established psychoanalytic theory of this 

popular, cinematic genre, critics over the past two decades have focused on the ways in 

which monster movies represent anxieties about race. Concurrently, though separately, 

there has been a boom in racial critiques of Poe’s writings. To many critics, this turn to 

race in Poe studies was set in motion by Toni Morrison, who claims, in her book Playing 

in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination, that “[n]o early American writer is 

more important to the concept of African Americanism than Poe. And no image is more 

telling than … the visualized but somehow closed and unknowable white form that rises 

from the mists at the end of the journey” in Poe’s 1838 novel The Narrative of Arthur 

Gordon Pym (32). Racial critiques of Poe’s works were also instigated by a debate in the 

1990s over whether Poe authored an anonymous proslavery essay (known as the 

Paulding-Drayton review) published in the Southern Literary Messenger in 1836, when 

Poe was editing this journal. Scholarship on the relevance of race to Poe’s works has now 

become voluminous and varied. That being said, it remains constricted because it tends to 

oscillate between, on the one hand, evidencing Poe’s support for, if not slavery, then the 
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racist status quo of the antebellum nation (Terence Whalen) or racist tenets of Western 

philosophy (Lindon Barrett) and, on the other hand, suggesting that Poe undermines 

Euro-American racism by exposing its mechanisms and contradictions (Teresa Goddu, 

Gothic America). While keeping these opposing interpretations in view, I intervene in the 

discussion of Poe’s representational politics by turning not only to Poe’s life and 

writings, as others have done, but also to reproductions of Poe’s body and body of work 

in the twentieth century. 

This dissertation takes three new approaches to Poe and ideology: first, I analyze 

the ways in which Poe himself, in his writings, connects racism with new imaging 

technologies; second, I attend to ways in which photographic images of Poe and their 

reproductions have been interpreted along racialist lines; and, third, I explore the ways in 

which, in their explicit or implicit adaptations of Poe’s works, international writers and 

filmmakers have responded to, often by inverting, Poe’s politics. Thereby, this 

dissertation extends Teresa Goddu’s suggestion for escaping the quagmire in which 

critical race theorists working in Poe studies often find themselves. By Goddu’s 

assessment, made in 2000, “Poe’s political stance on slavery (most often read as 

proslavery) and his attendant racial views (most often read as an overt or implied racism) 

have structured the terms of scholarship in rigid and often simplified ways that foreclose 

alternate avenues of inquiry,” namely, by directing analysis of Poe and race toward “a 

character- or author-centered approach” (“Rethinking Race and Slavery in Poe Studies” 

15). To open the field, Goddu advocates reading Poe’s ideas on race across his canon and 

within a network of various antebellum discourses. To the set of discourses that Goddu 
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identifies, I add those of technologies of reproduction, from daguerreotypy to digital 

cinema. To evaluate the politics of works of “Poe modernism,” I interpret these works’ 

reactions to what Walter Benjamin identifies as the dual potential of technologies of 

reproduction—that is, the ways in which photographic imaging has been alternately used 

to serve reactionary or progressive ends.1 

Insisting that both image-to-word adaptations of Poe (interpretations of 

daguerreotypes of Poe into verbal texts) and word-to-image adaptations of Poe 

(recreations of Poe’s printed ideas in visual media) in various cultural contexts beyond 

the mid-nineteenth-century United States guide interpretations of Poe’s oeuvre and 

legacy, this dissertation considers adaptation as a two-way street. Since around 2000, 

when James Naremore lamented film adaptation as a “moribund” area of study and called 

for its revitalization, critics—including Deborah Cartmell, Sarah Cardwell, Kamilla 

Elliott, Brian McFarlane, Linda Hutcheon, Thomas Leitch, and Deborah Whelehan, 

among others—have worked to revamp the field. In result, now, “[a]fter years of being 

stuck in the backwaters of the academy, adaptation studies is on the move” (Leitch, 

“Adaptation Studies at a Crossroads” 63). In joining this field, I help to expand it to 

include print media, architecture, daguerreotypes, films that mutate their sources beyond 

easy recognition, and museum exhibits. 

                                                
1 Benjamin’s most canonical formulation of this argument is in “The Work of Art 

in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” or “The Work of Art in the Age of Its 
Technological Reproducibility,” as the title to the essay’s “Ur-text” is lately translated in 
English (Hansen, “Room-for-Play” 4). 
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Despite its progress, adaptation theory, according to Leitch, remains in necessary 

contention “with the un-dead spirits that continue to haunt it however often they are 

repudiated: the defining context of literature, the will to taxonomize and the quest for 

ostensibly analytical methods and categories that will justify individual evaluations” (63, 

65). Because these limited, confining, and, indeed, oppressive paradigms share a period 

of emergence with literary gothic revivalism, it is not coincidental that critics, from 

Naremore to Leitch, have used gothic language to describe the status of adaptation 

studies. As Kamilla Elliott convincingly argues in her study of Victorian novels’ relation 

to film, the root of the central problem in adaptation theory is the essentialist 

differentiation between words and images that developed in late-eighteenth-century 

European discourse on poetry and painting, as manifest, in particular, in Gotthold 

Ephraim Lessing’s 1766 Laocoön: An Essay Upon the Limits of Painting and Poetry, 

which posits the former as a “temporal art” and the latter as a “static and spatial art”—a 

differentiation that George Bluestone sustains in his 1957 foundational study Novels Into 

Film (10). If, by such discourse, “aesthetic theorists sought to emulate the sciences” of 

the period that saw “the rise of Linnaean systems of classification,” then the impulse to 

hierarchically taxonomize in adaptation studies, as in the sciences, must be scrutinized for 

its implications in Euro-American ideologies of race, gender, and sexuality (9). This 

dissertation politicizes adaptation studies by examining the ways in which movement 

across media disrupts belief in fixed categories of human identity. Focused on Poe, it 

investigates, in order to demystify, the normalization of the so-called dead white male 

author—a subject position that Poe both has and has not come to occupy in literary 
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studies—and offers a method that we could also apply in studying the iconicity of writers 

other than Poe and that contributes to the still-on-going project to deconstruct and open 

the English canon. 

This dissertation departs from the “basis,” as Cardwell explains it, of most studies 

of adaptation (including Elliott’s): “the majority of literature/film adaptations are realist 

in style, which is in part due to the use of literary source-texts from an Anglo-American 

literary tradition; and … theorists of adaptation … have tended to work from a similar 

basis” (83). Instead, I question the assumed alliance between photographic media and 

reality and pursue the non- or even anti-realist aspects of such media. Tracing a history of 

reception of indexical, and now digital, media as magical, supernatural, transcendent, 

sublime, or horrific, I ground adaptation studies in gothic traditions. The gothic mode 

breaks the deadlock of adaptation theory because it imbricates representations of space 

and time through visual evocations of the past. Gothic writing and gothic architecture 

have an affinity to photography and cinema because these media “produce the sense of a 

present moment laden with historicity” (Doane 104). Film theorist Mary Ann Doane 

argues that an epistemological crisis in referentiality defines modernity and shaped 

modernism and that photography and cinema emerged to redress this crisis by their 

purported ability to represent an instant of time. This dissertation locates this crisis of 

modernity and modernism and these efforts to ameliorate it in gothic revivalism, 

specifically, in Poe’s writings and adaptations. It shows that Poe was prescient of the 

dialectic between past and present and movement and stasis that cinema embodies and 
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that not only Poe’s writings but also his adaptations mobilize this dialectic to either 

undergird or unravel cultural hierarchies. 

This dissertation began as an investigation into the intersections of modernism 

and the gothic within the field of transatlantic American studies. As a study of Poe and 

multimedia adaptations of Poe, including twentieth-century Japanese writings, films, and 

a museum, it has since evolved into a study that is at once more focused and broader in 

scope. My interest in the ways in which gothic and modernist writings register the impact 

of inventions in the mechanical reproduction of images explains the direction my 

research has taken. While, on the one hand, a predominant view in both the academic 

study and popular understanding of photography and cinema is that these media are 

realist, or, in semiotic terms, indexical, on the other hand, there has consistently been a 

competing set of interpretations of such media as unnatural, supernatural, fantastic, and, 

in the words of one writer in 1839, outside “the bounds of sober belief” (Clark 560). I am 

interested in the latter perspective on photographic media because it is fraught with both 

anxieties and expectations about the possibilities that these media afford. This perspective 

indicates a relationship between photographic media and the social and epistemological 

crises of modernity. Gothic and modernist writings are characterized by their responses to 

such crises, which are shaped by continual inventions of technologies of destruction and 

reproduction. 

In attending to various crises of modernity, my dissertation is premised on two 

theorists’ arguments especially: Doane’s in The Emergence of Cinematic Time: 

Modernity, Contingency, the Archive and Benjamin’s in “The Work of Art in the Age of 
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Its Technological Reproducibility.” Doane’s book contends that the “epistemology of 

contingency which took shape in the nineteenth century was crucial to the emergence and 

development of the cinema as a central representational form of the twentieth century” 

(19). By Doane’s analysis, photography and cinema have contributed to the 

“epistemology of contingency” because they are supposed to represent time. Identifying 

contingency as the ubiquitous and defining feature of modernity, Doane locates the 

importance of belief in “chance” in various discourses of Western Europe and the United 

States since the mid-nineteenth century, including Darwin’s theory of evolution, Peirce’s 

semiotics, and the emergence of the field of statistics. Doane calls statistics “one 

response—but an extraordinarily widespread and influential response—to the lure and 

threat of contingency” (19). While allowing for individual variation and the “inevitable 

excess and diversity of that which is beyond the grasp of epistemology,” statistics aims 

for “domination of contingency and chance itself” (19). Thus, on the one hand, the very 

anxious discipline of statistics has been used, as Doane observes, to support ideologies of 

race, gender, and class that structure forms of social dominance and oppression. On the 

other hand, in his famous essay on the destruction of the aura, Benjamin offers a different 

outcome of “the increasing significance of statistics” (105). To Benjamin, by replacing 

the “uniqueness and permanence” of an object with “transitoriness and repeatability,” 

both statistics and the mode of perception that photography and, especially, film enable 

are aligned with the masses (105). With the loss or decay of the aura, Benjamin posits 

that technologies of reproducibility may be taken up by the masses for self-liberation 

through development of a new relationship with the material conditions of modernity. 
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However, he also argues that those same technologies may be—and, at the time of his 

writing, were being—corrupted in the service of fascism and the unequal distribution of 

property under capitalism. My dissertation is absorbed in this dialectic—that is, in the 

dual potential of technologies of reproducibility for reactionary or progressive ends. 

To some extent, I came to focus on Poe by chance or, rather, because of Poe’s 

own contingencies, including the coincidence between Poe’s life and the development of 

statistics—which Theodore Porter, in The Rise of Statistical Thinking, 1830-1900, shows 

to be rooted in the 1820s and 30s—and the coincidence between Poe’s writing career and 

the invention of photography, in the form of daguerreotypy, in 1839. As I realized, Poe is 

an ideal case study of the collusion between epistemology, technology, and dominance 

for three main reasons: Poe’s literary engagements with not only “photogeny,” as he 

called it, but also with a plethora of scientific and philosophical investigations of his 

period; Poe’s eye-witnessing of slavery, of the increasing conflict over slavery in the 

United States, and of the ideological production of “manifest destiny” that drove the 

United States’ expansion into the Western territories, genocide of American Indians, and 

war with Mexico; and, finally, the abundance of scholarship on race and racism in Poe’s 

writings. 

Offering Poe as a case study of the ideological variance within the burgeoning 

field of gothic modernism, this dissertation builds on separate though related efforts of 

the past few decades to rethink the parameters of the gothic and modernism and 

especially relies on scholarship that questions the separation of modernism from mass 
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culture.2 Even though countless modernist writers employ gothic motifs, literary critics 

long characterized modernism in ways that made it incommensurate with the gothic. 

Specifically, a dominant view of modernism as a movement that peaked during the period 

between the first and second World Wars and that privileged high art over mass culture 

obscured the ways in which participants in modernism were influenced by gothic works 

and preoccupations, which are often periodized from the late-eighteenth to late-

nineteenth centuries and labeled as popular. Scholars of English-language literatures 

generally apply the term “gothic” to a tradition of writing accepted as originating with 

Horace Walpole’s 1764 novel, The Castle of Otranto. As part of the move in literary 

studies to bring issues of representation to the fore, feminist critics have interpreted 

classic gothic novels, typically set in remote, medieval, or otherwise “pre-modern” 

places, as subversive of Western Enlightenment ideals and epistemologies, particularly, 

of bourgeois norms of gender and sexuality. Widening their scope to include texts and 

contexts outside of Europe and the United States, many scholars of the gothic over the 

past decade or so have attended to the dispersal of this genre’s techniques across borders 

of geography, period, and media. Many are now focused on analyzing the gothic’s 

complicity in or resistance to Euro-American imperialisms and racisms or on illuminating 

the gothic’s kinship to cinema and forms of precinema, such as magic lantern shows, or 

phantasmagoria, the development of which coincides with that of gothic literature. This 

                                                
2 Around 2000, led by John Paul Riquelme in the United States and Andrew 

Smith and Jeff Wallace in the United Kingdom, critics of the gothic began to develop a 
field nominated gothic modernism. 
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dissertation bridges these approaches to the gothic and modernism. Poe is not its random 

choice of focus but, rather, a figure that exemplifies the overlap of the gothic and 

modernism. Despite Ezra Pound’s famous slogan for the movement, “Make It New,” 

modernism, like the gothic, is preoccupied with reproduction. Both modernism and the 

gothic harbor a mixture of anxieties and expectations about ideological and 

epistemological changes associated with nascent technologies of reproduction, 

particularly, photography and cinema. 

As an emblem of gothic modernism, Poe encourages us to rethink the significance 

of originality to “Make It New.” Including Poe in his coverage of American figures from 

Red Eric to Abraham Lincoln, in his 1925 collection of essays, In the American Grain, 

William Carlos Williams argues that Poe was not only the first authentically American 

writer but also a proto-modernist one: “[w]ith Poe words were figures; … [s]ometimes he 

used words so playfully his sentences seem to fly away from sense, the destructive! with 

the conserving abandon, foreshadowed, of a Gertrude Stein” (221). Williams’s claim that 

Poe’s “elevated mien” arose from “a strong impulse to begin at the beginning” suggests 

that fulfilling “the right to BE first” requires backward and inward trajectories (229, 217, 

223; emphasis in original). For Williams, Poe’s application of a “faultless mechanism 

which he brings from the rear of his head” to what “lies on the page” and his cultivation 

of a method in his locality and thus a method that was appropriate to his locality, as 

opposed to simply transposing European methods to an American setting, are what 

distinguish Poe’s work from that of his contemporaries, namely, Longfellow and 

Hawthorne (221). Characterizing the American and modernist qualities of Poe’s writings 
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by a forward-moving atavism, Williams synchronizes these qualities with Poe’s 

gothicism. Reviving forms associated with a remote past, gothicists reject the 

inviolability of medieval forms and embrace their free adaptation; gothic works confuse 

the meanings of old and new, original and copy, and past and present. To Williams, the 

“surface of bizarre designs by which [Poe is] known” is not a simulacrum of a style of the 

Old World but is, rather, a side effect of the fact that America, the place, “torment[ed] the 

depths” of Poe’s writing; Poe was the first writer in America “willing to go down and 

wrestle with its conditions, using every tool France, England, and Greece could give him, 

—but to use them to original purpose” (219, 221). Somewhat paradoxically, the 

rootedness of Poe’s works in his location makes it transportable: “[w]hat he says, being 

thoroughly local in origin has some chance of being universal in application” (222). 

Furthermore, their “originality” makes Poe’s writings malleable. 

Arguing that “Poe’s work strikes by its scrupulous originality, not ‘originality’ in 

the bastard sense, but in its legitimate sense of solidity which goes back to the ground, a 

conviction that he can judge within himself,” Williams seems to position Poe 

antithetically to photography and cinema if, as Benjamin argues, these technologies of 

reproduction make originality null and void (216; emphasis in original). However, I 

interpret Williams’s idea of “legitimate” originality as indexicality: “[w]hat [Poe] wanted 

was connected with no particular place; therefore, it must be where he was”; and, “[m]ade 

to fit a place[, what Poe says] will have that actual quality of things anti-metaphysical” 

(220, 222; emphasis in original). Poe’s “The Philosophy of Composition” also links, to 

cinema, what Williams calls Poe’s “firm statements on the character of form” (219). 
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Reconstructing his methodical writing of “The Raven,” Poe rejects the idea of originality 

as “a matter, as some suppose, of impulse or intuition” (681). Rather, by Poe’s 

redefinition, originality “must be elaborately sought, and although a positive merit of the 

highest class, demands in its attainment less of invention than negation” (681). Although 

Poe does not specify what he means by “negation” here, I interpret it as contradiction 

achieved through reproduction because Poe goes on to say that what gives “The Raven” 

its novelty is the “combination into stanza” of the poem’s lines, each of which, “taken 

individually, has been employed before” (681; emphasis in original). 

Regarding his most famous poem, Poe claims that “nothing even remotely 

approaching this combination has ever been attempted,” whereas he “pretend[s] to no 

originality in either the rhythm or metre of the ‘Raven’” (“The Philosophy of 

Composition” 681). When Poe says that “[t]he effect of this originality of combination is 

aided by other unusual, and some altogether novel effects, arising from an extension of 

the application of the principles of rhyme and alliteration,” he indicates that originality, to 

him, means using form to make the old new (681). Techniques of repetition, including 

rhyme, alliteration, and, most importantly, refrain, actually facilitate novelty and give to 

verse a similar formal “capacity for improvement” as Benjamin argues belongs to film 

because of the latter’s composition by the process of cutting and splicing frames (“The 

Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility” 109). Poe says that, in “The 

Raven,” he “determined to produce continuously novel effects, by the variation of the 

application of the refrain—the refrain itself remaining, for the most part, unvaried” 

(679). In this dissertation, I pursue the ways in which Poe, himself, has become a refrain 
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that has been applied to serve either reactionary or progressive ends in various historical 

and political contexts. As he has been adapted into new combinations with emergent 

technologies of reproduction or of destruction and the ideological and epistemological 

challenges that these technologies pose, Poe has become a refrain that does vary but to 

the effect that no single iteration of Poe, not even his own, predominates. Thus Poe’s 

exceptionalism is that his reproducers (whether intentionally or not) undermine 

“originality” by transforming, rather than copying, Poe. 

Conceiving of Poe as both a modernist author and a modern technology, this 

dissertation posits three main arguments: still and moving photographic images of Poe 

have shaped his position in American literature and in the popular, national imaginary; 

Poe’s writings evidence his interest in photography, and they anticipate cinema; and 

Poe’s function as a technology has enabled politically diverse, international adaptations 

of his works and themes. In Chapter 1, “Moving Daguerreotypes and Myths of 

Reproduction: Poe’s Body,” I discuss how, at the turn of the twentieth century, American 

writers and filmmakers who were interested in Poe, including journalist Thomas 

Dimmock and film directors D. W. Griffith and Charles Brabin, used technologies of 

reproducibility to remake Poe from his tarnished image of nearly a half-century—the 

creation of which is usually attributed to Rufus Wilmot Griswold’s infamous obituary of 

Poe and his preface to Poe’s first posthumous collected works. Narrative accounts and 

photographic images of Poe published in The Century Magazine around 1895 and D. W. 

Griffith’s and Charles Brabin’s romanticizing of Poe in their feature-length films The 

Avenging Conscience, or ‘Thou Shalt Not Kill’ (1914) and The Raven (1915), 
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respectively, show that, as Poe was reanimated during this period, his reputation was 

salvaged by making him into a model of white, middle-class masculinity. Poe’s body was 

made into the linchpin of an exchange between the gothic, modernism, mechanical 

reproduction, and racist ideology during a period of reconciliation between the United 

States North and South, the onset of American imperialism beyond the continental United 

States, and violent oppression of African Americans and “non-white” immigrants in the 

United States. Tracing the etiology of the turn-of-the-twentieth-century reconstruction of 

Poe in the United States to the mostly destroyed and forgotten work of William Abbott 

Pratt, an antebellum Virginian Gothic Revivalist architect and professional 

daguerreotypist, who served as Confederate emissary to England during the Civil War, I 

historicize and theorize the reproduction of racism within a largely unacknowledged 

strain of the Southern gothic. In a letter to the editor of The Century Magazine in 1895, 

the journalist Dimmock tells the story of Poe’s last sitting for his daguerreotype in the 

Richmond studio designed and operated by Pratt. By purporting the final photographic 

image of Poe to be the result of Pratt and Poe’s chance encounter on the street, Dimmock 

revives a white Southern Poe for inclusion in a modern national identity. 

In Chapter 2, “An Ideal Instrument for Equivocation: Poe’s Camera,” through 

readings of his short stories “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” (1841) and “The Black 

Cat” (1843) in relation to his articles, in Alexander’s Weekly Messenger and Burton’s 

Gentleman’s Magazine, about the daguerreotype, I show that Poe’s writings both reflect 

photography and they anticipate cinema. Poe incorporates, into these stories, literary 

techniques modeled on the first form of photography—which, following the lead of 
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nineteenth-century, British inventor William Henry Fox Talbot, Poe called “photogeny 

(from Greek words signifying sun-painting),” a term that foreshadows cinema (“The 

Daguérreotype” 37). Mid-nineteenth-century writers, generally, and Poe, specifically, 

characterized daguerreotypy as both more “magical” and more “truthful” than previous 

media. Poe took advantage of this seemingly paradoxical conception of a new form of 

representation to equivocate about the reality of race. The vision of Poe’s detective, C. 

Auguste Dupin, in “Murders” reflects a common belief—which Poe also conveys in his 

articles about the daguerreotype—that photogeny enhanced human perception as never 

before. Dupin’s solution to the crime—his realization that the perpetrator is an 

orangutan—indicates that this technological extension of human vision destabilized 

notions of race. It suggests that image reproduction increased cultural anxiety about the 

tenability of racial categories in the antebellum United States by exposing a lack of 

visible evidence for the Great Chain of Being—a racist scientific theory that purported 

Africans to be more simian-like than Europeans. However, “Murders” indicates that this 

arguably protocinematic technology was also used to reconfigure and, thereby, to 

maintain a racial hierarchy based on invisible properties. Poe’s “The Black Cat” previews 

cinema’s illusion of three-dimensionality in its depiction of the resurrection of the 

narrator’s murdered cat qua projection of the cat’s image onto a surrogate screen (the 

narrator’s bedroom wall after a house fire). If the cat’s behavior and its projection 

allegorize slave revolt and protocinema, respectively, then the story aligns the two and 

works to contain the perceived threat of technological reproducibility to the social order 

of Poe’s time. 
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In Chapter 2, I also argue that Poe’s preoccupation with the significance of 

photogeny to ideology ensured attention to his works by filmmakers committed to social 

critique. I analyze two adaptations of Poe’s “The Black Cat” and “The Murders in the 

Rue Morgue,” by European filmmakers exiled in Hollywood by Nazism. While most 

critics have discussed Universal Studios’ 1932 Murders in the Rue Morgue, directed by 

Robert Florey and cinematographed by Karl Freund, and Universal’s 1934 The Black 

Cat, directed by Edgar G. Ulmer, as bearing little resemblance to their sources, I argue 

that these émigrés adapted Poe’s writings to the screen in ways that challenge his racial 

politics. Capitalizing on Poe’s reclamation of fame in the twentieth-century United 

States, they adapted Poe’s writings to the screen in ways that counter hegemonic 

American identity and that offer a critique of both Nazism and American racism. Like 

Poe’s works, these films play on Euro-American paranoia of the supposed sexual threat 

of subjects marked as racially other. Covertly, however, they depict racism in the United 

States as fundamentally unreasonable and associate it with the German fascist imaginary, 

which, as Siegfried Kracauer famously argues, developed in cinema of the Weimar 

Republic, with which these films clearly converse. 

Like these European émigrés’ Hollywood “B” films, reconfigurations of Poe in 

modernist and contemporary Japan link Poe’s preoccupation with imaging technologies 

to constructed hierarchies of nation, race, gender, and sexuality. To more fully understand 

Poe’s global appeal and his relevance to the politics of technological reproducibility as 

manifested in societies that have experienced both mass-consumer capitalism and 

fascism, in Chapter 3, “Shocking Intermediaries: Poe’s Mutations,” I consider Poe’s 
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influence on Japanese gothic modernism, or twentieth- and twenty-first-century Japan’s 

traditions of mystery and horror, from the modernist phenomenon of ero guro nansensu 

(erotic grotesque nonsense)—specifically, Midori Ozaki’s fiction (I read Ozaki’s 

“Osmanthus” as an adaptation of Poe’s “Morella”)—to Ishirô Honda’s postwar monster-

film sensation Gojira to Nagisa Oshima’s critically-neglected comedy Max mon amour to 

the contemporary Ring cycle, adapted from a series of Kôji Suzuki’s popular mystery 

novels.3 Iconoclastic film director Oshima’s late-career surrealist comedy not only 

parodies Alain Resnais and Marguerite Duras’s Hiroshima mon amour but also mutates 

the detective story inaugurated by Poe. An ironic take on the scientific racism espoused 

in Poe’s “The Murders in the Rue Morgue,” Max transforms the theme of interracial love 

in Hiroshima into an interspecies romance redolent of anxiety about racial difference. 

Like Gojira and King Kong, which, arguably, also belong to the legacy of Poe’s 

“Murders,” Max links the filmic gaze to both weaponry and sexism. Adapting Gojira’s 

meditation on nuclear weapons proliferation to the contemporary atomic age, Nakata 

Hideo’s Ringu and Gore Verbinsky’s The Ring merge anxieties about changes in 

technology, media, and gender roles in their depictions of a fatal curse propagated by a 

VHS tape. 

                                                
3 Throughout this dissertation, when I refer to Japanese individuals, I reverse the 

order of their names from that in Japanese (surname followed by given name). I have 
chosen to do this for the sake of consistency since it is common in the United States to 
reverse the order of names of Japanese artists who are well known in this country, like 
Nagisa Oshima. Moreover, I do so to call attention to the fact that I receive and analyze 
the works of these individuals in English translation. 
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To conclude my dissertation, I return to Doane’s argument about cinematic time 

as a response to “the lure and threat of contingency” by comparing selected transnational, 

trans-modernist representations of instantaneity (19). Doane argues that by purporting “to 

capture the vitality of change and movement without sacrificing a lust for fixity and 

stability,” cinema satisfied the cultural obsession with instantaneity produced by the 

epistemology of contingency (218). I analyze the ideological dimensions and horrific 

consequences of this fascination with the instant as manifested in, among other texts, 

Poe’s “The Man of the Crowd” (1840) and in the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum’s 

multimedia exhibits on the United States’ first atomic bombing of Japan. In the Coda, 

“Horrifying Instants,” I discuss how the modernist Peace Memorial Museum’s exhibits 

counter the United States government’s racist assessment that the Japanese “would not be 

so apt to secure knowledge from [the bomb] as would the Germans”—a comment 

highlighted in the copy of the minutes, displayed at the Museum, of a meeting of the 

United States military to plan its deployments of the atomic bomb in World War II. 

Extending the themes of my dissertation from the stage of literature, photography, and 

film to that of international politics coterminous with modernism, I argue that the 

Museum places nuclear weapons on a continuum of technologies complicit with racist 

ideology and uses gothic modernist visuality to protest this complicity. The Museum 

adapts gothic tropes to represent the horrific instantaneity of nuclear attack and to resist 

the racism that informed the United States government’s rationalization for deploying 

nuclear weapons on Japan. I compare the Museum’s approach to this nadir of 

modernity—the United States’ detonations of atomic bombs over Japan—to other 
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representations of horrific instantaneity, from “The Man of the Crowd” to Emily 

Dickinson’s 1860 poem “I have never seen ‘Volcanoes’” to Wilhelm Jensen’s German 

novel Gradiva: A Pompeiian Fancy and its famous reading by Sigmund Freud around the 

turn of the twentieth century to John Hersey’s 1946 Hiroshima, the first English-

language, eye-witness account of the first atomic bombing. Like the chapters of this 

dissertation, the coda extends understanding of Poe by placing him within a nexus of 

writers and creators of visual media all of whom show concern, albeit with varying 

degrees of intention and in the service of different politics, with the effects of modern 

technology on human life, perception, and representation. 

I said, above, that I came to focus on Poe by chance; of course, this cannot 

possibly be true. Now Poe is so ubiquitous and his work has been so frequently adapted 

to other media and so heavily studied that the probability of my writing this dissertation 

about Poe was exceedingly high from the beginning. Still, my decision to focus on Poe 

and the approach I have taken to do so raise the following concerns for me—which apply 

generally to determining objects of study in the field of English. While I am confident in 

what is gained by, I wonder what of importance might be lost in my dissertation’s fluid 

movement between periods, genres, national borders, and media. Even while my 

dissertation analyzes Poe as multiply culturally constructed, I am still haunted by whether 

it might also, against its own goals, reassert the primacy of an already canonized writer 

and uphold a normative center in English studies. Finally, I remain anxious about all the 

places I have neglected to trace Poe. I especially wonder how conspicuous of an absence 
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the French Poe (a.k.a. Charles Baudelaire’s Poe) has in this dissertation and where, in a 

later version of this project, “his” presence will belong. 
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Chapter 1. Moving Daguerreotypes and Myths of Reproduction: Poe’s Body 

1. A Bad Memory 

In his address to the Edgar Allan Poe Society of Baltimore at the Society’s 

meeting to mark the centennial of the death of its eponymous author, the famous 

Southern Agrarian, New Critic, and poet Allen Tate reminisces about reading, in his 

youth, his family’s collected works of Poe. Tate attributes the favoritism that, as a child, 

he bestowed on one of these books to its resonance with his own precocious ambitions. 

I remember, or imagine I remember the binding, which was blue, and the 

size, which was small, and the paper, which was yellow and very thin. 

One volume contained the Poems, prefaced by Lowell’s famous 

‘biography’. In this volume I am sure, for I read it more than the others, 

was the well-known, desperate, and asymmetrical photograph, which I 

gazed at by the hour and which I hoped that I should some day resemble. 

(Tate 385) 

Given that these books contained the signature of Tate’s great-grandfather who died in 

1870, they are likely to have been a version of Rufus Wilmot Griswold’s edition of Poe’s 

collected writings, first published from 1850 to 1856.4 Tate’s confidence in it 

notwithstanding, his memory that his privileged volume contained Poe’s “well-known, 

desperate, and asymmetrical photograph” can only be fictitious because the book 
                                                

4 J. S. Redfield published Griswold’s four-volume The Works of the Late Edgar 
Allan Poe (1850-1856). The set “is thought to have sold several thousand copies a year” 
(The Edgar Allan Poe Society). In the late 1850s, Redfield reprinted it in the “Blue and 
Gold” format popular for cabinet editions at the time. W. J. Widdleton took over 
reprinting Griswold’s edition in the 1860s. 
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publishing industry did not use photogravure, the earliest technology for mechanically 

reproducing photographs in print, until the 1880s. From Tate’s error, we may conclude 

that, to mid-twentieth-century Americans, photography, albeit more ubiquitous at this 

time, was as mystifying as it had been to Poe’s contemporaries. Nowadays, at this late 

stage in what William J. Mitchell helped to coin as the “post-photographic era,” most 

have grown accustomed to the experience of a photograph confusing, replacing, or even 

producing a memory. Indeed, we might accept these substitutions willingly: if daily 

bombardment by information through the rampant and nearly instantaneous channels of 

media in the twenty-first century threatens to accelerate human forgetting to an 

unprecedented extent, then a photograph, reconceived as a secure and credible record of 

the past, seems a mnemonic gift. However, Tate performs the opposite move: in this case, 

a memory—specifically, of reading—produces a photograph. By insisting that his 

memory of the photograph is trustworthy (even as he admits that he might only 

“imagine” remembering the books’ binding), Tate builds on over a century of 

mythmaking about image reproductive technologies and over a century of intertwining of 

indexical media with constructs of Poe.5 

Afterimages of Poe took on life shortly after Poe’s death in 1849: interpreting 

daguerreotypes of him became routine for his posthumous critics and champions alike.6 

                                                
 

5 While Tate’s act of distortion has a particular relationship with Poe’s image, it 
also illuminates a more general difficulty that people have had containing fantasies about 
photography since its recognized invention (in the form of daguerreotypy) in 1839.  
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Poe’s daguerreotypes became a means to either confirm or refute the scathing verbal 

portraits of Poe printed in, first, Griswold’s infamous obituary of the author and, then, 

Griswold’s Preface to Poe’s Works (which the young Tate had likely read).7 Of Poe’s 

posthumous, nineteenth-century champions, Sarah Helen Whitman and John Henry 

Ingram clearly set the stage for Tate to employ photography to redeem Poe.8 Tate 

                                                                                                                                            
6 During the last decade of Poe’s life, which was the first decade of photography 

in the United States, Poe sat in front of the camera on at least six occasions. These 
sittings produced eight known daguerreotyped portraits of Poe in total. Each palm-sized 
(sixth- or quarter-plate) image was named after the person or entity who purchased the 
daguerreotype or who received it as a gift or heirloom, with the exception of the Ultima 
Thule, which the poet, Poe’s one-time fiancée, and his posthumous memoirist Sarah 
Helen Whitman named in allusion to Poe’s poem “Dream-Land.” 
 

7 As Scott Peeples explains, Griswold’s Preface “became a focus for nearly all 
published commentary on Poe for the rest of the nineteenth century” (Peeples 210). It 
extended the verbal portrait in Griswold’s notorious obituary of Poe published in The 
New York Tribune. Peeples says, “[a]lthough his accounts of Poe’s life are brief, 
Griswold’s influence on Poe’s biography is enormous: he exaggerated some of Poe’s 
character defects and invented or enhanced certain key incidents (as well as parts of 
letters from Poe) to make Poe appear thoroughly depraved,” and while “[s]everal friends 
of Poe came to Poe’s defense in magazine articles, … Griswold’s characterization stuck” 
(212). 
 

8 While assessments of his daguerreotypes’ fidelities to Poe and stories about their 
circulations, reproductions, mysterious disappearances, and resurfacings abound, 
daguerreotypes of Poe are an especially common subject in correspondence, written 
several decades after Poe’s death, between Poe’s biographer, editor, and collector John 
Henry Ingram and Sarah Helen Whitman. Letters that Whitman wrote to Ingram as he 
worked in London on Edgar Allan Poe: His Life, Letters, and Opinions (1880) include 
reports and inquiries on copies of daguerreotypes of Poe, especially the two images taken 
by Providence daguerreotypists Masury and Hartshorn, the Ultima Thule and Whitman 
daguerreotypes, the latter of which Poe gave to Whitman as an engagement present in 
1848 and which Whitman loaned to Ingram in the 1870s (Pannapacker 15). Such as by 
authoring Edgar Poe and His Critics (1860), Whitman dedicated herself to defending 
Poe’s reputation against Griswold’s impressions of the author. Ingram, however, is Poe’s 
more-recognized nineteenth-century vindicator and biographer. “If to any single man 
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presents his interpretation (or fabricated memory) of a photograph of Poe to introduce his 

argument that Poe’s writings are important, despite what he calls their “blemishes,” or 

marks of Poe’s “provincialism of judgment and lack of knowledge” (399). His argument 

registers at once Tate’s influence by and his desire to qualify Griswold’s image of Poe. 

Though far from new, Tate’s appeal to photography to support Poe’s redemption in 1849 

raises an important question: what, for a conservative modernist like Tate, was so vital 

about Poe that it demanded expression in a photograph?9 

One answer to this question is that, faced with the possibility of human 

annihilation realized by the horrific culmination of modernity in World War II, to which 

Tate obliquely alludes in his lecture, Tate seeks reassurance in the promise of continuity 

and permanence seemingly proffered by both photography and Poe.10 Tate’s description 

                                                                                                                                            
belongs the credit for the rescue of Poe from the baneful influence of Griswold, that 
honor is Ingram’s,” says critic Dudley Hutcherson (216-217). 
 

9 Here, Tate echoes Henry James’s remark—which, in the 1940s at least, was 
“perhaps the best known comment on Poe made” in the decades following his death—
that “an enthusiasm of Poe is the mark of a decidedly primitive reflection” (Hutcherson 
219; James 60). 
 

10 Even though he is a representative figure of one part of American modernism, 
Tate seems rather Victorian British in his appeal to photography to assuage fear of social 
and ideological change in the mid-twentieth century. In arguing that photography helped 
to manage an epistemological crisis in nineteenth-century Britain, Jennifer Green-Lewis 
observes, “If the Victorians failed to remember—which, faced with the burgeoning of 
natural sciences, the expanding miles of shelves of books, they must—the photograph 
failed to forget” (568). Green-Lewis demonstrates that “after 1839, somewhere among 
the unwieldy stack of pale images, the primordial swamp, and the fragmented and broken 
chain, photography inserted itself as an alternate metaphor for memory” (573). Perceived 
as more easily doctored than their predecessors, digital forms—the newest “new 
media”—may inspire a postmodern renewal of Victorian faith in photographs as bearers 
of authenticity despite the general recognition, which has developed in the interim, that 
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of the photograph that he claims to remember matches the Ultima Thule (see fig. 1), a 

daguerreotype that Michael Deas, the leading expert on still images of Poe, recognizes as 

“one of the most celebrated literary portraits of the nineteenth century” (36). Tate’s 

substitution of this image for what was probably John Sartain’s mezzotint engraving of 

Poe, based on Samuel Osgood’s circa-1845 oil portrait of the author painted from life, 

increases his investment—exposed by the title of his lecture, “Our Cousin, Mr. Poe”—in 

both propagating and becoming a part of Poe’s legend. 

 

Fig. 1. Ultima Thule, made by Samuel Masury and Samuel W. Hartshorn in Providence, 

Rhode Island in November of 1848. 

For Tate, positioning Poe within a lineage of notable American authors demanded 

establishing a blood relation between Poe, Tate, and Tate’s audience. As an index, a 

photograph seems to serve as more reliable evidence of biology than a painting. 

Furthermore, the Ultima Thule does particular work for Tate. While, metaphorically, it is 

the “darkest” image of Poe, the Ultima Thule is the daguerreotype in which Poe appears 

                                                                                                                                            
indexical images reconfigure reality even as they represent material objects with 
mathematical exactitude. 
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literally the whitest. Tate imbues this haunting image of Poe with the paradoxical power 

to resuscitate a figure of white, Southern masculinity by memorializing the supposed 

demise of this figure in modernity. By David Leverenz’s assessment, Tate admired Poe’s 

approximation of the Southern gentleman as manifested in Poe’s understanding “better 

than anyone else that the modern world was going straight to hell, or to the bourgeois, 

commodifying North,” even though, in Tate’s view, Poe was constitutively incapable of 

preventing this world’s “disintegration” (210). Tate recalls the Ultima Thule because its 

impressions—on the surface of its medium and in the minds of its viewers—indicate this 

antebellum author’s prescience of the perils (as Tate sees them) of the twentieth century 

and mark the author as racially white. Construing Poe as relevant to the bloodiest war on 

historical record and to his nation’s bloodlines, Tate conjoins his anxiety about the future 

of the human race and his desire for the inviolability of his own “race.” 

Since Sarah Helen Whitman had evidently sent her copy of the Ultima Thule to 

Ingram by transatlantic post sometime before August of 1875, Ingram likely had the 

opportunity to reproduce it as the frontispiece of his edition of Poe’s collected writings, 

The Works of Edgar Allan Poe (1874-1875).11 Ingram’s decision to use Robert 

                                                
 

11 In her letter to Ingram dated August 10, 1875, Whitman discusses “what [she] 
call[s] the Ultima Thule portrait i.e.—the daguerreotype taken at the office of Masury & 
Hartshorn in Prov[idence, RI] in November 1848, a few days before the one which 
[Ingram] selected for [his] volume was taken at the same office for [her]. The original 
‘Ultima Thule’ daguerre was framed in a large black walnut frame & remained for 
several years on exhibition in the gallery of the artists by whom it was taken, Mr. 
Manchester, ^then in^ Masury’s employ, took these portraits himself. He bought out 
Masury & Hartshorn & had this original portrait (daguerreotype) of Poe in his possession 
until it mysteriously disappeared some years ago. While in his possession Mr. Coleman 
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Anderson’s engraving based on the Whitman daguerreotype—a relatively benign image 

of Poe—for his edition instead suggests that the Ultima Thule struck Ingram as too lurid 

to properly salvage his literary hero. Tate, however, clearly regards the Ultima Thule as 

fitting for monumentalizing Poe’s genius in 1949. This is not simply because Tate has 

less proximity than Ingram to Griswold’s defamations of Poe’s character. Rather, Tate 

seems to have felt capable of recuperating the Ultima Thule as a flattering image of Poe. 

Since the invention of daguerreotypy, the discourse on photography has enabled 

concealment of ideological sleights of hand by constructing this medium as transparent. 

An example of such a concealment in action is in Tate’s lecture, in which he at once casts 

Poe with a particular social identity—that of a tragic, or “negative,” Southerner—and 

naturalizes this identity by appealing to a medium with recognized claims on truth 

(Leverenz 210). Further analyzing the political, albeit couched as personal, dimensions of 

reproductions of Poe’s body, in this chapter, I explain Tate’s use of the Ultima Thule in 

“Our Cousin, Mr. Poe” by presenting an earlier modernist case study of the alignment of 

reproductions of Poe with race ideology in the United States: two of what I am calling 

“adaptations” of several daguerreotypes of Poe. One of these adaptations is by the literary 

scholar George Edward Woodberry; the other adaptation, a direct response to 

Woodberry’s, is by the St. Louis-based journalist Thomas Dimmock. Both adaptations 

were made in the 1890s—midway between Poe’s death and Tate’s lecture. Their source-

images are amongst the last two daguerreotypes taken of Poe—the Traylor and the 
                                                                                                                                            
took from it the photograph [which she] sent [to Ingram]” (Item 241, John Henry 
Ingram’s Poe Collection, Accession No. 38-135, Special Collections, University of 
Virginia; emphasis in original). 
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Thompson (see fig. 2)—and one of the Thompson’s progeny, a daguerreotyped copy of 

the Thompson named the Players Club (see fig. 5), which the daguerreotypist who 

created the Thompson and the Traylor in 1849 made for Dimmock circa 1855. Although 

the mystery of Poe’s death has long been a favorite topic of Poe aficionados and 

detractors alike, the significance of the also-intriguing stories of the image-objects closely 

associated with Poe’s death has escaped a full investigation, particularly, in the context of 

race.  While, for Tate, the Ultima Thule fuses a vision of mid-twentieth-century 

apocalypse with a visible whiteness, for Dimmock, the last photographic images of Poe 

offer a means to fix racial categories at the turn of the twentieth century, in the face of 

technological change. 

2. The Facts in the Case: Tracing Poe’s Final Portraits of 1849 

Recognizing that a story of origins is antithetical to theorizing reproductions, I am 

nonetheless compelled to locate a beginning in my analysis of adaptations of Poe: Poe’s 

ending. Less than one month before Poe died in Baltimore, the English-born engineer, 

daguerreotypist, and Gothic Revivalist architect William Abbott Pratt encountered Poe on 

Main Street in Richmond, outside Pratt’s studio, soon-thereafter named the Virginia Sky 

Light Daguerrean Gallery at the Sign of the Gothic Window (see fig. 3). Against Poe’s 

mild protest that he was not properly dressed to be daguerreotyped, Pratt convinced Poe 

to come upstairs and sit for what became Poe’s final mark on what Poe had once 

described as “the beautiful art of photogeny” (“A Chapter on Science and Art” 193). Or 

so the story goes. 
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Fig. 2. Thompson, made by William A. Pratt of Richmond in September of 1849, held in 

the Edgar Allan Poe Collection, 1827-1908 of Columbia University’s Rare Book and 

Manuscript Library. 

Exhibited in his street-level display case until Pratt sold his studio in 1856, 

presented to John Reuben Thompson, editor of the Southern Literary Messenger from 

1847 to 1860, who loaned his daguerreotype of Poe to “a number of artists and 

photographers” for reproduction, and subsequently passed through the hands of a series 

of inheritors, the Thompson is now securely contained in Columbia University’s Rare 

Book and Manuscript Library (Deas 57). Its variant, however, met a dramatic end. Deas 

speculates that the Traylor was completely destroyed after it “was damaged beyond 

repair,” to the devastation of its namesake and owner at the time, Robert Lee Traylor, 

when Chicago publishers Stone & Kimball attempted to clean the plate in preparing to 

reproduce its image as the frontispiece to Woodberry and Edmund Clarence Stedman’s 

The Works of Edgar Allan Poe in 1894 (Deas 58-60). 
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Fig. 3. Illustration of the exterior of William A. Pratt’s Virginia Sky Light Daguerrean 

Gallery, published in The Photographic-Art Journal in October of 1851. 

As for the indeterminate number of copies of the Thompson, one not only 

survived the nineteenth century but also made news recently in print, on television, and 

on the Internet.12 On October 17, 2006, the Players Club was auctioned at Sotheby’s in 

New York for $150,000.13 Its sale benefited its then-owner, the Hampden Booth Theatre 

Library (a private collection housed within The Players’ club of New York City), and 

occurred within one year of the daguerreotype’s recovery by the newly formed Art Crime 

                                                
 

12 Sources on the Players Club include an article in The Times-Picayune of March 
7, 2005 by art critic Doug MacCash and a blog entry of March 25, 2008 by Richmond 
writer Harry Kollatz, Jr. 
 

13 Susan Jaffe Tane purchased the Players Club in 2006. A businesswoman and 
philanthropist of New York and Connecticut, Tane has given great financial support to 
the contemporary study of Poe, as well as created “the best Poe collection in private 
hands in the world,” according to Stephan Loewentheil (qtd. in Schinto, par. 12). 
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Team of the FBI. As the Art Crime Team determined, sometime after 1981, the Players 

Club had gone missing from Hampden Booth. It resurfaced in 2004, when Sally Guest, a 

daguerreotype collector, unaware of the object’s provenance, purchased it for $96 from 

an “antique/junk shop” in Walnut, Iowa (qtd. in Crafton, par. 5). Guest appeared with the 

Players Club on an episode of the Public Broadcasting Service’s Antiques Roadshow in 

early 2005.14 After displaying it on her mantle for over a year, Guest decided to sell her 

daguerreotype of Poe and contacted the Poe Society to authenticate it. By its signature 

scratch across the image of Poe’s face, Deas, whom the Society had consulted to 

authenticate the daguerreotype, recognized it as belonging to Hampden Booth. The FBI 

was notified, and the Players Club was restored to the theater’s collection in November 

of 2005, only to be sold to the highest bidder less than a year later. 

3. An Accessible Poe: Recreating Poe’s Ghostly Presence for Modern America 

Epitomized by the unusual attention paid to, and the impressive value accrued by, 

Pratt’s daguerreotypes of Poe, the perception that photography grants privileged access of 

a fundamentally different order than painting, illustration, sculpture, or writing to the 

subject that it images has captivated the public’s imagination since the recognized 

invention of the medium in 1839. While the unique relationship of the photographic 

image to reality has continually undermined photographers’ claims to artistry, it has also 

boosted the status of photographs of celebrities, making them into objets d’art. The 

exorbitant value bestowed on daguerreotypes of Poe is a function of a denial of what 
                                                
 

14 On Antiques Roadshow, C. Wesley Cowan appraised Guest’s daguerreotype of 
Poe at $30,000 to 50,000. 
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Walter Benjamin theorized as the radical potential of technologies of reproducibility. 

Writing in the winter of 1935-1936 while living in Paris in exile from Nazi Germany, 

Benjamin famously characterized technological reproducibility’s impact on the 

superstructure as the loss of the “aura,” which he defined as “the here and now of the 

work of art—its unique existence in a particular place”—which “underlies the concept of 

its authenticity” (103). The belief that an object possesses authenticity supports “the idea 

of tradition which has passed the object down as the same, identical thing to the present 

day” (103). To Benjamin, the concept of authenticity is used to suppress the masses; thus 

the aura’s demise by the invention of photography enabled what Benjamin calls the 

politicizing of art. Specifically, it signaled the possibility of “the liquidation of the value 

of tradition in the cultural heritage” and the “alignment” of “reality with the masses,” 

rather than with the owner classes, who benefit materially from “a number of traditional 

concepts—such as creativity and genius, eternal value, and mystery” (104, 105, 101). The 

fact that “authenticity” cannot withstand “technological—and of course not only 

technological—reproduction” proves its support of unequal property relations (103; 

emphasis in original). While Benjamin refrains from elaborating on what other kinds of 

reproduction might do the same cultural work as technological reproduction, his aside—

“and of course not only technological”—raises the question of how biological 

reproduction also contributes to undermining the aura. At the time of Benjamin’s writing, 

traditional concepts were being “used in an uncontrolled way,” which “allow[ed] factual 

material to be manipulated in the interests of fascism” (101-102). Analogously, in the 

United States at the turn of the twentieth century, reproductions of Poe’s body were 
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misused to maintain the concept of authenticity in American racial discourse, which 

insists on the possibility of authentic whiteness and mandates the at-once conceptual and 

biological reproduction of whiteness in supposedly pure form through laws against 

miscegenation.15 

Despite the gulfs in space and time between the daguerreotyping of Poe and 

Benjamin’s consolidating of his theory about the impact of technological reproducibility 

on the politics of art, I construe these events to be mutually informative because the 

remakes of Poe’s body that I trace in this chapter illuminate the aura’s rapid decay in the 

daguerreotype and register the superstructural effects of mass reproduction. Therefore, 

my analysis of daguerreotypes of Poe challenges Benjamin’s claim that “the change in 

the conditions of production” as theorized by Karl Marx was not apparent “in all areas of 

culture” until well into the twentieth century (101). As narratives about these image-

objects evince, daguerreotypes of Poe have, indeed, relinquished their “unique existence 

in a particular place” and departed from “the whole sphere of authenticity” and tradition 

(103; emphasis in original). Yet, because each daguerreotype of Poe is regarded as a 

rarity, it still “bears the mark of the history to which the work has been subject,” which 

“includes changes to the physical structure of the work over time, together with any 

changes in ownership”; however, unlike that of works of art whose auras are fully intact, 
                                                
 

15 During this period, critics characterized Poe as exemplifying an acutely, albeit 
implicitly, racialist idea of purity. For example, in conjunction with the University of 
Virginia’s ceremonial unveiling of George Julian Zolnay’s bust of Poe in 1899 to 
commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of Poe’s death, critics who either attended or 
submitted written remarks recognized Poe as a Southerner and commented on the 
singular “purity” of his art (Hutcherson 225-226). 
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the history of any surviving daguerreotype of Poe may be traced without reference to “the 

standpoint of the original in its present location” (103). As I will show, in narratives 

about Poe’s daguerreotypes, “originals” are often willingly obscured. Nonetheless, the 

pseudo-tradition of daguerreotypes, albeit tenuous, qualifies Benjamin’s claim that only 

the “here and now of the work of art … —and nothing else— …bears the mark of the 

history to which the work has been subject” (103). In other words, daguerreotypes serve 

as a missing link between “art in its traditional form” and later media, including film, in 

the devolution of the aura; as such, their adaptations offer insight into the processes of 

“overcoming each thing’s uniqueness … by assimilating it as a reproduction” since the 

mid-nineteenth century (102; emphasis in original). 

While set in the antebellum period, the story about the final reproduction of Poe’s 

body in Pratt’s Virginia Sky Light Daguerrean Gallery has modernist origins: it first 

appeared in print in Dimmock’s 1895 letter to the Century Magazine—a letter entitled 

“Notes on Poe.” The shift in the dominant “mode of perception” associated with the 

invention of cinema, coupled with the fact that the Thompson and the Traylor were taken 

just weeks before Poe’s death, inspired reanimations of these daguerreotypes in an effort 

to remake Poe’s image at the turn of the twentieth century (Benjamin 104; emphasis in 

original). Thomas Carlson claims that a “counterpoint” to the “Griswoldian” image of 

Poe had been established by 1900 in the United States and that American, early silent 

films about him extended this counterpoint by producing “a view of Poe as brilliant 

victim” (8). Thus Poe’s remaking, which made it possible for him “to join the first rank 

of American writers,” relied as much on moving images as on their still counterparts (7). 
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However, when D. W. Griffith committed to Poe’s restoration as “a familiar and 

recognizably beset citizen of early twentieth-century America” with his 1909 short 

biopic, Edgar Allen [sic] Poe, and his 1914 feature-length film inspired by Poe’s images 

and works, The Avenging Conscience; or, ‘Thou Shalt Not Kill’, Poe’s credence as an 

American writer was already tied to photographic renderings of Poe’s body (16). 

Paradoxically, Poe’s alignment with photography appears natural precisely 

because, like Poe’s oeuvre, indexical media have often been associated with the 

supernatural. The discourse on photography has envisioned this medium as magical, as 

well as veracious, and, thereby, endowed it with mystery. If the sordid, fantastic, or—to 

borrow one of Poe’s key words—outré qualities of the dramas of daguerreotypes of Poe 

seem perfectly matched to Poe’s writings and to Poe himself, then they, like the design 

and appellation of Pratt’s studio, also characterize photography as the quintessential 

medium of the gothic.16 However, what is gothic about copies of Poe’s body is also 

modernist about them if we define modernism by the epistemological shift that occurred 

between the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries—evident in such diverse 

cultural arenas as physiology, philosophy, physics, sociology, linguistics, and modernist 

painting—in which, as Mary Ann Doane argues, reality came to be explained by laws of 

probability. Doane claims that belief in chance grew with modernity because chance 
                                                
 

16 Sotheby’s catalogue entry on the Players Club in 2006 links Poe and his 
writings to photography: “That Poe’s fame coincided with the first decade of 
photography is entirely appropriate for this thoroughly modern writer, the inventor of the 
detective genre and the literature of angst. None of his other portraits, whether drawn, 
painted, or engraved, come as close as his daguerreotypes in capturing what we believe to 
have been the essence of Edgar Allan Poe, and all that that implies.” 
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makes newness possible; however, chance requires presence. During the nineteenth 

century, a crisis in referentiality eroded confidence in presence, which was met by 

fascination with the possibility of representing the instant. Especially problematic to 

modern epistemology was the theory of the afterimage, which, at the turn of the twentieth 

century, came to dominate physiological explanations of how spectators perceive motion 

in film. According to this theory, due to a deficiency in human vision, the image in one 

frame endures—it is literally retained on the retina—so that it appears to run into the 

next, creating the illusion of motion and the sense of a continuum between past and 

present on screen. While this helped to explain how cinema achieves its effects, it also 

heightened anxiety about human access to the real: “[i]n the face of the afterimage, the 

desire for instantaneity emerges as a guarantee of a grounded referentiality” (Doane 81). 

In response to this anxiety, “photography and the cinema produce the sense of a present 

moment laden with historicity at the same time that they encourage a belief in our access 

to pure presence, instantaneity” (104). In their resolute insistence on the power of chance, 

narratives about the reproduction and circulation of the Thompson, the Traylor, and the 

Players Club assert that daguerreotypes of Poe captured their referent in one of his last 

instants. 

In the same year as film debuted and the public renewed its interest in “the lost art 

of the daguerreotype,” Dimmock reanimated Poe as an important figure of American 

letters by viewing his daguerreotype of Poe cinematically despite the actual capacities of 
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the earliest photographic technology.17 Although Poe would have had to sit very still for 

many instants while having his picture taken in 1849, Dimmock posits the protocinematic 

ability of daguerreotypy to capture the instant. “Notes on Poe” imbues one of Poe’s final 

daguerreotypes with instantaneity by suggesting that Pratt captured Poe candidly and in 

motion with his camera. Dimmock, thereby, constructs what Doane calls “a present 

moment laden with historicity” by giving the impression that the original of his 

daguerreotyped copy of Poe and, indeed, Poe himself are accessible through their 

reproductions (Dimmock 315; Doane 104). At a moment when referentiality is in crisis, 

Dimmock presents his daguerreotype of Poe as an index of its subject—as facilitating the 

invasion of the present by the past—to reassure his readers that the Players Club 

reproduces its referent and to validate his own second-hand perceptions of Poe, 

crystallized during investigations that he conducted in Richmond and Baltimore four 

decades prior to writing his letter to Century. 

                                                
 

17 The genesis of cinema is commonly dated to December 28, 1895, when 
brothers Auguste and Louis Lumière held their first public screening of L’Arrivée du 
train en gare de la Ciotat at Paris’s Salon Indien du Grand Café. In her article “The 
Daguerreotype in America,” published in McClure’s Magazine in November of 1896, 
Mrs. D. T. Davis predicts a resumption of and improvement in daguerreotype portraiture, 
observing, “During the last year there has been, indeed, a distinct revival of interest in the 
daguerreotype in this country. And with the much better knowledge we now have of all 
the scientific and mechanical principles involved, it could hardly be taken up again as a 
serious pursuit without being carried to even finer execution than it formerly attained.” 
“The Lost Art of the Daguerreotype” is the title of an article by New York 
daguerreotypist and photographer Abraham Bogardus (1822-1908), published in Century 
in May of 1904. 
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4. In the Time of Daguerreotypes 

A dispute with Woodberry over the source of an image of Poe provoked 

Dimmock to issue “Notes on Poe.” Creating an alternative story of origins for this image 

led Dimmock to refigure the relationship of daguerreotypes to time. This, however, is 

nothing new. From the dawn of this technology, the requisite time for producing a 

daguerreotype has been a point of cultural fixation and fictionalization. The length of 

exposure required for a daguerreotype depends on a number of factors, including devices 

(e.g., lenses and reflectors) used to produce the (reversed) image inside the camera 

obscura, atmospheric conditions, available light, and chemicals applied to the plate to fix 

the image; consequently, when using natural light, the sitting time for a daguerreotype 

varies according to the time of day and year and the distance from the equator at which 

the image is made.18 As a result, precise knowledge of how long of a time Pratt required 

                                                
 

18 To the French Academies of Sciences and Fine Arts in Paris in August of 1839, 
the astronomer and physicist Dominique François Arago, on behalf of the technology’s 
recognized inventor, Louis Jacques Mandé Daguerre, described the time required to make 
a daguerreotype as from “five to six minutes in summer and from ten to twelve minutes 
in winter”; however, Arago speculated that, “[i]n the climate of the tropics, two or three 
minutes should certainly be sufficient” (qtd. in Taft 7). Echoing Arago, in “The 
Daguerréotype,” the first of four short articles that Poe published about “photogeny,” Poe 
explains, “[t]he length of time requisite for the operation varies according to the hour of 
the day, and the state of the weather—the general period being from ten to thirty 
minutes—experience alone suggesting the proper moment of removal” of the plate from 
inside the camera (38). In her study of the relationship between daguerreotypy and 
nineteenth-century American literature, Susan Williams remarks that daguerreotypes “of 
living persons were initially difficult to produce because of the fifteen to twenty minute 
sitting time they required,” during the first decade after Daguerre contracted with the 
French government to publicize his technique, but, “[b]y the 1850s, this time was reduced 
to only a few seconds” (51). Cathy Davidson refers to “the requisite twenty or thirty 
seconds” of the daguerreotype process in common use by the mid-nineteenth century, 
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that customers pose for his camera in his Richmond studio in 1849—when Pratt took 

Poe’s final likenesses—appears unobtainable. In 1851, Pratt described his studio as 

equipped with an “immense bay window … eight feet wide by about 16 feet in height, 

[which,] in combination with the gothic screen work above, also filled with glass, 

form[ed his] operating light” (Pratt 235). Pratt’s “ca. 1849 or 1850” renovation of his 

studio into what he advertised, at the time, as the “New style” might have made it 

possible for him to complete exposures in under a minute (qtd. in Ginsberg 39). 

However, given the inexactness of the date of his studio’s renovation, it is difficult to 

determine whether Pratt added his gothic window before or after—perhaps in response 

to—Poe’s visit. Indicating Poe’s influence on Pratt’s work, Pratt’s redesign for his studio 

echoes the “bow window” in the London café through which Poe’s narrator takes mental 

snapshots of the throng, in Poe’s 1840 short story “The Man of the Crowd.”19 

Whether or not production of the daguerreotypes that became the Thompson and 

the Traylor occurred subsequently to Pratt’s gothicizing of his gallery, mid-century 

                                                                                                                                            
which made it especially difficult to daguerreotype young children and often led to 
images that were “not just blurred but ghostly—as if the person were dematerializing 
before one’s very eyes”: Davidson argues that this explains why “early daguerreotypists 
did a much brisker business with the dying and the dead” than with the living (678, 699 
n. 23). 

 
19 In her analysis of Poe’s optical devices in “The Man of the Crowd,” Susan 

Elizabeth Sweeney explains the difference between a “bow” and “bay” window and reads 
Poe’s figuration of the former in this story as significant: she claims, “Poe may have 
chosen the term ‘bow window’—instead of ‘bay window’, say—because the word ‘bow’ 
means, among other things, a frame that connects a pair of corrective lenses. … A ‘bow 
window’ is actually a series of segmented windows shaped into a curve (unlike its cousin, 
the more common bay window, which has corners), projecting outward from a building 
while forming an alcove on the interior” (Sweeney 5). 
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accounts of the time required to fix an image on a daguerrean plate indicate that it 

certainly took more than a few seconds to produce a visual record of Poe.20 Nonetheless, 

even when the process took as many as thirty minutes, there were speculations that “the 

process of photogeny”—as Poe, like the British inventor William Henry Fox Talbot, 

called daguerreotypy—could, in some environments, represent an object instantaneously 

or even capture motion (Poe, “The Daguérreotype” 37). For example, in an article 

published in The Journal of the American Institute of the City of New York, reprinted 

from “[a] late number of the Paris Constitutional,” the unidentified author says, 

M. Daguerre has hitherto made his experiments only in Paris; and in the 

most favourable circumstances they have always been too slow to obtain 

complete results, except on still or inanimate nature. Motion escapes him, 

or leaves only vague and uncertain traces. It may be presumed that the sun 
                                                
 

20 By the spring of 1840, in New York, Alexander Simon Wolcott (1804-1844) 
and John Johnson (1813-1871) had opened what is thought to have been the first 
professional studio for daguerreotype portraiture, where they were reported to have 
reduced sitting times to “the short space of from three to five minutes” by “the use of a 
concave reflector of relatively large diameter and short focus” developed by Wolcott 
(qtd. in Taft 34; Taft 33). In September of 1840, The Botanico-Medical Recorder 
reported that, in their Philadelphia studio, Mr. [Robert] Cornelius and Dr. Goodman had 
achieved a sitting time of “about a minute” by reflecting sunlight off a series of large 
mirrors and softening its projection onto the sitter through “a circular glass plate about 
three-eighths of an inch thick, of a very deep purple tinge, which had once been used in 
the laboratory of the distinguished chemist, Dr. Hare, for exciting electricity.” Thirteen 
years later, in an article titled “Photography in the United States,” published in, among 
other papers, the New York Daily Tribune in April of 1853, the anonymous writer attests, 
“[t]he time usually occupied in what is generally called, ‘taking a likeness’, is from 
fifteen to twenty seconds and upwards, yet we witnessed a few days since, in the 
laboratory of Mr. Williamson, of Brooklyn, a new method by which a perfect picture was 
taken, by the aid of a galvanic batter, in one second; but as the process is unprotected by 
patent, we are not at liberty to explain it more fully.” 
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of Africa would give him instantaneous images of natural objects in full 

life and action. (“Chemical and Optical Discovery” 277) 

This speculation suggests that, from its invention, photography has been bound up with 

Euro-American imperialistic fantasies and discursively linked to constructs of racial 

difference. Dimmock’s “Notes on Poe” indicates that the belief that mechanical 

reproduction not only enhanced human senses and dexterities but also reinforced socially 

constructed divisions and hierarchies continued unabated in Euro-American culture in 

1895 and, by then, also inhabited adaptations of photographs. 

5. Adapting Poe, Part I  

Capitalizing on the symbiosis of the images, texts, and biography of Poe in the 

imaginations of the American public and literati, Woodberry featured reproductions of 

daguerreotypes of Poe in his three-part series “Selections from the Correspondence of 

Edgar Allan Poe,” published in Century in the fall of 1894. With a circulation of over 

200,000 in 1890, Century was famous for its high-quality woodcut illustrations and 

writings by premier authors of the period; however, during the 1890s, publications that 

converted to the half-tone process for printing photographs began to edge out Century, 

and its readership declined to 150,000 by the end of the decade. Through a series of 

articles in the 1880s that created “a sensation in the magazine press,” Century had 

reinvigorated debate about the Civil War and promoted the reconciliation between white 

Northerners and Southerners occurring in United States culture during post-



 

 

43 

Reconstruction, largely through absolution of the South for slavery (Mott 470).21 As 

many historians have discussed (including Rayford W. Logan, who, in 1954, labeled this 

period the “nadir” of African-American history), the turn of the twentieth century 

witnessed a rise in racial violence and African Americans’ disfranchisement, which were 

endorsed by new national policies of racial segregation, exemplified by such notorious 

decisions of the United States Supreme Court as its 1893 overturning of the Civil Rights 

Act of 1875 and ruling in Plessy v. Ferguson in 1896. Even while it served as a venue for 

many African-American writers—including James Weldom Johnson, Paul Laurence 

Dunbar, Charles W. Chesnutt, and Daniel Webster Davis—to reach white audiences and, 

thereby, to emerge onto the national literary scene, Century was a white magazine 

implicated in “a snowballing of racist ideas and practices, both of which reached 

unprecedented vehemence in the 1890s” (Bruce 2). Thus Woodberry’s series on Poe and 

Dimmock’s letter in response to it not only must be situated in the context of evolving 

technologies for reproducing images, which impacted the American reading public’s 

demands, but also must be interpreted in relation to altered ways, in the turn-of-the-

twentieth-century United States, of narrating national history and constructing racial 

ideology and identity, in which Century was deeply enmeshed. 

                                                
 

21 In A History of American Magazines, 1741-1930, Frank Luther Mott says of 
these articles, “never was there such fighting over old battles—the Civil War papers 
created a sensation in the magazine press … and earned more than a million dollars for 
The Century Company. An aftermath of articles springing from the war series and the 
Lincoln biography kept coming to the Century’s pages for twenty years” (470). 
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In “Poe in New York,” the final installment in the series, Woodberry heads Poe’s 

correspondence with an image of an engraved portrait of Poe, captioned as “From a 

Daguerreotype Owned by Mr. Robert Lee Traylor” (see fig. 4). The caption identifies the 

source of this image as the Traylor, Pratt’s second daguerreotype of Poe, taken during the 

same sitting as the Thompson. A footnote to this caption announces that Woodberry and 

Stedman’s then-upcoming, ten-volume edition of Poe’s works would also include the 

images featured in Century. Thereby, the footnote converts the Traylor into a trailer. It 

also gives an abbreviated history of this daguerreotype, which was “presented by Poe, a 

short time before his death, to Mrs. Sarah Elmira (Royster) Shelton” (Poe’s last fiancée), 

and is “believed to be [Poe’s] last portrait” (Woodberry 854). As Deas explains, the 

Traylor differs only slightly from its variant, the Thompson (58). Therefore, their 

individuality is easy to overlook, especially through a printed copy of an engraved 

reproduction. It is unsurprising, then, that Dimmock mistook the image heading “Poe in 

New York” to be a copy of the Thompson—the daguerreotype that Pratt had copied for 

him in Richmond forty years earlier. It is remarkable, however, that Woodberry’s alleged 

mistake in identifying the source of this image so disturbed Dimmock that he responded 

to “Poe in New York” with “Notes on Poe.” 
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Fig. 4. The first page of Woodberry’s “Poe in New York” in the Century Magazine in 

October of 1894, digitized for the Making of America library. 

The image of Poe heading Woodberry’s article is similar to a press photograph in 

that it is accompanied by texts: a title, subtitle, caption, footnote, and an article composed 

of Woodberry’s introduction and a selection of Poe’s letters. Roland Barthes argues that, 

by analyzing “the code of connotation of … the press photograph[,] we may hope to find, 

in their very subtlety, the forms our society uses to ensure its peace of mind” (31). By 

captioning the reproduced engraving based on the Traylor as “From a Daguerreotype…,” 

Woodberry adorns the image with what Barthes calls “the ‘objective’ mask of 

denotation” (21). It is to Woodberry’s claim of the denotative status of this image that 

Dimmock responds. In a sense, Dimmock’s letter is yet another appendage to Century’s 

copy of the Traylor. As such, his letter “appears to duplicate the image, that is, to be 
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included in its denotation” (Barthes 26). “Notes on Poe,” like a caption, “loads the image, 

burdening it with a culture, a moral, an imagination” and evinces what Barthes calls the 

“important historical reversal” achieved by the introduction of the press photograph (26, 

25). According to Barthes, one “cost” of this reversal is that a text, formerly “experienced 

as connoted[,] is now experienced only as the natural resonance of the fundamental 

denotation constituted by the photographic analogy and we are thus confronted with a 

typical process of naturalization of the cultural” (25, 26). Dimmock participates in the 

“naturalization of the cultural” by claiming that an indexical relation exists between 

“Notes on Poe” and his daguerreotype of Poe. Barthes’s theory on the photographic 

message helps to make clear how, as a “mode of communication,” “Notes on Poe” 

functions to “reassure” its readers that Poe was an ideal citizen and that, therefore, his 

writings were a solid foundation for an American literature (31). Dimmock does this by 

molding Poe into a model of white, middle-class masculinity. Like Tate in his lecture to 

the Poe Society, Dimmock capitalizes on his audience’s belief that a photograph 

represents indisputable truth in order to make his new, whiter, and more gentlemanly 

image of Poe seem real. If “Notes on Poe” implicates Poe’s revival in efforts to assuage 

remnant tensions between North and South and to consolidate a national white identity, 

then it prefigures the silent-filmic representations of Poe that I discuss later in this 

chapter. 

6. Adapting Poe, Part II 

In Dimmock’s first note on Poe, he describes his viewing of Pratt’s original 

daguerreotype of Poe, subsequent conversation with Pratt, and purchase of Pratt’s 
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daguerreotyped copy in Richmond “[d]uring the Christmas holidays of 1854-55” (315). 

Contrary to Woodberry’s claim that the Traylor was an original daguerreotype that Poe 

had given to Elmira Shelton, Dimmock explains that Pratt described Shelton’s 

daguerreotype as a copy, which he had sold to her soon after Poe’s death. By this, 

Dimmock presumed Pratt meant he had made for Shelton a daguerreotyped copy of the 

original daguerreotype in his street-level display case, as Pratt did for Dimmock in 1854-

1855. However, in light of Deas’s finding that Pratt did, indeed, give the Traylor to 

Shelton and of the fact that the image of Poe in Century is not reversed from the 

Thompson (because a daguerreotype is a positive print, the image appears the lateral 

reverse of its object), we may conclude that the unidentified artist whom Woodberry 

employed to reproduce Poe’s “last portrait” to head “Poe in New York” worked from one 

of Pratt’s “original” daguerreotypes of Poe. Thus Dimmock’s narrative suggests that 

Pratt, recognizing that to deny the originality of Shelton’s daguerreotype would invest his 

displayed daguerreotype of Poe with uniqueness and, thereby, improve the outcome of its 

copy’s sale, misled the journalist to believe Pratt had produced only one daguerreotype of 

Poe in his Virginia Sky Light Daguerrean Gallery in 1849.22 Nevertheless, based on 

Dimmock’s recollection of his transaction with Pratt, which convinced him that Pratt was 
                                                
 

22 Given that Dimmock offered to buy Pratt’s original daguerreotype of Poe, the 
Thompson, one may infer that he paid Pratt for its copy. In any case, Pratt clearly left 
Dimmock with the impression that the journalist had acquired an item of great value. A 
skillful salesman, Pratt probably stretched the truth about the uniqueness of the 
daguerreotype of Poe displayed in his window case because, as Colin Westerbeck notes 
in his analysis of daguerreotypes of Frederick Douglass, in the economic climate 
following the stock market crash of 1837, most daguerreotypists were necessarily 
opportunistic in the United States in the 1840s and 50s. 
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an honest man, he presents the following flawed correction to Woodberry’s account of 

the Traylor: 

Being satisfied then—as I am now—that Mr. Pratt told the truth 

concerning his daguerreotype, I at once offered to buy it; but naturally 

enough he declined to sell what, even then, was of considerable value. He 

told me, however, that he had made an excellent copy for the lady to 

whom Poe was engaged (not mentioning her name), and would make me 

one if I so desired. He did so, and this copy is now in my possession, in 

perfect preservation, after forty years. It is in every respect, so far as I am 

capable of judging, quite as good as was the original; but it is not the 

original, nor, I am inclined to think, is that of Mr. Traylor. Where the 

original now is, I do not know; but whoever examines it, or a good copy, 

closely, will see that the picture is not such a one as Poe would be likely to 

give to the lady of his love. … Doubtless [Pratt] made several—perhaps 

many—copies after mine; but I am quite certain of the genuineness and 

fidelity of my own. (315; emphasis in original) 

Dimmock’s haughty defense of his daguerreotyped copy reveals several aspects of the 

significance of portrait photography to Americans in the fin de siècle. His admissions that 

his daguerreotype “is not the original” and “not such a one as Poe would be likely to give 

the lady of his love” and “[d]oubtless [Pratt] made several—perhaps many—copies after 

[his]” are essential to counter Woodberry’s claims about Century’s source daguerreotype 

and to justify Dimmock’s compulsion to write his letter in the first place; however, they 
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also depreciate the value of Dimmock’s copy. This created a dilemma for Dimmock, and 

the urgency of its resolution, which “Notes on Poe” relays, indicates an effort in United 

States culture at the turn of the century to manage photographic technologies by 

reconciling them with “originality.” 

Dimmock’s letter reveals the extent to which the belief that a photograph captures 

reality mutates the concept of authenticity. While Benjamin argues that technological 

reproduction has the radical potential to abolish the concept of authenticity, Dimmock’s 

letter upholds an aesthetic that privileges this concept. In “Notes on Poe,” Dimmock 

relies on a discourse of originality to describe his portrait of Poe, which he claims “is in 

every respect, so far as [he is] capable of judging, quite as good as was the original” and 

of which he “is quite certain of the genuineness and fidelity.” However, the mood of his 

letter disavows its rhetoric and suggests that Dimmock and his readers actually appreciate 

replication. In spite of his admissions to the contrary, Dimmock is clearly invested in his 

daguerreotyped copy and regards it as an index of its subject, Poe. Similarly, whoever 

stole the Players Club from Hampden Booth a century later, the image-object’s 

temporary owner Sally Guest, the appraiser (C. Wesley Cowan) on Antiques Roadshow, 

and the participants in the auction of the Players Club at Sotheby’s managed to overlook 

the derivativeness of this daguerreotype. By recognizing that a photograph is a copy to 

begin with, they saw the Players Club as “quite as good as was the original” and, 

therefore, as possessing “considerable value.” As mentioned above, a daguerreotype, in 

contrast to a photograph, is a positive print. To mechanically reproduce it, one must take 

a daguerreotype of it, as Pratt did for Dimmock and as was common practice in the mid-
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nineteenth century. Thus perhaps we cannot say of the daguerreotype, as Benjamin says 

of the photograph, “to ask for the ‘authentic’ print makes no sense” (106). However, we 

can say, to ask for its original makes very little sense because a daguerreotype, like a 

photograph, is constitutively reproducible. This technical aspect of daguerreotypy 

sanctions Dimmock to assert authority over Pratt’s first image of Poe (the Thompson, the 

source of Dimmock’s copy) even while he lacks, and dismisses the need to have, full 

knowledge of the Thompson’s provenance. 

Ironically, in his second note on Poe, Dimmock unwittingly locates the 

daguerreotype from which Pratt made the Players Club. Here, he “condense[s] into the 

briefest possible compass” a story of a live encounter with Poe, using his source John 

Reuben Thompson’s “own words nearly as memory permits” (316). Dimmock claims 

that Thompson related this “compass” to him in an interview in Richmond in 1860, 

during which the subject of Pratt’s daguerreotype of Poe apparently did not arise 

(unbeknownst to Dimmock, Thompson owned the Thompson at the time). In his letter, 

Dimmock uses his reconstruction of Thompson’s story of Poe to compensate for his lack 

of knowledge about the Thompson daguerreotype. Dimmock moves easily from 

discussing a copy of Pratt’s daguerreotype of Poe to providing second- and even third-

hand knowledge of Poe, the person. His recourse to a verbal portrait of Poe as a substitute 

for a more complete illustration of the Thompson reveals Dimmock’s perception, as well 

as that of his readers, of the interchangeability of a photograph and its subject. 
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Fig. 5. Players Club, a daguerreotyped copy of the Thompson made by William A. Pratt 

for Thomas Dimmock in 1854-1855 and now owned by Susan Jaffe Tane. 

Thompson’s story of Poe seems to undermine but actually supports Dimmock’s 

interpretation of the Players Club. As Dimmock reports, Thompson said, 

[O]n going home for lunch my mother told me that a stranger had called to 

see me, and had left a message to the effect that for a week past a man 

calling himself Poe had been wandering around Rocketts (a rather 

disreputable suburb of Richmond) in a state of intoxication and apparent 

destitution, and that his friends, if he had any, ought to look after him. I 

immediately took a carriage and drove down to Rocketts, and spent the 

afternoon in a vain search—being more than once on the point of finding 

him, when he seemed to slip away. Finally, when night came on, I went to 

the most decent of the drinking-shops and left my card with the barkeeper, 

with the request that if he saw the alleged Poe again, he would give it to 

him. Ten days, perhaps, had passed, and in the press of occupation the 
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matter had entirely gone from my mind, when on a certain morning a 

person whom I had never seen before entered the office, asked if I was Mr. 

Thompson, and then said, ‘My name is Poe,’ without further introduction 

or explanation. As, singularly enough, I had never met my townsman 

before, I looked at him with something more than curiosity. He was 

unmistakably a gentleman of education and refinement, with the 

indescribable marks of genius in his face, which was of almost marble 

whiteness. He was dressed with perfect neatness; but one could see signs 

of poverty in the well-worn clothes, though his manner betrayed no 

consciousness of the fact. (316) 

On the one hand, Thompson’s observation that Poe had been “dressed with perfect 

neatness” when he appeared at the office of the Southern Literary Messenger is opposed 

to Dimmock’s reading of the Players Club. According to Dimmock, in his daguerreotype 

of Poe, which, at the time of his writing, is “in [his] possession, in perfect preservation, 

after forty years,” Poe’s “dress is something more than careless,” “a white handkerchief 

is thrust, as if to conceal the crumpled linen,” his “coat is thrown back from the shoulders 

in rather reckless fashion, and the whole costume, as well as the hair and face, indicates 

that the poor poet was in a mood in which he cared very little how he looked” (Dimmock 

315). On the other hand, as Dimmock represents it, Pratt’s claim that Poe was reluctant to 

be daguerreotyped due to his unseemly clothing shows that Poe was, in fact, accustomed 

to minding his look. In the winter of 1854-1855, Pratt had told Dimmock: 
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I knew [Poe] well, and he had often promised me to sit for a picture, but 

had never done so. One morning—in September, I think—I was standing 

at my street door when [Poe] came along and spoke to me. I reminded him 

of his unfulfilled promise, for which he made some excuse. I said, ‘Come 

upstairs now.’ He replied, ‘Why, I am not dressed for it.’ ‘Never mind 

that,’ I said; ‘I’ll gladly take you just as you are.’ He came up, and I took 

that picture. Three weeks later he was dead in Baltimore. (315) 

This anecdote suggests that, had Pratt’s camera captured Poe in a less disastrous period 

than the weeks leading up to his death, Poe’s appearance would have been impeccable. 

Likewise, Thompson’s story indicates that Poe’s unsuitable attire when either of 

Dimmock’s sources had encountered him was due, not to Poe’s inattention to his person, 

but to his poverty. Indeed, in Dimmock’s second note, Thompson goes on to say of Poe, 

“His face was always colorless, his nerves always steady, his dress always neat” (316). 

Refuting the facts of Woodberry’s footnote, Dimmock asserts that, even in his doomed 

state in September of 1849, Poe had sufficient presence of mind to recognize that his 

clothing might offend both his “lady-love” and posterity. As recorded in Pratt’s studio, 

Poe’s “disheveled” look—as Columbia University Libraries’ website Jewels in Her 

Crown describes Poe’s appearance in the Thompson—seems virtuous when coupled with 

Thompson’s claim that Poe’s “manner betrayed no consciousness of” the “signs of 

poverty in [his] well-worn clothes” when Poe allegedly appeared at Thompson’s office in 

Richmond around the same time as Pratt made the Thompson. 
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7. “Something More Than Curiosity”: Seeing Poe 

Thompson’s statements about Poe in the flesh balance, rather than contradict, 

Dimmock’s claims about Poe’s image on a polished, silver-coated, copper plate. 

Together, they endow Poe with the qualities associated with white, middle-class 

masculinity at the turn of the twentieth century. In “Notes on Poe,” Dimmock testifies 

that Poe was both attentive to his look and above vanity—that, without sacrificing his 

duty to his personal appearance, he was preoccupied by concerns more lofty than his 

clothing. Dimmock’s various depictions of Poe make a case that the author did, in fact, 

attend to his person but not excessively so—that is, not in such a way as might 

compromise Poe’s status as subject, not object, of the photographic gaze. Although 

Dimmock’s descriptions of Poe are largely about Poe’s clothing, they indicate attributes 

of Poe’s self and insinuate that, even more than a decorum for dress, there is a particular 

identity suited for the camera. The seeming contradictions between its narratives make 

Dimmock’s letter function ideologically at the same time as its basis in facsimile 

(photographs and reportage) supports the status of “Notes on Poe” as an index of its 

subject, allowing Dimmock to claim to, as Pratt did, “take [Poe] just as [he was].” “Notes 

on Poe” naturalizes a constructed image of Poe by asserting this image to be revelatory of 

the real Poe. By suggesting that daguerreotypes capture objects in motion (a “thrust” 

handkerchief, “crumpled linen,” and “coat … thrown back … in rather reckless fashion”) 

and abide by laws of probability (laws which make possible a chance encounter on the 

street), in his descriptions of Poe in the Players Club and of the circumstances that 

surrounded the production of the Thompson, respectively, Dimmock compares 
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daguerreotypy to film—a medium even more striking in its veracity than photography 

because cinema represents motion. This retrospective reconfiguration of th capacities of 

daguerreotypy obscures that, in reviving Poe, Dimmock fashions him with a gendered, 

classed, and racialized identity. 

In Thompson’s description of Poe, Dimmock invokes the science of physiognomy 

implicated in racial hierarchies: Thompson allegedly claimed that Poe “was unmistakably 

a gentleman of education and refinement, with the indescribable marks of genius in his 

face, which was of almost marble whiteness” (316). To Dimmock and to other readers of 

Century, the daguerreotyped image of Poe connotes “knowledge” of what constitutes an 

author in the fin de siècle (Barthes 29). As an ideal, Poe is figured to have particular 

qualities at the same time as their particularity is disavowed in order to naturalize them: 

whiteness, in “Notes on Poe,” blurs into colorlessness. Through Thompson’s comparison 

of Poe to a marble statue, Dimmock imbues his image of Poe with a recomposed aura or, 

rather, what Miriam Hansen calls “the simulation of auratic effects” (“Benjamin’s Aura” 

336). As Benjamin observes, sculpture produces works that “are literally all of a piece”; it 

is the art form most antithetical to technological reproducibility (“Work of Art” 109). 

“Notes on Poe” tries to solidify Poe as the emblem of what Benjamin identifies as 

“traditional concepts—such as creativity and genius, eternal value and mystery” (101-

102). In the 1930s, Benjamin responded to the fascist and capitalist corruptions of the 

radical potential of technological reproducibility. In the United States at the turn of the 

twentieth century, another misuse of mechanical reproduction manifested in the 



 

 

56 

consolidation of white racial power by a stylization of an American author in 

photographic reproductions—a stylization exemplified in “Notes on Poe.” 

Constructions of Poe at the turn of the twentieth century participate in a cultural 

process of replacing the sense of “the here and now” that is the aura with the “here, now” 

that is the index (Benjamin 103; Doane 93). By this shift, reproductions become untied 

from the original artwork and its “unique existence in a particular place”; they move from 

one situation to the next, making the objects that they capture present to their beholders 

(Benjamin 103). Thompson’s narrative about Poe embedded in Dimmock’s letter 

suggests that close encounters with originals leave one with a sense of the uncanny—

which, in relation to gothic literature and culture, Fred Botting describes as “[t]he 

collapse of boundaries separating fantasy and reality, fiction and life” (Limits of Horror 

6). Poe’s supposedly abrupt appearance at the office of the Southern Literary Messenger 

in 1849 jolts Thompson: the (in)famous author’s sudden presence both startles and 

delights him. By the simple declaration “My name is Poe,” Thompson via Dimmock (or 

vice versa) raises Poe to the author function. As Michel Foucault argues, “[i]t would 

seem that the author’s name, unlike other proper names, does not pass from the interior of 

a discourse to the real and exterior individual who produced it; instead, the name seems 

always to be present, marking off the edges of the text, revealing, or at least 

characterizing, its mode of being” (228). Because, in this narrated scene, Poe’s body is 

present to Thompson, Poe’s identity as an author is simultaneously sutured to and 

sundered from his person: it is at once made localizable and distributed everywhere. The 

singularity of this experience intensifies Thompson’s observational impulses: he regards 
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Poe “with something more than curiosity.” His resultant representation of Poe as the 

living dead registers the paradoxical effect of Thompson’s encounter with celebrity, 

which bestows Thompson with the power that attends eye-witnessing an iconic figure and 

beholding Poe’s simulated aura, but also highlights the temporariness of Thompson’s 

own editorship of the journal (a position that Poe had occupied twelve years before him) 

and, by extension, provides Thompson with a glimpse of his own mortality. 

As a “compass,” as Dimmock labels it, Thompson’s narrative is not only “a crafty 

contrivance or artifice” (OED) but also a device that tracks and designates and a sign that 

has a direct relationship with its object. Like a photographic image, Thompson’s story, as 

Dimmock presents it, is at once a narrative and an index of its subject. However, in his 

second-hand accounts of Poe’s supposed wandering around a seedy part of Richmond “in 

a state of intoxication and apparent destitution” and in Thompson’s own “vain search” for 

the elusive author, Thompson (or Dimmock, if we disbelieve that this story is anyone’s 

but its writer’s) also reproduces the iconic image of Poe introduced in his “well-known, 

desperate, and asymmetrical photograph,” the Ultima Thule (Tate 385). Kevin Hayes 

argues that Poe self-consciously manufactured his image in the Ultima Thule not only in 

posing for this portrait but also in falsifying autobiographical narratives to match it. Like 

later critics who have, according to Hayes, misinterpreted the Ultima Thule as reflective 

of Poe’s real life and persona, Dimmock confuses an icon for an index as he purports the 

originality of recycled, familiar images of Poe juxtaposed with narratives of Poe in both 

life and death. Its ghostly quality makes Dimmock’s adaptation of Poe both iconic and 
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indexical, a combination that demands the repeated rehearsal of its referent’s mortality—

Poe’s propensity “to slip away.” 

Continuing the themes of mystery, morbidity, and chance of his first two notes on 

Poe and qualifying Benjamin’s claim that sculpture is non-reproducible, Dimmock 

recalls, in his third and final note on Poe, yet another object that remains only in the form 

of its reproduction: Poe’s gravestone. To conclude his letter to Century, Dimmock 

presents “a curious fact, never, [he] think[s], stated in any of the biographies” about Poe, 

which is that the first monument created for Poe’s gravesite was destroyed in a freakish 

accident. As Dimmock explains, he learned of this monument during a visit in 1860 to 

Poe’s then-unmarked grave in Baltimore. 

… [a] kinsman who accompanied me went to the workshop after my 

departure from the city, and made and sent me an exquisite pencil-sketch 

of the proposed monument, as it would look in the cemetery. That 

sketch—the only one in existence, I think—is before me. It represents a 

plain, substantial tablet of white Italian marble, perhaps three feet in 

height. On the side facing the grave is this inscription: 

HIC 

TANDEM FELICIS 

CONDUCTUR RELIQUE 

EDGAR ALLAN POE 

OBIIT OCT. VII 

1849. 
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On the other side: ‘Jam parce sepulto.’ On the footstone: ‘E. A. P.’” 

(Dimmock 316)23 

Dimmock continues this note with an explanation of why his copy of the monument is 

likely to be “the only one in existence,” which involves a “strange story, the truth of 

which [he has] no reason to doubt,” on the fate of this “original” monument to Poe. He 

quotes the artist of the tablet as telling him, when Dimmock had returned to Baltimore 

“[t]hree or four years later,” that, merely days before it was scheduled for installation in 

the Westminster Presbyterian Church cemetery, the tablet was “smashed to pieces, 

beyond all power of restoration” by a derailed freight train that ran into the artisan’s yard 

(316).24 Explicitly, Dimmock uses this story of Poe’s ill-fated monument to conclude 

that, “disaster did not leave [Poe] even at the grave,” the final line to “Notes on Poe.” 

However, implicitly, the “curious fact” of Poe’s demolished gravestone completes 

Dimmock’s triad of daguerreotype, man, and monument, by which he negotiates for the 

legitimacy of a copy supplanting its original. 
                                                
 

23 On its website, the Edgar Allan Poe Society of Baltimore says that this epitaph 
has been translated as “Here, at last, he is happy. Edgar Allan Poe, died Oct. 7, 1849.” 
The phrase on the monument’s reverse side has been translated as “Spare these remains.” 
The Society identifies Dimmock’s kinsman who sketched the monument as Charles H. 
Dimmock. 

 

24 The feature on Poe in the Baltimore American includes a reproduction of the 
sketching of the tablet intended for Poe’s grave, which Dimmock says his relative made 
for him in 1860. The feature says, “The original drawing of this luckless tablet is still in 
the possession of Mr. Dimmock, and from it was sketched the picture here given. It is 
framed in a narrow, little wooden frame, and graces—along with a number of other 
framed treasures—the walls of Mr. Dimmock’s library” (Item 902, John Henry Ingram’s 
Poe Collection, Accession No. 38-135, Special Collections, University of Virginia). 
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In each note on Poe, Dimmock figures originals of Poe as ghostly—as bodies 

relegated to the past but haunting the present through their copies. He invests these 

spectral replicas with both greater abstract value and greater material value than their 

sources: each copy is “quite as good as was the original” precisely because the original 

merely was. In the present, originals are imaginatively, if not actually, lost so that only 

their copies remain. However, the truth is, there were no originals in Pratt’s story to begin 

with. Despite the daguerreotypist’s fib or Dimmock’s misinterpretation of Pratt’s 

information, the Thompson was not unique but, rather, one of a pair of original 

daguerreotypes. The Thompson only became unique after 1894, when its variant, the 

Traylor, was damaged and subsequently lost or destroyed. Furthermore, either of these 

daguerreotypes is only perceived as an original by virtue of its being a positive print. The 

fantastical logic behind valuing the Thompson over the Players Club contends that by the 

interaction of light and chemicals, Poe’s body, live in Pratt’s studio, was captured on a 

silver-coated, copper plate. 

In modernist America’s photographic reconnaissance of Poe, bookended by 

Woodberry and Dimmock’s circa-1895 adaptations of the Traylor and the 

Thompson/Players Club, respectively, and by Tate’s 1949 reminiscence about the Ultima 

Thule, we witness attempts to vindicate Poe by mechanically aligning this author with a 

particular social identity. Photography, as Benjamin argues, may be “the first truly 

revolutionary means of reproduction,” but it has also served reactionary politics (105). 

The reproductions of Poe that I have discussed so far in this chapter were not employed 

to meet “revolutionary demands in the politics of art [Kunstpolitik]” (Benjamin 102; 
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emphasis in original). Dimmock’s adaptation works to salvage, not overturn, “the value 

of tradition in the cultural heritage” and to accommodate that heritage to a filmic “mode 

of perception” (Benjamin 102, 104; emphasis in original). By implicating the filmic 

qualities of his daguerreotyped copy—its representations of motion and chance—in the 

cultural transformation of Poe into a model of white, middle-class masculinity, “Notes on 

Poe” stymies the radical potential of cinema—a medium that, to Benjamin, most fully 

realizes the impact of mechanical reproduction on art—to align reality with the masses 

and the masses with reality. A half-century later, Tate, remembering a photograph to 

bring Poe into his fold, continues Dimmock’s operation on Poe body. 

8. “Something more than mere mental derangement”: Poe’s Move to the Screen 

According to Thomas Carlson, between 1909 and 1915, seventeen Poe-inspired 

films were produced, eleven in the United States and six in Italy, Germany, and France 

combined (6). To Carlson, four of them—each “a free mix of biographical fact, legend, 

and work of art”—“provide a unique and detailed visual record of cultural attitudes 

towards Poe’s life and work in the first two decades of the new century”: these are the 

American Eclair Company’s The Raven (1912), the Essanay Company of Chicago’s The 

Raven, directed by Charles Brabin (1915), and D. W. Griffith’s Edgar Allen [sic] Poe 

(1909) and The Avenging Conscience, Or ‘Thou Shalt not Kill’ (1914) (Carlson 5-6). 

Carlson’s main point about these films is they show how early-twentieth-century 

American filmmakers continued the trend, initiated by literary editors of the nineteenth 

century, of blurring Poe’s life and writing; specifically, such filmmakers further 

promoted “the same ad hominem confusions” as those who followed Griswold, but, in 
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contrast to the latter, these filmmakers did so for the purpose of creating a sympathetic 

rather than depraved portrait of the author (6). Early cinema, thereby, effectively 

“domesticated” Poe “in ways acceptable to a large middle-class film audience” (6). By 

Carlson’s analysis, these silent films about Poe track his transformation from the “moral 

reprobate conjured by Griswold” into “the good-hearted, loyal domestic male trying to 

stay afloat in the world of unequal opportunity and advantage” (12). As Carlson notes, 

Poe “differed from this stock type—one of D. W. Griffith’s favorites—only in his 

possession of literary genius” (13). 

Continuing, in this part of the chapter, to explore the racist undertones of 

photographic adaptations of Poe, I question how readily to accept Carlson’s implication 

that Poe’s actual personality and experience evinced this antebellum figure as a natural fit 

for the “Progressive Era Everyman” in all aspects but his uncommon vocation as writer. 

It is crucial to examine cultural factors that may have motivated Poe’s reanimation in this 

new medium. We must ask why Poe was revaluated at this particular historical moment 

and why in film. Economic factors certainly played a part in Poe’s revival: Carlson 

argues that Poe’s early biopics contributed to a larger effort on the part of the burgeoning 

movie industry to draw middle and upper classes to the “[n]ew and dressier theaters” 

being built at the time to eclipse the nickelodeons, which were patronized mostly by the 

working classes (11, 10). Furthermore, their employments of literature and literary 

biography as source texts, their “heavy gestural style of acting inherited from nineteenth-

century stage melodrama” (though, as Carlson points out, The Avenging Conscience 

exhibits “the new verisimilar style” that Griffith helped to usher in), and their 
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characterizations of Poe as a figure of respectability signified these filmmakers’ 

fulfillment of “moral duty” in a social reformist vein (12, 13, 11). Carlson discusses the 

suitability of silent films about Poe to what he calls America’s “new melting-pot 

audiences”; however, his perspective on early-twentieth-century moviegoers’ 

heterogeneity is limited to class (11). Therefore, while I am indebted to his critical 

recovery and astute readings of early films about Poe, I am struck by his omission of the 

place of Poe’s recuperation in relation to theatrical and cinematic performances of 

ethnicity and race at the turn of the twentieth century. To help redress what Michele Faith 

Wallace observes as a “tend[ency, by critics,] to ignore issues of race in silent film,” 

particularly, early film’s reliance on racist conventions to depict African Americans and 

others marked as “non-white,” I ask, what relation does the remaking of Poe in this 

period have to the predominant contemporaneous form of mass entertainment, blackface 

minstrelsy (85)? 

At the same time as Poe’s image was mobilized to communicate the cultural 

respectability of cinema to white, Protestant, middle-class Americans, blackface 

minstrelsy “spread to the urban nightlife that, at the turn of the twentieth century, drew 

the respectable working and middle classes out of their homes and into places of public 

entertainment” (Rogin 18). As Michael Rogin explains, theaters at this time “signified 

their respectability by barring or segregating African Americans in the audience as they 

presented ‘darkey shows’ and ‘coon songs’ on stage” (18). I thus seek to analyze Poe’s 

rehabilitation as participating in what historian Grace Elizabeth Hale calls “making 
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whiteness”—that is, as helping to consolidate an identity that supported the systemization 

of black-white segregation during the period of Jim Crow. 

To early filmmakers and film audiences, the cinema’s newly minted Poe 

embodied “high brow” poverty, a useful construct for advancing the economic interests 

of the middle class and simultaneously admonishing big business and the masses for their 

perceived departures from bourgeois norms. However, Brabin’s adaptation of The Raven: 

The Love Story of Edgar Allan Poe, a popular turn-of-the-century novel and play written 

by George Cochrane Hazelton, which debuted on stage in Baltimore in 1895, depicts 

deviances long associated with Poe, including gambling, heavy drinking, and dueling 

with his male peers, but, following Charles Baudelaire’s lead in France while realigning 

Poe with American character, redeems these flaws as part and parcel of Poe’s romantic 

sensibility. Made two decades after the debut of Hazelton’s play, Brabin’s film indicates 

that the new century’s version of Poe was not, in fact, void of immorality. Rather, like 

Hazelton, Brabin recasts Poe’s failings as charming assertions of his individualism and 

promotes Poe as an ideal of white, middle-class masculinity. 

Crucial to this “positive” depiction of Poe is Hazelton’s invented relationship 

between Poe and a fictitious slave, played by Bert Weston in blackface in Brabin’s film 

adaptation. Poe first encounters this slave (whom Hazelton names Erebus) while on a 

walk in the woods with his cousin and soon-to-be bride, Virginia, where the couple 

stumbles upon the scene of the slave’s abuse by a master, who is identified in the novel as 

atypically cruel for a Virginian slaveholder. In Hazelton’s text, “Virginia shuddered at the 

sight and placed her hands over her ears to keep out the cries of the sufferer,” while “Poe 
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endured the brutal scene as long as his sensitive nature could do so, then broke forth into 

protest” (Hazelton 30). Because “[h]e could not bear human suffering any more than he 

could bear to see Virginia in distress at the sight of the misfortune before her,” Poe 

purchases the slave by “an order on his foster father for $600” (31, 32). In the filmic 

version of this scene, Virginia’s reaction to its violence accords with that in the source 

text; however, Poe displays indifference toward the slave. A hand and facial gesture by 

Henry B. Walthall, the actor playing Poe, conveys his character’s initial intention to 

ignore the whipping. Poe is only persuaded to buy the tortured slave by Virginia’s 

insistent pleading. Despite their minor differences in degree of concern that their 

characters of Poe show for the slave, neither film nor text actually opposes slavery. The 

film shares with Hazelton’s novel primary use of the slave to vindicate Poe the author. In 

both versions, the slave’s devotion to Poe’s family, which remains steadfast even after 

they move to the North, solicits its reader/spectator’s sympathy for Poe as he struggles 

for success as a writer and Virginia dies from tuberculosis. The slave’s verbal and visual 

signs—his Southern “Negro dialect,” as written by Hazelton, and Weston’s minstrel 

performance, in Brabin’s silent film, respectively—conform to the popular uses of racist 

caricatures of African Americans for both comic relief and evocation of sentimentality 

for white characters and audiences. Incorporating the stereotype of the faithful black 

servant into The Raven not only helped to reconstitute Poe as a respectable American 

author but also subtly diminished the intolerability of slavery in the nation’s past and 

reinforced a white supremacist ideology in its then present. 
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As Brabin’s The Raven suggests, at the turn of the twentieth century, Poe’s 

restitution came to allegorize national absolution of the South for its antebellum position 

on slavery and its attempt at succession from the Union. This new deployment of Poe’s 

image in the service of redeeming the national standing of white Southern culture 

explains Poe’s appeal to Griffith. In addition to adapting The Leopard’s Spots (1902) and 

The Clansman (1905), the first two novels in Thomas Dixon’s racist trilogy, Griffith, 

according to his cinematographer Karl Brown, “was dead set on bringing poetry to the 

screen. And not just the everyday, cut-and-dried, school-recitation poetry of Longfellow 

or Bryant but the weirdly fascinating horrors of Edgar Allan Poe” (Brown 44). Griffith’s 

deep interest in Poe culminated in The Avenging Conscience, during the filming of which 

the director was purportedly “up to his eyebrows in Edgar Allan Poe, … [and] couldn’t 

help speaking in iambic pentameters of a sort” (Brown 37). Like Brabin’s biopic about 

Poe, Griffith’s follow-up to his 1909 Edgar Allen [sic] Poe (in which Herbert Yost 

played Poe) starred Walthall, whose billing “in the trade papers as ‘the living image of 

Poe’ and ‘Poe Reincarnated’” undoubtedly inflected audiences’ perceptions of Walthall’s 

character, Colonel Ben Cameron, in Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation the following year 

(Carlson 15). Lillian Gish, who co-starred with Walthall in Birth, indicates the extent of 

her contemporaries’ imaginary alignment of this actor and author by remarking on 

Walthall’s resemblance to Poe in her 1969 autobiography (Carlson 14-15 n. 8). 

In Griffith’s more famous and infamous film, Walthall plays a Confederate Civil 

War hero who, during Reconstruction, invents the costume of the Ku Klux Klan after he 

observes a group of white children frighten black children by donning white sheets. 
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Subsequently, the “Little Colonel” leads the Klansmen in lynching Gus (Walter Long in 

blackface) after his sister Flora (Mae Marsh) avoids Gus’s sexual advances by jumping to 

her death from the edge of a cliff (Wallace 88-89). In The Avenging Conscience, which 

Vlada Petric calls the “most neglected” of Griffith’s films made before Birth, Walthall 

plays an aspiring writer who dreams that he murders his uncle (Spottiswoode Aitken, 

who plays the Camerons’ patriarch in Birth), his adoptive parent, to circumvent his 

uncle’s interdiction of his “romance with the village beauty” (Blanche Sweet) (Petric 5; 

Carlson 15). In both of these feature-length adaptations written and directed by Griffith, 

Walthall, who was himself a Southerner, plays figures of “white male honor, bravery, and 

chivalry” despite, or rather as confirmed by, the murders that they commit (Wallace 92). 

By showing his protagonists’ acts as driven by a desire to preserve white patriarchal 

claims, including those on white women, Griffith attempts to divest them of their 

criminality. Like The Birth of a Nation, The Avenging Conscience constructs for the 

racist, white American male a romantic and fantastical identity proclaimed to revive a 

lost heritage. In other words, these films assert a gothic identity that is racialized, 

gendered, and nationalized to attempt to reconcile the twentieth-century United States to 

antebellum slavery, justify violence against African Americans in the South during and 

following Reconstruction, sustain race terror circa World War I, including that directly 

instigated by Birth, and, thereby, uphold white male hegemony. Thus Poe was not a 

random choice of literary forefathers to revive at the turn of the century. Nor was his 

recuperation solely based on a new impression of his life as representative of those 

struggling to enter the middle class or attempting to convert both rich and poor to 
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bourgeois morality. Rather, Poe gained currency during this period in the United States 

for three main reasons: his experiences yoked Southern culture to the North; his body was 

white and male; and his aesthetic as it played out in both his life and works was perceived 

to indulge in—indeed, to “master”—horror for a “higher” purpose. Thus, to use 

Benjamin’s formulation, in Poe’s turn-of-the-century revival, which daguerreotypes and 

cinema mobilized, we witness the use of mechanical reproduction to aestheticize politics. 

Overtly, The Avenging Conscience is an adaptation of Poe’s writings. As the 

intertitle that prefaces Walthall’s first scene in the film announces, when its protagonist 

enters “Into Manhood,” he is characterized as working toward “a great career” as a 

writer, inspired by Poe. Moreover, his experiences mirror those of the speaker of Poe’s 

poem “Annabel Lee” and narrators of several of Poe’s short stories. The film alludes to 

these works in its narrative, visual composition, and intertitles. For example, the nephew 

receives a letter, featured in a close-up in Walthall’s first scene, from Sweet’s character, 

which she has signed “she whom you have chosen to name Annabel.” As well as 

revealing that the nephew has nicknamed his love interest in homage to Poe, the scene 

shows Walthall’s character reading “The Tell-Tale Heart” by cutting to a close-up shot of 

a page of his book. Petric argues that, in a later scene in the film, Griffith adapts Poe’s 

lines in “The Tell-Tale Heart” in which the narrator describes spying on the old man 

under his care, who soon becomes his murder victim: “So I opened [the old man’s 

bedroom door]—you can imagine how stealthily, stealthily—until, at length a single dim 

ray, like the thread of the spider, shot from out the crevice and fell upon the vulture eye” 

(“The Tell-Tale Heart” 319). In a series of close-up shots by which “Griffith conveys the 
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protagonist’s inner world,” the nephew observes a spider kill a fly caught in its web 

(Petric 7). The intertitles and Walthall’s acting in this scene, as well as the film’s 

narrative up to this point, indicate that this “natural” text—the drama between “The 

Spider and the Fly,” which Petric analyzes as Griffith’s “develop[ment]” of “the image” 

in Poe’s lines quoted above “into a grand metaphor” in the film—inspires the nephew to 

conceive of a plot to murder his uncle (10). One of the earliest examples of film 

adaptation, The Avenging Conscience thus demonstrates the symbiotic exchange between 

literary and cinematic codes achieved in this art form and the multiple, nuanced ways in 

which the page may be transferred to the screen. 

Covertly, The Avenging Conscience conflates the nephew with Poe the author. 

Like Poe’s, the nephew’s mother died when he was a child. Her death is depicted in the 

film’s opening scene, in which the uncle assumes wardship of the nephew as an infant, 

leaving viewers to assume that, also like Poe’s, the protagonist’s father was absent and 

possibly dead at the time. Moreover, the nephew’s struggle against his guardian’s 

expectations for his future, and his becoming inflicted with a “Fevered Brain,” which 

leads him to commit parricide, are extensions of among the most popularized details of 

Poe’s biography: his quarrels with and eventual disinheritance by his adoptive father, 

John Allan, and his mental inflictions, which, by the 1880s, were represented as 

symptoms not of Poe’s alcoholism and moral degeneracy—as they had been for most of 

the nineteenth century—but of “his own genius, as well as a crass, insensitive society” 

(Carlson 8). Conforming to this new attitude toward Poe’s failings, the film evokes 

viewers’ sympathy for the nephew’s predicament and even their understanding of how 
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the nephew is driven to murder. Griffith shows that, unlike the uncle’s “indulgent” 

attitude toward his ward as a child, the tight hold that he maintains on his nephew “Into 

Manhood” is unnatural and must be dissolved. Before the film’s scene of parricide, the 

viewer is shown the uncle’s own, though seemingly short-lived, reconciliation to the idea 

of his nephew’s marrying “Annabel.” On his way home from spying on the couple at the 

garden party to which Sweet’s character invites the nephew, the uncle appears deeply 

affected by an anonymous couple seated with their infant on a park bench. Aitken’s 

acting in this scene conveys that the young family offers a lesson to the uncle on the 

“natural” order of things—that, contrary to his own coming into parenthood, most men 

require marriage to produce offspring. The nephew’s dreamt act of murder thus 

symbolizes this character’s necessary process of assuming his uncle’s status as patriarch. 

Made just four years after Sigmund Freud first applied “Oedipus complex” to his theory 

of the individual’s development of the superego, The Avenging Conscience actually 

normalizes the nephew’s and by extension Poe’s—at least as they were posthumously 

constructed—desires and consequent behavior. 

Apart from its narrative transpositions of popular views on Poe’s psyche, The 

Avenging Conscience also visually adapts Poe’s body. Griffith incorporates photographic 

portraiture into the film’s moving images to implicitly enact Poe’s reincarnation in the 

nephew/Walthall. Walthall’s introductory sequence merges Poe’s iconic image, Poe’s 

works, and Griffith’s character of the nephew. Its mise-en-scène and camerawork make 

the nephew/Walthall into the living embodiment of Poe by cutting between shots of the 

texts that the nephew reads at his desk in the study that he shares with his uncle—
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including his letter from “Annabel” and pages of a book that feature not only the first 

paragraph of “The Tell-Tale Heart” but also a reproduction of the Ultima Thule with 

Poe’s signature below it and a reproduction of either the Annie or Stella 

daguerreotypes—and shots of “Annabel” in her boudoir soliloquizing to a photographic 

portrait of the nephew in a standing frame on a table in the foreground. The Avenging 

Conscience thereby establishes ways for this new medium to build on the imaginative 

possibilities of poetry, fiction, and still photography while also using these pre-cinematic 

forms as indexes of the real. Such objects only appear in, and therefore serve to subtly 

mark, the undreamt portions of the film, but they also link the characters’ lived 

experiences to the nephew’s dream and grant the latter interpretive authority. 

In The Avenging Conscience, not only the revelation of the uncle’s murder as 

mere fantasy near the end of the film but also the content of the nephew’s dream 

effectively absolves him from punishment for strangling his adoptive guardian to death. 

As with Poe’s narrator in “The Tell-Tale Heart,” overburdened by a guilty conscience, 

the nephew finally confesses his crime to a visiting detective (Ralph Lewis), who is first 

identified in the film as “The Stranger” at the garden party that the nephew attends with 

“Annabel” in an earlier scene from his “real” life. During the nephew’s dream, his 

confession follows his hallucinations of his uncle arisen from the dead and a series of 

religious images set against an evening sky in chiaroscuro, including several of Christ, 

haloed and crucified, and one of Moses holding a tablet inscribed with the 

Commandment “Thou Shalt Not Kill.” Leading up to his mental breaking point during 

his dreamt interrogation, the nephew opens the door to his home (lately inherited from his 
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uncle in the dream) and envisions a group of taunting ghouls, who are filmed surrounded 

in darkness and moving closer to the camera. The ghouls are replaced by a series of shots 

of the nephew roped to a chair, from which he is menaced by a skeleton wearing a crown 

of thorns and standing above him: with each successive shot, the camera tracks forward 

to the hallucinated nephew, whose position and facial expressions convey that the 

skeleton symbolizes the detective from the dreaming nephew’s perspective. 

In his structural analysis of The Avenging Conscience, Petric argues that Griffith 

composed the film’s sequences of religious imagery “to visually demarcate the two 

worlds—the ‘real’ in which Nephew exists (and suffers), and the ‘surreal’, which projects 

his vision” (16). For this reason, Petric says, The Avenging Conscience is the only film 

before the 1920s to create “such delicate distinction between the real and the fantastic”: it 

is the first film “in which specific images (shots) are raised to the level of cinematic 

symbolism, while at the same time they function on the narrative level”; it “demonstrated 

the unique oneiric capacities of the medium, and thereby marked the ‘birth’ of truly 

cinematic consciousness” (16, 26). Griffith’s creation of a surreal world is also what 

makes The Avenging Conscience a horror film.”25 Aestheticized as horror, the nephew’s 

imaginary crime is conveyed as an expression of romantic sensibility. Even before the 

film overtly identifies the murder to be unreal, it creates a covertly sympathetic view of 

the nephew in his dream, mainly by contrasting him to “The Italian” (George Siegmann), 

                                                
25 In Kino International’s paratextual material for its 2008 DVD of Griffith’s The 

Avenging Conscience, made from a 35 mm archive print from the Raymond Rohauer 
Collection, the company notes that the film is regarded as the First Great American 
Horror Film. 
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played by the same actor as Silas Lynch, the emblem of the threat of miscegenation to 

white male hegemony in Birth. Griffiths’ camerawork and narrative collaborate to 

incriminate the Italian and transfer blame for the uncle’s murder from the nephew to this 

racial “other.” 

9. Pratt’s Other Reproductions 

To conclude this chapter, I return to one of the places where I began. In his 1851 

letter to The Photographic-Art Journal, William Abbott Pratt, the daguerreotypist who 

made Poe’s final photographic portraits in 1849, remarks that, during his trip to exhibit 

his wares at the famous Great Exhibition in London’s Crystal Palace earlier that year (at 

which Mathew B. Brady is remembered to have achieved international fame), he 

observed a process for coloring daguerreotypes in use in Europe similar to the one that he 

had patented in the United States. To Pratt, the simultaneity of the developments of this 

technique on both sides of the Atlantic simply goes to show that “there is nothing new 

under the sun.” It seems odd for an inventor and entrepreneur to apply this well-worn 

cliché to his own work. It suggests that Pratt’s attitude toward originality was that this 

concept was itself an invention. This bit of direct insight into Pratt’s thinking begs us to 

compare the reception of technological reproducibility in the United States at the turn of 

the twentieth century to how antebellum Americans understood photography and how 

they manipulated it in support of ideology. Perhaps the misuse (by Benjamin’s terms) of 

mechanical reproduction to reconstruct Poe as a model of white, middle-class masculinity 

exemplified by Dimmock’s, Brabin’s, and Griffith’s adaptations was not new after all. 
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Producing more than 35,000 photographed portraits in the first ten of the twelve 

years, from 1844 to 1856, that he operated his daguerrean gallery, Pratt “became one of 

the most prolific photographers in Richmond” of the antebellum period (Ginsberg 41, 

Chrysler Museum of Art Collection Online). In addition to Poe, Pratt’s subjects 

purportedly included John Quincy Adams, Lola Montes, “and nearly all the famous men 

of the Old Dominion” (Deas 56; qtd. in Ginsberg 40).26 In 1846, Pratt was issued a patent 

(US 4423) for hand-coloring daguerreotypes, a process that he describes in detail in his 

letter to Snelling (Ginsberg 39). Pratt showcased his work at the Great Exhibition at 

London’s Crystal Palace earlier that year (Deas 56; Rinhart and Rinhart 406). During this 

trip, he “visited nearly all” the daguerrean galleries “in England and France,” “found 

them, generally speaking, below mediocrity,” and reported that “[t]heir pictures, too, 

were so inferior to those of American [sic], with two exceptions, (Thomson and Mayall, 

both formerly of Philadelphia,) as to occasion no surprise at the great want of popularity 

of the daguerreotypes in England” (Pratt 235). As for his own gallery (see fig. 3), after its 

gothic renovation, Pratt describes it as follows: 

The entire front has been remodeled and painted so as to present the hall-

like appearance which the illustration portrays, and as it forms the centre 

                                                
 

26 Pratt’s success qualifies Jennifer Todd’s point that “daguerreotyping was most 
specifically a Northern phenomenon. There was no Brady of the South. While 
daguerreotypists existed there, the best opportunities were in the Northern cities…[T]he 
northern ideology was more egalitarian and expansionist, with more emphasis on a 
unified nation, than was the Southern. Mathew Brady’s work with Abraham Lincoln and 
with the Northern army during the Civil War again suggests a particularly Northern 
outlook” (11-12). 
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of the finest row of buildings in Richmond, we think that we have 

obtained the objects most to be desired in a Daguerrean establishment, 

viz.: Publicity, an immense northern window in combination with a sky-

light, a fine operating room in the third-story, surrounded with the 

necessary offices for cleaning, buffing, &c., and a show room, which in all 

my travels I have not yet seen surpassed except in point of size. (235) 

In his daybook, Alexander Jackson Davis (1803-1892), the most famous American 

architect of the Gothic Revival in its heyday in the United States, describes the interior of 

Pratt’s gallery as, “elegantly fitted up with splendid carpets, rich velvet divans, statuettes, 

… [and] stained glass” (qtd. in Lane 217). 

Remembering Pratt as a professional engineer, architect, and landscapist, 

historians describe him as a “talented entrepreneur,” “an inventive man,” and “part 

genius, part dreamer and part tinkerer” (Green et al. 77; Deas 56; Lane 217). 

Concurrently to his stint as a daguerreotypist, Pratt “helped lay out the Romantic walks 

and plantings of Richmond’s Hollywood Cemetery” in 1847 and, in 1852-1853, 

“designed and built his own personal castle on Gamble’s Hill, … a whimsical three-story 

agglomeration of corner towers, battlements, stepped gables, and a glazed conservatory” 

(see fig. 6 and fig. 7) (Lane 217). “Pratt’s Cottage,” as Richmond’s city record lists the 

structure, was built in a “commanding location overlooking” the James River in what was 

a “highly fashionable residential neighborhood in the nineteenth century” (Scott 285-286; 

Green et al. 77). Lost Virginia: Vanished Architecture of the Old Dominion provides a 

description of the house: 
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Pratt’s Castle had two floors set atop an English basement. Four crenelated 

towers of varying height added a particularly romantic flavor to the 

building’s profile. In lieu of a moat, a high fence once surrounded the 

structure. Each of the house’s rooms was irregularly shaped, and ceiling 

heights varied. The first-floor parlor and dining room contained a number 

of decorative features. The coffered living-room ceiling formed a 

chessboard pattern that included inset glass panels depicting chessmen. 

Elaborate stained glass windows admitted muted light into the spaces. A 

winding, cast-iron staircase led to three bedrooms on the second floor. On 

the lower level, a ‘dungeon’ and tunnel fascinated visitors. (Green et al. 

77) 

Deas refers to Pratt’s structures as works of “pseudo-Gothic architecture,” perhaps 

because they are even freer adaptations of the medieval style than those that make up the 

“original” revival of the mode in Britain, which began in the seventeenth century, or its 

spin-off in America in the 1830 and 1840s, as exemplified by the designs of Davis and 

Andrew Jackson Downing (Deas 56). The material of Pratt’s Castle may justify its 

“pseudo” status: “[t]he lower walls were built of granite, but the Gothic details of the 

upper story were simulated by wood covered with tin” (Lane 217). As a simulacrum, 

however, the structure is actually “authentically” gothic: as Fred Botting argues, “[g]othic 

forms, though celebrated for their subcultural and subversive status, for their fantastic 

disclosure of another, ‘realer’ if darker reality are inextricably entangled in webs of 

simulation” (Limits of Horror 4). The driving forces of Pratt’s “odd fascination” with 
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what he called “the New style” may be the same as those of his interest in daguerreotypy, 

another mode of replication (Deas 56). 

 

 

Fig. 6 and Fig. 7. Photographs of the exterior of Pratt’s Castle, 324 South Fourth Street, 

Richmond, Independent City, Virginia, held in the Historic American Buildings Survey 

(HABS) and Historic American Engineering Record (HAER) Collection of the Prints and 

Photographs Division of the United States Library of Congress. 

When Dimmock met Pratt in 1854-1855, the daguerreotype business was waning; 

Pratt sold his studio one year later and soon afterward became the first Superintendent of 

Buildings and Grounds at the University of Virginia. Pratt’s election to this position 
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coincided with an effort, of which he assumed leadership in 1856, of purchasing, for the 

University, a copy of Raphael’s School of Athens painted by the French artist Paul Balze, 

“which hung in The Rotunda from 1857 until fire destroyed it in 1895” (Scott 285).27 

[Pratt] exhibited the painting, after he had obtained and brought it from 

Europe, in many places in Virginia, accompanying the exhibitions with 

lectures. … [He] finally agreed to surrender a substantial part of his 

stipulated compensation in order that it might be sooner turned over to the 

University. 

In February, 1857, the amount had been obtained, and on the 13th 

of April Mr. Pratt, in an address, ‘teeming with the spirit of classical 

poetry’, turned over the painting to the University. (Gordon 5-6) 

According to Mary Wingfield Scott, Pratt “gave lectures in England on philosophical 

subjects to raise funds for the purchase of [Balze’s] copy” (285). Of the painting, United 

States Vice President George Mifflin Dallas, minister to England at the time, says, 

it is impossible to speak too strongly in its praise. The judgment of Horace 

Vernet is conclusive. As an ornament and fitting means of instruction in 

Mr. Jefferson’s favorite seminary, nothing could be nobler or more 

effective. With this fine copy of the masterpiece of the great Italian 

master, and with Houdon’s marble likeness of the masterpiece of the 

                                                
 

27 University of Virginia alumnus Daniel H. London agreed to pay Balze $2,500 
for his copy of School of Athens (Gordon 4-5). 
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world, I think Virginia may well be proud of her art possessions.” (qtd. in 

Gordon 5) 

Praised as “worthy of its great original,” the value of Balze’s painting demonstrates that, 

in the nineteenth century, Americans perceived copies to be legitimate emblems of 

United States culture and identity, perhaps as part of an effort to claim their nation’s 

ability to measure up, in the realms of writing and visual arts, to its former mother 

country (Gordon 7). Thus Pratt’s gothic architecture may be interpreted not as the residue 

of his “English upbringing,” as Deas and others conclude, but as a performance of the 

national identity to which he had assimilated, an allegiance to which Pratt imparts in his 

letter to the editor of The Photographic-Art Journal by claiming the superiority of the 

American daguerreotype business to those of England and France (Deas 56). 

Apparently, Pratt was committed to incorporating the gothic into the local 

landscape. When he moved from Richmond to Charlottesville, he constructed a gothic 

cottage “as one of the entrances to the University of Virginia’s grounds,” which he lived 

in for the length of his employment with the University, and which housed a number of 

faculty until its demolition in 1937 “to make way for the Alderman Library” (Green et al. 

119). Pratt also “proposed a Gothic Revival chapel for the university in 1859, which 

would have stood in the middle of the Lawn, facing Jefferson’s Rotunda”; however, the 

“Civil War interrupted fund-raising for the structure, and it was never built” (119). Pratt’s 

Gatekeeper’s Lodge (see fig. 8) was nicknamed the Chateau Front and Back “[b]ecause 

of its gothic architecture and its drawbridge approach across the moat which surrounded 

the building” (University of Virginia Visual History Collection). Green et al. note that the 
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application of the term “chateau” to the structure  “gives a clue to the architectural 

illiteracy of Virginians with regard to the Romantic revivals” (119). However, it also 

marks the lodge as an “authentic” gothic adaptation. Structurally, the lodge “exemplified” 

American Gothic Revivalism, “with its steeply pitched roofs, elaborate bargeboards (or 

vergeboards), pointed windows, and finials” (119). That it was made “of random 

fieldstone reputedly taken from a demolished observatory designed by Thomas Jefferson 

that had stood on Observatory Hill” establishes it as a work of reproduction (119). In 

addition to its design, the unoriginality of its material and infidelity of its reception make 

the lodge quintessentially gothic. 

 

Fig. 8. Photograph showing the exterior of the Chateau Front and Back, the Gatekeeper’s 

Lodge, courtesy of Professor and Mrs. Robert K. Gooch, held in the Albert and Shirley 

Small Special Collections Library of the University of Virginia, digitized for the 

University of Virginia’s Visual History Collection. The Lodge was designed and built on 

the University of Virginia’s grounds by William A. Pratt in the 1850s and demolished in 

1937 for erection of the Alderman Library. 
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Pratt’s fascination with replication in various media should be linked to the 

evolving ideology of white masculinity in the United States. When national identity 

divided, Pratt’s gothicism came to signify the South in particular. Pratt’s Castle was 

referred to as “the White House of the Confederacy” by Richmonders until its “nationally 

protested demolition in 1956,” when the property was purchased by the Albemarle Paper 

Company and replaced with corporate offices (Scott 285; Green et al. 77). During the 

Civil War, Pratt “interrupted his services to the University” to serve “as a Confederate 

emissary to England and reputedly ran guns for the South” (Scott 286; Deas 56). As 

indicated in a letter to Pratt from his son Julian (1843-1924), Pratt owned and traded 

slaves.28 Armistead C. Gordon (1855-1931), in a pamphlet published as “an appreciation” 

of G. (George) Julian Pratt, says, “[a] love of Virginia, its people, its institutions and its 

traditions became a part of the translated Englishman’s life, and with it he imbued his son 

Julian” (7).29 Julian Pratt served as a Confederate soldier: he entered the war at its outset 

                                                
 

28 In a letter written to his father from the warfront on August 5, 1864, Julian Pratt 
says, “My main object in continuing this letter was at the request of the other sergts. to 
get you to procure for them a negro as their servant. Our duties are so hard that we can 
only with great inconvenience attend to them and perform the necessary duties of camp 
life such as cooking bringing water etc. with one servant we could well manage however. 
Imagine for example 4 sergts. three on duty 24 hours and tell me how the 4th is to cook 
for all and see that their food is conveyed to them, and this occurs nearly every night. A 
good cook at $16 per month would only be $4 a piece, which we could spare, and it 
would give us so much more time to prepare for what to me is a consideration, viz a 
position in the regular army. [paragraph break] Try and get us one then slave or free and 
send him by Dinwiddie as cheap as possible—he will not be exposed to dangers and we 
will take good care of him, the servants have a tent to themselves and I may add so have 
the sergeants” (Papers of the Pratt Family, Accession No. 11283-b, Special Collections, 
University of Virginia). 
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in a University of Virginia student company and, in 1863, became first lieutenant of a 

company in the Virginia Calvary (4, 11). 

Of the younger Pratt, Gordon says, “up to the time of his old age his firm and 

upright seat in the saddle, his soldierly bearing, his handsome face and figure, never 

failed to bring back to his old comrades-in-arms memories of the time when he rode with 

[Colonel John D.] Imboden’s Cavalry, the personification of the Virginian beau sabreur” 

(10; emphasis in original). After the war, 

he beat his sword into a plowshare and became interested in agriculture. 

He was a lover of books, and had a just and accurate taste in poetry; and in 

his declining years found the pleasure that old age often brings to the 

brave and the true in the associations of his family and the companionship 

of his devoted friends and in reading. He possessed the gift of eloquence, 

and in public assemblies made a marked impression by his oratory. His 

agricultural pursuits kept him much in the open air; and there are many 

still living who recall how as long as he could bestride a horse, he 

preserved the upright figure, the graceful and easy bearing, and the 

                                                                                                                                            
29 A copy of Gordon’s pamphlet on Pratt is included in the Papers of the Pratt 

Family held by the University of Virginia. As well as authoring a number of other works, 
Gordon co-wrote Befo’ de War: Echoes in Negro Dialect (1888) with Thomas Nelson 
Page, a racist collection of poetry that presents a sympathetic portrait of slavery in the 
antebellum South in caricatured voices of African Americans. Along with other well-
known Virginian writers of the time, Gordon was invited to the Poe Memorial 
Association’s unveiling of George Julian Zolnay’s bronze bust of Poe at the University of 
Virginia Rotunda on October 7, 1899, as documented by Gordon’s correspondence with 
the Association shortly before the event (Correspondence of the Poe Memorial 
Association, Accession No. 38-406, Special Collections, University of Virginia). 
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handsome and picturesque appearance that had distinguished him in the 

days of his soldiering. (13) 

Like Dimmock’s “Notes on Poe” of three decades earlier, Gordon’s adaptation of one of 

Pratt’s “reproductions” idealizes a particular physicality, mannerism, intellect, and 

vocation and appropriates these aspects for an exclusively white, southern masculinity. 

Pictured atop his horse and thus with a commanding view, Julian Pratt, by Gordon’s 

description, appears as imposing as his father’s castle. The flip side of these constructs of 

southern gentility is the newly dominant image of Poe as downtrodden and desperate but 

nonetheless revered, which writers and filmmakers forged at the turn of the twentieth 

century to make Poe into an emblem of a new, white American modernity. Thus Tate, in 

1949, would find Poe a worthy candidate to identify as a “cousin” in the nation’s literary 

family. 
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Chapter 2. An Ideal Instrument for Equivocation: Poe’s Camera 

This picture making faculty is flung out into the world—like all others—subject to a wild 

scramble between contending interests and forces. It is a mighty power—and the side to 

which it goes has achieved a wonderous conquest. 

 -Frederick Douglass 

The story of Poe’s replicated body that I just recounted contends that the incessant 

posthumous reproduction of Poe complicates what Walter Benjamin identifies as the loss 

of the aura of the work of art. The ways in which photographic technologies coincident 

with industrial capitalism were used to maintain unequal property relations, support 

culturally constructed hierarchies of race, class, and gender, and promote racial violence 

in the second half of the nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries are reflected in that 

period’s fanciful image-narratives about Poe. Latched onto the claims to veracity of 

photographic media, Poe’s mechanical reproductions were figured as representative of 

his body and, therefore, as reflective of truths about his person, and they were adapted to 

mark Poe as racially white. Turning to another side of this reproductive logic, in this 

chapter, I analyze both overt and oblique promotions, by Poe, Poe’s contemporaries, and 

reproducers of Poe’s works a century later, of the power of technologies of reproduction 

to serve or resist racist ideology. Specifically, adapting Poe to the screen in the early 

1930s, European filmmakers exiled in the United States by Nazism employed the latest 

photographic technology of their era, sound-synchronized film, and its most powerful 

institution, Hollywood, to redirect Poe’s politically conservative application of an 

antecedent indexical medium toward progressive ends. 
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As art historian Brian Wallis explains, almost immediately upon the invention of 

photography in the form of daguerreoytypy, “[o]wing to its indexical properties—that is, 

that a photograph retains a ‘trace’ of an actual existence, as does, say, a footprint—

photography seemed to be entirely objective” (48). However, nineteenth-century 

Americans also maintained a competing view of the first indexical media as extending 

humans’ “subjective nature” (“Pictures and Progress” 460), which, as Frederick Douglass 

expounds, consists of humanity’s unique capacities for emotion, spirituality, aesthetic 

appreciation, creative expression, social judgment, and political action. In a lecture 

delivered in Boston in 1861, Douglass argues that Louis Jacques Mandé Daguerre, 

having “converted the planet into a picture gallery” (453) by his 1839 invention, 

tremendously impacted Douglass’s “age”—which “for nothing is… more remarkable, 

than for the multitude, variety, perfection and cheapness of its pictures” (453)—in 

particular, mid-nineteenth-century Americans’ “mental atmosphere” (458)—that is, their 

metaphysics and politics, broadly conceived. Douglass collapses the distinction between 

hand-made and mechanical images by applying the general term “pictures” to both in 

order to support his argument that, regardless of what they show, the latter’s messages are 

produced through ideologically-determined interpretations. Thus Douglass implicitly 

challenges the prevailing emphasis on photography’s unprecedented verisimilitude and 

asserts that the most significant differences between pictures of the pre-photographic and 

photographic eras are not their fidelity to reality but their quantity and accessibility: 

“Daguerreotypes, Ambrotypes, Photographs and Electrotypes, good and bad, now adorn 

or disfigure all our dwellings” (453); and “the ease and cheapness with which we get our 
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pictures has brought us all within range of the daguerrian [sic] apparatus” (454). To 

Douglass, the exceptional objectivity of photographs is only part of the picture. Like 

quantified and, therefore, fixed information, photographs’ objective force is a “frozen 

truth[;] destitute of motion itself—it is incapable of producing emotion in others” (462). 

More than their novel ability to exactly copy objects, the affective power that 

photographs share with preceding visual media makes their representations truthful. To 

Douglass, the “love of pictures stands first among our passional [sic] inclinations” (459); 

images are omnipotent because “[o]nly a few men wish to think while all wish to feel, for 

feeling is divine, and infinite” (462). Thus, by increasing their number, daguerreotypy 

enlarged the especial province of images, which, by Douglass’s analysis, is “reaching and 

swaying the heart by the eye” (456) and “revealing the profoundest mysteries of the 

human heart to the eye” (462). 

Encapsulated in the epigraph of this chapter, Douglass’s central argument in his 

lecture “Pictures and Progress” is that photographs’ dyadic composition, of both 

objective and subjective aspects, gives them tremendous political significance. Like other 

kinds of images, photographs can buttress false and “evil” purposes, as well as serve truth 

and “good” (461). Thus “the habit we adopt, the master we obey in making our subjective 

nature objective, giving it form, colour, space, action, and utterance, is the all important 

thing to ourselves and our surroundings. It will either lift us to the highest heavens or sink 

us to the bottomless depths” (461). For this reason, Douglass stipulates that “[w]ith clear 

perception of things as they are, must stand the faithful rendering of things as they seem” 

(462). Douglass’s purpose, as becomes clear in the second half of the lecture, is to 
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persuade his audience that progress, as a symbolic form of motion—like emotion—is 

fundamental to human nature, generally, and depends on slavery’s abolition in his 

lecture’s moment in the nation’s history, specifically. Writing with the Civil War as 

backdrop and in the register of mid-nineteenth-century social reformism, Douglass 

anticipates Benjamin’s argument in the 1930s, developed in reaction against Nazism and 

in the vein of Marxist critical theory, that technologies of reproduction may serve either 

reactionary or progressive ends. Like Benjamin, who, Miriam Bratu Hansen argues, 

wages, in his “gamble with cinema,” that the latter potential of this new medium will 

prevail and, thereby, facilitate human liberation from fascism and capitalism, Douglass 

invests in the commonality of the “picture making faculty” to all humankind as a strong 

rebuttal to nineteenth-century American racism: “man is everywhere, a picture making 

animal[;]…[t]he rule I believe is without exception and may be safely commended to the 

Notts and Gliddens who are just now puzzled with the question as to whether the African 

slave should be treated as a man or an ox” (459). By marshalling its subjective powers, 

Douglass reclaims photography from its manipulation by scientific proponents (of whom 

Josiah Clark Nott and George Robert Glidden were well known) of polygenesis, “the 

theory of multiple, separate creations for each race as distinct species, that became the 

hallmark of the American School of Ethnology” (Wallis 42), and he transforms this 

emergent technology into an aid to anti-racism and social progress.30 

                                                
 
  30 Perhaps in response to the “various calls” in nineteenth-century “European 
scientific journals for the creation of a photographic archive of human specimens, or 
types,” Louis Agassiz, a Swiss naturalist, who studied under Georges Cuvier in Paris and, 
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That photographic images, like non-mechanically-produced images and verbal 

texts, are capable of multiple significations and are thus subject to varying readings 

makes them equivocal in both the pernicious and redemptive senses of this term. When 

applied to language, equivocation means “ambiguity or uncertainty of meaning,” usually 

“with a view to mislead” (OED). Presupposing the misalignment of representation to 

reality, equivocation has either positive or negative connotations, depending on the 

purpose and effect of any given representation. Reception of a representation as a 

questionable, suspicious, or fallacious expression—the negative definitions of 

“equivocation” (OED)—or as a perversion, deceit, or corruption—meanings of 

“prevarication” (OED), a word related to “equivocation”—is entirely political. To 

Douglass, when an expression, verbal or visual, advances human freedom, it is truthful, 

and when it leads to social oppression and stagnation, it is false. When a person is 

“equivocal,” in the sense of being “of uncertain nature” or of “not admitting of being 

classified” (OED), s/he challenges social hierarchies, which rely on fixity, and supports 

                                                                                                                                            
in 1846, emigrated to the United States to join the faculty at Harvard University, arranged 
for the creation of a collection of fifteen daguerreotypes of seven slaves, men and 
women, from plantations around Columbia, South Carolina, taken in 1850 by local 
daguerreotypist Joseph T. Zealy (Wallis 45). Agassiz analyzed these images to support a 
theory of human polygenesis, led in the mid-nineteenth-century United States by Dr. 
Samuel Morton, with whom Agassiz collaborated. Agassiz’s “slave daguerreotypes,” as 
they are called, were rediscovered in the collections at Harvard’s Peabody Museum in 
1975 (Wallis 40). They were included in the exhibition “Nineteenth-Century 
Photography” organized by the Amon Carter Museum in 1992. Contemporary visual 
artist Carrie Mae Weems and writer Molly Rogers have responded to these 
daguerreotypes in their work. See Weems’s From Here I Saw What Happened and I 
Cried (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1995) and Molly Rogers’s Delia’s Tears: 
Race, Science, and Photography in Nineteenth-Century America (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2010). 
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an alternative ontology and epistemology that can foster resistance and change. In 

conjunction with considering ways in which the figure of Poe invites and Poe’s writings 

enact equivocation, this chapter analyzes the political significance of the ambiguities that 

photographic media produce. I move from lies about the origins of daguerreotypes of 

Poe, to nineteenth-century constructions of photography as an at-once fantastical and 

verisimilitudinous medium, to Poe’s use of photographic and protocinematic techniques 

in his fiction to promote oppressive ideologies, to filmmakers’ adaptations of Poe’s 

stories to advocate transgressions of such ideologies. 

1. Photographic Fibs 

Not only Virginian daguerreotypist and Gothic Revivalist architect William 

Abbott Pratt (whom I discuss in the first chapter) but also Pratt’s more famous Northern 

colleagues Mathew B. Brady (who exhibited with Pratt at London’s Crystal Palace 

Exposition in 1851) and Gabriel Harrison both made up stories about Poe’s reluctance to 

sit before the camera that made their way into print in the 1890s. In an interview with 

George Alfred Townsend (“Gath”), published in The World in 1891, Brady, then sixty-

seven years old, recalled Poe’s visit to his studio: “I had great admiration for Poe, and 

had William Ross Wallace bring him to my studio. Poe rather shrank from coming, as if 

he thought it was going to cost him something. Many a poet has had that daguerreotype 

copied by me. I loved the men of achievement…” (Townsend 26). Brady’s positioning of 

Poe among the country’s “men of achievement” and his claim to have both produced and 

propagated copies of a supposed daguerreotype of Poe to tout his own credentials (which, 

though formerly well established, were largely forgotten by 1891) indicate the turn, from 
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suspect to glorified victim, that Poe had taken in the public imagination by the end of the 

nineteenth century. However, the daguerreotype to which Brady refers was probably not 

a daguerreotype at all but, rather, a heavily retouched photograph of an either 

daguerreotyped or lithographed copy of the Ultima Thule (Deas 90). 

In a similar sleight of hand, in an 1899 interview with the New York Times, the 

artist Harrison, who was about eighty years old at the time, and who is best remembered 

for his daguerreotype of Walt Whitman, which was used to illustrate the frontispiece of 

the 1854 Leaves of Grass, took credit for a daguerreotype of Poe (Deas 85-86). Harrison 

explains that, during his friendship with Poe more than a half century earlier, Harrison 

“asked Poe several times when he was at the studio [John Plumbe’s National Daguerrean 

Gallery in New York City, where Harrison worked as a camera operator], to sit for his 

portrait, but he always refused on the ground that his clothes were too shabby[;] but one 

afternoon [Harrison] caught him in an unusually complacent mood and obtained the 

original of [his] engraving” (qtd. in Deas 84) of Poe, which Harrison indicates, to the 

interviewer, hangs on the wall of his residence. In truth, Harrison’s “original” was based 

on his circa-1865, hand-colored photograph of Poe, which was, itself, probably copied 

from a copy of one of the daguerreotypes of Poe, known as the Stella and Annie, 

produced in early-summer of 1849 by an unidentified daguerreotypist in Lowell, 

Massachusetts (Deas 47). 

Deas concludes that neither Harrison nor Brady ever actually daguerreotyped Poe. 

In fact, Deas notes that Harrison likely appropriated his detail about Poe’s “shabby” attire 

from the story, by Thomas Dimmock, about Pratt’s encounter with Poe in Richmond in 
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September of 1849, which was published in “Notes on Poe” in The Century Magazine 

just four years prior to Harrison’s interview, and which forms a centerpiece of the 

previous chapter of this dissertation (Deas 84-90). Nonetheless, “Harrison’s fanciful 

reminiscences for the New York Times have been taken quite seriously by many writers 

on Poe,” and “[o]ne of the most widespread misconceptions concerning Poe portraiture is 

the belief that Poe once posed for the celebrated” Brady (87). A more recent case in point 

is critic Megan Rowley Williams. In her study of the ways in which the invention of 

photography produced a new understanding of history in the United States, Williams 

accepts Brady’s memory of daguerreotyping Poe as factual and furthermore interprets it 

(albeit for merely anecdotal purpose) to suggest that Poe “showed the common 

nineteenth-century fear that a daguerreotype would steal his internal life force” (4). 

Although fabricated, Brady’s point that Poe was afraid that his sitting “would cost him 

something” should be taken quite literally: in the 1890s, most Americans remembered 

Poe as having been destitute. Indeed, as Thomas Carlson argues, emphasizing Poe’s 

poverty was crucial to Poe’s turn-of-the-century restitution as a significant writer of the 

United States. The image of Poe struggling for survival in a society obsessed by profit 

and controlled by Big Business—which D.W. Griffith’s one-reel biopic, Edgar Allen 

[sic] Poe, represents as including the New York publishing industry—was ideally suited 

for iconicity in the Progressive era. Thus we might assume that what Brady actually 

meant is Poe believed, for his daguerreotype, he would be charged a price he could not 

afford.31 
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In fact, Poe’s writings of the 1840s evince enthusiasm for the mechanical 

reproduction of art. Nonetheless, the collection of myths—which apparently still 

accumulates—about Poe’s photographic record clues us into his position vis-à-vis the 

camera. Kevin Hayes’s argument that Poe used daguerreotyped portraiture intentionally 

“to create an iconic image of himself,” an image that represents not the way Poe was but 

“the way he wished to be seen, and remembered,” and my argument, here, that Poe 

embraced “photogeny (from Greek words signifying sun painting)” because of its 

ideological promise both contradict, albeit with different emphases (Hayes’s is 

biographical, while mine is explicitly cultural), the notion that Poe was afraid of the 

camera (Hayes 490, 491; Poe, “The Daguérreotype” 37). The frequent associations of 

Poe with trepidation about this new visual medium are contorted by-products of Poe’s 

own deliberate exaggerations about “photogenic drawing” (“The Daguérreotype” 38): 

Poe appears to have reveled in extending his contemporaries’ attributions of supernatural 

and ideological powers to Daguerre’s instrument.32 Paradoxically, explicating the 

                                                                                                                                            
31 If Poe had been daguerreotyped by one of Brady’s operators, his fear of being 

charged would have been unfounded. As Jennifer Todd notes, “[w]hen Brady set up his 
first New York gallery in 1844[,] he energetically tracked down the public figures of his 
time and persuaded them to come to his studios for free portraits,” which he compiled in 
The Gallery of Illustrious Americans (1850) (8). At the time of the book’s publication, 
however, Poe was in ill repute; therefore, even if a Brady-made daguerreotype of Poe 
existed, it is not likely to have landed in The Gallery’s pages. A list of “107 of his most 
notable sitters,” excluding Poe, which Brady published in an 1851 advertisement of his 
studio seems to confirm his mid-century omission and later forgery of a daguerreotype of 
Poe (Deas 88). 
 

32 In using the terms “photogeny” and “photogenic drawing,” Poe follows the lead 
of British scientist and inventor William Henry Fox Talbot, author of The Pencil of 
Nature (1844-1846), the first commercially published book containing photographs. 
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“daguerrean plate” as a record of “truth itself in the supremeness of its perfection” (“The 

Daguerréotype” 38), Poe honors the deceptive qualities of this, the purportedly first 

apparatus for producing indexical images. 

2. “A More Absolute Truth”: Revelations of Daguerreotypes 

Poe wrote four short articles on the daguerreotype about a year after Americans’ 

introduction to the invention. These writings were published in the two Philadelphia 

periodicals for which Poe worked as an editorial assistant from December of 1839 to May 

of 1840.33 Although they were not attributed to Poe until more than a century after their 

publications, two of them, both titled “The Daguerréotype,” appeared in the January and 

May issues of Alexander’s Weekly Messenger.34 Poe also included notes on 

“Improvements” to Daguerre’s “discovery” in the April and May installments of his “A 
                                                                                                                                            
Kevin Hayes claims that the appearance of these terms in “The Daguerréotype” indicates 
Poe’s familiarity with Talbot’s research into printing photographs on paper (480). 
 

33 The Daguerreian Society has archived nearly one hundred non-fictional and 
fictional texts on daguerreotypy at http://daguerre.org/resource/texts.html, including 
Poe’s first “The Daguerréotype” in Alexander’s Weekly Messenger and both entries on 
“improvements” to the process in his “A Chapter on Science and Art” in Burton’s 
Gentleman’s Magazine. Poe’s articles about the daguerreotype are also archived on the E. 
A. Poe Society’s website at http://www.eapoe.org/works/MISC/DGTYPEA.HTM and 
http://www.eapoe.org/works/MISC/scnart02.htm#daguerreoptype. Printed collections 
that contain nineteenth-century writings about daguerreotypes include Merry A. Foresta 
and John Wood’s Secrets of the Dark Chamber: The Art of the American Daguerreotype 
(Washington, D.C.: National Museum of American Art, Smithsonian Institution Press, 
1995) (Foresta and Wood’s collected texts are also available online at 
http://americanart.si.edu/collections/exhibits/secrets/), Jane Rabb’s Literature and 
Photography: Interactions 1840-1990 (Albuquerque: New Mexico UP, 1995), Vicki 
Goldberg’s Photography in Print: Writings from 1816 to the Present (New York: Simon 
and Shuster, 1981), and Alan Trachtenberg’s Classic Essays on Photography (New 
Haven: Leete’s Island Books, 1980). 
 

34 Clarence Brigham identifies Poe as the author of these writings. 
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Chapter on Science and Art,” a four-part series in Burton’s Gentleman’s Magazine.35 

These writings are significant for their revelation of Poe’s fascination with “photogeny,” 

as well as for the link that they forge between the daguerreotype and pressing aesthetic, 

philosophical, and sociopolitical concerns at mid-century. 

In his first article on the daguerreotype, Poe claims that, “the instrument itself 

must undoubtedly be regarded as the most important, and perhaps the most extraordinary 

triumph of modern science” (“The Daguérreotype” 37). However, Poe’s language for 

describing the instrument’s products suggests that he perceived daguerreotypy as a 

powerful tool not only for scientists but also for artists and writers: “the plate does not at 

first appear to have received a definite impression—some short processes, however, 

develope [sic] it in the most miraculous beauty” (38). In this piece, Poe may prove that he 

was well versed in Daguerre’s process to make permanent the impression produced inside 

a camera obscura as he endeavors to relay its technical details to his readers. 

                                                
 

35 In spite of precursors, including Joseph Nicéphore Niepce “heliography,” and 
simultaneous investigations, such as Talbot’s, Daguerre’s method for fixing photographic 
images is generally recognized as the first form of photography. In his own writing, 
Daguerre refers to his method as a “discovery,” which “consists in the spontaneous 
reproduction of the images of nature” (Daguerre, Louis Jacques Mandé. 
“Daguerreotype.” Classic Essays on Photography. Ed. Alan Trachtenberg. New Haven: 
Leete’s Island Books, 1980. 11-13.). Before his early death in 1833, Niepce collaborated 
with Daguerre. On their relationship, see Helmut and Alison Gernsheim’s L. J. M. 
Daguerre (1778-1851): The World’s First Photographer (Cleveland: World Publishing 
Co., 1956) and Cathy N. Davidson’s “Photographs of the Dead: Sherman, Daguerre, 
Hawthorne” (The South Atlantic Quarterly 89.4 (Fall 1990): 667-701). Daguerre and 
Niepce’s heirs contracted with the French government in 1839 for compensation for 
publicizing the method of producing daguerreotypes. 
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a plate of silver upon copper is prepared, presenting a surface for the 

action of light, of the most delicate texture conceivable. A high polish 

being given this plate by means of a steatitic calcerous stone (called 

Daguerreolite) and containing equal parts of steatite and carbonate of lime, 

the fine surface is then iodized by being placed over a vessel containing 

iodine, until the whole assumes a tint of pale yellow. The plate is then 

deposited in a camera obscura, and the lens of this instrument is directed 

to the object which it is required to paint. The action of the light does the 

rest. The length of time requisite for the operation varies according to the 

hour of the day, and the state of the weather—the general period being 

from ten to thirty minutes—experience alone suggesting the proper 

moment of removal. (38) 

By stating that “experience alone” can determine the “proper” exposure time for a 

daguerreotype, does Poe implicitly attest to having tried his own hand at what, in 

Burton’s, he calls “the beautiful art of photogeny” (“A Chapter on Science and Art” 

193)? As noted in the previous chapter, Poe sat for his daguerreotyped portrait on at least 

six occasions; however, there appears neither evidence nor speculation that Poe ever 

stood on the other side of the camera before his early death in 1849.36 

                                                
 

36 In his analysis of Poe’s daguerreotypes and involvement in Philadelphia’s 
“growing enthusiasm for daguerreotype portraiture” in the early 1840s, Hayes does not 
consider whether Poe ever practiced daguerreotypy himself (Hayes 477). Similarly, Deas 
does not speculate whether Poe took daguerreotypes but only links Poe’s “open 
fascination with the daguerrean process” (as revealed in his January of 1840 article in 
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Considering that Poe worked doggedly to gain national recognition, as well as to 

support himself and his family (his wife, Virginia, and his aunt and mother-in-law, Maria 

Clemm), as a writer and editor, it is doubtful that he also made daguerreotypes, despite 

the rapid expansion of the practice in American cities—particularly, those where Poe 

lived, Philadelphia and New York—during the last decade of his life. Mid-century 

rhetoric of daguerreotypy celebrates this technology as transcending hierarchies, whether 

conceived of as natural or social, by granting to all, regardless of birth or skill, equal 

access to the creation of art. On the heels of announcements of Daguerre’s invention in 

the French and British presses, an article reprinted in the Boston Daily Advertiser 

described the process as “so simple, that any one could imitate it” (“Remarkable 

Invention,” par. 3). However, in reality, daguerreotype equipment was quite expensive, 

and, consequently, most daguerreotypists in the United States were among “the rising 

middle class” (Todd 10). Based on Poe’s poverty, making daguerreotypes seems to have 

been beyond his financial means. Moreover, Poe’s uncertainty about the “time requisite 

for the operation” raises doubts about the extent of his familiarity with this technology in 

practice. Poe’s speculation that the process requires “from ten to thirty minutes” suggests 

that he was not immediately privy to the latest developments in daguerreotypy (“The 

Daguérreotype” 38). By the spring of 1840, practitioners, including Alexander Simon 

Wolcott and John Johnson in New York, had shortened exposure times from “five to six 

minutes in summer and from ten to twelve minutes in winter,” as specified by Dominique 

                                                                                                                                            
Alexander’s Weekly Messenger) to his having sat for daguerreotype on multiple 
occasions. 
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François Arago in his public announcement of Daguerre’s invention, to less than five 

minutes by equipping the camera with a concave mirror that intensified the action of light 

(Taft 7, 34). 

In spite of, or perhaps because of, its relative ease, daguerreotypy was popularly 

declared a “miracle”—a mixed sentiment that Poe echoes, in the passage above, when he 

indicates that “some short processes” would produce “a most miraculous beauty.” As a 

“miracle” co-opted by human beings, the invention was often construed as “an affront to 

God” (Susan Williams 71). For example, contrasting the daguerreotype to painting, one 

writer characterized the former as “the real black art of true magic” (“New Discovery in 

the Fine Arts” 49). Nevertheless, Poe was drawn to daguerreotypy. His fascination with 

the technology accords with his having long been both interested and talented in the 

visual arts, as suggested by a peer’s recollection that, while a student at the University of 

Virginia in 1826, Poe would “with a piece of charcoal evince his versatile genius by 

sketching upon the walls of the dormitory, whimsical, fanciful and grotesque figures, 

with so much artistic skill, as to leave us in doubt whether Poe in future life would be 

Painter or Poet” (qtd. in Hutchisson 18). Whether or not Poe ever used a camera, he 

approached literature as a visual medium. His stories, as I will show, stage the production 

of photographic images. Moreover, Poe’s writings negotiate the aesthetic and 

sociopolitical shifts and delve into the epistemological quandaries that the daguerreotype 

and its modernist heir, cinema, both produced and engaged. 

Forms of photography, including daguerreotypy, are often aligned with realism 

and historicized as antagonists to two modes of counter-realism—gothic revivalism and 
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modernism. Scholars have argued that the public’s appetite for photographs pushed 

American and European artists and writers to compete with the camera by denouncing its 

powers as uncreative and to formulate new goals of abstraction for their own work.37 The 

potential threat posed by the daguerreotype to artists and writers alike was perceived 

almost immediately. An article in Blackwood’s Magazine in early 1839, which was 

reprinted the same year in the New Yorker, relays a frantic attitude toward this recent 

invention: “Is the hand of man to be altogether stayed in his work?—the wit active—the 

fingers idle? Wonderful wonder of wonders!! Vanish aqua-tints and mezzotints—as 

chimneys that consume their own smoke, devour yourselves. Steel engravers, copper 

engravers, and etchers, drink up your aquafortis and die!,” the writer exclaims (“New 

Discovery in the Fine Arts” 49). However, other writers worked to reassure painters, 

illustrators, and engravers that they would not be outmoded by the daguerreotype. For 

example, in an article published in The Spectator in 1839 and reprinted the same year in 

Philadelphia’s Museum of Foreign Literature, Science and Art, the writer says, 

This looks like superseding Art altogether; for what painter can hope to 

contend with Nature in accuracy or rapidity of production? But Nature is 

only become the handmaid to Art, not her mistress. Painters need not 

despair; their labours will be as much in request as ever, but in a higher 
                                                
 

37 Most of the early writings about the daguerreotype that I cite in this chapter 
typify the way in which image reproduction at mid-century was “often seen as an agent 
both of perfect imitation and Gothic magic” (Susan Williams 11). Susan Williams argues 
that the second view provided a defensive stance against the first. Characterizing the 
daguerreotype as magical and, in particular, turning to “the Gothic topos of the haunted 
or magic portrait,” allowed antebellum writers to contain its representative powers (31). 
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field: the finer qualities of taste and invention will be called into action 

more powerfully; and the mechanical process will be only abridged and 

rendered more perfect. What chemistry is to manufactures and the useful 

arts, this discovery will be to the fine art; improving and facilitating the 

production, and lessening the labour of the producer; not superseding his 

skill, but assisting and stimulating it. (“Self-Operating Processes of Fine 

Art: The Daguerotype [sic]” 341) 

Likewise, Poe viewed daguerreotypy as an aide, not a competitor, to artists. In 

Alexander’s, he hypothesizes that the invention for transcribing daguerreotypes onto 

paper “will prove, upon the whole, highly beneficial to the interests of the fine arts” 

(“The Daguerréotype [II]” 4). Accepting as “a theorem almost demonstrated, that the 

consequences of any new scientific invention will, at the present day exceed, by very 

much, the wildest expectations of the most imaginative,” Poe claims mechanical 

reproduction as open terrain for writers, as well (“The Daguerréotype” 38). Especially, 

the daguerreotype would supplement the gothic, a genre that grants leeway to authors to 

assert the most unbelievable phenomenon as real. 

In New York City in late 1839, Daguerre’s agent, François Fauvel-Gouraud, put 

on display in a hotel on Broadway thirty daguerreotypes of Parisian cityscapes taken by 

the inventor and began a series of public demonstrations on how to make daguerreotypes 

(Gernsheim and Gernsheim 59). A tour of Gouraud’s exhibit prompted former New York 

City mayor Philip Hone to record in his diary that “the manner of producing [a 

daguerreotype] constitutes one of the wonders of modern times, and, like other miracles, 
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one may almost be excused for disbelieving it without seeing the very process by which it 

is created,” which “appears …a confusion of the very elements of nature” (Hone 391). 

Hone goes on to say that, in the daguerreotype, 

[e]very object, however minute, is a perfect transcript of the thing itself; 

the hair of the human head, the gravel on the roadside, the texture of a silk 

curtain, or the shadow of the smaller leaf reflected upon the wall, are all 

imprinted as carefully as nature or art has created them in the objects 

transferred; and those things which are invisible to the naked eye are 

rendered apparent by the help of a magnifying glass. (392) 

In his publication The Knickerbocker, editor Lewis Gaylord Clark (one of Poe’s arch 

rivals) also described Gouraud’s exhibit: “We have seen the views taken in Paris by the 

‘DAGUERREOTYPE’, and have no hesitation in avowing, that they are the most 

remarkable objects of curiosity and admiration, in the arts, that we ever beheld. Their 

exquisite perfection almost transcends the bounds of sober belief” (Clark 560; emphasis 

in original). Paradoxically, it is the medium’s ability to replicate nature exactly that 

strikes mid-nineteenth-century writers as so fantastic and antithetical to nature (as Hone 

says, “a confusion of the very elements of nature”). The sense of awe produced by the 

daguerreotype helped to develop the idea, which has since become commonplace in 

photographic discourse, that the camera enhanced human visual perception to an 

unprecedented extent. However, the earliest writings, including Poe’s, on daguerreotypes 

express a complicated ambivalence about the status of these images as verisimilar 

representations. What the daguerreotype revealed to nineteenth-century Europeans and 
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Americans went beyond reality: it gave access to what Poe calls “only a more absolute 

truth” (“The Daguerréotype” 38). 

In one of the earliest news articles about photography, a reporter for The Paris 

Constitutionnel remarks that, in the daguerreotype, “an exact representation of light and 

shade of whatever object may be wished to be viewed, is obtained with the precise 

accuracy of nature herself” (“Chemical and Optical Discovery” 276-277). Although this 

writer compares the daguerrean plate “to the retina of the eye, the objects being 

represented on one and the other surface with almost equal accuracy,” s/he also notes that 

daguerreotypy exceeds the eye because it “performs at once the function of the eye and of 

the optic nerve—the material instrument of sensation, and the sensation itself” (277). 

That is, the technology for fixing photographic images replicates objects as they appear to 

the human eye; however, it trumps the eye’s ability to perceive truth by collapsing the 

difference between an “instrument” and “sensation.” The daguerreotype thus undermines 

the dichotomy of materiality and spirituality so troubling to nineteenth-century 

Americans, and it promises to unify realms hitherto perceived as mutually exclusive. As 

such, the daguerreotype represents a perfect handmaiden for the gothic, the defining 

features of which are not only the transgression of boundaries but also the denial of limits 

to possibility. 

Hone’s diary entry on Daguerre’s images indicates the extent to which 

photographic technology expanded a sense of possibility in nineteenth-century America. 

It appears to me not less wonderful that light should be made an active 

operating power in this manner, and that some such effect should be 
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produced by sound; and who knows whether, in this age of invention and 

discoveries, we may not be called upon to marvel at the exhibition of a 

tree, a horse, or a ship produced by the human voice muttering over a 

metal plate, prepared in the same or some other manner, the words ‘tree’, 

‘horse’, and ‘ship’. How greatly ashamed of their ignorance the by-gone 

generations of mankind ought to be! (392) 

Poe’s use of the term photogeny in his articles about daguerreotypy not only “suggests 

his familiarity with the research of…Talbot,” whose production of photographs on paper 

Poe explicitly refers to in “A Chapter on Science and Art,” but also invites inclusion of 

later imaging technologies, which Poe predicts will follow the daguerreotype (Hayes 

480).38 In his first article on the daguerreotype, Poe foregoes discussing “the history of 

the invention.” While he attributes this omission to the limited “space,” in Alexander’s, 

allotted for the invention, which seems inadequate for the recovery of the technology’s 

past, it allows him to emphasize the future of photogeny instead. 

                                                
 

38 In his first “Improvements in the Daguerreotype” in Burton’s “A Chapter on 
Science and Art,” Poe refers to the technology of “taking impressions on paper” 
developed by both “M. Bayard,” in France, and “Mr. Fox Talbot, in England.” By 1840, 
Talbot had devised a way to produce daguerreotypes on paper, which became known as 
calotypes and talbotypes. Although it was not until the late-nineteenth century that 
photogravure, the first process for reproducing photographs in print, entered the 
marketplace “Poe asserted [in “The Daguerréotype [II]”] that ‘the production of the 
Daguerreotype effects on paper is likely to be soon accomplished’” (Hayes 480). Hayes 
argues, when Poe first published his “Prospectus of The Stylus,” in Philadelphia’s 
Saturday Museum of February 25, 1843, he “may have continued to hope that technology 
would soon make it possible for him to include photographs as part of his ideal 
magazine” (480). 
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Rather than look backward, Poe focuses on, and offers several speculations about, 

the “results of the invention,” which he describes as follows.  

Perhaps, if we imagine the distinctness with which an object is reflected in 

a positively perfect mirror, we come as near the reality as by any other 

means. For, in truth, the Daguerreotyped plate is infinitely (we use the 

term advisedly) is infinitely more accurate in its representation than any 

painting by human hands. If we examine a work of ordinary art, by means 

of a powerful microscope, all traces of resemblance to nature will 

disappear—but the closest scrutiny of the photogenic drawing discloses 

only a more absolute truth, a more perfect identity of aspect with the thing 

represented. (“The Daguerréotype” 38; emphasis in original) 

Here, Poe echoes the artist and inventor Samuel Morse, who was probably the first 

American to see a daguerreotype. In a letter published in The New-York Observer in 

April of 1839, Morse describes “an impression of a spider,” an image that he had lately 

viewed in Daguerre’s studio in Paris. 

The spider was not bigger than the head of a large pin, but the image, 

magnified by the solar microscope to the size of the palm of the hand, 

having been impressed on the plate, and examined through a lens, was 

further magnified, and showed a minuteness of organization hitherto not 

seen to exist. You perceive how this discovery is, therefore, about to open 

a new field of research in the depths of microscopic nature. We are soon to 

see if the minute has discoverable limits. The naturalist is to have a new 
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kingdom to explore, as much beyond the microscope as the microscope is 

beyond the naked eye. (Morse 62) 

Hone, Poe, and Morse suggest that the daguerreotype indicates the existence of formerly 

invisible entities. More powerful than a microscope, it renders measurable properties that 

elude human vision when unaided by a mechanical device. Photogeny gives to both 

science and art the ability to detect “the thing represented” as it exists at all levels of 

magnification—that is, to see past the surface of the object and into its interior life. 

However, Poe’s rationale for his laudatory evaluation of daguerreotypy, which he presses 

upon his readers, is his understanding of the capacity of photogeny not only to capture the 

invisible but also to reconfigure reality. 

In seeming contrast to the inescapable clarity and precision of replication on the 

daguerrean plate, the technology’s long-term results, Poe says, “cannot, even remotely, 

be seen—but all experience, in matters of philosophical discovery, teaches us that, in 

such discovery, it is the unforeseen upon which we must calculate most largely” (“The 

Daguerréotype” 38). Poe’s paradoxical premonition of the “unforeseen” in photographic 

technology and his confidence that the technology would become increasingly, “infinitely 

more accurate in its representation than any painting by human hands,” suggest that he 

anticipated cinema. Greater accuracy, to Poe’s mind, may have meant the ability to 

record movement, as it did to inventors of protocinematic and cinematic devices. By 

conjoining an object’s appearance (its “aspect”) and materiality, daguerreotypy seems to 

collapse the essential difference between—to make “more perfect[ly] identit[ical]”—the 

figures whom, in Plato’s famous allegory, Socrates instructs Glaucon to imagine passing 
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along “a raised way” behind a group of immobilized prisoners in a cave and the shadows 

of these figures projected by the light of the fire onto the cave’s wall (Plato 253). 

3. Racial Technologies in Poe’s “The Black Cat” and “The Murders in the Rue 

Morgue” 

In “The Black Cat” (1843), Poe presents a remarkable scene recounted by a first-

person narrator, who is imprisoned and awaiting execution for murdering his wife. The 

scene includes a spectacle, which, in spite of the narrator having classified the story as “a 

series of mere household events,” explains why he also anticipates his audience’s 

incredulity at the outset (348-349). At the point in his recollections in which the scene in 

question appears, “the spirit of PERVERSENESS” has recently acted upon the narrator 

“as if to [his] final and irrecoverable overthrow” and caused him to hang to death his pet 

cat, Pluto, from a tree outside his house (350; emphasis in original). On the night 

following Pluto’s execution, the narrator’s house is completely destroyed by a fire of 

mysterious origin. 

On the day succeeding the fire, [he] visited the ruins. The walls, with one 

exception, had fallen in. […] About this wall a dense crowd were 

collected, and many persons seemed to be examining a particular portion 

of it with very minute and eager attention. The words ‘strange!’ ‘singular!’ 

and other similar expressions, excited [the narrator’s] curiosity. [He] 

approached and saw, as if graven in bas relief upon the white surface, the 

figure of a gigantic cat. The impression was given with an accuracy truly 
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marvellous [sic]. There was a rope about the animal’s neck. (351; 

emphasis in original) 

Published in Philadelphia’s United States Saturday Post just four years after the invention 

of daguerreotypy, “The Black Cat,” by tying its image of the hanged cat (“The 

impression was given with an accuracy truly marvellous”) to the story’s theme of 

disbelief, echoes mid-century descriptions of the process of and public fascination with 

photographic technology.39 Moreover, the negative copy of the narrator’s “entirely black” 

cat, the “curiosity” that the image “excite[s]” in not only the narrator but also a “crowd” 

of spectators, and the literal and figurative impressions made by the noose indicate that 

Poe does not take the new art lightly. Rather, I argue, the story implicates daguerreotypes 

and their descendents—that is, a lineage of forms of mechanical reproduction that 

extends to cinema—in American racist ideology. 

In Poe’s fiction of the early 1840s, as in his contemporaneous non-fictional 

writings on the daguerreotype, imaging technologies embody a desire and effort to create 

a new form of perception, one that is based on vision but exceeds direct observation. In 

“The Black Cat,” Poe’s narrator longs for such a perception, believing that it will clear 

him of the charge of murder of his wife. The narrator not only identifies such a 

perception with the camera but also imagines it in human form. The narrator’s hopes for 

                                                
 

39 Picking up on Poe’s allusion to the daguerreotype process in “The Black Cat,” 
Italian filmmakers Dario Argento and Franco Ferrini aptly transform Poe’s narrator into a 
professional photographer, played by Harvey Keitel, in their film adaptation of the story, 
released as a double feature with George Romero’s rendition of “The Facts in the Case of 
M. Valdemar,” titled Due occhi diobolici, or Two Evil Eyes (1990). 



 

 

107 

absolution in “a case where [his] very senses reject their own evidence” depend on his 

speculation that “[h]ereafter, perhaps, some intellect may be found which will reduce 

[his] phantasm to the common place—some intellect more calm, more logical, and far 

less excitable than [his] own, which will perceive, in the circumstances [he] detail[s] with 

awe, nothing more than an ordinary succession of very natural causes and effects” (348, 

349). Writing two years earlier, Poe identified such an intellect in C. Auguste Dupin, the 

Ur-detective of Poe’s trilogy, which begins with “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” 

(1841). In that story (which I turn to later in this section), Dupin not only, remarkably 

traces the chain of thought of the narrator but also solves the murders of the Madame and 

Mademoiselle L’Espanaye through conjecture corroborated by material evidence. Like 

“Murders,” “The Black Cat” shows that a new imaging technology produces such 

formidable perception, and the story directs this technology toward serving white 

supremacist ideology. 

Writing from his jail cell, the narrator of “The Black Cat” can merely cite, not 

explain, “the spirit of PERVERSENESS” to account for his drive to murder his cat and 

wife, and he attributes his perception of Pluto’s resurrection as a “gigantic,” three-

dimensional image on his bedroom wall to a common curiosity about, and desire to make 

sense of, the unknown (350; emphasis in original). However, the narrator predicts that a 

future “intellect more calm, more logical, and far less excitable” than his own will, one 

day, recognize the strange episode as “nothing more than an ordinary succession of very 

natural causes and effects” (349). That is, he speculates that a species of acumen yet to be 

realized would equip a different witness to the scene to fully accept the observed 
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“portraiture” of the cat as non-threatening. If he himself had such an acumen, the narrator 

might find absolution or at least experience genuine “remorse” for murdering his cat, 

rather than feel “a half-sentiment,” which tortures him for several months after the house 

fire and eventually leads to his self-exposure to the police (351). By his own account, the 

narrator’s inability to assuage his anxiety about Pluto’s death is what leads him to murder 

his wife unpremeditatedly (to “bur[y an] axe in her brain”) after she stops him from 

“aim[ing] a blow” at Pluto’s successor—an unnamed cat whom the narrator adopts after 

Pluto’s death and who is a virtual copy of his former pet, different only in that, while 

“Pluto had not a white hair upon any portion of his body[,…] this cat had a large, 

although indefinite splotch of white, covering nearly the whole region of the breast” 

(352). 

Lacking a more developed sense, however, the narrator self-consciously resorts to 

his own “reason” to explain the “apparition” of Pluto on his bedroom wall and extends 

such reason to the point that it reaches its limits and collapses into seeming absurdity. To 

explain the figure of the cat, the narrator draws fantastic conclusions yet claims them to 

be “readily account[able] to [his] reason”: 

When I first beheld this apparition—for I could scarcely regard it as less—

my wonder and my terror were extreme. But at length reflection came to 

my aid. The cat, I remembered, had been hung in a garden adjacent to the 

house. Upon the alarm of fire, this garden had been immediately filled by 

the crowd—by some one of whom the animal must have been cut from the 

tree and thrown, through an open window, into my chamber. This had 



 

 

109 

probably been done with the view of arousing me from sleep. The falling 

of other walls had compressed the victim of my cruelty into the substance 

of the freshly-spread plaster; the lime of which, with the flames, and the 

ammonia from the carcass, had then accomplished the portraiture as I saw 

it. (351; emphasis in original) 

Without access to a more advanced kind of reflection, the kind he predicts will endow his 

imagined future intellect, the narrator is gotten the better of by his cat, a figure who 

Leland S. Person argues functions as a “racially encoded sign,” if not an allegory of a 

black slave (Person 212).40 In his contribution to the 2001 anthology Romancing the 

Shadow: Poe and Race, Person explains, “color [became] the primary sign of racial 

differences” in nineteenth-century America; thus the representation of the coloring of the 

two cats in “The Black Cat” necessarily “resonates within a context of racial discourse 

and must have resonated at some level for nineteenth-century readers” (211, 212). Might 

the practice of daguerreotypy, the predominant technology of image reproduction in the 

United States in the 1840s, coincident with the social awareness of vitiligo and 

miscegenation that Person discusses, have registered to nineteenth-century Americans as 

                                                
 

40 Person says that his argument about Poe’s “Ligeia,” “Murders in the Rue 
Morgue,” and “The Black Cat,” respectively, “does not depend on the allegorical claim 
that Ligeia or the orangutan or the black cat is a black person but on the view that those 
characters and especially their functions within their respective stories can support 
racially relevant readings” (211; emphasis in original). Thus, even if Poe avoided 
discussing slavery and racial difference explicitly in his writings, he “understood the 
symbolic value of color, and he clearly embedded dramas of color in his psychological 
romances” (212). 
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also, like vitiligo and miscegenation, logically undermining “optical essentialism,” which 

buttressed the idea of a static difference between the white and black races (208)? 

Susan Amper argues that the narrator’s version of events in “The Black Cat” is 

complete fabrication. She claims that Poe implanted clues in the story by which a 

perceptive reader would come to understand that his narrator is lying (she quips that it 

has taken 150 years for such a reader, herself, to come along). Acting as a critic-detective 

of sorts, Amper infers from these clues that the narrator never murdered his cat or owned 

a second cat that closely resembles the first (rather, the second cat is the first). Moreover, 

she claims, the only murder committed in the story is that of the narrator’s wife, the wife 

is actually murdered at the time that the narrator claims to have hanged Pluto, and the 

“apparition” witnessed by the narrator and his neighbors on his bedroom wall after the 

house fire is the protrusion of his wife’s body entombed behind the plaster. Amper’s 

suggestion that the story has two layers, one lying almost imperceptibly behind the other, 

grants a spatial depth to “The Black Cat” comparable to the daguerrean “plate of silver 

upon copper.” By her analysis, Poe’s narrator constructs a surface level of untrue events 

to hide a deeper reality. However, rather than value the two dimensions of the narrative 

as truth and falsehood, I read “The Black Cat” as presenting readers with multiple fields 

of vision in which to view the objects of the story from the narrator’s point of view. “The 

Black Cat” thus instantiates a form of perception and subject-object relations analogous 

to those represented by the daguerreotype. Amper calls the process by which the narrator 

claims that the “strange” and “singular” image of his cat Pluto came to appear on his 

bedroom wall during the fire “an explanation so preposterous that it ranks among 
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American literature’s all-time whoppers” (Amper 480). However, the image does, in fact, 

make sense as a daguerreotype. A “portraiture” formed by a chemical reaction of lime, 

light, heat, and ammonia, the image reproduces the three-dimensionality of the corpse of 

the cat in aspect only: the figure is not actually but rather “as if graven” on the wall. 

Representing “variations of shade” that are “those of truth itself in the 

supremeness of its perfection,” the camera exposes racial differentiation as tenuous 

because not supported by the interior, abstract qualities of the object that the “photogenic 

drawing” makes visible to the human eye. The transformation of the “mark of white hair” 

on Pluto’s successor further substantiates these inferences: 

The reader will remember that this mark, although large, had been 

originally very indefinite; but, by slow degrees—degrees nearly 

imperceptible, and which for a long time my Reason struggled to reject as 

fanciful—it had, at length, assumed a rigorous distinctness of outline. It 

was now the representation of an object that I shudder to name—and for 

this, above all, I loathed and dreaded, and would have rid myself of the 

monster had I dared—it was now, I say, the image of a hideous—of a 

ghastly thing—of the GALLOWS!” (“The Black Cat” 353; emphasis in 

original) 

Even without recourse to Amper’s purportedly true narrative of the story, in which the 

impression on the wall is of the wife’s body buried behind it, we notice that, like the 

daguerreotype, the “figure of a gigantic cat” defies the narrator’s previously held truths—

that hanging his cat is not a legitimate crime but rather the narrator’s privilege and that 
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the cat was “entirely black” in aspect, as well as substance. The appearance of his cat’s 

two reproductions—Pluto’s image and his successor—indicate that the narrator should be 

held accountable for his violent crimes against his first pet and that even Pluto may not 

have been “entirely black” but a mixture of black and white. The new reality faced by the 

narrator includes that he will be punished for “his enjoyment of absolute power over the 

black cat,” which, by Person’s reading, “mirrors the absolute power of slave ownership” 

(216). Thus, at stake in Poe’s story, is not only the narrator’s life but also the integrity of 

institutionalized slavery based on belief in absolute racial difference. “The Black Cat” 

represents a desire for a new rationality to contain the crisis produced by “the beautiful 

art of photogeny” and make this technology work to white patriarchal advantage, or, in 

the narrator’s terms, to acquit him in spite of incriminating evidence. 

In his essay in Romancing the Shadow, Lindon Barrett argues that the absence of 

“unequivocal announcements” in Poe’s writings that their author did not espouse white 

racism is compelling enough evidence to suggest that Poe did and that his writings do. 

Challenging critics who refute or elide Poe’s racism, Barrett asks, 

How is it possible, in a culture in which an antipathy between racial 

blackness and whiteness stands as a rudimentary principle, for one to 

understand oneself as a racial subject, a U.S. social subject, or a literary 

subject outside of the psychic as well as the legislated denigration of racial 

blackness? (Barrett 169) 

My approach, in this chapter, to Poe’s ideas on race is deeply indebted to Barrett’s 

argument. My analysis of “The Black Cat” benefits from his critique of the invisible 
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ways in which Poe’s writings are informed by white racism, which Poe undoubtedly 

imbibed during his lifetime in the antebellum United States, perhaps especially during his 

upbringing in the home of John Allan, a tobacco merchant who became part of Virginia’s 

landed, slave-owning gentry during Poe’s adolescence (Hutchisson 14).41 However, I 

seek to qualify Barrett’s reading of Poe’s conception of racial difference as part of a 

generalized, Western mind-body dualism. Rather, I argue, Poe’s fiction and his published 

writings on daguerreotypy reveal largely unrecognized complexities of reason and race in 

mid-nineteenth-century America. Barrett’s critique—and others’ of eighteenth-century 

Enlightenment thought and its legacies that limit the role of the so-called irrational in 

constituting reason to one of being excluded on all accounts—may, ironically, serve to 

re-polarize blackness and whiteness, reason and unreason, mind and body. To decipher 

racism in Poe’s writings, I advocate that critics expand the definition of what Barrett 

refers to as “Modern Eurocentric Reason” to include elements that resist easy 

categorization as either rational/mental or irrational/bodily (Barrett 158). With this goal 

in mind, I examine the function of photographic technology in both provoking and 

reacting to an epistemological shift that altered formulas of both reason and race during 

Poe’s lifetime. In addition to the cultural constructs that Barrett lists (a “social subject” 

and a “literary subject”), I argue that Poe produced (and directed) a nascent filmic subject 

complicit with a white racism sanctioned by a revised system of rationality. 
                                                
 

41 J. Gerald Kennedy writes, “The foster son of a dry-goods merchant, Poe 
witnessed the ‘market revolution’ (as Charles Sellers terms it) that saw a family-based 
subsistence economy give way to an aggressive capitalist system bringing entrepreneurial 
opportunity but also cutthroat competition and profit-driven exploitations” (8). 
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Barrett’s claim that Poe necessarily racialized reason supports his larger argument 

that, in nineteenth-century Euro-American culture, Africans and slaves of African descent 

were seen “as confined by nature to bodily existences having little or nothing to do with 

the life of the mind and its representation, [...] since in European philosophizing the body 

is restricted to being the object of thought and never its subject” (170). However, an 

argument that Poe views the mind as the sole province of reason belies detective C. 

Auguste Dupin’s main criticism of the methods of the Paris police in “The Murders in the 

Rue Morgue,” the story that Barrett uses to evince Poe’s covert equation of reason and 

whiteness. First published in Graham’s Magazine in April 1841, “Murders” is a 

centerpiece to Poe’s tales of ratiocination and is widely considered to be the first work of 

detective fiction in English. It concludes with Dupin reflecting that, “in the wisdom” of 

the Prefect of Police, “is no stamen”: the Prefect’s is a false “ingenuity” because it is “all 

head and no body, like the pictures of the Goddess Laverna—or, at best, all head and 

shoulders, like a codfish” (266). That is, by Dupin’s way of thinking, French officials are 

handicapped by their analytical method, founded on mind-body dualism, which the story 

proves is fraudulent (as G. R. Thompson notes, Laverna is the Roman goddess of thieves, 

imposters, and frauds). In contrast to Dupin, the Prefect uses a veritable non-method with 

“measures…ill adapted to the objects proposed”; merely “the method of the moment,” 

the official procedures are, paradoxically, obsolete for solving urban violent crime (251). 

Dupin’s method, on the other hand, is equipped with “stamen,” which, to refute 

Cynthia S. Jordan’s argument, suggests that the detective’s ideal and mind are not, in 

fact, “androgynous” (Jordan 149). Stamen allows Dupin to penetrate the bodies of his 
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opponents, to transport himself imaginatively into the interiors of others. As the narrator 

explains in the preamble to “Murders,” in the game of draughts (checkers), a player wins 

by adopting his (sic) opponent’s perspective. Dupin demonstrates this skill during one of 

his and the narrator’s nightly strolls, when he suddenly “chime[s] in with [the narrator’s] 

meditations” on the cobbler-turned-actor Chantilly and proceeds to reconstruct the 

narrator’s “chain” of thinking of the previous fifteen minutes (244, 255). Unlike purely 

mental reconstructions that deduce effects from assumed causes, Dupin’s method 

requires transmigration to bodily sites not only of moving, thinking figures but also of 

inanimate, unthinking objects and spaces, as well as acts of bodily sight. Dupin explains 

that, “observation has become with [him], of late, a species of necessity” (245). However, 

despite Dupin’s characterization of his method, his thinking in “Murders” is not purely “a 

posteriori,” or inductive (256). In all instances, his conclusions rely to some degree on 

personal experiences and prior knowledge, from memory of his and the narrator’s recent 

conversation on the atomic theory of Epicurus on their nightly stroll to his familiarity 

with a knot “peculiar to the Maltese,” which leads him to identify the owner of a ribbon 

found at the crime scene (262). Barrett argues that Poe figures rationality, thought, and 

consciousness as racially white through the character of Dupin, who determines the 

murderer of the Madame and Mademoiselle L’Espanaye to be a Bornean “Ourang-

Outang,” the story’s figuration of unreason, which it equates with racial blackness. 

However, Dupin’s closing comments expand reason to include the limbs, torso, and 

reproductive organs of a white male body.42 
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Poe’s sense of reason in “Murders” is complicated not only by Dupin’s suggestion 

that “[t]he mental features discoursed of as the analytical” have somatic qualities but also 

by Poe’s ideas, published in Alexander’s, on the implications of photography for the 

Cartesian split (“Murders” 240). In “The Daguerréotype,” Poe says, “[a]ll language must 

fall short of conveying any just idea of the truth, and this will not appear so wonderful 

when we reflect that the source of vision itself has been, in this instance, the designer” 

(38). To Poe, the increased verisimilitude of a daguerreotype relative to a painting results 

from its transformation of an object into a subject. Photogeny, Poe suggests, collapses the 

division between the “source of vision” and the designer of the image, rendering the two 

one and the same. One might expect this “effect” of daguerreotypy to be more terrifying 

than wonderful to Poe. Indeed, a number of Poe’s contemporaries registered the 

challenge to conventional subject-object relations posed by the first form of photography 

as a threat to the existing social order and dominant constructions of authorship. For 

example, anticipating the revolutionary potential that Benjamin identifies in photography 

nearly a century later, Herman Melville’s protagonist in Pierre; or, the Ambiguities 

(1852) frets over “with what infinite readiness now, the most faithful portrait of any one 

                                                                                                                                            
42 Poe questions mind-body dualism in a number of his writings, including those 

featuring non-white and non-male characters. For example, in “How to Write a 
Blackwood Article” (1838), the narrator describes her “most perplexing and 
incomprehensible” feelings subsequent to her beheading by the steel hand of the clock in 
the belfry of an Edinburgh Gothic cathedral. With her eyes and head lying in the street 
below and the rest of her body propped up to a hole in the wall of the tower on the 
shoulders of her black servant, Pompey, Zenobia says, “My senses were here and there at 
one and the same moment. With my head I imagined, at one time, that I the head, was the 
real Signora Psyche Zenobia—at another I felt convinced that myself, the body, was the 
proper identity” (189). 
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could be taken by the Daguerreotype, whereas in former times a faithful portrait was only 

in the power of the moneyed, or mental aristocrats of the earth” (Melville 254). 

Melville’s narrator explains the “surprising effect” on Pierre of a magazine editor’s 

request for his daguerreotype and Pierre’s subsequent refusal to sit before the camera by 

concluding, “when everybody has his portrait published, true distinction lies in not 

having yours published at all. For if you are published along with Tom, Dick, and Harry, 

and wear a coat of their cut, how then are you distinct from Tom, Dick, and Harry?” 

(254). 

Hayes claims that this passage in Pierre reflects Melville’s own concern that “the 

easy publication and dissemination of portraiture” facilitated by daguerreotypy would 

mean that “an author’s merit would [become] determined not by his work but by his 

face” (Hayes 482). While Hayes seems primarily concerned with the interventions of 

photography into constructions of an author’s biography, John R. Stilgoe analyzes the 

“bad effect [that] daguerreotypes worked on [Ralph Waldo] Emerson” by their 

association with mid-nineteenth-century racial politics (Stilgoe 55). Stilgoe attends to 

what he calls “the eerie contiguity” in Emerson’s journals between the poet-philosopher’s 

concern that the daguerreotypist is “only partially and fitfully” in control of the image-

making process and his disdain for Northern anti-slavery fervor (50). Stilgoe observes 

that many abolitionists whom Emerson knew “struck him as dangerous, insane, almost 

loathsome” and argues that Emerson “linked the daguerreotype image with the faces—or 

masks—of abolitionists, seeing the abolitionists by the light of common day as utterly 
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incomplete, as mere spectral shadows, as men and women almost entirely consumed by 

the reforms they urged beyond reason” (Stilgoe 55, 50, 52; emphasis added). 

These selections of Melville’s and Emerson’s writings convey that the 

daguerreotype threatened to destabilize class and racial hierarchies, as well as 

conventional rationality, in the United States by challenging belief in fixed identity. 

Beyond the control of the camera’s operator, the daguerreotype might not only capture 

the unseemly characteristics of an individual—which the naked eye would not, or could 

not, detect and which a painter or illustrator might obscure or alter by hand—but also 

expose, as constructions, physical differences between whiteness and blackness, espoused 

as absolute. Since the eighteenth century, illustrated portraiture, caricature, and both 

academic and popular sciences (including those subsequently deemed pseudo-sciences, 

such as physiognomy and phrenology) had upheld belief in such differences. Purportedly 

subject to less physical manipulation than handmade art, daguerreotypes might have 

blurred divisions between racial categories. Indeed, Emerson registers the racial 

significance of daguerreotypy when, as Stilgoe notes, he complains in a journal entry of 

1841 that, when one posed for the length of time required to process a daguerreotype, 

“the brows contracted into Tartarean frown” and says in a letter to Thomas Carlyle in 

1846 that he would not “sit” again for a daguerreotype because he was not “the right 

complexion which Daguerre & iodine delight in” (qtd. in Stilgoe 49, 50). Emerson’s 

frustration that he is not “the right complexion” for Daguerre reads as a racial anxiety in 

light of Poe’s reflection that “but few objects were perfectly represented by [the 

daguerreotype], unless positively white, and in broad daylight,” in his second article on 
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improvements to daguerreotypy in “A Chapter on Science and Art” in Burton’s of May of 

1840 (246). Describing the invention in early 1839, a reporter for The Paris 

Constitutionnel says,  

It is well known that certain chemical substances, such as chlorate of 

silver, have the property of changing their colour by the mere contact of 

light; and it is by a combination of this nature, that M. Daguerre has 

succeeded in fixing upon paper prepared with the rays that are directed on 

the table of the camera obscura, and rendering the optical tableau 

permanent. (“Chemical and Optical Discovery” 276) 

In discussions of photography’s achievement, the emphasis on the capacity to fix an 

image responds to antebellum cultural anxiety about racial difference and works to dispel 

any subversion of Euro-American racist ideology that this technology’s dependence on 

an easy slippage between colors may suggest. 

In contrast to Melville and Emerson, Poe viewed photographic technology as 

advantageous to him as a writer. Given that, as Melville and Emerson demonstrate, 

daguerreotypy registered to Poe’s contemporaries within a discourse of social 

stratification, does Poe’s enthusiasm for this technology correspond to a radical politics? 

Barrett argues, “the very contours of the culture in which Poe finds himself and the terms 

of subjection open to him are defined by highly consequential notions of race and racial 

blackness, influences virtually impossible to escape” (160). Furthermore, because Poe’s 

writings lack overt evidence that he was anti-racist, “one must assume that, given the 

culture he lived in, Poe necessarily refracts notions of racial hierarchy in which racial 
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whiteness is privileged extraordinarily over racial blackness” (160). Combining Hayes’s 

insights with Barrett’s, I argue that Poe perceived in photogeny the potential to recreate 

not only his persona but also white racial identity. However, as the narrator of “The 

Black Cat” suggests, granting artistic power to the photogenic object and concomitantly 

safeguarding white maleness requires some careful maneuvering. Indeed, it demands a 

revised system of rationality. 

Detective Dupin is Poe’s figuration of the future intellect that the narrator in “The 

Black Cat” speculates could make sense of his experiences—experiences that appear 

similarly “outré” to the features of the case in “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” in that 

both center on a loss of control over a non-human animal signifying “blackness” to 

nineteenth-century readers. In “Murders,” the significance of the “brute”—as the 

narrators refer to the respective non-human animal featured in each story—to Poe’s 

representation of race is illuminated by Barrett’s reminder that “enduring but specious 

speculations proposing the subhumanity, or inferior developmental state, of Africans and 

their descendents” pervaded Euro-American culture in the nineteenth century (168). The 

intellect modeled by Dupin is not only racially conscious but also cinematic in 

perspective. The narrator, Dupin’s constant companion in Poe’s trilogy, describes the 

detective as if he were not only a recorder of images—that is, a camera—but also their 

director and projector: as Dupin deliberates on the evidence from the murders of the 

Madame L’Espanaye and her daughter, “[h]is eyes, vacant in expression, regarded only 

the wall” inside the home he shares with the narrator (“Murders” 254). Subsequently, 
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Dupin directs the narrator to “transport [themselves], in fancy, to this chamber”—the 

women’s bedroom—where Dupin is certain that both murders occurred. 

To understand Poe’s writings as both proto-cinematic and racialized requires 

attention to their manipulation of space. In “The Black Cat,” the narrator reasons that, 

during the fire, “[t]he falling of other walls had compressed the victim of my cruelty into 

the substance of the freshly-spread plaster,” creating the impression of Pluto’s corpse on 

the wall “against which had rested the head of [the narrator’s] bed” (351). Pushing 

against the bounds of a reason that simply cannot account for the daguerreotype, the 

narrator claims that his “cat’s body somehow got moved, through the action of collapsing 

walls and in defiance of gravity” (Amper 480). This bold assertion anticipates the 

rethinking of space made manifest in cinema. Dupin’s solution to the murders also hinges 

on his belief that space can function in ways that seem unreasonable—indeed, 

impossible—to the status quo. His inspection of the crime scene in “Murders” is superior 

to the Prefect’s because he notices a hidden crack in one nail in the window frame just 

above the victims’ bed, which he uses to account for the orangutan’s entry into and 

escape from the seemingly locked apartment. In identifying an invisible difference 

between a spring and a nail to solve the crime, Dupin segregates objects that act 

according to reason from those motivated by instinct. It is this difference that, through 

analogy, the story suggests reinforces the divide between Dupin and the orangutan, the 

story’s respective figures of racial whiteness and blackness. 

To the cauldron of Euro-American discourses on race, one must add technologies 

of image production invented in the nineteenth century: from Daguerre’s invention of 
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1839 to photography to cinema. Although Poe lived only long enough to observe one of 

these inventions, his writings about Daguerre’s instrument reveal that his fascination with 

the device was due, in part, to its foreshadowing of other means to mechanically enhance 

human visual perception. Poe’s works of short fiction published after the invention of 

what Benjamin recognized as protocinema are not only especially preoccupied with 

photogenic reproduction but also anticipatory of the moving image. In “The Murders in 

the Rue Morgue,” Poe responds to the daguerreotype’s collusion of subject and object 

and the medium’s exposure of the lack of positive proof of differences between blackness 

and whiteness by relocating evidence of racial difference to an invisible realm, where one 

finds relevant clues imaginatively—by “transporting [oneself], in fancy, to [a] 

chamber”—rather than by deploying conventional reason based on direct observation. 

Poe’s stories of the 1840s participate in revamping a justification for the Euro-

American racial hierarchy as they construct reality as relative to perspective and mobilize 

seemingly fixed points in space. Sustaining belief in the superiority of whiteness in the 

face of the daguerreotype’s erosion of supporting evidence for racist ideology, Poe 

constructs white male subjects as willful objects and redefines “superior acumen” as the 

ability to record other-ed objects in motion (“Murders” 241; emphasis in original). Thus, 

in “The Black Cat” and “The Murders in the Rue Morgue,” Poe imbricates an emerging 

cinematic imaginary and a renovated form of reason to support a racial hierarchy. He 

suggests that, by becoming more attuned to the “spirit” of objects and exceeding an 

outmoded knowledge of space and its laws of operation, the white male subject 

revitalizes his authority over the mechanical reproduction of images, which, with the 
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invention of the daguerreotype, came to be perceived as the most powerful means of 

representation. 

4. Transpo(e)sing Slavery and Exile  

American racism has depended on the production of anxiety among American 

“whites” (i.e., Americans who identify exclusively as descendents of “white” Europeans) 

that contact with people of other races threatens to degenerate white culture and 

whiteness. Paradoxically, in the United States, such racism has been used to sustain 

policies of oppression and exploitation that make such contact unavoidable and even 

desirable. As Frederick Douglass observes in his 1845 autobiography, despite the 

antebellum South’s commitments to the idea of white racial purity and the scientific 

theory of polygenesis, sexual relations between masters and female slaves were not only 

a matter of course but also a deliberate method of slaveholders to increase their human 

“chattel” through procreation. Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass opens with a 

link between Douglass’s own origin and the systemized rape of enslaved black women by 

their owners: during his early life, it was “whispered that [Douglass’s] master was [his] 

father” (1762). Douglass argues that the “cunning arrangement” whereby offspring are 

matrilineally naturalized as either slaves or citizens economically sustains the country’s 

“peculiar institution” by providing a continual supply of new slaves but ideologically 

undermines it by producing “a very different-looking class of people,” whose very 

existence challenges the boundary, believed to be impermeable, between blackness and 

whiteness (1763). To Douglass, this policy exemplifies the monstrosity of slavery not 

because it produces mixed-race individuals, like himself, but because it allows white men 
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“to administer to their own lusts, and make a gratification of their wicked desires 

profitable as well as pleasurable” (1763). 

Edward Said’s famous essay on exile represents this condition of modernity in 

such a way that it seems to share significant features with nineteenth-century American 

slavery: “what it truly horrendous” about exile, he says, is that it “is irremediably secular 

and unbearably historical; that it is produced by human beings for other human beings; 

and that, like death but without death’s ultimate mercy, it has torn millions of people 

from the nourishment of tradition, family, and government” (160). It is “a condition 

legislated to deny dignity—to deny an identity to people” (161). Almost a century after 

the publication of Douglass’s Narrative, European-born filmmakers exiled in the United 

States by Nazism and World War II turned to the subject of unassailable white male lusts 

in adapting gothic texts of the antebellum period, specifically Poe’s writings, to come to 

grips with the virulent racisms dominating their old and new homelands alike. Here, I 

intervene in the critical discussion of how to interpret representations of race and racism 

in Poe’s writings by examining their adaptations by film artists. I focus on two of 

Universal Studios’ adaptations of Poe’s stories made in the early 1930s to argue that, in 

spite of their seeming incongruence to sources by Poe, these films both reflect and reflect 

on Poe’s and Douglass’s approaches to Euro-American constructions of the racially and 

sexually Other. 

To fully transpose these films, or to place them in a particular thematic context, I 

first need to say more about the opening chapter of Douglass’s Narrative, in which he 

presents a harrowing scene to demonstrate “the glaring odiousness” of slaveholders’ 
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sexuality vis-à-vis black women—an episode in his master’s abuse of Douglass’s Aunt 

Hester, which he witnessed as a child (1763). As Douglass describes the situation, Aaron 

Anthony, driven by jealousy over her romantic relationship with Ned Roberts, a male 

slave of a different owner, 

took [Aunt Hester] into the kitchen, and stripped her from neck to waist, 

leaving her neck, shoulders, and back, entirely naked. He then told her to 

cross her hands, calling her at the same time a d—d b—h. After crossing 

her hands, he tied them with a strong rope, and led her to a stool under a 

large hook in the joist, put in for the purpose. He made her get upon the 

stool, and tied her hands to the hook. She now stood fair for his infernal 

purpose. Her arms were stretched up at their full lengths, so that she stood 

upon the ends of her toes. He then said to her ‘Now, you d—d b—h, I’ll 

learn you how to disobey my orders!’ and after rolling up his sleeves, he 

commenced to lay on the heavy cowskin, and soon the warm, red blood 

(amid heart-rending shrieks from her, and horrid oaths from him) came 

dripping to the floor. [Douglass] was so terrified and horror-stricken at the 

sight, that [he] hid [himself] in a closet, and dared not venture out till long 

after the bloody transaction was over. (1764-1765) 

Teresa Goddu reads this, Douglass’s first rendering of his master-father’s beating of a 

female relative (other versions appear in his subsequent writings), as demonstrative of the 

reworking of gothic conventions by African-American writers, which she says must 

prompt critics to reassess “the gothic as an historical mode,” rather than as one solely 
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associated with supernaturalism and other kinds of immateriality (Gothic America 140). 

Universal’s and RKO’s horror films that I discuss in this chapter are also examples of a 

gothic mode that historicizes. For Douglass, Hester’s whipping is both imaginary—since, 

in adulthood, it continues to haunt him and serves as substitute for memory of his mother 

and knowledge of his conception, which elude him—and all too real—since he witnessed 

his Aunt’s suffering first hand and uses it as a metonym for a mass experience under 

slavery on-going at the time of his writing. However, as Goddu points out, Douglass’s 

description also reveals the limits of the gothic in its capacity to represent and resist the 

actualities of slavery, for “[t]he scene exposes not only the victimization inherent in the 

white reader’s relationship to slavery but also its voyeurism. Like the young boy peeping 

out of the closet to witness the sexualized spectacle of slavery, the white reader is both 

repulsed and fascinated with its horrors” (137-138). 

Dealing in what Karen Halttunen calls the new “pornography of pain” that 

attended the cult of sentimentality’s unprecedented construction of physical distress as 

obscene in Anglo-American culture between the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth 

centuries, Douglass risks casting Hester, particularly, and black women, generally, as 

objects of sadism. The scene of Hester’s torture reveals the underside of sentimentalism, 

a mode by which white, middle-class readers could claim to sympathize with “the 

(imaginary) suffering victim” but also gain reassurance of their socially privileged 

position and inherent difference from that victim (Halttunen 319). Douglass’s reiterations 

of women’s beatings have, not unwarrantedly, elicited feminist critiques of his 

autobiographical acts. Jenny Franchot, for instance, argues that the young Douglass 
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assumes Captain Anthony’s point of view in Hester’s whipping, the description of which 

serves “to make visible [the author Douglass’s] heroic attainment of control, irony, and 

distance in the narrative voice” and “provides him a temporary membership in the 

suffering body whose final function is to afford him a permanent escape from it”; that is, 

by his narrative exposure of the punished body of Hester, a surrogate for his mother in 

particular and slaves in general, “Douglass authenticates his credentials as victim while 

transcending the contamination of victimized femininity” (148). In sum, Franchot asserts 

that having achieved “literate virility” on the bloodied backs of enslaved women the freed 

Douglass identifies more with his white master-father than black slave-mother (144). 

With both similarities to and differences from Franchot’s, Deborah E. McDowell’s 

analysis of Douglass’s “role as participant” in Hester’s beating compares it to the 

masculine voyeur’s in feminist film theory (203-204). In line with Freud’s argument in 

Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Douglass exhibits a compulsion to repeatedly narrate his 

masters’ whippings of slave women and derives pleasure from the repetition (203). 

McDowell argues that, with its “erotic overtones,” Douglass’s “recital of whippings” 

enacts a gender hierarchy within, and “annexation” of the feminine from, the slave 

narrative that gets reproduced in scholarship on the genre by giving priority to his 

Narrative (204, 202, 207). 

However, the scene of Hester’s torture in Narrative must be read in the context in 

which Douglass places it—that is, alongside his comments on a new “class of people … 

springing up at the south,” a class which, by their very existence, subverts white 

patriarchy’s rationale for slavery (1763). Juxtaposing slaveholders’ sadism toward black 
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women and the dominant white fear/denial of miscegenation, Douglass criticizes both as 

resulting from the dehumanizing of Africans and African Americans in race ideology. To 

Douglass’s narrator, black women are not objects of fascination because they are 

casualties of slavery and Douglass’s escape from it but because they are “producers” 

(since slavery denies them motherhood) of a class that he predicts will be the institution’s 

undoing. Certainly, representing black women as forcibly impregnated does not elevate 

their agency in Douglass’s text, but it does work to replace an old taboo (interracial 

sexual reproduction) by which race-based oppression had been naturalized with a new 

taboo (infliction of pain) that might be used to advocate for abolition. His repeated 

narration of black women’s abuse thus raises a difficult question regarding the 

imbrications of sexual and racial differences in United States culture and cultural 

critiques: can one represent white patriarchal sadism without reproducing it? 

Franchot analyzes the ways in which, as a self-made representative of black 

(masculine) subjectivity, Douglass, in both person and writing, made a point of avoiding 

publicly exposing/feminizing his own and by extension other men’s physical abuses 

suffered in slavery. However, other visual and narrative records of racism in the United 

States clearly position African-American men as victims of sadism. On the flip side of 

the institutionalized rape of black women, white fear and denial of miscegenation has 

been channeled into violent prohibition of intimacy, real or imagined, between white 

women and black men, from Reconstruction in the nineteenth century to Jim Crow 

segregation in the twentieth, and beyond. The determination by Poe’s detective, C. 

Auguste Dupin, that an “Ourang-Outang” murdered two white French women behind 
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locked doors in “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” and the inexplicable perversity of 

Poe’s narrator in “The Black Cat,” which sends him into a murderous rage against his 

wife’s devotion to a pet that had become her “great favorite,” represent only seemingly 

converse extremes taken to enforce a racial/sexual prohibition that reads as the return of 

white men’s repressed attractions to Africans and African Americans and sadistic acts 

against them in slavery (Poe 352). “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” proposes 

“ratiocination,” an exaggerated form of induction, to solve a violent crime committed by 

a nineteenth-century racist figuration of blackness (an ape), while the narrator in “The 

Black Cat” speculates on a futuristic rationality that will validate, as “nothing more than 

an ordinary succession of very natural causes and effects,” his perceptions of and 

violence against a similar figure (a black cat), whom he goes from loving to despising 

(Poe 349). Elise Lemire and Leland S. Person interpret these stories, respectively, as 

responses to what Person describes as “the logic of white racism in which African 

Americans figure as some lesser species—not human at all” (Person 218). The films 

under analysis in this chapter undermine this logic by blurring the line between animality 

presented as black and femininity perceived as white. 

5. Fear of Injection 

The opening of the 1932 film Murders in the Rue Morgue, directed by French 

émigré Robert Florey and shot by Austro-Hungarian-born cinematographer Karl Freund, 

is set at a carnival in Paris in 1845, where a “glassy eyed,” “old charlatan” named Dr. 

Mirakle (Bela Lugosi) exhibits a captive gorilla named Erik as a creature who is one 

grade lower than humans on an evolutionary scale but possesses “the soul of man” and 
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speaks a language that Mirakle claims to have “relearned.”43 To begin his performance, 

Mirakle announces to his French audience in his characteristic, heavily-accented English 

that his “life is consecrated to a great experiment”—to “prove [human] kinship with the 

ape.” The film’s other main characters are among the show’s spectators: Pierre Dupin 

(Leon Ames, as Leon Waycoff), Camille L’Espanaye (Sidney Fox), whom Florey adapts 

into a romantic couple, Pierre’s roommate, Paul (Bert Roach), and Paul’s girlfriend. 

Working with several other screenwriters, including John Huston, Florey altered not only 

the characters in Poe’s story but also its mystery. In this film, Pierre, a medical student, 

investigates the meaning of Mirakle’s declaration that “Erik’s blood shall be mixed with 

the blood of man!” The film is loyal to its source, however, by linking evolutionary 

theory, which emerged in the mid-nineteenth century and arrived at the center of public 

controversy in the United States in the 1920s, to “amalgamation discourses” used to 

justify white male retaliation against a perceived, racialized threat to white women 

(Lemire 177). 

As Paul Woolf argues, the film’s depiction of an audience decrying Mirakle’s 

theory of human evolution as horrific blasphemy would have registered with the film’s 

1932 viewers as commentary on the Scopes trial six years before, and, furthermore, 

Erik’s interest in Camille would have invoked for them an extant cultural construction of 

a black-masculine sexual threat to white women. At the time of Murders’ production and 

                                                
 

43 Born Bela Blasko in Lugos, Hungary, Lugosi worked as a theater actor in 
Hungary and in supporting roles in Hungarian and German films before immigrating to 
the United States in 1921. 
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release, this predominant fear/denial used to bolster white male supremacy resulted in the 

arrests, public calls for lynching, and prosecutions of nine African Americans, ages 12 to 

19 at the time of the incident, for allegedly gang raping two young white women, who 

purportedly worked as prostitutes, on a Southern Railroad freight in March of 1931. In 

not only the media coverage of the case but also the actual content of these teenagers’ 

trials and retrials, which spanned five years, the so-called “Scottsboro Boys” were 

specifically criminalized, hypersexualized, and generally dehumanized by recourse to a 

residual comparison of African Americans to apes formulated in eighteenth-century 

Euro-American scientific discourses. As Rhona J. Berenstein argues, Scottsboro’s 

“importance…within American culture cannot be over-estimated”: “widely publicized 

and debated in newspapers across the country, …[f]or American whites, the Scottsboro 

trial confirmed that black men coveted white women” (Berenstein 322). 

Like its source text, Florey’s adaptation plays on white paranoia of the sexualized 

threat of the racial Other. Following the film’s carnival sequence, the film follows 

Mirakle as he conducts a “great experiment” by kidnapping Parisian street walkers and 

injecting them with Erik’s blood. Pierre’s task becomes to prevent Mirakle and his 

assistant, Janos, The Dark One (Noble Johnson), from proving their hypothesis that 

Erik’s blood can mix with Camille’s because, as a virgin, “her blood is pure,” unlike that 

of the prostitute (Arlene Francis) whom they try and fail to make “the pride of science” 

before her. The film’s casting of Johnson as an intermediate figure between Mirakle and 

Erik and its coding of his character as black (though, for the part, Johnson wore make-up 

that lightened his skin) indicates that “specious speculations proposing the subhumanity, 
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or inferior developmental state, of Africans and their descendents,” which Lindon Barrett 

explains pervaded nineteenth-century Euro-American culture, endured in the 1930s 

United States (Barrett 168). However, if Mirakle is correct in thinking that his audience is 

“the product of evolution”—as the hero, Pierre, privately admits to Paul that he might 

be—then it’s unclear why Erik’s blood endangers Camille’s life, exactly. As the film not 

so covertly relays, what is truly at stake in Erik’s metaphorized sexual penetration of 

Camille is the sanctity of anti-miscegenation. Therefore, Pierre’s assassination of Erik at 

the end of the film is purely ideological and committed solely to protect his own claims to 

Camille, whose whiteness makes her as valuable to him in his pursuit of social privilege 

and accolades as to Mirakle in his own. 

Pierre’s saving Camille by fatally shooting Erik provides the requisite “happy” 

ending to the film, which ultimately consecrates the white heterosexual couple. However, 

the murder also casts suspicion on Pierre’s morals and, by leaving it unconfirmed, on 

(nineteenth-century French as well as twentieth-century American) society’s 

counterargument to Mirakle’s theory, that apes and humans are unrelated, which 

allegorizes not only anti-evolutionism but also the racist theory of an absolute, biological 

difference between blacks and whites. As both Woolf and Reynold Humphries observe, 

Florey’s film makes doubles out of Mirakle and Pierre because Pierre’s medical research 

is shown to benefit from Mirakle’s production of female corpses (short of cash, Pierre 

bribes the morgue keeper for his latest bodies of murdered prostitutes) (Humphries 74-75, 

220). The film also makes Mirakle reminiscent of the titular character in Robert Wiene’s 

Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (1919). If Caligari prefigures Hitler, as Siegfried Kracauer 
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famously argued, then Florey’s film critiques his adopted country by implicating the 

film’s hero, Pierre, in a racist ideology associated with the German fascist Imaginary. Not 

only does Florey’s Murders in the Rue Morgue compare European and American racisms 

of the 1840s to those of the 1930s, but also its revelation of the cultural production of 

race as fundamentally unreasonable encourages literary criticism, such as Barrett’s, on 

ways in which the film’s source, Poe’s story, implicates its own Dupin’s method of 

investigation, or ratiocination, in racist ideology. 

6. “Strange” Perspectives 

Florey’s Murders in the Rue Morgue and the next installment in Universal’s Poe 

cycle, the The Black Cat (1934), directed by Austro-Hungarian émigré Edgar G. Ulmer, 

were made by European émigrés upon being exiled in the United States. Florey, Freund, 

and Ulmer are not typical exiles in that they emigrated to America by choice before 1933, 

the year that Hitler assumed power and the Nazi Government blacklisted over 2,000 

employees of German film studios (Horak and Bishop 373). However, as Jews, Ulmer 

and Freund obviously could not return to Europe during the war and, in fact, never 

moved back. To borrow a phrase from Jan-Christopher Horak and Jennifer Bishop, exile 

became, for these directors, “a permanent state of affairs” (375). Florey was not Jewish, 

but he was committed to anti-fascism, as evidenced by his repeated attempts in the 1940s, 

unfortunately to no avail, to make a film, titled Destination Unknown, based on the then-

recent historical plight of a group of Jewish refugees whose ship was turned away from 

all Mediterranean ports at which it attempted to dock and was subsequently attacked 

before some of its passengers were eventually rescued (Taves 218). Like Ulmer and 
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Freund, Florey became a United States citizen, and, though he visited Europe in the late 

1930s, he did not direct any films there until well after the war. 

Taking Edward Said’s lead, Noah Isenberg uniquely interprets Ulmer’s The Black 

Cat as demonstrating the “‘contrapuntal’ dimension” of artwork by exiles (Isenberg 9). 

To Isenberg, camp is the device by which “the legacy of the past comes into conversation 

with, or is filtered through the present” in The Black Cat (9). The sado-masochistic and 

suggestively queer relationship between Engineer Hjalmar Poelzig (Boris Karloff) and 

Dr. Vitus Werdegast (Lugosi) engages the atrocities and traumas of WWI and the 

aesthetic conventions of the Weimar Republic, where Ulmer was trained in cinema, as 

well as “the cultural fears and fantasies of his new country” (9).44 Drawing from Otto 

Friedrich and Susan Sontag, Isenberg explains that camp forestalls “real horror,” on the 

one hand, but “subverts social mores,” on the other, through exaggeration and play (7, 9). 

Isenberg is primarily interested in the ways in which the experience of exile informs 

Ulmer’s work; therefore, he does not delve into the significance of Poe’s representation 

of racial difference in “The Black Cat” to the social critique performed by Ulmer’s 

adaptation of the story. By my interpretation, however, the campy, contrapuntal 

dimensions of The Black Cat and Florey’s Murders in the Rue Morgue not only expose 

the repressed homoeroticism in both European decadent culture and Depression-era 

America but also unfold the racial subtexts of Poe’s eponymous stories in two 

overlapping contexts: Europe under fascism and the United States under Jim Crow law. 
                                                
 

44 Karloff was born William Henry Pratt to a well-to-do family in London. His 
father and brother were British consulates to India. 
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7. Black Forces, White Hands 

A compelling sequence in The Black Cat of which most critics of the film have 

written but none, to my knowledge, has performed a racial critique brings European and 

American racial politics into intimate conversation. This sequence attempts to make sense 

of the traumatic history of Ulmer’s native country in terms of the preoccupation with 

miscegenation in the United States, whereby it compares the racist ideologies of Ulmer’s 

native and new cultures. The sequence shows Werdegast and the male half of the film’s 

American couple, Peter Alison (David Manners, fresh from playing the romantic lead in 

Universal’s Dracula and The Mummy), caring for his wife, Joan (Jacqueline Wells, a.k.a. 

Julie Bishop), followed by a scene in which Werdegast and Poelzig appear alone together 

for the first time in the film and, according to the story, for the first time since Poelzig’s 

betrayals of Werdegast during and following World War I. 

Previous scenes establish that, after fifteen years as a prisoner at Kurgaal, 

Werdegast has returned to “the greatest battlefield of the war,” near Visegrád, to confront 

his “old friend” Poelzig, and that Poelzig’s house is built in a style typical of the 

Bauhaus, on the “very foundation” of Fort Marmaros, where “10,000 men died” under 

Poelzig’s command. Werdegast and the Alisons make their way to Poelzig’s mansion 

after their bus slides off a muddy road en route from the Visegrád station to the Alisons’ 

hotel in Gömbös, killing the driver and rendering Joan unconscious but only “slightly 

injured,” as Werdegast explains to Poelzig in the sequence. The sequence shows 

Poelzig’s majordomo (Austro-Hungarian émigré Egon Brecher) and servant (Anna 

Duncan, step-daughter of Isadora Duncan) leading Peter, Werdegast, and Thamal, who 
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carries Joan, to an upstairs bedroom to attend to Joan’s wounds, then dissolves to a close 

up of a futuristic intercom, which lights up as it transmits in Brecher’s voice that “Dr. 

Werdegast has arrived.” 45 The camera pans slightly left from the intercom to show a 

sleeping young woman (Lucille Lund) whose white face, wreathed by long blond hair, is 

illuminated from above, behind a sheer canopy. Despite her different coloring (Joan is 

brunette), film viewers might suspect the blonde to be Werdegast’s long-lost wife, whom 

he compares to Joan in a preceding scene after he is introduced to the honeymooning 

couple in their awkwardly shared compartment on the Orient Express to Visegrád. A dark 

form lying next to Lund in the bed is barely visible at first but gradually becomes 

discernible as that of Karloff as he sits up in response to the transmission, turns on the 

light, rendering his figure into a complete silhouette, and rises to stand with a 

suspiciously deliberate slowness. The image introducing Poelzig presents a striking 

parallel to the film’s black statuette, which, later in the sequence, functions as a key 

symbol of the racist ideology linking the three major male characters. 

The film cuts next to a scene in one of Poelzig’s guest bedrooms, in which Peter 

comforts and guards the unconscious Joan as Werdegast administers a narcotic to her, 

identified as hyoscine later in the sequence. Joan’s injection occurs off screen, but a 

medium close-up shows Peter wincing in response to it. Afterward, Werdegast joins 

Poelzig in his study for a private discussion, while Peter remains with Joan temporarily. 

                                                
 

45 In the script, Ulmer describes Werdegast’s servant as “an enormous Tibetan, 
slant-eyed, with the cold, impassive face of an evil Buddha” (qtd. in Mandell). However, 
Ulmer cast the British-born actor Harry Cording (1891-1954) as his “Tibetan.” 
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A dissolve links the image of Peter kissing Joan’s limp, wedding-ringed white hand in the 

bedroom to a shot from inside Poelzig’s study: Werdegast stands in front of Poelzig’s 

desk, at which the latter sits silently. At the scene’s opening, Werdegast launches into his 

long-awaited confrontation with his adversary. He accuses Poelzig of abandoning his 

troops during battle with the Russians, seducing Werdegast’s wife, Karen, and lying to 

her that Werdegast was dead when he was actually imprisoned. Werdegast declares that 

he has returned to the ruins of Fort Marmaros not to kill Poelzig but “to kill [his] soul 

slowly” and demands the whereabouts of his wife and daughter. 

After Peter joins them, this scene in Poelzig’s study implicates the three men in 

upholding an ideology of white racial purity by aligning them visually. Following 

Werdegast’s accusations, the film cuts from a medium close-up of Poelzig: he responds, 

“Vitus, you are mad,” then shifts his gaze to the door and smiles. The camera pans from 

Poelzig behind his desk to the other side of the room, where Peter leans casually, propped 

up by one fist on the back of a leather chair. Between its beginning and end, the pan 

briefly shows Werdegast clutching the right arm of the black statuette on Poelzig’s desk, 

which, if noticed, leads one to conclude that Werdegast gripped the object, perhaps 

unconsciously, as he demanded his wife and daughter’s return. Werdegast’s gesture gives 

substance to Poelzig’s calling him “mad.” However, if gripping the statue is a sign of 

madness, Poelzig is equally inflicted, as he consciously mirrors Werdegast’s move in a 

later close-up in the scene. Moreover, the pan links Werdegast’s grip to Peter’s fist, 

making this seemingly innocent American complicit with the other men’s combat for 

power over women’s bodies. 



 

 

138 

Peter’s “intrusion” leads to these characters’ formal introductions to one another, 

which establishes their triadic bond. Werdegast informs Peter, “Herr Poelzig is one of 

Austria’s greatest architects.” In turn, Poelzig describes Werdegast as one of Hungary’s 

greatest psychiatrists, and, finally, Peter self-mockingly identifies himself as “one of 

America’s greatest writers of unimportant books.” After Peter confesses that he writes 

“mysteries,” Werdegast laughs and raises his glass to him: “To you my friend, to your 

charming wife, and to love.” His toast is cut short, however, when one of Poelzig’s pet 

black cats enters the room following a shot of its shadow on the hallway wall. With 

shocked expression, Werdegast quickly grabs a knife from a collection on the table and 

hurls it off-screen. A recording of a cat’s violent wail indicates the animal’s death, but a 

view of its corpse is withheld and replaced by a shot of Joan, who, clad in a white silk 

gown and white-laced robe, with a white bandage visible on her neck, slinks into the 

room in the cat’s stead. 

The subtext of the scene places ethnic tensions in the former Austro-Hungarian 

Empire, struggles for power among its ruling monarchies, the Empire’s defeat in World 

War I, and its subsequent dissolution, alongside the three men’s close observation of 

Joan’s subsequent uncharacteristically erotic display. Like Florey’s Murders in the Rue 

Morgue, The Black Cat depicts a white woman as sexually threatened/threatening by the 

injection of a potentially fatal substance into her bloodstream. Hyoscine affects a 

“curious change” in Joan and, as Werdegast later hypothesizes, facilitates the temporary 

transmigration of “evil” from Poelzig’s black cat into Joan’s body. The film transposes 

blackness and whiteness when Joan emerges from the off-screen space of the murdered 
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black cat, as well as when the camera changes focus from Poelzig’s hand grasping the left 

arm of his black statuette to Peter attempting to regain some semblance of control over 

his lately erotic wife as she embraces and kisses him in front of the other men. The 

sequence thus responds to amalgamation discourses by covertly transgressing codes of 

racial segregation and undermining belief in white racial/sexual purity. Thereby, The 

Black Cat offers a critique as relevant to Europe as to the United States in the 1930s. 

Like Poe’s “The Black Cat,” Universal’s adaptation locates the catalysts of 

degeneration not outside but inside the Euro-American subject, particularly in its depicted 

contests for white women between Poelzig, an Aryan fascist (who is potentially “tainted” 

with Slavic ancestry), Werdegast, an Eastern-European intellectual, and Peter, a 

dangerously naive white American. Thus both versions of the story indicate that the 

threat of otherness is of this Euro-American subject’s own making. Moreover, The Black 

Cat, co-written by Ulmer and Peter Ruric (a writer of largely unsuccessful mystery 

novels under the pseudonym Paul Cain), launches this critique of amalgamation 

discourses at the very moments in which the script self-identifies as an adaptation 

through references to Peter’s mystery writing. Significantly, the film concludes with a 

reading of a review of Peter’s novels. At the end, normalcy resumes for the American 

couple. Immediately prior to the final scene, the Alisons narrowly escape Poelzig’s 

mansion before it explodes against the night sky at the hand of the dying Werdegast. In 

the final scene, the train conductor’s acceptance of the Alisons’ passports and his brief 

dialogue, “Visegrád, Budapest,” confirm the couple’s safe departure. Peter helps Joan to 

tighten the wrap of her blanket and gently pushes her back into her seat, which suggests 
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that he has regained the dominance that he held over his wife at the start of the film but 

that was held in abeyance during their stay at Poelzig’s. The film might conclude here, 

but, instead, Peter opens a copy of a presumably American newspaper, in which he finds 

a review of his latest thriller, Triple Murder. 

Much like the narrator of Poe’s “The Black Cat,” the author of Triple Murder, 

according to the review, “has overstepped the bounds on the matter of credibility.” “We 

could wish that Mr. Alison would confine himself to the possible instead of letting his 

melodramatic imagination run away with him,” Peter reads aloud to Joan. Suggesting that 

the events in the film’s storyline parallel those in Peter’s book, Ulmer’s reference to and 

incorporation of two printed texts (Peter’s novel and one of its reviews, respectively) into 

the film momentarily disorient viewers, leading the audience to question if the earlier 

scenes take place in the “reality” of the film or if Poelzig’s mansion is merely part of a 

tour of Peter’s “melodramatic imagination.” Simultaneously, one wonders if the final 

scene on the train is set much later, during a return trip to Hungary taken by the couple 

after Peter has published a novel based on their honeymoon experiences with Poelzig and 

Werdegast. However, the close-in shot of the couple as Peter reads the review confirms a 

visible tear in Peter’s jacket sleeve, which affirms the actuality and proximity of what 

occurred in previous scenes. Nonetheless the idea that the events depicted in the film are 

narrated either a priori or a posteriori in Peter’s novel remains, which reiterates Peter’s 

culpability in the events and subtly reminds viewers of what, otherwise, they are likely to 

forget: that the film derives from a printed text of a different time and place. Ulmer’s The 

Black Cat thus self-consciously promotes a radical view of adaptation, one on which 
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Walter Benjamin’s theory of translation sheds light. As Benjamin argues, “no translation 

would be possible if in its ultimate essence it strove for likeness to the original. For in its 

afterlife [...] the original undergoes a change” (“The Task of the Translator” 256). 

Applying Benjamin’s criteria for translations to film adaptations of Poe’s writing helps to 

resolve the paradox that Poe is both “the most-filmed American author of the nineteenth 

century” and the author whose adaptations, “with greater than usual frequency[,...] depart 

radically from the texts from which they claim to originate,” as Woolf observes (43). 

Taking Benjamin’s lead, I argue that “the life of the originals attains its latest, continually 

renewed, and most complete unfolding” at the time in Universal’s Poe cycle (“The Task 

of the Translator” 255). Translation is not a one-way street. As “afterlives” of Poe’s 

writings, Florey’s and Ulmer’s adaptations should prompt and inform re-readings of their 

sources’ representational politics. 
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Chapter 3. Shocking Intermediaries: Poe’s Mutations 

The social significance of film, even—and especially—in its most positive form, is 

inconceivable without its destructive, cathartic side: the liquidation of the value of 

tradition in the cultural heritage. … Revolutions are innervations of the collective—or, 

more precisely, efforts on the part of the new, historically unique collective which has its 

organs in the new technology. … Because this technology aims at liberating human 

beings from drudgery, the individual suddenly sees his [sic] scope for play, his field of 

action [Spielraum], immeasurably expanded. He does not yet know his way around this 

space. But already he registers his demands on it. 

-Walter Benjamin 

 Like the preceding chapters, the last chapter of this dissertation is about Poe’s 

service as linchpin between different media, modes, and movements that have been at 

once variously periodized and nationalized and approached as transcendent of particular 

cultures. This chapter extends, to an international context, the main argument of this 

study of Poe and his afterlives, which is that Poe has served as an emblem of the 

contradictorily oppressive and revolutionary potentials of mechanical reproduction—as 

much as he has of Americanization, in spite of Baudelaire’s claim that Poe’s corpus 

defied American materialism. This chapter concerns the politics of Poe’s character 

Morella and of arguably Poe-related figures of transnational cinema, most of whom have 

become at least as iconic as Poe: Charlie Chaplin, Mickey Mouse, King Kong, Gojira 

(translated into English as Godzilla), a chimpanzee named Max, and, most recently, a 

ghost named Sadako, created in print in the late 1980s by Kôji Suzuki—a now-popular 
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Japanese writer of not only horror and mystery but also parental advice literature—and 

transposed to American screens as Samara in 2002. Like Poe, in his capacities as both 

writer and character, these figures span geographies, eras, and genders and, thereby, serve 

to mediate, in both senses of the term, cultural differences. Benjamin describes this aspect 

of Chaplin in one of his several writings on the actor-director, whom he considered to be 

“the poet of his films” (“A Look At Chaplin” 310): 

With his art Chaplin confirms the old notion that only an expressive world 

[Ausdruckswelt] strictly conditioned by specific social, national and 

territorial factors elicits a great, continual and yet highly differentiated 

response from one nation to the next. The people wept in Russia when 

they saw The Pilgrim; the theoretical side of his comedies stimulate [sic] 

interest in Germany; in England they love his humor. It is no wonder that 

these differences astonish and fascinate Chaplin himself. (311) 

As evidenced by their internationality, all of the figures I discuss in this chapter have 

been, on the one hand, politically contested or reproduced to serve opposing ideologies. 

On the other hand, they each possess incredible powers of arbitration. Here, I focus on 

these figures’ gender politics. Specifically, I analyze the gendered power dynamics of 

mechanical reproduction that cinematic or written works of gothic modernism represent 

as they bring these figures into play. 

As the epigraph to this chapter highlights, Benjamin argues that reproducible 

media from photography onward offer the simultaneously destructive and emancipating 

means necessary for the formation of a collective so that the masses might overcome 
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oppression and survive modernity. Although he pronominally genders its individual 

members as masculine, we may assume that Benjamin’s collective is multi-sexed, at least 

in theory. Nonetheless, we wonder if and how gender matters in the playroom that 

Benjamin argues humanity will learn to navigate once it salvages technologies of 

reproduction, particularly, cinema, from their corruptions under capitalism and fascism. 

In this chapter, I discuss ways in which image technologies interact with patriarchal 

delineations of gender and sexuality—particularly, with gendered roles in both biological 

reproduction and war and with resultant organizations of the nation-state, community, 

and family. Of the figures that I consider here, only Chaplin and Mickey Mouse explicitly 

entered into Benjamin’s thinking about mechanical reproduction, where they made 

conflicted but nonetheless hopeful impressions on Benjamin and encouraged what 

Miriam Bratu Hansen characterizes as his “gamble with cinema,” placed through his 

belief that this medium would prove to be an “apotropaic” technology (“Room-for-Play” 

3). Except for King Kong, each figure I discuss in this chapter either pre-dates (Morella) 

or post-dates (Gojira/Godzilla, Max, and Sadako/Samara) Benjamin’s body of work; 

nevertheless, like Chaplin and Mickey Mouse, each demonstrates Benjamin’s ideas on 

the dual nature of cinema. Turning to Poe and to mutations of Poe in international 

literature and film makes clear that technologies of reproduction are politically 

ambiguous in terms of not only race and class but also gender. 

1. Screaming for Death 

Before turning to the giant gorilla and radioactive sea monster that this section 

primarily regards, I begin with another non-human, cinematic anthropomorph—a figure 
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who, while of relatively diminutive physical stature, has become at least as iconic, 

mythic, and mass marketed (especially to children) as King Kong and Godzilla: namely, 

Mickey Mouse. Written against, and in exile from, Nazi Germany in the winter of 1935-

1936, Walter Benjamin’s Ur-textual version of his canonical essay about the impact of 

mechanical reproduction on art, “The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological 

Reproducibility,” offers “the globe-encircling Mickey Mouse” as an important figure for 

understanding the tension between radical and reactionary implications and applications 

of image reproductive technologies (118).46  On the one hand, Benjamin argues, the early 

on-screen performances of Walt Disney’s most famous creation emblematize the ways in 

which “technologization [Technieserung] has created the possibility of psychic 

immunization against mass psychoses” (118; emphasis in original). In Benjamin’s view, 

film audiences’ “[c]ollective laughter” in the face of the “forced development of sadistic 

fantasies or masochistic delusions” in Mickey Mouse cartoons and other American 

slapstick comedies can prevent the development of mass psychoses and thereby preclude 

harnessing of these psychoses by capitalist film industries and fascist regimes (118). 

Here, Benjamin extends an idea that he espouses in an unpublished fragment on Mickey 

Mouse written in 1931, in which he attributes the “huge popularity” of this character’s 

                                                
 

46 As I noted in the Introduction, Miriam Bratu Hansen calls attention to the fact 
that Benjamin considered his second version (the first version was a shorter, handwritten 
draft), completed in February of 1936, of his perhaps most famous essay to be this 
essay’s “Ur-text”; an edited, French translation of the essay’s second version was 
published in 1936 (“Room-for-Play” 4). An un-edited English translation of the essay’s 
second version is included in the recent, three-volumed Selected Writings; this is the 
version of the essay that I cite throughout this dissertation. 
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films to their reflection of the public’s “own life” (“Mickey Mouse” 545). On the other 

hand, in a footnote in the Ur-textual version of his “Work of Art” essay, Benjamin 

characterizes the “horror” of Mickey Mouse films: here, he says, “[t]heir gloomy and 

sinister fire-magic, made technically possible by color film, highlights a feature 

which…shows how easily fascism takes over ‘revolutionary’ innovations in this field…: 

the cozy acceptance of bestiality and violence as inevitable concomitants of existence” 

(130 n. 30). To Benjamin, their so-called improvements to the medium manifest both 

Disney cartoons’ service to oppression and humanity’s means of liberation within the 

confines of modernity. 

In keeping with the dialectical approach to cinema that Benjamin presents, we 

may observe the same “double meaning” that he notes in Mickey Mouse films in the 

foremost of big-monster movies, Merian C. Cooper and Ernest B. Schoedsack’s 1933 

King Kong and Ishirô Honda’s 1954 Gojira—the latter of which was introduced to 

American audiences as its remake Godzilla, King of the Monsters!, starring Raymond 

Burr (130 n. 30). If Disney cartoons allow audiences to gain control over quotidian 

modern experience by laughing at their own alienation, then do King Kong and Gojira 

educe a similar “massive reaction” by their example of what became the horror film’s 

trademark scream (116)? In other words, Benjamin’s analysis of Mickey Mouse 

indirectly encourages us to consider the ways in which cinematic screams innervate the 

public. Applying a Benjaminian lens to the horror genre as it is more conventionally 

limned (a genre that typically excludes Disney films), we should ask: what is the 

significance of on-screen screaming vis-à-vis unequal property relations, the maintenance 
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of which, in the age of mechanical reproduction, as Benjamin understood, leads to 

genocide and imperialist war? 

Pursuing into the late-twentieth century the side of Benjamin’s dialectic that 

posits the complicity of film with warfare, Paul Virilio has argued that war is cinema and 

cinema is war—that both produce an immaterial and illusory field of vision, which at 

once heightens and obscures militaristic capacities for destruction. Virilio’s theory of “the 

osmosis between industrialized warfare and cinema” and “the deadly harmony that 

always establishes itself between the functions of eye and weapon” urges a new approach 

within studies of the gothic as a fundamentally cinematic subgenre, whether we consider 

the gothic in its written, visual, or architectural forms (Virilio 58, 69). Fred Botting 

argues that, since its recognized origins in English-language literatures in Britain in the 

mid-eighteenth century, gothic writing has helped to habituate readers to such shocking 

experiences of modernity as political revolutions, the mechanizations of production and 

transportation, and urban crowds. To Botting, gothic fiction is akin to cinema in that both 

make modern shocks not merely bearable but also pleasurable to the public: specifically, 

both cinema and gothic literature produce what Freud theorizes as the “protective shield” 

that the mind develops in reaction to trauma (Beyond the Pleasure Principle 30). If, as 

Botting claims, gothic “shocks… seem designed to expunge violent energies and return 

the reader to subjective and social equilibrium,” then how might gothic techniques aid in 

what Benjamin theorizes as the desire of the masses to be reproduced (“Gothic Shock” 

229)? Conversely, how might horror films, specifically, advance manipulations of this 

desire of the masses that only further entrench the status quo? For, if moving image 
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technologies are inextricable, even indistinguishable, from weaponry, do horror films 

necessarily comply with what Virilio calls “the logistics of perception”? On the other 

hand, by “expung[ing] violent energies,” can gothic forms lend themselves to movements 

for peace and social equality (“Gothic Shock” 229)? 

In this chapter, I begin to address these questions through analysis of the ways in 

which three gothic war films, as I categorize them, use shock either to achieve viewers’ 

acceptance of war as a necessary evil, as I argue is the case with King Kong and Gojira, 

or to undermine capitalist and fascist corruptions of cinema’s radical potential, as does 

Nagisa Oshima’s 1986 Max mon amour—although, on its surface, Oshima’s film has 

nothing to do with war. That the pioneering special effects in King Kong and Gojira work 

to militarize spectators becomes clear in the complex efforts that these films make to 

emotionally and intellectually persuade their audience to support destruction of each 

film’s monster via, respectively, a nationally and internationally issued campaign. In 

King Kong, white male characters battle what Rhona Berenstein calls “the monstrous 

possibility of miscegenation,” as allegorized by the film’s relationship between a blonde 

woman and a giant gorilla—an iteration of a historical, racist figuration of black virility 

(315). King Kong reinforces, even as it exposes, racial oppression—oppression that 

should be seen as a form of domestic warfare in the United States that has influenced 

American foreign policy. Likewise, Gojira confronts the ethical dilemmas of nuclear 

weapons proliferation in the aftermath of the United States military’s deployments of 

atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki and its postwar hydrogen bomb tests in the 

Pacific near Japan. However, despite its contradicting message in favor of nuclear 
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disarmament, Gojira ultimately promotes war. In stark contrast, Max mon amour, which 

critics generally characterize as a surrealist comedy, but which I read as also gothic, 

responds to the counter-revolutionary politics of its giant-monster predecessors by 

shocking its viewers into taking a reverse course—one that protests state violence and re-

appropriates mechanical reproduction for emancipatory play. 

What is so anxiety producing about the titular figures in King Kong and Gojira? 

In the wheelhouse of the ship that Carl Denham (Robert Armstrong), the character of the 

film director in King Kong, hires to transport himself and his cast to the fictional Skull 

Island, located in an unidentified area of the South Seas, Denham portentously introduces 

the Island’s legendary creature to the ship’s crew. Centered alone in the shot, looking 

directly at the camera, Denham slips both of his hands into his jacket pockets: “Did you 

ever hear of Kong?” he implicitly asks the viewers as he explicitly asks both Captain 

Englehorn (Frank Reicher) and Jack Driscoll (Bruce Cabot), the latter of which is the 

male half of King Kong’s human romantic couple and, as such, is Kong’s competitor. The 

name Kong is vaguely familiar to the Captain, but he dismisses its referent as “some 

native superstition…a god or spirit.” Denham qualifies this characterization by describing 

the creature in more material terms, as “neither beast nor man—something monstrous.” 

Comparatively, in Gojira, in presenting, to a roomful of scientists, government officials, 

and reporters, the results of his fact-finding mission to Japan’s Odo Island, the fictional 

landmass first ravaged by Godzilla, paleontology professor Kyohei Yamane (Takashi 

Shimura) hypothesizes that this monster is “somewhere between the marine reptiles and 

the evolving terrestrial animals” of the Jurassic period. Dr. Yamane is “convinced there 
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was such an intermediary creature,” who survived to the present day “by occupying a 

specific niche,” from which recent pelagic nuclear detonations have forced Godzilla to 

depart. 

As uniquely liminal creatures, Kong and Godzilla transcend ontological 

categories and fixed identities. If so-called natural divisions are used to rationalize 

unequal distributions of wealth in modern societies, then these films are subversive in 

that they confound such divisions. Characterized as emotionally driven, by each film’s 

human characters, the reactions of each eponymous creature to human interferences in its 

world seem monstrous precisely because these reactions uncannily verge on the human. 

Kong and Godzilla express rage. Kong also shows jealousy, love, and aesthetic 

appreciation (Denham’s closing line in King Kong is “It was beauty that killed the 

beast”). The monsters’ displays transgress recognized limits to the human; they threaten 

humanity not with extinction but with extension. Moreover, even as these figures 

represent prehistoric animals, they defy the line between living organisms and machines. 

They thereby invoke the distress caused by, in Botting’s words, “a catastrophic 

reordering of the rhythms and expectations of everyday life” in modernity (“Gothic 

Shock” 224-225). Produced in stop motion animation, Kong’s movements actually reflect 

the industrial age from which the film’s narrative purports this creature to be extremely 

removed. A heavy, plastic suit, patterned so as to suggest the creature’s exposure to an 

atomic blast, Godzilla not only represents a hibakusha, or victim of a nuclear bomb, but 
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also incorporates atomic power into its biological arsenal.47 When deployed on Tokyo 

midway through the film, Godzilla’s breath vividly replicates the bombings of Japan 

during World War II. Emphasizing the creature’s victimhood over its perpetration of war, 

Dr. Yamane advocates not for destroying Godzilla but, rather, for studying this Jurassic 

creature as a model survivor of the nuclear age. 

In line with Freudian psychoanalytic theory and Poe’s stories about doubling, 

both King Kong and Gojira use repetition to ease the distress caused by their creature’s 

disturbance to the social, disguised as natural, order.48 In each film, the monster enters the 

frame for the first time following much build up about its existence, including 

testimonials of survivors, sightings of its footprints, traces of the radiation that its body 

emits, and sounds of its feet stomping along the floor of Tokyo Bay (Godzilla) or of its 

roar echoing through the primeval forest on Skull Island (Kong). Repetition of mediated, 

often-invisible evidence of its previous or anticipated presence prepares the audience for 

the relatively greater shock of the monster’s debut. Each shock in the film warms viewers 

up for the next. Shots of characters screaming especially forewarn the audience of its first 

encounter with the monster. In a famous scene in King Kong set on the ship’s deck, the 

heroine, Ann Darrow (Fay Wray), rehearses her reaction to Kong, who, as of then in the 

                                                
 

47 Hibakusha is pronounced he-back-sha and means “atom bomb-affected 
person/s” (Broderick 17). 

 
48 Duplication abounds in Poe’s works; the most obvious examples include 

“William Wilson” and “Morella,” but, arguably, detective Dupin in “The Murders in the 
Rue Morgue” and the narrator in “The Man of the Crowd” are doubles of these stories’ 
figures of criminality. 
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narrative, is an unknown entity. Lacking prior acting experience, Darrow seems to 

instinctively know her gendered role as object of the filmic gaze. Directed by Denham to 

“scream for [her] life,” Darrow covers her eyes with the back of her forearm and 

produces what has since become an indispensable component of the horror film: a 

woman’s scream that viewers both hear and see. This test scene, from which Kong is 

absent, makes explicit that, even in later scenes that include Kong, the point of view of 

the scream shot is not that of the film’s monster but of its viewers. The effect, on 

spectators, of Darrow’s practiced scream aboard the ship is to make them desire to see the 

monster; it renders their fright at the creature’s subsequent appearances satisfying. 

This assimilation of spectators to the work of the camera diminishes what 

Benjamin discusses as the radical potential of cinema’s “test” of the actor, wherein the 

actor models the ability “to preserve one’s humanity in the face of the apparatus”: 

because Denham’s test of Darrow’s anticipated encounter with the monster leads viewers 

of King Kong to identify with the apparatus rather than with the actor, the film precludes 

the audience’s “placing that apparatus in the service of [her] triumph” and, thereby, 

prevents viewers from making their own self-alienation, which Darrow’s relation to the 

camera might have represented to them, into a productive realization (“Work of Art” 

111). Instead, the impact of Darrow’s practiced scream aboard the ship, which, due to its 

removal from reality by its diegetic status as performance, is the most fetishized scream 

of the film, is to make viewers desire to see and destroy the monster, as well as to see, 

and condemn only in retrospect, Darrow’s defilement. Therefore, Darrow’s fake scream 

provokes, without expunging, the audience’s sadism, which the film directs against both 
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Darrow and the creature. Furthermore, this scream test contributes to viewers’ disavowal 

of the impact of their sadism, which is both racist and misogynistic. The film cuts from 

the shot of Darrow screaming to a close-in shot of her soon-to-be lover, Driscoll, 

watching Darrow’s performance from the upper deck with Englehorn. Driscoll’s 

expression of terror at Darrow’s scream (he clutches Englehorn’s arm and asks, “What 

does [Denham] think she’s really going to see?”) ironically reassures the film’s audience. 

It signals that its viewers have nothing to fear: not only is Darrow’s scream just a drill, 

but also, clearly, Driscoll will “save” this white woman when she faces any “real” 

danger. 

Gojira also features the screams of human victims before revealing its monster; 

however, the most memorable scream in the film is that of Dr. Yamane’s daughter, 

Emiko (Momoko Kôchi), in reaction to a demonstration of the “Oxygen Destroyer” in the 

(literally) underground laboratory of Dr. Daisuke Serizawa (Akihiko Hirata), Gojira’s 

heroic gothic scientist. Having suffered facial disfigurement and the loss of an eye during 

the Pacific War, Serizawa is Godzilla’s human double. At the end of the film, Serizawa 

uses his invention to take his own life along with that of the creature. Mirroring the shot 

of Darrow’s test performance in King Kong, the medium-close-up shot of Emiko 

screaming and covering her eyes in the face of Serizawa’s weapon testing heightens 

viewers’ anticipation of, and thereby mollifies the shock of, the later dual death scene of 

the film’s two “monsters.” That is, in Freudian terms, the shock effect of this shot 

changes from one of fright to one of anxiety. Explicitly, the film conveys that Serizawa’s 

ultimate sacrifice is intended to forestall future use of the weapon. The sophisticated 
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debate about the implications of Godzilla for nuclear weapons proliferation, which runs 

through the dialogue of the 1954 Gojira but is omitted from its American remake, 

concludes, albeit in a somber mood, with a conservative message that it takes one weapon 

of mass destruction to counter the effects of another. Reiterated in a flashback, which, 

unlike its earlier version, also reveals what she witnessed in Serizawa’s fish tank, 

Emiko’s scream persuades viewers to accept this message. 

Each film’s gradual revelation of Kong or Godzilla ups the ante on the film’s 

demonstration of its technical prowess—its innovations to the medium—via its monster’s 

life-like performance, but these periodic shocks also jolt the audience just enough to 

habituate viewers to the use of modern weaponry against the creature. Thus the cinematic 

apparatus and spectacle overtake the redemptive shock of each of these films’ 

intermediary figure and thereby crush its radical potential to link such dichotomized 

concepts as beast and man, aquatic and terrestrial, prehistoric and present, primitive and 

civilized, spiritual and material, and male and female.49 Each film works internally 

                                                
 

49 Although King Kong and the English-subtitled Gojira pronominally gender 
their monster masculine, I purposefully use “it” to refer to these creatures because I think 
both of them may be interpreted as more gender neutral than these films explicitly 
recognize. Neither film provides biological evidence that its eponymous creature is male. 
Given that Kong and Godzilla seem to be the only one of their species in existence, we 
might assume that they reproduce asexually and are therefore neither exclusively male 
nor female. The alliance between Kong and Darrow—which a number of critics, 
including Berenstein, as well as filmmaker Peter Jackson, in his 2005 remake of the film, 
emphasize—only evidences Kong’s maleness if one reads this ape-human relationship 
according to a heteronormative paradigm. Furthermore, although I agree with critics that 
Kong, as a product of American racist ideology, represents black virility, considering 
critical race theory on the ways in which this ideology differently genders Euro-American 
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against cinema’s facilitation of, in Benjamin’s words, “an interplay between nature and 

humanity,” or the adaptation of humanity’s “whole constitution” to modern technology 

(107-108). Instead of making alienation productive, King Kong and Gojira, in the fashion 

of what Virilio argues is the inescapable equation of the camera and the weapon, make 

their show into a battle and vice versa. 

2. A “Comedy” of Violence 

A collaboration between iconoclastic film director Oshima, screenwriter and 

novelist Jean-Claude Carrière, and film producer Serge Silberman in homage to Luis 

Buñuel, Carrière and Silberman’s former creative partner and the “only director [whom 

Oshima has said he] profoundly admires,”50 Max mon amour resists complicity with 

systematic violence in its depiction of a consensual romance between Max, a sexually 

sophisticated chimpanzee, and Margaret (Charlotte Rampling), the French wife of a 
                                                                                                                                            
and African-American men and women sustains my argument that Kong’s gender is 
ambiguous. 
 

50 Fernando González de León traces the influences, on Buñuel’s oeuvre, of 
Buñuel’s lifelong passion for gothic literature and especially of his “Gothic 
apprenticeship” with director Jean Epstein in making La Chute de la maison Usher 
(1928), an adaptation of Poe’s “The Fall of the House of Usher” and “The Oval Portrait” 
(55, 52). González de León’s perspective on Buñuel’s art and “mental world” and the 
implications of González de León’s study for linking the gothic generally and Poe 
specifically to surrealist cinema add weight to my reading of Max mon amour as an 
adaptation of Poe’s “The Murders in the Rue Morgue.” Furthermore, just as I identify the 
three films under analysis here, I would describe Buñuel’s La charme discret de la 
bourgeoisie (1972), which was also produced by Silberman and co-written by Carrière, as 
a gothic war film, given its use of characters’ memories and their dreams of revenants to 
convey the complicity of the bourgeoisie in the violence and oppression sanctioned, if not 
directly committed, by the French government—including the French military, police, 
and ambassadors of the state. In particular, the scene of Margaret’s birthday dinner party 
in Max mon amour echoes not only “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” but also La 
charme discret, which is composed of a train of outlandishly failed dinner parties. 
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British diplomat named Peter Jones (Anthony Higgins) (Rayns 56). After confronting his 

wife at the site of her love affair, a drab, fourth-floor apartment in a working-class 

Parisian neighborhood, Peter vaguely threatens to shoot Max out of jealousy, suggesting 

that such action would be immune to his control, if Margaret does not relocate her illicit 

romance to their home by making the chimp the family’s cohabitant. However, as 

Barbara Creed observes, “[b]efore long it is clear that Peter is using his civilized 

approach to the issue of his wife’s unfaithfulness to disguise a more urgent desire—his 

voyeuristic need to watch Margaret and Max make love” (51). Peter’s pretense that he 

might substitute fulfillment of his ocular desire for enactment of his compulsion for 

violence thematizes, in order to critique, the link between the eye and the weapon in 

European bourgeois ideology. However, Peter only succeeds in exacerbating Max’s 

subversive impact, as measured by Max’s aggregate costs to him—including the costs of 

rent for the extra apartment, Max’s transportation to the Joneses’ home, the cage door 

that they install in the entry to his room, and Max’s food—which Peter complains to 

Margaret amount to more than those of “the most expensive mistress.” By transposing 

Margaret’s affair with Max to the Joneses’ stylish, upper-class apartment, Peter ironically 

reveals, as he attempts to counter, Max’s destabilizing effect on existent urban spatial 

configurations of property relations. 

With the help of Camille (Diana Quick), Peter’s lover and coworker at the British 

Embassy, Peter subsumes his fascination with Max and Margaret’s intimacy under his 

attempt to curtail the damage that, in his view, his wife’s unusual affair causes to his 

nuclear family. He directs his sexual frustration into a scientific investigation of the 
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extent to which Margaret and Max’s relationship disrupts the wider social order. The film 

shows that simian-human love blurs a line between species, and it associates this 

transgression with the confounding of other distinctions supporting and supported by a 

nexus of cultural constructs, including modes of communication—the film oscillates 

between English and French, as well as simulates a chimpanzee’s non-linguistic 

communication—nation, class, gender, and race.51 Max mon amour satirizes Poe’s “The 

Black Cat” and “The Murders in the Rue Morgue”—works that make an eroticized, 

horrific human-animal interaction into allegory of miscegenation and, thereby, uphold the 

racist scientific theory, first espoused by European natural philosophers in the eighteenth 

century, that, of all the human races, Africans have the closest biological relation to non-

human animals (being just “above” apes) in the so-called Great Chain of Being. The 

explicit allusion of its title to Alain Resnais and Marguerite Duras’s 1959 Hiroshima mon 

amour, which features a love affair between a French actress—who had an affair with a 

German soldier during the Nazi Occupation of France—and a Japanese architect, signals 

Max mon amour’s simultaneous parody of a canonical film of the French New Wave. 

Coupled with Max mon amour’s billing as “The Greatest Ape Romance since King 

Kong,” this title underscores the Euro-American ideological link between taboos of 

miscegenation and bestiality. This link is further reinforced, for the purpose of its 

                                                
 

51 Even though Max is referred to as “he” in the dialogue of the film, this 
character was actually played by actress Ailsa Berk—who, “skilled in the art of animal 
imitation, also played Tarzan’s mother in Greystoke”— in a monkey suit, making its 
gender ambiguous (Creed 51). 
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critique, by the film’s allusions to “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” not only by its 

setting—Paris—and scenario—like C. Auguste Dupin, Peter attempts to explicate 

dealings between a woman and a non-human primate that occur behind a locked door—

but also by details of the film’s plot. 

Early in the film, Peter hires a detective to confirm his suspicion that Margaret is 

having a romantic affair. In an inversion of the “locked room” mystery that Poe’s 1841 

story initiated, in which a culprit escapes from a crime scene despite visible indications of 

the impossibility of doing so, the detective in Max mon amour is baffled that Margaret’s 

lover never leaves “his” working-class apartment building. Later in the film, after the 

Joneses have secretly moved Max into their home, they host a dinner party to celebrate 

Margaret’s birthday. During the meal, the invited couples (primarily, their male halves) 

compete with each other to identify the breed of various individual dogs based on the 

dogs’ barks coming from outside the Joneses’ apartment. (Unbeknownst to the Joneses’ 

guests but obvious to the film’s audience and to the Joneses themselves, the dogs are 

barking in response to Max’s presence on the block.) A final, unidentifiable cry from 

Max, from his locked bedroom, in response to the dogs confounds the guests in their 

game: Max’s vocalization does not correspond to any dog breed of which the couples are 

aware. The guests’ effort and bafflement invoke the contradictory testimonies of the ear 

witnesses to the murders of Madame and Mademoiselle L’Espanaye as reported in the 

Parisian crime journal that Dupin reads in “The Murders in the Rue Morgue.” In Poe’s 

story, each witness claims that the perpetrator’s voice indicates a different European 

nationality. From the journalistic transcription of this self-canceling aural evidence, 
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combined with his conspicuously unsupported assertion that “[n]either Asiatics nor 

Africans abound in Paris,” Dupin concludes that the perpetrator is inhuman (Poe 255). 

While Dupin claims that his method is inductive and that it therefore has greater 

explanatory power and legitimacy than that of the Prefect, the ethereality of the evidence 

that Dupin presents grounds his detection in a system of belief. Poe’s “Ourang-Outang” is 

thus an ideological figure, or a product of what Nancy Harrowitz interprets as Dupin’s 

blindness and naïve, childlike imagination, which, she argues, work to suppress 

knowledge and prevent interrogation of cultural anxieties about racial and sexual 

differences. 

The various sources comprising Max mon amour’s lineage—from “The Murders 

in the Rue Morgue” to King Kong to surrealist cinema to French New Wave—make this, 

one of Oshima’s late-career films a work of gothic modernism. Max mon amour proves 

gothic modernism to be a multivalent and flexible field: within it, gothic texts (like Poe’s 

story) that lean Right may be adapted to the Left and vice versa. However, the most 

important factor in my generic categorization of Max mon amour is the force of this 

film’s shocks. Creed argues that the “aim” of Oshima’s 1986 film “is to shock and, 

through the process of shock, to open up new ways of thinking about the human and 

animal… [and] the fate of the animal in modernity” (57).52 I argue, however, that Max 

                                                
52 Indeed, most of Oshima’s films both create and address shock effects, 

including, most famously, his 1976 film In the Realm of the Senses, an adaptation of 
reportage on Sada Abe’s murder and castration of her lover Kichizo Ishida in 1936, an 
incident often associated with the ero guro nansensu milieu.  
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mon amour’s shocking aspects are equally, if not more, relevant to the human animal’s 

modern politics. 

The film begins with Peter cleaning his gun in his study and ends with Margaret 

relating, at their breakfast table, her sudden, morbid fantasy of the police arriving, in 

response to complaints from their neighbors, to incarcerate Max and Margaret’s imagined 

resolution to shoot Max to death rather than see him taken. In this scene and throughout 

the film, Margaret exhibits a jarringly calm demeanor. Creed describes her as “supremely 

self-confident—prepared to look, to return the gaze” (49). Margaret’s characteristically 

marmoreal reaction to shocks and to the camera’s gaze is the obverse in both appearance 

and effect to Ann Darrow’s and Emiko Yamane’s screams, in King Kong and Gojira, 

respectively. Contrary to their screams, Margaret’s stoicism actually humanizes her, as 

well as belies the use of cinema to promote violence against an intermediary creature. 

Lacking affect, Margaret ironically elicits more feeling from viewers than the 

anthropomorphized Godzilla and Kong. Her resignation to the futility of countering the 

existent social order is so extreme that she imagines that one day she will be forced to 

execute fatal violence on its behalf. The content and form of Margaret’s nightmarish 

fantasy are shocking, not in the least because her fantasy challenges normative femininity 

and maternity and exposes the repressed complicity of women in state violence. As a 

result, the ending of Max mon amour evokes the audience’s collective horror at Max’s 

predicted fate. However, mirroring Margaret’s reaction, the audience is unlikely to shrilly 

express its horror. Therefore, Oshima’s film suggests that mass silence in the face of “the 

forced development of sadistic fantasies or masochistic delusions” can prevent, as much 
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as collective laughter can, according to Benjamin, the “natural and dangerous 

maturation” of forms of mass psychoses that stymie revolutionary movements (“Work of 

Art” 118). While King Kong and Gojira mar their radical potential by garnering, via 

screams, viewers’ support for each film’s destruction of its monster, Max mon amour 

offers a different kind of horror—one that politicizes the formal “capacity for 

improvement” of shocking cinema (109). 

3. Poe Modanizumu 

Oshima and Carrière’s adaptation of “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” in Max 

mon amour builds on not only Poe’s influence on French surrealism via Baudelaire’s 

well- recognized, nineteenth-century translations and promotions of Poe’s writings but 

also a long history of Poe’s reception on the other side of the Pacific from his native 

country. Now popular in various East Asian countries, Poe became known to “a general 

readership” in Japan upon the publications of two of the earliest known Japanese 

translations of his works—of “The Black Cat” and “The Murders in the Rue Morgue”—

in the newspaper Yomiuri Shimbun in 1888 (Lippit 135-136). Poe’s most profound 

influence on literary production and mass culture in Japan in the first half of the twentieth 

century relates to the central paradox of transnational modernism: the immense sense of 

“freedom” of social and artistic experimentation associated with the modan coupled with 

the period’s “spreading anxiety about the impending war and panic” (Lippit 135). The 

tension between autonomy and neurosis emblematic to modernism also defines Midori 
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Ozaki’s writings, which she produced from the late teens to the early 1930s.53 Many 

Japanese modernist writers greatly admired and drew inspiration from Poe, and Ozaki is 

remembered to have done so especially. Ozaki was also a translator of Poe’s tales: her 

posthumously published collected works includes her Japanese translation of “Morella.” 

Livia Monnet reads Ozaki’s 1933 novel, Drifting [or Wandering] in the World of 

the Seventh Sense (Dainana kankai hoko), as performing a “feminist critique of the 

montage and film epistemologies and of the modernist visual culture with which it 

interacts or which it anticipates,” particularly, of the “ocular-centrism, or vision-

centeredness, and of the bodiless, genderless, dehistoricized idealism in some of [these 

epistemologies’] formulations” (73, 75). In this section, I extend Monnet’s analysis of 

Ozaki’s oeuvre to consider ways in which this Poe(t)ic writer politicizes her art so she 

can reveal the possibilities for social and aesthetic change offered by mechanical 

reproduction. While Monnet interprets Ozaki’s novel in relation to modernist theories 

(namely, Sergei Eisenstein’s) on filmic montage and to Gilles Deleuze and Felix 

Guattari’s idea of the Body Without Organs (BWO), I argue that, via its adaptation of 

Poe’s meditation on the phenomenon of reproduction in “Morella,” Ozaki’s short story 

“Osmanthus” (“Mokusai”) converges and converses with Benjamin’s dialectical thinking 

about film. Like Benjamin’s and Poe’s, Ozaki’s writings demonstrate the Janus-faced 
                                                
 

53 Ozaki’s writing career ended after an intervention by her brother, which is 
generally considered to have been provoked by her family’s disapproval of Ozaki’s 
having lived with a male lover ten years younger than she and of her deteriorating health 
caused by addiction to a painkiller (Silverberg 202). As a result, Ozaki was temporarily 
hospitalized and by 1935 permanently relocated from Tokyo to her hometown in Tottori, 
a predominantly agricultural prefecture, where she never published again. 
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potential of technological reproducibility, but hers do so from a markedly feminist 

perspective. 

Ozaki’s creative period, in spite of its relative brevity, and her postwar legacy are 

gaining renewed attention from literary critics and cultural historians along with the 

prewar phenomenon of which she was an important part, the urban literary culture of ero 

guro nansensu (erotic grotesque nonsense). As its name indicates, this movement 

“devoted itself to explorations of the deviant, the bizarre, and the ridiculous” (Reichert 

114).54 It was “dominat[ed]” by Edogawa Ranpo (or Rampo), née Tarô Hirai, who, at age 

20, in 1914, fashioned himself into Poe’s namesake (Reichert 113; Marling 22). Ranpo 

became ero guro nansensu’s “leading spokesperson,” and he “was instrumental in 

popularizing this shockingly outré sensibility for a mass audience,” particularly by his 

mystery writing (Reichert 114). (Like Poe in the English-language variety of this genre, 

Ranpo is considered the founder of Japanese crime fiction.) As Jim Reichert explains, 

scholars have split in their evaluations of the phenomenon of ero guro nansensu as being 

of the bourgeoisie or masses and as manifesting either resistance to or beguilement by 

mass-consumer capitalism, Americanization (Americanizumu), imperialist nationalism, 

and totalitarianism—that is, the forces that instigated Japan’s Fifteen Year War (115). 

Recently, critics have attempted to avoid or complicate such interpretive binaries in their 
                                                
 

54 The late historian Miriam Rom Silverberg’s outstanding body of work on ero 
guro nansensu is to date the most significant scholarship in English on this cultural 
phenomenon, which formed an important part of modanizumu though William Tyler 
argues against what he sees as a tendency in literary criticism to treat these movements as 
synonymous. For background on ero guro nansensu and toshi modanizumu (urban 
modernism), see also Livia Monnet’s essay, p. 61. 
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approach to ero guro nansensu. Many have turned to the ways in which the products of 

this milieu incorporate and theorize the new forms of visuality that shaped modanizumu 

and experiences of urban modernity in prewar Japan.55 Several critics have singled out 

Ranpo and Ozaki’s writings as especially cinematic.56 Thus these writers’ works 

specifically and ero guro nansensu generally offer yet another configuration that 

imbricates the fascinatingly complex politics of international gothic modernism, 

technological reproducibility, and the incessant remaking of Poe. In my view, the shift in 

critics’ focus to modernist media and visual dynamics does not simply fail to release 

them from the quagmire that is ero guro nansensu’s politics but actually entrenches them 

more fully in it. 

                                                
 

55 In refuting claims made within Japanese literary naturalism that it was both 
possible and pertinent for prose writers to create an “unmediated depiction of reality,” 
modanists “were interested in the mediating effect that art exercises in recasting lived 
experience into narrative” (Tyler 56, 57). Their work placed “emphasis on tone, whether 
ironic or tongue in cheek, or comic; the superimposition of images, whether as a 
palimpsest layering or the intrusion of the narrator’s voice; the fabrication of brilliant 
scenes or spectacles (kokei) in the form of dramatic illumination or cinematic continuity” 
(58). Attentive to “spectacle,” modanists “sought to highlight their texts via 
cinematographic techniques of the moving pictures (katsudo shashin)” (58). 

 
56 Here, I refer to essays on Edogawa Ranpo’s panoramic sensibility, by Thomas 

Looser (2002), Ranpo’s insights into the relations between the gaze, the body, and decay 
(and into Poe’s understanding of these relations, to which many critics of Poe’s writings 
are now turning), by William Marling (2002), and Ranpo’s critique of subjectivity within 
the modern “scopic field” as compared to Lacanian theory, by Yoshikuni Igarashi (2005), 
and Livia Monnet’s essay (1999) on the theory and practice of filmic montage and 
“remarkable anticipation of the notion of the auto-poietic or self-referential production of 
subjectivity in the onto-ecology of Deleuze and Gautarri” but with a feminist bent that 
exposes the “masculinist logic of organic synthesis and erasure of difference” in this 
onto-ecology, as well as in modernist film theories of montage, such as Sergei 
Eisenstein’s, in Ozaki’s Drifting in the World of the Seventh Sense (69-70). 
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The films and short stories under study in this chapter use gender and sexuality to 

mediate the dialecticism of modern technology; thereby, they entangle the politics of 

technological reproducibility with Poe’s confounding relation to feminism. Eliza 

Richards argues that critics’ concentration on Poe’s abstraction of women in his poetry 

and fiction has occluded analysis of his considerable attention, in his life, to real women, 

particularly, women writers. This oversight, she says, can only be explained as a sexist 

exclusion on critics’ part but one that is rooted in Poe’s own “literary figuration of 

women,” which “has set the tone for the critical gestures that pursue it” (13). In 

Richards’s view, which she shares with a long line of Poe scholars, Poe silences his 

female characters—usually by killing them off.57 Nonetheless, Richards emphasizes what 

other feminist critics also recognize: Poe was a “serious critic of women writers” (Dayan 

3). He “responded at length to their work: much of his practical criticism, especially in 

his later years, was devoted to women writers from both sides of the Atlantic” (Richards 

11). Poe conducted his career in print in the company of women and their writing. As 

editor of the Broadway Journal, he “frequently devoted the lead position to a woman’s 

                                                
 

57 Poe’s most famous and infamous commentary on women’s literary 
representation is in “The Philosophy of Composition”: in this essay, in explaining his 
creation of “The Raven,” Poe says, “Now, never losing sight of the object supremeness, 
or perfection, at all points, I asked myself — ‘Of all melancholy topics, what, according 
to the universal understanding of mankind, is the most melancholy?’ Death — was the 
obvious reply. ‘And when,’ I said, ‘is this most melancholy of topics most poetical?’ 
From what I have already explained at some length, the answer, here also, is obvious — 
‘When it most closely allies itself to Beauty: the death, then, of a beautiful woman is, 
unquestionably, the most poetical topic in the world — and equally is it beyond doubt 
that the lips best suited for such topic are those of a bereaved lover’ (emphasis in 
original). 
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poem”; he “wrote about women writers; he wrote to women writers; women writers 

contributed heavily to both the journals that he edited and those to which he contributed; 

he attended the literary salons of women writers; he became romantically involved with 

women writers” (Richards 11). Richards’s project is to examine Poe’s work in its 

“dynamic relation” to that of women who contributed to British and American literatures 

of the mid-nineteenth century (12). Specifically, she sets out—and calls on other critics to 

join her—to determine if “the exchanges between Poe and women writers suggest a 

symbiotic, an adversarial, or some other kind of relationship” and “how an examination 

of his multifaceted dialogue with his female contemporaries could contribute to a current 

discussion of his work” (12, 13). She thereby acts on Colin (a.k.a. Joan) Dayan’s 

speculation that to “reread Poe from the ground of those women he read, wrote about, 

and wrote to” would radically alter the face of Poe studies (12 n. 24). In this chapter, by 

rereading one of Poe’s female characters who exemplify the seeming anti-feminism of his 

figurative texts in relation to his works’ reception and reproduction by a women writer in 

twentieth-century Japan, I extend, in multiple directions (including its inversion), 

Richards’s approach to Poe’s significance to feminist criticism.  

When Richards argues that “[s]omething about Poe, and Poe studies, depends 

upon women,” she refers exclusively to real women (10). Others identify feminism 

internal to Poe’s poems and short stories. Against the predominant view of Poe as “the 

consummate idealist,” particularly, concerning his culture’s tripartite formulation of 

women, beauty, and love, Dayan attends to the compulsive repetition in his figurative 

writings for and about women to argue that Poe is a “critic of the binding strategies of the 
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romantic imagination” (2). She argues that “the fact of repetition” makes conspicuous 

and, thereby, casts suspicion on the ideals that Poe so excessively represents; “Poe’s 

obsessive return to the same masquerade of love and courtship” that results in the 

figurative death of a beautiful woman functions to consume the identity of his male 

narrators and speakers and of the author/poet himself as it dissolves the line between 

subject and object (2; emphasis in original). Thus, in Dayan’s view, Poe’s texts kill, by 

loving to death, not so much women as his culture’s constructs of femininity and 

masculinity, which suggests that Poe’s treatments of figurative and real females are 

actually complementary. To extend Dayan’s inquiry into the possibility of a feminist Poe, 

in the next section, I analyze repetition in his writing as a technique (rather than a “fact”) 

that resonates with mechanical reproduction. 

4. Lonely, Laughing Bodies 

Ozaki perceived something in Poe’s writings that meshed with her creation, in her 

fiction and film writing, of what Monnet terms a female cinematic subject. In the first 

half of the twentieth century, associating him with subversion and, thereby, aligning him 

with their own defiance of traditional gender roles and sexual conventions, Japanese 

feminists embraced Poe. Translations of twelve of Poe’s short stories were published in 

Seito (Bluestocking), which is recognized as the first feminist journal in Japan. From 

1911 to 1916, Seito initiated a tradition, to which Ozaki belonged from about 1924 to 

1932 and which was continued by later coteries of urban women writers.58 Noriko Mizuta 
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Lippit describes how, from Poe’s writings, Ozaki developed “insight into the inner 

hysteria and the psychic wandering in the urban environment of alienation, namelessness, 

and loneliness” (138). Lippit’s description highlights the overlap of Ozaki and Poe’s lens 

on the troubled, individualized psyche of gothic modernity, but it overlooks the shared 

playfulness of these writers’ aesthetic and their common preoccupation with human 

relations and materiality. By contrast, Monnet attends to the “subdued but mordant irony 

and humor” of Ozaki’s writings, particularly her best-known text, Drifting in the World 

of the Seventh Sense, which Monnet views as a self-consciously hybrid and sardonic 

novel (58). It is both “a fine exemplar of the perverse, unabashedly hedonistic ero guro 

nansensu culture” and “a multiply modernist—mass cultural modernist, 

experimental/‘high cultural’ modernist allied with Shinkankakuha (Neo-Sensationism) 

and Surrealism, feminist modernist—text that relentlessly calls into question its own 

modernist positionality” (62-63). Monnet argues that the teenaged girl Machiko, the 

protagonist of Ozaki’s masterpiece, “is projected as a self-conscious, confident modernist 

female artist constructing a unique vision through the transgressive power of laughter and 

also by way of the mimicry, parody, editing, collage and montage of ‘psychic 

automatisms’ in both the contemporaneous male-centered avant-gardes and mass culture” 

(67). Arguing that Machiko “fulfills simultaneously the functions of film critic, film 

camera, film director and film spectator,” Monnet concludes, 
                                                                                                                                            

58 Ozaki took part in not only feminist circles but also girl culture in Tokyo: 
“From around 1917 to 1929 she contributed many shojo novels to Shojo sekai magazine 
for girls. In the 1920s, Osaki was inspired by expressionism and cinema: she began to 
adopt a modernist style and contributed works to the periodical Nyonin geijutsu 
(Women’s Art) edited by Hasegawa Shigure” (Kawasaki 298). 
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[t]he comic representation of Machiko’s multiple cinematic functions both 

celebrates and mocks the fantasies regarding the potential of new 

technologies such as the cinema and modern science that circulated in 

modernist mass culture at the time. More than anything else Machiko is a 

Laughing Cyborg, an exuberant and empowering Comic Automatic Shôjo 

[girl]” (74-75)59 

Monnet’s comparison of Ozaki’s most fully developed protagonist to a cyborg 

illuminates Ozaki’s interest in re-appropriating modern technology from its patriarchal 

exploitation. Likewise, the experiences of some of Ozaki’s other main characters 

coalesce organic and mechanic systems to propose alternative human identities. All of 

Ozaki’s short stories that have been translated into English feature a protagonist—male or 

female—who lives in a state of self-imposed isolation and exhibits kinship with plant 

life.60 Through their perspectives, Ozaki engages in a Benjaminian project to 

                                                
 

59 For background on shôjo [girl] culture and its transformations during the Shôwa 
period (1926-1989), especially via girls’ magazines and the rise of the “Modern Girl,” see 
Kawasaki. Also see Silverberg’s Erotic Grotesque Nonsense: The Mass Culture of 
Japanese Modern Times, Part II. 
 

60 The only works by Ozaki that, as far as I can tell, have been translated into 
English are “Shoes Fit for a Poet” (“Shijin no kutsu,” translated by William Tyler) 
(1928), “Osmanthus” (“Mokusai,” translated by Miriam Silverberg) (1929), and “Miss 
Cricket” (“Korogijo,” translated by Seiji M. Lippit) (1932). Saburo Tsuda, the male 
protagonist of “Shoes Fit for a Poet” is, Ozaki’s narrator says, “by turns a Symbolist, a 
Dadaist, and an Expressionist poet,” who lives alone “like moss growing on a rock” in a 
tiny room in the attic of a married Japanese male “painter in the Western style” (85). The 
unnamed female protagonists of “Osmanthus” and “Miss Cricket” live in a one-room 
rented garret and “a rented second-floor room twelve square yards in size,” respectively 
(24). The former compares herself to moss while the latter is described as being of the 
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conceptually merge humanity, technology, and nature and thereby transform modern 

relations between these entities. 

Ozaki depicts the self-alienation produced by modern technology as a particularly 

gendered condition for her unnamed, first-person, female narrator in “Osmanthus,” which 

was published in the March 1929 issue of the feminist journal Nyonin geijutsu (Women’s 

Arts), an influential successor of Seito.61 This narrator laments her situation as a single 

woman and apparently unemployed writer, saying, “I might as well be deaf and mute, or 

a piece of moss, the way I spend my days in a rented garret,” yet she “ha[s] no urge 

whatsoever to move out from [her] garret” (187, 188). The narrator’s conflicted desire 

elicits a cultural critique: it indicates the lack of and consequent need for media, modes, 

and venues that would facilitate a collective experience inclusive of nonhierarchical love 

and eroticism and of women’s creative expression. The narrator finds a temporary harbor 

in cinema, but, after at least one show, she “stepped out of the theater and found [she] had 

no place to go. After all, there was nowhere to go but to pick one of the gloomy 

alleyways and return to [her] garret” (189). Lacking a “place”—a relationship, 

community, or forum to which she feels she belongs other than her garret—the narrator 

withers away—alone and unpaid. In the story’s end, she prepares to send a telegram to 

                                                                                                                                            
same “kind” as paulownia, “for between her and the paulownia flowers, in spite of the 
difference between humankind and the plant kingdom, there is the kinship of those 
suffering from nervous illness” (25). 
 

61 Nyonin geijutsu featured Ozaki’s monthly film column, “Random Jottings on 
Film” (“Eiga manso”), in six installments the following year—the same year that it 
published her translation of “Morella.” For insight into Ozaki’s film criticism, see Miriam 
Silverberg’s Erotic Grotesque Nonsense, Part III, and Livia Monnet’s essay, p. 58, 73. 
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her mother, to apologize that she has become “half-dried impoverished moss” and to 

appeal to her once again for financial help, for the narrator cannot realize a (re)productive 

way of being to satisfy her aesthetic-emotional-somatic cravings, nor can she find a 

lucrative market for “the waste paper [she] make[s] every night” (190). She openly self-

denigrates as she imagines telegramming, “Mother, having a daughter like me has been 

the worst work of your life,” as evidenced by her latest failure: she “fell in love with 

Chaplin” (190).  

Given her self-declared ineptitude, the narrator of “Osmanthus” seems the direct 

opposite of Poe’s anti-heroine Morella. In Poe’s short story, which was first published in 

The Southern Literary Messenger in 1835, Poe revised and republished in the early 

1840s, and Ozaki translated for publication in Japanese in 1930, the narrator’s deceased 

wife, the story’s titular character, was a powerful woman: “her talents were of no 

common order—her powers of mind were gigantic” (“Morella” 222). Although, in 

relating the early period of their marriage, Poe’s narrator tries to diminish her influence, 

Morella clearly dominated her husband in life: he “became her pupil,” and the books of 

“her favorite and constant student…became [his] own” through “the simple but effectual 

influence of habit and example” (222). Because they were beyond the narrator’s 

understanding and control, Morella’s mysterious qualities, while initially alluring, came 

to seem oppressive, monstrous, and toxic to him to the point that the narrator “longed 

with an earnest and consuming desire for the moment of Morella’s decease” (223). His 

shift in feeling for his wife betrays the narrator’s misogyny, yet during her life he never 

managed to co-opt Morella’s gaze; therefore, in the filmic terms famously introduced by 
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Laura Mulvey, the narrator failed to make Morella into a fetish object and to thereby 

overcome woman’s castration threat. Rather, even on her deathbed, Morella retains 

puissance as perceived lack: “one instant, [the narrator’s] nature melted into pity, but, in 

the next, [he] met the glance of her meaning eyes, and then [his] soul sickened and 

became giddy with the giddiness of one who gazes downward into some dreary and 

unfathomable abyss” (223). 

Poe’s choice of words here suggests that in life Morella had a double effect on the 

narrator: she educed from him lighthearted silliness, joyful elation, and euphoria, 

combined with insanity, anger, dizziness, flightiness, foolishness, bewilderment, and 

confusion (“giddy, a.,” Merriam Webster’s, OED). By delivering him into a state of 

aimless, circular motion, and mental intoxication, in which eventually he “kept no 

reckoning of time or place,” Morella’s “spell” was paradoxically liberating and confining 

of the narrator after her death as well (“giddy, a.” OED, “Morella” 225, 223). Likewise, 

by “a love more fervent than [he] had believed it possible to feel for any denizen on 

earth,” the narrator felt both transported by and bound to Morella’s reincarnation, their 

daughter (224). Physical evidence accumulated to convince the narrator that the woman 

and the girl were the same person: “the child grew strangely in stature and intelligence,” 

“the lessons of experience fell from the lips of infancy,” “the wisdom or the passions of 

maturity [he] found hourly gleaming from its [sic] full and speculative eye,” and finally 

he sensed Morella’s person in their daughter’s “high forehead, and in the ringlets of the 

silken hair, and in the wan fingers which buried themselves therein, and in the sad 

musical tones of her speech” (224, 225). In the last line of the story, Poe reveals his 
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smoking gun that the daughter is in fact Morella: after the child died, the narrator 

“laughed with a long and bitter laugh as [he] found no traces of the first, in the charnel 

where [he] laid the second, Morella” (226). Again, we see the narrator’s ambiguous 

reaction to feminized power, which incites us to wonder if he takes pleasure, as well as 

pain, in Morella’s feat. Is her unsettling “spell” a game to him? 

We might assume that for Ozaki, as well as for the editors and readers of Nyonin 

geijutsu, Morella’s awful power outweighed the narrator’s seeming backlash against it. 

Perhaps to them the narrator’s fear and resentment of his wife represented the patriarchal 

forces against which their feminism aimed. However, by focusing on Morella’s evocation 

of the narrator’s “giddiness” and “bitter” laughter, we realize another element that Ozaki, 

her colleagues, and her readers might have latched onto that would justify their reception 

and promotion of this story as feminist. For, implicitly, Poe’s “Morella” is about the 

radical change in modes of perception that technologies of reproducibility ushered in—

technologies which the story genders feminine. Morella’s reincarnation in her daughter 

defies John Locke’s theory of the unique origin of each person, “the principium 

individuationis—the notion of that identity which at death is or is not lost for ever”—

which Poe singles out as an important subject of the married couple’s study (223; 

emphasis in original). The narrator says that this idea “was to [him], at all times, a 

consideration of intense interest; not more from the perplexing and exciting nature of its 

consequences, than from the marked and agitated manner in which Morella mentioned 

them” (223). On the one hand, Morella’s particular horror as a revenant is that her 

posthumous appearance defies the principium individuationis, for “it,” Morella’s 
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daughter, is “perfectly identical” to the first Morella, but the two claim a different origin: 

the death of the first marks the birth of the second. In this way, the second Morella is like 

a daguerreotype, which Poe describes as having “perfect identity of aspect with the thing 

represented” in his first article—published in Alexander’s Weekly Messenger in 1840—

about this then-new technology. She is also like the image on the plastered wall that 

represents the narrator’s hanged cat Pluto with “an accuracy truly marvelous” and like 

Pluto’s successor, with his “clos[e] resembl[ance]” to the narrator’s once-favorite pet, in 

Poe’s “The Black Cat.” 

Therefore, more than her seeming evasion of death (which is no evasion at all 

since Morella dies twice), Morella’s significance lies in her destruction of her aura, which 

explains both the fade in her husband’s feeling for her and her shock to his system. 

Through reproduction, Morella relinquished her “unique existence in a particular place” 

and departed from “the whole sphere of authenticity” (Benjamin 103; emphasis in 

original). Once the narrator named their daughter Morella, at her belated baptism, and 

thereby officially recognized the child as her mother’s copy, the second Morella was cut 

off from “the standpoint of the original in its present location,” as represented by the 

narrator’s discovery that the first Morella’s corpse had disappeared from his family’s 

crypt (103). The narrator also loses his originality by becoming dislodged from any 

particular location in space and time. If the narrator recognizes Morella’s image and 

voice as both everywhere and nowhere after the death of her second incarnation, then Poe 

also renders them oppressively singular and reductive, for, just as the defining features of 

modernity—among them, urban crowds, mass production, national revolutions, and 
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large-scale warfare—produce a “numbing of the sensorium,” Morella’s visual and aural 

remnants monotonize the narrator’s experience (“Benjamin’s Aura” 370). The earth’s 

“figures passed by [him], like flitting shadows, and among them all [he] beheld only — 

Morella. The winds of the firmament breathed but one sound within [his] ears, and the 

ripples upon the sea murmured evermore — Morella” (“Morella” 225). The first 

Morella’s deathbed prediction that the narrator “shalt bear about with [him his] shroud on 

earth” indicates that he too is irreversibly subject to the self-division that is reproduction 

(224). The narrator’s “long and bitter laugh” at the end of “Morella” indicates his 

realization that, like their daughter, he is Morella’s copy, as is implied earlier in the story 

when he relates that he adopted Morella’s tastes due to “the simple but effectual influence 

of habit and example” during their marriage (226, 222). 

In sum, Morella’s threat to the narrator is not simply one of castration; more 

specifically, she represents the threat of a collapse of gender differences, of distinctions 

between subject and object, as well as of individuality—threats that the story ties to the 

fate of the aura in an age of technological reproducibility. Benjamin argues that the aura’s 

decay was caused by the proliferation of copies facilitated by inventions in mechanical 

reproduction. He maintains that early photography represents the aura’s last vestige.62 

                                                
 

62 In speaking of the shift from “cult value” to “exhibition value” in the history of 
art, Benjamin explains: “…cult value does not give way without resistance. It falls back 
to a last entrenchment: the human countenance. It is no accident that the portrait is central 
to early photography. In the cult of remembrance of dead or absent loved ones, the cult 
value of the image finds its last refuge. In the fleeting expression of the human face, the 
aura beckons from early photography for the last time. This is what gives them their 
melancholy and incomparable beauty. But as the human being withdraws from the 
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Alternatively, I read daguerreotyped portraits as a missing link in the aura’s devolution—

as I argue in chapter 1. In my view, the daguerreotype is both more exemplary of the 

impact of mechanical reproduction on experience and politics and more anticipatory of 

cinema than Benjamin allows. Written contemporaneously with the invention of what 

Poe called photogeny, Poe’s “Morella” further supports my argument. Morella’s self-

reproduction mirrors Poe’s impressions of the perceptual and social changes wrought by 

daguerreotypy, and his narrator’s experience of Morella resembles and therefore 

foreshadows “cinematic reception,” which, as Hansen describes it, “entails a mimetic 

blending with [virtual] moving and morphing images and, accordingly, an erosion of the 

boundaries between subject and object,” which “goes along with…an unmooring of 

movement from spatiotemporal dimensions” (“Benjamin’s Aura” 369). Although Morella 

is monstrous in the narrator’s estimation, he partly revels in the state of existence to 

which she condemns him. Oscillating between one of horror and one of comic 

enthrallment, the narrator’s ambiguous, or unstable (“giddy”), response to the new mode 

of perception that Morella allegorizes makes it possible to adapt the story to a modernist 

feminist tableau. 

Ozaki appears to have recognized that Poe allegorizes technological 

reproducibility in the character of Morella. Nearly a century after the first publication of 

the former story, Ozaki reanimates the themes of “Morella” in “Osmanthus.” A 

melancholy loner with a desire for romantic union and a propensity for compulsive 

                                                                                                                                            
photographic image, exhibition value for the first time shows its superiority to cult value” 
(“Work of Art” 108).  
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repetition, the narrator of “Osmanthus,” despite her professed weaknesses, possesses 

characteristics not unlike Morella’s. In particular, Ozaki transposes Poe’s embodiment of 

compulsive repetition from a fanatic student of “those mystical writings which are 

usually considered the mere dross of the early German literature” to an urban cinematic 

spectator who is “crazy about” Charlie Chaplin (“Morella” 222; Ozaki 189). 

“Osmanthus” begins with one word, “Thursday,” which suggests a thematic paradox: the 

events of the story occur on a specific day but on one that is infinitely reproducible 

(Ozaki 187). “Thursday” is followed by two sentences, which complete the story’s first 

paragraph: “Today is the day Charlie disappears from the screen of the Shuraku Cinema. 

I’ve got to go out to bid him farewell” (187). Here, the narrator refers to Chaplin’s 1925 

film The Gold Rush, which she views on four consecutive nights: the story is told from 

the last of these nights and includes the narrator’s recollections of recent events. In 

bidding farewell to her celluloid crush, Ozaki’s narrator repeats an action of the previous 

Monday at the Ueno train station, where she said goodbye to “N,” a male friend from 

college who recently visited Tokyo on business and vaguely proposed marriage to the 

narrator before returning, rejected, to his ranch in the country. In her fantasized, in-person 

conversation with Chaplin on her walk home from the cinema after Gold Rush’s last 

showing, the narrator explains to the film star that, in him, she is “chasing the shadow of 

N, who looks like a cow. That guy who returned to his cows after he was turned down. 

That is why [she] love[s] [him, Chaplin]” (189). The narrator admits that her feeling for 

Chaplin is displaced longing not so much for N as for N’s “shadow.” 
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As Elisabeth Bronfen has noted, film is constitutionally spectral: while everything 

it shows existed at the time that it was recorded, when it is projected, what appears on 

screen is not really there; hence all subjects of cinema are revenants (Bronfen). Ozaki 

compounds this idea in “Osmanthus” by featuring a Chaplin film in its second run. 

Furthermore, her narrator is drawn to N because he is a revenant, as Chaplin is on screen 

and as Morella is in Poe’s story. Therefore, the narrator tries to discern what about N. 

remains the same as before. 

It’s been almost ten years since [she] met N. Long ago during our student 

years, [they] were friends for a while. He’d always had a somewhat weary 

and clouded countenance, and the man [she] met up with after all those 

years had changed only in that his manner had lightened up a bit. He 

hadn’t changed that much. He said he was living with cows on a ranch up 

north, and come to think of it, he somehow resembled a cow. To the same 

degree that I in my garret resemble moss. He said his hysterical wife had 

run off again, leaving him all alone. The man he’d become was somewhat 

soaked through with an odor of shabbiness, but then again he wasn’t. 

What stood out about him was that his lungs had, to an astonishing degree, 

a liking for the smoke of Airship cigarettes. (187) 

This description suggests that the narrator is neither in love with N nor attracted to him in 

a traditionally romantic sense. For, she mocks N’s attitude toward his ex-wife with a 

subtle vengeance: for reducing his wife to her womb, the narrator in turn metonymizes 

N’s lungs for N and dehumanizes N by comparing him to a cow. However, she then 
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redirects this mockery onto herself: resembling moss, she is no less inhuman, 

undignified, or fragmented than N. Nevertheless, it is the mere fact of his return and 

subsequent disappearance that compels the narrator to “chas[e]” N’s “shadow.” Her 

compulsive obsession for N enhances the unchanging pattern of her life. Even as it 

literally starves her, the narrator craves repetition, for, it promises more freedom than the 

alternative (living in the country as N’s wife). Like a film, her existence has a dialectical 

structure: just as the cinematic spectator acquires a sense of movement from the still 

images that comprise the filmstrip, the narrator envisions continuity in discontinuous 

figures and isolated moments. Hence she is “crazy about” Chaplin, who mimics this 

paradox of film by his movements. 

In a posthumously published fragment written in 1935 titled “The Formula in 

Which the Dialectical Structure of Film Finds Expression,” Benjamin comments on the 

mutuality of mass production and cinema in terms of their form and “social significance” 

via his interpretation of Chaplin’s signature performance: 

His unique significance lays in the fact that, in his work, the human being 

is integrated into the film image by way of his gestures—that is, his bodily 

and mental posture. The innovation of Chaplin’s gestures is that he 

dissects the expressive movements of human beings into a series of minute 

innervations. Each single movement he makes is composed of a 

succession of staccato bits of movement. Whether it is his walk, the way 

he handles his cane, or the way he raises his hat—always the same jerky 

sequence of tiny movements applies the law of the cinematic image 
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sequence to human motorial functions. Now, what is it about this behavior 

that is distinctively comic? (94) 

Like Benjamin, whose writings on Chaplin are roughly contemporaneous with 

“Osmanthus,” Ozaki analyzes Chaplin as a redemptive figure who “renders self-

alienation productive by making it visible” (Hansen, “Room-for-Play: Benjamin’s 

Gamble with Cinema” 26). However, whereas Benjamin notes that Chaplin’s “character 

with the jerky gait, the small cropped moustache and the bamboo cane” was, according to 

Chaplin himself, modeled on “office workers coming from the Strand” and that “this 

specific demeanor and this clothing expressed the ethos of a man lingering over 

something,” the narrator of “Osmanthus” views Chaplin’s performance as mirroring her 

experience as a struggling woman writer in prewar modern Tokyo (“A Look at Chaplin” 

311). Furthermore, to Benjamin, film viewers’ cognition of their self-alienation and their 

alienation from others, as Hansen explains, “depends upon a double process of bodily 

innervation—the interpenetration of the performer’s physiological impulses with the 

structures of the apparatus, and the audience’s mimetic, visceral assimilation of the 

product in the form of collective laughter” (“Room-for-Play” 26; emphasis in original).  

Ozaki qualifies this theory by depicting the co-mingling of laughter and loneliness among 

urban cinematic spectators, as well. 

In “Osmanthus,” Chaplin’s performance evokes comic pleasure for most of the 

working-class filmgoers at the Shuraku: 

…those in work jackets, and guys in hunting hats, and old grandmothers 

and their grandchildren, and young girls, too, kept on laughing just as 
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Charlie wished. [The narrator’s] heart was the only abnormally twisted 

one after all. 

When Charlie, who’d been stood up by his lover, began to dance 

his potato dance, the workers, the hunting hats, the old women and the 

young girls were drawn into an eddy of laughter. The grandson threw 

down his rice cracker to clap his hands, and even the bottles of lemon pop 

under the chairs raised their voices in rousing appreciation. [The 

narrator’s] heart began to cry bitterly. (188-189) 

However, to the narrator, Chaplin is more lonely than funny. Her difference from the 

audience is the tenor of her feeling. Despite Ozaki’s exemplarily modernist prose, a 

number of her protagonists, including not only the narrator of “Osmanthus” but also 

Machiko in Drifting in the World of the Seventh Sense, have not been fully successful in 

resisting traditional Japanese literary modes. They are especially bogged down by 

sentimentality, which the eponymous flower osmanthus symbolizes. In the imaginary, 

off-screen encounter between this story’s narrator and her celluloidic better half, Chaplin 

“used his cane to beat at the aroma of the osmanthus” that flowed from a “forbidding 

mansion” near where they conversed (189). The “happiest rich girl in the world… 

playing ‘Troika’ on the piano” inhabits this mansion (189). It represents a place of upper-

class privilege, which is inaccessible to the narrator. Here, a woman feels validated by 

conforming to bourgeois ideas of art and femininity. As Chaplin chastises the narrator for 

being a “perverse woman” by chasing N’s shadow and advises her to, like the heroine 

and his character in Gold Rush, “make it a happy ending” by marrying, he also physically 
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dismisses the life and art of this “rich girl” (189). The narrator’s compulsion to repeat, as 

manifested by her attachment to N, disgusts Chaplin because it keeps her poor and alone. 

He condemns her anxiety disorder as useless; it is “why [he] cannot stand this old 

place—this skin of the earth” (189). The narrator’s response to his complaint and 

Chaplin’s response in turn draw their fantastic encounter to a close: 

“‘Since I also hate this old place—this skin of the earth—I 

preferred the garret to N’s ranch. Even your happy ending takes place 

away from the skin of the earth and on screen, doesn’t it?’ 

‘Then get on back to your garret, why don’t you?’ 

 Charlie pointed in the direction of my room with his cane, and 

then, wheeling around, he walked off, cutting the lonely murmuring of 

‘Troika’ into shreds with his cane.” (189) 

His final gestures signal the narrator’s quintessentially modernist predicament, which is 

the need of humanity to adapt its constitution to what Benjamin calls second technology, 

which film exemplifies, in order to realize this technology’s liberating potential. 

In “Osmanthus,” Chaplin’s apparent “loneliness” contradicts the purported 

intention of this film star specifically and cinema generally to entertain and what 

Benjamin analyzes as the medium’s constitutive capacity for improvement: as Ozaki’s 

narrator explains, “in the course of trying to spread laughter throughout the world, he was 

instead spreading only loneliness” (Ozaki 188). One reason for this is the degraded 

quality of the print at the second-run, “pitiful Shuraku Cinema on the outskirts of town” 

(187). The narrator calls it a “worn-out old picture”: not only does the feature include 
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images of Chaplin struggling in a blizzard, but also, during her first viewing of it, she 

notices that the Shuraku’s copy, “having been rained on, [is] trembling” (187, 188). By 

attributing life to the filmstrip, Ozaki reminds readers of celluloid’s inevitable subjection 

to degradation and decay, which alters cinema’s realist aspirations and gives the medium 

a gothic slant. The story’s combination of pleasure and pain in the narrator’s repetitious 

experience situates “Osmanthus” and its impression of film within gothic modernism. 

Furthermore, like Chaplin himself, the sentience of the filmstrip mirrors the protagonist’s 

own feeling: “Charlie’s shoulders are lonely, just like my heart. His hat is also lonely. His 

cane is also lonely. His moustache. His pants. His rope shoe. In fact, his entire body is 

lonely” (187). As Benjamin says of the audience of Mickey Mouse cartoons and of other 

American slapstick comedies, the narrator recognizes her “own life” in the Sharuku’s 

Gold Rush. However, in her case, cinema fails to accomplish what Benjamin argues is 

crucial for the medium to contribute to a radical politics—that is, the formation of the 

collective. Rejected by the audience (as she sits down, another viewer in “the pit” curses 

her angrily for stepping on his foot), Ozaki’s narrator remains an isolated, individual 

spectator (188). “Osmanthus” serves as a critique of the forces of modernity that, in spite 

of their potential for the contrary, perpetuate female oppression, including women 

writers’ marginalization. 

5. (En)Gendering Destruction in an Age of In-Video Reproduction  

In the chapter “Abandon All Hope, Ye Who Enter the Hell of Images” in War and 

Cinema: The Logistics of Perception, Paul Virilio compares the tactics used by the 

Hollywood star system since 1914 to those of the United States military-industrial 
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complex. Briefly turning to the way in which narrating gender difference has been 

significant to “the foundation or restoration of a military state,” he characterizes women’s 

military role (prior to the wars in Iraq since 1990), as one in which women enable men to 

become warriors while not participating in battle themselves (42). In an endnote, he 

further explains this sexual differentiation: “[a]t once the first means of species transport 

(in pregnancy and early childhood) and the first form of ‘logistical support’, women laid 

the basis for war by freeing the hunter of the need to assure his own maintenance” (93 n. 

21). Virilio concludes that the depictions of women in relation to warfare in legend, 

myth, and the courtly novel are mirrored in the roles given to and in the restrictions 

imposed upon the Hollywood female star (43). Marlene Dietrich, as Amy Jolly, assumes 

a version of this role in Josef von Sternberg’s Morocco (1930) when, at the film’s end, 

she sacrifices her life to become Légionnaire Tom Brown’s (Gary Cooper’s) “logistical 

support” by joining the Moroccan camp followers, women who follow their husbands in 

battle through the desert. 

 Perhaps because he focuses his project on the technologies of sight developed for 

mobilizing warfare, Virilio does not also delve into the ways in which configuring gender 

has been used as a strategy for demilitarizing a nation state after its defeat. Chon Noriega 

notes that during the Americans’ seven-year occupation of Japan following its surrender 

in the Pacific War, the United States “dismantled and rebuilt the Japanese family and 

society in such a way as to ensure that Japan could never again become a military threat 

to the Allies” (57; emphasis in original). This included, among other measures, giving 

women “full legal equality” and ending male parental authority over adult children (57; 
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emphasis in original). Noriega argues that Honda’s 1954 Gojira, its dozen and a half 

sequels (the most recent in 2004), and the numerous other radioactive dinosaur films that 

the original inspired have functioned as cultural therapy for Japan’s traumatic memory of 

nuclear warfare. He analyzes Gojira and its filmic progeny as a “self-conscious attempt 

to deal with nuclear history and its effects on Japanese society” (54). Among the postwar 

changes in Japan that these films confront are the occupation-era reforms to the family. In 

the sixties and seventies, as Japan began to restabilize, the Godzilla films began featuring 

children for the first time. Godzilla vs. Mothra (1964) and Ghidrah, the Three-Headed 

Monster (1965) show a male child who, in the course of the narrative, aligns himself with 

a male reporter and a female photographer, who, Noriega says, “represent an intramedia 

‘marriage’ bound by an urgent need to return history to the conscious,” to construct a 

nuclear family “in relation to the monster” (66). 

 Noriega argues that the Godzilla films “transfer onto Godzilla the role of the 

United States in order to symbolically re-enact a problematic United States-Japan 

relationship” (61). However, in this transference process, “Godzilla comes to symbolize 

Japan (self) as well as the United States (Other)” (61). He refers to sociolinguist Takao 

Suzuki’s term “other-oriented self-designation” in Words in Context: A Japanese 

Perspective on Language and Culture to characterize the way in which the concept of the 

Other works in Japanese monster films, which contrasts to Euro-American constructions 

of self and Other. As Suzuki explains, “…whereas Western culture is based on the 

distinction between the observer and the observed, on the opposition of the self versus the 
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other, Japanese culture and sentiment show a strong tendency to overcome this 

distinction by having the self immerse itself in the other” (qtd. in Noriega 60). 

 According to Noriega, because of the other-oriented self-designation operative in 

Japanese language and culture, which is diametric to Western culture’s process of 

delimiting a self by projecting what is repressed onto its Other, the Japanese nuclear 

monster films, unlike their Hollywood remakes, do not fully relieve anxieties about the 

atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the 1945-1952 occupation of Japan, or 

subsequent thermonuclear testing in the Pacific by the United States military.63 

Atmospheric nuclear testing near Japan continued after Occupation until the Limited Test 

Ban Treaty passed in 1963 (Noriega 65). This testing included explosions of three H-

bombs during a two-year period, from 1952 to 1954: one, in November of 1952, 

evaporated Bikini Island and another, in March of 1954, “unexpectedly sent substantial 

fallout across a seven-thousand-square-mile area,” the victims of which included the crew 

of a Japanese tuna boat, the Fukuryû Maru, or Lucky Dragon (57). All of the crew 

developed radiation sickness, and one died soon afterwards. As a result, the latter test 

instigated mass protest in Japan, as well as the first national interest in the victims of 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki since the atomic bomb explosions; obviously, the first Godzilla 

film is a cultural response to this test. 
                                                
 

63 The process of repression in Western culture is described by Robin Wood in 
“An Introduction to the American Horror Film” in Movies and Methods vol. 2, edited by 
Bill Nichols (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985), and by James Clifford in 
“Introduction: Partial Truths” in Writing Culture: The Poetics and Politics of 
Ethnography, edited by Clifford and George Marcus (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1986). 
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 The human characters in postwar Japanese monster films fail to resolve the 

problem of atomic warfare; nonetheless, they successfully destroy the films’ radioactive 

monsters from the deep, usually by a scientist who sacrifices his life in the killing. 

Donald Richie, in the first English language analysis of the ways in which the atomic 

bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki resonate in Japanese cinema, says, “[t]he moral of 

all these films was the same: Japan is ravaged by monsters who are defeated, not by war-

like methods, but by technological know-how” (Richie 29). Thus, in mediating repressed 

memories of the atomic bomb and United States’ nuclear testing in the 1950s (both 

symbolized by the monster), Japanese radioactive monster films may not aspire to fully 

relieve anxieties about the existence of weapons of mass destruction, but they do attempt 

to somewhat come to terms with these weapons’ deployment by suggesting that Japan 

can recover from the trauma of Hiroshima by advancing technologically. Unconsciously, 

however, the films insist that they offer an inadequate resolution: the monsters keep 

returning. 

 Hideo Nakata’s film Ringu (1998) and its American remake, Gore Verbinski’s 

The Ring (2002), both of which are adaptations of Kôji Suzuki’s 1989 novel The Ring, 

depict a woman charged with saving a nuclear family that has been thrown into crisis by 

a female ghost with not only supernatural but also post-human capabilities. In Nakata’s 

film, the girl’s name is Sadako; in Verbinski’s version, it’s Samara. In line with the post-

Hiroshima horror films that Noriega and Richie discuss, Ringu and The Ring feature a 

journalist who attempts to first understand then defeat a monster of mysterious, watery 

origins. However, Nakata and Verbinski’s reporters are young, divorced, single mothers 
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(Reiko Asakawa and Rachel Keller, respectively). Although Sadako and Samara have 

undergone mutations so that they represent current social anxieties surrounding warfare 

and related technologies, they are the offspring of earlier radioactive monsters in 

Japanese cinema. As such, they are second-millennial manifestations of what Richie, in 

1961, termed the “Hiroshima symbol.”  That is, they are among the latest evolutions in 

the “community of associations” and “emotional complex” surrounding the 1945 atomic 

bombings (Richie 20). 

 However, Ringu and The Ring propose an attitude toward technology and a way 

of dealing with the trauma of the Pacific War that sharply contrasts them to the earlier 

films in the monster genre: they both characterize technology as inherently and inevitably 

destructive and show that the cost of resistance to remembering nuclear warfare is future 

annihilation. The films also place women at the center of this revision. At the conclusion 

of both Ringu and The Ring, the monster, Sadako/Samara is not only fully acknowledged 

as immortal, but the heroine, Reiko/Rachel, is given the task of reproducing the repressed 

collective memory that Sadako/Samara represents. Thus the Ring cycle works to 

recuperate women’s traditional military role as male warriors’ “logistical support.” 

 Ringu and The Ring essentially follow the same plot. In Ringu, at the same time as 

Reiko is working on a story about an urban legend of a videotape that kills its viewers 

seven days after they watch it, her sister’s daughter Tomoko dies inexplicably. After 

discovering that her niece had watched the tape with some friends at a cabin on Izu 

Peninsula, Reiko travels to the same resort on Izu, where she finds and views the tape. 

Later, Reiko identifies the woman who appears on the video as the now-deceased, 
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clairvoyant mother of a girl named Sadako. From interviews with those who knew 

Sadako’s mother, as well as from the dreams that she begins having shortly after 

watching the tape, Reiko learns that Sadako possessed the power to kill telepathically and 

that she was murdered by being pushed down a well on Izu by her mother’s doctor—a 

man who had subjected her mother to repeated psychological testing, forced her on at 

least one occasion to exhibit her psychic powers before an audience of male reporters, 

and may have also impregnated her with Sadako. Reiko also learns that Sadako’s mother 

committed suicide by throwing herself into a volcano. 

 In the course of her investigation, Reiko shows the tape to her ex-husband, Ryuji, 

a professor of mathematics who has clairvoyant powers of his own, in order to gain his 

help in deciphering the video’s meaning and in determining its origin. She also forgets to 

hide the tape at home, which results in her young son, Yoichi, accidentally watching it. 

Thus the film’s narrative becomes of Reiko and Ryuji working to save themselves and 

their only child from Sadako’s death sentence within seven days. They become 

convinced that they have done so once they discover the well containing Sadako’s 

remains and exhume her decayed corpse. Only after Sadako kills Ryuji the next day does 

Reiko realize the true reason that she was spared: she made a copy of the tape and 

showed it to at least one other person. At the end, the film suggests that, in order to save 

Yoichi, Reiko will subject her own father to the tape and then guide her son through the 

VHS copying process. 

 In both films, the girl-child monster represents most immediately the destructive 

power of new forms of mass communication. In The Ring, seven days after Rachel’s ex-
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boyfriend Noah—the father of her son, Aidan—watches the tape, Samara crawls from his 

television screen, lifts her decayed body, which is cloaked in a white dress, from a 

growing puddle of well-water on his studio floor, advances toward him, and 

instantaneously kills him by slowly revealing her face and then glaring at him from 

behind her mass of black hair. In Noah’s death scene, the viewer sees for the first time 

Samara make her way from the rim of the well toward the camera/screen in the final 

image on the tape. It is Samara’s first appearance in full on the video (though the viewer 

does get a brief glimpse of her arm and head coming out of the well at the end of the 

video when Aidan watches it). Each time the videotape plays earlier in the film, it cuts off 

with an image of the well’s rim shot at ground level about twenty feet away. 

 Watching this final portion of the video, the viewer notices that Verbinski has 

equipped Samara with the classic walk of American horror film monsters: Bruce Stone 

calls it “The Walk: stiff and serenely unhurried, as if her biorhythms were still calibrated 

to the grave” (Stone 3). Also, after she reaches the camera/screen then crawls out of 

Noah’s television, rises, and begins to move across the floor toward him, she somewhat 

retains her video composition. She thus appears at once zombie-like and electronic in the 

flesh—a conflation of death and video. In her final movements across the floor, her 

image flickers away then rapidly reappears, more photo-like and at a closer distance to 

Noah. Seconds before this, a shot from above of Noah moving helplessly on his back 

along the floor gives the viewer the impression that Samara radiates a field of energy that 

is perhaps killing Noah even before she reaches him or is at least rendering him immobile 

so that it is impossible for him to escape her. 
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 In The Ring, Samara embodies the effects of electronic technology. In the film’s 

opening scene, flipping through channels on her parents’ television set, Rachel’s niece 

Katie (Samara’s first victim), a model of American teen angst, says to her friend Becca: 

“I hear there are so many magnetic waves traveling through the air because of TV and 

telephones that we’re losing like ten times as many brain cells as we’re supposed to.”  

Katie calls this a conspiracy and says, “all the companies know about it, but they aren’t 

doing anything about it.” Katie’s speech makes familiar the anxieties that Samara 

represents but does not fully illuminate her ability to frighten film viewers. (The young 

actor who played Samara, Daveigh Chase, won the award for Best Villain at the 2003 

MTV Movie Awards.) The traits that Samara shares with Sadako implicitly evoke the 

atomic bombings of Japan. The long black hair that conceals Samara’s face and 

diminishes her thin, pale body is reminiscent of the hair of Hiroko Yamashita (née 

Yoshida) on display at the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum. Eighteen years old at the 

time of the bombing, Hiroko was 800 meters from the hypocenter; her hair fell out fifteen 

days after the detonation. The image of the pile of Hiroko’s black hair encased on a white 

platform behind glass is one of the most memorable shots from the tour of the Peace 

Museum by Hiroshima mon amour’s female protagonist (Emmanuelle Riva). After 

Samara grabs Rachel’s arm in a nightmare, edited so that the viewer at first mistakes the 

scene for diegetic reality, Rachel awakens to find the imprint of a hand burned into her 

flesh. A similar marking appears on Aidan’s arm later in the film. Dr. Grazner, a woman 

who was born and raised on the fictional Moesko Island and who treated Samara and her 

mother, Anna Morgan, while they were alive, explains to Rachel that, before Anna 
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committed suicide, she complained of seeing “horrible things—like they’d been burned 

inside her”—and thought Samara “put them there.”64 

 Later, while at the Morgan Ranch on Moesko Island, Rachel and Noah discover 

that Samara has telepathically burned an image of a burning tree onto the wall in her loft 

in the Morgans’ barn. While she was alive, Samara’s father, Richard Morgan, kept her in 

this loft, presumably to keep her away from his wife. Rachel immediately recognizes the 

tree on the loft’s wall as the same one in view when, earlier in the film, she watched the 

video in a cabin on Shelter Mountain. The tree has blood-red leaves, which, illuminated 

by the setting sun, spread a molten glow through Rachel’s cabin in the scene in which she 

first watches the tape. The image of the tree on the loft’s wall is a clue for Rachel; it leads 

her back to the Shelter Mountain cabin, below which she and Noah discover the well. 

When Samara’s corpse grabs Rachel’s arm inside the well, it transmits to Rachel a vision 

of Samara’s memory: Samara, alive, staring at the tree in the distance just before Anna 

Morgan places a plastic bag over her head and shoves her into the well. 

 Thus video, wood, sight, dream, and memory all become media for Samara to 

transmit her message, and each of these becomes an extension of her self. Rachel’s son, 

Aidan, begins to draw pictures in crayon of Samara’s life, even before he watches the 

videotape: one of a girl lying in a grave with a ladder extending out of it; and one of a girl 

and her parents, standing together in front of a barn, with horses floating up to the sky. 
                                                
 

64 The fictional (though it has its own website) Moesko Island is located near 
Seattle. According to the film’s narrative, Samara’s parents, Anna and Richard Morgan, 
were horse breeders on the Island. 
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Practically all of the images on the videotape are also replicated in the film’s depiction of 

the week of Rachel’s life after her death sentence, including the shot of a tall ladder 

leaning against a windowless wall of a building (Rachel accidentally walks under an 

identical ladder after she exits Noah’s studio), and of an empty chair in which Samara 

later appears sitting in both Rachel’s dream and the video made during Samara’s 

evaluation at the fictional Eola County Psychiatric Hospital—a video which Rachel 

discovers and watches at the Morgans’. Samara is ubiquitous—a fact made clear early on 

in the film. The deaths, in a moving car, of two of Katie’s friends who also watched the 

tape at the cabin on Shelter Mountain show that Samara does not need a television to kill 

her victims (though one might assume she used radio waves to reach them instead). She 

is the realization of Marshall McLuhan’s idea of the change in human consciousness 

begun after the electric age superseded the mechanical:  “[her] central nervous system is 

technologically extended to involve [her] in the whole of mankind and to incorporate the 

whole of mankind in [her]” (McLuhan 4). While McLuhan says that it is impossible to 

know whether the global extension of human consciousness will be “a good thing,” Ringu 

and The Ring claim that it is decidedly evil by imbricating the technologies of electronic 

media and atomic weaponry: the link that the Ring cycle establishes between them is 

decipherable in Samara’s propensity to burn when telecommunicating with her victims 

(4). 

 Like Godzilla, Sadako/Samara symbolizes not only nuclear weaponry but also its 

victims. Nakata and Verbinski both give considerable attention to their monster’s 

fingernails. When Samara grabs Rachel’s arm in her dream, the film includes a close-up 
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shot of Samara’s hand to show her horribly decayed nails. Later in the film, when Rachel 

is standing up to her waist in water at the bottom of the well, not only is there a repeat of 

the dream image—Samara’s corpse lifts from the water and grabs Rachel’s arm—but also 

Rachel discovers several of the little girl’s nails stuck between the stones along the wall, 

which indicate that Samara survived Anna’s attempt to asphyxiate her, as well as her fall 

down the well. In the eyes of the film viewer, Rachel is transformed in this scene from a 

news reporter to a forensic anthropologist investigating a site that the film codes as a 

mass grave. The Ring thus works to construct Samara’s murder as a war crime. 

 In Ringu, Sadako is shown being pushed down the well by her mother’s doctor, 

who those who knew her mother suspect was Sadako’s father. By depicting Sadako as the 

product of an “unnatural” medical experiment, Ringu obliquely refers to the scientific 

studies conducted on hibakusha after the war. As Mick Broderick explains, 

During occupation, while a concerted effort was mounted to censor and 

officially deny the hazards of radiation and any long-term manifestation, 

U.S. scientists were collected and collating evidence of just such effects at 

radiological institutes which refused to treat hibakusha but nevertheless 

studied them by the tens of thousands. (3) 

As a radioactive monster, Sadako is an allegorical figure of what Richie claims is Japan’s 

repression of hibakusha and the country’s history of nuclear warfare. At once, she elicits 

Reiko’s and viewers’ sympathies and threatens to destroy humanity. While Anna 

Morgan, rather than a male scientist, is the murderer of the monster in The Ring, the 

screenplay holds Samara’s father, Richard Morgan, and scientific experimentation 
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accountable for the disaster that Samara represents. In a scene cut from the version shown 

in theaters but included as an extra on the DVD of the film, Rachel interviews a group of 

local fishermen who vividly remember the ramifications of Samara’s arrival to Moesko 

Island: they tell her that, that year, there were no fish and the Morgans’ horses went mad, 

escaped from the Morgan ranch, and drowned themselves on the beach. When Rachel 

asks about Samara’s origins, one fisherman explains to her that Richard Morgan had 

taken Anna to “a doctor overseas,” who “helped him get her pregnant.” “Those people 

messed with nature,” he says. 

 Shortly before she was murdered, the Morgans and Dr. Grazner sent Samara to 

the Eola County Psychiatric Hospital for examination. The hospital videotape that Rachel 

watches at the Morgans’ leads her to feel for Samara as the victim of abuse. “I want my 

mommy, but not Daddy. All he cares about are the horses,” Samara says. Subsequently in 

this scene, Rachel screams at Richard Morgan, “What did you do to her?” While the film 

viewers, along with Rachel, later come to realize that Samara has tricked Rachel (and 

them) into sympathy for her, Rachel’s sense of pity for the neglected, mistreated, and 

misunderstood Samara resonates through the end of the film. As if recognizing Samara as 

an evolved symbol of the hibakusha, The Ring’s screenwriter Ehren Kruger gave the state 

institution responsible for subjecting Samara to psychological study the name “Eola,” 

which closely resembles “Enola,” of Enola Gay, the name of the bomber that dropped 

“Little Boy” on Hiroshima. 

 As demonstrated by the way in which Samara delivers Noah’s final death blow—

by glaring at him—she also represents the kind of post-nuclear technology that Virilio 
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says will mark the “final shift” in industrial warfare to a stage when “eyeshot 

will…finally get the better of gunshot” (Virilio 2). With her “ubiquitous orbital vision of 

enemy territory,” which enables her to locate her target victims anywhere and kill them 

exactly seven days after they watch the tape, Samara is akin to the “sight machine” that 

Virilio predicted would replace military personnel by the end of the twentieth century (2). 

Kôji Suzuki’s idea that exposing people to a collection of images can kill them is born 

from a contemporary “logistics of military perception, in which a supply of images [is] 

the equivalent of an ammunition supply” (1). By the end of Verbinski’s The Ring, Rachel 

adopts this particular technology of visibility inherent to Samara. In the moment in the 

film immediately before she realizes what rescinded the death sentence that Samara 

issued to her eight days earlier, and thereby discovers the key to also saving her son, 

Rachel has a flashback that film viewers are made to think mobilizes her subsequent 

epiphany concerning what saved her. Once the flashback subsides, the film returns to a 

close-up of Rachel’s face: “I made a copy,” the viewers hear her think. 

 Rachel’s flashback is composed of images—some of which, according to the 

film’s narrative, Rachel never actually saw—and spoken lines from earlier parts of the 

film: Rachel’s “She just wanted to be heard,” stated after she and Noah have turned 

Samara’s decayed corpse over to the authorities; Richard Morgan, covered in wires and 

yelling at Rachel, “My wife was not supposed to have a child,” minutes before 

electrocuting himself in his bathtub; Anna Morgan’s whisper to Samara, “All I ever 

wanted was you” dubbed over a shot of her covering her daughter’s head with a plastic 

bag then pushing her down the well; Aidan—an uncannily wise child, who calls his 
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mother by her first name, has eyes that appear “ever so slightly digitally enhanced” 

(Stone 2), and receives messages from Samara even before he watches the tape—saying 

about Samara to Rachel, through a nosebleed, “Don’t you understand, Rachel?  She never 

sleeps”; Rachel watching the image of “the ring”—the lid of the well, rimmed by sunlight 

as it closes—on the videotape, as we hear Richard Morgan’s later complaint to her that 

reporters “take one person’s tragedy and force the world to experience it—spread it like 

sickness,” followed by the old newspaper photograph of the dead bodies of Morgans’ 

horses on the beach on Moesko Island, as Rachel runs it through a copy machine; a close-

up of Rachel’s contracting pupil with a reflection of a television screen in its center; and, 

finally, clips from the other videotape featured in the film—the one made of Samara 

during her time in the Eola County Psychiatric Hospital: a shot of the clock on the wall 

behind her spinning through the hours as she stares up, blank-faced, at the camera 

recording her, and of Samara in a chair, responding to a psychiatrist’s question, “You 

don’t want to hurt anyone, do you Samara?” with, “But I do. And I’m sorry, it won’t 

stop,” which is intercut with the shots of Katie’s and Noah’s faces warped by Samara’s 

glare. 

 Verbinski shows Rachel’s flashback as enabling her character to recognize and 

fully assume her essential role in Samara’s war—which, as ubiquitous force, Samara 

seems to have waged against the entire human population. The Ring thus constructs its 

own images (including the images that are not in Samara’s lethal video) as potentially 

militaristic. It characterizes Rachel’s actions as equally destructive and preservative. The 

film ends with a close-up of Rachel’s hands, guiding Aidan’s fingers to press the buttons 
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on a VHS recorder, to duplicate her copy of Samara’s videotape. As the images flash by 

at high speed on the television screen in front of them, Aidan says to Rachel, “It’s going 

to keep going, isn’t it? She’ll never stop.” After Rachel consoles him that he has nothing 

to worry about because he, at least, is going to be okay, Aidan reminds her and the film 

viewers that, while the two of them will survive, the next person to whom they show the 

video may not. 

 The following, final second of The Ring is a high-speed montage of selected 

images from Samara’s videotape. Unseen by the film’s characters, this montage is 

intended solely for the viewers, to remind them that they have now also seen the images 

on Samara’s videotape and can expect to be killed by Samara in seven days—unless, like 

Rachel and Aidan, they propagate Samara’s message. The final montage functions as one 

last shock effect in the film because, up until that moment, viewers are not likely to have 

consciously considered their own vulnerability to Samara. While watching the film, 

viewers are led to think that they are seeing the video’s images indirectly as the 

characters watch them on a television screen. The first time that they see the images, in 

the scene in which Rachel watches the tape in the cabin on Shelter Mountain after 

discovering it in the resort manager’s video collection, camera work and editing persuade 

them to believe that they are watching a video: the sequence of images on the tape is 

intercut with shots of Rachel sitting two feet from the television, either looking awestruck 

or wincing as she watches them. However, while they retain their grainy, electronic 

quality in appearance, during Rachel’s viewing, most of the videotape’s images are 

projected onto the theater’s full screen. Materially, they are film, not video. 
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 In The Death of Cinema, Paolo Cherchi Usai writes: 

It may be possible to imagine the existence of a moving image as it goes 

through the process of being created. This hypothetical condition can be 

defined as a potential moving image. Once it has been projected, the film 

resulting from this intention is subject to the physical decay of its images 

and the memory of perfection lost, thus giving birth to the history of 

cinema. (39) 

In Ringu and The Ring, the sense of urgency in preserving the film’s images is founded 

by the desire to remember war. The films’ viewers are left with the sense that they 

themselves will be annihilated if Sadako/Samara, a Hiroshima symbol, is repressed. The 

films thus implicate their viewers in the crime committed against Sadako/Samara and 

force them, under the threat of death, to take on the same role as Reiko/Rachel in 

remembering her. Therefore, the Ring cycle radically differs from the Japanese films of 

the 1950s, in which, according to Richie, “the sheer horror of [the bomb] is not touched 

upon” (Richie 22). Richie says that post-Occupation films displayed “an elegiac regard” 

toward the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, which in 1961 “remained as the single 

constant element in the changing interpretations of the Hiroshima symbol” in Japanese 

culture (22). In elaborating on the particular tenor of this elegiac regard in 1950s 

Japanese documentaries about Hiroshima, he says, 

The basic statement regarding the bomb…is, in effect: ‘This happened; it 

is all over and finished, but isn’t it too bad? Still this world is a transient 

place and this is too sad; what we feel today we forget tomorrow; this is 
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not as it perhaps should be, but it is as it is.’ This awareness of 

evanescence and the resulting lamentation has a term in Japanese: mono 

no aware. It indicates a feeling for the transience of all earthly things; it 

involves a near-Buddhistic insistence upon recognition of the eternal flux 

of life upon this earth. This is the authentic Japanese attitude toward death 

and disaster (once an interval has passed), and the earliest films as well as 

the latest, in part at least, insist upon it. (22) 

Richie analyzes the Japanese radioactive monster films of the period as harboring the 

same “once-removed attitude” toward the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki 

as their documentaries (29). 

 While Ringu and The Ring advocate a less removed attitude toward the atomic 

bomb than their predecessors by showing the futility of repressing the memory of 

annihilation, they also suggest that remembering nuclear warfare will not prevent it. 

Rachel has countered the “conspiracy of silence” against hibakusha by ensuring that the 

presence of nuclear weapons and the history of their deployment will no longer be denied 

(Broderick 3). She has thus broken the code in remembering Hiroshima, as conveyed 

when Aidan says to her, after learning that she and Noah have removed Samara from “the 

dark place” (as he calls it), “You helped her? Why did you do that? You weren’t 

supposed to help her.” Rachel “helps” Samara because she has no other choice: if she 

does not help her, her son will die, and her family and the future of the nation will be 

compromised. In the Ring cycle, the female lead is obligated to fulfill women’s 

traditional military role, to be the “first means of species support” and “first form of 
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‘logistical support’” (Virilio 93). She is bound to a narrative that equates procreation and 

replication with destruction. The crucial difference is that, this time, the victims of war 

refuse to be forgotten. 
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Coda. Horrifying Instants 

How the two elements interplay—destruction and preservation! 

-Harun Farocki 

Images, writings, and adaptations of Edgar Allan Poe—the figure whom, in this 

dissertation, I have posited as the emblem of gothic modernism—exhibit fascination with 

capturing the instant of death and call our attention to the paradox of representing this 

instant as the quintessence of life. The witnessing of mass destruction is only convincing 

as an act of preservation if seeing is synonymous with imaging and if the image is 

dependable as an index of its subject. These are the conditions of possibility of gothic 

modernism. However, they also form the grounds of gothic-modernist cultural critique. 

Works of gothic modernism are tethered to modern technologies of representation, which 

are the very means by which such works analyze the representations that these 

technologies produce. 

The development of gothic modernism corresponds both historically and 

philosophically to what Mary Ann Doane identifies as the nineteenth-century crisis in 

referentiality, assuaged, she argues, by the substitution of “the contingent, the ephemeral, 

chance—that which is beyond or resistant to meaning” (10)—for the real. In her study 

The Emergence of Cinematic Time, Doane persuasively analyzes an impressively 

expansive range of evidence to argue that modern technologies of representation emerged 

out of a desire, evoked by the aforementioned epistemological crisis, “to capture the 

vitality of change and movement without sacrificing a lust for fixity and stability” (218). 

To Doane, this contradictory desire manifested, in the modern West, in a cultural 
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obsession with instantaneity, which drove advancements in photography in the nineteenth 

century and the invention of cinema at the turn of the twentieth, and which, 

internationally, preoccupies new, post-filmic media today. As one exemplar of this desire 

in modernist literature, Doane offers surrealist André Breton’s invocation of “the term 

fixed-explosive, with its suggestion of an impossible conflation of stability and 

movement” in Mad Love, Breton’s 1937 collection of poetry (218; emphasis in original). 

In transnational gothic modernism, we not only observe the same fascination with 

the instant, as Doane cites in modernism generally, but also expand our understanding of 

the ideological dimensions of the desire for instantaneity, specifically, its imbrications 

with social hierarchies. I close this dissertation with key examples of the link between 

ideology and “the asymptotic movement toward an ideal” that is the instant: one in Poe’s 

body of work and others, surrounding an ancient historical event that captivated 

consumers of European and American culture from the late-eighteenth through the turn-

of-the-twentieth centuries and a culminating episode of modernity that continues to haunt 

international audiences in the twenty-first (Doane 211). 

In Poe’s 1840 short story “The Man of the Crowd,” the narrator’s “screening” of a 

pedestrian, evening commute tests modern technologies of representation. Following a 

narrative frame that concerns legibility, revelation, conscience, and crime, the story 

begins on an autumn afternoon in London’s “D— Coffee-House,” where the unidentified 

first-person narrator sits with a newspaper near a window, where he has been “amusing 

[himself] for the greater part of the afternoon, now in poring over advertisements, now in 
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observing the promiscuous company in the room, and now in peering through the smoky 

panes into the street” (232-233). Once night has fallen, 

The wild effects of the light enchained me to an examination of individual 

faces; and although the rapidity with which the world of light flitted before 

the window, prevented me from casting more than a glance upon each 

visage, still it seemed that, in my then peculiar mental state, I could 

frequently read, even in that brief interval of a glance, the history of long 

years. (235) 

Here, the ability to compress and visualize time so that individuals’ life stories become 

legible in a “brief interval of a glance” depend on artifices—gas streetlamps and a “large 

bow window”—which heighten the narrator’s perception of the world outside the 

coffeehouse (232). The narrator’s use of the term “wild” to describe the “effects of the 

light” and his explanation for his “peculiar mental state” at the time as the result of a 

recent illness suggest that his powers of vision might be unusual but that they are not 

unnatural. Rather, these enhancements merely extend the narrator’s sight to reveal to him 

“truth itself in the supremeness of its perfection,” much like Poe says of photography in 

an article featured in Alexander’s Weekly Messenger in the same year as he published 

“The Man of the Crowd” (“The Daguérreotype” 38). Susan Elizabeth Sweeney compares 

the narrator’s visual aid to another optical device: the narrator “employs his bow window 

as if it were a magnifying glass enabling him to study the enormous crowd in greater 

depth”; his “examination of the crowd thus mimics the process of optical magnification, 

which makes the image of an object appear bigger and sharper, as if it were closer to the 
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eye, although it remains as far away as ever” (7, 6). Contrary to what one would expect if 

one applied the laws of classical physics to the material world (that is, that objects are 

fixed entities, independent of time and perspective), the various contingencies of the 

crowd’s appearance, to the narrator, actually increase the accuracy of its image. If this 

representation of the crowd echoes Poe’s claim, in his article in Alexander’s, that “the 

closest scrutiny of the photogenic drawing discloses only a more absolute truth, a more 

perfect identity of aspect with the thing represented,” then the narrator sees like a camera 

(“The Daguérreotype” 38). Because his gain in virtual proximity to the object of his gaze 

corresponds to a collapse of the distinction that he formerly perceived between “long 

years” and an instant, the story anticipates modern physics by asserting an interrelation 

between space and time. 

As Poe represents it, the narrator’s “examination” of the crowd qualifies as 

legitimate scientific inquiry, not in spite of but, rather, because of its complicity with 

ideology. The narrator is able “to divide, classify, and analyze the crowd” by a 

“methodology [that] is explicitly hierarchical: it progresses from generalities to specifics 

at the same time as it moves from noble, prosperous, ‘decent’ individuals to sinister, 

foreign, sickly, criminal, drunken, laboring, and impoverished ones” (Sweeney 5). 

However, the story’s eponymous figure threatens to undermine this social hierarchy. As 

Sweeney argues, “[t]he appearance of this unreadable face, in fact, disproves the 

narrator’s ability to master the crowd by studying it through a window” (7). Although 

sufficient in its capacity to zoom in on its object, the narrator’s extension of vision is 

limited to the scope determined by the window’s single frame. When “a countenance 
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which at once arrested and absorbed [his] whole attention, on account of the absolute 

idiosyncracy [sic] of its expression,” enters his purview, the narrator tries but fails to 

manipulate this scope by pressing his “brow to the glass” (235). Without literally leaving 

the coffeehouse, the narrator is unable to cross the frame. Since he cannot transport his 

optical device, the window, with him on the street, the narrator must abandon his 

enhanced view in order to study the one face that resists instantaneous capture. Led on by 

the near-mastery of the crowd afforded by the window’s still images of the crowd’s 

various types (and perhaps also encouraged by a hope that the man’s seeming decrepitude 

means that he will move more slowly and, therefore, be easier to track than most), the 

narrator’s devotion to positivism drives him to represent this man in motion. 

As I endeavored, during the brief minute of my original survey, to form 

some analysis of the meaning conveyed, there arose confusedly and 

paradoxically within my mind, the ideas of vast mental power, of caution, 

of penuriousness, of avarice, of coolness, of malice, of blood-thirstiness, 

of triumph, of merriment, of excessive terror, of intense—of supreme 

despair. I felt singularly aroused, startled, fascinated. ‘How wild a 

history,’ I said to myself, ‘is written within that bosom!’ Then came a 

craving desire to keep the man in view—to know more of him. Hurriedly 

putting on an overcoat, and seizing my hat and cane, I made my way into 

the street, and pushed through the crowd in the direction which I had seen 

him take; for he had already disappeared. (236) 
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However, even after relocating the man and following him through the night, the 

narrator’s pursuit ends futilely: with or without mediation, “er lasst sich nicht lesen” (he 

will not permit himself to be read) (232, 239). 

Nevertheless, the story does not challenge the resolution, forged by modern 

technologies of representation, to what Doane argues is the epistemological crisis of 

modernity. In fact, it concludes with the narrator’s expression of both resignation to and 

appreciation for uncertainty, as he says, “It will be in vain to follow [the man]; for I shall 

learn no more of him, nor of his deeds,” and “perhaps it is but one of the great mercies of 

God that ‘er lasst sich nicht lesen’” (239). The man’s ambiguity does not, in fact, reduce 

the power of the story’s imaging apparatus, which, otherwise, enables its narrator’s 

mastery of the crowd. The man “is the man of the crowd” (239) precisely because he is 

the exception that proves the rule that, when measured in instants, the crowd 

demonstrates a hierarchical composition with clear divisions between its aspects. Indeed, 

the story asserts that insight into the material world requires a medium and that nothing is 

gained by leaving one’s optical device behind. Furthermore, if the man’s impenetrability 

haunts the scheme of modernity, then it may also goad figures like Poe’s narrator on to “a 

craving desire” for more sophisticated instruments of observation (despite the possible 

blasphemy of using them), particularly, apparatuses (like cinema’s) that can traverse 

frames to represent objects in motion. Still, we wonder, what is at stake in discovering 

that, because the narrator does not possess such an apparatus at present, he may as well 

never have left the coffeehouse? 
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Returning to Poe’s description of the narrator’s initial view of the crowd, we note 

the indications of the narrator’s unwilled constraint and of his lack of autonomy in his 

position of observation even while, contrary to the man of the crowd, the narrator thrives 

in solitude: the “wild effects of the light enchained” the narrator to his “examination of 

individual faces,” and his illness-induced, “peculiar state of mind” facilitated his analysis 

of the crowd through the glass. Illustrated more as “doubles” than opposites, both the 

narrator and the man are subject to forces beyond their control; neither is self-governed 

(Sweeney 10). The primary difference between them lies in the disparate levels of 

authority that the story grants these figures. The narrator sanctifies his own role as a 

mediated (that is, a removed yet attached) observer while he declares the man of the 

crowd to be “the type and the genius of deep crime” (239). Thereby, the story validates 

the narrator’s reading of the crowd in spite of the signs that he eye-witnessed while 

following the man through the streets that the crowd defies order. Purporting images as 

more revelatory than their referents, “The Man of the Crowd” licenses the use of a 

medium to shore up ideology. In particular, the narrator’s “peculiar state” in the 

coffeehouse alludes to American slavery. Therefore, by privileging the narrator’s view 

from here as aligned with the same “absolute truth” as a “photogenic drawing,” the story 

posits the antebellum South’s so-called peculiar institution as righteous even in the face 

of incriminating evidence (“The Daguérreotype” 38). 

Further developing the recognition—exposed, only to be effaced, in Poe’s “The 

Man of the Crowd”—of the tenuous mastery of the material world enabled by modern 

technologies of representation, Emily Dickinson indicates that limitations to representing 
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human catastrophe hinge on the relationship between immobility and volatility. Due to its 

more than 600,000 casualties and the fact of its photographic record, the United States’ 

Civil War may be considered “a World War avant le lettre” (Bronfen). On the eve of this 

modern war, Dickinson writes, 

I have never seen ‘Volcanoes’ – 

But, when Travellers tell 

How those old – phlegmatic mountains 

Usually so still – 

 

Bear within – appalling Ordnance, 

Fire, and smoke, and gun – 

Taking Villages for breakfast, 

And appalling Men 

 

If the stillness is Volcanic 

In the human face 

When opon a pain Titanic 

Features keep their place – (1-12) 

“Stillness,” in this poem, registers the violent direction that motion can take. A person 

visibly expresses pain when s/he dies suddenly, like the buried victims of the Ancient 

Roman city of Pompeii who were killed by “an incandescent cloud of scorching gases 

and ash” from the famous eruption of Mount Vesuvius in August of 79 CE—an historical 
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event to which the poem alludes (Stewart, par. 2). In life, however, “[f]eatures keep their 

place” by the non-expression of pain. As the poem suggests, only by pain’s repression is 

mass destruction transformed into life-affirming preservation. Signaling such 

transformation, Dickinson concludes the poem with qualified ecstasy: 

If at length, the smouldering anguish 

Will not overcome, 

And the palpitating Vineyard 

In the dust, be thrown? 

 

If some loving Antiquary, 

On Resumption Morn, 

Will not cry with joy, ‘Pompeii’! 

To the Hills return! (13-20) 

Cessation of pain enables recovery, but the trace of catastrophe syntactically remains: 

each of the last three stanzas of the poem appears incomplete; whether it is the entire 

main clause that its conditional clause anticipates or only its main clause’s subject of its 

verb, something is missing from each of these stanzas. Furthermore, in the final two 

stanzas, the verbs in future tense are in the negative. These linguistic choices convey both 

skepticism that destruction is preservative and anxiety that catastrophe will suddenly 

recur. In Dickinson’s lifetime, the British and American press had raised public alarm 

about the on-going threat of Vesuvius: “[a]fter a decade of disturbances, the volcano 

erupted on August 27, 1834, with a fury that surpassed, in the words of one magazine, 
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‘everything which history has transmitted to us’” (Simmons 103). However, Dickinson’s 

1860 poem does not allude to “the most destructive eruptions of Vesuvius in modern 

centuries” (Simmons 103). Nor does its speaker relate testimony about or spoken by 

survivors of any volcanic eruptions—those former occupants of demolished “Villages.” 

Dickinson, when she wrote this poem, had greater proximity to political catastrophe in 

the United States than to the activity of Vesuvius of nearly two decades before. For this 

reason, and because “appalling Ordnance” includes a “gun,” volcanoes in the poem 

allegorize war. If we read both instances of “appalling” in the second stanza as adjectives, 

then “Men” become as much the perpetrators of offenses as they are the victims of 

violent upheaval. The poem both throws into doubt the possibility of satisfying “a lust for 

fixity and stability” and holds such desire responsible for human pain (Doane 218). 

Dickinson’s speaker both interprets and distrusts “stillness” as a medium. From its 

first stanza, the speaker signals the poem’s preoccupation with whether a still image can 

make legible to viewers in the present an event that occurred in the past. None of the 

figures in the poem has had direct experience of catastrophe. Compared to the speaker, 

“Travellers” once possessed greater spatial immediacy to volcanoes; therefore, they serve 

as conduits of the speaker’s image of the destruction of Pompeii. Like “some loving 

Antiquary,” the travelers have gathered and relayed their own and others’ interpretations 

of the impacts of volcanic eruptions based on direct observations of ruins. However, as 

Dickinson adapts their interpretations into verse, her speaker’s temporal removal—which 

the poem’s other figures share—from the scene of destruction is more at issue than the 

speaker’s physical distance from volcanoes. The image that the poem creates transports 
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the poem’s speaker, addressee, and reader to Pompeii but in the period of the city’s 

recovery (“On Resumption Morn”) and reanimation (“To the Hills Return!”), which 

occurred through archaeological projects begun in the late-eighteenth century. Covering 

the recent exhibition at Chicago’s Field Museum on “[t]he hellish demise of this vibrant 

Roman city,” Doug Stewart describes the “disturbingly lifelike casts” of the victims of 

the eruption of 79 CE made by Italian archaeologist Giuseppe Fiorelli—just three years 

after Dickinson wrote “I have never seen ‘Volcanoes’”—by poring plaster into “cavities 

in the hardened layer of once-powdery ash that covered Pompeii to a depth of ten feet” 

(par. 3, par. 6). Of Fiorelli’s casts, Stewart says, “It was as though an eyewitness from 

antiquity had stepped forward with photographs of the disaster” (par. 6). A twenty-first-

century reporter thus displays the same desire for the event’s mediation that Dickinson 

represented in 1860. Seemingly frozen in time at the instant of their destruction, the 

remains of the city and its inhabitants both demand and refuse interpretation. “I have 

never seen ‘Volcanoes’,” like “The Man of the Crowd,” represents photography’s aim of 

epistemological mastery. However, while Poe’s story absolves its narrator of analyzing 

phenomena that exceed the capacity of existent optical devices and, thereby, sustains an 

ideology served by such technologies, Dickinson’s poem suggests that the affiliation of 

imaging with preservation enables the social acceptance of mass destruction. Because the 

speaker proves unsuccessful at recovering the repressed human consequences of the 

dominant belief that an image faithfully renders and, therefore, substitutes for a destroyed 

object, the poem exposes as delusion the idea that images are indices. 
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The preservation of Pompeii in its instant of destruction has fascinated a public 

whose imagination has been enthralled by emergent media that promise human mastery 

over the material world through the representation of time. In Wilhelm Jensen’s German 

novel Gradiva: A Pompeiian Fancy, written during film’s infancy (published just eight 

years after cinema’s debut in France), the protagonist Norbert Hanold’s dream of being in 

Pompeii on August 24, 79 CE and witnessing the city’s burial culminates in the 

eponymous figure’s transformation from a living woman in motion into a solid form of 

art.  

Here is how Jensen narrates Gradiva’s death as Hanold, in the dream, views it from “the 

edge of the Forum near the Jupiter temple” (11): 

So with buoyant composure and the calm mindfulness of her surroundings 

peculiar to her, she walked across the flagstones of the Forum to the 

Temple of Apollo. She seemed not to notice the impending fate of the city, 

but to be given up to her thoughts[.] … [H]e became suddenly aware that 

if she did not quickly save herself, she must perish in the general 

destruction, and violent fear forced from him a cry of warning. She heard 

it, too, for her head turned toward him so that her face now appeared for a 

full moment in full view, yet with an utterly uncomprehending expression; 

and, without paying any more attention to him, she continued in the same 

direction as before. At the same time, her face became paler as if it were 

changing to white marble; she stepped up to the portico of the Temple, and 

then, between the pillars, she sat down on a step and slowly laid her head 
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upon it. Now the pebbles were falling in such masses that they condensed 

into a completely opaque curtain; hastening quickly after her, however, he 

found his way to the place where she had disappeared from his view; there 

she lay, protected by the projecting roof, stretched out on the broad step, 

as if for sleep, but no longer breathing, apparently stifled by the sulphur 

[sic] fumes. From Vesuvius the red glow flared over her countenance, 

which, with closed eyes, was exactly like that of a beautiful statue. (12-13) 

This passage belies the apparent sadism of Hanold’s dreamt-of voyeurism by conveying 

the protagonist’s anxiety about his inability to save Gradiva from the “fate” that she and 

her native city share and by obscuring the instant of her death. It supports Hanold’s desire 

to image this instant by suggesting that to do so might compensate for, even if it could 

not have prevented, Gradiva’s death. However, in remembering this dream during his 

waking life, Hanold substitutes, for the instant of Gradiva’s death, the fidelity of the 

dreamt woman’s gait—on which, to Hanold’s further consternation, the dream had not 

focused—to the walk of the figure in the atticized bas-relief that inspired his imagination 

of Gradiva in the first place. The novel suggests that by investigating whether the 

idealized walk represented in the bas-relief matches actual physical movement, Hanold 

will approach the impossible instant. Therefore, the scientific project that preoccupies 

Hanold, a classical archaeologist, is strikingly similar to the work of 

chronophotographers like Etienne-Jules Marey and Eadweard Muybridge, which Doane 

argues exemplifies “the nineteenth-century drive to fragment and analyze time and 

motion,” which made cinema possible ” (209). 
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 Freud famously interpreted “the problem of corporeal reality or unreality” (Jensen 

77), which explicitly drives Hanold’s actions in Gradiva, as derived from the 

protagonist’s repressed “erotic desire” for the character Zoë Bertgang, a childhood friend 

of Hanold’s, who still lives in the same neighborhood as he in Germany (“Delusion and 

Dream” 223). To Freud, the setting of the novel in Pompeii supports Gradiva’s 

classification as “a study in psychiatry” because “[t]here is no better analogy for 

repression, which at the same time makes inaccessible and conserves something psychic, 

than the burial which was the fate of Pompeii, and from which the city was able to arise 

again through work with the spade” (169, 166). Arguing that Hanold’s “interest in 

science is, of course, only the means of which the repression makes use,” Freud 

naturalizes the protagonist’s study of Zoë-Gradiva’s unique gait: because, in the course of 

the psychoanalytic cure, “the awakening of the repressed eroticism results from the very 

sphere of the means which are serving the repression[, i]t is rightly an antique, the bas-

relief of a woman, through which our archaeologist is snatched and admonished out of 

his alienation from love to pay the debt with which we are charged by our birth” (179, 

180). In contrast, we should historicize Hanold’s recovery in relation to modern 

technologies of representation and their ideological implications. Reversing Hanold’s 

substitution of a figure whose viewing approximates witnessing the instant of death 

(Gradiva) for one who represents continuous life (Zoë), and, thereby, collapsing the 

distinction between preservation and destruction, the novel accepts the conditions of 

possibility of cinematic time: a belief in chance as a productive counterforce to 

uncertainty—which the bas-relief’s resemblance to Zoë and Zoë’s many coincidental 
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appearances before Hanold confirm— and a conception of the photographic image as 

revealing “an absolute truth,” as Poe defined the significance of this medium upon its 

invention (“The Daguérreotype” 38). Because its positioning of a woman’s foot at once 

expresses and fixes movement, the bas-relief that Hanold found in an antique collection 

in Rome—and of which he “was able to get a splendid plaster-cast” for his own 

possession—is a proto-form of cinema (Jensen 3). 

In addition to suffering, by Jacques Derrida’s diagnosis, from le mal d’archive, 

Hanold has caught film fever. His recovery of eroticism, forced by his eventual 

acceptance that Gradiva’s look-alike whom he encounters in Pompeii is not a ghost of the 

noon hour but, in fact, a corporeal being—the prospect of which, shortly after they meet, 

he imagines “would thrill him with horror”—only enables another repression (Jensen 75). 

Attributing Gradiva’s “haunting” of Jensen’s archaeologist to the “logic of repression,” 

claiming “to bring to light a more originary origin than that of the specter,” Freud, 

Derrida says, exhibits a desire that mirrors Hanold’s:  

He wants to exhume a more archaic impression, he wants to exhibit a 

more archaic imprint than the one the other archaeologists of all kinds 

bustle around, those of literature and those of classical objective science, 

an imprint that is singular each time, an impression that is almost no 

longer an archive but almost confuses itself with the pressure of the 

footstep that leaves its still-living mark on a substrate, a surface, a place of 

origin. When the step is still one with its subjectile. In the instant when the 

printed archive is yet to be detached from the primary impression in its 



 

 

217 

singular, irreproducible, and archaic origin. In the instant when the imprint 

is yet to be left, abandoned by the pressure of the impression. (97-98) 

Near the end of Gradiva, Hanold recognizes, “Bertgang has the same meaning as Gradiva 

and signifies ‘the one splendid in walking’” (Jensen 111). In the last sentence of the 

novel, Hanold looks on “Gradiva redeviva Zoë Bertgang…with dreamily observing eyes” 

(117-188; emphasis in original). Thereby identifying Gradiva as Zoë and vice versa, the 

novel denies what Benjamin argues is the most important ramification of technological 

reproduction and also, Benjamin suggests, of biological reproduction, viz. demolition of 

the concepts of authenticity and singularity (“Work of Art” 103). Hanold forgets “his 

abhorrence of honeymoon travelers” to Italy and assimilates to the masses of 

“Augustuses” and “Gretchens” only by deluding himself that, in marrying Zoë-Gradiva, 

he recovers “originality” from ruins and restores the aura from its state of decay (Freud 

205). Hanold satisfies his desire to represent the instant by, like Poe’s narrator in “The 

Man of the Crowd,” privileging an object’s image over the object itself. Hanold accepts 

catastrophe by positing its advancement of preservation; like Pompeii, Gradiva had to be 

suddenly destroyed in order for the archaeologist to eventually discover her copy—a 

copy whom he realizes is actually more “originary” than her original.  

The same logic that allows Hanold to repress the horror of his dreamt instant of 

Gradiva’s destruction informs representations of a later pair of catastrophes—the United 

States’ atomic bombings of Japan in August of 1945. As a final step in tracing the 

escalation of the gothic-modernist fascination with instantaneity, I conclude the coda of 

this dissertation with a reading of two such representations: the permanent exhibit at the 
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Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum, which opened in 1955, and John Hersey’s relation 

in English of six eye-witness accounts of the atomic bombing of Hiroshima, first 

published in the August of 1946 issue of The New Yorker. 

Touring the first room of the Museum, on the first floor of the East Building, 

visitors encounter a glass-encased timepiece, which foregrounds an enlarged photograph 

of a wall clock. Both this watch and clock were present in Hiroshima and stopped at the 

time of the bombing. A plaque next to the photograph explains, 

The world’s first atomic bombing took place at 8:15 a.m., August 6, 1945. 

The destructive power of the bomb was incomparably greater than that of 

any previous bomb, and the massive amount of radiation released had 

devastating effects on human bodies. 

With the development of this new weapon of mass destruction, the world 

entered the nuclear age. 

This object and image, which closely resemble each other and have equal claims to 

authenticity and indexicality, serve to introduce the atomic bombing into the local and 

global histories constructed in the East Building’s exhibit. These artifacts, preceded as 

they are by displays that form a narrative of the city from Japan’s Meiji and Taisho 

periods to the Showa period and Pacific War, suggest that the bombing halted the 

continual progress of time and signified the instant. In its mission to arrest all use of 

nuclear weaponry (including weapons testing), the Museum works to ensure the 

exceptionality of the instant “8:15—August 6, 1945” by adapting the atomic bombing of 

Hiroshima into a multimedia installation. Dominating its displays in the East Building, an 
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elevated replica of the Atomic Bomb Dome canopies two models of the areas of the city 

nearest to the hypocenter (including the Nakajima District, the island that divides the Ota 

River into two branches, which is now the Peace Memorial Park). Each model lacks 

representations of inhabitants. One shows the city before the bombing, with trees, boats 

docked in the river, and thousands of buildings; the other replicates the charred landscape 

and few structures, reduced to skeletons, that remained after the bombing. Framed 

televisions line the tops of six gateways positioned just outside of the Dome’s 

circumference. On these screens loops a video, especially captioned for the exhibit, of 

film footage of the flight of the Enola Gay and its release of Little Boy over the city. 

Hersey’s text uses a similar technique as this display by multiply narrating the detonation 

of the bomb: Hiroshima begins with a series of independent clauses, each concerning 

what one of the six interviewees was doing “[a]t exactly fifteen minutes past eight in the 

morning, on August 6, 1945” (3). Hersey goes on, in the first chapter, to expand these 

survivors’ stories to several pages each. Their fixation on the instant of the bombing 

characterizes the Museum and Hiroshima as works of gothic modernism; however, each 

directs this obsession toward a critique of the achievement of instantaneity by revealing 

the representation of the instant to be an effect of mass destruction. 

In Hersey’s text, the defining feature of the atomic bomb is its blinding, 

“noiseless flash;” thus, like an optical device, the bomb is represented as pushing the 

limits of human perception. During World War II, the United States government 

expressed a related view of the bomb, as extending knowledge. However, it did so for the 

purpose of advocating the bomb’s deployment, rather than conveying its horror. In his 
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minutes of a meeting held May 5, 1943, the head of the Manhattan Engineer District 

(MED), Brigadier General Leslie R. Groves, recorded the United States military’s 

rationale for using the bomb against Japan and not Germany: Groves reports that the 

Japanese “would not be so apt to secure knowledge from [the bomb] as would the 

Germans.” A copy of Groves’s minutes with these words highlighted is included in the 

East Building’s first-floor displays about the Manhattan Project and the decision by the 

United States to drop the bomb on Hiroshima. In these minutes, a national government, 

personified and dehumanized, supersedes a populace. Thereby, the United States 

government effaces the potential human toll of the bombing. The OED defines “apt” as: 

suited, fitted, adapted (to (obs.) or for a purpose); having the requisite qualifications; fit; 

having a habitual tendency or predisposition (to do something)”; and “susceptible to 

impressions; ready to learn; intelligent, quick-witted, prompt.” Thus the Museum’s 

highlighting of the copy makes explicit the Army’s racist implication that the Japanese 

are intellectually inferior to Germans. Hersey’s Hiroshima indirectly contradicts this 

insinuation: although the idea that the city had been destroyed by the energy released 

when atoms were somehow split in two,” is received as “a vague, incomprehensible 

rumor” by Hiroshima’s surviving residents, within a week of the bombing, “Japanese 

physicists had entered the city with Lauritsen electroscopes and Neher electrometers; 

they understood the idea all too well” (82). Through its exhibits and programs dedicated 

to educate the public about the bomb, the Museum goes further than Hersey and directly 

counters the United States government’s claim. Forced “to secure knowledge of the 

bomb,” the city, through the Museum, shares this knowledge with international visitors in 
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an effort to forestall any recurrence of nuclear strikes. Displays explain fission and 

fusion; they globally map all known stockpiles of nuclear weapons; and they evidence the 

bomb’s effects on Hiroshima with singed clothing, charred food in lunch boxes, parts of 

buildings mangled or discolored by the heat rays, human body parts—fingernails, skin, 

hair, and a tongue— and, in the recorded audio component of the tour, short narratives 

about the individuals that these objects and organs represent, including where they were 

at the instant of detonation. 

 The blast of the atomic bomb that the Enola Gay dropped on Hiroshima 

immediately killed an estimated 70,000 people and leveled an enormous portion of the 

city. Comparison of the instantaneity manifested by this device to a camera’s imaging of 

the instant would be unconscionable if the use of modern technologies of representation 

were not, like that of nuclear weapons, implicated in oppressive ideologies. In Hiroshima, 

Hersey uses a photographic metaphor to describe the visual experience of the first nuclear 

attack on Japan: having arrived to work about a half hour before the bombing, one of the 

six figures in the narrative, “Dr. Terufumi Sasaki, the Red Cross Hospital Surgeon,” “was 

one step beyond an open window when the light of the bomb was reflected, like a 

gigantic photographic flash, in the corridor” (Hersey 18, 20). Two of the Museum’s 

displays suggest that the bomb produces images, although anti-images is the more 

appropriate term for these artifacts: a piece of X-ray film exposed by radiation from the 

bomb that penetrated the concrete walls of a closed vault inside the Hiroshima Red Cross 

Hospital and a portion of a concrete step to a bank building with the impression of a 

seated person who disappeared in the white heat. The Museum identifies the former as 
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one of the first clues gathered by Japanese scientists that the bomb that struck the city 

was atomic. The latter, as well as the other, now-iconic shadowy imprints of those killed 

in the 1945 atomic bombings, are almost like negatives of photographs of Fiorelli’s 

plaster casts of the victims at Pompeii. These anti-images show that the answer to 

modernity’s crisis in referentiality finally exacerbates the crisis. The bomb’s realization 

of instantaneity refuses the substitution of images for objects and produces only specters 

of images. 
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