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Introduction

GERARDO DEL GUERCIO

This volume presents recent critical work on Edgar Allan Poe and
psychology. It began in 2012 after careful consideration of what
was lacking in Poe scholarship. Upon months of combing through
archives at McGill University, Concordia University, as well as
JSTOR 1 discovered that nothing on Edgar Allan Poe and psychol-
ogy had come around in many years. After more consideration
I posted a Call for Papers and received at least thirty responses
from scholars from all areas of the world. Finally, in August 2018
I made a selection of the six manuscripts which reflect the current
attitudes toward Poe’s work and psychology.

In the first chapter, Karen ]J. Renner examines how Edgar Allan
Poe’s fictional confessions of murderers and his detective stories
provided models for both the serial killer and the profiler respec-
tively. Many of the primary characteristics of serial killers can be
traced back to Poe, including their ability to blend in with “nor-
mal” society, the ways that the details of their seemingly motive-
less murders contain clues to their psyches, and their so-called God
complexes. In addition, Poe himself and his detective Dupin have
served as prototypes for the criminal profiler, the serial killer’s
imagined rival. Poe’s work may have even influenced actual se-
rial killers by giving them a framework through which to under-
stand—and perhaps even to model— their murderous desires.

The book then moves to Rachel McCoppin’s “Shadow Selves: Un-
wanted Impulses and Obsession in Poe.” McCoppin advocates
that Edgar Allan Poe’s works are defined by obsessed narrators.
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Their obsessions are often baffling to readers: an “evil eye,” a
merciless cat, or an identical twin, but what makes Poe’s narra-
tives truly horrific is the sense that the narrators’ obsessions come
from within. Poe’s narrators have lost touch of reality; they fo-
cus conflict within their own unconscious outward which cre-
ates irrational obsessions. Carl Jung declares that the unconscious
can force the individual to come face-to-face with one’s true self
through obsessive means, and Poe’s narrators do just this. The
narrators of “The Imp and the Perverse,” “The Tell-Tale Heart,”
“The Black Cat,” “Berenice,” “Morella,” and “William Wilson” all
reveal their unconscious obsession to unmask themselves, reveal-
ing a self that does not adhere to societal expectations.

Sean J. Kelly intelligently examines, through a Lacanian psychoan-
alytic framework, the aesthetic effects of Edgar Allan Poe’s poem
“The Raven” (1845), specifically those effects produced by the
poem’s sublime architectonics of present-absence. While critics
have examined the role of the sublime and uncanny in the poem,
most of these studies have focused on providing an historical con-
text for Poe’s aesthetics or establishing cultural sources for the
poem’s symbolic imagery. By contrast, Kelly aims to demon-
strate that both the form and content of “The Raven” anticipate
the psychoanalytic, specifically Freudian-Lacanian, concept of das
Ding—the mythical “Thing”—which Jacques Lacan, in Seminar
VII, argues is the lost object “attached to whatever is open, lack-
ing, or gaping at the center of our desire.” Because, according to
Lacan’s theory, this concept names the void around which human
subjectivity forms and all subsequent desire turns, art functions,
in essence, to “creat[e] the void and thereby introduce[e] the pos-
sibility of filling it.” In this essay, Kelly examines both how the
void is staged through aesthetic means in “The Raven” and “filled”
by the enigmatic raven, which takes on the function of a sublime
object in the speaker’s melancholic fantasy. This article is used by
permission of The Pennsylvania State University Press.” I should
like to acknowledge The Edgar Allan Poe Review for granting copy-
right permission to reuse “Staging Nothing: The Figure of Das
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Ding in Poe’s “The Raven,”” which appeared in The Edgar Allan
Poe Review, Vol. 17, No. 2, 2016, pages 116-141.

Tatiana Prorokova’s chapter “The Doppelginger, Psychology, and
Poe” demonstrates how already in the mid-nineteenth century,
one of the most famous “Dark Romantics” Edgar Allan Poe metic-
ulously examined the problem of human mind in his short stories.
Investigating the connections between one’s behavior and the psy-
che, Poe undoubtedly became one of the pioneers of psychology.
While literally each story written by Poe deals with the problem of
human psyche, this chapter focuses on four of his works, namely
“The Black Cat,” “The Tell-Tale Heart,” “The Fall of the House
of Usher,” and “William Wilson,” to analyze the issue of the dop-
pelginger as represented in Poe’s oeuvre. Apparently, the exis-
tence of the dichotomy of the “good” self vs. “bad” self, which
inevitably results in the split of one’s personality, was one of the
issues from human psychology that interested Poe. Criticizing
the notion of human perfection and exploring the questions of sin
and self-destruction as an inherent part of the human nature, Poe’s
stories question human morality, overtly hinting at the depravity
of individuals and society in general as well as undermining the
sanity of human mind. Thus, the chapter explores the charac-
ters’ doppelgingers that Poe’s stories introduce to their readers to
understand the problem of one’s psychological mutilation and its
various manifestations.

In “A Hideous Veil,” Phillip Grayson argues that Edgar Allan
Poe’s “The Tell-Tale Heart” is a story about how the mind rec-
ognizes the reality of other people, and ultimately of the world.
Grayson finds in the story a striking demonstration of the cogni-
tive processes that connect us to others and to the world around
us. The darkness of the solipsism of a world known only super-
ficially, sensorily, cut off from the reality of the minds of others.
Central to these processes is a concept called extramission. Ex-
tramission is the idea that vision is accomplished by emitting some
force or substance from the eyes. While scientifically inaccurate,
this idea has been perennially and universally popular, seen in fig-
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ures from Medusa to Superman, and undergirding folklore and
ancient anatomical systems alike. The key to extramission’s per-
sistent appeal is that it reveals a key aspect of the consciousnesses
of others, allowing us to track their attention and recognize their
existence outside of ourselves. Nowhere is this more evident than
in “The Tell-Tale Heart.” Here, the inhuman eye of the narrator’s
benefactor eventually drives the narrator to murder. This penulti-
mate chapter argues that the failure of the old man’s eye to reveal
his inner consciousness, its failure to emit some energy or mate-
rial to confirm the inner life of the old man, lies at the heart of the
narrator’s murder, and allows the story to explore ways in which
we experience reality and the importance of these experiences.

Written by the volume editor, “Mapping German Poetics onto
the American Psyche: Masculinity and Metaphysics from E.T.A.
Hoffmann to Edgar Allan Poe” argues that the German influence
on Edgar Allan Poe was indeed essential in his formation of the
short story form that arguably best maps out the motions and
poetics of the mind freed from the divisions between language,
sensation, and elevated perception and not merely a doppelginger
per se. It is Poe’s attempt to venture into borderlands of the cre-
ative process that is designed to bridge the gap between hyper-
rational poetics and metaphysical speculations. Mesmerized by
the malleability of the material world to imaginative faculties, Poe
adapts Hoffmann’s dualist stories dealing with the “feminine in
men (that) inevitably results in destruction or a life half lived”
even further to create a space where umfymg forces replace the
new psychologlcal language of a woman’s creative energies as well
as traditional notions of the doppelginger motif.

The intention of the particular layout of this book is not to suggest
that the chapters be read in any particular order. Chapters should
be consumed in the order that helps most readers understand the
association between Poe and psychology. Taken together, even
though we are one hundred and seventy years after Poe’s death, his
writings and world are still very much alive. The various interpre-
tations of Poe and Psychology presented in these essays highlight
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the richness, complexity, and pertinence of this classic author. A
special gratitude to my contributors for donating their abstract to
the present Introduction.






1 Poe and the Contemporary Serial
Killer Narrative

KAREN J. RENNER

Authors and filmmakers have long envisioned natural connections
between Edgar Allan Poe and the serial killer, although his role in
those texts varies. On the one hand, Poe is the serial killer’s dark
muse, his writings offering inspiration to the homicidally inclined.
In the first season of the television show The Following (2013-), for
example, Poe’s works inspire the macabre murders of a modern se-
rial killer. Joe Carroll (James Purefoy), an English professor, kills
a string of victims, taking cues from the works of his beloved Poe,
but his homicidal reign does not end when he is brought to justice
by his nemesis, FBI agent Ryan Hardy (Kevin Bacon), for Carroll
manages to recruit a group of followers (hence the show’s title)
to carry out crimes he concocts while in prison. Carroll and his
minions give clues regarding their next acts of violence through
coy references to Poe, forcing Hardy to take on the role of literary
critic in addition to detective in order to foil their plans. Other
texts focus on the murders Poe wrote, imagining them as inspiring
actual murders. A fictional killer commits crimes that resemble
Poe’s stories in William Hjortsberg’s Nevermore (1994), prompt-
ing Harry Houdini and Arthur Conan Doyle to join forces to
track down the killer (though Poe’s ghost plays a part as well). In
addition to serving as muse to fictional serial killers, Poe has been
cited as inspiring at least one actual one as well: in a documen-
tary entitled H. H. Holmes: America’s First Serial Killer, he is cited
as an influence for the crimes committed by Holmes in Gilded
Age Chicago: at one point, the narrator of the documentary omi-

13
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nously exclaims, “As others received inspiration from Rockefeller
and Carnegie, H. H. Holmes drew his dark desires from the tor-
ture chambers of Edgar Allan Poe.”!

On the other hand, Poe is also imagined to be the serial killer’s
consummate nemesis, a skill he has no doubt gained in the cul-
tural imaginary by fathering the mystery genre. For instance, in
the 2012 film The Raven, a serial killer is on the loose in 1840s
Baltimore, committing a series of slayings that resemble the most
gruesome of Poe’s stories. The first murder involves two vic-
tims—a young girl whose body has been stuffed up a chimney and
her practically decapitated mother—as well as a window that opens
when a hidden spring is activated; the text referenced is clearly
“The Murders in the Rue Morgue.” During the next homicide, a
man is strapped to a table while an elaborate mechanism of gears
causes a blade to slash back and forth in the air above his stom-
ach, slowly lowering until it slices the man in half; the obvious
model for this murder is Poe’s “The Pit and the Pendulum.” As
police realize the connections between these gruesome murders
and Poe’s short stories, Poe himself (played by John Cusack) is
brought on to help the police predict the next crimes that the
killer plans to commit. Other contemporary works also imagine
Poe as accomplished detective. In Batman: Nevermore (2003), for
example, Poe pairs up with the Dark Knight to solve a string of
murders in nineteenth-century Baltimore. In Harold Schechter’s
series of novels (Nevermore: A Novel [2000], The Hum Bug [2002],
The Mask of the Red Death [2004], The Tell-Tale Corpse [2006]), Poe
works alongside other notable nineteenth-century figures, such as
P. T. Barnum, Davy Crockett, and Louisa May Alcott, to solve
various murders.

Poe’s imagined detective genius seems to be partly a result of his
own dark leanings: the belief is that he can track down the serial
killer because on some level he thinks like him. The descriptions

U'H. H. Holmes: America’s First Serial Killer, directed by John Borowski (2004;
Toronto, Ont.: Waterfront Productions), Netflix.
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of Schechter’s novels on his website, for example, portray Poe as
a tormented and troubled man. The synopsis for Schechter’s Nev-
ermore pictures Poe “plagued by dreadful ruminations and hor-
rific visions” while the summary of Hum Bug imagines that “his
realm of terror lies in the shadows of imagination.”? It is precisely
Poe’s supposed ability to empathize with disturbed men that, com-
bined with his skills of detection, allows him to successfully track
down serial murderers. Poe’s affiliation with the dark side is, of
course, largely a fabrication initiated by Rufus Griswold’s unflat-
tering 1849 obituary and perpetuated by critics and fans ever since.
Mark Neimeyer writes, for example, that “Poe has largely been
taken up by popular culture because of its ability to exploit his
personal suffering and the sad, and sometimes strange, realities of
his life as well as the even more fantastic myths that have grown up
around him. Poe has become the archetype of the mad genius or
the tortured Romantic artist.” As Caleb Puckett puts it in “The
Man of the Crowd: Following Poe and Finding Evil in Popular
Culture,” artists (and readers) connect not only to Poe’s works but
also “to the image of Poe himself in the role of shadowy, artistic

genius who is tortured by his awareness of evil and his own vices”
7).

The image of Poe as haunted by and highly conversant in the
darkest realms of human nature is largely an outcome of the two
groups of texts he wrote in the 1840s. During that decade, Poe
published three fictional first-person confessions of murderers so
similar in style and plot that they read almost like three variations
of a single story: “The Tell-Tale Heart” (1843), “The Black Cat”
(1843), and “The Imp of the Perverse” (1845).* All three feature an

2 “Nevermore: A Novel,” http://haroldschechter.com/books/nevermore-novel,
and “The Hum Bug,” http://haroldschechter.com/books/hum-bug.

3 “Poe and Popular Culture,” 209.

# While “The Cask of Amontillado” would also seem to fit into this category, it
differs in some important ways. For one, its first-person narrator, Montresor,
has a more commonplace motive for killing Fortunato: Fortunato has insulted
him in some undisclosed way that Montresor feels warrants his death. More
significantly, Montresor gets away with murder, and therefore his confession


http://haroldschechter.com/books/nevermore-novel
http://haroldschechter.com/books/hum-bug.
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anonymous narrator who kills an equally anonymous victim with
whom he is intimate on some level but for whose death he ex-
hibits little remorse. The motives they offer for their murders are
unclear, unconvincing, or, in the case of “The Black Cat,” down-
right questionable. In each story, the narrator attempts to hide the
crime—the narrator of “Imp” makes the murder look like a natural
death while the other two narrators simply hide the bodies—but
eventually each ends up revealing his homicide in some way. Dur-
ing the same decade, Poe also wrote the three tales that would birth
the mystery genre: “The Murders of the Rue Morgue” (1841),
“The Mysteries of Marie Rogét” (1842), and “The Purloined Let-
ter” (1844). The protagonist of these stories, C. Auguste Dupin,
a largely armchair sleuth who solves crimes that stump the police
simply for the pleasure of it, would later serve as a model for many
detectives to come. Together, these two sets of stories and their
central figures—the murderer and the investigator—have come to
represent the two faces of Poe: the madman and the genius.

In this essay, I wish to uncover the impact that Poe’s work and
persona have had on the way serial killers are constructed in both
media and fiction and quite possibly even the ways in which ac-
tual murderers have understood their own identities and acts.® 1
argue that many of the primary characteristics of the fictional se-
rial killer can be traced back to Poe’s works, including his ability
to blend in with “normal” society, the ways that the details of his
seemingly motiveless murders contain clues to his psyche, and his
so-called God complex. In addition, Poe himself and his detective
Dupin, I claim, have served as prototypes for the criminal profiler,
the serial killer’s rival. Often, the profiler’s proficiency at track-
ing down Kkillers is due to his ability to empathically enter into
their dark mindsets—a skill that both Dupin and supposedly Poe

lacks the self-destructive quality of Poe’s other stories; his crime seems more of
a triumph committed for reasons he finds logical, and so he has little to explain.

5 For a discussion of Poe’s impact on true crime narratives, see Christine A. Jack-
son’s The Tell-Tale Art: Poe in Modern Popular Culture (Jefferson: McFarland,
2012).
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himself readily display. This emotional capacity frequently marks
the profiler as a morally ambiguous character, either corrupted by
exposure to evil or already somewhat depraved to begin with, in
much the same way that Dupin is portrayed as morally and emo-
tionally questionable and Poe as a man tormented by the darkness
of his own mind.

The fictional serial killer narrative, which grew in popularity dur-
ing the last quarter of the twentieth-century, was not the sponta-
neous brainchild of popular culture but rather took its inspiration
from the true crimes committed by actual twentieth-century serial
killers, who grew in number to such a degree that it sparked a ver-
itable panic. These men, I will argue, could very well have been
shaped by Poe’s texts as well. A surprising number of them were
born in the middle of the twentieth-century and educated in subse-
quent decades, at the exact time that Poe’s prose—and particularly
those murderous confessions—superseded his poetry in American
literature anthologies and high school curricula. While I would
never go so far as to blame Poe for turning men into serial killers,
it is possible that his works shaped the ways in which men al-
ready predisposed to violence have understood their impulses and
actions. Thus, Poe’s connection to the serial killer narrative is
twofold. In addition to inspiring the creators of serial killer fic-
tions, he may have influenced the very real men responsible for
the genre in the first place.

Poe and the Serial Killer Narrative

Although official agencies, such as the FBI and National Institute
of Justice (NIJ), specify slightly different criteria, a serial killer is
generally understood to be someone who “murders at least two
people in distinctly separate incidents, with a psychological rest
period between.” In addition, the murders typically are neither
reactive nor committed with a particular goal in mind but appear
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to be “satisfying act[s]” in and of themselves.® Although actual
serial killers vary quite widely, the image that has seized the pop-
ular imagination is of a white man of above average intelligence
who kills strangers for deeply personal reasons often related to
early childhood experiences; the details of their troubled psychol-
ogy are symbolically embedded in the consistent features of their
methodology.

Technically speaking, then, Poe did not write about serial killers,
for neither the crimes that Dupin investigates nor the homi-
cides committed by Poe’s murderers fit the definition. “The
Purloined Letter” does not even contain a killing, the culprit in
“Rue Morgue” is revealed to be an orangutan, not a man, and
there is only one victim in “Marie Rogét.” In the confessions,
only one homicide occurs, and the victims are no strangers to
their murderers, as is commonly the case with the targets of serial
killers, but, on the contrary, are acquaintances of some sort, if
not housemates. The terms that we use—psychopath, sociopath,
antisocial personality, serial killer— are twentieth-century inven-
tions as the figure itself largely appears to be. In Serial Killers:
Death and Life in America’s Wound Culture, Mark Seltzer claims,
“Serial killing, by all accounts, became a career option at the turn
of the century.” Philip Jenkins similarly notes that FBI data sug-
gests “that recorded serial murder cases have accelerated rapidly
over time, with the mid-1960s as the crucial turning point in this
trend.” Fictional serial killer narratives increased in response to
the dramatic rise in actual crimes of this type; Philip L. Simpson
dates the subgenre as beginning in “the late 1970s or early 1980s
with the coinage and widespread dissemination of the term ‘serial
murder.””” Simply put, Poe could not have written about serial
killers because they didn’t exist yet, at least not in their common
form.

6 Katherine Ramsland, xi.
7 Seltzer, 1; Jenkins, Using Murder, 29; Simpson, Psycho Paths, 14; Jenkins, 2.
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Although Poe’s writings predate the “discovery” of the serial
killer, people with similar brands of mental illness were beginning
to be “officially” identified as early as the mid-nineteenth century,
when Poe was writing. At that time, though, they would have
been diagnosed with “moral derangement” or “moral insanity.”
In fact, when Poe was writing his tales, a debate was raging over
whether the insanity plea should be expanded to include people
diagnosed with these mental illnesses. Poe himself was very inter-
ested in the subject, even serving, as Paige Matthey Bynum points
out, as “a trial reporter in the 1843 murder-by-reason-of-moral-
insanity trial of James Wood.”® In delving into the minds of the
morally insane, even if only in his imagination, Poe was among
the first to fictionalize the act of criminal profiling and thus paved
the way for the serial killer narrative.

Certain aspects of Poe’s mysteries and murders are also starkly
similar to serial killer stories, both factual and fictional, as critics
have pointed out.” One feature of the popularized notion of the
serial killer that can be traced back to Poe’s work is his anonymity
and unremarkable nature, his ability to blend into “normal” soci-

8 Bynum, 145. Furthermore, just six months before the publication of “Imp,”
the opening article of the North American Review was a 37-page piece devoted
to the subject of insanity that used three texts as a springboard for its discus-
sion: the second edition of Isaac Ray’s A Treatise on the Medical Jurisprudence of
Insanity; a report of the trial of Abner Rogers, Jr., a murderer who had been
acquitted by reason of insanity; and The Plea of Insanity in Criminal Cases by
Forbes Winslow, a British psychiatrist who would later gain notoriety for his
involvement in the investigation of the Jack the Ripper murders. Poe’s “Imp of
the Perverse,” published a mere six months later, contains a paragraph which
almost exactly duplicates a passage from this article, which suggests that Poe
not only read this article but incorporated its ideas into his short story. See
Renner, “Perverse Subjects.” See also John Cleman, Dan Shen, and Elizabeth
Phillips.

Dennis R. Perry directly refers to Poe—and especially the versions of his stories
presented in 1940s films—as an “impetus for stories about serial killers” (157).
In “Evolutions in Torture,” for example, Sandra Hughes draws connections
between Poe’s “The Pit and the Pendulum” and the movie Saw. See also Tony
Magistrale’s “Proportioning Poe: The Blurring of Horror and Detection in The
Silence of the Lambs.”

9
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ety. Poe captures this characteristic in two ways. First, he gives
his killers very few defining characteristics. In addition to being
unnamed, we have no idea what they look like or even where they
live. They are literally unidentifiable. Furthermore, their abil-
ity to at least momentarily escape suspicion suggests a knack for
pantomiming normalcy, a talent that triggers a deep fear about
our inability to detect dangerous individuals amongst the crowds
of strangers and even acquaintances that we encounter every day.
Such a fear is conjured up by depictions of contemporary serial
killers as well, who are portrayed as able to wear a “mask of san-
ity” (so termed after a seminal book on psychopathy written by
Hervey Cleckley in 1941). As a white male between the ages of
20 and 40, the average serial killer is also shrouded by what Nicole
Rehling describes as the “implied emptiness of white heterosexual
masculinity.”'® Contemporary accounts of serial killers empha-
size their ability to blend in and remain undetected. An A &
E documentary entitled The B. T. K. Killer Speaks, for example,
begins with the question, “What could turn an ordinary, unas-
suming man into a monster?”!! Another describes Green River
Killer Gary Ridgway as “unremarkable” and has one savvy expert
explain that Ridgway “looks and acts like everybody else and he
acts and looks like nobody in particular, so he gets away with
it.”12 Poe’s stories laid the groundwork for what would become a
prominent contemporary anxiety about serial murderers, namely
that they walk amongst us unnoticed, a fear expressed effectively
in the tagline for the film Disturbia: “Every killer lives next door
to someone.”

One of the most important contributions that Poe made to the
serial killer narrative is centering these stories on an understand-
ing of motive. Although his Dupin mysteries are whodunits and

10 “Eyeryman and No Man,” 245.

11 “BTK Confession, Full Version,” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=
BvWOje46Xp8.

12 “«Gary Ridgway — The Green River Killer - Documentary Films,” https:
//www.youtube.com/watch?v=7Z_9CHWKPWYyE, 5:13, 5:20-27.
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howdunits, Poe’s confessions are whydunits. They begin with the
killer already apprehended and so lack the extended cat-and-mouse
game between the uncaught killer and cop. What is left to detect,
then, is not the identity of the murderer but his motives, both for
committing and for confessing his crimes. Poe gives the readers of
his confessions a mystery to solve, but it is one focused on psycho-
logical matters. The job of literary critic and forensic psychologist
become intertwined.

Many contemporary serial killer narratives force their audiences
into a similar position, one that privileges comprehending the
killer over apprehending him. The reader/viewer is encouraged
to take on this role through point of view. Unlike the police, who
only know the killer through his crime scenes, the reader/viewer
is often allowed to eavesdrop on the criminal and watch him not
only commit his gruesome crimes but also struggle with the crav-
ings and consequences of his mental disturbance. For example, in
The Silence of the Lambs, we see Buffalo Bill carefully apply make-
up, don a diaphanous gown, tuck away his penis and testicles, and
live out his fantasy of being a woman; the film allows us access
to behavior that provides clues about his motives for kidnapping
and skinning women. The story of fictional serial killer Francis
Dolarhyde, as presented in Thomas Harris’s prequel to The Silence
of the Lambs, Red Dragon (1981), follows a similar pattern, as do its
1986 cinematic adaption Manhunter, its 2002 remake Red Dragon,
and its revisit in season three of Hannibal. In fact, the practice
of alternating between scenes that update us on the progress of
the criminal investigation and others that apprise us of the killer’s
mental condition and violent acts is key to the serial killer narra-
tive, as is apparent, for instance, by its consistent use in the tele-
vision show Criminal Minds (2005-). In the typical serial killer
narrative, then, the viewer/reader knows who the killer is from
the get-go, or, if not, then that knowledge proves inconsequential.
Our primary task becomes understanding the killer’s psyche and
why he is driven to commit such heinous acts of violence.
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While serial killer narratives today often point to the killer’s child-
hood as the cause of psychological disturbance, Poe’s stories force
us to take a more abstract approach, for he gives very little in the
way of background to analyze. As a result, Poe’s killers often seem
bound by what they believe are higher purposes, killing for philo-
sophical or even spiritual reasons. Almost fifty years ago, Joseph
J. Moldenhauer described them as “inspired to kill” and as “prac-
tic[ing] a fine art of killing.”® The narrators of both “Imp” and
“Tell-Tale Heart” certainly present murder as a painstaking process
that can only be accomplished by those with a particular talent for
it. The narrator of “Imp,” for example, declares, “It is impossible
that any deed could have been wrought with a more thorough de-
liberation. For weeks, for months, I pondered upon the means
of the murder. I rejected a thousand schemes”; the narrator of
“Heart” similarly boasts about how “wisely [he] proceeded—with
what caution—with what foresight—with what dissimulation [he]
went to work” stalking his victim and, later, lingers upon “the
wise precautions [he] took for the concealment of the body.”!*
We especially see murder portrayed as the work of an imaginative
and hardworking artist in the “The Black Cat,” when the narrator
describes the various plans he devised for disposing of his wife’s
corpse: the “many projects” that “entered [his] mind” included
“cutting the corpse into minute fragments, and destroying them
by fire,” “casting it in the well in the yard,” and “packing it in a
box, as if merchandize ... and ... getting a porter to take it from
the house.”’

Seltzer similarly describes serial killing as “something to do (a life-
style, or career, or calling).”’® His comment draws attention to
how the contemporary serial killer, like Poe’s murderers, often
view their crimes as “works” of some sort, be they artistic endeav-
ors or morally-tinged missions. In his confessions, BTK Killer

13 “Murder as a Fine Art,” 292.

4 “Imp,” 1224; “The Black Cat,” 796.
15 Poe, “The Black Cat,” 856

16 Seltzer, Serial Killers, 4.
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Dennis Rader describes the planning phase of his murders in lan-
guage that dramatically recalls Poe’s “The Black Cat”: “I had many
projects. I had people I would watch around town... . It was basi-
cally, a selection process.”!” Today’s most notorious fictional serial
killers—Hannibal Lecter and Francis Dolarhyde, John Doe in the
film Se7en, Dexter from the series that bears his name, and Jigsaw
of the Saw films—also see their work as having a higher purpose.

Poe’s murderers, I argue, also kill for a religious reason: to test
the existence of God. To them, getting away with murder would
prove that punishment is meted out only by fallible human author-
ity and that no divine eye is watching. If through their murders
they can prove that God does not exist, they can then usurp his
place as rulers of their own universes. Each of Poe’s narrators pro-
vides clear evidence of a desire to supplant divine authority. The
narrator of “The Tell-Tale Heart” believes that his hearing has at-
tained supernatural acuity and that he can hear “all things in the
heaven and in earth” and “many things in hell.” It is not a surprise,
then, that he so fears the old man’s evil eye, for he believes it has a
God-like ability to see and hear things only the narrator can sense.
In other words, the Eye will know of his wicked deeds, regardless
of how well he masks himself. He believes that his ability to hide
the old man’s body such that “no human eye—not even his—could
have detected anything wrong” is a sign of his triumph over God’s
moral laws.!

The narrator of “Black Cat” demonstrates similar aspirations for
a godlike mastery over his world that would leave him unbound
by traditional moral mandates. Every act of violence he perpe-
trates is preceded by a perceived act of disobedience: he gouges
out the cat’s eye after it scratches him, and he hangs it because it
reminds him of his previous cruelty by fearfully avoiding his ad-
vances. He kills his wife for a similar act of insubordination when
she prevents him from killing the second cat. The narrator’s need

17 “BTK Confession, Full Version,” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=
BvWOje46Xp8.
18 Poe, “The Tell-Tale Heart,” 792, 792, 796.
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for complete control takes on religious implications when he de-
scribes the sense of satisfaction he felt after he buried his wife’s
corpse behind the wall. He claims that he “looked around tri-
umphantly, and said to [him]self—Here at least, then, my labor
has not been in vain.” ' This oft-overlooked quotation demon-
strates the extent to which the narrator sees his own self-interest
as superseding any moral or religious obligations. According to
the Bible, labor done in vain is labor that is not the Lord’s work.
Thus, hiding a corpse and escaping punishment—in other words,
self-preservation via immoral acts— is, for this narrator, equivalent

to God’s work, for he believes he is God.

The narrator of “Imp” demonstrates equivalent ambitions of
achieving a Godlike position in which he alone determines the
moral code by which he shall live. The cause of death determined
for his victim, “Death by the visitation of God,” is especially fit-
ting since this is, in a sense, exactly what has happened: the victim
was killed by a man who has promoted himself to the position of
God through his belief that he can define right and wrong based
on his own solipsistic viewpoint. The narrator’s narcissism is
most evident during the lengthy, opening preamble to the tale in
which he defines perversity. He claims that phrenologists have
gone about determining the natural faculties of man in a faulty
way, “deducing and establishing everything from the preconceived
destiny of man.” The narrator claims that it would be “safer to
classify ... upon the basis of what man usually or occasionally
did, and was always occasionally doing, rather than upon the basis
of what we took it for granted the Deity intended him to do.”*
In other words, the narrator believes it would be safer to define
God’s intentions for humankind by looking at what we actually
do rather than what we idealistically believe that God wants us to
do. Since he bases his understanding of human nature on his own
behavior, he considers his propensity for perverseness to be repre-
sentative of the “normal” tendencies of man. Thus, the nature of

19 Poe, “The Black Cat,” 857.
20 Poe, “Imp,” 1220
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man, for this narrator, is defined not by divine ideals dictated by
God but rather by his own actions. In short, all of Poe’s narrators
demonstrate characteristics of what Ernest Jones in 1913 termed a
“God complex,” a non-clinical term for which “narcissism” might
now be a more official synonym and which is cited today as a key
characteristic of the serial killer.

The implicit motives for Poe’s narrators to commit murder are
also similar to those of today’s factual and fictional serial killers,
according to scholars and experts. True killer Edmund Kemper
explained that part of the gratification he derived from murder
was that he “was making life-and-death decisions ... playing God in
[his victim’s] lives.”?! Authors and directors often exaggerate the
God complexes of their fictional killers. Leonard Cassuto writes
that Dolarhyde, in Thomas Harris’s Red Dragon, is “[o]bsessed by
the idea of his ‘becoming,” a process that will make him into a
self-styled mythological deity.”?? Simpson echoes this point more
generally when he describes “serial killers in fiction a[s] debased
and traumatized visionaries, whose murders privately re-empower
them with a pseudo-divine aura.”® A serial killer’s God complex
is given a stunningly visual representation in The Cell (2000), in
which a psychologist is able, through the magic of technology, to
enter into mind of a comatose killer and finds him ruling over his
surrealistic dream world like a demonic overlord.

Poe is not only responsible for influencing the depiction of the se-
rial killer but also for shaping the character of his nemesis, the pro-
filer, whose virtues and vices were both prefigured in Dupin, a con-
nection that more than one critic has noted.?* In “Rue Morgue,”
for example, Dupin displays a remarkable ability to precisely track

21 Quoted in Schechter, The Serial Killer Files, 96.

22 Cassuto, 253.

2 Simpson, Psycho Paths, 14.

24 Seltzer, for example, writes that the profiler “works-like Poe’s prototype detec-
tive ... by identifying himself with the killer” (16). John Gruesser credits Poe
for “conceivling] of detection as an intellectual duel between one or more sets
of opponents” (142), which in the serial killer narrative becomes the competi-
tion between murderer and profiler.
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the thoughts of his companion, the narrator. The narrator claims
that the skills of an “analyst” like Dupin arise from his ability
to “throw himself into the spirit of his opponent, identif[y] him-
self therewith, and not unfrequently see thus, at a glance, the sole
methods (sometimes indeed absurdly simple ones) by which he
may seduce into error or hurry into miscalculation.”” In “The
Purloined Letter,” Dupin explains that his ability to foil a criminal
is due to his capacity to identify almost entirely with him. Dupin
compares himself to a schoolboy he once observed who was ex-
pert at games of chance that required him to guess the thoughts of
his opponent. The boy claimed, “When I wish to find out how
wise, or how stupid, or how good, or how wicked is any one, or
what are his thoughts at the moment, I fashion the expression of
my face, as accurately as possible, in accordance with the expres-
sion of his, and then wait to see what thoughts or sentiments arise
in my mind or heart, as if to match or correspond with the expres-
sion.”?® Like the profiler—or at least the popular perception of the
figure—Dupin’s detective skills arise directly from his empathy.

A recent trend in serial killer narratives imagines that the profiler
is no longer the squeaky clean representative of the law and a stark
contrast to the killer he seeks but rather a far more morally am-
biguous figure. In The Following, for example, the suggestion is
that detective Ryan Hardy can successfully anticipate serial mur-
derer Joe Carroll’s next move because Hardy has a violent past and
problematic connection to murder himself. In Hannibal (2013-
2015), profiler Will Graham’s exposure to Hannibal Lecter turns
his capacity for pure empathy to the dark side. Graham’s trans-
formation is hardly surprising, considering that in Harris’s orig-
inal series of novels, agent Clarice Starling ultimately ends up in
a romantic relationship with Hannibal. That a common danger
of the profiling profession is falling prey to the darkness to which
their job exposes them is an idea promoted by profilers themselves,
too. After all, former FBI profiler Robert Ressler suggestively ti-

2 Poe, “Rue Morgue,” 529.
26 Poe, “Purloined Letter,” 984.
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tled his memoir Whoever Fights Monsters, a reference to Friedrich
Nietzsche’s famous quotation, “Whoever fights monsters should
see to it that in the process he does not become a monster.”

The moral ambiguity of the profiler is a trope that can be traced
back to Poe as well. Dupin himself is troubling in terms of his
emotional and moral disconnection from the crimes he investi-
gates. Dupin’s response to the horrifying murders committed
in “Rue Morgue” is bizarre enough that the narrator comments
on it several times. After hearing the gory details of the crime,
for example, Dupin expresses great enthusiasm to investigate it,
saying, “An inquiry will afford us amusement”; in response, the
narrator interjects in a sidenote to the reader, “I thought this an
odd term, so applied, but said nothing.” After examining the
gruesome scenes, Dupin asks the narrator “if [he] had observed
any thing peculiar at the scene of the atrocity.” Again, the narra-
tor subtly points out Dupin’s emotionlessness: “There was some-
thing in his manner of emphasizing the word ‘peculiar,” which had
caused me to shudder, without knowing why.”” As Peter Good-
win puts it, “[t]he pleasure Dupin takes in vicariously experiencing
the orangutan’s murder of Madame and Mademoiselle Espanaye
proves that he has not remained uncontaminated by the perver-
sions of this economy.”?

Ultimately, though, the best model for the profiler would be Poe
himself. Consider, for example, the similarities between the de-
scription of Poe’s popular image as “an author with an imagina-
tion wondrous yet disturbed, chronicling his darkest and most ter-
rifying thoughts as if by compulsion” in an introduction to a re-
cent anthology of his works and the following description of the
fictional criminal profiler: “As portrayed by authors and screen-
writers, these fictional heroes are rouched by darkness and yet are

typically not of the darkness,” “involved with the shadow—their
own and that of culture-at-large.”® In inventing Dupin, the first

2 Poe, “Rue Morgue,” 545, 547, 547.
28 Goodwin, 66
2 Lubertozzi, “Introduction”; Daniels, Jungian Crime Scene Analysis, 22.
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fictional profiler, Poe himself could be credited as being the first
real one.

Poe and the Serial Killer

The connections between Poe and the serial killer extend beyond
similarities in narrative structure and conventions. The two also
share a similar position in society. Poe is a pop culture phe-
nomenon. Arguably, the only other writer who can rival his cult
status is Shakespeare. Poe has, after all, served as the inspiration
for an NFL football team, a 1995 video game (The Dark Eye), the
persona of an American professional wrestler, and is credited as
a “writer” 369 times on imdb.com (up from the 251 that Scott
Meslow reported for The Atlantic in 2012). Amazon.com features
a whole range of Poe-themed products, including lunchboxes,
socks, bandaids, coffee mugs, mousepads, onesies, pop-up books,
action figures and bobblehead dolls, candy, and even a black tea
blend. A search for “Edgar Allan Poe” on etsy.com yields almost
5,000 results; by comparison, “Emily Dickinson” produces only
1,136 and “Nathaniel Hawthorne” a scant 483.

The contemporary cult of celebrity surrounding serial killers
is similarly fetishistic, a topic that has been tackled in a vari-
ety of academic sources, as is evident in their titles, including
David Schmid’s Natural Born Celebrities: Serial Killers in Amer-
ican Culture, Scott Bonn’s Why We Love Serial Killers, Ashley
Donnelly’s “The New American Hero: Dexter, Serial Killers, and
the Masses,” and Phillip Simpson’s article “Hannibal Lecter for
President ... Or Why We Worship Serial Killers.” Judging by
a quick search on Amazon, in the twenty years since the arrest
of Jeffrey Dahmer, for example, well over a dozen book-length
biographies of him have been written and almost as many films
made. He is also the focus of at least one major academic study
(Richard Tithecott’s Of Men and Monsters: Jeffrey Dabmer and the
Construction of the Serial Killer) and mentioned in countless oth-
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ers. The sale of serial killer “murderabilia,” collectibles related to
murders, is also an active business, with items up for auction on
multiple websites. In 2009, the year that a copy of Poe’s Tamerlane
sold for $662,500 and set a new record for highest price garnered
by a work of American literature, a website was offering a hand-
written Christmas card from Ted Bundy for the bargain price of
$3,000 and a lock of Charles Manson’s hair for about $500 less; a
get-well card from Ed Gein (the inspiration for Psycho’s Norman
Bates) was going for $4,500. Other items have sold for much
more.

Poe’s popularity, both at home and abroad, has been discussed by
a variety of critics, including Scott Peeples, John E. Reilly, and
Lois Davis Vines; numerous scholars have also given serial killers
and their fictional counterparts similar attention.’’ Of more in-
terest to me, however, is how the development of the two are in-
tertwined. In Canons by Consensus, Joseph Csicla describes Poe as
part of an “exclusive circle of pre-twentieth-century writers whose
space apportionment in American literature anthologies has actu-
ally increased over the last eighty years.” The increase was not due
simply to Poe’s increased popularity; it was due to the increased
popularity of his prose, specifically. As Csicla explains, beginning
around the late 1940s, editors of American literature anthologies
began “reduc[ing] the number of Poe’s poems they included while
simultaneously doubling and in some cases tripling the number of
his stories,” thus increasing the amount of pages his works took
up. One can see evidence of this change in studies of high school
curricula. In James Warren Olson’s study of high school literature

3 For more information, see Brian Jarvis, “Monsters Inc.” and Thomas Vin-
ciguerra, “The ‘Muderabilia’ Market.”

For Jane Caputi, the popularity of the serial killer is an emblem of vicarious
enjoyment of violence against women, a backlash against their gains in soci-
etal position and power. For Leonard Cassuto, the prevalence of serial killer
narratives is a result of evolving U.S. government policy toward mental illness
during the late twentieth-century, particularly the deinstitutionalization which
moved many insane to the streets, making them visible. For Jarvis, the serial
killer functions “as a gothic double of the serial consumer” (328).
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anthologies between 1917-1957, only Poe’s poems “Annabel Lee”
and “The Raven” make his list of most frequently anthologized
works. But by the time James J. Lynch and Bertrand Evans pub-
lished High School English Textbooks: A Critical Examination in
1963, Poe’s “The Tell-Tale Heart” was tied for second as the most
commonly appearing short story while his poetry had dropped
substantially. In Arthur Applebee’s 1993 study Literature in the
Secondary School, Poe’s “The Cask of Amontillado” and “The Tell-
Tale Heart” tie with several others as the most frequently anthol-
ogized pieces of short fiction.*

It would take some time, however, for the critical estimation of
Poe’s prose to rise; after all, in 1963, Gargano still began an arti-
cle by referring to the “widespread critical condescension toward
Edgar Allan Poe’s short stories.”” Csicla demonstrates, however,
that Poe’s prose quickly supplanted his poetry in terms of schol-
arly interest. According to his tally, of the 146 articles published
on Poe between 1900 and 1945, only 60 examined his tales; yet,
of the 344 articles published on Poe between 1946 and 1973, 260
focused on his short stories.** Poe’s confessions, however, did not
really gain critical attention until later in the century. A quick
survey of citations in the Modern Language Association’s bibli-
ography reveals that only seventeen articles total were published
on “The Tell-Tale Heart,” “The Imp of the Perverse,” or “The
Black Cat” between 1940-1979. The academic output of the 1980s
alone on these three stories (sixteen articles) almost matched that
of the previous forty years; the 1990s saw nineteen, and the 2000s
a record-breaking 27, and that number was easily beaten in the
2010s—38 articles have already been published on Poe’s confes-
sions this decade. The growing popularity of these three stories,

32 Olson, “Nature of Literature Anthologies,” 319; Lynch and Evans, High School
English Textbooks, 432-33, 466; Applebee, 235. According to Cscicla, who was
kind enough to share more detail with me in an email on August 3, 2016, “The
Tell-Tale Heart” appeared in thirteen anthologies between 1949 and 1998, as did
“Imp,” while “The Black Cat” was included in eight.

3 Gargano, “The Question of Poe’s Narrators,” 177.

34 Csicla, Canons by Consensus, 37, 38, 38.
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especially among youth, was also surely aided by the Universal
Studios adaptations of his works in the 1930s and 1940s, the Roger
Corman American International Pictures cycle of Poe films in the
1960s, and the tremendous number of comic book versions of
Poe’s works released.”®> The popularity of Poe’s confessions grew
steadily over the course of twentieth-century.

It was during this period, too, that the serial killer genre began to
emerge. Jenkins argues that by the 1940s, “the American public
was thoroughly accustomed to stories of serial murder in the news
media”; however, from roughly 1970-1990, “serial murder cases
overall were eight times more likely ... than in midcentury; and
extreme cases were reported over ten times as frequently.” The
genre that sprang up around these figures hit its stride soon after.
As Jenkins points out, “Both in fiction and in true crime, there
were considerably more publications in the three years from 1991
through 1993 than in the 1960s and 1970s combined.”*® The in-
creased popularity of the genre was due to a direct response to
the dramatic increase in serial murders reported during the 1970s
and 1980s, exactly when Poe’s more violent stories were gaining
prominence.

One could argue that something in the culture (the atrocities of
Vietnam, perhaps, or the violent image of Kennedy’s assassination
and others) simply made violence more permissible, in turn allow-
ing for both the concurrent rise of the serial killer and the popu-
larity of Poe’s more gruesome prose; correlation need not imply
causation, of course. Nevertheless, I wonder if we can’t connect
the rise of serial murder to Poe more concretely. The majority of
serial murders were, after all, committed by men born during an
incredibly short span of time—just fifteen years around the mid-
century. By my count, 73 white, American serial killers with five

35 For a discussion of the 1940s films, see Perry, “Poe, Horror, and the Cinematic
Mystery Hybrids of the 1940s”; for more on Corman’s Poe cycle, see Ormrod,
“In the Best Possible Tastes”; and for more on graphic novel adaptations, see
Inge, “Comic Book and Graphic Novel Adaptations.”

36 Using Murder, 36, 37, 2.
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or more victims have been convicted since 1900; a full 45 or 62% of
these men were born between 1938 and 1955, and that group is re-
sponsible for 567 documented murders or 70% of the total victims.
These men went to middle and high school roughly between the
years of 1949 and 1973, precisely the time when, as we have seen,
Poe’s murderous confessions were being given increasing attention
in school curricula and textbooks.

I do not mean to suggest anything as naive as that reading Poe
causes people to kill. However, I do believe that it is possible, as
Nicole Rafter has said, that fictional texts “create narratives, giving
us plots, imagery, and ‘scenarios’ that we store in our reservoirs of
narrative lines” and that when these fictions “coincide with our
own experiences,” they may “open up new possibilities of inter-
pretation or even action. In such cases, texts do not cause us to act
in any particular way, but they may give us a clearer or more com-
pelling story line for action we have been contemplating.” Elana
Gomel has proposed a similar argument about serial killers specif-
ically, suggesting that they borrow from standardized and famil-
iar plot conventions in order to explain their own behaviors; the
result is a life story that is “highly polished and articulated in ac-
cordance with some instantly recognizable narrative pattern—the
melodrama of victimization, the boastful memoir of the unre-
pentant social enemy, the romance of erotic obsession.” Gomel
tellingly adds that “[i]t is remarkable how many of them use liter-
ary models to make sense of what they simultaneously deny has
any sense.”*® Researchers Deborah Cameron and Elizabeth Frazer
have also pointed out that serial killers” accounts of themselves are
“representations, often consciously constructed, which draw on
cultural as opposed to individual resources.” One of those cul-
tural resources may perhaps be Poe’s short stories. And since so
many “serial killers themselves are often avid consumers of films
and books about serial killers,” according to Jarvis, Poe’s influ-

37 “Why They Went Bad,” 68.
38 “Written in Blood,” 26, 27.
3 Quoted in Gomel, “Written in Blood,” 31.
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ence could be part of a self-perpetuating cycle.*’ If one murderer
presents his crimes according to a Poe-esque framework, his model
may be replicated by other subsequent killers.

Although this argument would require a systematic investigation
beyond the scope of this article, I have already found some com-
pelling parallels between the confessions of serial killers and those
penned by Poe. For example, in a 2005 interview, BTK Killer
Dennis Rader said of his own propensity to kill, “I just know it’s
a dark side of me. It kind of controls me. I personally think it’s ...
a demon that’s within me... . At some point in time it entered me
when I was very young.”*! Rader’s statement sounds similar to
claims made by the narrator of “The Imp of the Perverse” of hav-
ing had “(long ago, during childhood) some experience in ... fits
of Perversity... . [I]n no instance I had successfully resisted their
attacks”; perversity is, of course, a topic discussed by the narrator
of “The Black Cat,” as well.*> Scholars have also wondered about
the extent to which the Zodiac Killer may have also been paying
respects to Poe in the letters he sent to the press, which contained
cryptography not unlike that featured in Poe’s “The Gold Bug.”
At one point, Zodiac also made a reference to the “Red Phantom,”
which some have interpreted as a nod to “The Masque of the Red
Death.”

It is in Ted Bundy’s final confession, though, that I find the most
overt references to Poe, specifically to “The Black Cat.” Jonathan
Elmer has argued that Ted Bundy “occupies a very Poe-esque mi-
lieu” and that “the Bundy interview, and its treatment by The New
Yorker, is essentially a tale by Poe.”* Nonetheless, Elmer does not
go into detail about the connections, which are striking; in addi-

40 Jarvis, 328. See also Lendon, “Serial Killer a Murder Addict, Police Say.”

1 “BTK Confession, Full Version,” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=
BvWOje46Xp8.

42 Poe, “The Imp of the Perverse,” Graham’s Magazine 28 (July 1845), http://www.
eapoe.org/works/tales/impa.htm, 3. This parenthetical comment appears only
in this version.

43 Reading at the Social Limit, 128, 129.
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tion to describing similar experiences and emotions, Bundy often
even uses similar vocabulary. In “The Black Cat,” for instance,
Poe’s narrator insists that he is giving as objective an explanation
as possible, merely “detailing a chain of facts”; Bundy similarly
states at one point that he is simply relating “an indispensable link
in the chain of behavior, the chain of events that led to behav-
iors.” Furthermore, Poe’s narrator maintains that his criminality
was neither the result of parental mistreatment nor a natural pre-
disposition to violence: “From my infancy I was noted for the
docility and humanity of my disposition... . I was especially fond
of animals, and was indulged by my parents with a great variety of
pets.”* Bundy likewise claims, “I grew up in a wonderful home
with two dedicated and loving parents, as one of five brothers and
sisters. A home where we, as children, were the focus of my par-
ent’s lives” and that therefore “the basic humanity and basic spirit
that God gave [him] was intact.”

Moreover, in the same way that Poe’s narrator describes a sequence
of events in which an addiction to alcohol leads to him committing
more and more serious acts of violence, Bundy charts the effects
of an escalating addiction to pornography. Poe’s narrator claims
that his “intemperance” caused a progression of violence that be-
gan with the verbal and then physical abuse of his wife and eventu-
ally led to the abuse of his most beloved cat, Pluto. He depicts his
“general temperament and character—through the instrumental-
ity of the Fiend Intemperance” as undergoing “a radical alteration
for the worse.” Bundy depicts pornography as “fuel[ing] this kind
of thought process. Then, at a certain time, it is instrumental in
crystallizing it, making it into something which is almost a sepa-
rate entity inside.” Like Poe, he personifies his impulses as an evil
entity that came to possess him. Poe’s narrator portrays a slow
devolution in character, writing that “the feeble remnant of the
good within [him] succumbed,” that he “grew, day by day, more

# All quotations from Bundy are from “Fatal Addiction: Ted Bundy’s Final In-
terview with James Dobson,” https://vimeo.com/96877731. Poe, “The Black
Cat,” 850, 853.
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moody, more irritable, more regardless of the feelings of others,”
until finally “[tJhe moodiness of [his] usual temper increased to ha-
tred of all things and of all mankind.”* Bundy similarly imagines
his declension as involving a decreased reverence for the rights of
others: “These barriers ... I had learned as a child, that had been
instilled in me, were not enough to hold me back with respect to
seeking out and harming somebody,”

Bundy and Poe’s narrator also describe acts of violence in simi-
lar ways. The narrator of “The Black Cat” claims that before he
gouged out the eye of his beloved cat Pluto, “[t]he fury of a demon
instantly possessed me. I knew myself no longer” and, later, when
he kills the cat, that he is committing “a deadly sin that would so
jeopardize my immortal soul as to place it—if such a thing were
possible—even beyond the reach of the infinite mercy of the Most
Merciful and Most Terrible God.” His description here sounds
dramatically similar to that given by Bundy, who states, “I can
only liken it to ... being possessed by something so awful and
alien, and the next morning waking up and remembering what
happened and realizing that in the eyes of the law, and certainly in
the eyes of God, you’re responsible. To wake up in the morning
and realize what I had done with a clear mind, with all my essential
moral and ethical feelings intact, absolutely horrified me.” Poe’s
narrator claims after maiming Pluto that he “experienced a senti-
ment half of horror, half of remorse, for the crime of which I had
been guilty; but it was, at best, a feeble and equivocal feeling, and
the soul remained untouched. I again plunged into excess.”*® Simi-
larly, Bundy explains that after committing violence, he would feel
“an enormous amount ... of horror, guilt, remorse afterwards, but
then that impulse to do it again would come back even stronger.”

Fully illustrating Poe’s influence on the thinking of actual serial
killers requires a lot more research and space than I have left here,
but the parallels uncovered so far are compelling. Edgar Allan

4 Poe, “The Black Cat,” 851, 851, 851, 851, 856.
46 Poe, “The Black Cat,” 851, 852, 851.
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Poe may have made the serial killer narrative possible not only
for the literary world but also for the serial killers themselves by
giving them a framework through which to understand—and per-
haps partly to legitimize—their murderous desires.*” Poe’s influ-
ence therefore extends to both the fictional and factual. He pro-
vided literary models for the imagined killers created by writers
and directors as well as psychological ones for their real-life coun-
terparts.
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