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Abstract 

 
 

 This essay is an analysis of some of Edgar Allan Poe’s artistic works through the lens of 

his empirical, but often very pedagogical works. In many ways, his later texts, namely “The 

Philosophy of Composition” and “Eureka” serve as a guideline upon which to evaluate Poe’s 

poems. This essay explores the degree to which the “rules” postulated in both Poe’s essay and 

prose-poem are followed in two of his poems, “The Raven” and “Ulalume.” Consequently, the 

meaning of “unity” in Poe’s writing is explored, and the degree to which adherence of his own 

prescribed rules has an effect on creating unity within the poem. I argue that there are two types 

of unity that embody these poems in different ways: ‘unity of impression’, which Poe defines 

and discusses in “The Philosophy of Composition,” and ‘perfect unity,’ a term derived from his 

contemplations in “Eureka.” Through this analysis, we can better understand the subliminal 

elements that may be at work in these pieces of literature, and the reason that Poe’s works are 

uniquely known to generate such effects on his readers.  
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Poe’s Paradox of Unity  

 

 In writing his 1846 work, “The Philosophy of Composition”, Edgar Allan Poe creates an 

essay that reinforces the readers’ impressions of his most successful poem to date, “The Raven,” 

as he imagines those impressions are invoked. Whether the actual effects of the poem on the 

reader are consistent with the anticipated effects Poe postulates in the essay is debatable. 

Furthermore, whether we can take the stated effects to be his original intentions whilst writing 

the poem is impossible to know for certain. Though Poe openly remarks on “the intensity of [his] 

intended effect”, a reader can never be sure of authorial intent. These notions, coupled with the 

understanding of Poe’s more obvious musings and sarcastic exaggerations mixed into the essay, 

demonstrate reasons why “The Philosophy of Composition” has been skeptically viewed in 

regards to its sincerity. 

 On the other hand, Poe writes “Eureka,” another controversial work. A one-of-a-kind 

“prose poem,” “Eureka” is characterized by a more serious tone than “The Philosophy of 

Composition,” and ironically much more philosophical. However, the ideas stated in “Eureka” 

complicate the notion of unity of effect that Poe defines in “The Philosophy of Composition.”  

We cannot be sure why Poe wrote these pieces, or what effect he was intending to produce, but 

through his essay and prose-poem we have a compass by which to understand how the poems 

can be understood. Therefore, while they cannot be reliably used as sources on authorial 

intention, “The Philosophy of Composition” and “Eureka” are useful as guides with which to 

navigate Poe’s poems, to wit: “The Raven” and “Ulalume”. 

 While the poem, “The Raven” may do all of the things he alleges in the essay, the essay 

itself creates a paradoxical relationship between Poe’s works of poetry and the construal of unity. 
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In one way, it emphasizes the idea of unity of impression which Poe defines in the “Philosophy 

of Composition”. In another way, the very existence of the essay disables “The Raven” from 

achieving what we will be referred to here as ‘perfect unity’ which Poe describes in “Eureka”. 

This kind of unity can be achieved only if a poem exists solely unto itself in the way that a poem 

like “Ulalume,” a less popular work of Poe’s, does. 

 Poe states, that an “immensely important effect” is produced from “unity of impression.” 

At this instance in the essay, Poe is referring to the issue of length in constructing “The Raven” – 

implying that unity of impression is achieved through the cooperation of both a poem’s formal 

structure and contextual meaning in order to create an effect that is solely based on the reader’s 

interaction with the poem. This unity is achieved firstly by adhering to formal restrictions Poe 

pontificates in “The Philosophy of Composition”. For example, the length, rhyme scheme, and 

meter of “The Raven” – all of which Poe discusses in the essay— are ultimately effective in 

producing the impressions that he purports as his intention while writing that piece. This 

impression is beauty is so delicate as to be disrupted by any external forces that may occur; “if 

two sittings be required,” whilst reading the poem, “the affairs of the world interfere, and 

everything like totality is at once destroyed.” 1 Here the elements of the poem must be consistent 

with one another in order to produce a comprehensible meaning to the reader, and impart an 

impression which invokes a feeling of “excitement or elevation… the true poetical effect.”2 “The 

Raven”, then follows this model of unity well, and rightly so, as “The Philosophy of 

Composition” even serves to reinforce that unity by mapping out precisely how that poem should 

be interpreted.  

                                                           
1 Philosophy of Composition, 1376-1377 
2 Philosophy of Composition, 1375 
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 Despite its best efforts, Poe’s self-critique does not fully recognize all of the intricacies of 

“The Raven”. In terms of form, “The Raven” is strategically constructed in order that the words 

shift meaning progressively throughout the poem to produce the final meaning. Poe does make 

mention of the shifting rhyme sounds of “-or”, but so cursorily as to be quite unbelievable: 

“The sound of the refrain being thus determined, it became necessary to select a 

word embodying this sound, and at the same time in the fullest possible keeping 

with that melancholy which I had predetermined as the tone of the poem. In such 

a search it would have been absolutely impossible to overlook the word 

‘Nevermore.’ In fact, it was the very first word that presented itself.”3 
 

Nonetheless, the “nevermore” refrain is one that Poe scholars know well. This is partly owed to 

the fact that Poe employs enough repetition in “The Raven” so as to create a meaningful motif 

that not only lends to unity by implementing formal consistency of the words, but also 

amplifying the end effect. To examine, take the first stanza in the poem: 

Once upon a midnight dreary, while I pondered, weak and weary, 

Over many a quaint and curious volume of forgotten lore – 

While I nodded, nearly napping, suddenly there came a tapping, 

As of some one gently rapping, rapping at my chamber door. 

“ ‘Tis some visiter,” I muttered, “tapping at my chamber door –  

Only this and nothing more.”4 

 

This introductory stanza exemplifies the rhyme scheme Poe uses in all the stanzas. Unlike 

“Ulalume,” they are slightly too complex to be translated easily into song, but the artistry is 

evident in Poe’s tactful plot progresses which takes place in every line. That is, the meaning of 

each line is evident while changing the rhyme words in each line. First, there is a systematic shift 

occurring even within each individual stanza. The first line of the stanza introduces a pair of 

rhyming words, creating a rhythm for recitation: “dreary/weary”. The second line sets up the 

ending three lines of the stanza, as well as the motif that will ultimately be “Nevermore”.  Notice 

                                                           
3 The Philosophy of Composition, 1379 
4 The Raven, 81 
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that “lore” rhymes both with the phrase “chamber door” repeated in the fourth and fifth lines, 

and “nothing more” in the last. In the first half of the poem, as in this stanza, we see the phrase 

“nothing more”.  

It is in the third and fourth lines of each stanza that the major shifts in the poem occur, 

which advance the plot or give the reader new information. In the stanza above, the shift is 

clearly indicated in the phrase, “suddenly there came a tapping”, in the third line, which 

introduces the eponymous character, the Raven. In almost every stanza in the poem, the third and 

fourth lines contain at least one conjunction, which are common indicators of the volta in 

sonnets; here they are used in a very similar way. This is done while subtly priming the reader 

for these shifts on a formal level – the internally rhyming words within the lines shift meaning 

subtly too, such as “napping” to “tapping” to “rapping”, similar to the shift from “nothing more,” 

to “evermore,” and finally “nevermore” seen throughout the last stanzas.  

The effect of this is the ultimate understanding and unity of meaning that follows with the 

last stanza of “The Raven.” As the trivial “nothing more” phrase, as used by the narrator 

regarding the actual bird’s strange arrival, changes to a more quizzical, and then unexpectedly 

appropriate “nevermore,” the poem fulfills formal and conceptual requirements. There is a clear 

narrative with a traceable beginning, middle, and end within the poem which allows the 

progression and plot to be well-understood. More than that, there is an impression effected. The 

last line of the poem leaves the reader with that somber sadness common to Poe’s work with the 

lines, “And my soul from out that shadow that lies floating on the floor/ Shall be lifted – 

nevermore!”5 

                                                           
5 The Raven, 86 
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In her essay, “From Romance to Modernity: Poe and the Work of Poetry,” Joan Dayan 

examines several of Poe’s poems in relation to his own empirical works, such as “Eureka”. She 

argues that the use of repetition in Poe’s earlier poems creates a sense of chaos in those works, 

even in the enclosed settings he uses. For example, in “The Raven,” the narrator is presumably in 

his home recounting the tale in his bedchamber, a secluded space. Dayan remarks that “a 

cloying, fitful space exaggerates the ‘fluctuating principle’” that Poe also discusses in ”Eureka”, 

and also that Poe’s “repeated words and phrases.. [signal] this agitated and restless realm.”6 Here 

there are two ideas in discord – that of ‘cloying space’ and ‘restless realm’. This ‘agitated realm’ 

is not represented in “The Raven”, as it is in “Ulalume”. Rather, the bird seems to be the main 

inciter of unrest that is manifested in the poem. Certainly, the narrator also experiences some 

emotional unrest, but this is not fully registered by the reader until the last line of the poem, with 

the eerie thoughts on the narrator’s restless soul. However “Ulalume,” invokes both the idea of 

the wandering soul and the restless realm it inhabits.  

  “Ulalume” is a poem in which unity of effect is disrupted because of the tension between 

its formal and semantic elements. There are aspects of this poem which are questionable to the 

English reader, such as the use of identical rhyme, reiteration of lines with replaced synonymous 

words, and context of the poem’s narrative. But in “Ulalume,” a different kind of unity is 

achieved: a unity of the poem unto itself which Poe calls “perfect unity” in “Eureka.”  

The skies they were ashen and sober; 

The leaves they were crisped and sere— 

The leaves they were withering and sere: 

I was night, in the lonesome October 

Of my most immemorial year: 

It was hard by the dim lake of Auber, 

In the misty mid region of Weir; –-  

It was down by the dark tarn of Auber, 

                                                           
6 Dayan, 423 
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In the ghoul-haunted woodland of Weir.7  

 

Here we see a prevalence of repeated words in a much greater proportion than what we 

see in “The Raven”. Just like “The Raven”, the first stanza of “Ulalume” is demonstrative of the 

conventions that are employed throughout the entire poem with regard to its form. The ending 

rhyme words are repeated so often that the poem possesses a song-like quality which is valid, 

given that it is a ballad. The repetition of the words, “Auber,” “October” and “Weir” are not 

singular to just this stanza, as we see them continually throughout the poem. The words 

themselves may be read as elements of a motif being created much like “Nevermore” in “The 

Raven,” but for their excessive recurrence necessitated by the narrator’s odd affinity for using 

long dashes. Rather than subtly shifting the meaning of his rhyming words, his usage of long 

dashes seems self-corrective of the line that precedes it, as if he is revising while writing the 

poem, yet he keeps the original lines as well. This style is disruptive to the reader, as long dashes 

are commonly used to convey a pause in reading, this makes for a halting experience whilst 

engaging with the poem that does not lend well to unity of effect. The form is befuddling the 

meaning, and situate us more effectively in the “restless realm” that is perfectly descriptive of the 

setting, Lake Auber in Weir. In the words of Joan Dayan in “From Romance to Modernity,” 

these “tautologies… keep language pending.”8 If dashes indicate pauses, or corrections, why are 

they being used so frivolously in the final version of this poem?  

In her essay, Dayan also remarks on the way in which the reader is able to engage with 

“Ulalume”. The speaker maintains a distance from the reader by creating an asymmetry of 

information in many ways. One way this is done is through the allusion to specific, but 

mysterious places that are unidentifiable to the reader (Weir, Auber) as they are names of “two 

                                                           
7 Ulalume, 89 
8 Dayan, 427 
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contemporary figures prominent in the arts: Daniel Francois-Esprit Auber and Robert Walter 

Weir,” not places that exist.9 Another way this is done is through the creation of the character, 

Psyche, with whom the narrator experiences all the events in the poem. In their essay “Two 

Verse Masterworks: ‘The Raven’ and ‘Ulalume,’” Richard Kopley and Kevin Hayes say that 

“the speaker of the poem figures his soul as something external to himself… his winged 

companion.”10  This distances the reader from the narrator more than any other character would 

because the experience seems to be shared then with himself; he asks Psyche questions and she 

answers, and she understands the significance of their location at this specific lake on the specific 

day, whereas the reader does not. Dayan remarks on the effect of this relationship near the end of 

the poem. The second to last stanza of the poem concludes: 

Well I know, now this dim lake of Auber— 

This misty mid region of Weir: —  

Well I know, now, this dank tarn of Auber – 

This ghoul-haunted woodland of Weir.11 

 

To which Dayan argues, “Poe forces us to remain on the boundary of the not, a vacancy he 

achieves through too much concentration.”12 While this is true, it is in this way that “Ulalume” 

achieves a kind of unity in which it exists only to itself in precisely the way that “The Raven” 

cannot. This is a kind of unity which Poe coins in “Eureka,” where he states that “in fictitious 

literature, we should aim at so arranging the incidents that we shall not be able to determine, of 

any one of them, whether it depends from any one other or upholds it.”13 This is what is done in 

“Ulalume;” by distancing the reader from the speaker, the poem is creating its own world in 

which it can does not uphold the common conventions of poetry, nor does it depend on the effect 

                                                           
9 Kopley & Hayes, 199 
10 Kopley & Hayes, 200 
11 Ulalume, 91 
12 Dayan, 428 
13 Eureka, 1342 
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the reader experiences in the way that unity of effect does. The very last stanza of the poem 

provides even more evidence to this point: 

Said we, then – the two, then – “Ah, can it  

Have been that the woodlandish ghouls – 

The pitiful, the merciful ghouls, 

To bar up our way and to ban it 

From the secret that lies in these wolds –  

From the thing that lies hidden in these wolds –  

Have drawn up the spectre of a planet  

From the limbo of lunary souls –   

This is sinfully scintillant planet 

From the Hell of the planetary souls?”14  

 

The reference to another reality confuses the reader even further, altogether disallowing for a 

seamless unity of effect through understanding of the meaning. The reader is not meant to 

understand, just as Dayan says, we are purposefully kept out of the loop between the characters 

of the poem; there is information here not accessible to us so that complete understanding is not 

possible. On the other hand, these seemingly sudden references to the paranormal are consistent 

with the existence of Psyche as a separate soul, and what we knew was the “ghoul-haunted 

woodland of Weir”, which makes this poem representative of internal, or “perfect” unity.  

 Poe’s “Philosophy of Composition” and “Eureka” are two works that, while contradictory 

in some ways, help readers synthesize his poems by serving as a basis on how to conceive of 

them. Ultimately, unity is a function of the reader’s experience, so there are ways in which 

different kinds of unity can be achieved. However, in order for one kind of unity to be achieved, 

it may be at the expense of another.  By stating his intentions, whether he is successful or not in 

creating those, Poe taints the reader’s conception of the original poem “The Raven”, barring the 

reader from being able to consume the text without his own stated intentions in mind once one 

                                                           
14 Ulalume, 91 
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has read “Philosophy of Composition”, thereby creating a system of affirmation that supports the 

unity of effect but muddles the integrity of the work to itself. The exchange of one kind of unity 

for another summarizes the tenuous relationship that Poe’s poems are in with each other because 

of the existence of “Philosophy of Composition” and “Eureka”. In one way, the texts encourage 

unity of effect being achieved through reader interaction with the text; but in another, perfect 

unity, a closed loop of meaning in which the poem need be true only unto itself, is exalted.   
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