Imagine Poe in the Republic! when he possesses none of its virtues; no
Spartan, he. Each time he tilts the jug to greet the austere morning, his
sober friends reluctantly concur: 'No man is safe who drinks before
breakfast.' Where is the black star of melancholy? Elsewhere; not here.
Here it is always morning; stern, democratic light scrubs apparitions
off the streets down which his dangerous feet must go.
Perhaps . . . perhaps the black star of melancholy was hiding in the
dark at the bottom of the jug all the time. . . it might be the whole thing
is a little secret between the jug and himself . . .
He turns back to go and look; and the pitiless light of common day
hits him full in the face like a blow from the eye of God. Struck, he reels.
Where can he hide, where there are no shadows? They split the
Republic in two, they halved the apple of knowledge, white light
strikes the top half and leaves the rest in shadow; up here, up north, in
the levelling latitudes, a man must make his own penumbra if he wants
concealment because the massive, heroic light of the Republic admits
of no ambiguities. Either you are a saint; or a stranger. He is a stranger,
here, a gentleman up from Virginia somewhat down on his luck, and,
alas, he may not invoke the Prince of Darkness (always a perfect
gentleman) in his cause since, of the absolute night which is the
antithesis to these days of rectitude, there is no aristocracy.
Poe staggers under the weight of the Declaration of Independence.
People think he is drunk.
He is drunk.
The prince in exile lurches through the new-found land.
So you say he overacts? Very well; he overacts. There is a past history
of histrionics in his family. His mother was, as they say, born in a
trunk, grease-paint in her bloodstream, and made her first appearance
on any stage in her ninth summer in a hiss-the-villain melodrama
entitled Mysteries of the Castle. On she skipped to sing a ballad clad in
the pretty rags of a ballet gypsy.
It was the evening of the eighteenth century.
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At this hour, this very hour, far away in Paris, France, in the
appalling dungeons of the Bastille, old Sade is jerking off. Grunt,
groan, grunt, on to the prison floor . . . aaaagh! He seeds dragons'
teeth. Out of each ejaculation spring up a swarm of fully-armed, madeyed homunculi. Everything is about to succumb to delirium.
Heedless of all this, Poe's future mother skipped on to a stage in the
fresh-hatched American republic to sing an old-world ballad clad in
the pretty rags of a ballet gypsy. Her dancer's grace, piping treble, dark
curls, rosy cheeks — cute kid! And eyes with something innocent,
something appealing in them that struck directly to the heart so that the
smoky auditorium broke out in raucous sentimental cheers for her and
clapped its leather palms together with a will. A star was born that
night in the rude firmament of fit-ups and candle-footlights, but she
was to be a shooting star; she flickered briefly in the void, she continued
the inevitable trajectory of the meteor, downward. She hit the boards
and trod them.
But, well after puberty, she was still able, thanks to her low stature
and slim build, to continue to personate children, clever little ducks
and prattlers of both sexes. Yet she was versatility personified; she
could do you Ophelia, too.
She had a low, melodious voice of singular sweetness, an excellent
thing in a woman. When crazed Ophelia handed round the rosemary
and rue and sang: 'He is dead and gone, lady,' not a dry eye in the
house, I assure you. She also tried her hand at Juliet and Cordelia and,
if necessary, could personate the merriest soubrette; even when racked
by the nauseas of her pregnancies, still she would smile, would smile
and oh! the dazzling candour of her teeth!
Out popped her firstborn, Henry; her second, Edgar, came jostling
after to share her knee with her scripts and suckle at her bosom while
she learned her lines, yet she was always word-perfect even when she
played two parts in the one night, Ophelia or Juliet and then, say, Little
Pickle, the cute kid in the afterpiece, for the audiences of those days
refused to leave the theatre after a tragedy unless the players changed
costumes and came back to give them a little something extra to cheer
them up again.
Little Pickle was a trousers' role. She ran back to the green-room and
undid the top buttons of her waistcoat to let out a sore, milky breast to
pacify little Edgar who, wakened by the hoots and catcalls that had
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greeted her too voluptuous imitation of a boy likewise howled and
screamed.
A mug of porter or a bottle of whisky stood on the dressing-table all
the time. She dipped a plug of cotton in whisky and gave it to Edgar to
suck when he would not stop crying.
The father of her children was a bad actor and only ever carried a spear
in the many companies in which she worked. He often stayed behind in
the green-room to look after the little ones. David Poe tipped a tumbler
of neat gin to Edgar's lips to keep him quiet. The red-eyed Angel of
Intemperance hopped out of the bottle of ardent spirits and snuggled
down in little Edgar's longclothes. Meanwhile, on stage, her final child,
in utero, stitched its flesh and bones together as best it could under the
corset that preserved the theatrical illusion of Mrs Elizabeth Poe's
eighteen inch waist until the eleventh hour, the tenth month.
Applause rocked round the wooden O. Loving mother that she was
- for we have no reason to believe that she was not - Mrs Poe exited
the painted scene to cram her jewels on her knee while tired tears ran
rivers through her rouge and splashed upon their peaky faces. The
monotonous clamour of their parents' argument sent them at last to
sleep but the unborn one in the womb pressed its transparent hands
over its vestigial ears in terror.
(To be born at all might be the worst thing.)
However, born at last this last child was, one July afternoon in a
cheap theatrical boarding-house in New York City after many hours
on a rented bed while flies buzzed at the windowpanes. Edgar and
Henry, on a pallet on the floor, held hands. The midwife had to use a
pair of blunt iron tongs to scoop out the reluctant wee thing; the sheet
was tented up over Mrs Poe's lower half for modesty so the toddlers
saw nothing except the midwife brandishing her dreadful instrument
and then they heard the shrill cry of the new-born in the exhausted
silence, like the sound of the blade of a skate on ice, and something
bloody as a fresh-pulled tooth twitched between the midwife's pincers.
It was a girl.
David Poe spent his wife's confinement in a nearby tavern, wetting
the baby's head. When he came back and saw the mess he vomited.
Then, before his sons' bewildered eyes, their father began to grow
insubstantial. He unbecame. All at once he lost his outlines and began
to waver on the air. It was twilit evening. Mama slept on the bed with a
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fresh mauve bud of flesh in a basket on the chair beside her. The air
shuddered with the beginning of absence.
He said not one word to his boys but went on evaporating until he
melted clean away, leaving behind him in the room as proof he had
been there only a puddle of puke on the splintered floorboards.
As soon as the deserted wife got out of bed, she posted down to
Virginia with her howling brats because she was booked for a tour of
the South and she had no money put away so all the babies got to eat
was her sweat. She dragged them with her in a trunk to Charleston; to
Norfolk; then back to Richmond.
Down there, it is the foetid height of summer.
Stripped to her chemise in the airless dressing-room, she milks her
sore breasts into a glass; this latest baby must be weaned before its
mother dies.
She coughed. She slapped more, yet more rouge on her now haggard
cheekbones. 'My children! what will become of my children?' Her eyes
glittered and soon acquired a febrile brilliance that was not of this
world. Soon she needed no rouge at all; red spots brighter than rouge
appeared of their own accord on her cheeks while veins as blue as those
in Stilton cheese but muscular, palpitating, prominent, lithe, stood out
of her forehead. In Little Pickle's vest and breeches it was not now
possible for her to create the least suspension of disbelief and something desperate, something fatal in her distracted playing both fascinated and appalled the witnesses, who could have thought they saw the
living features of death itself upon her face. Her mirror, the actress'
friend, the magic mirror in which she sees whom she has become, no
longer acknowledged any but a death's head.
The moist, sullen, Southern winter signed her quietus. She put on
Ophelia's madwoman's nightgown for her farewell.
When she summoned him, the spectral horseman came. Edgar
looked out of the window and saw him. The soundless hooves of blackplumed horses struck sparks from the stones in the road outside.
'Father!' said Edgar; he thought their father must have reconstituted
himself at this last extremity in order to transport them all to a better
place but, when he looked more closely, by the light of a gibbous moon,
he saw the sockets of the coachman's eyes were full of worms.
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They told her children that now she could come back to take no
curtain-calls no matter how fiercely all applauded the manner of her
going. Lovers of the theatre plied her hearse with bouquets: 'And from
her pure and uncorrupted flesh May violets spring.' (Not a dry eye in
the house.) The three orphaned infants were dispersed into the bosoms
of charitable protectors. Each gave the clay-cold cheek a final kiss; then
they too kissed and parted, Edgar from Henry, Henry from the tiny one
who did not move or cry but lay still and kept her eyes tight shut. When
shall these three meet again? The church bell tolled: never never never
never never.
Kind Mr Allan of Virginia, Edgar's own particular benefactor, who
would buy his bread, henceforward, took his charge's little hand and
led him from the funeral. Edgar parted his name in the middle to make
room for Mr Allan inside it. Edgar was then three years old. Mr Allan
ushered him into Southern affluence, down there; but do not think his
mother left Edgar empty handed, although the dead actress was able to
leave him only what could not be taken away from him, to wit, a few
tattered memories.
T E S T A M E N T OF MRS ELIZABETH POE
Item: nourishment. A tit sucked in a green-room, the dug snatched
away from the toothless lips as soon as her cue came, so that, of
nourishment, he would retain only the memory of hunger and thirst
endlessly unsatisfied.
Item: transformation. This is a more ambivalent relic. Something like
this. . .Edgar would lie in prop-baskets on heaps of artificial finery and
watch her while she painted her face. The candles made a profane altar
of the mirror in which her vague face swam like a magic fish. If you
caught hold of it, it would make your dreams come true but Mama
slithered through all the nets which desire set out to catch her.
She stuck glass jewels in her ears, pinned back her nut-brown hair and
tied a muslin bandage round her head, looking like a corpse for a
minute. Then on went the. yellow wig. Now you see her, now you
don't; brunette turns blonde in the wink of an eye.
Mama turns round to show how she has changed into the lovely lady
he glimpsed in the mirror.
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'Don't touch me, you'll mess me.'
And vanishes in a susurration of taffeta.
Item: that women possess within them a cry, a thing that needs to be
extracted. . . but this is only the dimmest of memories and will reassert
itself in vague shapes of unmentionable dread only at the prospect of
carnal connection.
Item: the awareness of mortality. For, as soon as her last child was
born, if not before, she started to rehearse in private the long part of
dying; once she began to cough she had no option.
Item: a face, the perfect face of a tragic actor, his face, white skin
stretched tight over fine, white bones in a final state of wonderfully
lucid emaciation.
Ignited by the tossed butt of a still-smouldering cigar that lodged in the
cracks of the uneven floorboards, the theatre at Richmond where Mrs
Poe had made her last appearance burned to the ground three weeks
after her death. Ashes. Although Mr Allan told Edgar how all of his
mother that was mortal had been buried in her coffin, Edgar knew the
somebody elses she so frequently became lived in her dressing-table
mirror and were not constrained by the physical laws that made her
body rot. But now the mirror, too, was gone; and all the lovely and
untouchable, volatile, unreal mothers went up together in a puff of
smoke on a pyre of props and painted scenery.
The sparks from this conflagration rose high in the air, where they
lodged in the sky to become a constellation of stars which only Edgar
saw and then only on certain still nights of summer, those hot, rich,
blue, mellow nights the slaves brought with them from Africa, weather
that ferments the music of exile, weather of heartbreak and fever. (Oh,
those voluptuous nights, like something forbidden!) High in the sky
these invisible stars marked the points of a face folded in sorrow.
N A T U R E O F T H E T H E A T R I C A L I L L U S I O N : everything
you see is false.
Consider the theatrical illusion with special reference to this impres- 5 6 -
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sionable child, who was exposed to it at an age when there is no reason
for anything to be real.
He must often have toddled on to the stage when the theatre was empty
and the curtains down so all was like a parlour prepared for a seance,
waiting for the moment when the eyes of the observers make the
mystery.
Here he will find a painted backdrop of, say, an antique castle - a
castle! such as they don't build here; a Gothic castle all complete with
owls and ivy. The flies are painted with segments of trees, massy oaks
or something like that, all in two dimensions. Artificial shadows fall in
all the wrong places. Nothing is what it seems. You knock against a
gilded throne or horrid rack that looks perfectly solid, thick, immoveable, and you kick it sideways, it turns out to be made of papier mâché,
it is as light as air—a child, you yourself, could pick it up and carry it off
with you and sit in it and be a king or lie in it and be in pain.
A creaking, an ominous rattling scares the little wits out of you; when
you jump round to see what is going on behind your back, why, the
very castle is in mid-air! Heave-ho and up she rises, amid the inarticulate cries and muttered oaths of the stagehands, and down comes
Juliet's tomb or Ophelia's sepulchre, and a super scuttles in, clutching
Yorrick's skull.
The foul-mouthed whores who dandle you on their pillowy laps and
tip mugs of sour porter against your lips now congregate in the wings,
where they have turned into nuns or something. On the invisible side of
the plush curtain that cuts you off from the beery, importunate,
tobacco-stained multitude that has paid its pennies on the nail to watch
these transcendent rituals now come the thumps, bangs and clatter that
make the presence of their expectations felt. A stage-hand swoops
down to scoop you up and carry you off, protesting, to where Henry,
like a good boy, is already deep in his picture book and there is a poke
of candy for you and the corner of a handkerchief dipped in moonshine
and Mama in crown and train presses her rouged lips softly on your
forehead before she goes down before the mob.
On his brow her rouged lips left the mark of Cain.
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Having, at an impressionable age, seen with his own eyes the nature of
the mystery of the castle — that all its horrors are so much painted
cardboard and yet they terrify you — he saw another mystery and made
less sense of it.
Now and then, as a great treat, if he kept quiet as a mouse, because
he begged and pleaded so, he was allowed to stay in the wings and
watch; the round-eyed baby saw that Ophelia could, if necessary, die
twice nightly. All her burials were premature.
A couple of brawny supers carried Mama on stage in Act Four,
wrapped in a shroud, tipped her into the cellarage amidst displays of
grief from all concerned but up she would pop at curtain call having
shaken the dust off her graveclothes and touched up her eye make-up,
to curtsey with the rest of the resurrected immortals, all of whom, even
Prince Hamlet himself, turned out, in the end, to be just as un-dead as
she.
How could he, then, truly believe she would not come again,
although, in the black suit that Mr Allan provided for him out of
charity, he toddled behind her coffin to the cemetery? Surely, one fine
day, the spectral coachman would return again, climb down from his
box, throw open the carriage door and out she would step wearing the
white nightdress in which he had last seen her, although he hoped this
garment had been laundered in the interim since he last saw it all
bloody from a haemorrhage.
Then a transparent constellation in the night sky would blink out;
the scattered atoms would reassemble themselves to the entire and
perfect Mama and he would run directly to her arms.
It is the mid-morning of the nineteenth century. He grows up under the
black stars of the slave states. He flinches from that part of women the
sheet hid. He becomes a man.
As soon as he becomes a man, affluence departs from Edgar. The heart
and pocketbook that Mr Allan opened to the child now pull themselves
together to expell. Edgar shakes the dust of the sweet South off his
heels. He hies north, up here, to seek his fortune in the places where the
light does not permit that chiaroscuro he loves; now Edgar Poe must
live by his disordered wits.
The dug was snatched from the milky mouth and tucked away inside
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the bodice; the mirror no longer reflected Mama but, instead, a perfect
stranger. He offered her his hand; smiling a tranced smile, she stepped
out of the frame.
'My darling, my sister, my life and my bride!'
He was not put out by the tender years of this young girl whom he
soon married; was she not just Juliet's age, just thirteen summers?
The magnificent tresses forming great shadowed eaves above her
high forehead were the raven tint of nevermore, black as his suits the
seams of which his devoted mother-in-iaw painted with ink so that
they would not advertise to the world the signs of wear and, nowadays,
he always wore a suit of sables, dressed in readiness for the next funeral
in a black coat buttoned up to the stock and he never betrayed his
absolute mourning by so much as one flash of white shirtfront.
Sometimes, when his wife's mother was not there to wash and starch
his linen, he economised on laundry bills and wore no shirt at all.
His long hair brushes the collar of this coat, from which poverty has
worn off the nap. How sad his eyes are; there is too much of sorrow in
his infrequent smile to make you happy when he smiles at you and so
much of bitter gall, also, that you might mistake his smile for a grimace
or a grue except when he smiles at his young wife with her forehead like
a tombstone. Then he will smile and smile with as much posthumous
tenderness as if he saw already: Dearly beloved wife o f . . . carved
above her eyebrows.
For her skin was white as marble and she was called — would you
believe! - 'Virginia', a name that suited his expatriate's nostalgia and
also her condition, for the childbride would remain a virgin until the
day she died.
Imagine the sinless children lying in bed together! The pity of it!
For did she not come to him stiffly armoured in taboos - taboos
against the violation of children; taboos against the violation of the
dead — for, not to put too fine a point on it, didn't she always look like a
walking corpse? But such a pretty, pretty corpse!
And, besides, isn't an undemanding, economic, decorative corpse
the perfect wife for a gentleman in reduced circumstances, upon whom
the four walls of paranoia are always about to converge?
Virginia Clemm. In the dialect of northern England, to be 'clemmed'
is to be very cold. 'I'm fair clemmed.' Virginia Clemm.
She brought with her a hardy, durable, industrious mother of her
own, to clean and cook and keep accounts for them and to outlive
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them, and to outlive them both.
Virginia was not very clever; she was by no means a sad case of arrested
development, like his real, lost sister, whose life passed in a dream of
non-being in her adopted home, the vegetable life of one who always
declined to participate, a bud that never opened. (A doom lay upon
them; the brother, Henry, soon died.) But the slow years passed and
Virginia stayed as she had been at thirteen, a simple little thing whose
sweet disposition was his only comfort and who never ceased to lisp,
even when she started to rehearse the long part of dying.
She was light on her feet as a revenant. You would have thought she
never bent a stem of grass as she passed across their little garden. When
she spoke, when she sang, how sweet her voice was; she kept her harp
in their cottage parlour, which her mother swept and polished until all
was like a new pin. A few guests gathered there to partake of the Poes'
modest hospitality. There was his brilliant conversation though his
women saw to it that only tea was served, since all knew his dreadful
weakness for liquor, but Virginia poured out with so much simple
grace that everyone was charmed.
They begged her to take her seat at her harp and accompany herself
in an Old World ballad or two. Eddy nodded gladly: 'yes', and she
lightly struck the strings with white hands of which the long, thin
fingers were so fine and waxen that you would have thought you could
have set light to the tips to make of her hand the flaming Hand of Glory
that casts all the inhabitants of the house, except the magician himself,
into a profound and death-like sleep.
She sings: Cold blows the wind, tonight, my love,
And a few drops of rain.
With a taper made from a manuscript folded into a flute, he slyly
takes a light from the fire.
I never had but one true love
In cold earth she was lain.
He sets light to her fingers, one after the other.
A twelve month and a day being gone
The dead began to speak.
Eyes close. Her pupils contain in each a flame.
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Who is that sitting on my grave
Who will not let me sleep?
All sleep. Her eyes go out. She sleeps.
He rearranges the macabre candelabra so that the light from her
glorious hand will fall between her legs and then he busily turns back
her petticoats; the mortal candles shine. Do not think it is not love that
moves him; only love moves him.
He feels no fear.
An expression of low cunning crosses his face. Taking from his back
pocket a pair of enormous pliers, he now, one by one, one by one by
one, extracts the sharp teeth just as the midwife did.
All silent, all still.
Yet, even as he held aloft the last fierce canine in triumph above her
prostrate and insensible form in the conviction he had at last exorcised
the demons from desire, his face turned ashen and sear and he was
overcome with the most desolating anguish to hear the rumbling of the
wheels outside. Unbidden, the coachman came; the grisly emissary of
her high-born kinsman shouted imperiously: 'Overture and beginners,
please!' She popped the plug of spiritous linen between his lips; she
swept off with a hiss of silk.
The sleepers woke and told him he was drunk; but his Virginia
breathed no more!
After a breakfast of red-eye, as he was making his toilet before the
mirror, he suddenly thought he would shave off his moustache in order
to become a different man so that the ghosts who had persistently
plagued him since his wife's death would no longer recognise him and
would leave him alone. But, when he was clean-shaven, a black star
rose in the mirror and he saw that his long hair and face folded in
sorrow had taken on such a marked resemblance to that of his loved
and lost one that he was struck like a stock or stone, with the cut-throat
razor in his hand.
And, as he continued, fascinated, appalled, to stare in the reflective
glass at those features that were his own and yet not his own, the bony
casket of his skull began to agitate itself as if he had succumbed to a
tremendous attack of the shakes.
Goodnight, sweet prince.
He was shaking like a backcloth about to be whisked off into
oblivion.
- 61

-

BLACK VENUS

Lights! he called out.
Now he wavered; horrors! He was starting to dissolve!
Lights! more lights! he cried, like the hero of a Jacobean tragedy
when the murdering begins, for the black star was engulfing him.
On cue, the laser light on the Republic blasts him.
His dust blows away on the wind.
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