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Edgar Allan Poe: Writer and Addict

Edgar Allan Poe is considered today one of America’s most influential writers 

and poets. Some call him the “Father of the American detective story”. His chilling tales of death, insanity, and darkness caused Americans to see a different side of the Romantic genre in literature. Some speculate that Poe’s continuous drug and alcohol abuse led him to write these eerie tales.


Edgar Poe was born January 19, 1809 in Boston Massachusetts as the son of David and Elizabeth Poe, both actors (Edgar Allan Poe E-book 2). When Poe was only one year old, his father abandoned the family. He died a short time later (Edgar Allan Poe E-book 2). One year later, his mother died of tuberculosis (Wilson 1). Poe was taken in by the Allan family, who were wealthy tobacco merchants (Wilson 1). Poe had a normal childhood, attending nice schools in Richmond, Virginia. Poe excelled in school and enrolled at the University of Virginia in 1826 (Wilson 2). Although Poe seemed to be an ideal son and student, John Allan never seemed to fully accept Poe. He always pushed Poe to do more in his life, and was not very warm and loving (Black 7). While in college, Poe acquired gambling debts that ultimately led to his disownment from the Allan house. As a result, Poe was expelled from the University of Virginia and joined the Army in 1827 (Wilson 2-3). Poe was discharged after two years and reconciled with John Allan. John Allan in return enrolled him in West Point Military Academy, but Poe did not stay long as he was to be known to disobey orders (Edgar Allan Poe E-book 2). 

Poe’s bizarre behavior and heavy drinking was not apparent until his mid-twenties. This sudden change in behavior could have ultimately been from the sudden disownment from his foster father and many childhood troubles he had faced. Poe never felt true acceptance from his foster father. Poe seemed to go through a pattern when John Allan would try and help him out. Poe seemed to distance himself more and more from his foster father as Poe got older, even when John Allan would try and offer support (Gargano 2). Traces of alienation and loneliness were apparent in some of Poe’s works such as “Fall of the House of Usher” and “The Raven”.  Soon after his dismissal from West Point, Poe moved in with his aunt and soon after married his 13 year old cousin, Virginia (Gargano 2). Virginia died in 1847 from tuberculosis which sent Poe into a downward spiral to his death (Wilson 10). This is a time when Poe seemed to have more of a weakness to alcohol (Wilson 10). 

Poe had trouble dealing with the outside world and often found himself alienated from the rest of his peers and neighbors. In 1835, Poe wrote a letter to a man named Kennedy stating: “I am suffering under a depression of spirits, such as I have never felt before. I have struggled in vain against this melancholy.”(Black 4). This internal struggle that Poe faced was clearly seen throughout his writings, which are solely about death (all sources). His tales were based on characters which insanity unknown to the character, confusion, and paranoia (Bougousslavsky 1). This behavior that was being portrayed through his characters is believed to have been the behavior Poe struggled with in his life (Bougousslavsky 1). He accused other writers such as Longfellow and Hawthorne for “plagiarism” although his case was never justified (Gargano 2). Poe never seemed to get along with anyone he ever came into contact with.


It has also been speculated that Poe used narcotics, especially opium. The depression and madness Poe experienced was thought to be the cause of his addiction to alcohol and drugs (Black 4). On numerous occasions Poe wrote about his ailment existence. The last few months of his life, many who saw Poe said he wandered about the streets of Baltimore, babbling, obviously incoherent and under the influence of narcotics and alcohol (Edgar Allan Poe E-book 7). 

The death of Edgar Allan Poe is shrouded in mystery and controversy. On October 3, 1849 Poe was found on the streets of Baltimore, extremely incoherent and in “great distress and in need of immediate assistance” according to the man that found him (Edgar Allan Poe E-book 7). Poe died four days later and was never coherent long enough to explain how he came to be where he was and in the condition he was (Edgar Allan Poe E-book 7-8). Poe’s death was disputed amongst many doctors and medical teams and most came to the conclusion the cause of death was drunkenness. Although no real cause of death has ever been identified, many theories have developed that Poe may have contracted syphilis during his lifetime, ultimately causing his death. Poe is buried on the ground of Westminster Hall and Burying Ground, which is now the University Of Maryland School Of Law.

Edgar Allan Poe can be considered the Father of American Gothic. He was an amazing writer and poet, opening the eyes of America to a whole new way of writing. The tragic events leading up to his controversial death were some of the inspiration Poe needed for his dark and disturbing tales.
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