
Delicate, Passionate Characters - Edgar Allan Poe 
 

Although known by many as a storyteller of the terrifying and macabre, Edgar Allan Poe was one of the 

foremost embodiments of the tragic romantic hero, which was no good thing for him.  He spent his 

youth reading and then emulating the great British romantic writers and poets, he passed from 

misfortune to misfortune in his life including loss of his beloved wife, and then he died penniless and 

raving after being picked out of a public gutter.  Despite this, his light shines brilliantly on through the 

years and his writing now receives the high praises that were always his due. 

Poe was born to theater people and tragically lost both of his parents in his early years.  His dramatic, 

lonely heart seemed tuned to a minor key from the beginning, and he lived like a part of him was 

missing.  He made one poor financial and career decision after another, and instead sought for 

happiness and wholeness by falling in love with unsuitable women:  the mothers of his school friends, 

married ladies, ladies who were out of reach for him, and so forth.  Even when he was an adult, he 

pointed to the love poems that he had written to his adolescent crushes as examples of the finest 

outpourings that his heart was capable of.  He strived to feel and then to write down that feeling with 

the verve of Byron, Keats, Shelley, and Shelley.  Poetry was his most preferred form of writing; it was 

professional and financial pressures that pushed him to write other kinds of pieces.   

The great love of Poe’s life was his cousin and wife Virginia, whom he married as a child bride and who 

moved in with her mother.  The start of their marriage was platonic, and it suited him to put her on a 

pedestal like an unsullied angel.  Their full married life had hardly begun when she began to cough up 

blood, suggesting that she would become the next in a long line of persons in Poe’s private life who 

would die of tuberculosis.  Poe associated the onset of her illness with his bringing her to the loss of her 

childhood innocence, and the blend of physical desire with death took hold of his imagination.  He cared 

for her as well as his greatly impoverished circumstances would allow, but there was no stopping the 

disease and she died with him at her bedside in a small country cottage.  He had rented it for her by the 

shore in the Bronx, the “Kingdom by the Sea”.   

The way that Poe handled his grief was very poetic but not particularly effective.  He brooded alone on 

his misfortunes – some say over drink, others say over more potent vices, and yet others say over 

nothing but an unsettled mind.  He went for long, solitary walks and blamed the world for his many 

tragedies.  He stubbornly refused to toe the line in his chosen profession and made enemies among his 



peers.  He was often hungry and malnourished but he insisted on living life on his terms.  He turned to 

the darkness that had always been in him, but now unmoored by any vague hopes for life as people 

have who deep down still believe in love.  He worked his way through his emotions by writing, and so 

much of what he wrote is from this dark and bitter period that that has become his lasting reputation.  

The romantic youth and passionately devoted husband that he also was is often forgotten. 

A happier Poe would have lived longer and written more works.  It is fascinating to conjecture what he 

might have left to the world.  The dreamy, emotional, imaginative soul within him would have 

undoubtedly been more visible in his works, and the promise of his initial adolescent love-inspired 

writings might have come to mature fruition.  Then he would have been remembered entirely 

differently. 
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