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Exploring the construction of Gothic Romanticism: Poe’s Imagination and Annabel Lee
Gothic Romanticism explores the intricacies of the obscure and eeriness of the gothic genre while simultaneously expanding on the elements of Romanticism; that is the elements of love and nature. The “two oppositional, even mutually exclusive modes,”[footnoteRef:1] were embraced by authors who were eager to divulge their imaginations of the gothic romance. Nevertheless, the idea of Gothic Romanticism did not bode well with the pure Romantics, as it was seen as a deviation from the true nature of Romanticism. Instead, they sought to belittle the existence of the gothic mode as Carol Margaret Davison points out: [1:  Angela Wright and others, Romantic Gothic: An Edinburgh Companion (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2022).] 

From Wordsworth to Samuel Taylor Coleridge to Sir. Walter Scott, Romantic writers both individually and collectively pathologized and expressed outrage against this national popular taste, with an eye to distinguishing it from their ‘superior’ literary productions.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Carol Margaret Davison, History of the Gothic: Gothic Literature 1764-1824, JSTOR, 1st edn (University of Wales Press, 2009) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt9qhhjn.12> [accessed 9 January 2024].] 

Davison later calls Romantics “hypocrites” as they were known to implement themes of goth into their own writing. Gothic Romanticism continued to gain traction and would produce a myriad of contemporary gothic romantics, like American author, Edgar Allan Poe. Poe’s affinity for the gothic mode allowed him to explore the more obscure elements of Romanticism, which propelled him to being one the most notable gothic romantics in the literary space. Throughout his career, he demonstrated an understanding of the literary form by applying the framework necessary in the construction of a quality gothic romance piece. To produce the work that he did, Poe masterfully expressed the presence of the Sublime, articulated the darkness of the mind, as well as highlighted the conflict between the body and soul, while maintaining a grasp on the significance of nature and the environment in Gothic Romanticism. 
	Gothic Romance relies on the existence of the sublime to evoke the eeriness of it. However, the discourse surrounding the basis of the sublime has prominence in the way an author approaches the gothic romance. Edmund Burke’s view of the sublime diametrically opposes that of Immanuel Kant. Kant’s theory is that the sublime exists solely in the mind of an individual, whereas Burke believes that anything, including nature can impact the sublime: 
Whatever is fitted in any sort to excite the ideas of pain, and danger, that is to say, whatever is in any sort terrible, or is conversant about terrible objects, or operates in a manner analogous to terror, is a source of the sublime; that is, it is productive of the strongest emotion which the mind is capable of feeling. I say the strongest emotion, because I am satisfied the ideas of pain are much more powerful than those which enter on the part of pleasure.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Edmund Burke and James T Boulton, ‘A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful (1759)’, William and Mary Quarterly, 1996, 131–43 <https://doi.org/10.1017/cbo9780511620409.029>.] 

Poe adapted the Burkean sublime, agreeing with the connection between it and nature. He demonstrates this belief in his final poem, “Annabel Lee”, where he conveys the presence of the sublime and its involvement with the natural world. Poe’s preoccupation of female death becomes the central focus of this poem as the speaker laments on the death of his young lover. In the opening stanza of the poem, the speaker introduces the readers to “a kingdom by the sea” in what could be described as an admirable tone, as he refers to it as the place he and his lover grew up. In quick succession, his mood changes from admiration to a clear disdain of this kingdom by the sea as it has caused offense to him. He rehashes the damages that the sea and nature has done on his life but more specifically his Annabel Lee. In stanza three, he states:
	In this kingdom by the sea,
A wind blew out of a cloud, chilling 
My beautiful Annabel Lee;[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  ] 

The presence of the sublime is apparent based on the power the speaker gives to the elements associated with the landscape of the sea. He assigns blame to the sea and the wind of the night for the death of Annabel. Unfortunately, while he seeks to enlighten the readers of this danger, the readers are only able to be in awe of the imagery put forward. This is because, according to Terrence Des Pres, “reference to the sublime does not include recognition of terror.”[footnoteRef:5] It means that while the danger is there, the audience are struck mainly by the wonder of the natural world; the landscape described as “a kingdom by the sea”, with chilling night winds from a cloud and a moon and starless sky. Poe’s presentation of this as the sublime aligns directly with Burke’s view, whereby the thing that causes the speaker pain leaves the audience astonished. Des Pres also argues that: [5: Terrence Des Pres, ‘Terror and the Sublime’, Human Rights Quarterly, 5.2 (1983), pp.135-146 <https://doi.org/10.2307/762250>.] 

And in all cases, finally, the sublime is connected not only with spiritual distress, but as much or perhaps even more with physical threat, as when Burke says that “the idea of bodily pain, in all the modes and degrees of labour, pain, anguish, torment, is productive of the sublime,” which leads necessarily to a hard connection between the sublime and death…[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Des Pres, (1983, p.138)] 

The sublime most certainly is built into the poem with the anticipation of death, as the speaker allows for the readers to be enthralled by the description of a kingdom by the sea many years ago, then suddenly shocking them by villainising it, making it appear ominous. This observation is accurate based on the speaker’s response to the grief he is suffering at the hands of nature. While Poe does not explicitly say that the speaker dies at the end, death through the sublime can be inferred based on the way the speaker presents the final quatrain of the poem:
	And so, all the night-tide, I lie down by the side
	Of my darling--my darling--my life and my bride,
	In her sepulchre there by the sea--
	In her tomb by the sounding sea.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  ] 

Even without the distinction of physical death, the speaker experiences an emotional death as he has given into the grief he feels for the loss of Annabel Lee. He has no reason to live so he takes up residence with his lover every night, solidifying Burke’s case that the sublime and death are intertwined.  
	Gothic Romanticism does not exist with the exploration of the darkness of the mind and the psychological state of a character. Poe’s poems have spent considerable time developing the psyche of his characters and allowing readers into their minds. His imagination and understanding of gothic romance are displayed in his presentation of the speaker in Annabel Lee. In the poem, speaker shows signs of obsession towards the need to blame nature for his grief, as well as Annabel Lee. He talks about the wind that blew out of the cloud on two separate occasions, and in both instances, it was to find it guilty of Annabel’s death. It is clear that he is obsessed with showing the audience that nature has done him a wrong. This behaviour is consistent in different characters created by Poe. According to Robert Shulman, this obsessive behaviour is a symptom of Poe’s imagination:
…Poe does in practice sustain precise, revealing insights into the power of the mind and universe. He has, for example, a well-known ability to dramatize our latent powers of hostility and the destructive, cruelly punitive impulses which animate the recesses of the mind…[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Robert Shulman, ‘Poe and the Powers of the Mind’, ELH, 37.2 (1970), 245 <https://doi.org/10.2307/2872400>.] 

That is to say that Poe can demonstrate the obsessive state of mind of the speaker in Annabel Lee, by the literary choices he makes. In addition to his obsession with nature, the speaker is obsessed with Annabel Lee. The speaker refers to her as “My beautiful Annabel Lee”[footnoteRef:9] or a version of that throughout the poem. Readers are aware that the attitude is not of normal circumstance, rather it is a consequence of his mind and the fragile state of it. To add to the repetition, the use of “my” suggests that he saw Annabel as his possession, yet this attitude is contradicted by the fact that it is implied that they were never married based on the opening of the poem where he refers to her as a “maiden.” Poe is intentional about the use of the word, as during the time of his writing, maiden referred to an unwed and virgin woman, therefore, the speaker had no claim to Annabel Lee because there is no indication of them ever being married or engaged. Some may argue that perhaps they were forbidden lovers, or they were engaged. However, this position is inconsistent with Edgar Allan Poe’s assertion of the minds of his characters. From Poe’s point of view, it more likely that the narrator was mesmerised by the beauty and youth of the maiden and declared that he was in love with her as it would be in the realm of demonstrating the dark and perverse nature of the mind. As Shulman points out:  [9:  Edgar Allan Poe, Edgar Allan Poe: Complete Tales & Poems (Top Five Books LLC, 2013).] 

Poe organizes a series of episodes to suggest his main theoretical concerns and to establish unconventional states of mind in which ordinary reason and common sense are superseded and strange mergings, suggestion and discourses can occur.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Robert Shulman, ‘Poe and the Powers of the Mind’, ELH, 37.2 (1970), 245 <https://doi.org/10.2307/2872400>.] 

This is seen as the speaker contradicts the opening of the poem by later referring to Annabel as his bride, when there is no rational provided by him or Poe to suggests that they were in a relationship other than from his own declaration. The speaker adds to his obsession by lying down at her grave every night. Poe continues to explore the darkness of the mind by demonstrating the effects of pain (or grief) on the state of mind of an individual. This is evident in the speaks belief that his love for Annabel and her love for him surpasses any other kind of love; that nothing or no one share the same powerful love that they share. In the poem he states:
	But our love it was stronger by far than the love
Of those who were older than we—
Of many far wiser than we[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Edgar Allan Poe, Edgar Allan Poe: Complete Tales & Poems (Top Five Books LLC, 2013).] 

The speaker is aware of their youth and there are people older and wiser, however, their youth does not negate the strength of their love; he holds their love in a high regard. In any other scenario, this might seem like an innocent claim lacking malicious intent and undertones of darkness, unfortunately it plays into Poe’s ability to adapt the necessary tools of Gothic Romanticism. Instead, it contributes to what Poe is trying to say about the mind, that it is fragile and can progressively deteriorate into something else. The speaker claims that they “loved with a love that was more than love”[footnoteRef:12] which plays into Poe’s presentation of the speaker’s circumstance, that grief has caused him to think beyond the natural world. With the deterioration of his mind, it is clear that the speaker can longer separate the natural world from the supernatural. While he blames the cold wind for the death of Annabel, he believes that it was used as an instrument by the supernatural, which for him would be the angels in Heaven. He is certain that the motive for Annabel’s death was jealousy because of the enormity of the love he shared with her. The manner in which he speaks of the jealousy provides evidence to the readers that there is something wrong with the speaker’s mind; that his grief has affected the way he views the world. He tries to downplay the problem in his mind by suggesting that the cause of Annabel’s death was common knowledge, however, Poe does not provide any proof of such claims, but he does provide evidence of a fragile mind. The speaker claims that the sea (nature) contains demons (supernatural).  [12:  Edgar Allan Poe, Edgar Allan Poe: Complete Tales & Poems (Top Five Books LLC, 2013). ] 

	In addition to the sublime and the darkness of the mind, Gothic Romanticism excels by addressing the isolation that a character experiences. Poe prevails at expressing the speaker’s isolation in the poem. Shulman claims:
Poe has real insight into that basically irrational strategy by which the mind attempts to preserve itself from its own forces of madness, disease and disintegration by rigidly isolating itself and by assuming that the threat is external when in fact it is internal.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Robert Shulman, ‘Poe and the Powers of the Mind’, ELH, 37.2 (1970), 245 <https://doi.org/10.2307/2872400>.] 

Poe proves this to be true in his assessment of the speaker’s life. The speaker has resorted to isolation throughout his life. He does not allow himself to experience life after the death of Annabel. Instead, he is comfortable living in his grief, removing himself from reality and residing only in his anguish. His isolation is made known by the reality that he cannot turn to nature because it is the cause of his pain. He cannot find comfort in spirituality because of the angels, and there is no solace in society, especially people wiser and older than him because he boldly declared that his love for Annabel was more powerful than anything that these people would ever dream of having. Poe is deliberate in his writing, because this reflects the assumption that he has made about his character; that he would not view his problem from the internal, instead he would blame everything outside of it as a means of self-preservation. Perhaps, if the speaker were to view his problems from the reader’s perspective, then he would unbind himself from his grief and see life rationally. The isolation exhibited in the poem causes the reader to be indifferent about life and death as he claims that no one, “Can ever disserve my soul from the soul // Of the beautiful Annabel Lee.”[footnoteRef:14] For him, his soul has already experienced death, all that is left for him is to die physically, but until then, he will continue to love Annabel Lee. [14:  Edgar Allan Poe, Edgar Allan Poe: Complete Tales & Poems (Top Five Books LLC, 2013).] 

	Gothic Romanticism explores the darkness of the gothic genre by connecting with the romantic elements. To achieve the intended outcome, Gothic romantics must utilise different strategies which reflect on this mode of literature. Gothic Romanticism requires the presence of the sublime, the exploration of the darkness of the mind and isolation has methods of developing the genre. Edgar Allan Poe’s proficiency with the genre is noted in his poem “Annabel Lee.”  He masters the sublime by exploring its connection with nature. He takes readers on the journey through his narrator’s mind and the deterioration of it because of his grief, and he discusses the isolation, which is necessary in the consistency of Gothic Romanticism.
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Creative Piece and Commentary
The Eleventh Day

And two of you in the church-yard lie.
It is true because I know what death look like.
I know what it feels like.
It is the moment when life is no more.
It is when I become certain that my return to the island breeze,
Escaping the Welsh tranquility,
Puts me face to face with emptiness,
And the weight of your absence will surely take its rightful place.

I remember the day like it was yesterday.
In truth, it was yesterday.
The air had its usual winter bite,
And the sun had lost its purpose,
And the sky bared no resemblance to the island.
How could I forget the moment?
It was yesterday. 

Eleven hours from the sun that lost its shine
On the eleventh day. 
I couldn’t be expected to embrace the feeling of fresh air,
To accept that your good heart had left you stranded.
How in God’s name could you ask that much of me?

I thought that if I had prayed a little harder,
The feelings would fade away
And heaven would open up,
Return you with a brand new heart
And the same old wisdom.
Then, I could put off the inevitable for another day.

Nature ran its course Child.
I’m sure that’s what you would say.
There is a season for everything.
The Lord gives and he takes away.
Just like the morning fog, I am here today
And gone tomorrow.
I know that’s what you would say.

But how can I accept that as gospel?
I mean, Science I understand,
The body I understand.
I should understand how God works right?
Trade one life for another?
If Jesus bore that cross,
Then why did you have to go?

I don’t know what your grave looks like,
Is it green?
Or did the sheep make it their meal?
I don’t know what your last words were.
How could I, when I’m miles across the sea,
Two time zones East.

And two of you in the church-yard lie.
Yet, I only knew one.
My entrance on Earth,
Your entrance in Heaven.
So, I never knew you,
Yet I knew you.

I know what death looks like.
It’s when the trees outside my window
Give up on living through the winter.
You know what death looks like.
It’s accepting that your time has come.
You’ve gone through the wilderness.
And now,
You would be at peace.

I wish I could accept such logic.
And maybe in time I will.


Poetry Commentary

This is poem that I wrote with “We are Seven” by Williams Wordsworth as the inspiration. In that poem the speaker and the little girl are embroiled in battle about the understanding of death and what it looks like from different perspective. The child understands that two of her siblings are dead, yet it does not mean that they no longer exist in her life. On the other, hand, the speaker sees the death of these sibling as a removal from life entirely. 

In my poem, I wanted to highlight my experience with death and how I view it, as well as the thought process and response to the death of a close relative. Much of the poem focuses on my thoughts, both rational and irrational. 

In the first stanza of the poem, I refer to a line from the Wordsworth’s poem, “Two of us in the church-yard lie”, altering it slightly to fit the purpose of my poem, “And two of you in the church-yard lie.” This line is significant in the poem because it sheds light on the fact that both my grandmothers are now buried in the churchyard. “The Welsh tranquility” speaks to the stillness that I was able to experience while my family members at home had to live in a sense of dread every day; they did not have the luxury of experiencing any calm. 

In the poem, I challenge my understanding of death, and I compare it to only knowing what death looks like from the trees outside my window because that’s the only reference I have for it. I don’t know what it feels like to have near death experience, nor do I know what it is like to know that you are about to die. On the other hand, both grandmothers know what it feels like because they’ve experienced it, and they made peace with it before they left. There is a contrast in the way, I react to death and the way the child in the poem reacts to death. While she accepts death as is, acceptance is hard for me to attain because, how does one accept that someone the grew up with has died? So, in my poem I question the acceptance of death using series of rhetorical questions. For me, it is hard to understand how life and death could be so straightforward.

“The air had its usual winter bite” is symbolic because the season of winter and death are both intertwined. Just like the trees have no life during the winter, my grandmother died during the time I was experiencing the winter in Wales. The sun losing is its shine also speaks to the death of not only the person, but the sense of life within the family.

Biblical allusions are also highlighted in my poem because death and religion also connected. “Just like the morning fog, I am here today//And gone tomorrow,” makes reference to James 4:14 in the bible, whereby, the speaker questions if the reader knows what life is. It is essentially saying the death is inevitable because you can be alive now and gone in an instant. Stanza five is influential in the understanding of death and religion because those are lines that displayed my grandmother’s spirituality and her own understanding of what death is. 

The poem ends with two lines because I have not come to my conclusion of death, nor have I accepted the death. However, I recognize that the day will come when I do. 



