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Types of narration and the role of dialogues in Poe’s stories

(Balykova Anastasia)

The type of narration is obviously a very essential point, when examining a literary work, since the ultimate power over readers rests with the author of the story. It is he/she who controls strictly their thoughts about the work, the impact it may make on them and the conclusions they may arrive at. Therefore the way the author presents the events of the story, what the order of them is and how they actually unfold is grossly essential for grasping the idea the author was trying to convey.

Edgar Allan Poe made an endeavour to create a short story which is highly concentrated and which is thoroughly organized in order to achieve “a certain unique or single effect’’. So everything in the story, particularly the type of narration he uses appears to reach his aims.  

In the story “The Cask of Amontilliado” we come across a first-person narration. “I” is very close to us. We find ourselves in the mind of a felon, Montresor, and have an access to his single thought or feeling. We witness the process of his foolproof plan being worked out and can see what happens in the soul of a man, committing a premeditated and cold-blooded murder. 

On the other hand, we consider the events only from his point of view that is from one “angle”, so we very limited, remaining not aware of the underlying basis and the real state of them. We don’t know the motives of Fortunado for such deportment, to begin with. 

In  another Poe’s story we face an identical situation. The narrator of “M.S. Found in bottle” is extremely frank and open with the possible reader of his manuscript. It may occur that he is keeping a diary where he jots down all his inmost feelings and fears. The description and the narration is so vivid that you can really feel that “nervous restlessness” at the beginning and the “hopelessness of hope itself” at the end of this horrifying story.      

Though at the beginning of the story “The Purloined letter” the narration is held from the first person, singular as well as in “The Cask of Amontilliado”, the narrators of the stories themselves and their roles differ tremendously. The narrator of the former, by contrast, doesn’t form a final and ultimate picture of the events, he is the secondary protagonist and just presents us everything as it was, objectively, without commenting it somehow. This narrator is considered to be more a listener than a speaker.

His role is one of the “baffled friend”, which implies being always perplexed, astonished of what has happened and permanently asking questions, what our narrator was doing all the time. We can face such a character in other detective stories, for instance Scherlock Holmes had his own “baffled friend”  Doc. Watson, as well as Hercule Poirot – his Captain Hastings. 

However, the actual narrator who resolves the mystery and explains to everybody the case is C. Auguste Dupin, the main protagonist of the story.   So, we can infer that in this story  “narration inside narration” takes place.  

       Dialogues play a special role in both stories. In “Purloined letter” the dialogue is a form of narration or even better to say the monologue of Monsieur Dupin, the genuine narrator of the story. Since there are approximately no actions in the story, a reader can find out everything only by the aid of the conversations, held amid the three characters. 

Dialogues are very essential due to the fact that it is also the only way for getting the information about the protagonists and their characters. There are no descriptions of their appearance, dress, no flash backs, no significant names (we are not aware of the names of most characters, by the way: The Prefect of the Parisian police is called Monsieur G, The Minster – Minister D, and the names of the personages “of the most exalted station” and The narrator are kept back at all). In this case it is the speech portrayal that comes into the spotlight. The most remarkable is the speech of the Prefect. He uses a very many complicated and formal words and phrases (“a very high quarter”, “a certain document of the last importance”, “it still remains in his possession”, “whose honor and peace are so jeopardized”), tries to speak sophisticatedly and obscurely (a great amount of  the article “a” in his speech, words like “certain” and “all” which don’t give any concrete information). It is sufficient only to recall the word “odd”, which he uses on the occasion and without any cause. Not surprisingly, that the narrator mentions that G. “was fond of the cant of diplomacy”. This direct statement and the information we can get from his speech portrayal characterize the Prefect as a man, who tries to look more smart, ingenious, astute, sophisticated than he was in reality. He wants to lure people by his excessively abstruse talk, but he fails, as we can see from the ironical attitude of Dupin towards him, when he exclaims, exaggerating, that “no more sagacious agent could, I suppose, be desired, or even imagined” for committing such a vital matter to.          

 Contrary to “The Purloined letter”, in “The Cask of Amontillado” dialogue is not a way of narration of the story, but a device for establishing and maintaining the idea of pre-conceived effect.  The whole dialogue, which seems to be held about nothing, predicts the fate of miserable Fortunado. For reaching the impression of predestination Poe uses verbal irony (the character says one thing and means something else). 

There are numerous examples of it within Montresor's words. Montresor expresses concern about Fortunato's health, and several times he suggests that they should turn back for fear that Fortunato's cough will worsen as a result of the cold and dampness of the catacombs. One of the most memorable lines of the story is given by Montresor in response to Fortunato saying, “I will not die of a cough.” Montresor says, “True--true…”.( Other examples can be seen when Montresor toasts Fortunato's long life as well as when he says that he is a mason, but not in the sense that Fortunato means. “He laughed and threw the bottle upwards [while making a gesture that Montresor did not understand].”(( Fortunato repeated the movement, and when he saw that Montresor still did not understand, he said,  “Then you are not of the brotherhood....You are not of the masons [the Freemasons, a secret fraternal order; also, bricklayers].”((( However, Montresor insisted that he was. Fortunato asked for a sign of some sort to prove that Montresor really was a mason. Montresor reached beneath the folds of his cloak and produced a trowel (the tool that would later seal Fortunato's fate). “In pace requiescat!” (“Rest in peace!”) is the last irony of a heavily ironic tale. “In pace” also refers to a very secure monastic prison. 

On the whole, I would like to underline that Poe’s stories are grossly vivid and gripping not only because of his style and his word choice but also of paying attention to such essential points as a type of narration and a dialogue, which he managed to play up brilliantly.   

( Edgar Allen Poe “The Cask of Amontilliado” http://www.eapoe.org/works/tales/caska.htm
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