Student's papers. 
E.A.Poe's devices for heightening the effect
of horror and terror in short stories (E. Sukhina)
(as exemplified by "MS. Found in a Bottle")

There is, perhaps, no other short story so apparently free of frightening notes and yet so horrific all through as MS. Found in a Bottle by E.A.Poe, the American Romantic, who is responsible for the development of this literary form. Indeed, the devices he conceives with deliberate care are largely invisible as long as they are delicately woven into the narration - amidst events making the plot of the story. In MS... E.A.Poe describes the shipwreck brought about by a tempest, the unaccountable escape of 2 passengers, one of whom perishes later, the narrator's observations on the ship of the dead and finally his death. Still undoubtedly, it is not the trajectory of the plot but E.A.Poe's skillful and unique choice of devices - or rather a cobweb of them - that creates and maintains the effect of horror.
E.A.Poe makes use of a series of subtle associations which emerge from similes and work symbolically. Conveying the narrator's uneasiness on board at midnight, the author compares an inexplicable loud, humming noise to 'that occasioned by the rapid revolution of a mill-wheel' - just in passing. Yet the word 'mill-wheel' gives rise to seemingly fleeting associations. 'A mill', for instance, connotes destruction as it refers to a huge machine for crushing grain into flour or, in the figurative sense of the word, to a horrendous experience crushing a person to death. That is precisely what springs to mind, along with two relevant expressions. However insensitive to the language readers may be, from now on they undoubtedly anticipate a tragic outcome: the narrative 'I' is bound to be 'put through the mill', to 'go through the mill' (these are the expressions associated with the word 'mill') - to survive the shipwreck,to enter the eerie world of apparitions on the phantom ship, to come close to unravelling mystery or 'some never-to-be-imparted secret whose attainment is destruction' and, finally, perish 'within the grasp of a whirlpool'. Throughout his short story E.A.Poe relies on the reader's prior knowledge of language peculiarities. The reader is trusted to perceive these implicit associations, as well as the elements of narration, entwined with them - such as that of anticipation.
Surprisingly, though, the expressions with the word 'mill' also imply 'being put to the test and standing it'. Thus, E.A.Poe gives the foreshadowing of a cathartic point - the moment of revelation which the narrative 'I' is supposed to experience. And, indeed, he eventually does. Some time later the narrator astounded by the supernatural attempts to render his feeling in the manuscript, 'A new sense, a new entity is added to my soul'.
Unbelievably, the train of associations set off by this symbolic word gets even longer because of the underlying idea of crushing the world. The reader starts to gasp with presentiment. As the story unfolds, he finds the universe shattering into tiny bits, 'trembling, and tottering, and coming down', as E.A.Poe says, depicting the sinking ship and applying alliteration. His coherent narration gives way to snatches of thoughts, to separate notes in the journal. For instance: 'As I imagined, the ship proves to be in a current - if that appellation can properly be given to a tide...' Then come three stars and an altogether new passage begins, 'To conceive the horror of my sensations is, I presume, utterly impossible...' It is the complexity of Poe's set of devices in MS... that this example attests to: symbols evoke associations, which in turn arise anticipation, ultimately resulting in the appropriate intricate structure of narration. Since this elaborate net-work or rather cobweb of devices embraces the whole story, it proves to be responsible for the unique effect of horror and all-pervasive terror.
At the same time, the word cropping up together with the compound - 'revolution' - is in no way less significant. Curiously enough, it illustrates another striking feature of E.A.Poe's writing which contributes to the preconceived effect - the polyphony of words. Once 'revolution' 'intrudes' into the narration, it gives rise to a whole set of frightening ideas. Firstly, it enables the reader to visualize a complete circular movement of the Earth or a wheel - that is the only explicit meaning drawn from the context. Secondly, it inevitably introduces the idea of violence which the ensuing events confirm: the tempest raging 'with unabated violence', underwater demons rampaging around the stupendous ship of ghosts and the narrator standing aghast at 'a warring of wind and ocean'. Thirdly, 'revolution' suggests that the reader is about to witness a drastic change in the literary universe or in the author's outlook, but change brought about by force. Indeed, the so-called Simoon disturbs a smooth pattern of monotonous life, and over time the narrator changes beyond recognition: he revels in vicious uncertainty, 'hurrying onward to some exciting knowledge'. That is a motley bunch of meanings behind but one word 'revolution', which suffices to arouse suspense and apprehension in the reader. Wherever it occurs, polyphony serves a twin purpose: on the one hand, E.A.Poe seeks to condense as many petrifying ideas into each word as possible and thus intensify the sense of horror in an instant. On the other hand, he imparts his feeling in a variety of implicit ways. Strange as it may seem, this indirectness accounts for an enduring effect of terror. But since the word remains seemingly neutral, the reader can scarcely realize where the atmosphere of horror emanates from. Apparently, E.A.Poe proceeds from his knowledge of human psychology: like anything inexplicable and baffling, this feeling surpasses any other - even the sensation caused by the chilling description of the phantom ship, her stunning properties and decrepit crew. 'It appears to me a miracle of miracles that our enormous bulk is not swallowed up at once and for ever'.
Still, the reader has every reason to question the significance of the first meaning and the idea of 'a wheel' as such. It turns out, though, that it belongs to a series of guiding repeated symbols, which can be traced back to the adjective 'spiral' in the opening seascape - 'The air... was loaded with spiral exhalations'. As if by magic, it startles the fictional world out of its reverie, apathy and slumber and, furthermore, compels the reader to enter an evil downward spiral. But it is not until later that he gets acutely conscious of this sliding movement along its concentric circles. Following E.A.Poe's sinister and enigmatic descriptions, the reader comes to feel that the whole story pivots on an imaginary curve involving a multitude of similar symbols: a wheel, which philosophically embodies eternity, something intransient and for this reason terrifying, difficult to stop when set in motion; a whirlpool, which is constantly alluded to throughout the story, the foaming ocean turning into a spinning current of water and threatening to swallow the narrator and an old Swede; and at the end a gigantic amphitheatre whirling dizzily, in immense circles. Interestingly enough, getting gradually larger and larger, they sharpen the sense of terror by degrees, make the reader wait tensely and apprehensively for what is to follow: the wheel -the whirlpool -the amphitheatre in the denouement. Thus, the curve winding around horror as its central point develops throughout the story. Moreover, it is the vicious spiral that makes the narration come full circle, leaving the reader with a profound sense of the supernatural: at the end of MS... he catches sight of the floating world moving round and round in concentric circles. That is one of the reasons why E.A.Poe employs such sets of reverberating symbols, making them spin around the key one, and after a short while transforms all of them into an impressive and astounding verbal picture. Nevertheless, the story also abounds with whimsical variations on the idea of a vicious circle alongside that of the spiral - possibly because the narrator feels an urge to step over the boundaries of human knowledge, bursting the arbitrary line around him, but... he fails and perishes. 'Yet a curiosity to penetrate the mysteries of these awful regionspredominates even over my despair...'
Interestingly, the regions E.A.Poe refers to strike fear into the reader's soul because of the use of jargon. The number of marine terms occurring in the story is likely to overwhelm the person at first: '... a wilderness of foam hurled us upon beam-ends, and rushing us fore and aft, swept the entire decks from stern to stern'. This peculiar device is applied ostensibly to give the reader a punch of actual sight and draw him immediately into the events about to take place: some terms turn out to be essential parts of the plot. For example, the narrator comes across the word DISCOVERY, meaningful in its essence, daubing a studding-sail with a tar-brush. Factuality, or true-to-life effect, is certainly the common goal most writers strive to achieve, using terms. However, it is not the case with E.A.Poe. As a Romantic he naturally avoids lending any realistic details whatsoever to his stories. The terms found in abundance in MS. Found in a Bottle sweep the reader into an entirely new, 'marine' sphere of life, where he cannot orient himself. '... every rag of canvass packed her, from her trucks to her...studding-sail booms, and rolling every moment her top-gallant yard-arms...' We see the dimensions of the world altering irrevocably. With no links with the reality we are accustomed to, we turn out to be exceedingly vulnerable, sensitive and susceptible to the sense of terror. It is common for readers to cling to the surrounding words, seeking guides, but what they encounter is truly dreadful - '... into the most appalling hell of water which it can enter into the mind of man to imagine'. Thus, the terms woven by E.A.Poe into the account of events reinforce the effect of horror, in that they lead to estrangement, typical of any part of MS...
Throughout the story the reader has an odd sensation that the author excludes time from the narration by giving indefinite time references such as 'It is long since I first trod...' or 'I mentioned, some time ago...' and employing specific devices of anticipation and flashbacks: the survivor of the shipwreck's recollections of a Dutch navigator and his own work as a dealer of antiquities and the narrator's prediction of the Swede's death. Moreover, MS... brings out little by little that E.A.Poe alters the space of the story by means of similes, metaphores and personifications. The Romantic 'compresses' that fictional world until it can fit into the ship of apparitions ('... the ship itself will grow in bulk like the living body of the salesman'), then still further so that the narrator can discern the walls of the universe, and in the wind-up E.A.Poe reduces the space of the story into the sole point of a whirlpool, tightening a symbolic noose around the author and the reader as well. Without any doubt, both weird time and space prove to be part and parcel of E.A.Poe's method of estrangement aimed at petrifying the helpless human being, who is kept apart albeit allowed to participate in the events.
Still, the most vivid and intensely original method is that of blank spots and negative statements. In a way this syntactic and rhythmical device contributes to estrangement. For some inconceivable reason, certain passages tend to drop out of the narration: the description of the shipwreck at the beginning of MS... and the author's escape strikes the reader as incomplete and enigmatic. How did it happen that the man found himself on board the horrific ship? '... I made my way to the main hatchway..' but it must have been utterly impossible in the foaming and raging water! It is plain, though, that blank spots are devised for rendering the whole story sinister, for making us suspect the supernatural, something that defies description. E.A.Poe leaves room for us to make frightening guesses, as well as in the case of negative statements, which are philosophically viewed as more general: '... what she is, I fear it is impossible to say...", '... a feeling, for which I have no name...'.
Whatever other devices for sharpening the effect of terror E.A.Poe makes use of - hyperboles, contrasts, lack of logical connection - all of them appear to be highly original and singular. The American Romantic could be rightfully referred to as an inventor or explorer of a vast range of literary methods, most of which are still being applied in the XXth century. MS... brings out the writer's great linguistic insight: it manifests itself in associations and polyphonic words. But it is also the awareness of complex interaction within a system of devices that is peculiar to E.A.Poe: never does a general method, figure of speech or stylistic device occur on its own. Endowed with a keen sense of harmony, the writer blends them perfectly - to elicit the desired response from the reader and attain a truly unique and 'single' effect of horror.
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