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Edgar Allan Poe's Devices for Heightening the Effect
of Horror and Terror in Short Stories (Yuliya Usenko)
("MS. Found in a Bottle" by Edgar Allan Poe)

In June 1883 Edgar Allan Poe won the short-story award with his “MS. Found in a Bottle”. The chairman of the awarding committee, John Pendleton Kennedy wrote a report for The Baltimore Saturday Visitor where he gave explanations of their selection: “Our selection of Ms. Found in a Bottle was rather dictated by the originality of its conception and its length, than by any superior merit in its execution over the others by the same author”1.
What did he mean by using the phrase “the originality of its conception”? Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary defines the word “conception” as “the forming of a basic idea”. According to this definition, MS. Found in a Bottle was selected for its original central theme. In other words, the basic idea, which can be described as willingness to explore the borders of human fear, and the way of its interpretation by the author, who creates an atmosphere of horror and terror in the story; these are the main reasons for the remarkable success of MS. Found in a Bottle. In fact, what are these special devices for heightening the effect of horror and terror used by Edgar Allan Poe? Poe uses different literary means, such as the particular way of structuring the plot, various stylistic devices and first-person narration, for producing the effect of horror and terror in his short story.
For instance, the structure of the plot creates suspense in MS. Found in a Bottle, and the development of events, which are arranged by the author in a particular order, leads to the increasing of horror. First, it’s just a sense of unease, which appears in the story as ”a very singular, isolated cloud, to the N. W.” Our hero “tells the captain his fears”. At this point, the reader deals only with “fears”. Soon, these fears grow into dread, and the hero “could not help feeling the utter hopelessness of hope itself, and prepared himself gloomily for that death which he thought nothing could defer beyond hours, with every knot of way the ship made, the swelling of the black stupendous seas became more dismally appalling”. This terror which haunted his soul, like any form of fear, whatever its occasion or immediate cause may be, was a panic fear of death. “This fear of death and engulfment by nothingness (or God?) constitutes the very matter of most of Poe’s tales”2. Later, this great fear turns into outright terror and the hero’s exclamation: “Oh, horror upon horror!” shows us fear in its final stage, when the hero is not afraid of death any more. His mind is paralyzed and an unspeakable horror overwhelms the hero’s soul as he is going “to be swallowed by a bottomless pit”: ”My very soul became a ruin”. The reader can feel the hero’s horror; moreover, it becomes a part of the reader’s soul.
The events described by Poe look very truthful to the reader. “One of the devices Poe used to convince the reader of the authenticity of the extraordinary episodes he related, namely the extreme precision of some details”3. That is why the final episode of the story is dreadfully vivid for the reader: “We are whirling dizzily, in immense concentric circles, round and round the borders of a gigantic amphitheatre, the summit of whose walls is lost in the darkness and the distance! The circles rapidly grow small - we are plunging madly within the grasp of the whirlpool…” In other words, the author’s drawing of such a detailed picture is the way of rooting fantasy in reality. The reality, surely, is more horrifying for us and Poe uses it. “He has peculiar talent for filling up his pictures with minute life-like touches-for giving an air of remarkable naturalness and truth to whatever he paints”4. As the paintbrush for the artist, stylistic devices for the writer play the most important role for producing the essential effect.
Therefore, the author commonly uses various stylistic devices, such as epithet, personification, metaphor and simile, in order to create the atmosphere of horror and terror.
The action in MS. Found in a Bottle, for the most part, takes place in the “dusky-red” light of the moon at “the blackness of eternal night” in “the chaos of foamless water”. These great epithets and metaphors produce the perfect setting for this terror story. Besides that, Poe is very interested in displaying colours by playing with such words as "pitchy", “ebony” and “dusky” for black.
Interestingly, the personification becomes the main feature of horror. When the author speaks about “peculiar character of the sea” or about the wind “every breath of which died away”, the reader feels great amazement, but even greater horror from the fact that the wind or the sea can be live creatures. The size of “the world of ocean” and the size of a human being is beyond compare, and that is why the personification of nature produces such a shocking effect and creates the atmosphere of horror.
Moreover, metaphors and similes used by Poe make the language of the story extremely rich and attractive, they also strengthen the effect of terror. For instance, the ice, which “opens suddenly to the right, and to the left”, is seen by the reader through the author’s eyes as “a gigantic amphitheater” or it is “looking like the walls of the universe”.
“The world of Poe’s tales is a nightmarish universe”5. He achieves this particular result by “wrenching the reader from his usual surroundings”6 with the help of linguistic means and creating his world of horror. Poe uses “rare and radiant” words, that is why to common words of Anglo-Saxon origin he systematically preferred Latin terms, and to informal - formal words. His character says: “I will not fail to make the endeavour”. He sounds outlandish and it makes him and the surroundings he was brought in look so unfamiliar to the reader. People always have an instinctive fear of something unfamiliar, so it creates the effect of horror. However, we face a very interesting contradiction here. On the one hand the hero is an unknown person for the reader, but on the other the reader is so close to him. The reader is in his heart, in his mind. Poe reaches this effect by using first-person narration.
As noted earlier, first-person narration, chosen by the author, creates the access to the narrator’s mind and feelings, which allows the story to appeal directly to the reader’s emotions and to produce a stronger effect of horror and terror.
“The tales of imagination are the undisputed domain of fear. Poe again and again tries to make us experience the same feelings the narrator has”7 : the feeling of horror - “all around were horror”, “…mainly inspired us with horror…”, “the horror of my sensation….” and finally, “Oh, horror upon horror!”; and the feeling of terror - “superstitious terror crept by degrees”. This irritational fear, which rises gradually and eventually invades the whole being, soon leads Poe’s hero to insanity. First, his ”soul is wrapped up in a silent wonder” and he together with an “old Swede” “ neglected all care of the ship…and securing themselves”. Later, the hero ”looks out bitterly into the world of ocean” and finally, he even stops ”calculating time”. “Poe’s characters know that they are condemned sooner or later to lose their minds or their lives and presently indeed they die or kill before our eyes under horrifying circumstances”8.
Poe’s hero is a tortured solitary. In spite of the fact, that he is surrounded by people throughout the story, the hero is always alone. The captain of his ship “paid no attention to what he said”. Also, there are no dialogues between the hero and the “old Swede”, who becomes his “companion”, the person with whom our hero shares the work, but not the feelings. Probably that is why Poe makes the ”old Swede” in his story the only survivor. This only survivor is a foreigner - it’s important for Poe. The state of soulful solitude is a horrifying condition. In the same manner, the other ship and its crew are described by Poe as “the ghosts of buried centuries”.
A special fantastic element occurs in his story. It is aroused by the vision and hallucinations of the hero. “In Poe’s tales terror intrudes into the everyday world in a more subtle way”9. No ghosts or supernatural creatures are needed, we deal only with nightmares described as such: “Their knees trembled with infirmity; their shoulders were bent double with decrepitude; their shrivelled skins rattled in the wind; their voices were low, tremoluos, and broken”. This description sounds like a poem. Here Poe uses such poetic devices, as repetitions and alliteration (consonants t, s, r). “We have a story as wild as the mind of man ever conceived, and yet made to sound like the most matter-of-fact veracious narrative of a seaman”10. It’s achieved by using first-person narration.
To summarize, Poe’s MS. Found in a Bottle is a masterpiece of terror and suspense, where Poe exploits various stylistic and linguistic devices for heightening the effect of horror and terror. “Such an accumulation of horrible details inevitably leads the reader to ask himself whether Poe was sincere when he wrote these tales, whether they were the gratuitous play of his imagination or the true expression of a terror which he really felt in his inmost heart”11. To answer this question we have to analyze not only the story itself, but also the quotation from Atys used by Poe:
“Qui n’a plus qu’un moment `a vivre
N’a plus rien `a dissimuler”12.
Of course, he doesn’t mean only his hero. Poe speaks about his own destiny. Therefore, this story is the true expression of his soul. That is why, it “echoes in our souls and make us aware of unplumbed depths in our inmost hearts”13.
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