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Maurice S.
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Absolute Poe: His System of
Transcendental Racism

A haunting image appears on the cover of the 1995
essay collection The American Face of Edgar Allan Poe. From a per-
spective slightly above the subject, we see a grainy, black-and-white
figure with vaguely familiar features: disheveled hair, broad forehead,
thin mustache, deep-set eyes. The picture is not unlike a still frame
taken from a surveillance video, as if Poe had come back from the
grave and was captured leaving a convenience store. The hazy image
simultaneously suggests Poe’s modern presence and historical alter-
ity, a fitting introduction to an essay collection that signaled a shift in
Poe studies from abstract, ahistorical universals toward ‘‘Poe’s synco-
pated relation to American culture.’’ Subsequent scholarship in this
vein has rendered rich interpretation.1 The problem is that Poe is be-
coming something of a divided figure, embedded in his era’s material
discourse but divorced from the metaphysics of his day. It may be pos-
sible, however, to bring into focus a more stubbornly historical Poe
who not only participates in his era’s political, economic, and mass
cultural life but also uses historically available ideas to theorize his
American world.
This world, as critics have increasingly found, was torn by slavery
and race. Through varying degrees of interpretive will, blackness and
bondage become powerfully political in a wide array of Poe’s poetry,
fiction, essays, and reviews. What is striking in these analyses is how
often Poe’s social proclivities appear to be beyond his control as ide-
ology and unconscious desire determine textual meanings.2 But what
if Poe is a more self-conscious observer of slavery and race whose
political vision is mediated by his philosophical beliefs? This is not to
suggest that Poe achieves a coherent or commendable understanding
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752 American Literature

of slavery. Far from it. The terror, disruption, and chaos that mark
Poe’s treatment of the institution originate from the tensions between
his metaphysics and racism. On one hand, Poe maintains distinctions
between black and white, slave and master, brutish object and reason-
ing subject. On the other, he indulges what Eureka (1848) calls ‘‘the
appetite for Unity,’’ the transcendental urge to synthesize dualities in
an ‘‘absolute oneness.’’3

This essay traces Poe’s divergent urges for metaphysical unity and
racial difference. It begins with ‘‘Metzengerstein’’ (1832), an exem-
plary story that offers an early and surprisingly cogent position on the
American slavery debate. However, the racist anti-abolitionism evi-
dent in ‘‘Metzengerstein’’ and beyond conflicts with transcendentalist
concepts Poe borrows from Schelling and Coleridge. Here Enlighten-
ment dualisms threaten to collapse into romantic absolutism as black-
ness and bondage are figured as dangers immanent in the unwitting
white mind. For Poe, the slavery crisis is a crisis of the unconscious,
which he dramatizes with a repetition more compelling than compul-
sive. Poe, that is, seems less an author bedeviled by buried racial fears
than one who prejudicially enacts a strategic metaphysics of race.

The facts of Poe’s politics are open to argument but can look some-
thing like this: Poe himself never owned a slave and was ambivalent
about Southern plantation culture. In New York City, he was loosely
affiliated with the literary wing of the Democratic Party, even as
he resisted conscription by the nationalists of Young America. But
while Poe learned to resent the aristocratic mores he enjoyed as a
youth in Virginia, he also expressed reactionary ire against progres-
sive causes in general and abolitionism in particular. Poe lambasted
the antislavery movement in critiques of Lowell and Longfellow; his
correspondence with proslavery thinkers can imply his concurring
beliefs; and he may have condoned as writer or editor the disputed
Paulding-Drayton review, a text that celebrates chattel bondage as a
positive good. For the most part, Poe’s literary practice and criticism
support the racist stereotypes of plantation fiction. At the same time,
Terence Whalen offers an important caveat. Aspiring to a national
reputation and attuned to market forces, Whalen’s Poe generally man-
ages to avoid the slavery controversy, displaying instead an ‘‘aver-
age racism’’ that a range of readers could support. One might doubt,
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Poe’s Transcendental Racism 753

however, Poe’s willingness and ability to pander consistently to popu-
lar tastes, especially given his lifelong penchant for self-destructive
behavior. More crucially, a larger question looms: even if Poe eschews
explicit discussion of the slavery conflict, to what extent might the
crisis have influenced his literary work?4

There has been some study of racial ideology in Poe’s poetry and
poetic theory, although Poe’s prose represents his most sustained en-
gagement of slavery and race.5 The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym
(1838) and subsequent stories receive much notice, but the focus on
Poe’s middle and later writings obscures a formative tale. Poe’s first
published story, ‘‘Metzengerstein,’’ describes the horrifying death of
a Baron who becomes obsessed with a mystical horse that material-
izes out of a tapestry. The tale does not seem particularly political,
nor are its interests overtly American. In his preface to Tales of the
Grotesque and Arabesque (1840), Poe probably had ‘‘Metzengerstein’’
in mind when he wrote that only one story in the collection favors
that ‘‘species of pseudo-horror which we are taught to call Germanic’’
(PT, 129). Here Poe associates ‘‘Metzengerstein’’ with E. T. A. Hoff-
mann’s phantasystück tradition, a comparison scholars tend to accept if
only to watch Poe burlesque such supernaturalism.6 Yet by this token,
Poe’s slippery preface itself may be ironic, for despite ‘‘Metzenger-
stein’’ ’s Hungarian setting and tongue-tying Teutonic names, its fan-
tastical terror is not solely Germanic but also intensely American. Pub-
lished five months after Nat Turner’s revolt, ‘‘Metzengerstein’’ stands
as Poe’s first serious treatment of slavery and race, offered in the form
of a cautious—and cautionary—political commentary.7

In the story, the families of Berlifitzing and Metzengerstein rep-
resent two ‘‘contiguous’’ and ‘‘mutually embittered’’ estates that had
‘‘long exercised a rival influence in the affairs of a busy government.’’8

This tense situation is analogous to political conditions in the United
States as conflict between the North and South spiked in 1831, when
South Carolina threatened to nullify Andrew Jackson’s tariff on the
dangerous grounds that states’ rights superseded federal authority.
Commentators of the time recognized that the nullification crisis bore
heavily on the slavery conflict, which was entering a new and more
militant phase.9 In 1831, David Walker’s ‘‘Appeal’’ (1829) and William
Lloyd Garrison’s Liberator outraged the South. That same year, John
Calhoun renounced his ambitions for national office, pursuing instead
a sectional course increasingly marked by secessionist rhetoric and
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754 American Literature

aggressive defenses of slavery. Most dramatically, Nat Turner’s revolt
stoked the slavery controversy, unifying proslavery forces and engen-
dering harsher slave codes even while convincing many observers
that slavery needed to end. In 1831, chattel bondage was seen as a
threat to the Union by Americans in both the North and South, includ-
ing the twenty-two-year-old Poe, who that year crossed the Mason-
Dixon line twice before settling near Frederick Douglass in Baltimore
to begin a career in prose.10

Poe’s first production was ‘‘Metzengerstein,’’ a story that speaks to
American sectionalism by exploiting regional stereotypes. In the ante-
bellum era, hunting and horsemanship were standard features of the
Southern cavalier, and by 1831, the South was depicted as a passion-
ate, feudal, failing place.11 The Berlifitzing house is headed by a count
who possesses ‘‘so passionate a love of horses, and of hunting, that
neither bodily infirmity, great age, nor mental incapacity, prevented
his daily participation’’ (‘‘M,’’ 20). In stories such as ‘‘The Man That
Was Used Up’’ (1839), ‘‘The Fall of the House of Usher’’ (1839), and
‘‘The Gold-Bug’’ (1843), Poe shows both fealty and resentment toward
a South (and an adopted father) that was for him an occasional home
in which he never felt fully welcome.12 ‘‘Metzengerstein’’ expresses
these turbulent feelings in the ‘‘loftily descended’’ but ‘‘infirm’’ Count
Berlifitzing, whose ‘‘honorable’’ but ‘‘weaker’’ estate falls to its neigh-
boring rival (‘‘M,’’ 20).
This rival, theMetzengerstein house, is headed by the young Baron
Frederick who, among other immoral acts, purportedly sets fire to
the Berlifitzing stables. Poe could be indulging a fantasy of vengeance
against his adopted father, John Allan, and authority in general, but it
is also at this point that race and slavery irrupt into the tale. As the
Baron listens to the crackling stables, he fixates on an ancient tapes-
try featuring an ‘‘unnaturally colored horse’’ that once belonged to a
‘‘Saracen ancestor’’ of the neighboring Count. Against the backdrop of
a Metzengerstein stabbing a fallen Berlifitzing, the horse’s eyes glare
with a ‘‘human expression’’ and its teeth show through ‘‘distended
lips’’ (‘‘M,’’ 22–23). Spiritualist gambits and horrifying teeth are, of
course, favorite Poe tropes, but the racial connotations of the ‘‘Horse-
Shade’’ (‘‘M,’’ 18) increase when it takes physical form, seemingly
emerging from the tapestry under the Baron’s monomaniacal gaze.
The origins of the beast are unclear, except that it is branded with Ber-
lifitzing’s initials, indicating to one servant that the animal belonged
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Poe’s Transcendental Racism 755

to the ‘‘old Count’s stud of foreign horses’’ (‘‘M,’’ 23). The antebellum
era linked horses and slaves as branded, bred, and brutish chattel—
a fact decried on the masthead of the Liberator, which conflated slave
and horse auctions—though this linkage stretched back in Southern
thought from Thomas Jefferson to William Byrd, who warned as early
as 1736 that African slaves require ‘‘tort rein, or they will be apt to
throw their rider.’’13 If, as ‘‘Metzengerstein’’ suggests, the horse rep-
resents a slave, then the Baron plays an abolitionist role, for just as
Turner’s Southampton revolt was blamed on ‘‘incendiary’’ abolition-
ists, the Baron is an ‘‘incendiary’’ villain implicated in the disastrous
end of his neighbor’s chattel institution.14

Poe’s basic position is anti-abolitionist. Count Berlifitzing, decrepit
though he is, dies attempting to rescue his horses. Like the loving
masters of plantation fiction, he is too fond of his chattel. The tale
also broaches what was for many the most troubling prospect of abo-
lition: slavery may be undesirable, but what happens with masterless
slaves? This question arises time and again in the American slavery
debate, particularly after Turner’s revolt when the fear of free blacks
made colonization a popular (albeit unworkable) scheme and states
passed laws more severely restricting the rights of free persons of
color. In 1832, Thomas Dew, an architect of proslavery thought, saw
‘‘[e]mancipation without deportation’’ as the single greatest danger
to the South. Dew could only imagine black-white relations in which
‘‘[o]ne must rule the other’’; and he predicted that any ‘‘commingling
of races’’ would inevitably bring about ‘‘barbarism.’’15

Like Dew, ‘‘Metzengerstein’’ worries over the control and owner-
ship of chattel. When the Baron first meets the mysterious steed, he
immediately asks, ‘‘Whose horse?’’ to which a servant replies, ‘‘He is
your own property, . . . at least he is claimed by no other owner’’ (‘‘M,’’
23). Despite the ‘‘suspicious and untractable character’’ attributed to
the brute, the Baron then muses: ‘‘[P]erhaps a rider like Frederick of
Metzengerstein, may tame even the devil from the stables of Berlifitz-
ing.’’ This line echoes a frequent complaint about abolitionists: North-
ern reformers foolishly think that they can handle intractable slaves,
an optimism born of perfectionist ignorance, which leads to Metzen-
gerstein’s death. Obsessed with the horse to the scandalous point
that he ‘‘disdained the company of his equals,’’ Metzengerstein allows
his ‘‘perverse attachment’’ to grow into a ‘‘hideous and unnatural fer-
vor’’ exacerbated by the horse’s ‘‘peculiar intelligence’’ and ‘‘human-
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756 American Literature

looking eye’’ (‘‘M,’’ 27, 28). In 1853 William Gilmore Simms wrote:
‘‘The moral of the steed is in the spur of his rider; of the slave, in
the eye of his master.’’16 Such is not, however, the case in ‘‘Metzen-
gerstein’’ when the Baron is mastered by his semihuman chattel and
borne into his own burning palace. As the ‘‘ungovernable fire’’ dies
to a ‘‘white flame,’’ Poe ends ‘‘Metzengerstein’’: ‘‘[A] cloud of smoke
settled heavily over the battlements in the distinct colossal figure of—
a horse. ’’
Responsibility for this terrible end falls on Baron Metzengerstein
as Poe takes up what was becoming a national anti-abolitionist stand.17

The Baron relishes the destruction of his neighbor and then slyly pos-
sesses his chattel, implying—as did some proslavery radicals—that
the North practiced its own form of bondage and coveted the labor
of free blacks. Deadly to himself and his rivals alike, Metzengerstein
prefers the company of a brute, a fact that Poe describes in sexual-
ized language, thus voicing an anti-abolitionist jibe he repeats in sub-
sequent works.18 Of most importance, the Baron tragically discounts
the savagery of the chattel he frees. Just as accounts of the Southamp-
ton revolt dwelled on Turner’s ‘‘spirit of prophecy,’’ Poe’s story begins
with an ‘‘ancient prophecy’’ predicting the fall of both houses (‘‘M,’’
19).19 Like an abolitionist fanatic, however, the Baron ignores all warn-
ings. He fails to tame the devilish brute that survives the fire of Ber-
lifitzing’s stables, bringing to pass the darkest fears of anti-abolition-
ists—that the emancipation of African slaves would destroy both
North and South, that blacks would come to rule over whites, and that
the United States would go up in flames in the shadow of slaves with-
out masters.
Such is one political subtext of ‘‘Metzengerstein’’ that may not come
as a total surprise. The fear of incendiary slave revolt looms overmuch
of antebellum literature, and slave rebellion potentially lurks in a num-
ber of Poe texts—from vague indications in ‘‘Silence—AFable’’ (1835),
‘‘The Fall of the House of Usher,’’ and ‘‘The Black Cat’’ (1843) to Pym,
‘‘The Murders in the Rue Morgue’’ (1841), ‘‘The System of Doctor
Tarr and Professor Fether’’ (1844), and ‘‘Hop-Frog’’ (1849).20 Like
these later works, ‘‘Metzengerstein’’ takes a racist, anti-abolitionist
stand at least insofar as Poe dwells on black savagery and the dangers
of masterless chattel. Reflecting the anxieties of post-Turner America,
‘‘Metzengerstein’’ fits a familiar Poe profile, even as the story remains
distinctive in at least two critical ways. First, ‘‘Metzengerstein’’ shows
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Poe’s Transcendental Racism 757

that Poe’s fiction addresses slavery from the beginning. Poe did not
discover the national sin as a literary topic during the writing of Pym,
nor is his early political commentary limited to lesser satirical pieces
such as ‘‘Four Beasts in One’’ (1833). Blackness and bondage are for
Poe more than abstracted symbols of evil, as he treats the presence of
Africans in America as a national problem.
‘‘Metzengerstein’’ is also distinctive in that its political argument
seems remarkably coherent and specific compared to Poe’s later nar-
ratives. Racial horrors and slavery tropes run amok in many Poe texts,
often collapsing allegorical structures into ideological chaos. ‘‘Metz-
engerstein’’ reaches its own frantic end, but its political logic is sus-
tained, revealing subtle but recognizable patterns of anti-abolitionism
and registering not only racial terror but also a position on civic events.
This politicized reading need not entirely conflict with Whalen’s ac-
count of Poe’s career. Even if a savvier, market-driven Poe shied away
from the slavery controversy, the partisan and provincial ‘‘Metzenger-
stein’’ comes at the outset of Poe’s professional life—before he knew
the publishing world and before he formulated ambitious plans for
a national literary magazine.21 There is no indication that ‘‘Metzen-
gerstein’’ was criticized for its politics, yet Poe’s subsequent fiction
is more circumspect in that it lacks as discernible an opinion on the
slavery conflict. For Whalen, such obscurity is governed by the stric-
tures of political economy. But ‘‘Metzengerstein’’ suggests that Poe
is not a passive conduit for racist ideology, nor is his racism, average
or otherwise, so easily separated from the question of slavery. There
remains another explanation for Poe’s tortured treatment of blackness
and bondage: Poe struggles to assimilate his politics and metaphysics,
an antinomy evident in ‘‘Metzengerstein,’’ if only in nascent form.

To read ‘‘Metzengerstein’’ in light of the slavery crisis is not to say
that the story is philosophically flat. Joan Dayan has written on both
Poe’s metaphysics and his politics, and although these lines of inquiry
do not often cross, Dayan links Poe’s writings on color and servitude
to ‘‘the mysteries of identity’’ and ‘‘the riddle of body and mind.’’22

Can one ever know one’s self? Is the self a stable entity? To what
extent does the subject’s mind constitute objective reality? Such ques-
tions are manifest in Poe’s discussions of American race and slavery,
just as race and slavery help generate his explorations of subjectivity.

T
s
e
n
g
 
2
0
0
3
.
1
1
.
1
9
 
0
9
:
3
3
 
 

6
9
8
6
 
A
M
E
R
I
C
A
N

L
I
T
E
R
A
T
U
R
E

/
7
5
:
4
 
/
 
s
h
e
e
t

6
9

o
f

2
5
5



758 American Literature

This dialectical relationship, so fundamental to American romanticism
before the Civil War, points Poe toward a synthesis in which subject
and object, white and black, master and slave become one. ‘‘Metzen-
gerstein’’ ’s metaphysics of race broach this troubling prospect as the
story exposes the political threat of a horrible absolutism. Here again
the tale’s ambiguous steed plays a central role, for among its many
manifestations, the horse can be a creature of transcendental idealism
representing a dangerous blackness hiding in the white mind.
Famously, Kant posits a subjectivity that constitutes objective re-
ality in that the structures of the mind organize, reveal, and—in this
sense—make up the phenomenological order. This seems the case
when Baron Metzengerstein, ‘‘buried in meditation,’’ fixates on the
tapestry horse, seemingly bringing it into the natural world (‘‘M,’’ 21):

The longer he gazed, the more absorbing became the spell—the
more impossible did it appear that he could ever withdraw his
glance from the fascination of that tapestry. . . . To his extreme
horror and astonishment, the head of the gigantic steed had, in
the meantime, altered its position. The neck of the animal, before
arched, as if in compassion, over the prostrate body of its lord, was
now extended, at full length, in the direction of the Baron. (‘‘M,’’
22–23)

Simply considered, this summoning scene can enact a general tran-
scendentalist claim: reality is not passively perceived by the subject
but actively constructed by it. As we shall see, Poe’s theory of race
relies on this Kantian conviction, particularly as extended by Schelling
and disseminated by Coleridge, who together propound two ideas that
are of special importance to Poe: absolute identity, a reality concept
that synthesizes subject and object, and unconscious production, the
means by which subjects unknowingly create the phenomenological
world. First, however, some words on history and sources are needed,
for Poe’s relation to transcendentalism is complicated.
Poe is most often seen as a detractor of transcendental idealism
who satirizes the cant of Kant and the croaking of the Concord ‘‘Frog-
pondians.’’23 Poe certainly has fun with romantic philosophy, and he
feuds with Emerson and his circle. However, some scholars find
strong affinities between Poe and transcendentalism, in part because
they go directly to Europe without passing through the confines of
Concord.24 Which sources one studies makes a difference when look-
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Poe’s Transcendental Racism 759

ing for Poe’s philosophy, although how Poe got his transcendentalism
is difficult to say, especially in 1831—prior to Frederic Hedge’s essays
onKant and the stirrings of the Frogpondians, prior to Poe’s occasional
and at times misinformed direct references to German romanticism.
Poe probably lacked the skill and opportunity to read German philoso-
phy in its original. However, by 1831 he was reading Coleridge and
may have learned some version of transcendentalism from Carlyle,
Cousin, de Quincey, and de Staël.25 There is also another possible
source indicated by ‘‘Metzengerstein,’’ for as the story itself suggests
by footnoting ‘‘D’Israeli,’’ Poe may have taken some philosophical di-
rection from Benjamin Disraeli’s Vivian Grey (1826).26

In Disraeli’s novel, Grey meets a German Prince who wars with a
bordering estate and obsesses over a painting of a horse that seems to
spring into life. Parallels to the plot of ‘‘Metzengerstein’’ are evident
enough, but what has not been discussed is another scene in which
Grey attends a party where he refers to the German states as the
‘‘country of Kant.’’ His host then points to a fellow guest:

The leader of the Idealists, a pupil of the celebrated Fichte! To gain
an idea of his character, know that he out-Herods his master. . . . The
first principle of his school is to reject all expressions which incline
in the slightest degree to substantiality. . . . Some say that he dreads
the contact of all real things, and that he makes it the study of his
life to avoid them. Matter is his great enemy.27

The joke is that the student of Fichte is gorging himself on beer soup,
showing that even committed idealists must live in the material world.
BaronMetzengerstein suffers from a similar kind of double conscious-
ness, for though prone to reflective meditation, he is also a ‘‘tempo-
ral king’’ whose appetites, like those of Disraeli’s idealist, have ‘‘out-
heroded’’ Herod. At the same time, the Baron avoids touching the
horse to whom he is so passionately attached, and none of his ser-
vants can recall having ‘‘placed his hand upon the body of the beast’’
(‘‘M,’’ 21). In one sense, then, the horse is unreal, a phenomenon of the
Baron’s subjectivity, but in another, the horse is too real, embodying
a savage materiality that proves the great enemy of Metzengerstein’s
mind. Is the horse an objective brute or a subjective nightmare? How
does Poe mediate the dialectic of materialism and idealism, a dialectic
that Plato’s Phaedrus compares to being torn apart by two horses?28

By eliding potentially determinative evidence with disclaimers and
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760 American Literature

narrative gaps, ‘‘Metzengerstein’’ refuses to settle the metaphysical
status of the steed. This has the familiar Poe effect of collapsing En-
lightenment dualisms as the spectral horse-shade seems simultane-
ously objective and subjective, natural and supernatural. David Lever-
enz attributes such ambiguity to Poe’s ‘‘mind-body crossings,’’ though
what Poe hopes to accomplish with them remains of much concern.29

Poe does more, I think, than only gratify the iconoclastic urge to cast
the shadow of dark romanticism over Enlightenment order. For Poe,
such skepticism is the obverse of a serious transcendentalist effort to
imagine the synthesis of subject and object in an absolute truth. In this
way, Poe resists Enlightened duality, not with a materialist critique
that Jonathan Elmer associates with Adorno and Horkheimer, and not
with an African epistemology hinted at by Dayan and Toni Morrison
but, rather, with the available logic of a specific type of transcenden-
talism.30

The hungry idealist of Vivian Grey is a caricature of Schelling, the
pupil of Fichte who during his phase of so-called ‘‘identity philoso-
phy’’ sought to incorporate the material world into his transcendental
system. For de Staël, ‘‘Schelling refers every thing to nature.’’ Hedge
calls him ‘‘the ontologist of the Kantian School.’’ More recently, Emil
Fackenheim describes Schelling as an idealist ‘‘who has been struck,
almost physically, by brute facticity.’’31 This description is eerily ap-
propriate for Poe, whose writings respond to both material and meta-
physical modes of interpretation, and whose tales careen between
idealism and a brute facticity often figured as race. It makes sense
that Schelling, more than any other German philosopher, had an early
influence on Poe.32 ‘‘Loss of Breath’’ (1832) and ‘‘How toWrite a Black-
wood Article’’ (1838) refer to Schelling by name. Poe’s resistance
to dualistic order in ‘‘Metzengerstein’’ and beyond dramatizes what
in ‘‘Morella’’ (1835) is called ‘‘Identity as urged by Schelling’’ (PT,
235)—that is, identity not only as self but also as an absolute truth
that Schelling’s System of Transcendental Idealism (1800) formulates
as ‘‘the coincidence of an objective with a subjective.’’33

Poe probably learned such absolutism from Coleridge. As early as
1831, Poe knewBiographia Literaria (1817), a book that praises Schell-
ing’s massive influence and pays homage to the point of plagiarism.
Citing Schelling, Coleridge discusses absolute identity: ‘‘All knowl-
edge rests on the coincidence of an object with a subject. . . . Dur-
ing the act of knowledge itself, the objective and subjective are so
instantly united, that we cannot determine to which of the two the pri-
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Poe’s Transcendental Racism 761

ority belongs.’’34 This is an abiding dilemma for Poe and precisely the
challenge of Metzengerstein’s steed. Because the horse is both a phe-
nomenon produced by the mind of Frederick Metzengerstein and a
brutish, material beast from the stables of Wilhelm Berlifitzing, sub-
jectivity and objectivity are joined in an inseparable union that can
represent the absolute identity of Friedrich Wilhelm Schelling.
But whereas Schelling and Coleridge see such synthesis as harmo-
nious, beautiful, and true, for Poe the union of subject and object is a
horse of a different color:

[T]he Baron’s perverse attachment to his lately-acquired charger—
an attachment which seemed to attain new strength from every
fresh example of the animal’s ferocious and demon-like propensi-
ties—at length became, in the eyes of all reasonable men, a hid-
eous and unnatural fervor. In the glare of noon—at the dead hour of
night—in sickness or in health—in calm or in tempest—the young
Metzengerstein seemed riveted to the saddle of that colossal horse,
whose intractable audacities so well accorded with his own spirit.
(‘‘M,’’ 26–27)

Poe cannot celebrate a transcendentalism that synthesizes black and
white. Just as the narrator of ‘‘William Wilson’’ (1839) murders him-
self and the twin whose ‘‘absolute identity’’ nearly ‘‘enslaved’’ him (PT,
355–56), ‘‘Metzengerstein’’ recoils from a master-slave pairing by kill-
ing both subject and object. Eschewing the ecstatic, lyrical flights that
characterize synthesis in Schelling and Coleridge, Poe renders the
union of subject and object in an idiom of racial horror as absolute
identity becomes an analog for amalgamation and slave revolt.
Even worse, Poe hints that this hideous synthesis originates in
Metzengerstein’s unwitting mind, a possibility also theorized by tran-
scendentalist thought. The concept of unconscious production was
first explored by Fichte, for whom the subjective production of phe-
nomena precedes the subject’s knowledge of it. This explains why
radical subjectivity is so counterintuitive to the uninitiated. Because
our minds do not know that they spontaneously make up reality, only
guided philosophical reflection can discover the truth-making process.
Absolute identity is thus revealed when unconscious production be-
comes conscious, when subjectivity finally recognizes that it is indis-
tinguishable from objectivity, a realization that effectively abolishes
subject-object dualism.35

For Schelling and Coleridge, art is the means for discovering this
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762 American Literature

absolutism. Or as Schelling writes in System of Transcendental Ideal-
ism, ‘‘[A]rt is at once the only true and eternal organ and document
of philosophy, which ever and again continues to speak to us of what
philosophy cannot depict in external form, namely the unconscious
element in acting and producing, and its original identity with the
conscious.’’36 Following Schelling, Coleridge posits ‘‘a philosophic (and
inasmuch as it is actualized by an effort of freedom, an artificial) con-
sciousness, which lies beneath or (as it were) behind the spontaneous
consciousness natural to all reflecting beings.’’ By thus extolling the
role of art as an aid to freely willed reflection, Schelling and Coleridge
conflate metaphysics, psychology, and aesthetics, for the creation and
appreciation of beauty bring unconscious production to light, reveal-
ing absolute identity through what Coleridge calls art’s ‘‘synthetic and
magical power.’’37

For Poe, however, the unconscious-made-conscious-through-art is
finally horrific, not so much because the Kantian and Burkean sub-
limes can be implicated in race but because a deadly blackness
emerges from the unsuspecting white mind.38 When Metzengerstein
first glances at the tapestry horse, he does so ‘‘without his conscious-
ness,’’ and he cannot quell the ‘‘overwhelming anxiety’’ that makes
it ‘‘impossible’’ to avert his gaze as he ‘‘mechanically’’ stares at the
object of art that becomes the ‘‘uncontrollable’’ horse-shade (‘‘M,’’ 22,
29). Here the monomaniacal subject unconsciously produces the ob-
ject of its demise, creating a self-generated, self-annihilating night-
mare that culminates in the Baron’s last ride. Schelling calls the un-
conscious-made-conscious ‘‘the holy of holies’’ that ‘‘burns in eternal
and original unity, as if in a single flame.’’39 ‘‘Metzengerstein’’ ends
with the unholy union of white master and black slave, a pairing that
perishes in an inferno of unnameable absolutism. ‘‘Metzengerstein’’
can play upon the horror of slave revolt, but absolute identity and
unconscious production turn the screw once more. Distinctions of
color and servitude become metaphysically untenable when an irre-
pressible, bestial blackness lives in the white subject, ready to spring
into hideous synthesis through an uncontrollable and distinctly tran-
scendental coming-to-consciousness.
This blurring of black and white subjectivity may recall another
pupil of Fichte, Hegel, whose dialectic of lord and bondsman frames
the celebrated argument that the subject can only know itself through
a subordinate or dominant other.40 Yet as sensitive as Poe is to the
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Poe’s Transcendental Racism 763

dynamics of power and selfhood, Schelling andColeridge remainmore
likely philosophical forerunners than Hegel. Calvin Stowe, Harriet
Beecher’s husband, suggested as much in 1845 when he reviewed
the ‘‘four great pillars of the Modern Transcendentalism’’—Kant, Fichte,
Schelling, and Hegel. Stowe writes of Schelling: ‘‘It was from him
immediately that Coleridge drew, and the transcendentalism of this
country probably owes its existence to a great extent to the influence
of his writings.’’ Stowe then offers what he believes to be the first
American translation of Hegel, adding: ‘‘I have never been able, I must
frankly confess it, to find out what the man means by any thing which
he says.’’41 Stowe is right to doubt his expertise, but his confusion is
indicative. In antebellum America, particularly during the formation
of transcendentalism in the early 1830s, Schelling was more acces-
sible, better understood, and more influential than Hegel, despite an
early interest in Hegel by a handful of American thinkers and despite
the growing popularity of Hegel that would culminate after the Civil
War.42

Antebellum philosophical contexts, thematic affinities, and textual
allusions all suggest that ‘‘Metzengerstein’’ treats subjectivity in the
logic of Schelling and Coleridge. The tale probably errs by pursuing
this interest in a third-person voice, for like many precocious works of
fiction, ‘‘Metzengerstein’’ tells but does not show its protagonist’s state
of mind. For this reason, however, the story is instructive—and also
powerfully predictive—as a kind of component tasting in which politi-
cal commentary and transcendental idealism are not formally inte-
grated. Later, Poe’s distasteful politics are more carefully blended in
first-person texts characterized by racist aspersions andwild transcen-
dental imaginings. Such narratives are often more dramatic and psy-
chologically nuanced than ‘‘Metzengerstein,’’ even though slavery and
race refuse to be entirely assimilated as transcendental subjectivity
unconsciously creates the blackness it fears most.
Critics have shown how Pym reveals the social constructedness of
race, but the novel also subtly describes its phenomenological pro-
duction. As Pym drifts from a unified white subjectivity to the sub-
jectivity of a prisoner, of a cannibal, and finally of a fugitive slave, he
is repeatedly lost in the depths of his mind, figured by Poe in scenes
of drunkenness, insanity, and interment. The generative power of the
unconscious becomes terrifyingly clear when a cliff-hanging Pym dis-
covers his ‘‘fancies creating their own realities’’ (PT, 1170). Pym at-
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764 American Literature

tempts to define a more stable subjectivity over and against the jet-
black Tsalalians, and he appears to succeed when escaping their island
and sailing toward an all-white South Pole. This seems especially true
when his Tsalalian captive dies from overexposure to whiteness, sug-
gesting that black people have no place in the ‘‘perfect whiteness’’ at
the end of the book (PT, 1179). And yet the corpse of the Tsalalian
remains in the bottom of the boat. Inassimilable and inescapable, it
shows that racial others are fundamental to Pym’s subjectivity, which
is terrorized by dark bodies it spontaneously creates and thus can-
not leave behind. As the novel concludes with Pym’s canoe careening
toward an unknown absolutism, the presence of blackness makes the
looming synthesis an occasion more of horror than joy.
A similar dynamic is at work in ‘‘Ligeia.’’ Ligeia is a maven of
‘‘transcendentalism’’ and also a figure of amalgamation, whose physi-
cal features conjure images of Africa and Arabia (PT, 266). Like Metz-
engerstein’s steed, Ligeia can symbolize the possibilities of absolute
identity insofar as she is both a material other and a product of the
narrator’s mind. Synthesizing subjectivity and objectivity under the
narrator’s transcendentally influenced eye, Ligeia’s struggle to return
from the dead models a process of unconscious production when her
resurrection as dark phenomenon is dialectically enacted in the natu-
ral world and in the narrator’s irrepressibly associative mind. In the
end, his white subjectivity is subsumed by the gaze of Ligeia, whose
‘‘black’’ eyes are ‘‘far larger than the ordinary eyes of [his] own race’’
(PT, 264). Is Ligeia an embodied black figure or the figment of a racist
unconscious? The transcendentalism of Schelling and Coleridge sug-
gests that the answer is yes.43

Even an aggressively satirical piece like ‘‘How to Write a Black-
wood Article’’ does not eschew race when trying to ‘‘[s]ay something
about objectivity and subjectivity’’ (PT, 282). The story’s narrator,
Psyche Zenobia, is told to adopt ‘‘the tone transcendental’’ and shun
‘‘the tone heterogeneous,’’ and to praise the harmony of ‘‘Supernal
Oneness’’ while avoiding ‘‘Infernal Twoness’’ (PT, 283). Poe associ-
ates such absolutism with both ‘‘Coleridge’’ and a ‘‘pet baboon’’ (PT,
281), and he further conflates transcendentalism and race mixing in
Zenobia’s tale, ‘‘A Predicament.’’ Not only is the bluestocking Zeno-
bia a reformer in the Frogpondian mode but Poe links her philosophy
to amalgamation when her grotesque black servant crashes into her
breasts. Poe responds to this bawdy union by decapitating Zenobia,

T
s
e
n
g
 
2
0
0
3
.
1
1
.
1
9
 
0
9
:
3
3
 
 

6
9
8
6
 
A
M
E
R
I
C
A
N

L
I
T
E
R
A
T
U
R
E

/
7
5
:
4
 
/
 
s
h
e
e
t

7
6

o
f

2
5
5



Poe’s Transcendental Racism 765

which she describes in sensational detail as she wonders whether her
head or body represents her ‘‘proper identity’’ (PT, 295). Faced with
an absolute identity entailing the threat of racial unity, Poe retreats
to an epistemology in which the division of subject and object is
explicitly, violently demarcated. ‘‘How to Write a Blackwood Article’’
is clearly a burlesque, yet Poe’s caricature of transcendental writ-
ing aptly describes some of his best work. Under the influence of
Schelling and Coleridge, Poe desires the supernal truth and beauty of
absolute oneness. At the same time, he does not let go of dualistic for-
mulations of slavery and race, making transcendence a philosophically
attractive but politically threatening prospect.44

Teresa Goddu has shown howColdWar critics took the blackness of
classic antebellum texts not as an indication of race but as ametaphysi-
cal cipher.45 The pendulum has swung in the opposite direction as race
and slavery now seem everywhere in Poe, though the politics and phi-
losophy of blackness seem to me inextricably tied. In the case of Poe,
dark romanticism is appropriately named. Hawthorne, Melville, and
Dickinson know how to pit Calvin against Concord. For Poe, race and
slavery remain fearsome facts that resist any blithe absolutism. This is
not to say that transcendental idealism cannot accommodate racism.
Kant maintained a racist taxonomy, as did Coleridge and Emerson,
and romanticism—European and American—can be profoundly impli-
cated in racialist thought.46 This did not prevent almost all transcen-
dentalists from supporting abolitionism, from thus becoming both
part of the racism problem and part of the emancipation solution. In
Poe, however, the power of blackness is too threatening a concern. Poe
retains a racist anti-abolitionism that mars his potentially transcenden-
tal plots, pushing his idealism toward a hideous synthesis in which
absolute identity and unconscious production undermine the mastery
of white subjectivity, an embattled political and philosophical forma-
tion after Nat Turner.

Poe reportedly once leapt twenty feet in the running broad jump. To
move from ‘‘Metzengerstein’’ to the end of Poe’s career may require
a similar stunt. The preceding discussion schematically offers some
sense of the long middle ground. Poe’s formal technique matures; his
aspirations for a national magazine swell; in 1845 the Longfellow War
and Poe’s disastrous reading at the Boston Lyceum bring a more per-
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766 American Literature

sonal, polemical hostility to his views of New England reform. The
vagaries of Poe’s careermake for a tragic and fascinating story. Yet it is
hard to index his fictions according to the shifting fortunes of his life,
in part because he tends to revisit earlier topics and narrative strate-
gies, prompting some scholars to organize his texts thematically, not
chronologically. This makes sense in the matter of slavery and race,
for Poe’s literary treatment is in many ways consistent. Although the
political subtext of ‘‘Metzengerstein’’ appears to me exceptionally co-
gent, absolute identity and unconscious production when combined
with color and servitude continue to cause ungovernable horror, not
only in ‘‘Ligeia,’’ Pym, and ‘‘How to Write a Blackwood Article’’ but
also in such texts as ‘‘The Fall of the House of Usher,’’ ‘‘The Mur-
ders in the Rue Morgue,’’ ‘‘The Black Cat,’’ ‘‘The System of Doc-
tor Tarr and Professor Fether,’’ ‘‘The Raven’’ (1845), and ‘‘Hop-Frog.’’
These works need not be explicitly about the American slavery crisis
to show unconscious white subjectivities rising toward a terrible,
self-generated blackness. Race and transcendental philosophy are fre-
quently entangled in Poe’s imagination, though a singular departure
may be Eureka, his challenging, seldom-loved ‘‘Prose Poem’’ whose
rhapsodic cosmology potentially invokes an absolutism free from the
anxiety of race (PT, 1257). How sustainable such freedom is for Poe is
the subject of this final section, which ultimately explores the extent
of Poe’s political intentions.
In his ‘‘Marginalia’’ of 1849, Poe celebrated his skeptical prowess:
‘‘It is laughable to observe how easily any system of Philosophy can
be proved false’’ (ER, 1458). Poe, however, immediately betrays a lin-
gering desire for belief: ‘‘[I]s it not mournful to perceive the impossi-
bility of even fancying any particular system to be true?’’ For all his
doubting, Poe never abjures the Enlightenment dream of metaphysi-
cal coherence, and nowhere is this clearer than in Eureka, his best
effort to expound a philosophical system. Poe announces at the start
of the text: ‘‘I design to speak of the Physical, Metaphysical and Mathe-
matical—of the Material and Spiritual Universe:—of its Essence, its Ori-
gin, its Creation, its Present Condition and its Destiny’’ (PT, 1261). The
hubris here may rival that of some university mission statements. But
if Poe becomes increasingly unbalanced toward the end of his life,
there is no reason to take Eureka less seriously than any other Poe
text. Indeed, considering Poe’s long-standing commitment to specu-
lation, and considering the metaphysical maxims of his ‘‘Marginalia’’
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Poe’s Transcendental Racism 767

(1844–49) and ‘‘Fifty Suggestions’’ (1849), his attempt at a major work
of philosophy comes as no surprise.
Eureka draws from a dizzying number of thinkers, including New-
ton, Laplace, Leibniz, Kepler, and Alexander von Humboldt. Much of
the text discusses the physical sciences, which Poe’s rage for total
coherence pushes to metaphysical extremes. In this way, Eureka is a
work of synthesis, for although the treatise dismisses ‘‘Transcenden-
talists’’ as canters and ‘‘divers for crotchets’’ (PT, 1263), its larger dia-
lectal structure is recognizably transcendental. Poe begins by posit-
ing ‘‘Material’’ and ‘‘Spiritual’’ aspects of the universe (PT, 1261), and
he mocks the division of object and subject that vexes the history of
Western thought. Poe’s goal is to formulate what he variously calls
‘‘absolute truth’’ (PT, 1269), ‘‘absolute oneness’’ (PT, 1280), and ‘‘abso-
lute homogeneity’’ (PT, 1279). He seeks what he calls a ‘‘return into
unity’’ (PT, 1278), which is reached through the ‘‘tranquility of self-
inspection’’ and the ‘‘cool exercise of consciousness’’ (PT, 1356). The
unity of object and subject in reflection sounds precisely like Schelling
and Coleridge, as absolute truth reveals itself in an ecstatic coming
to consciousness.47 This process serves as a climactic synthesis of
Eureka’s argument. For Poe, ‘‘conscious Intelligences’’ learn ‘‘proper
identity’’ through self-knowledge and, in doing so, recur to an ‘‘iden-
tity with God’’ in which ‘‘myriads of individual Intelligences become
blended . . . into One’’ (PT, 1358). Here Poe moves toward absolute
identity with an emphasis on conscious reflection, showing that the
subject must be reunited with its original, unconscious productions.
What is stunning is how happy this synthesis is: for once, Poe is not
shaken but stirred. In the vast majority of his writings, self-inspection
is not tranquil, nor is self-consciousness cool, nor is the absolute blend-
ing of egos cause for transcendental joy. When the narrator in ‘‘Loss of
Breath’’ is lynched, Poe mocks romantic absolutism: ‘‘Schelling him-
self would have been satisfied with my entire loss of self-identity.’’48 In
Eureka, however, there is ‘‘perfection of plot’’ (PT, 1342), and even evil
is ‘‘intelligible’’ and ‘‘endurable’’ (PT, 1357). The union of self and other
in God is not a violation of the personal mind, for although Eureka
admits ‘‘[t]he pain of the consideration that we shall lose our indi-
vidual identity,’’ assurance arrives with the conviction that ‘‘eachmust
become God’’ (PT, 1359). In Eureka, absolute oneness is ‘‘agglomera-
tion,’’ not amalgamation (PT, 1306), and Poe’s predicted ‘‘revolution’’
of knowledge is not figured as a revolt (PT, 1262). Thus Poe seemingly
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768 American Literature

frees transcendentalism from the trammels of race, for to come to
ecstatic consciousness and realize absolute identity is to leave behind
the dualistic vision that Eureka calls ‘‘mental slavery’’ (PT, 1269).
And yet the very mention of slavery can summon the specter of
the national sin. Given the intense racialist fears that appear in so
much of Poe’s work, Eureka and its inset text—supposedly lifted from
a ‘‘Nubian geographer’’—only tenuously banishes political fear from
the paradise of absolutism (PT, 1263). Unity is a crucial concept in
transcendental philosophy, but it also had significant meaning in eth-
nologic debate. In the antebellum era, monogenesists argued that
all races spring from a single origin, a conclusion that was readily
adapted to abolitionist ends. For their part, polygenesists and slavery
advocates denied the unity of races, often citing the pseudoscientific
work of Samuel George Morton. Morton’s writings on mummies and
skulls form a background for Pym and ‘‘Some Words with a Mummy’’
(1845).49 Eureka, however, is dedicated to Alexander von Humboldt,
whose influential opus, Cosmos (1845), refuted Morton’s polygenesist
views.50 Following Humboldt, Eureka holds that all matter comes from
a ‘‘common parentage’’ (PT, 1286), and so if the text speaks to slavery
at all, it appears to speak against it, even as Poe forecloses this possi-
bility in a subsequent tale, ‘‘Mellonta Tauta’’ (1849).
Presented as a series of letters from a balloonist in the year 2848,
‘‘Mellonta Tauta’’ quotes copiously fromEureka as it mocks the double
consciousness of previous eras and celebrates the ‘‘absolute truth’’ rec-
ognized in the twenty-ninth century (PT, 878). The difference is that
‘‘Mellonta Tauta’’ is an overt political satire that takes ‘‘Amriccans’’ to
task for reformist ignorance and government by mob (PT, 879). The
heavy-handed politics of the story are combatively conservative, send-
ing up such republican practices as voting and the ‘‘queerest idea’’
that ‘‘all men are born free and equal’’ (PT, 879). The commentary
can be so extravagant as to seem at times capricious, yet Poe’s com-
plaint about equality has poignant political relevance. From Thomas
Dew, Robert Montgomery Bird, and William Harper in the 1830s to
James Henry Hammond, John Calhoun, and George Fitzhugh in the
decades that followed, proslavery thinkers repeatedly denied that ‘‘all
men are born free and equal,’’ mainly because the phrase was a rally-
ing cry in abolitionist discourse.51 Questions about the freedom and
equality of black people dominated antebellum political debate, and
in ‘‘Mellonta Tauta,’’ Poe’s narrator stakes a popular proslavery claim.

T
s
e
n
g
 
2
0
0
3
.
1
1
.
1
9
 
0
9
:
3
3
 
 

6
9
8
6
 
A
M
E
R
I
C
A
N

L
I
T
E
R
A
T
U
R
E

/
7
5
:
4
 
/
 
s
h
e
e
t

8
0

o
f

2
5
5



Poe’s Transcendental Racism 769

Unable or unwilling to keep race and slavery out of Eureka’s transcen-
dental speculations, ‘‘Mellonta Tauta,’’ like so many Poe texts, can-
not reconcile race and absolutism. In an 1847 article, ‘‘Bad News for
the Transcendental Poets,’’ an author in the Literary World crowed:
‘‘The transcendental balloon is rapidly suffering collapse.’’52 ‘‘Mellonta
Tauta’’ ends when the narrator announces that her ‘‘balloon has col-
lapsed’’ (PT, 884–85). As it plummets toward the sea, Poe presents a
familiar (if sanguinely reported) apocalypse in which transcendental-
ism yet again cannot bear the burden of antebellum politics. Eureka,
then, is the exception that proves the rule represented by ‘‘Mellonta
Tauta’’: Poe’s ambivalence toward transcendentalism constitutes and
is constituted by his views on slavery and race. What remains unclear
is why Poe continues to tangle metaphysics and politics. Why do his
writings so stubbornly dwell on so disruptive an antinomy?
In 1923, D. H. Lawrence hinted at a powerful explanation: ‘‘Moral-
ists have always wondered helplessly why Poe’s ‘morbid’ tales need
have been written. They need to be written because old things need
to die and disintegrate, because the old white psyche has to be gradu-
ally broken down before anything else can come to pass.’’ Lawrence
recognized that ‘‘Poor Poe’’ subverts white subjectivity, and although
he sometimes described Poe as performing this work ‘‘consciously,’’
he also attributed this impulse to a primitive, irresistible, and almost
pathological ‘‘need.’’53 Harry Levin and Leslie Fielder saw this need
as an unconscious ‘‘racial phobia,’’ a view that continues to predomi-
nate Poe scholarship in more sophisticated forms.54 John Carlos Rowe,
Dana Nelson, David Leverenz, and J. Gerald Kennedy are among
those critics who see Poe as both in and out of control insofar as the
vision of his ‘‘semiconscious’’ texts remains obscured by his racism.
Even Whalen, who ascribes to Poe a larger amount of intention, does
not consistently theorize Poe’s conscious relation to political condi-
tions. Whether the method is Marxist or psychoanalytic, whether the
agency is ideology or id, for scholars who entertain questions of inten-
tion, Poe’s literary treatment of slavery and race seems to operate
beyond his authorial will.55

There is always space for the unconscious, politically or psychoana-
lytically understood. There is surely some truth to the picture of Poe
as a man at the mercy of some hidden perversity. Henry James, no
stranger to the dramatic potential of coming to consciousness, asso-
ciated the vulgar pleasures of Poe with a ‘‘primitive stage of reflec-
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770 American Literature

tion.’’56 Perhaps we like Poe best this way. Bodies under the floor-
boards, beasts in the jungle, madwomen in the attic—it is gripping to
watch a subject in the throes of the unconscious, especially when the
unconscious threatens to stun us by degrees. And Poe knows. For him,
as for Schelling and Coleridge, the dialectical process of coming to
consciousness is a necessary element of art premised on an aesthetic
theory based in transcendental subjectivity.
In 1842, a British critic in the American Eclectic wrote of German

romantics: ‘‘They consider, that as Art is a production, a creation of
the mind of man, the real way to set about its examination must be the
investigation of those laws of the mind from whence it proceeds. . . .
Thus it becomes itself a branch of psychology. . . . They [the Germans]
examine the producing mind; we the work produced.’’57 Poe’s aesthet-
ics often focus on the form of the object of art, a tendency that can align
him with high modernists and New Critics. However, as much as any
antebellum thinker, Poe follows the Germans in taking an interest in
the subjectivity of the artist. As Poe suggests when calling Biographia
Literaria ‘‘an important service to the cause of psychological science,’’
his aesthetics are closely related to his sense of the operations of the
mind (ER, 188).
Part of Poe’s fame as a cryptologist and critic came in 1842 when
his review of Dickens’s Barnaby Rudge correctly predicted some fea-
tures of the ending before the novel was entirely serialized. In playing
prognosticator, Poe also pronounced on the unconscious production
of literature: ‘‘This is clearly the design of Mr. Dickens—although he
himself may not at present perceive it. In fact, beautiful as it is, and
strikingly original with him, it cannot be questioned that he has been
led to it less by artistical knowledge and reflection, than by that intu-
itive feeling for the forcible and the true’’ (ER, 222–23). Here Poe’s
theory of artistic production relies not on conscious ‘‘knowledge’’ or
‘‘reflection’’ but on an ‘‘intuitive’’ mental faculty of which the author
remains unaware. Such claims undermine the omnipotent intention
Poe ascribes to the poet in ‘‘The Philosophy of Composition’’ (1846),
a work that seems especially specious in light of other Poe texts.
In ‘‘MS. Found in a Bottle’’ (1833), the narrator ‘‘unwittingly’’ paints
‘‘DISCOVERY’’ on a sail, suggesting in both production and prod-
uct that writing uncovers the unconscious (PT, 195). And in an 1836
review, as well as in later critical pieces, Poe further celebrates artistic
effects that ‘‘arise independently of the author’s will’’ (ER, 263).58
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Poe’s Transcendental Racism 771

Thus, unconscious production is a consciously theorized aspect of
Poe’s thought—both in his metaphysics of race and in his thinking
on art. This does not, of course, exclude psychoanalytic or ideologi-
cal readings of Poe, but it does suggest that Poe can be a remarkably
canny subject whose texts are acutely self-aware of the play between
the known and unknown mind. Considering the political position pre-
sented in ‘‘Metzengerstein,’’ and considering Poe’s continued atten-
tion to the unconscious production of beauty and blackness, texts
that may seem haunted by Poe’s lurking racial phobias can be taken
as complex dramatizations of a psychology of mastery and racism,
dramatizations driven by Poe’s abiding refusal to integrate the differ-
ences of racial others into an absolute oneness. In this way, Poe rises
from the couch and moves toward the analyst’s chair. The story of
many of his stories—and a narrative in the history of Poe criticism—
is the gradual coming to consciousness of chattel bondage and race.
The problem is that such self-consciousness fails to raise Poe’s
moral conscience. How can an author so committed to the issue of race
and subjectivity deny the subjectivity of racial others who become, for
Poe, literal images of blackness in the white mind? Clearly, theoreti-
cal sophistication need not lead to convincing truth-claims or human-
ist convictions. Clearly, Poe can be placed within a tradition of tran-
scendental racism, even if there is no necessary equivalence between
romanticism and egregious racial views. One might also read Poe’s
philosophy of race as a kind of sublimation or ideological formation,
thus reinscribing Poe’s psychological system within an unconscious
plot. Such claims might invoke some version of the intentional fallacy,
although there are more specific, more historical grounds for retain-
ing what Nelson calls ‘‘psychopolitical imperatives’’ as an explanatory
factor in the structure and practice of antebellum racism.59

Addressing the fear of slave revolt in the post-Turner South, Alexis
de Tocqueville wrote that the white man ‘‘hides it from himself.’’60

Douglass,Melville, and Jacobs all notice this white repression of black-
ness, but the fact that these writers ascribe a ‘‘deep’’ psychology to
the slavery crisis suggests that Poe himself had access to similar con-
clusions. There is always space for consciousness when the evidence
interpreted by the analyst is available to the subject of analysis, even
if the subject’s sense of psychology is not phrased in the same mod-
ern idiom. One way to determine authorial intention is to look for pat-
terns of reflection and recognition that indicate an extended look into
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the recesses of the mind. If my reading of Poe is right, Poe knows
that race operates unconsciously. The difference between Poe and his
savvy contemporaries is that he does not follow this insight toward a
more progressive politics. A reason for this is that Poe’s thinking is
so aggressively phenomenological that for him to conclude that the
horror of blackness is ‘‘only’’ a mental construction may not serve to
subvert that construction as such but, rather, to establish it as the
most convincing account of a reality maintained only through fierce
denials of intersubjectivity that mark the limits of Poe’s truth-claims,
psychology, ethics, and art. In the end, the unconscious in Poe com-
bines two implications of the word: the modern sense of the unrec-
ognized mind and the etymological meaning that signals the negation
(‘‘un’’) of shared (‘‘con’’) knowledge (‘‘science’’).61

As morally suspect as Poe’s writings can be, their outcome is often
affective. Applying Jonathan Elmer’s theory of sensationalism, one
might formulate race in Poe’s work as an inassimilable and there-
fore compelling Lacanian ‘‘leftover’’ or ‘‘slag.’’62 Slavoj Žižek supports
such claims in a general discussion of American racism when he
calls race an ‘‘unfathomable remainder’’ that simultaneously drives
and defies the search for absolute unity. That Žižek makes this point
while forging connections between Schelling and Lacan suggests that
Poe’s appeal to both transcendental and psychoanalytical criticism
may not be entirely coincidental or inherently at odds.63 Most histo-
ries of modern American psychology begin with either William James
or the arrival of Freudian thought.64 However, transcendental ideal-
ism helped invent the modern unconscious when it located the source
of absolute truth beyond the subject’s immediate mind. This claim is
borne out by the deep psychology of British romanticism, and the phi-
losopher Paul Redding has argued that ‘‘Schelling’s development of
Fichtean ideas . . . gave rise to pre-Freudian ideas about the nature of
unconscious mental function.’’65 In this sense, Poe can be a stop on
the road from Kant to Lacan. Influenced by unconscious production
and intensely attentive to psychological states, Poe writes about the
fraught relation between the hidden and recognized mind. Which is to
say that Poe is less an uncanny predictor of psychoanalysis and more
a thinker who participates in a history of subjectivity.
In 1800, Coleridge first used ‘‘unconscious’’ to indicate what the self
does not know of itself. In 1822, he coined ‘‘subjectivity’’ to signify the
consciousness of one’s mind engaged in the act of perception. Cole-
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Poe’s Transcendental Racism 773

ridge did not invent these concepts, but he brought them to the United
States with the help of other romantics who impressed, among others,
Poe. In 1831, Carlyle proclaimed: ‘‘Unconsciousness is the sign of cre-
ation.’’ In 1832, De Quincey coined the related term ‘‘subconscious.’’66

In that same year, Poe published ‘‘Metzengerstein,’’ commencing a
prose career that would use romantic theories of the mind to explore
the metaphysics of race and art. Poe’s thinking is not exactly sys-
tematic, coherent, or analytically rigorous. Yet as Stanley Cavell has
argued, Poe is perversely attuned to the skeptical potential of roman-
tic philosophy, showing us ‘‘the recoil of a demonic reason, irrationally
thinking to dominate earth. . . . not to reject the world but rather to
establish it.’’67 More specifically, Poe’s creativity lies in the applica-
tion of romantic idealism to antebellum culture, particularly the issue
of slavery and race that was tearing the United States apart.
The slavery crisis thus helps to explain Poe’s anomalous standing in
antebellum literature. On the margins of Southern gentility, his racial
views are too radically vexed for pastoral plantation fiction. Fearing
transcendence, he could not join in the perfectionist projects of Con-
cord. Such skepticism can leave Poe in the familiar company of Haw-
thorne and Melville, though an important difference is that Poe is a
more insistent idealist, returning repeatedly to the troubling prospects
of transcendental unity, particularly in Eureka’s vigorous, if ultimately
tenuous, synthesis. When Hawthorne and Melville harass transcen-
dentalism, they are overly conscious of Concord, and as a result, they
tend toward satiric, reactive, and derivative critique. Emerson and his
circle would pay some heed to the unconscious production of one-
ness.68 Poe, however, pursued romantic absolutism before the found-
ing of the Transcendental Club. He would eventually meet the Frog-
pondians in polemical, defensive, and not always earnest ways, but
this was long after he established an original relation to transatlantic
transcendentalism. Poe’s sense of absolute truth is not premised on
a transparent eye, for his dramatic depictions of absolute identity are
occluded by slavery and race, and his thinking is intensely attentive
to the productive opacity of the unconscious mind. Poe’s terror is of
Germany. It is carried through England. And unrelieved from politi-
cal anxiety, it is shaped by the American slavery crisis as Poe pursues
a metaphysic, an aesthetic, and a psychology that for all his sophisti-
cation form a conscious and unconscionable system of transcendental
racism.
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It may be tempting to think of racism as irrational, unconscious,
unenlightened, and therefore open to reform through reflection and
education. However, to take this too much for granted is to make the
mistake of Poe: to maintain a separate, masterful subjectivity by radi-
cally distancing others. It is probably easier to think of Poe as cultur-
ally, morally, and philosophically distant. It is easy to be swayed by his
popular image—wine bottle in one hand, opium pipe in the other, lust-
ing after relatives and shamelessly plagiarizing while muttering racial
slurs and dying in the gutter. Poe may be a pathological figure, but
the point that his writings make so well is that perversity is never far
from reason. Enlightenment thinking, including its resistant relative
transcendentalism, certainly can lead to liberating views and progres-
sive political ends. Poe reminds the rational reader that this conclusion
is by no means foregone, especially in the antebellum United States
where plenty of racists thought hard about race and where the project
of emancipation remained as yet unfinished.

University of Missouri, Columbia
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activity, an unconscious action must combine; and that it is of the perfect
unity and mutual interpenetration of the two that the highest in Art is
born’’ (Prose Writers of Germany [1840; reprint, Philadelphia: Porter and
Coates, 1847], 512). The passage is from Schelling’s ‘‘On the Relation of
the Plastic Arts to Nature’’ (1807).
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