
philosophy of composition by edgar allan poe

philosophy of composition by edgar allan poe represents a significant contribution to literary
theory and criticism, outlining the principles Poe believed should govern the creation of literary
works. This essay, originally published in 1846, reveals Poe’s methodical approach to writing,
emphasizing the importance of effect, brevity, and unity in composition. Poe’s insights challenge the
conventional romantic notions of spontaneous creativity by advocating for a calculated and
purposeful crafting of narrative and poetry. The philosophy of composition by edgar allan poe
remains a foundational text for understanding narrative structure, especially in the context of short
stories and poetry. This article explores Poe’s key concepts, his approach to poetic effect, the role of
emotion and unity in writing, and the lasting impact of his literary philosophy on modern
storytelling. The following sections will provide a detailed examination of these aspects.

The Origins and Purpose of the Philosophy of Composition

Core Principles of Poe’s Philosophy of Composition

The Role of Effect in Literary Works

Application of Poe’s Philosophy in “The Raven”

Criticism and Legacy of Poe’s Literary Theory

The Origins and Purpose of the Philosophy of
Composition

The philosophy of composition by edgar allan poe was first articulated in an essay published in 1846
in the Graham’s Magazine. Poe wrote the essay in response to popular questions about his creative
process, particularly regarding his poem “The Raven.” The essay aims to demystify the act of writing
by revealing the deliberate steps Poe took in crafting his works. Unlike the romantic ideal of
inspiration as an uncontrollable force, Poe argued that effective literary composition is a rational
and methodical process. This philosophical approach was intended to provide a framework for
writers to produce art that delivers a powerful, intended emotional impact on readers. Poe’s purpose
was both explanatory and prescriptive, offering a guide to literary craftsmanship that could be
taught and replicated.

Core Principles of Poe’s Philosophy of Composition

At the heart of the philosophy of composition by edgar allan poe are several fundamental principles
that govern the creation of literary art. Poe emphasized the importance of having a preconceived
effect or emotional response that the writer aims to evoke in the audience. He maintained that every



element of a work, from the plot to the choice of words, should contribute to this singular effect. The
main principles include unity, brevity, and the prioritization of effect over content. Poe believed that
a literary work should be concise, avoiding superfluous details that dilute the emotional impact.
Unity ensures that every component of the work aligns towards the intended effect, creating a
harmonious and focused artistic experience.

Unity of Effect

Unity of effect is arguably the cornerstone of Poe’s literary philosophy. According to Poe, the entire
work must be constructed with one final sensation or impression in mind. This means that the
introduction, development, and conclusion all serve to reinforce the targeted emotional response.
The unity principle rejects digressions and unrelated subplots, emphasizing coherence and cohesion.
Poe argued that this unity is essential in poetry and short stories, where the impact is intensified by
the concentrated form.

Brevity and Precision

Brevity is another key element in the philosophy of composition by edgar allan poe. Poe advocated
for the elimination of unnecessary words and scenes, asserting that every detail should be carefully
selected and serve a clear purpose. This economy of language enhances clarity and sharpens the
emotional effect. By limiting the length of a literary piece, Poe believed that the audience’s attention
could be held more effectively, ensuring the desired impact is achieved without distraction.

Deliberate Planning

Poe’s approach contradicted the romantic view of impulsive inspiration by emphasizing conscious
and deliberate planning in writing. He insisted that a successful composition results from a logical
sequence of decisions made before and during the writing process. Poe famously claimed that he
began “The Raven” with the final effect in mind and worked backward to determine the plot,
characters, and diction. This methodical planning ensures that the work is coherent and that the
intended effect is not left to chance.

The Role of Effect in Literary Works

The philosophy of composition by edgar allan poe revolves around the concept of effect, which refers
to the emotional or psychological impact a literary work has on its audience. Poe posited that effect
is the ultimate goal of any artistic creation, guiding every choice in the writing process. He believed
that the effect should be predetermined and that the writer should engineer the composition to
produce that effect consistently. This approach elevates the emotional resonance of literature and
transforms reading into a carefully orchestrated experience.



Types of Effect

Poe identified various types of effects that literature might aim to achieve, including terror,
melancholy, or beauty. He particularly valued the effect of melancholy in poetry and terror in prose,
as these emotions evoke profound responses in readers. The effect is not accidental but the result of
the writer’s deliberate manipulation of tone, imagery, rhythm, and diction. By controlling these
elements, the writer can guide the reader’s emotional journey through the work.

Techniques for Achieving Effect

Several techniques are central to Poe’s method of achieving effect, such as repetition, rhyme, meter,
and symbolism. Poe used musicality in his poetry to create mood and enhance memorability. For
example, in “The Raven,” the repetition of “nevermore” generates a haunting and inexorable
atmosphere. Symbolism and carefully chosen imagery contribute layers of meaning that reinforce
the central emotional theme. These techniques work together to immerse the reader in the intended
emotional state.

Application of Poe’s Philosophy in “The Raven”

Edgar Allan Poe’s poem “The Raven” serves as a quintessential example of the philosophy of
composition by edgar allan poe in practice. Poe openly described in his essay how he composed the
poem with the final effect of melancholy and mournful longing in mind. Every aspect of “The Raven”
— from the meter and rhyme scheme to the choice of the titular bird as a symbol — is designed to
create this specific emotional response. The poem’s structure exemplifies Poe’s principle of unity,
with each stanza contributing to the building atmosphere of despair.

Structure and Form

“The Raven” employs a strict meter and rhyme pattern, which Poe selected to enhance the
musicality and hypnotic quality of the poem. The repeated refrain “nevermore” serves as a constant
reminder of loss and hopelessness, reinforcing the melancholic effect. The poem’s length is
deliberately concise, maintaining the reader’s focus and intensifying the emotional impact. Poe
planned the poem’s structure meticulously to ensure that it would evoke the desired response.

Symbolism and Imagery

The raven itself is a powerful symbol in the poem, representing death, loss, and the permanence of
grief. Poe’s use of dark and vivid imagery complements the symbolic meaning, immersing readers in
a somber mood. The interplay of light and shadow, silence and sound, heightens the tension and
emotional weight. This symbolic layering exemplifies Poe’s belief that every detail should contribute
to the overall effect.



Criticism and Legacy of Poe’s Literary Theory

The philosophy of composition by edgar allan poe has elicited diverse critical responses since its
publication. Some scholars praise Poe’s insistence on structure and intentionality, viewing it as a
pioneering effort to codify literary creation scientifically. Others argue that Poe’s formulaic
approach diminishes the role of inspiration and spontaneity in art. Despite these debates, Poe’s
essay has had a lasting influence on literary criticism, creative writing pedagogy, and narrative
theory. His emphasis on effect and unity continues to inform modern storytelling techniques in
various genres.

Critical Reception

Critics of Poe’s philosophy often point out that rigid adherence to predetermined effects can
constrain creativity and lead to mechanical writing. However, defenders argue that Poe’s method
does not exclude inspiration but rather channels it through disciplined craftsmanship. The essay is
also recognized for its transparency in revealing the artistic process, which was uncommon at the
time. Poe’s candid explanation of his writing strategy provides valuable insight into the mechanics of
literary composition.

Influence on Modern Literature

The principles outlined in the philosophy of composition by edgar allan poe have influenced
numerous writers and literary movements. The focus on psychological effect and narrative precision
resonates in genres such as detective fiction, horror, and modern poetry. Poe’s ideas about brevity
and unity have informed short story writing and flash fiction, emphasizing the power of concentrated
storytelling. Contemporary authors and critics continue to reference Poe’s essay as a foundational
text in literary studies.

Preconceiving the final effect or emotional response.1.

Ensuring unity by aligning all elements towards this effect.2.

Maintaining brevity to enhance clarity and impact.3.

Deliberate and methodical planning of plot, characters, and diction.4.

Utilizing repetition, rhyme, meter, and symbolism strategically.5.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main idea behind Edgar Allan Poe's 'Philosophy of
Composition'?
The main idea is that a literary work should be written with a clear, deliberate plan, focusing on
creating a specific effect, particularly the effect of beauty or emotional impact, rather than relying
on spontaneous inspiration.

How does Poe describe the process of writing in the
'Philosophy of Composition'?
Poe describes writing as a logical, methodical process where the author begins with the desired
effect and works backward to determine the plot, characters, and style to achieve that effect.

What example does Poe use to illustrate his theory in the
'Philosophy of Composition'?
Poe uses his own poem 'The Raven' as an example, explaining how he carefully chose the mood,
length, and rhyme to create a melancholic and haunting atmosphere.

According to Poe, what is the most important element in a
literary work?
According to Poe, the most important element is the effect or emotional impact the work has on the
reader, which should be planned from the very beginning.

How does Poe view the role of originality in composition?
Poe believes that originality comes from the unique arrangement and methodical construction of a
work rather than spontaneous inspiration or chance.

What does Poe say about the length of a literary work in his
'Philosophy of Composition'?
Poe argues that the length of a literary work should be short enough to be read in one sitting to
maintain the unity of effect and emotional impact.

What role does logic play in Poe's approach to writing,
according to the 'Philosophy of Composition'?
Logic plays a central role; Poe insists that writing is a rational process involving careful choices
about every aspect of the work to produce the intended effect.



How has Poe's 'Philosophy of Composition' influenced modern
literary criticism?
Poe's essay has influenced modern literary criticism by emphasizing the importance of authorial
intent, structure, and the deliberate crafting of a work to evoke specific responses, paving the way
for formalist approaches.

Additional Resources
1. The Philosophy of Composition by Edgar Allan Poe
This is the original essay by Edgar Allan Poe in which he outlines his theory on how a literary work
should be constructed. Poe discusses the importance of unity of effect, the deliberate choice of
elements such as length, tone, and structure, and uses his poem "The Raven" as a primary example.
The essay offers valuable insights into Poe’s creative process and his belief in meticulous planning in
writing.

2. Poe and the Art of Literary Composition
This book explores Edgar Allan Poe’s contributions to literary theory, focusing on his essay "The
Philosophy of Composition." It analyzes how Poe’s ideas about structure, brevity, and effect
influenced both his own works and the broader field of literary criticism. The text places Poe in
historical context and compares his theories with those of other 19th-century writers.

3. The Craft of Writing: Insights from Edgar Allan Poe
Delving into Poe’s writing techniques, this book breaks down the principles outlined in "The
Philosophy of Composition." It offers practical advice for writers inspired by Poe’s systematic
approach to storytelling and poetry. The book also examines the balance between emotion and
intellect in crafting compelling literature.

4. Unity and Effect: Poe’s Guide to Literary Excellence
This volume centers on the concepts of unity and effect as central tenets of Poe’s philosophy of
composition. It discusses how the deliberate arrangement of narrative elements produces a powerful
emotional response in readers. The book includes case studies of Poe’s work and other authors who
followed similar compositional principles.

5. Edgar Allan Poe’s Theory of Artistic Creation
Focusing on the theoretical underpinnings of Poe’s essay, this book delves into his belief that art
should be the product of rational design rather than spontaneous inspiration. It contrasts Poe’s
views with Romantic ideals and explores how his approach foreshadowed modern literary criticism.
The text also addresses criticisms and debates surrounding Poe’s theories.

6. From Inspiration to Execution: The Philosophy of Composition in Practice
This book applies Poe’s philosophy to contemporary writing, offering examples of how his principles
can be used in various genres. It emphasizes the importance of planning, precision, and audience
impact, drawing parallels between Poe’s methods and modern narrative strategies. The work
includes exercises and prompts to help writers implement Poe’s ideas.

7. The Raven and the Method: Understanding Poe’s Creative Process
By focusing on Poe’s most famous poem, this book provides a detailed analysis of the step-by-step
compositional choices Poe describes in his essay. It explains how each decision—from meter to



mood—contributes to the overall effect. The book also reflects on how this methodical process
challenges the notion of the artist as purely inspired.

8. Literary Form and Function: Edgar Allan Poe’s Lasting Influence
This book studies the impact of Poe’s philosophy on the development of literary form and criticism. It
traces how the ideas in "The Philosophy of Composition" influenced narrative techniques, poetic
structure, and literary theory well beyond Poe’s era. The book also considers contemporary
adaptations and reinterpretations of his principles.

9. Rational Creativity: The Intersection of Logic and Imagination in Poe’s Work
Exploring the tension between emotion and reason in Poe’s writing, this book highlights how "The
Philosophy of Composition" exemplifies a union of logical planning and imaginative expression. It
argues that Poe’s approach provides a unique model for creative endeavors that value both precision
and artistic freedom. The text includes comparative analyses with other philosophical approaches to
composition.
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