“…the deep and dank tarn at my feet closed sullenly and silently over the fragments of the ‘HOUSE OF USHER’”

“The Fall of the House of Usher”

Written by

Edgar Allan Poe

Overview: An unnamed narrator, upon receiving a distressing letter from a childhood friend, travels to the Usher mansion. Arriving at the decrepit edifice, the narrator is shocked to discover how badly things are going for Roderick and his sister Madeline. Her death becomes the catalyst for a great destruction, and sends the narrator running for his life.
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Main Characters: 
Narrator




Roderick Usher




Madeline Usher

Vocabulary:   ennuye 



wan  




malady

catalepsy

fissure

phantasmagoric

Questions about topics/themes: What is the relationship between logic and fear?

What are the consequences of a division between the mind and the senses?

What is the significance of decay and antiquity?





What happens when fantasy suppresses reality?





How does Poe’s work reflect the Gothic style?

Important Features: the zigzag fissure in the mansion wall




Darkness, absence of light and color




Heightened senses




Mental illness 

Relationship between identical twins

“The Haunted Palace”

Reading advice: A master of foreshadowing and detail, Poe gives you the evidence you need to construct the setting in your head and to determine connections among the characters. What are these connections? How are the characters connected to their environment?
Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Fall of the House of Usher” Study Guide

 
 
1. What tone or mood does Poe set for the story in the first paragraph? (p. 138)

 
2. What two things do the peasantry think the term “House of Usher” refer to?  What does this suggest about the nature of the Usher family? (p. 140) 
 
 

3. What does the narrator say is the principal feature of the House of Usher? How is this significant? (p. 140-141)

 
  
4. Describe Roderick and his illness.  What are some of the things he is bothered by?  (Name at least 3.)  (p. 143) 
 

 
5. Madeline’s long lasting illness baffled her doctors.  She seemed to lose interest in life and physically she would occasionally experience a cataleptical seizure.  What does “cataleptical” mean?  (p. 145) 
 
 
6. What is the significance of Roderick’s song “The Haunted Palace”? (p. 147-148) 
 
 
7. As they gaze on Madeline, the narrator commented on her resemblance to Roderick.  What does he tell the narrator? How is this connection significant? (p. 151)
8. What does the narrator notice about Madeline’s face as she lies in her coffin? Do you think this foreshadows anything? What do you think is going to happen next? (p. 151)

9. What happens to Roderick in the days after his sister’s death? (p. 151)

10. On the 7th or 8th night after Madeline’s death, why couldn’t the narrator sleep? Name at least 2 other instances where the narrator demonstrates a struggle between logic and fear. (p. 152) 
 
 

 
11. When Ethelred beats open a wooden door,  what does the narrator hear in the house? When the dragon shrieks, what does the narrator hear? When the shield falls to the floor, what does the narrator hear?  (p.154-156 ) 
  
12. How does Roderick react to these sounds?  What does Roderick say is causing them?  (p. 156) 
 
  
 
13. The narrator flees from the house out into the storm.  A wild light appears behind him so he turns to see what caused it.  What does he witness?  How is this significant? (p. 157) 
Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Fall of the House of Usher” Journal Entry

According to Edward H. Davidson in his book Poe: A Critical Study, "The Fall of the House of Usher" can be interpreted as "a detailed account of the derangement and dissipation of an individual's personality." The house itself becomes the "symbolic embodiment of this individual." The fissure or the crack in the decaying mansion, that is noted by the narrator near the beginning of the story, represents "an irreconcilable fracture in the individual's personality."

Using examples from the text (cite with page numbers!) either refute or support this claim. If you refute it, explain what you believe to be the theme of the story.

