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Poe Literary Analysis 

         Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Raven” and “The Tell-Tale Heart” both grapple with themes of 

death, insanity, and guilt on the part of the narrator. From the outset of each of these works, the 

reader is introduced to an intriguing but rather unreliable narrator who brings audiences to the 

brink of madness and back again in a seemingly logical manner, which is ultimately deceptive. 

As such, each of these works underscore how underlying emotions can gnaw away at the frayed 

edges of an individual’s sanity. 

 “The Raven” commences with a speaker who is “nearly napping” (line 3) over “a quaint 

and curious volume of forgotten lore” (line 2). This is a scenario which may seem relatable at 

first, as many people can understand dozing over a work at the end of a long day; however, the 

speaker here is awakened by a raven “rapping” at the “chamber door” (line 4). The unlikelihood 

of this is readily apparent; ravens do not simply appear in the night and begin knocking on doors 

without cause! However, the narrator’s perspective goes on to reveal his “sorrow” for the “lost 

Lenore” who is “nameless here forevermore” (line 10; line 12). These lines explain his sadness 

and guilt for the loss of his beloved, and also provide a foreshadowing of the raven’s answers to 

the narrator’s questions, all of which only elicit “nevermore!” as the reply (line 49). The 

narrator’s questions to the raven (whom he does not question as to where it has come from nor 

why it is there, which a rational person might do) instead focus on the lost Lenore, on her fate, 

and on whether the narrator will see her again. In each case, he receives “nevermore!” as his 
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answer, which leads him into a fury and into his dismissing the raven completely: “Leave my 

loneliness unbroken!—quit the bust above my door!/Take thy beak from out my heart, and take 

thy form from off my door!"/Quoth the Raven "Nevermore."” (lines 97-102). But does the raven 

truly leave him? The narrator concludes the poem with his statement that the shadow above him 

“shall be lifted…nevermore!” (line 112). Not only is he unable to escape his own sorrow, but he 

is further unable to flee from his own madness, leaving him as a hopeless figure at the work’s 

end.  

 Similarly, “The Tell-Tale Heart” touches on comparable themes as to the narrator’s 

sanity and reliability in his recounting of his tale. He begins by, quite literally, denying that he is 

insane: “True! — nervous — very, very dreadfully nervous I had been and am; but why will you 

say that I am mad? The disease had sharpened my senses — not destroyed — not dulled them” 

(lines 1-3). These phrases lay the groundwork for a character who is clearly unbalanced, and who 

openly admits that he is preparing to murder an old man for no other reason than the fact that the 

old man’s eye disturbs him (and, by extension, disturbs his newly found senses of heightened 

hearing and sight): “I loved the old man. He had never wronged me. He had never given me 

insult. For his gold I had no desire. I think it was his eye! yes, it was this! One of his eyes 

resembled that of a vulture — a pale blue eye, with a film over it. Whenever it fell upon me, my 

blood ran cold; and so by degrees — very gradually — I made up my mind to take the life of the 

old man, and thus rid myself of the eye forever” (lines 9-14). To that end, the narrator carefully 

planned and plotted and devised to kill the man one evening. It took several nights of him 

observing the old man, watching him, and waiting, but ultimately he sprang his trap “upon the 

eighth night” (line 47) and on seeing the old man’s eye, and hearing his heartbeat getting louder 

and louder, the narrator became paranoid that others such as neighbors would hear, and thus he 
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acted: “But the beating grew louder, louder! I thought the heart must burst. And now a new 

anxiety seized me—the sound would be heard by a neighbor! The old man’s hour had come! 

With a loud yell, I threw open the lantern and leaped into the room. He shrieked once—once 

only. In an instant I dragged him to the floor and pulled the heavy bed over him” (lines 119-125). 

With that, the old man was murdered, and the narrator was satisfied…or so he believed. He 

disposed of the old man’s body and felt all was well.  

However, when police arrived the next day to question him, the narrator’s sanity began to 

unravel right there before them, as he heard the same heartbeat he had heard previously prior to 

killing the old man: “It grew louder—louder—louder! And still the men chatted pleasantly, and 

smiled. Was it possible they heard not? Almighty God!—no, no! They heard!—they 

suspected!—they knew!—they were making a mockery of my horror!—this I thought, and this I 

think. But anything was better than this agony!” (lines 189-194). With the added burden of this 

sound tormenting him, then, the narrator ultimately loses control of himself and admits to the 

officers what he has done and that the body is under the very floorboards where they are sitting! 

He also confesses that the sound is “the beating of his hideous heart!” (line 200). These lines 

plainly reveal the undoing of his murderous deed, but also exemplify the unraveling of the small 

degree of sanity the narrator may have had remaining. With the sound echoing only in his own 

head, his own guilt became his downfall.  

Both works demonstrate the dangers of mental illness and insanity within people, as well 

as how guilt may torment them to commit acts outside of their normal routines or behavior. With 

each of these narrators fully exemplifying how sadness, anger, and irrationality can inspire them 

to permanent mental instability, social ostracism, and even murder, Poe makes a powerful 

statement which lingers with readers long after the works have concluded. 
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