THE IMP OF THE PERVERSE

IN the consideration of the faculties and impulses

—of the pruma mobilia of the human soul, the
phrenologists have failed to make room for a pro-
pensity which, although obviously existing as a radi-
cal, primitive, irreducible sentiment, has been equally
overlooked by all the moralists who have preceded
them. In the pure arrogance of the reason, we have
all overlooked it. We have suffered its existence to
escape our senses, solely through want of belief—
of faith ;—whether it be faith in Revelation, or faith
in the Kabbala. The idea of it has never occurred
to us, simply because of its supererogation. We saw
no need of the impulse—for the propensity. We
could not perceive its necessity. We could not un-
derstand, that is to say, we could not have under-
stood, had the notion of this primum mobile ever
obtruded itself ;—we could not have understood in
what manner it might be made to further the ob-
jects of humanity, either temporal or eternal. It
can not be denied that phrenology and, in great
measure, all metaphysicianism have been concocted
a priori. The intellectual or logical man, rather
than the understanding or observant man, set him-
self to imagine designs—to dictate purposes to God.
Having thus fathomed, to his satisfaction, the
intentions of Jehovah, out of these intentions he
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built his innumerable systems of mind. In

the matter of phrenology, for example, we first
determined, naturally enough, that it was the de-
sign of the Deity that man should eat. We then

* assigned to man an organ of alimentiveness, and this

organ is the scourge with which the Deity compels
man, will-I nill-I, into eating. Secondly, having
settled it to be God’s will that man should continue
his species, we discovered an organ of amativeness,
forthwith. And so with combativeness, with ideal-
ity, with causality, with constructiveness—so, in
short, with every organ, whether representing a
propensity, a moral sentiment, or a faculty of the
pure intellect. And in these arrangements of the
principia of human action, the Spurzheimites,
whether right or wrong, in part, or upon the whole,
have but followed, in principle, the footsteps of
their predecessors; deducing and establishing every-
thing from the preconceived destiny of man, and
upon the ground of the objects of his Creator.

It would have been wiser, it would have heen
safer, to classify (if classify we must) upon the
basis of what man usually or occasionally did, and
was always occasionally doing, rather than upon the
basis of what we took it for granted the Deity in-
tended him to do. If we can not comprehend God
in his visible works, how then in his inconceivable
thoughts, that call the works into being? If we
can not understand him in his objective creatures,
how then in his substantive moods and phases of
creation?
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Induction, a posteriori, would have brought phre-
nology to admit, as an innate and primitive principle
of human action, a paradoxical something, which we
may call perverseness, for want of a more character-
istic term. In the sense I intend, it is, in fact, a
mobile without motive, a motive not wmobivird.
Through its promptings we act without comprehen-
sible object; or, if this shall be understood as a con-
tradiction in terms, we may so far modify the propo-
sition as to say, that through its promptings we act,
for the reason that we should not. In theory, no
reason can be more unreasonable; but, in fact, there
is none more strong. With certain minds, under
certain conditions, it becomes absolutely irresistible.
I am not more certain that I breathe, than that the
assurance of the wrong or error of any action is
often the one unconquerable force which impels us,
and alone impels us to its prosecution. Nor will
this overwhelming tendency to do wrong for the
wrong’s sake, admit of analysis, or resolution into
ulterior elements. It is a radical, a primitive im-
pulse—elementary. It will be said, I am aware, that
when we persist in acts because we feel we should
not persist in them, our conduct is but a modifica-
tion of that which ordinarily springs from the com-
bativeness of phrenology. But a glance will show
the fallacy of this idea. The phrenological com-
bativeness has for its essence the necessity of self-
defence. It is our safeguard against injury. Its
principle regards our well-being; and thus the desire
to be well is excited simultaneously with its de-
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velopment. It follows, that the desire to be well
must be excited simultaneously with any prin-
ciple which shall be merely a modification of com-
bativeness, but in the case of that something which
I term perverseness, the desire to be well is not only
not aroused, but a strongly antagonistical sentiment
exists. :

An appeal to one’s own heart is, after all, the best
reply to the sophistry just noticed. No one who
trustingly consults and thoroughly questions his own
soul will be disposed to deny the entire radicalness
of the propensity in question. It is not more incom-
prehensible than distinctive. There lives no man
who at some period has not been tormented, for ex-
ample, by an earnest desire to tantalize a listener by
circumlocution. The speaker is aware that he dis-
pleases; he has every intention to please; he is usu-
ally curt, precise, and clear; the most laconic and

_ luminous language is struggling for utterance upon

his tongue; it is only with difficulty that he re-
strains himself from giving it flow; he dreads and
deprecates the anger of him whom he addresses; yet,
the thought strikes him, that by certain involutions
and parentheses this anger may be engendered. That
single thought is enough. The impulse increases
to a wish, the wish to a desire, the desire to an un-
controllable longing, and the longing (to the deep
regret and mortification of the speaker, and in de-
fiance of all consequences) is indulged.

We have a task before us which must be speedily
performed. We know that it will be ruinous to




202 Works of Edgar Allan Poe

make delay. The most important crisis of our life
calls, trumpet-tongued, for immediate energy and
action. We glow, we are consumed with eager-
ness to commence the work, with the anticipation of
whose glorious result our whole souls are on fire.
It must, it shall be undertaken to-day, and yet we
put it off until to-morrow; and why? There is no
answer, except that we feel perverse, using the word
with no comprehension of the principle. To-morrow
arrives, and with it a more impatient anxiety to do
our duty, but with this very increase of anxiety ar-
rives, also, a nameless, a positively fearful, because
unfathomable, craving for delay. This craving
gathers strength as the moments fly. The last hour
for action is at hand. We tremble with the violence
of the conflict within us—of the definite with the
indefinite—of the substance with the shadow. Bat,
if the contest have proceeded thus far, it is the
shadow which prevails—we struggle in vain. The
clock strikes, and is the knell of our welfare. At
the same time, it is the chanticleer-note to the
ghost that has so long overawed us. It flies—it
disappears—we are free. The old energy returns.
We will labor now. Alas, it is too late!

We stand upon the brink of a precipice. We peer
into the abyss—we grow sick and dizzy. Our first
impulse is to shrink from the danger. Unaccount-
ably we remain. By slow degrees our sickness and
dizziness and horror become merged in a cloud of
unnamable feeling. By gradations, still more im-
perceptible, this cloud assumes shape, as did the

-
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vapor from the bottle out of which arose the genius
in the Arabian Nights. But out of our cloud upon
the precipice’s edge, there grows into palpability, a
shape, far more terrible than any genius or any
demon of a tale, and yet it is but a thought, although
a fearful one, and one which chills the very marrow
of our bones with the fierceness of the delight of its
horror. - It is merely the idea of what would be our
sensations during the sweeping precipitancy of a fall
from such a height. And this fall—this rushing an-
nihilation—for the very reason that it involves that
one most ghastly and loathsome of all the most
ghastly and loathsome images of death and suffering
which have ever presented themselves to our imagi-
nation—for this very cause do we now the most
vividly desire it. And because our reason violently
deters us from the brink, therefore do we the most
impetuously approach it. There is no passion in na-
ture so demoniacally impatient, as that of him who,
shuddering upon the edge of a precipice, thus medi-
tates a plunge. To indulge, for a moment, in any
attempt at thought is to be inevitably lost; for re-
flection but urges us to forbear, and therefore it is,
I say, that we can not. If there be no friendly arm
to check us, or if we fail in a sudden effort to pros-
trate ourselves backward from the abyss, we plunge
and are destroyed.

Examine these and similar actions as we will, we
shall find them resulting solely from the spirit of the
Perverse. We perpetrate them because we feel that
we should #of. Beyond or behind this there is no
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intelligible principle; and’ we might, indeed, deenr
this perverseness a direct’ instigation of the arch--
fiend, were it not' occasionally known te-operate in:
furtherance of good.

T have said thus much, that-in some measure I may
answer your question—that I may" explain to you
why I am here—that T may‘assign to you: something
that shall have at least the faint aspect of a cause:
for my wearing these fetters; and for my tenanting
this cell of the condemned. Had I not been thus:
prolix; you might either have misunderstood me alto--
gether, or, with' the rabble, have fancied me mad.
As it is; you will easily perceive that I am one of:
the many uncounted victims of the Imp of the
Perverse.,

It is: impossible' that any deed could have been

wrought with a more thorough deliberation. For
weeks, for months, I pondered upon the means of the
murder. I rejected a thousand schemes; because their-

accomplishment involved a chance of detection. A%

length, in reading some French memoirs, I found an’

account of a nearly fatal illness that occurred to

Madame Pilay, through the agency of a candle acci~
dentally poisoned. The idea struck my fancy at
once. I knew my victim's habit of reading in bed.

I knew, too, that his' apartment was narrow and ill-
ventilated. But I need not vex you with impertinent:

details. I need not describe the easy artifices by
which' I substituted, in his bedroom candle-stand, a
wax-light of my own making for the one which T

there found. The next morning he was discovered'
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dead’ in. His: bed,, and: the: coroner’s: verdict: was—
“Death: by the visitation of God:”

Having: inlierited his estate; all went:well with me
for years: The idea of detectiom:never once-entered
my brain. Of the remains of the:fatal'taper I had!
myself carefully disposed. L had:left no shadow of:
a: clew: by which: it would: be: possible: to conviet, or
even to suspect; me of the crime.. It is inconceiv-
able How: rich a sentiment-of-satisfaction arose imimy-
bosom as I reflected upon my absolute security:. For
a very long period:of time I'was accustomed: to revel
in-this sentiment:.. It afforded me more:realidelight:
than all the mere worldly-advantages aceruing: fromm
my sin.. But there:arrived at length am epoch, fromp
which the pleasurable feeling-grew, by scarcely per-:
ceptible: gradations;. into a: haunting and harassing’
thought: It harassed: because itt haunted.. I could:
scarcely get rid: of it: for-am instant. It is quite a
commor thing to:be thussannoyed:with.the ringing im
our ears,.or rather in our. memories, ofithe-burden of:
some- ordinary song, or some:unimpressive statches:
fromaniopera.. Nor will we'be theless tormented if’
the song in: itself be good,. or the: aperas air meri--
torious: In this manner, atlast,.I would: perpetually”
catch: myself pondering upoen my security, and re=:
peating; in a low undertone, the phrase, “I amrsafe.”

One day; while sauntering-along the streets; I ar--

rested myself in the act of murmuring, half aloud;.

these customary syllables. In a fit of petulance, T
remodelled them thus: “I am-safe—I am’safe—yes
—if T be:not: fool enough to make:open: confessiom!’”’
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No sooner had I spoken these words than I felt
an icy chill creep to my heart. I had had some ex-
perience in these fits of perversity (whose nature I
have been at some trouble to explain), and I remem-
bered well that in no instance I had successfully re-
sisted their attacks. And now my own casual self-

suggestion that I might possibly be fool enough to -

confess the murder of which I had been guilty con-
fronted me, as if the very ghost of him whom I had
murdered—and beckoned me on to death.

At first, I made an effort to shake off this night-
mare of the soul. I walked vigorously—faster—
still faster—at length I ran. I felt a maddening
desire to shriek aloud. Every succeeding wave of
thought overwhelmed me with new terror, for, alas!
I well, too well, understood that to think, in my situ-
ation, was to be lost. I still quickened my pace. I
bounded like a madman through the crowded thor-
oughfares. At length, the populace took the alarm,
and pursued me. I felt then the consummation of
my fate. Could I have torn out my tongue, I would
have done it—but a rough voice resounded in my
ears—a rougher grasp seized me by the shoulder. I
turned—T gasped for breath. For a moment I expe-
rienced all the pangs of suffocation; I became blind,
and deaf, and giddy; and then some invisible fiend, T
thought, struck me with his broad palm upon the
back. The long-imprisoned secret burst forth from
my soul.

They say that I spoke with a distinct enunciation,
but with marked emphasis and passionate hurry, as

T e T e
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if ‘in dread of interruption before concluding the
brief but pregnant sentences that consigned me to the
hangman and to hell.

Having related all that was necessary for the
fullest judicial conviction, I fell prostrate in a
swoon.

But why shall I say more? To-day I wear these
chains, and am here! To-morrow I shall be fet-
terless —but where?




THE ISLAND OF THE FAY
Nullus enim locus sine genio est.—Servius

«y A MUSIQUE,” says Marmontel, in those

“Contes Moraux”* which in all our transla-
tions, we have insisted upon calling “Moral Tales,”
as if in mockery of their spirit—"la musique est le
seul des talents qui jouissent de lui-méme; tous les
autres veulent des temoins.” He here confounds
the pleasure derivable from sweet sounds with the
capacity for creating them. No more than any other
talent, is that for music susceptible of complete en-
joyment, where there is no second party to appreci-
ate its exercise. And it is only in common with
other talents that it produces effects which may be
fully enjoyed in solitude. The idea which the ra-
conteur has either failed to entertain clearly, or has
sacrificed in its expression to his national love of
point, is, doubtless, the very tenable one that the
higher order of music is the most thoroughly esti-
mated when we are exclusively alone. The proposi-
tion, in this form, will be admitted at once by those
who love the lyre for its own sake, and for its spirit-
ual uses. But there is one pleasure still within the
reach of fallen mortality—and perhaps only one—
which owes even more than does music to the acces-

* Moraux is here detived from moeurs, and its meaning is
“fashionable,” or, more strictly, “of manners.”
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sory sentiment of seclusion. I mean the happiness
experienced in the contemplation of natural scenery.
In truth, the man who would behold aright the
glory of God upon earth must in solitude behold that
glory. To me, at least, the presence—not of human
life only, but of life in any other form than that of
the green things which grow upon the soil and are
voiceless—is a stain upon the landscape—is at war
with the genius of the scene. I love, indeed, to re-
gard the dark valleys, and the gray rocks, and the
waters that silently smile, and the forests that sigh
in uneasy slumbers, and the proud watchful moun-
tains that look down upon all—I love to regard
these as themselves but the colossal members of one
vast animate and sentient whole—a whole whose
form (that of the sphere) is the most perfect and
most inclusive of all; whose path is among associate -
planets; whose meek handmaiden is the moon,
whose mediate sovereign is the sun; whose life is
eternity; whose thought is that of a God; whose
enjoyment is knowledge; whose destinies are lost in
immensity ; whose cognizance of ourselves is akin
with our own cognizance of the animalculae which
infest the brain—a being which we, i consequence,
regard as purely inanimate and material, much in
the same manner as these animalculae must regard
us.

Our telescopes and our mathematical invistiga-
tions assure us on every hand—notwithstanding the
cant of the more ignorant of the priesthood—that
space, and therefore that bulk, is an important con-
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sideration in the eyes of the Almighty. The cycles
in which the stars move are those best adapted for
the evolution, without collision, of the greatest pos-
sible number of bodies. The forms of those bodies
are accurately such as, within a given surface, to in-
clude the greatest possible amount of matter; while
the surfaces themselves are so disposed as to accom-
modate a denser population than could be accommo-
dated on the same surfaces otherwise arranged. Nor
is it any argument against bulk being an object with
God, that space itself is infinite; for there may be
infinity of matter to fill it. And since we see clearly
that the endowment of matter with vitality is a prin-
ciple—indeed, as far as our judgments extend, the
leading principle in the operations of Deity—it is
scarcely logical to imagine it confined to the re-
gions of the minute, where we daily trace it, and not
extending to those of the august. As we find cycle
within cycle without end—yet all revolving around
one far-distant centre which is the Godhead, may we
not analogically suppose in the same manner, life
within life, the less within the greater, and all within
the Spirit Divine? In short, we are madly erring,
through -self-esicem, in believing man, in either his
temporal o: ‘future destinies, to be of more moment
in the-universe than that vast “clod of the valley”
which he tills and contemns, and to which he denies
a sous for no more profound reason than that he
does not behold it in operation.*

* Speaking of the tides, Pomponius Mela, in his treatise “De
Sith Orbis,” says “cither the world is a great animal, or,” etc.
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These fancies, and such as these, have always
given to my meditations among the mountains and
the forests, by the rivers and the ocean, a tinge of
what the everyday world would not fail to term
fantastic. My wanderings amid such scenes have
been many, and far-searching, and often solitary;
and the interest with which I have strayed through
many a dim, deep valley, or gazed into the reflected
heaven of many a bright lake, has been an interest
greatly deepened by the thought that I have strayed
and gazed alone. What flippant Frenchman* was
it who said in allusion to the well-known work of
Zimmerman, that, “la solitude est une belle chose;
mais il faut quelguw’un pour vous dire que la solitude
est une belle chose?” The epigram can not be gain-
said ; but the necessity is a thing that does not exist.

Itwas during one of mylonely journeyings, amid a
far distant region of mountain locked within moun-
tain, and sad rivers and melancholy tarns writhing
or sleeping within all—that I chanced upon a certain
rivulet and island. I came upon them suddenly in
the leafy June, and threw myself upon the turf, be-
neath the branches of an unknown odorous shrub,
that I might doze as I contemplated the scene. I
felt that thus only should I look upon it—such was
the character of phantasm which it wore.

On all sides—save to the west, where the sun
was about sinking—arose the verdant walls of the
forest. The little river which turned sharply in its

-

* Balzac—in substance—I do not remember the words.
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course, and was thus immediately lost to sight,
seemed to have no exit from its prison, but to be
absorbed by the deep green foliage of the trees to
the east—while in the opposite quarter (so it ap-
peared to me as I lay at length and glanced upward)
there poured down noiselessly and continuously into
the valley, a rich golden and crimson waterfall from
the sunset fountains of the sky.

About midway in the short vista which my
dreamy vision took in, one small circular island, pro-
fusely verdured, reposed upon the bosom of the

stream.
So blended bank and shadow there

That each seemed pendulous in air—
so mirror-like was the glassy water, that it was
scarcely possible to say at avhat point upon the slope
of the emerald turf its crystal dominion began.

My position enabled me to include in a single
view both the eastern and western extremities of the
islet, and I observed a singularly marked difference
in their aspects. The latter was all one radiant
harem of garden beauties. It glowed and blushed
beneath the eyes of the slant sunlight, and fairly
laughed with flowers. The grass was short, springy,
sweet-scented, and asphodel-interspersed. The trees
were lithe, mirthful, erect—bright, slender, and
‘graceful—of Eastern figure and foliage, with bark
smooth, glossy, and party-colored. There seemed a
deep sense of life and joy about all; and although no
airs blew from out the heavens, yet everything had
motion through the gentle sweepings to and fro of
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innumerable butterflies, that might have been mis-
taken for tulips with wings.*

The other or eastern end of the isle was whelmed
in the blackest shade. A sombre, yet beautiful and
peaceful gloom here pervaded all things. The trees
were dark in color, and mournful in form and
attitude, wreathing themselves into sad, solemn,
and spectral shapes that conveyed ideas of mor-
tal sorrow and untimely death. The grass wore
the deep tint of the cypress, and the heads of its
blades hung droopingly, and hither and thither
among it were many small unsightly hillocks, low

-and narrow, and not very long, that had the aspect

of graves, but were not; although over and all about
them the rue and the rosemary clambered. The
shade of the trees fell heavily upon the water, and

. seemed to bury itself therein, impregnating the

depths of the element with darkness. I fancied that
each shadow, as the sun descended lower and lower,
separated itself sullenly from the trunk that gave it
birth, and thus became absorbed by the stream;
while other shadows issued momently from the
trees, taking the place of their predecessors thus en-
tombed.

This idea, having once seized upon my fancy,
greatly excited it, and I lost myself forthwith in
revery. “If ever island were enchanted,” said I to
myself, “this is it. This is the haunt of the few gen-
tle Fays who remain from the wreck of the race.
Are these green tombs theirs?—or do they yield up

* Florem putares mare per liquidum mthera.—P. Commire,




214  Works of Edgar Allan Poe

their sweet lives as mankind yield up their own? In
dying, do they not rather waste away mournfully,
rendering unto God, little by little, their existence,
as these trees render up shadow after shadow, ex-
hausting their substance unto dissolution? What
the wasting tree is to the water that imbibes its
shade, growing thus blacker by what it preys upon,
may not the life of the Fay be to the death which
engulfs it?”

As I thus mused, with half-shut eyes, while the
sun sank rapidly to rest, and eddying currents ca-
reered round and round the island, bearing upon
their bosom large, dazzling, white flakes of the bark
of the sycamore—flakes which, in their multiform
positions upon the water, a quick imagination might
have converted into anything it pleased—while T

thus mused, it appeared to me that the form of one .

of those very Fays about whom I had been ponder-
ing made its way slowly into the darkness from out
the light at the western end of the island. She stood
erect in a singularly fragile canoe, and arged it with
the mere phantom of an oar. While within the in-
fluence of the lingering sunbeams, her attitude
seemed indicative of joy—but sorrow deformed it as
she passed within the shade. Slowly she glided
along, and at length rounded the islet and re-entered
the region of light. “The revolution which has just
been made by the Fay,” continued I, musingly, “is
the cycle of the brief year of her life. She has
floated through her winter and through her summer.
She is a year nearer unto death; for I did not fail to
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see that, as she came into the shade, her shadow fell
from her, and was swallowed up in the dark water,
making its blackness more black.”

And again the boat appeared, and the Fay; but
about the attitude of the latter there was more of
care and uncertainty, and less of elastic joy. She
floated again from out the light, and into the gloom
(which deepened momently), and again her shadow
fell from her into the ebony water, and became ab-
sorbed into its blackness. And again and again she
made the circuit of the island (while the sun rushed
down to his slumbers), and at each issuing into the
light, there was more sorrow about her person,
while it grew feebler, and far fainter, and more in-
distinct; and at each passage into the gloom, there
fell from her a darker shade, which became whelmed
in a shadow more black. But at length, when the
sun had utterly departed, the Fay, now the mere
ghost of her former self, went disconsolately with
her boat into the region of the ebony flood—and that
she issued thence at all I can not say, for darkness
fell over all things, and I beheld her magical figure
no more. :




