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In a 2006 essay, E. L. Doctorow describes Edgar Allan Poe as a “strange genius of a hack 
writer,” so immersed in his “narcissistic cocoon of torment as to be all but blind to the 
booming American nation around him.” This image of Poe had all but evaporated in 
the 1990s, after a wave of historicist scholarship revealed the author’s deep response to 
the troubled world of Jacksonian America, effectively granting him US literary 
citizenship. Ignoring the message, Doctorow casts his critical lot with Rufus Griswold, 
the editor and rival who memorialized Poe as a self-serving, world-loathing madman. 
That caricature, along with Poe’s exclusion from the grand narratives of US literary 
history, gave his dedicants a mission: rehabilitate Poe’s reputation by setting the record 
straight. Over time, the biographical repair, the contextual work, the remapping of 
antebellum print culture with Poe as its avatar, and the highlighting of Poe’s vast global 
influence have all sought a more accurate understanding of the author and, by 
extension, of US and world literature more broadly. 
  
The Oxford Handbook of Edgar Allan Poe, coedited by J. Gerald Kennedy and Scott Peeples, 
shows how effective the reorientation of Poe has been and continues to be. “Poe’s stock 
is rising,” they tell us, and he circulates widely in both the currents of antebellum 
literary life and the global afterlife (3). The odd man out, it now seems, is the odd man 
in. He’s even the first antebellum author to get his own Oxford Handbook, a remarkable 
fact given that F. O. Matthiessen’s canon-making American Renaissance placed Poe in a 
footnote while elevating Emerson, Hawthorne, Melville, Thoreau, and Whitman into 
the literary pantheon. Poe’s stock is rising indeed, yet this collection is hardly all 
enthusiasm: the author’s foibles, destructive impulses, and ruthless self-promotion are 
freshly scrutinized, and some sacred claims in Poe studies are vigorously challenged. 
There is more, of course, in this mammoth 880-page volume: the innovative, familiar, 
revisionist, polemical, traditional, and unexpected are all here. 
 
The editors and their contributors deserve high praise for the quality and range of 
essays in what amounts to the most comprehensive volume of Poe scholarship to date. 
Introducing a collection of this size and variation is no easy task, yet Kennedy and 
Peeples succeed by combining their considerable knowledge and by cutting an 
unconventional path. Instead of outlining a formal agenda or an organizing logic for the 
chapters, which flow cogently enough on their own, they weave a history of the 
biographical, theoretical, and scholarly trends in Poe studies into a fascinating 
contextual tapestry, a backdrop for the volume as a whole. If a theme emerges, it’s Poe’s 

© The Author 2020. Published by Oxford University Press. All rights reserved. 
For permissions, please email: journals.permissions@oup.com



ALH Online Review, Series XXI 2 

irreducibility, which increases the more we study him: “as our understanding of Poe 
has expanded,” they note, “it has likewise become more complicated and nuanced”; 
Poe now “more than ever defies critical essentializing” (4). The introduction’s title, “The 
Unfolding Investigation of Edgar Poe,” oversees that idea: it urges us to follow every 
lead, widen and deepen our search as needed, resist placing Poe in critical cocoons. 
That “Poe’s work reveals an enigmatic mix of multiple, paradoxical qualities” prepares 
us for the heterogeneous, sometimes contradictory, essays that follow (1). 
  
Poe’s ongoing reevaluation in relation to antebellum colonialism has illuminated one of 
his more enigmatic contradictions—namely, that his writing both subverts and 
reinforces imperial racist ideologies—and the Handbook presents this contradiction in 
revealing degrees. John Carlos Rowe, who has long viewed Poe as pro-imperial, 
maintains that Poe’s early Orientalist poetry affirms the narrative of Western progress 
through its Arabo-Islamic fantasy, while Jacob Rama Berman suggests that Poe’s 
“Jacksonian Orientalism” in The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym (1838) mediates the 
production of American whiteness as well as the Euro-American settler desire “to 
recreate North American frontier space as Anglo-American” (359). Aligned with the 
print-cultural turn in Poe studies, Berman links Pym’s repurposing of polar discovery 
and Near Eastern travel narratives to the culture of reprinting, a topic that also interests 
Lauren Coats, who asserts that the imperial attitudes in both Pym and “The Journal of 
Julius Rodman” (1840) owe more to Poe’s recycling of travel and exploration literature 
than to Poe himself. Pym’s wildly uncertain ending, however, is Poe’s work alone, and 
it unsettles the imperial racial future.  
 
More radically, after suggesting that Poe’s metahistorical critique of grand empire 
narratives has shaped anticolonial writing across the global South, Matt Sandler 
considers how Poe’s hyper-stressed narrators animate Frantz Fanon’s portrayal of the 
colonized psychic condition. That Poe exploits Orientalist discourse to affirm Western 
progress and Euro-American self-invention, on one hand, while disrupting imperial 
ambition and influencing the mind of an anticolonial intellectual like Fanon, on the 
other, is a breathtaking contradiction—even if Poe’s ambivalent politics are by now 
familiar. Taken altogether, these meticulously argued essays follow Poe deeper into US 
contexts of antebellum print culture and settler colonialism while pursuing him beyond 
national boundaries into transnational and transhistorical contexts of empire. 
  
In that sense, they reinforce centripetal and centrifugal patterns within the Poe project, 
which continues to Americanize the author while mapping with increasing energy his 
worldwide entanglements and influence. In the latter vein, Emron Esplin claims that 
“Poe is the most influential US writer in the world” before elaborating the author’s vast 
world impact and how his “global advocates” have helped him maintain a vibrant 
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cosmopolitan presence (597). Margarida Vale de Gato then intricately examines Poe’s 
influence on French symbolism as well as US and transnational modernist poetics. 
Other contributors, however, deny or play down the author’s impact. Poe’s anticipation 
of modernist poetry may seem self-evident, yet Virginia Jackson rejects the notion. Poe 
was not “ahead of his time,” she insists: “His poetics were snout-deep in the mud of 
nineteenth-century prosodic debate” (134-35).  
 
And while Poe is the assumed patron saint of modern horror, W. Scott Poole shows 
how writers and filmmakers often claim the author’s influence, even though their work 
“owes almost nothing to Poe’s fiction” (653). Poe’s impress on modern horror may be 
light, but his relevance to modern terrorism is substantial. In the final chapter, Kennedy 
details how the plotted terror of 9/11 relied on the kind of unified, overwhelming effect 
central to Poe’s theory of the tale, a thesis that grows more fascinating when Kennedy 
argues for the “counterterrorism” in Poe’s ratiocinative tales, where cool, rational 
thought defuses terrifying scenarios. Poe is famous for scaring us out of our wits, yet 
Kennedy contends the author spent years investigating how his own fear might “be 
managed, deflected, or dismantled” (810). Strange as it may sound, the master of terror 
strove hard to master terror itself. 
  
Other adventurous and boldly conceived contributions fill the volume. Sandra Tomc’s 
page-turning analysis of Poe’s backbiting, reputation-boosting attacks on other 
writers—a behavior not unique to Poe but part of magazine business at large—connects 
nicely with Paul Hurh’s innovative proposal that Poe’s sardonic “tomahawk” reviews 
be seen as literary works crafted to amuse a growing mass readership. Leland Person 
wonderfully shows how Poe manipulates his readers into “perverse identification” with 
his various murderers, while Branka Arsić argues with revisionary insight that what 
seems supernaturally alive in Poe’s world is best understood not through gothic 
paradigms, but through the natural science informing Poe’s own “vitalist ontology.” 
Meanwhile, Jeffrey Weinstock’s chapter on “Postmodern Poe” is so lucidly written and 
organized as to result in a model Handbook essay. There is much more. This reviewer 
found something satisfying and significant in every contribution.  
 
“The Unfolding Investigation of Edgar Poe” not only references the dynamic scholarly 
investigation of Poe but also doubles to suggest Poe’s own unfolding investigation. Poe 
was an insatiable sleuth, whose inquiries into the universe, the sciences, the brain, the 
body, the mind, terror, death, crime, perversity, and other phenomena drive many of 
the Handbook’s own investigations. While Poe sought answers to his inquiries, Susan 
Elizabeth Sweeney believes that he was ultimately more interested in the investigative 
process than in the solution itself. Like the unfolding scholarly endeavor, Poe’s 
investigation was also always unfolding. No wonder “Poe’s endings tend to evoke 
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deeper mysteries” (200), Sweeney notes, an idea suggested in Alexandra Urakova’s 
chapter, “Undying Enigmas in ‘Ligeia,’” and in Cindy Weinstein’s reading of Poe’s 
“unreadability.” That’s not to say these essays chase after meaning indeterminately, or 
that the volume rests on mystery. Definitive arguments abound, and the deconstruction 
of Poe’s more inconclusive texts leads to some radical conclusions.  
 
This Handbook brings much intellectual heft to its subject; occasionally, complexity 
outruns clarity here, but the writing is mostly quite welcoming. That accessibility 
combined with the book’s sweeping coverage make it a fine starting point for 
undergraduates and newcomers. At the same time, its muscular innovation is sure to 
move Poe studies into deeper unfolding, wider investigation, and vigorous debate for 
years to come. Ambitiously assembled and brilliantly realized, The Oxford Handbook of 
Edgar Allan Poe is a monumental event in Poe studies. 
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