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In her excellent review of feminist readings of Poe’s works, Paula Kot refers to Joan Dayan’s discussion of “ . . . the question that tantalizes many critics:  Was Poe a feminist?”
  Kot is correct in her assessment of how many critics this question has “tantalized”;  many of us seem to find it a central question as we consider tales in which women and death so often seem to be wedded in an indissoluble embrace.   It is as if we are not sure whether it is safe to enjoy Poe until we have an answer one way or the other.  

As will shortly become evident, I have doubts as to the appropriateness of the question.  Fortunately for our reading pleasure, though, Kot’s review demonstrates that quite a number of latter-day feminists answer in the affirmative.  These include Dayan herself, who believes that Poe’s superlatives concerning idealized women undo themselves, becoming “tautological circlings around the overplayed idea” and thus subvert gender identity just where they might seem to accept it most unquestioningly. Further examples of specifically feminist readings which assert or imply Poe’s feminism include Judith Fetterley’s “Reading about Reading”, which argues that “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” “facilitates as it exposes the mechanisms of masculinist reading.”  Elizabeth Bronfen’s Over Her Dead Body:  Death, Femininity and the Aesthetic suggests that “Poe inverts the Pygmalion myth [in “The Oval Portrait”] by depicting the artist as transforming living material into art—and that Poe does so in order to expose the dangers associated with masculine creation.”  Cynthia Jordan, by the same token, takes the viewpoint that Poe’s works attempted to bring women’s stories to light rather than suppressing them, and believes with Person and Andriano that his stance is nothing less than antipatriarchal, as does Jaqueline Doyle in her essay “(Dis)Figuring Women:  Edgar Allan Poe’s ‘Berenice’”, which argues that Egaeus is shown making Berenice over in his own image to the extent of finally defacing her body and stealing her teeth.  While there remain such critics as Beth Ann Bassein, who “believes that Poe should have known better than to reinscribe misogynistic attitudes toward women in his fiction”, by and large the recuperation of Poe’s tales of women and death and dead women is a fait accompli which I have no desire to dispute.
  

However, the terms in which recuperation has been achieved remain a matter for continued discussion.  “Was Poe a feminist?” asks Dayan, and provides a complex answer in the affirmative.  Leaving aside the question of whether anyone can be considered a feminist as we understand the term more than a decade before Seneca Falls, there remains the issue of whether in using female characters Poe was really writing about women.  D.H. Lawrence once reminded us of the possibility that Poe was not, at least not in the case of Ligeia; we have also Eric Carlson’s quotation from Baudelaire:  “. . . the Poe character . . . is Poe himself.  And his women . . . they too are Poe.”  In his introduction to A Companion to Poe Studies, Eric Carlson critiques feminist readings of the tales on the grounds that they fail to recognize “his use of Gothic symbolism”
; that is, he argues that even figurative readings are occasionally too literal.  Nor is this a problem for feminist readings alone. While psychological readings have largely overcome literal ones, the legacy of literalism persists to the extent that we still tend to believe a female character must indicate something particular about women or the feminine.  

I would argue that this is not necessarily so; that Ligeia, representing a particular aspect of the mind, is constructed as feminine both because Poe worked within a longstanding tradition which does so construct the creative part of the mind, and simply because he viewed this part of himself as so Other to “himself” that he cast it in the most Other terms that a gentleman of his day could conceive:  those of gender.  I believe that Ligeia is not Other because “she” is necessarily and inherently female; she is constructed as female because what she represents is so very Other—and (in Poe’s word) strangely so.  

In short, I concur with Maurice Bennett in believing that Ligeia represents something more specific than anima, more specific than “the feminine”:  she is the embodiment of the narrator’s creative muse.  This assertion should be no surprise, coming as it does after Leland Person’s affiliation of Poe’s (and Hawthorne’s and Melville’s) women with creative energy, and coming after Bennett’s 1981 “The Madness of Art.”  What is startling in the story, though, is that the narrator’s muse, perhaps like Poe’s own, is not always a benevolent figure, but a willful, even violent one with which the artist must nonetheless come to terms. Jungian readings suggest that union with the anima, or submission to the muse, should result in integrated bliss; Poe’s story suggests otherwise, and does so before Ligeia is repressed and returns as a vengeful and terrifying figure.  This reading is particularly useful in clarifying the sometimes troublesome decor in Rowena’s death chamber; it also enables us to reconsider the type of Gothic into which Poe’s tale falls.

In pursuit of these ends, my argument has three parts:  a review of Jungian readings of the tale, which concur with more explicitly feminist ones in arguing that Poe’s narrator is punished for ignoring his own anima; a discussion of the evidence suggesting that Ligeia is specifically a Muse rather than the narrator’s anima; and the argument that her femininity is less important than, and potentially incidental to, her creative functions.  From these arguments, I draw the conclusion that the question of whether or not Poe can be said to be “feminist” is essentially misleading, drawing us into a yes-he-was no-he-wasn’t dichotomy which restricts rather than enhances our reading of the tales.


As Eric Carlson and Clark Griffith have in turn pointed out, in recent years literal readings of “Ligeia” have given way to “metaphorical and symbolic interpretations based on a knowledge of the Gothic tradition and of Poe’s symbology and philosophic perspective.” 
  This stance was of course asserted early in the history of “Ligeia” by D. H. Lawrence’s famous review, which Carlson cites in his essay “Tales of Psychal Conflict:  ‘Berenice’, ‘Morella’, ‘Ligeia,’” and which encompasses so many psychological readings of the text (mine among them):   “Ligeia is not a free person.  She is a phenomenon with which Poe strives in ill-omened love . . . She is not a woman.  She is just a re-agent, a reacting force, chimerical almost . . .”
 This statement is worth remembering for two reasons.  One is that Lawrence’s apparently unsophisticated use of “Poe” where we would now say “the narrator” may have been more deliberate than it initially appears.  The second reason is that while many Poe scholars will agree that Ligeia is not a literal woman, when we set out to determine what she is, we are sometimes prone to slip back into treating her as if she were just that, as I will shortly demonstrate, even in the midst of otherwise psychological readings of the tale.  One reason we do so may be her gender; a female character is often read as saying something specific about gender in a way that a male character does not.   If we are to stand either by the likelihood that Ligeia “is not a woman” or by our understanding of Poe’s use of Gothic, though, it may profit us to remember that her gender is not necessarily the strongest clue to her nature.  


I arrive at the belief that literalism colors even our most psychological readings by way of the most psychological readings available:  the feminist (which I have already briefly discussed and upon which I will touch again) and the Jungian.  Among the most widespread and the most convincing readings of “Ligeia” are those which argue that she represents the anima, the feminine or feminized alter ego of the masculine self.  This point of view is argued compellingly by Martin Bickman in 1980, Leland Person in 1988 and Joseph Andriano in 1993.  These three readings of Ligeia as anima have certain elements in common.  


Martin Bickman, in his article “Animatopoeia:  Sirens of the Self,” cites Poe’s suggestive opening to the tale, “For my soul”, and notes the parallel between the way Ligeia makes her way into the narrator’s senses and Poe’s description of intuition in Eureka.
  Rather than reading Ligeia’s return as a triumph of personal will, however, he argues that the assertion of his personal will separates the narrator, or the ego, from a blissful if terrifying union with its anima.  “The narrator’s ego disintegration,” he says, “the result of his rejection and repression of the anima, is . . . rapid and . . . dramatic . . . he turns to opium, black magic, and sadism as dark inversion of authentic ways to loosen the boundaries of the ego”; he calls Ligeia’s return in Rowena’s body “the return of the repressed, a consummation devoutly to be wished for and feared.”
 Thus, while Bickman does view the tale as a tragic one of psychic dissolution, he feels that it need not necessarily be so; had the narrator, or ego, been willing to accept the frightening loss of control, and loss of self, which comes from blending masculine and feminine, or conscious self and anima, the result might have been very different.  The narrator’s efforts to control and repress this feminine aspect of himself destroy him as well as “her.” For Bickman, then, “Ligeia” and stories like it are critiques of a repression which remains largely gendered as masculine:  in his terms, the conscious self or ego is “he” and the buried part of the self “she.”  In this formulation Poe, in destroying narrators who seek to repress their feminine selves, warns us not only about the dangers of an ego (which happens to be constructed as masculine) repressing other elements of the self, but about the necessity for men to recognize and unite with their feminine elements if they are to survive.  


The main theme of this reading, that repression of the feminine in the masculine self leads to destruction, is expanded upon by Leland Person in his 1988 Aesthetic Headaches:  Women and a Masculine Poetics in Poe, Melville and Hawthorne.  The thesis of his book suggests possibilities for any study of “Ligeia” which treats the title character as metaphorical:  

In general, it seemed to me that these writers used women characters to dramatize and explore problems in their creation and experience of art . . . Their works reflect a tension between identification with women whose creative energy resists easy formalization and the containment of such women in artistic forms that subject creative energy to the artist’s control—often to the detriment of the work as a whole.

This tension accurately describes the relationship between Poe’s narrator and Ligeia; moreover, Person’s reading concurs with Bickman’s that repression leads to destruction of both the self and the elements it represses.  Speaking specifically of Poe, Person goes on to analyze Poe’s love letters, in which he discerns the creation of a narratorial persona which equates masculine creation with relationship to women, or perhaps to the feminine itself.  He perceives in Poe’s letters and tales a “centrifugal tendency in Poe’s imagination, which encourages the idealization and deaths of women” which was countered and matched by a “centripetal tendency, a powerful if anxious attraction to the creative possibilities of relationship.”  Thus Poe’s women, like Ligeia, vibrate between being on the one hand overwhelmingly attractive and on the other horrifying and destructive; they resist the male narrators’ efforts to objectify or “contain” them, and when the narrators insist upon doing so (figuratively killing them off), the result is horror and tragedy.  Rather problematically, Person sees the return of the repressed and the resistance of the female characters—Ligeia’s rise in Rowena’s body—as women being “freed from their fearsome, embodied existence”; his proviso that this freedom occurs in a way “antithetical to imaginative vitality and psychic health”
 nods toward, but does not entirely engage, the horrific means of Ligeia’s return.  For Person, what J. Gerald Kennedy called “the problem of dying women”
 is less important than the recognition of “the prototypical way in which . . . [Poe] attempted to liberate the creative powers of women within his stories.”
  


For both Bickman and Person, Poe is, if not a “feminist”, at least aware of his own feminine aspects and disposed to consider them rather creative than otherwise:  if the individual is to be psychologically healthy and able to create, he must make peace with a feminine which is not subject to easy control, and which rewards suppression with nightmare.  Joseph Andriano articulates this theme still further in his 1993 chapter “‘Animated Corse’:  Archetypal Travesty in Three Gothic Tales.”   He reads the combination of Ligeia/narrator as a “marriage of contraries between the spiritual and the body” which is “shattered by the narrator’s Platonic dualism, which idealizes Spirit and corrupts body.”  Andriano agrees with Bickman and Person in believing that the Ligeia narrator continually seeks an anima onto whom he can project his own desire and control, rather than one with whom he will have to integrate himself, and that this desire is essentially destructive.  He argues that Ligeia/anima finally appears in her Medusa aspect  (the narrator himself says he’s “chilled...into stone”) “to remind the man that by relentlessly projecting his own Ideal of the Feminine onto Woman, he is not loving, he is killing; he is erasing her identity, just as his very narration erased the identity of the first wife....”
  If the male character does not recognize the female character here  

as his own unconscious, or if the anima is still burdened with maternal aspects, the closest he can come to true integration is a travesty.  Instead of the ego living in acceptance of androgyny and of death, it is overwhelmed by grotesque perversions:  dominating corpses of the sublime feminine like Ligeia and Clarimonde. 

I concur with many points of these readings.  I agree that the Ligeia figure is indubitably an element of the psyche rather than a literal character; I agree completely that the primary theme of the story deals with the disastrous consequences of trying to control that element.  I agree with Person that the aspect of personality represented by Ligeia is central to creation.  

However, I believe that other points of the widespread agreement between these critics are open to question.  All three readings establish the anima, the unconscious, and creative energy as 1) the repressed side of a self which is construed by author and critics alike as masculine and 2) as itself inherently feminine—points to which I shall shortly return.  These readings likewise, while recuperating Poe from implied or outright charges of objectifying women, suggest that such anima figures as Ligeia (or Berenice, Morella, or Madeleine Usher) must tell us something about their author’s view of the literal feminine:  that is, about his view of “real” women like Helen Whitman, his view of some inherently “feminine” element of his own mind, or both.  

I believe it is important to link the figure of Ligeia to a more specific element of the psyche than to the overall concept of anima, a buried feminine, an alter ego.  With the help of other readings, I hope to demonstrate that she may be seen as both more and less than the narrator’s “inner woman.”   A satisfactory reading of “Ligeia” does not require that what is repressed and controlled, and what returns with disastrous results, be inherently feminine even in Poe’s mind; it likewise does not require that we learn anything at all about Poe’s views of the feminine as a principle, or about his views of real-life women from the narrator’s interactions with Ligeia.  In other words, it becomes important at this stage of discussion to remember that Ligeia “is not a woman.”

This is a problematic claim in view of the fact that the character is presented not only as female, an incidental state occupied by something like fifty-three percent of the human race, but as traditionally feminine in many respects:  she is “beautiful” (if “strange”—another feminine characteristic, at least according to many male authors); she is desirable and desired; she is objectified by the narrator; and she frightens him at least as much as she attracts him.  In view of these facts, and the way that they correspond to traditional portrayals of women, it is difficult not to feel that we are being told Poe’s views of women as well as his views on repression.  Nor do I mean to imply that the Jungian readings I have briefly reviewed are reading into “Ligeia” an essentialist view of the subconscious and the feminine for personal or political reasons.  Indeed, feminist readings of “Ligeia” by women have asked the same questions, and have to a large extent come up with the same answers. But I do believe that in insisting that Ligeia’s principal attribute is femininity, we ignore Ligeia’s more specific function as muse, miss the extraordinary nature of Poe’s relationship with his own creativity, and in so doing wrench Poe’s central concerns into line with our own in a way which may not be accurate.

To this end, it is important to be aware of the pervasive nature of the evidence demonstrating Ligeia’s specifically muse-like nature; while Bennett has already made one case for reading her as muse, my reasons for such a reading differ.  Viewing Ligeia as muse is important within the context of the ongoing discussion about gender in Poe’s tales, and it ultimately affects our classification of Poe’s type of Gothic.  As Clark Griffith pointed out, not all Gothic is created equal, especially Poe’s.
   

That Ligeia is endowed with qualities which more readily befit a figurative than a literal character is beyond doubt.  Her beauty, despite its strangeness, partakes of a classicism impressive even among Poe’s female characters (justly notorious for their ethereal beauty), and partakes equally of a Gothic or romance trope which becomes at times cliché (recall Dayan’s belief in Poe’s awareness of his own stylistic excesses.)  Ivory skin, marble hands, raven hair—even in 1838 these were hardly original comparisons and were better suited to an archetype than to a character; nor are they accorded to the aristocratic but mundane Rowena.  As Terence Matheson says of the narrator’s claim that no maiden was ever Ligeia’s equal in beauty, “ . . . the entire description of Ligeia is full of such preposterous claims, none of which can be taken literally”
 (emphasis mine.)  But the attention given to each beautiful feature—down to the nose and chin—by the pages of description defies any effort to take them literally; the emphasis is that of allegory, in which each feature is described exhaustively because each has larger significance. 

The nature of the archetype, though, is debatable; initially Ligeia might almost as easily be an angel of undying love as a personified muse.  However, the evidence in favor of the latter is compelling.  Bennett focuses upon the correspondences between “Ligeia” and “The Poetic Principle” as his principal evidence for believing Ligeia to be the narrator’s muse; but the story presents internal evidence as well.  The narrator says,

She came and departed as a shadow.  I was never made aware of her entrance into my closed study save by the dear music of her low sweet voice, as she placed her marble hand upon my shoulder . . . It was the radiance of an opium-dream--an airy and spirit-lifting vision more wildly divine than the phantasies which hovered about the slumbering souls of the daughters of Delos (Works 2:311)
Even allowing for Poe’s penchant for attributing rareness, radiance and immortality to his female characters, this seems excessive.  But Ligeia’s voice is music or song; her hand is marble, the material of sculpture; her presence is a vision.  And, as John Gruesser puts it in his study of Ligeia’s Orientalist qualities, 

Everything about Ligeia comes from a book--her beauty is Bacon’s, her will is Glanvill’s, her “idolatrous love” is that of a fabled Arabian harem girl--and, more and more, she is associated with texts and language . . . and as Ligeia dies, she becomes little more than a melodious voice emitting a stream of words.
 

As Gruesser points out, Ligeia “. . . represents all the mysteries and taboos associated with the Oriental female and the Orient as female: unusual beauty, excessive and forbidden knowledge, idolatrous love, and the ability to transcend death.”
  However, Gruesser’s description of “the mysteries and taboos associated with the Oriental female and the Orient as female” fits equally well the mysteries and objectifications of western culture’s portrayal of creative inspiration.  Inspiration is traditionally feminine, beautiful, mysterious, stronger than death (as the art remains to convey immortality upon the artist) and existing to give aid to men—in this case aid in writing.  Traditional portrayals of muses are implicitly Orientalist.  Ligeia makes less sense as a representative of a cultural Orient than as a muse whose alien qualities are portrayed in terms of both gender and culture.  Poe makes her as Other as anyone could ask; rather than telling us what he thinks of either the feminine or the Oriental, though, his use of feminine gender and Oriental race or culture tell us more about what Poe thinks of his own creative vision.  And gender and culture tell us the same thing:  he finds it powerful, fearsome, unexpectedly autonomous, and above all strange.  That is, like others before him, he feels that his vision is Other:  it comes from outside, it is not himself.  


The information we are given about Ligeia is consistent with such an interpretation.  For instance, the narrator claims not to know where she comes from, who she is, nor even her proper name.  He attributes this ignorance to his “feeble” memory, though his memory seems quite clear on other details; but the strongest of memories might falter before the task of recalling the origin of inspiration, especially Poe’s.  Her character and all its virtues—which include, significantly, learning, beauty, and language—“made their way into my heart by paces so steadily and stealthily progressive that they have been unnoticed and unknown” (Works 2:310). Muse-like, Ligeia guides the narrator in his studies and writing, leading him toward, as he speculates, “a wisdom too divinely precious not to be forbidden.” (Works 2:311).  These studies, he tells us, were “but little sought” until the advent of Ligeia; their very being is due to her inspiration.  Indeed, she even hands the narrator a poem, to which he himself then gives voice as he reads it back to her. Bennett points out the “consistent and controlled emphasis on the intellectuality of the central relationship” and associates “Ligeia’s musical entrances into the narrator’s study” with “those intense but short-lived moments when artists feel themselves at the peak of their creative capacity.”
  


Moreover, I find it both significant and largely unmentioned that Ligeia visits the narrator in his study.  If Ligeia were the narrator’s feminine half, his anima, she might visit him anywhere; a more reasonable locale for their trysts might be the bedroom, suggesting the consummation of the marriage between masculine and feminine and the sexual nature of the anima.  A more likely spot still, given the traditional association of the anima with the natural, would be the outdoors which her eyes recall to him.  But the study is the home of books, of thought, of writing and language:  where better to meet with one’s muse?  Their encounters, while undoubtedly charged with the ecstasies of creation, are primarily intellectual in nature.  Nor, in his study, does the narrator ever hear her coming; she comes and goes silently, and at her own will—that will which is such a central feature of the narrator’s incarnate muse.  This is a description of a man waiting among other men’s words for his own inspiration, an inspiration which comes only at its own pleasure.


Bennett also points out the narrator’s association of Ligeia with Apollo—the god of song, light, and vision—and with the muses proper
, the stars, and the sirens of classical mythology, a point taken up at greater length by Daryl Jones two years later.  Jones, Bennett, and others remind us of the association of the sirens (from whom Ligeia’s name is derived) with songs of incredible beauty and with profound wisdom; Jones points out that sirens lead their hearers to madness and death, as Ligeia might be said either to do, or at the tale’s conclusion to be about to do, with the narrator.
  More compelling evidence for muse-hood than these associations, however, is the narrator’s obsession with Ligeia’s eyes:  that is, with her vision.


The speaker finds ecstasy in the “expression” of Ligeia’s eyes:  another term as applicable to art as to eyes, and one which Poe uses frequently in his own essays on composition.  But he finds the equivalent of that expression in other sources as well, most of which are, while Ligeia reigns, natural ones.   He finds it “In the survey of a rapidly-growing vine--in the contemplation of a moth, a butterfly, a chrysalis, a stream of running water . . .” (Works 2:314) His wife/muse/art is linked in his mind to wisdom (aged faces), to music (“certain sounds of stringed instruments”), to literature (“certain passages”) and to nature.  However “strange” it might be, and despite the fact that it happens indoors (or, in a usage with more metaphoric resonance, inside), art is also the most natural thing in his world.


But the narrator’s muse is not the traditional sweet, beautiful, blessed aid to creation.  She is “strange”—a usage which might merely connote “rare” or “exotic”, or might link her to the Romantic sublime, but which also seems to suggest differences between Ligeia and other idealized Poe women.  The narrator is obsessed with her, which is nothing new; but Ligeia is stronger than most of Poe’s female characters.  Like Morella, but unlike Eleonora or Berenice, Ligeia is learned in arcane lore, an accomplishment generally reserved for Poe’s male speakers.  Her many accomplishments are accorded to few other women in the tales, and she appears to be more greatly respected (or feared) than even the most beloved of these.  

This view of inspiration is schizophrenic.  She is a part of him (the “wife of his bosom”), but personified to a much greater degree than the Psyche of “Ulalume”:  vision is both self and other.  And the otherness of the Other seems to be where, in this metaphysical marriage, the trouble lies.  Ligeia’s distinguishing feature is her will—a will which allows her to defy even death. Muses in general are, as their gender suggests, objects rather than subjects. Despite the traditional practice of invoking them with prayer and sacrifice, most authors imply that the muses’ place is to inspire (that is, to breathe into) authors in order that they might do or sing something, rather than to act for themselves.  Such a portrayal fits the fact that a muse or vision is generally considered a part of the artist’s own mind—and yet not quite a part.  “She” is his twin, his anima, his other self, but she is also stronger; she is often portrayed as coming from outside the narrator, often from the divine.  She is, like the Psyche of “Ulalume”, the speaker’s own soul, or, if we prefer, the anima of Jungian theory; but when the narrator adjures her to go on in the face of her misgiving, Psyche lacks the will to resist.  Poe’s speaker, it seems, is in charge of his own soul; but his muse is another matter.  This is the difference between anima and muse, at least for Poe.  Psyche needs no repression; her advice can be heard but not heeded; she can be kissed and “pacified.”  Ligeia cannot.  

This narrator’s muse has a formidable will, which his language suggests that he both respects and resents.  The evidence for such a resentment is most clearly presented by Terence Matheson’s “The Multiple Murders in ‘Ligeia’”; this is a literal reading which contends that the narrator has murdered not only Rowena but Ligeia, but it has resonance for a figurative interpretation as well.  Matheson points out that the narrator’s description of a blissful and harmonious marriage is undercut by his own language:  that the “fierce energy” and “wild words” which mark Ligeia’s discourse, and “the tumultuous vultures of stern passion” to which she was prey, indicate a less than harmonious marital situation.  (Certainly the presentation of passion as a vulture rather than as a dove or an eagle speaks for itself.)  Further, he hypothesizes that Ligeia has pressed the narrator into studies “but little sought”, and has been an unloving and even condescending taskmistress.
   Matheson contends that the narrator eventually found Ligeia’s superiority in learning, breeding, and wealth
 unbearable, and poisoned her as he was later to poison Rowena, only realizing that she did in fact love him when it was too late to undo his work. Matheson’s comment, “nowhere in this apparent humility is there an indication of genuine concern for the dying woman; nowhere is there an expression of pity for her” is a strong reading of the narrator’s complaints that he has suffered from Ligeia’s death.


Applied to a more figurative approach of Ligeia as muse, such a reading suggests that not only is the narrator’s muse unusual in her strength of character, but that her husband found such force and autonomy unnerving; in his own phrase, he was both “delighted and appalled” (Works 2:316.)  This combination encompasses the narrator’s entire relationship with Ligeia:  it is most wonderful when most frightening and overwhelming, and his obsession with and passion for her make him vulnerable in a way that he cannot help but struggle against.  Such, perhaps, is the struggle of the self with the submission to vision, of the self with the loss of self which creative work entails.  Such too might be the struggle of an author who would rather write love poems with the drive to imagine the scenes and characters which most horrify him.  


Whether the narrator is guilty of murdering or driving away his muse, as Matheson perceives the narrator murdering his wife, is not certain.  It is possible that he does somehow (perhaps through opiates) kill his own muse in a frantic struggle against its dominance and power; but it is equally possible that it is nothing less than her death—her absence—which inspires his greatest resentment against her.  I incline to the latter choice, predominantly because of the narrator’s occasional reference to Ligeia as a maternal figure.   When he refers to his “child-like confidence” in her and his trust in her guidance, it is reminiscent of an infant’s trust in its mother; it also recalls an infant’s terror and rage upon realizing that the mother has a will and a life of her own, that the affection on which life depends may be delayed or withdrawn (Works 2:316).  Such a reading of Ligeia might find support in Monika Elbert’s essay “Poe’s Gothic Mother and the Incubation of Language”, in which she argues that the feminist ethos which she attributes to Poe is derived from the loss of his mother.  While Elbert does not specifically discuss “Ligeia”, her language as well as her theory is intriguing, particularly when she imagines Poe as attempting to “possess the mother tongue” and, failing, “laps[ing] back into the womb/tomb of the mother—the realm of the unutterable, the unmentionable—into, as Carolyn Burke describes Kristeva’s maternal semiotics, ‘gaps in meaning, pauses, and silences.’”
 It is in much this way that the narrator attempts to possess Ligeia herself, and to much this point that he comes when he fails.


Whether Ligeia has withdrawn or been murdered, however, I agree with Elbert that the speaker loves and needs his muse, however heartily he may also resent or fear her.  He needs what she gives him:  wealth (perhaps a wish fulfillment on the part of the impecunious Poe), companionship, a kinship with the natural (as evidenced by the description of her eyes) and the exciting, obsessive thrill of creation, the writings and studies she makes possible.  This need is evident when the speaker (in whatever moment of “mental alienation”) marries again; he seeks another muse.  If, as Matheson suggests, he selects one who is within his power and amenable to his own will, rather than demonstrating will of her own, such a choice is hardly surprising.  He says that Ligeia is “unforgotten” and that he has taken to opium to assuage the pangs of loss; he does not say that he seeks to replace her with a similar figure, and indeed Rowena’s dissimilarity to Ligeia is strongly stressed (Works 2:321).

That this new marriage of self and vision will fail is a foregone conclusion, but the manifestations of its failure are fascinating.  Rowena does not completely fail as a muse; like Ligeia, she inspires the narrator to creation.  But where this impulse had formerly been played out in study, in writing, and in contemplation of nature—the butterflies, oceans, meteors, and streams of Ligeia’s eyes—it now turns, literally, inward:  the narrator takes up interior decoration.   


The furnishings of the abbey bridal chamber are, as Gruesser has pointed out,
 overwhelmingly Eastern, a decor which accords with Poe’s well-known interest in Egyptology.  They combine the vulgar and the morbid in impressive proportions, including phantasmagoric, shroud-like tapestries in black and gold, lead-tinted windows, a half-dead vine, and black sarcophagi, all arranged in a pentagonal room.  Despite a certain taste for the elaborate which is both the period’s and Poe’s own, it is plain that more than the merely ornate is intended here.  While Poe’s ideal room in his essay “The Philosophy of Furniture” (Complete Works 14: 101-109) shares some furnishings with the bridal chamber—censers, lamps, heavy carpeting, few windows—the former at least sports bright color, Sevres vases, and fresh flowers (and is pleasingly free of granite sarcophagi.)
  More than Rowena’s bridal-chamber-cum-crypt, more even than a suggestion of necromancy, the abbey room demonstrates the effects of the narrator’s efforts to force a new and unwilling muse into the old one’s place.  The art which has been natural to him (if “strange”) while he maintained his “child-like submission” to Ligeia has become artificial and narcissistic; it maintains a certain horrific power, but a power now useful only for torment, and the object of torment has become the hapless muse herself.  The marriage is loveless, and the product of the marriage of self and vision—the art—is deformed.   From the changefulness of the natural world (the associations of Ligeia’s eyes include butterflies, moths, chrysali and running streams, all images of transformation) the narrator has embraced a static state, one in which art becomes only cruelty, ostentation, and a meditation upon death.  As Ligeia’s final poem seems to foresee, the life which he has previously seen as a work of natural art has become “the tragedy, ‘Man’/And its hero the Conqueror Worm” (Works 2:319).

At this point, one might imagine that the worst in the tale of muse and author has already happened.  The muse wanes and shuns her husband’s company; the author, after a final creation both artificial and horrible, divides his time between reproaches for his unhelpful inspiration and the dubious solace of opium.  If the narrator had expected that a helpless muse would reward her purchase with more love and cooperation than Ligeia had shown, he is disappointed, and the figurative marriage looks more like old-fashioned spouse abuse.   


But Ligeia is, as the narrator tells us, unforgotten.  Rowena languishes; red drops of mysterious agency fall into her wine; soon she is dead.  Many readings of both the literal and the figurative variety attribute Rowena’s death to the narrator; in a reading of Ligeia as muse, though, such attribution is at once accurate and irrelevant, in the same way that I believe readings which focus upon gender may be accurate and irrelevant.  If Ligeia and Rowena are personified muses, then both are elements of the author’s consciousness; whether Ligeia poisons Rowena or whether the narrator “himself” does so, it is a drama of one or more elements of a personality destroying another in pursuit of dominion.  The author’s “self”—that embodied in the character of the narrator—wants dominance over, or freedom from, the strange, powerful vision embodied in the character of Ligeia, and she (or “it”), graced with that uncharacteristic will, seems to the narrator to want power over him; both seem to be motivated by a passion, or an obsession, for one another.  But in any case Rowena—the substitute muse, the attempt to seek inspiration in a safe place—is no match for either of them.  As Bickman, Person, and Andriano also argue, Poe makes it clear that vision is incompatible with the safety, compliance, and conventionality the narrator sought in his purchase of Rowena.  Safe vision leads at best to lamentable decor; in this nastier scenario, Rowena is murdered, and Ligeia rises as a revenant in her body.  At this point, Maurice Bennett views Ligeia’s revivification as 

a triumphant wish-fulfillment shared, perhaps, by all practicing artists. . . that supreme instant in which the imagination negates dull reality by transforming it.  It renders the artist’s willful triumph over those periods of imaginative torpor during which he feels exiled from his creative self, when, despite all his efforts, the page remains blank or what he does lacks the spark he once possessed.
  

However, the figurative reading viewing Ligeia as muse can once again extrapolate much from Matheson’s more literal reading, which argues convincingly that Ligeia’s return is not presented as an event of triumph for the narrator; this is the dissolution of personality described by Jungian critics as the result of repressing the anima.  More terrible even than that, though, are the results of resisting the unaccountable power of the muse, whose insistence upon being heard and obeyed has little to do with a feminine which is so often ignored by literary tradition.  


Matheson points out that the repeated revivals and collapses of Rowena’s body are referred to as a “hideous drama of revivification”, as “unspeakable” “fearful”, paralyzing, and chilling.  The walking corpse is referred to as an enshrouded “thing.”
  When the opium-befuddled narrator recognizes Ligeia’s “air” “stature” and “demeanor”, he is “a helpless prey to a whirl of violent emotions, of which extreme awe was perhaps the least terrible  . . . .” But “One bound, and I had reached her feet!” (Works 2: 329).  at which presumably he prostrates himself.   Is this a gesture of love and delight or of passionate guilt and terror?  If he has attempted to replace his frightening muse, and the more so if he might himself have been the instrument of her death, the narrator has much for which to atone. In either case the “thing”, engaged mummy-like in peeling the bandages from her face, is seen “shrinking from my touch” (Works 2: 330).   Finally, in recognizing his resurrected wife the narrator “shrieks” her name.   While even an impeccable husband might well be startled and frightened by one wife’s return from the grave in another’s body, there is no real indication in the narrator’s behavior that this is a joyous event. 


 More than any of this, though, is the fact that Ligeia has returned from the dead (already a horrific and unnatural event) by murdering and by stealing the body of an innocent character—substitute muse or no.  And, as Bickman, Person, Andriano, and others rightly emphasize, there is no way that one element of the three-fold personality devouring another can be a good thing for any of them.  It seems likely, in Matheson’s memorable understatement, that “If she has returned, she has certainly not done so to demonstrate her undying love.”
 


Perhaps it depends on one’s definition of love.  The narrator is sure from Ligeia’s dying confessions that she did love him “idolatrously”; that he needs her I have no real doubt.  But it is nowhere written that love, even love for one’s own creative genius, cannot partake of obsession, resentment or fear.  That Ligeia loves the narrator, and that this love is “the principle of her longing with so wildly earnest a desire for . . . life”, does not preclude the possibilities of jealousy, wrath, and a terrible vengeance for betrayal (Works 2: 317).  Such a love if anything increases the odds that the narrator’s shriek is accurate in its forecast of a most unpleasant reunion to come.  His muse is a jealous muse, and her power over him is great.  


At this point one might justifiably ask why a reading of Ligeia as muse and Ligeia as anima are mutually exclusive—can’t she be both?  And why can’t the story be about women too, a very apt warning about the dangers to men of repressing their own feminine qualities as well as suppressing the voices of actual women?  


The answer, of course, is that all three readings, and quite a number more, are possible for us as readers in the twenty-first century.  But Carlson’s warning that Poe wrote, and perhaps thought, in Gothic images and symbols which are not meant to be taken literally is apposite; so too are Lawrence’s and Baudelaire’s early reminders that Ligeia is not “a woman” and that “she” is Poe:  not just “the narrator”, but Poe himself.  This interior world is the preoccupation of Gothic, where the Other is sometimes less a code for the feminine than feminine is a code for Other.  In treating Ligeia as a literal woman, or as a representative of the feminine, or as indicative of Poe’s stance toward “real” women, we may be making the tale more complicated than it is.  To some extent anything any of us writes or dreams is about ourselves, as in the xenophobia which characterized H.P. Lovecraft’s work a hundred years later. Often we are only interested in what is Other to the extent that it isn’t really other, that it is part of us.  Writers are often known to talk about themselves through the medium of their characters; they are also known to talk about, think about, worry about, obsess about, the most important facet of their own lives:  writing.  Based on “Ligeia” I suspect that like most of us Poe was interested in the “other” gender only to the extent that it mirrored for him what was Other in himself.   Ligeia is only female at all, in my view, a) because Poe is working within a tradition going back to classical Greece of constructing inspiration as feminine, and b) because Poe sees his creative aspect as alien to himself, coming from “outside”, something of which he both wants control and knows that control will be fatal to it, and to him.  


This is not to say that I believe Poe entirely lacking in the proto-feminist sensibility attributed to him by Dayan, Elbert, Fetterley, Jordan, and others; his criticism of his female contemporaries certainly suggests that in “real life” Poe was as politically enlightened with regard to gender as one could ask of a man of his time.  But it is to say that I don’t believe “Ligeia” tells us that story.  This tale’s obsession with a beautiful, terrible, willful muse, whom the narrator desperately needs and whom he almost as desperately fears and resents, is a thoroughly Gothic preoccupation; to read the story as a psychological drama is to understand how it is embedded within a Gothic/Romantic tradition whose greatest terror is internal. Recalling that “Ligeia” is essentially a Gothic tale allows us to speculate further upon the nature of the tale of muse-author struggle I have described.  


At this rather late point I must invoke Anne Williams’ landmark Art of Darkness: A Poetics of Gothic (1995), a work extraordinarily illuminatory of the connections between Gothic and gender.  Williams distinguishes what she calls Male Gothic from Female Gothic, based not on the gender of the author who wrote it, but on the extent to which a text conforms to characteristics which western culture “genders” as masculine or feminine.  She makes this distinction in three primary ways:  through use of narrative technique (Female Gothic establishes sympathy for a character, usually a woman, by sharing her point of view, while Male Gothic distances the reader from the female character, often through multiplicity of viewpoints); through treatment of the supernatural (Female Gothic finds an explanation for the horrors, Male Gothic generally posits the supernatural as simply there, “a premise of this fictional world”);and through plot (Female Gothic generally employs the comic marriage ending, while Male Gothic is a tragedy for the male protagonists which is also linked to the punishment of female characters.)
  


The branch of Gothic into which “Ligeia” seems initially to fall is that which Anne Williams’ identifies as “Male Gothic.”  Ligeia is designated as Other through gender, Orientalism, “strangeness” and power; she is punished by slow death for her Otherness and for the narrator’s need of her.  Ligeia’s return allows the supernatural full play as a premise of Poe’s fictional world.  And the story is distinctly tragic; the women are killed and reviled, while the narrator is left punished and ruined.  Male Gothic’s story is in large part that described by Bickman, Person, and Andriano; to simplify brutally on Williams’ complex formulation, a central strand of Male Gothic’s story is male revenge upon women and the feminine, even when, as is often the case, that revenge destroys men too.


Of course, the arguments advanced by Jungian and feminist critics alike make a strong case for “Ligeia” not being strictly Male Gothic.   As Matheson, Person, and others have pointed out, the narrator behaves stupidly and cruelly at almost every juncture, and if it is true that the narrator displays, and does his best to allow, no real sympathy for Ligeia, it is equally true that Poe allows us little sympathy for the narrator.  The narrator resists Ligeia’s domination despite the wonders that submission opens to him; he foolishly believes that a muse as satisfactory as the one he has lost or abused can be purchased at his own discretion; he makes the torment of the muse the very form of his own art; most damning of all, he makes the crucial mistake as an artist of believing that artistic vision is to be had without obsession, fear and danger to himself.  Poe’s story certainly implies that the author who seeks to dominate his own vision rather than following where it leads is doomed to creative disaster.  And Poe’s portrayal of that failure is dramatic:  it encompasses not only the ghastly tower room, but Ligeia’s threatening return.  To the author who imagines a caged and dominated muse, the story offers a horrible assurance: it says that that author’s vision will not die, that it will always return, but not as it was.  Now it is a body-snatcher, a murderer, a figure of vengeance and terror, and the power which viewed the world as creation and transformation will be bent upon destruction.  

And the story says these things to female authors as well as to male ones.  The association of this strange, beautiful, frightening “woman” with an author’s muse tells an even more interesting Gothic story than that of the repression of the anima, which is a not a story with much application to women (for most women, there is no question at all of suppressing the voice of the masculine in their minds.  As the voice of dominant culture, it is deeply entrenched.)  If Ligeia is not a woman—if she, or rather it, is an almost incidentally feminized creative vision—then it is this frightening alien-self which makes the telling of the tale possible, which allows the narrator to speak.  This is indeed a warning about seeking to control or repress integral elements of the personality; it is the story described by Bronfen, Fetterley, Bickman, Person, and Andriano, among others. But if Ligeia “is not a woman”, or at any rate is less a woman than a vision, then the applications of Poe’s warnings to gender relations, while certainly valid, are something later readers bring to the story, rather than its central preoccupation.  

The differences between my reading and those I have described derive from my belief that it is a very specific element which Poe embodies in Ligeia; reading Ligeia as muse allows us to drastically reduce the emphasis we see Poe giving to the issue of gender in the story.  In any discussion of Poe’s treatment of gender, it is surely necessary to be sure that gender is in fact what is being treated.  Reading Ligeia as a creative gift whose femininity is not inherent, but is rather a code for the complexity and alienation with which Poe may have viewed the bizarre manifestations of his creative drive, allows us to step back from the leading question “Was Poe a feminist?” with its reductive binary.  Since in 1838 and 1843 relatively few people of either gender were feminists as we know the term, it is a doubly dangerous question, whatever our desire to recuperate Poe for the forces of enlightenment as we construe them now.

Rather than declaring Poe feminist or not feminist, reading Ligeia as muse allows us to understand the story primarily as Gothic.  If we use Williams’ categories, such a reading shows the story to be, if not Female Gothic, then still as something other than traditional Male Gothic.  Consider Williams’ defining marks of these subgenres.  If Ligeia’s femininity is not integral to the story, then this is no longer a story of vengeance against women.  In terms of narrative technique, any dramatic irony we derive from the male narrator is considerably lessened by the fact that all of the characters are himself.  Moreover, the supernatural is no longer a “premise of this fictional world,”
  when we read Ligeia’s death and return as all happening not only in the narrator’s study, but as a story about the narrator’s study.  It is still a tragic plot (the third of Williams’ criteria), but an understanding of Ligeia as muse which need not be female or even feminine allows us to see this story as what might be called Hermaphroditic Gothic, somewhere between the two poles Williams charts.   

Reading in this way not only spares us the imperatives of recuperation, but demonstrates Poe’s consciousness of and ambivalence—not toward “real women” or nineteenth-century ideas of the feminine, but his own creative process.  Such an awareness is to be expected of the man who wrote “The Philosophy of Composition” (whether or not we believe in its description of his process), but “Ligeia” describes the perils of relations with the Muse in a more vivid and memorable fashion, and in a way that has clear applications for artists who are not after all necessarily male.    
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