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Abstract 

This thesis argues that reading Edgar Allan Poe’s “Eureka” (1848) in light of Friedrich 

Nietzsche’s Dionysian philosophy can reveal Poe’s shared worldview and his contribution to the 

postmodern age and to post-structuralist concepts of truth, genre and beauty. Each of these 

concepts will be examined in “Eureka” to reveal the relevance of Poe’s philosophy to ways of 

thinking later popularized by Nietzsche, Jacques Derrida, and Richard Rorty. A careful 

examination of major ideas discussed in “Eureka,” such as the mutability of truths, the 

opposition between philosophy and poetry, and the unity of empirical discourse and art will 

highlight Poe’s deconstruction of Apollonian and Dionysian oppositions and his subsequent 

union of the two. This reading will bring to light Poe’s under-appreciated achievements in 

“Eureka” by offering a new interpretation of the prose-poem and highlighting its significance as 

a philosophical and literary text rather than a purported scientific treatise. 
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Introduction 

 

 

Eighteen years after writing “Sonnet—To Science,” Edgar Allan Poe’s perspective on 

scientific discourse was revisited to lay the grounds of his last major work “Eureka.” Published 

in 1848, one year before Poe’s death, “Eureka” is a lengthy 40,000 word piece subtitled as both a 

prose-poem and an “Essay on the Material and Spiritual Universe” (“Eureka,” Complete Tales 

797). The prose-poem was of great importance for Poe, to the extent where he 

“melodramatically” told his mother-in-law that he did not wish to go on living after completing it 

(Stott 54). Poe’s scientific interest began at an early age when his adoptive father John Allan 

brought a telescope to the Allan mansion where Poe had lived before studying at the University 

of Virginia (Li 7). Poe has expressed interest in cosmology ever since, an interest that is 

traceable in some of his other works as well. From his epic poem “Al Aaraaf,” written based on 

Tycho Brahe’s 1572 supernova, to his The Unparalleled Adventure of One Hans Pfaall where he 

surveyed a moon voyage narrative, Poe was “contemplating astronomical theories and 

speculations to help him understand cosmic mysteries and design his own cosmos” (7). Poe’s 

interest in science accompanied him and exploded in his last major work “Eureka,” which 

baffled some of its readers and critics. In his poem “Sonnet—To Science,” Poe critiques the 

dullness and rigidness of the scientific narrative due to its strict reliance on reason: “Science! 

true daughter of Old Time thou art!/Who alterest all things with thy peering eyes./Why preyest 

thou thus upon the poet’s heart,/Vulture, whose wings are dull realities?” (“Sonnet—To 

Science,” Complete Tales 22). In “Eureka,” however, Poe revisits his views on science and gives 

his readers general access to his philosophy on truth-oriented disciplines and their role in 

literature and aesthetics. 
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 Critics’ responses to “Eureka” ranged from describing it as “a prophetic scientific 

treatise, a covert poetics, a symbolic confession, a sign of incipient madness, a radical attack on 

modern idealism,” to “an elaborate hoax and perhaps many things besides” (Fugate 109). In 

addition, some critics, especially those specialized in the field of science, were not fond of Poe’s 

scientific speculations, such as Professor of mathematics Irving Stringham, who finds the union 

of disciplines in “Eureka” “naturally monstrous, two-natured, like the Centaur.” Stringham also 

notes that 

[Poe] wrote the jargon that belongs to the babbling days of philosophy because he 

did not take the pains to know the results of past inquiry and to train himself in 

modern methods . . . his metaphysics exhibit only the shallowness of his 

scholarship and the degrading self-delusion of an arrogant and fatuous mind (qtd. 

in Campbell 26).  

Stringham’s critique of “Eureka” is not uncommon; however, it stems from a possible 

misinterpretation expected by the prose-poem’s author. “Eureka” was first presented as a lecture 

titled “The Cosmology of the Universe” at the Society Library in New York on February 12, 

1848. After presenting it, Poe mentioned in a letter to a correspondent that “[a]ll praised it . . . 

and all absurdly misrepresented it” (Quinn 558), which offers a credible account of Poe’s 

realization that the prose-poem was ahead of its times, and as a result, misunderstood. 

Stringham’s response to “Eureka” was centered on Poe’s failed attempt to present scientific 

inquiry, which is surprising, given that Poe prefaced “Eureka” by denying any claim to scientific 

truth: 

To the few who love me and whom I love—to those who feel rather than to those 

who think—to the dreamers and those who put faith in dreams as in the only 
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realities—I offer this Book of Truths, not in its character of Truth-Teller, but for 

the Beauty that abounds in its Truth; constituting it true. To these I present the 

composition as an Art-Product alone:—let us say as a Romance; or, if I be not 

urging too lofty a claim, as a Poem. (“Eureka,” Complete Tales 795) 

The claim that truth in “Eureka” is measured by its beauty and its truth-telling quality must not 

have been overlooked as it was by some. However, as Arthur H. Quinn writes, although Poe 

wished the work to be read as a poem, his modern critics were not welcoming of this limitation, 

and they insisted on “judging it as a scientific treatise” (542). 

The scientific content of “Eureka” placed Poe “nearly a century ahead of fully modern 

big bang theory, and more than a century ahead of subsequent big crunch and oscillating 

universe speculations” (Walker 3); therefore, readers’ initial response to it was neither unusual 

nor unexpected at the time. However, it is worth noting that despite Poe’s anticipations of the 

Big Bang and black holes eighty-one years before the Hubble-Humason observations (1929) and 

ninety-eight years before George Gamow’s theory of the expanding universe (1946) (2), 

“Eureka” was not intended to be read as a scientific production, and the prose-poem holds 

greater relevance to philosophy, literary theory, and aesthetics when read as a poem; a scientific 

reading, on the other hand, can undermine its major philosophical and literary anticipations.  

Other critics thought of “Eureka” as an intentional hoax that Poe succeeded in perfecting 

since it has “enough Laplace, Newton and other luminaries to fool the unwary” (Stott 54). G. St. 

John Stott noted that “Eureka” should be considered a hoax rather than “a serious essay in 

cosmology.” Stott recognized Poe’s genius, but not in the work itself, rather, in Poe’s attempt to 

ridicule many of the cosmological lectures that were given during his times. Stott believed that 

Poe merely wrote “Eureka” to show that all these lectures were “nothing but fudge” (61) and that 
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Poe was mocking the pretensions of these lectures (59). Moreover, the complexity of “Eureka,” 

which baffled many of its readers, reinforced, for some, the claim that the prose-poem is a hoax. 

For instance, on July 20, 1848, a reviewer at The Boston Daily Evening Transcript wrote that the 

“mocking smile of the hoaxer is seen behind his grave mask. He is more anxious to mystify and 

confound than to persuade, or even to instruct,” adding: “If Mr. Poe be not a philosopher he is 

the most adroit of mimics” (qtd. in Campbell 5); however, Poe’s own perception of “Eureka” 

makes its classification as a hoax unlikely. In a letter he wrote to George W. Eveleth in 1848 

about “Eureka,” Poe said: “What I have propounded will (in good time) revolutionize the world 

of Physical & Metaphysical Science. I say this calmly—but I say it” (Quinn 559). The publisher 

of the “Eureka” also recounted Poe’s enthusiasm when presenting him with the prose-poem 

despite the publisher’s claim that it was unknown whether Poe’s excitement stemmed from “true 

belief that it was a milestone work or from the arguably unsettled state of his mind at the time” 

(Campbell 1). What makes it less likely for “Eureka” to be a hoax or a result of Poe’s “unsettled 

state of mind” is the laborious scientific research he must have conducted to be able to write it. 

Most of its ideas are hard to grasp, and the general reader might need the assistance of a scientist 

to be able to understand it (Quinn 557). 

Some also believed that “Eureka” is too self-referential to have any relevance outside of 

itself; for instance, Susan Manning found the prose-poem selfless and “empty, because its effect 

finally is to make the words and the systems seem to generate the Self, rather than the other way 

around” (251). She added that the “resources of language became their own end, to be measured 

by—and to measure—only the mind which conceives and articulates them” (251); however, 

within a post-structuralist context, this view can be applied to any other piece of writing, and 

Manning’s observation seems to be aligned with the post-structuralist understanding of language 
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and its function as a creative tool and a self-referential closed system—a theory heavily explored 

by Jacques Derrida. For post-structuralists, language is a web of signifiers that refer to one 

another rather than grant access to a present signified, whereby, to use Manning’s words, the 

“resources of language become their own end” (251).  In addition, Manning concluded that not 

much can be learned from “Eureka,” that one cannot draw conclusions “about how to live from 

[its] speculations,” and that the perfect plots of God mentioned by Poe “have very little 

consideration for men” (250); however, Poe’s writings were rarely intended to have a practical, 

moral, or functional purpose. On the contrary, Poe often emphasized writing poetry for poetry’s 

sake: “[T]here neither exists nor can exist any work more thoroughly dignified—more supremely 

noble than this very poem—this poem per se—this poem which is a poem and nothing more—

this poem written solely for the poem’s sake [italics in original]” (“The Poetic Principle” column 

2). Manning also noted that “Eureka” follows the mechanism of the self-annihilating universe 

that it depicts; a universe that is “at once relentlessly atomistic and in the grip of sinisterly self-

designing, self-annihilating systems” (251), reflecting the prose-poem’s “own self-consuming 

entropy, leveling distinctions, destroying categories and flattening nuances of response in a kind 

of literary heat-death” (251). While Manning found the self-referential, self-designing, and self-

annihilating system of “Eureka” a flaw that suggests the prose-poem’s uselessness, others saw 

the uniqueness of the prose-poem worth praising. 

Elizabeth Vincelette, for instance, praised Poe’s dual tone in “Eureka” and compared it to 

his earlier work “Murderers in the Rue Morgue” where C. Auguste Dupin is described as both 

imaginative and analytic. She noted that in “Eureka,” Poe “questions how to use science but does 

not deride it as a discipline” (38). As for the unusual hybrid genre of the prose-poem, Vincelette 

saw that Poe’s insistence on having it read as a poem “reveals it as the culmination of his 
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aesthetic theories, in which rationality and imagination combine” (36). Most importantly, she 

added: “Understanding the enormity of Poe's genius, recognizing and appreciating it, admitting 

it, requires reading Eureka as the beginning and the end of all of his work, the alpha and omega 

of his poetic prophecy” (49), suggesting that “Eureka” must not be read outside the framework of 

Poe’s previous works. Echoing Vincelette’s words, Charles W. Schaefer also found beauty rather 

than deformity in Poe’s unusual marriage of poetry and science. He remarked that the prose-

poem “represented an anachronism among all the works of man and nature. It stood outside the 

realm of time, for it brought together in itself the present and the future, the subjective and the 

objective, the ethereal and the mundane, and the beautiful in terms of the common language” 

(364). Schaefer’s reading of “Eureka” was less centered on the facts presented therein but more 

on its beauty, and he realized the importance of the prose-poem’s union of distinct fields, which 

he saw as inclusive rather than erroneous.  

Some scholars highlighted one of the central themes of “Eureka,” which is that of the 

scientific methodology presented by Poe, rather than scientific accuracy. Alex Gelfert wrote that 

Poe identified a new scientific methodology beyond the inductive and deductive method, a form 

of interference, which Gelfert called “abductive,” which is “best developed among those 

‘poetmathematicians’ who, like Kepler, are endowed with a superior faculty of the imagination” 

(590). Abductive reasoning is forming a conclusion based on information that is already known 

but only to suggest the probable rather than to prove anything. In addition, Gelfert’s comparison 

of Poe to Kepler is relevant in this context since Poe mentioned Kepler in “Eureka” and praised 

his imaginative ability: “The three immortal laws guessed by imaginative Kepler” were 

“subsequently demonstrated and accounted for by the patient and mathematical Newton [italics 

in original]” (“Eureka,” Complete Tales 851). According to Gelfert, Poe proposed that science 
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“would remain incomplete by its own standards, were it not for the role of imagination and 

intuition [italics in original]” (601), and that “Eureka” deserved recognition not as “an ingenious 

anticipation of later scientific results, but as an imaginative analysis of how to approach, in 

thought, the complex world of natural phenomena around us” (605), suggesting that Poe was 

more interested in the methodology of scientific discovery rather than presenting new scientific 

findings in “Eureka.” 

Poe begins his “Eureka” by expressing how the idea he is about to lay forth is uncommon 

and defines the universe as “the utmost conceivable expanse of space, with all things, spiritual 

and material, that can be imagined to exist within the compass of that expanse” (“Eureka,” 

Complete Tales 797). He then proceeds to mention a fictional encounter, whereby the narrator 

finds a letter written in the year 2848 “corked in a bottle and floating on the Mare Tenebrarum 

[italics in original]” (798) in which the letter-writer satirizes the two dominant methods of 

reasoning put forth by Aristotle and Francis Bacon by attributing them to the acts of creeping and 

crawling. The narrator contemplates the narrowness of these inductive and deductive methods 

and wonders how “they have dared to confine the Soul—the Soul which loves nothing so well as 

to soar in those regions of illimitable intuition which are utterly incognizant of ‘path’ [italics in 

original]” (803). Poe is suggesting that phenomena do not abide by the restrictive rules of 

reason, which is why he repeatedly speaks in favor of intuition beyond the bounds of reason. 

After rejecting the limitedness of both the deductive and inductive methods, the narrator in 

“Eureka” ventures on a speculative journey that does not abide by axiomatic principles and 

begins to describe a cyclic universe, the beginning of which is a separation from the “Primordial 

Particle” and which, out of expansion, is now in its “Difference” phase only to return to its 

primordial state that Poe calls “Unity.” This “cosmological evolution” is a result of “the interplay 
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between the twin forces of attraction and repulsion,” and eventually, repulsion will no longer 

“counteract gravitational attraction,” leading to the return to a center (Gelfert 592).  

In addition, Poe’s monistic philosophy is of great significance to this thesis since it 

inspires his views on truth, language, and beauty; throughout “Eureka,” Poe gives his readers 

generous access to his monistic thinking. He webs a connection between the material and 

immaterial, the spiritual and the physical, and beginning and end to suggest that all opposites are 

heading back towards their original state of Oneness. Poe contends that the universe as we know 

it underwent an act of turning from “One into the abnormal condition of Many,” which makes 

life as we know it now a process of “diffusion from Unity” in an act of “infinite divisibility” 

(“Eureka,” Complete Tales 810). In other words, this view makes life, along with its natural 

phenomena, a part of a whole and that “all is Life—Life within Life—the less within greater, and 

all within the Spirit Divine [italics in original]” (871). For Poe, the manifestations of spirit and 

matter differs during the “Difference” or “Diffusion” phase which he describes as “the great 

Now—he awful Present—the Existing Condition of the Universe [italics in original]” (867). This 

“Existing Condition” came about through “the design of variety out of unity—diversity out of 

sameness—heterogeneity out of homogeneity—complexity out of simplicity—in a word, the 

utmost possible multiplicity of relation out of the emphatically irrelative One [italics in 

original]” (810); suggesting that all opposites stem from and belong to a common Oneness. This 

act of simultaneous diffusion and unity, according to Poe, suggests a cyclic universe, trapped in 

an unending perpetual state. As a result, beginning and end become harder to depict and get lost 

in the cyclic pattern. 

A close reading of “Eureka” strictly as a poem, rather than a scientific cosmic theory, 

reveals Poe’s suggestion that poetry and science are not universally distinct disciplines and 
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highlights his subsequent deconstruction of that opposition. He writes: “I design to speak of the 

Physical, Metaphysical and Mathematical—of the material and spiritual universe,—and of its 

Essence, its Origin, its Creation, its Present Condition and its Destiny” (“Eureka,” Complete 

Tales 797). Given Poe’s monistic philosophy, where he posits that matter and spirit are one, one 

can conclude that Poe did not wish to work with faculties of matter and spirit separately; for to 

him, the two are part of Oneness, which also includes the creator/originator. In “Mesmeric 

Revelation,” Poe writes that God “is not spirit, for he exists. Nor is he matter as you understand 

it [italics in original]” (“Mesmeric Revelation,” Complete Tales 630), and he later extensively 

elaborates on this idea in “Eureka,” further demonstrating his monistic thinking, which 

influenced his philosophical worldview. Poe’s description of God in “Mesmeric Revelation” is 

similar to the one given in “Eureka,” suggesting the importance of reading the prose-poem 

within the context of his previous tales and poems. For Poe, God is Unity by whose volition all 

has been created. 

In “Eureka,” God is also described as both creation and creator, one who, during the 

current state of the universe, is fragmented through his creation, and at the moment of arrival to 

unity, “Man . . . ceasing imperceptibly to feel himself Man, will at length attain that awfully 

triumphant epoch when he shall recognize his existence is that of Jehovah” (“Eureka,” Complete 

Tales 871). In other words, all parts of phenomena will return to their whole state and become 

one with the God Particle, which is a state of Nothingness that is also everything—a paradox that 

underlines “Eureka” all throughout. Poe writes: “In sinking into Unity . . . [matter] will sink at 

once into that Nothingness which, to all Finite Perception, Unity must be—into that Material 

Nihility from which alone we can conceive it to have been evoked—to have been created by the 

Volition of God [italics in original]” (“Eureka,” Complete Tales 869), proposing that God is also 
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a state of Nothingness. This Unity also represents absolute matter “which is the same as nothing; 

and that nothing is nothing less than God” (Tresch 894). This revealed paradox is highlighted by 

Poe, for without God’s creation (diffused matter), Unity cannot be formed and vice-versa. As 

Susan Welsh writes, in “Eureka,” intuition “is a shadowy form of deduction and induction. 

Oneness is the beginning and end of all. Attraction is gravity, repulsion is electricity, and matter 

is both” (11). Moreover, as Vincelette remarks, “nothingness is ‘somethingness’” in “Eureka” 

(46), and, more importantly, “[d]iscovering the truth of Eureka requires embracing paradox” 

(37); embracing paradox is a main feature of the Dionysian worldview which is at the heart of 

“Eureka.” 

While Apollo is classified as the god of light, order and Logic, Dionysus represents the 

paradoxical, primordial, mad ecstatic, “raw, marginal, vitalistic essence of life and death itself—

a pure primordial statelessness whose mysterium tremendum . . . is so overwhelming that the god 

must reveal himself in the Apollonian form of a mask [italics in original];” he is a “’dying god,’ 

a cyclic god who dies and is reborn again, in either a symbolic or literal sense” (Stewart 349–

350). With Apollo represents rationality, clarity, and reason, Dionysus is “a Black Sun 

representing the absence of the solar deity Apollo” (350). Their influence is so great that even 

two thousand years after the fall of the Greco-Roman culture, they could be traced in Hegel’s 

philosophy through his dialectic between Dionysus and Jesus (353). The Dionysian influence is 

also prominent in the philosophy of Friedrich Nietzsche who concludes in his Twilight of the 

Idols by he is “the final follower of the philosopher Dionysus” and “the teacher of the eternal 

recurrence” (91). Nietzsche writes that the Greeks “who both speak and simultaneously remain 

silent concerning the secret teachings of the philosophy of life arising from their gods, erected 

two godheads, Apollo and Dionysus, as the dual source of their art” (Nietzsche and Crawford 
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42). However, their relevance to Nietzsche’s philosophy goes beyond art and lays forth his key 

philosophical ideas, such as the eternal recurrence and the Dionysian affirmation of life. Given 

Dionysus’ cyclic state, the “idea of becoming—as opposed to static being,” becomes central to 

Nietzsche’s philosophy (Stewart 350). 

Attributes such as “[m]adness, ecstasy, intoxication, music, dance, the symbolism of 

rebirth, hallucination, descent, ascent, [and] transformation” are Dionysian, and Nietzsche notes 

that Dionysian ecstasy calls for a dissolution of “earthly boundaries,” a disruption of social 

norms and a regeneration of the community (357), which reveals the influence behind 

Nietzsche’s call for the destruction and revaluation of all values. As a result, state of being 

becomes an illusion in a Nietzschean context, and instead, the emphasis is placed on the state of 

becoming, also known as “Dionysian becoming” (356). This notion forms the core of 

Nietzsche’s philosophy and clearly influences his perception of, and aversion to, fixed “Truth” as 

any notion that does not abide by the transformative and ever-becoming nature of things is 

questionable. Both Dionysian and Nietzschean qualities depict a rejection of conventionality and 

constructed “Truth” “by undermining the terra form on which they stand, and by promoting in 

their stead the authentic moments that disrupt the ‘logic of the same’” (Stewart 355). Instead, 

Nietzsche embraces Dionysian ecstasy, which is a “catalyst for the overthrow of all binary 

cultural distinctions that can be associated with waking life” (352), and in doing so, Nietzsche 

plants the early seeds of the postmodern age.  

A careful reading of “Eureka” can reveal Poe’s contribution to the Nietzschean 

perspective; as David H. Hirsch notes: “It should be easier to set the question of Poe’s moral 

universe in a more meaningful perspective if we entertain the possibility that Poe, like Friedrich 

Nietzsche some three to four decades later, was entering into uncharted territory” (32). Relying 
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on the Nietzschean approach to Apollonian/Dionysian opposites to interpret “Eureka” can 

provide a new interpretation of the prose-poem. While a connection between Nietzsche and Poe 

was made and a resemblance of direction was recognized, such affiliation was not revisited when 

interpreting “Eureka.” As Hirsch writes, “Poe was moving in a Nietzschean direction” (32), 

which is a statement that, I believe, cannot be taken lightly especially in “Eureka.” Instead, it 

must be strongly considered as it is paramount to understand Poe’s philosophy and his 

contribution to the Nietzschean perspective, mostly in “Eureka,” where he attempts to dissolve 

boundaries imposed by binary thinking.  

In this vein, a close reading of “Eureka” reveals Poe’s contribution to the rise of the 

Dionysian concepts of the postmodern age and post-structuralist reading strategies by 

deconstructing “Truth,” genre, and beauty. Before Nietzsche’s Dionysian philosophy inspired the 

rise of postmodernists who proposed that “Truth” is made rather than discovered, Poe made 

similar anticipations in “Eureka.” In his Contingency, Irony and Solidarity, American Pragmatist 

Richard Rorty posits that the notion that “Truth” is a construction is a Romantic idea (7); he 

further notes that the “important philosophers of our century are those who have tried to follow 

through on the Romantic poets by breaking with Plato and seeing freedom as the recognition of 

contingency” (25–26). Poe, a Romantic poet, accentuates this philosophical shift in “Eureka,” a 

shift that was later reinforced by Nietzsche’s revival of Dionysus in philosophy. By recognizing 

the philosophy of contingency in “Eureka,” readers can trace Poe’s Dionysian worldview 

embedded therein, and its marriage of poetry and science can take on a new interpretation.  

In the first chapter of this thesis, I will show Poe’s contribution to the post-structuralist 

reading of “Truth” and contingent truths in “Eureka.” I will briefly investigate the traces of his 

philosophy on “Truth” and truths in his previous works and show how it was later magnified in 
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“Eureka.” The prose-poem will be read in light of Poe’s Dionysian worldview, revealing, as a 

result, its relevance to the philosophies of Nietzsche, Rorty, and Derrida in particular and to the 

postmodern age and post-structuralist tools in general.  

In the second chapter, I will investigate the hybrid genre of “Eureka” and discuss the 

post-structuralist tools applied in the prose-poem, the Dionysian influence behind Poe’s fusion of 

genres, and his rejection of Platonic and Aristotelian definitions of poetry. I will do so while 

bearing in mind the impact that Poe’s philosophy on language and “Truth” had on his perception 

of genre. 

 Finally, in the third chapter, I will explore Poe’s aesthetic theory and show that “Eureka” 

offers a new definition of beauty in art. I will examine Poe’s Dionysian union of poetry and 

science in “Eureka” and highlight the aesthetic uniqueness of “Eureka” as a result. The prose-

poem will be read as a treatise on art and aesthetics, proposing, in turn, a new interpretation of 

Poe’s aesthetic theory beyond “The Poetic Principle.” 
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Chapter I. Poe’s Dionysian Theory of Language and Truth in “Eureka” and 

his Contribution to Post-Structuralism 

 
Ours is a world of words:  Quiet we call 

“Silence”—which is the merest word of all. 

           

—Edgar Allan Poe 

 

 Among Poe’s most important achievements in “Eureka” is his rejection of absolute truth 

as a result of his theory of language, and this achievement is better realized when the prose-poem 

is approached as a literary body of work rather than a scientific treatise. In the preface, Poe 

writes: “What I here propound is true:—therefore it cannot die;—or if by any means it be now 

trodden down so that it die, it will ‘rise again to the Life Everlasting [italics in original]’” 

(“Eureka,” Complete Tales 795). However, as Charles W. Schaeffer points out, this sentence 

may be “a cleverly contrived satirical jibe at one or more persons or groups who believe in such 

things as the absolute nature and immortality of truth” (353). In “Eureka,” Poe’s replacement of 

the idea of absolute truth with contingent, or conditional, truths that bear no inherent validity on 

their own makes Schaeffer’s interpretation of the preface reasonable. 

 The postmodern approach to “Truth,” or truths, has initiated an intellectual upheaval 

against Western civilization’s long-dominant philosophy of epistemological thinking and 

absolutism. It contributed to the shift in the perception of “Truth” from absolute to contingent, 

and it turned notions of “Truth” from being separate from human intervention to becoming 

human creations. Rorty writes: “We need to make a distinction between the claim that the world 

is out there and the claim that truth is out there … where there are no sentences there is no truth,” 

and “sentences are elements of human languages, and that human languages are human 

creations.” (4–5). Indeed, for a long time, “Truth” was thought of as something existing on its 

own, and that it was philosophers’ mission to discover it, and that “we have truth within us,” or a 
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kind of “built-in criteria,” which would enable us to know what was truthful and what was not 

(76). As a result, philosophy and science were deemed to be more reliable disciplines in one’s 

pursuit of “Truth,” as opposed to fiction and poetry, which were thought of as less truth-oriented. 

This led metaphysicians to think that it was “essential to get the genres right,” and they became 

more concerned in knowing who a poet was, who a scientist was, and who a philosopher was 

(76). By contrast, Rorty continues, ironists—those who adopt a post-structuralist understanding 

of language—have a different attitude towards genre and books and take “writings of all the 

people with poetic gifts, all the original minds who had a talent for redescription” and divide 

them based on traditions rather than disciplines (76). More importantly, an ironist’s attempt to 

explore writings is one of “metaphors of making rather than finding” (77). This means that all 

writing is equally metaphorical in the web of language’s closed system, and all claims to “Truth” 

are creations of new metaphors using a different vocabulary, with the latter being contingent to 

its times. Poe’s “Eureka,” classified as a prose-poem by its author despite its scientific topic, lays 

forth a philosophy that was, in a way, useful for postmodern skepticism and post-structuralist 

tools. This chapter will explore how reading “Eureka” through the Dionysian worldview adopted 

by Nietzsche and later recuperated by Derrida and Rorty can reveal Poe’s post-structuralist 

approach to language and “Truth,” suggesting his possible contribution to post-structuralism. But 

first, it is useful to set the stage with the history of Dionysus and its relevance to the postmodern 

age and to post-structuralist tools. 

 Before Greece witnessed the festivals of Dionysia, which featured drunken revelers, 

various secret rites and rituals used to take place, such as the Dionysian Mysteries, which were 

“held to invoke the underworld of chthonic madness, and later on, the transcendental, which 

promised initiates certain benefits in the afterlife” (Stewart 351). The goal of these rituals was for 
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initiates to return to their pure form and to unite with their “original, primal essence” (351). As 

Kieran Stewart writes, what Dionysus represents is so overwhelming that “he must reveal 

himself in the Apollonian form of a mask” (350). Given the fact that he is born of an immortal 

father and a mortal mother, Dionysus possesses what Walter F. Otto describes as a “dual 

essence” (121). Otto also describes him as “the wild spirit of antithesis and paradox, of 

immediate presence and complete remoteness, of bliss and horror, of infinite vitality and the 

cruelest destruction” (136). The mask, Otto says, is 

pure confrontation—an antipode … it has nothing which might transcend this 

mighty moment of confrontation. It has … no complete existence either. It is the 

symbol and the manifestation of that which is simultaneously there and not there: 

that which is excruciatingly near, that which is completely absent—both in one 

reality. (91)  

In addition to its symbolic nature, the mask also “tells us that the theophany of Dionysus” and “is 

linked with the eternal enigmas of duality and paradox” (91); however, his summoning is 

followed by an unmasking or unveiling of the initiates. At the peak of the initiates’ Dionysian 

ecstasy “all of these paradoxes suddenly unmask themselves and reveal their names to be Life 

and Death” (121).  

 Moreover, the mask is Apollonian as “Apollo represents the illusory, yet necessary veil 

of rational civilization” (Stewart 349), and it represents Dionysus’ presence and nature as a 

duality, since it is through this polar classification of opposites that reason is shaped. Therefore, 

Dionysus cannot appear unmasked, since what is behind the mask is inconceivable; his presence 

cannot be rationalized since it “transcends both everyday linguistic registers and popular 

eschatological religions,” and if there is any language that can express it, it is that of poetry and 
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myth (353). This also indicates that language acts as a barrier rather than a means for the 

initiates; in other words, what Dionysus represents is a primordial force that cannot be 

transparently signified without the Apollonian intervention of language and its inevitable 

distortion of the “thing-in-itself.” These rites and festivals suggest that the inconceivable “thing-

in-itself” is rendered less accessible with language, and, like Dionysus, it appears with an 

Apollonian mask (language), or an illusory veil, which is merely a symbol. Dionysus’ invasion 

of philosophy, initiated by Nietzsche, influenced Derrida’s theory of deconstruction, and an 

alternative reading of “Eureka” can reveal Poe’s contribution to the rise of Dionysian post-

structuralism. 

 In “Eureka,” Poe makes a distinction between imperfect plots (the by-product of 

language) and perfect plots, which he equates with the universe (the thing-in-itself/phenomena): 

In the construction of a plot, for example, in fictitious literature, we should aim at 

so arranging the incidents that we shall not be able to determine, of any one of 

them, whether it depends from any other or upholds it. In this sense, of course, 

perfection of plot, is really, or practically, unattainable—but only because it is a 

finite intelligence that constructs. The plots of God are perfect. The Universe is a 

plot of God. (“Eureka,” Complete Tales 859) 

This makes the plot of “Eureka” imperfect, and Poe does not suggest otherwise; as Manning 

observes, Poe is “uniquely willing to expose his processes at the very moment he is pitching his 

lay.” He does not shy away from the imperfection of the prose-poem’s plot, instead, he 

“uncovers its own floorboards, dismantles its meticulously constructed brick walls, [and] violates 

its carefully sealed tombs” (238). Poe’s emphasis on the impossibility of perfecting a plot is 

rooted in his realization that access to the “thing-in-itself” is impossible; instead, the only 
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possible end result is imperfect plots of ever-changing, ever-becoming, and ever-mutating 

descriptions that are constructed by “a finite intelligence.” The perfect plot is then a symbol for 

the “thing-in-itself,” which Nietzsche describes as “utterly unintelligible, even for the creator of 

language, and certainly nothing to strive for” (Truth and Untruth 3). Nietzsche’s acceptance of 

the inaccessibility to the “thing-in-itself,” also proposed by Poe, and the destruction of absolute 

truths are at the heart of a Dionysian philosophy, hence the “hardness of the hammer” in a 

Dionysian task (Ecce Homo 81). The idea that the “thing-in-itself” is inconceivable as a result of 

language is heavily explored by Poe as he gives glimpses of his theory of language and truth in 

many of his short stories and poems, but it is not until his last major work, “Eureka,” that his 

theory takes full form. For that reason, a philosophical, as opposed to a scientific, reading of 

“Eureka” can offer better access to the prose-poem’s key ideas. A philosophical approach also 

validates Michael J. S. Williams’ observation that what “might be called the traditional view of 

Poe as a serious exponent of romantic visionary metaphysics still vies with the reading of Poe as 

a romantic ironist” (xiv), and a close reading of Poe’s works, especially “Eureka,” suggests that 

reading him as a “romantic ironist” is in better alignment with his philosophical ideas. 

 In a letter sent to George W. Eveleth in 1849, Poe mentions that “Eureka” accomplished 

all that he had “prophecied” [sic] and “even more” (Ostrom et al. 813). Poe is implying that 

many of his works leading up to “Eureka” offer glimpses of not only his reflections on 

cosmology and scientific query, but, more importantly, of his post-structuralist views on truth 

and language. Therefore, Jeffrey Andrew Weinstock’s interpretation of Poe’s eccentric poem 

“The Bells,” and Williams’ interpretations of “The Raven” and “The Facts in the Case of M. 

Valdemar” prepare readers for “Eureka” and make their understanding of it less challenging 

while also revealing the progression of Poe’s post-structuralist views.  
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 In “The Bells,” Poe deconstructs language and reduces it to mere sound while divorcing 

it from inherent meaning; he does so through the repetition of the word “bells” sixty times in the 

poem. The repetition, apart from its sonorous effect, acts as a tool that strips language from the 

metaphysical authority that was formerly granted to it. Each stanza in the poem uses the same 

signifier, “bells,” while alternating the nature of the signified and repeating the signifier 

excessively. This excessive repetition, Weinstock remarks, “enacts a kind of deracination of 

language, wrenching signifier apart from signified until all we are left with is sound;” 

consequently, the bells themselves lose any form of intrinsic meaning (9). Poe ends the first 

stanza with the description of the merry connotation of the bells: 

Keeping time, time, time, 

In a sort of Runic rhyme, 

      To the tintinnabulation that so musically wells 

From the bells, bells, bells, bells, 

 Bells, bells, bells— 

       From the jingling and the tinkling of the bells. (“The Bells,” Complete Tales 79) 

In comparison with the last section of the last stanza, the word “bells” appears empty and devoid 

of intrinsic meaning as a result of the drastic shift of its connotation: 

Keeping time, time, time, 

In a sort of Runic rhyme,  

     To the throbbing of the bells— 

Of the bells, bells, bells, 

     To the sobbing of the bells:— 

Keeping time, time, time, 
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     As he knells, knells, knells, 

In a happy Runic rhyme,  

     To the rolling of the bells— 

Of the bells, bells, bells, 

     To the tolling of the bells, 

Of the bells, bells, bells, bells, 

 Bells, bells, bells— 

         To the moaning and the groaning of the bells. (81) 

Weinstock’s interpretation focuses on the transition of the “jingling and the tinkling of the bells” 

to the “moaning and the groaning of the bells” as it reveals the disjuncture between signifier and 

signified. In turn, the word “bells,” as a result of the poet’s manipulation of its signified, is 

reduced to mere sound, further indicating Poe’s perception of language as impermanent and 

contingent. His bafflement with language was first hinted at in his early poem, “Al Aaraaf,” 

published in 1829, where he contemplates: “Ours is a world of words: Quiet we call/‘Silence’—

which is the merest word of all” (“Al Aaraaf,” Complete Tales 27). Here, “silence” is a word that 

produces sound, whereas its signifier is the absence of sound; therefore, it is the “merest” word 

of all, suggesting that it is completely divorced from the thing it aims to signify and revealing, as 

a result, Poe’s early realization that language is a tricky and unreliable tool. To use Weinstock’s 

words, the “act of naming the absence of sound displaces that which is names” (10), and the 

signifier’s divorce from a fixed signified and its ability to shift meaning was later expanded with 

Derrida’s Dionysian theory of language, suggesting, as a result, that Poe’s philosophy was 

among the earliest to lay the seeds of post-structuralism. 

 Derrida, highly influenced by the Dionysian/Nietzschean worldview, posits that 

“language is originally metaphorical” (Of Grammatology 271), laying forth the tools of post-
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structuralism, a reaction to Ferdinand de Saussure’s then-dominant movement of structuralism. 

Saussure defines language as being made up of signifier and signified, the former being the form 

it takes and the latter being the thing it refers to. Saussure’s approach to language is 

phonocentric, privileging speech over text, as was the case in Western philosophy. The reason 

for this privileging is, as Derrida notes, that the “formal essence of the signified is presence, and 

the privilege of its proximity to the logos as a phoné is the privilege of presence [italics in 

original]” (18). However, Derrida points out that there is neither presence nor a center that a 

signifier can reach, and that this center does not have a “natural site” nor is it “a fixed locus but a 

function, a sort of nonlocus in which an infinite number of sign-substitutions came into play” 

(Writing and Difference 353-354). Derrida concludes that the word signifier must then be 

dropped as a “metaphysical concept” (354), and instead be viewed as the result of an endless 

series of signifiers, constantly referring back and forth to one another. In a Dionysian context, 

Derrida’s post-structuralist strategies reveal an absence, as opposed to a presence, behind the 

Apollonian mask (i.e. language). In his book The Masks of Dionysos: A Commentary on Plato’s 

Symposium, Daniel Anderson writes: 

Dionysos was god of masks. But as god of masks his essence is to be masked; 

there can be no Dionysos unmasked. Each living thing is a mask of Dionysos. As 

all living things, he is no one thing in particular. He has no individuality, no 

character peculiarly his own, so taking all masks off Dionysos, like taking all 

peelings off an onion, would leave nothing behind. (8) 

In a similar manner, language acts as a mask rather than an indicator of a presence; when read 

within this worldview, the Dionysian undertones of Derrida’s views on language come to light. 

In addition, Derrida argues that the “absence of the transcendental signified extends the domain 
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and the play of signification infinitely” (Writing and Difference 354). This makes language a 

playful tool of connecting one sign to another and eliminates, as a result, the concept of an origin 

or presence outside language. Derrida calls this the “Nietzschean affirmation … of the play of a 

world of signs without fault, without truth, and without origin” (369). A similar idea had already 

been presented by Poe in “The Bells,” as suggested by Weinstock’s interpretation, where the 

signifier “bells” does not have a fixed, present signified, and as a result, lacks intrinsic meaning. 

 Similar to “The Bells,” Poe’s “The Raven” also features the repetition of the word 

“Nevermore,” repeated by a bird brought by a storm to the narrator who is mourning the death of 

his lover Lenore during his hour of study. In “The Philosophy of Composition,” Poe explains 

how he intentionally chose a bird, a “non-reasoning creature capable of speech” as the speaker of 

this word. The narrator/lover, in response to the bird’s repetition of the word, and 

startled from his original nonchalance by the melancholy character of the word 

itself—by its frequent repetition—and by a consideration of the ominous 

reputation of the fowl that uttered it—is at length excited to superstition, and 

wildly propounds queries of a far different character—queries whose solution he 

has passionately at heart—propounds them half in superstition and half in that 

species of despair which delights in self-torture—propounds them not altogether 

because he believes in the prophetic or demoniac character of the bird (which 

reason assures him is merely repeating a lesson learned by rote), but because he 

experiences a frenzied pleasure in so modeling his questions as to receive from 

the expected "Nevermore" the most delicious because the most intolerable of 

sorrow. [italics in original] (Column 2) 
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Poe explains how a word is given subjective meaning by the reasoning subject who hears it, 

since the word “Nevermore” itself is merely a “lesson learned by rote” and bears no significance 

beyond that. As Williams notes, the “narrator is trapped in his ability to recognize the essential 

emptiness of the word ‘Nevermore,’” and the meaning that the he finds in this word is only 

derived from his own context of loss and mourning (7). The lover, however, driven by what Poe 

describes as “the human thirst of self-torture” and superstition (“The Philosophy of 

Composition” column 1), refers to the bird as a “prophet” and believes “Nevermore” to be 

indicative of his eternal separation from his deceased lover: 

"Prophet!" said I, "thing of evil! prophet still if bird or devil!  

By that Heaven that bends above us—by that God we both adore—  

Tell this soul with sorrow laden, if, within the distant Aidenn,  

It shall clasp a sainted maiden whom the angels name Lenore— 

Clasp a rare and radiant maiden whom the angels name Lenore."  

 Quoth the Raven "Nevermore." (“The Raven,” Complete Tales 71) 

In this passage, the narrator is equating the bird with a prophet as though the random word 

learned and repeated by the bird reveals a prophecy or a message from the beyond. The 

relationship between the narrator and the bird is emblematic of the relationship between a 

reasoning subject and language as it reflects the interpretative manipulation brought forth by 

subjectivity, revealing the emptiness of language without the context given to it by the subject. 

The emptiness of language implied in “The Raven” reveals Poe’s post-structuralist theory of 

language, and, consequently, his philosophy on absolute truth. For if language is given meaning 

and context by a reasoning subject’s interpretation, all of the truths that result from it are 

contingent and subjective. 
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 The fact that Poe trapped the word “Nevermore” in the context given to it by the narrator 

indicates his understanding of language’s contingency—an idea heavily expanded in “Eureka”—

and one that was, in a way, recuperated by Rorty, who writes: “The world does not speak. Only 

we do. The world can, once we have programmed ourselves with a language, cause us to hold 

beliefs” (6). A fitting illustration of this Rortian idea is that of the narrator in “The Raven,” who 

is caused to hold the belief that the bird is a bad omen and that the word “Nevermore” represents 

a prophecy only because he is subjectively led to make such an assumption. Rorty, like Derrida, 

is highly influenced by the Dionysian philosopher Nietzsche who, to use Derrida’s words, “far 

from remaining … within metaphysics, contributed a great deal to the liberation of the signifier 

from its dependence or derivation with respect to the logos and the related concept of truth or the 

primary signified” (Of Grammatology 19). “The Raven” and “The Bells” also reveal that Poe 

had contributed to the liberation of the signifier, revealing his contribution to post-structuralism 

and American pragmatism through a Dionysian philosophy that was later adopted and 

popularized by Nietzsche. 

 Along with “The Bells” and “The Raven,” Poe’s short story “The Facts in the Case of M. 

Valdemar” further reveals his theory’s relevance to post-structuralism. The narrator of this short 

story describes an encounter with a dying man named Valdemar who is the subject of an 

experiment on mesmerism, now more commonly known as hypnotism, in an attempt to penetrate 

the realm between life and death. Williams observes a double meaning in “Valdemar” that 

reveals Poe’s perception of writing (or language) as a manipulated tool divorced from 

phenomena or objective truth: “The issue of the authority of text and speech is crucially posed by 

the central ‘character’ of the tale, M. Valdemar, since there is sufficient evidence to consider him 
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as a figure of a written text [italics in original]” (109). The suggestion that Valdemar represents 

text is at the heart of Williams’ interpretation: 

This valorization of meaning over text, of signified over signifier, has parallels in 

the dualistic soul/body relationship that is implicated in the question of 

Valdemar's speaking tongue—where we shall see that the passage from signifier 

to signified is by no means an unequivocal one. Meanwhile, we can observe 

another parallel—ironically, that between Valdemar's treatment of the inscribed 

word as object and the narrator's exercise of power over Valdemar's body 

(increasingly thinglike as it ossifies) in his experiment. P— "subdues" Valdemar 

and places him under "mesmeric influence." (110) 

Williams is suggesting that in this short story, Poe is embodying written text through Valdemar 

whose “body becomes more subject to the narrator’s rituals of control” the same way a written 

text is subjected to its readers’ interpretation or misinterpretation—or what Williams terms 

“interpretive abuse” (116). The significance of this analogy made by Poe and cleverly observed 

by Williams is accentuated at the end of the mesmeric session, where Valdemar is in “articulo 

mortis” between life and death and the narrator asks him if he is still sleeping, to which the 

mesmerized subject replies “Yes—no;—I have been sleeping—and now—now—I am dead” 

(“M. Valdemar,” Complete Tales 726). Williams observes: 

The tongue, then, announces the impossibility of the symbol's provision of access 

to the supernal, or, in other terms, to the secret signified of which death itself is 

the signifier. And, as voice in the text, which speaks only to say "I am dead," it 

memorializes its own distance from its object and so subverts the narrator's ideal 
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of a transparent text offering untroubled access to the phenomenal world. 

Representation is always displacement. (112) 

In other words, the distance between the spoken words “I am dead” and its object symbolizes the 

disjuncture between signifier and signified (language and phenomena). Through the story of 

Valdemar, Poe is revealing the absence of a transparent representation of that unfamiliar in-

between world and the inevitability of a familiar vocabulary’s invasion that displaces the 

intended signified. 

 This idea chimes with Rorty’s assertion that truth exists only where there are sentences 

(5), and it is also aligned with Nietzsche’s observation that “nature is acquainted with no forms 

and no concepts … but only with an X which remains inaccessible and undefinable for us” (On 

Truth and Untruth 3). Williams’ interpretation of “Valdemar,” then, reinforces the idea that 

Poe’s theory of language and truth was built upon by post-structuralists. What Poe is suggesting 

in “Valdemar” can also be traced in Derrida’s notion that the “so called ‘thing-in-itself’ is always 

already a representamen shielded from the simplicity of intuitive evidence. The representamen 

functions only by giving rise to an interpretant that itself becomes a sign and so on to infinity 

[italics in original]” (Of Grammatology 49). The inaccessibility of the “thing-in-itself,” 

embodied by the disconnection between what Valdemar utters (sign) and what he attempts to 

describe (“thing-in-itself”) brings to light Poe’s Dionysian philosophy on truth and language and 

reveals its contribution to that of Nietzsche, who writes: 

The thing in itself … is … something incomprehensible to the creator of language 

and something not in the least worth striving for. This creator only designates the 

relations of things to men, and for expressing these relations he lays hold of the 

boldest metaphors. To begin with, a nerve stimulus is transferred into an image: 
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first metaphor. The image, in turn, is imitated in a sound: second metaphor … we 

believe that we know something about the things themselves when we speak of 

trees, colors, snow, and flowers; and yet we possess nothing but metaphors for 

things—metaphors which correspond in no way to the original entities. (Truth and 

Untruth 3) 

The acceptance of the metaphorical nature of language is the acceptance of uncertainty; for if 

language is but a sign or a metaphor, then it cannot lead its creator to “Truth.” This form of 

acceptance is described by Nietzsche as a Dionysian ecstasy heavily explored in his magnum 

opus Thus Spake Zarathustra that explores “the overcoming of the ailments caused by stagnant 

myths, through . . . Dionysian ecstasy” (Stewart 356). Likewise, in his Ecce Homo, Nietzsche 

speaks of “[a]ffirmation of transitoriness and destruction” as the “decisive element in a dionysian 

philosophy,” and the affirmation of “becoming with a radical rejection even of the concept being 

[italics in original]” (51). As a result of this Dionysian worldview, language too becomes 

transitory, and truths, consequently, become ever-becoming rather than absolute. For that reason, 

Poe advances the notion that one can only suggest, as opposed to prove, a truth and that “all must 

admit the deficiency of what we are in the habit of terming ‘proof’” (“Eureka,” Complete Tales 

840). 

 In addition to the separation of signified and signifier in “Valdemar,” the narrator, 

recalling the experience, begins by stating “the facts,” as he is “supremely confident of his 

control over language and its adequacy to convey facts ascertained by empirical observation” 

(Williams 106). The narrator assures the reader that what he is narrating is apparent and evident, 

and brought about by “effacing both himself and his language, assuming that neither offers any 

resistance to the readers’ access to the events in the phenomenal world” (106). However, his 
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credibility is rendered questionable when he admits: “Mr. L____l was so kind as to accede to my 

desire that he would take notes of all that occurred; and it is from his memoranda that what I now 

have to relate is, for the most part, either condensed or copied verbatim [italics in original]” 

(“Valdemar,” Complete Tales 723). Here, Poe is revealing how the direct link between his 

narration of the experience to the experience itself is manipulated by the accounts of another, 

suggesting that all written texts refer to other written texts; as a result, his “claim to univocity 

begins to disintegrate, and the distinction between his text and the multiauthored versions of 

gossip begins to collapse” (Williams 109). In doing so, Poe rejects the notion of original 

authorship, and instead, reveals its assemblage and its re-descriptive nature; in the context of 

“Valdemar,” the main character represents an opaque window to the supernal realm between life 

and death, and those recounting his experience emblematize metaphysicians and philosophers 

who are cheated by language into claiming authenticity or transparent access to the “thing-in-

itself” or to ultimate origins. 

 In this vein, Nietzsche describes philosophy as a “kind of atavism of the highest order,” 

and that philosophers, 

[h]owever independent of each other they might feel themselves to be, with their 

critical or systematic wills, something inside of them drives them on, something 

leads them into a particular order, one after the other, and this something is 

precisely the innate systematicity and relationship of concepts. In fact, their 

thinking is not nearly as much a discovery as it is a recognition, remembrance, a 

returning and homecoming into a distant, primordial, total economy of the soul, 

from which each concept once grew. (Beyond Good and Evil 20) 
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 This concept of a “re-recognizing” was later recuperated by Rorty and relabeled as “re-

description,” and the idea of atavism was also built on by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari who 

write: “As an assemblage, a book has only itself, in connection with other assemblages and in 

relation to other bodies without organs” (4). In other words, books are an assemblage of all of the 

factors that make up their authors, such as the books they have previously read and been 

influenced by. In this case, originality of ideas is exposed as a new re-telling or re-grouping of 

other ideas, and the myth of a single voice is debunked, revealing, instead, the multiplicity 

behind the singularity. As the above interpretation suggests, the Dionysian philosophy that 

underpins such ideas (impermanence, assemblage, multiplicity) was proposed in “Valdemar” by 

Poe long before post-structuralists. His Dionysian philosophy is heavily explored in “Eureka,” 

where his theory of language moves from being embodied in a mesmerized fictional character 

and a talking bird into the universe as a whole, where the cosmos becomes a plot with an 

untraceable author/originator. 

 In “Eureka,” Poe describes the universe as a plot, claiming that the “plots of God are 

perfect” and that the “Universe is a plot of God” (“Eureka,” Complete Tales 859); in this sense, 

God becomes an author or an originator. However, this author and originator is far from reach 

and is even inconceivable, as Poe writes: “We believe in God … but our belief … is more 

properly designated as faith, and is a matter quite distinct from that belief proper—from that 

intellectual belief [italics in original]” (807). Poe also describes the “ignorance of the Deity” as 

“an ignorance to which the soul is everlastingly condemned [italics in original]” (808); in other 

words, the origin is inaccessible, forever unknown and impenetrable. As Williams observes, the 

“narrator’s reading purports to be a systematic explanation of the universe and confirmation of 

its transcendental origin, yet it repeatedly reveals its explanation as a fictional construct and 
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reaffirms the absolute displacement of the universe from such an origin” (149). Williams uses 

the terms “narrator’s reading” carefully here, for he suggests that the narrator’s relationship with 

the cosmos in “Eureka” symbolizes the relationship between a reader and a text. Just like he does 

in “Valdemar,” Poe is presenting his philosophy on the inaccessibility of the origin or the “thing-

in-itself” through an analogy whereby the originator of the universe is forever unknown. 

Given Poe’s claim to facts at the beginning of “Valdemar,” it is possible that he is using 

the same satirical tone he uses in the preface to “Eureka” where he claims that what he 

propounds is true (“Eureka,” Complete Tales 797) and then reveals, just as he did in “Valdemar,” 

that there cannot be a factual or authentic essence or “truth” that can be captured by the intellect 

without interpretative manipulation. Furthermore, in “Eureka,” Poe places mesmerism and 

transcendentalism on the same plane and describes them, like “other equally delicious ism of the 

same species,” as being “patronized by one and the same species of people” (819), further 

suggesting that the narrator’s claim in “Valdemar” to factuality coupled with the practice of 

mesmerism is satirical. 

 In addition to the issue of authorship and origin, Poe critiques the methods of reasoning 

and reveals their false promise of “truth.” The narrator in “Eureka” receives a letter from the year 

2848, the writer of which critiques both the inductive and deductive methods of reasoning, the 

former being Francis Bacon’s proposed methodology and the latter Aristotle’s, and Poe’s 

skepticism towards these two methods lies in his realization that axioms are only constructs. As a 

result, conclusions driven by them are also constructs, the truthfulness of which one must 

question; in this vein, the letter-writer critiques the Baconian inductive method and the 

Aristotelian deductive method and refers to them as “paths:” 
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I do not quarrel with these ancients … so much on account of the transparent 

frivolity of their logic—which, to be plain, was baseless, worthless and fantastic 

altogether—as on account of their pompous and infatuate proscription of all other 

roads to Truth than the two narrow and crooked paths—the one of creeping and 

the other of crawling—to which, in their ignorant perversity, they have dared to 

confine the Soul—the Soul which loves nothing so well as to soar in those regions 

of illimitable intuition which are utterly incognizant of path. (“Eureka,” Complete 

Tales 803) 

In this passage, Poe is suggesting that the inductive and deductive methods are not reliable bases 

for observing phenomena; rather, they are confinements as their privileged status renders all 

other “paths” futile. He further notes that the results reached through the deductive a priori 

method, for instance, are as such only because of the assumptions put first. In other words, the 

results depend on the starting point’s given, or axioms, and for that reason, the “Aristotelians 

erected their castles upon a basis far less reliable than air; for no such things as axioms ever 

existed or can possibly exist at all” (801), indicating Poe’s rejection of the existence of absolute 

axioms and prompting him to question why one must abide by them to begin with. He contends 

that it is “absurd” then “to persist in relying upon a basis, as immutable, whose mutability had 

become so repeatedly manifest” (“Eureka,” Complete Tales 801) and concludes: “Being mutable, 

the ‘truths’ which grow out of them are necessarily mutable too; or … are never to be positively 

depended upon as truths at all—since Truth and Immutability are one” (829). His views on 

absolute truths tally with those of Nietzsche, whose Zarathustra says: “Never yet did truth cling 

to the arm of an absolute one” (Thus Spake Zarathustra 32). This suggests Poe’s contribution to 

Nietzsche’s Dionysian rejection of absolutism and fixedness; for if axioms are ever-changing, 
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and as a result, the truths that spring from them are also ever-changing, then truth is always in the 

process of forming, becoming, and never arriving at what Derrida calls a fixed center. 

 In addition, Poe is aware of the fallacy that his philosophy in “Eureka” could be subjected 

to; he writes: “As a starting-point I have taken it for granted, that the Beginning had nothing 

behind it or before it,” and adds: “If this be a ‘mere assumption’ then a ‘mere assumption’ let it 

be” (“Eureka,” Complete Tales 829). Poe admits that he has based his thesis on an “assumption” 

or an axiom; however, in doing so, he is not contradicting himself, rather, he is deconstructing 

his own method of reasoning. His rejection of axioms was made clear earlier in the text where he 

writes: “I am showing that no axioms exist [italics in original]” (801). He then proceeds to 

explain that if an axiom is “admitted axiomatic, [it] must at once neutralize both itself and its 

predecessor” (801-802). In other words, if axioms are taken to be true, they should stand outside 

of external criteria and contingencies, but, as Derrida writes, we “must begin wherever we are 

and the thought of trace … has already taught us that it was impossible to justify a point of 

departure absolutely [italics in original]” (Of Grammatology 162). Poe’s deconstruction of his 

own method of reasoning rules out a “point of departure” that is independent from contingencies, 

and he describes it, instead, as a “mere assumption.” 

 With the absence of an independent axiom, language becomes a closed self-referential 

system, and, as Derrida writes, by “orienting and organizing the coherence of a system, the 

center of a structure permits the play of its elements inside the total form” (Writing and 

Difference 352). As a result of this “play,” the only possible outcome of language is “metaphoric 

redescriptions” (Rorty 28), and what decides the validity of these redescriptions is their 

coherence and their consistency within the total form. In “Eureka,” Poe puts forth a similar idea 

as he emphasizes the importance of consistency in one’s making of a truth. Contrary to the 
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notion that there are only two roads to “truth,” Poe speaks in favor of “the broadest, the 

straightest and most available of all mere roads—the great thoroughfare—the majestic highway 

of the Consistent [italics in original]” and adds that “a perfect consistency can be nothing but an 

absolute truth” (“Eureka,” Complete Tales 803). To illustrate this idea, Poe uses Johannes Kepler 

as an example; he writes: 

The Keplers, I repeat, speculate—theorize—and their theories are merely 

corrected—reduced—sifted—cleared, little by little, of their chaff of 

inconsistency—until at length there stands apparent an unencumbered 

Consistency—a consistency which the most stolid admit—because it is a 

consistency—to be an absolute and unquestionable Truth. (803) 

Such an “unquestionable Truth” is “absolute” only within its strict consistent pattern; a similar 

observation can be traced in the philosophy of Nietzsche who writes: “What are man’s truths 

ultimately? Merely his irrefutable errors [italics in original]” (The Gay Science 219), and their 

irrefutability is a result of their consistency as opposed to their inherent truthfulness. Or, to use 

Poe’s words, a “thing is consistent in the ratio of its truth—true in the ratio of its consistency” 

(“Eureka,” Complete Tales 864), rendering it an irrefutable error; this further reveals Poe’s major 

contribution to post-structuralism by describing “truth” as a linguistic game, or a consistent re-

description and regrouping of ideas, as opposed to an intrinsic representation of an objective 

reality. 

 Therefore, for Poe, truth-making relies on relativism rather than absolutism, and his 

understanding of truth chimes with the coherence theory of truth, as observed by J. Lasley 

Dameron in “Poe’s Concept of Truth,” whereby “the coherence of one proposition with another 

proposition [italics in original]” (13) is what decides the success of a truth. Poe writes: 
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Right is positive; wrong is negative—is merely the negation of right; as cold is the 

negation of heat—darkness of light. That a thing may be wrong, it is necessary 

that there be some other thing in relation to which it is wrong—some condition 

which it fails to satisfy; some law which it violates; some being whom it 

aggrieves. If there be no such being, law, or condition, in respect to which the 

thing is wrong—and, still more especially, if no beings, laws, or conditions exist 

at all—then the thing cannot be wrong and consequently must be right. (“Eureka,” 

Complete Tales 825) 

In this passage, Poe is positing that even the validity of principles that dictate what is inherently 

right or inherently wrong dissolves, prompting him to go as far as to deconstruct the inherency of 

oppositions, and to show, instead, their relative relationship. He also applies this rule to logic, 

which is “the science of Relation in the abstract—of absolute Relation—of Relation considered 

solely in itself;” therefore, “the principle of the Logical axiom—in other words, of an axiom in 

the abstract—is, simply, obviousness of relation” (829). As Dameron writes, “Poe's aim in 

Eureka was not to show a correspondence between his statements and matter of fact, or reality, 

but to make statements explaining how everything in his universe was connected or coherent” 

(14). This idea is especially relevant to post-structuralism since, through it, Poe is asserting that 

the only obvious truthfulness of logic is in its relation and not because of it, and, as a result, 

truths become only valid within the consistent structure that decides them.  

 Moreover, Poe’s concept of truth is influenced by his philosophy on language where he 

contends that language is a tool that shapes thought. In “Marginalia,” published in 1846, he 

writes: 
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How very commonly we hear it remarked, that such and such thoughts are beyond 

the compass of words! I do not believe that any thought, properly so called, is out 

of the reach of language. I fancy, rather, that where difficulty in expression is 

experienced, there is, in the intellect which experiences it, a want either of 

deliberateness or of method. For my own part, I have never had a thought which I 

could not set down in words, with even more distinctness than that with which I 

conceived it:—as I have before observed, the thought is logicalized by the effort 

at (written) expression. (column 1) 

In this passage, Poe is claiming that thought is “logicalized” in writing and that expression 

requires a “want either of deliberateness or of method.” Instead of describing language as a tool 

that gives access to thoughts that are independent from it, or that slip away from its constructive 

sphere, he reveals that thoughts get inevitably caught in language’s inescapable entrapment. Poe 

is suggesting that thoughts need language to be given meaning, as opposed to thoughts granting 

meaning to the words that express them; in other words, meaning is molded by language and not 

the other way around. This leads Poe to conclude that it “is certain that the mere act of 

composing, tends, in a great degree, to the logicalization of thought” (column 1). Poe’s 

realization that thoughts are “logicalized” by written expression highlights his conviction that 

writing “is not merely a secondary activity offering transparent access to prior thought,” but that 

it is “itself a shaper of thought” (Williams 10). His views in this regard chime with Derrida’s 

who claims that “the ‘original’ and ‘natural’ language had never existed, never been intact and 

untouched by writing, that it had itself always been a writing” (Of Grammatology 56) and that 

language is “in its origin and in its end only a moment, an essential but determined mode, a 

phenomenon, an aspect, a species of writing” (8). Poe’s emphasis on the need for a deliberate 
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method when writing, or the effort required and exercised by the intellect, reveals his 

understanding of thoughts and concepts (i.e. language) as Apollonian qualities that require a 

“symbol or form, light, reason, order and limitation,” ones that are “composed of distinct things 

that can be ordered, classified, differentiated from one another” (Olson 40); in other words, like 

language, thoughts are Apollonian symbols and signs that require constructed structure and form. 

 Such views are parallel to Nietzsche’s who proposes that language is the master creator 

of thoughts: “[T]he development of language and the development of consciousness … go hand 

in hand … the human being inventing signs is at the same time the human being who becomes 

ever more keenly conscious of himself” (The Gay Science 299). Moreover, Poe’s views also 

parallel those of French post-structuralist Roland Barthes who asserts that language cannot be 

considered “decorative” of thought, and that “Man does not exist prior to language, either as a 

species or as an individual,” rather “it is language which teaches the definition of man, not the 

contrary” (13). This post-structuralist approach to language renders the notion of independent 

truths obsolete since they cannot exist prior to thought or language. For if thoughts are brought 

forth by language, the concept of “truth,” or the thought of “truth,” is not only touched, but also 

shaped by language. In addition, since “languages are made rather than found, [italics in 

original]” and “truth is a property of linguistic entities, of sentences” (Rorty 7), then the concept 

of independent absolute truths loses its validity. 

 As a result of his post-structuralist views on the primacy of language, in “Eureka,” Poe 

refers to absolutes and other abstract metaphysical concepts with skepticism and describes them 

as a “thought of a thought,” as opposed to giving them presence outside of language. He writes: 

Let us begin, then, at once, with that merest of words, "Infinity." This, like "God," 

"spirit," and some other expressions of which the equivalents exist in all 
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languages, is by no means the expression of an idea—but of an effort at one. It 

stands for the possible attempt at an impossible conception. Man needed a term by 

which to point out the direction of this effort … A word, in fine, was demanded . . 

. Out of this demand arose the word, "Infinity;" which is thus the representative 

but of the thought of a thought. [italics in original] (“Eureka,” Complete Tales 

805) 

This idea bears relevance to post-structuralist reading strategies as it parallels Derrida’s 

observation that “all the names related to fundamentals, to principles, or to the center have 

always designated an invariable presence-eidos, arche, telos, energeia, ousia (essence, existence, 

substance, subject), aletheia, transcendentality, consciousness, God, man, and so forth” (Writing 

and Difference 353). In other words, Poe’s “thought of a thought” precedes Derrida’s “sign of a 

sign” (Of Grammatology 281) where such fundamentals are thoughts branched out of other 

thoughts, or signs, and are a result of language’s endless interplay within its closed system that 

allows the creation of these concepts as opposed to their discovery. To use Rorty’s words, “there 

is only a web of relations to be rewoven, a web which time lengthens every day” (43), and like 

Poe’s cyclic universe which is “an endless extension of … [a] system of cycles [italics in 

original]” (“Eureka,” Complete Tales 859), language is presented as a closed self-referential 

circle as opposed to being a linear and teleological tool for discovering “Truth.”  

 Poe’s expressed views in “Eureka” and some of his other short stories and poems 

highlight his contribution to the birth of Rorty’s ironist who does “not take the point of 

discursive thought to be knowing, in any sense that can be explicated by notions like ‘reality,’ 

‘real essence,’ ‘objective point of view, [italics in original]’” (Rorty 75) and of Nietzsche’s 

Dionysian artist who does not strive after “truth,” but after “the appearance of truth (symbol, 
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sign of truth) [italics in original]” (Nietzsche and Crawford 89). The prose-poem should be read 

the same way “The Bells,” “The Raven,” and “The Facts in the Case of M. Valdemar” are read, 

namely, as a fictional piece that carries philosophical anticipations. A close reading of “Eureka” 

reveals Poe’s philosophy on language and his progressive views on mutable truths, bringing to 

light his contribution to the post-structuralist approach to language and to postmodern 

skepticism. 

 In light of his Dionysian views on language and truth, Poe’s classification of “Eureka” as 

a prose-poem is of great significance; in the context of his philosophy on language, the unique 

hybrid genre of “Eureka” suggests another Dionysian facet of his views. Poe’s theory of 

language also shaped his literary theory and made him conclude that both truth and poetry are 

creations, the success of which is measured by consistency rather than factuality. For that reason, 

the genre of “Eureka” is worthy of thorough investigation and must not be underestimated since 

it too bears relevance to post-structuralism and further illuminates Poe’s major contribution to it. 

It is precisely Poe’s realization of the inevitability of assumptions and of axioms’ constructed 

nature that leads him to question disciplines concerned with “Truth” and facts and to admit in his 

correspondence that “neither Philosophy is so profound as it fancies itself” nor does it have “a 

right to sneer at the seemingly imaginative process called Intuition [italics in original]” (Harrison 

301). In other words, in a post-structuralist context, the privilege that philosophy has over poetry 

loses its validity and reveals, in turn, that philosophy is a discourse that is as close to “Truth” as 

poetry is and that all disciplines are equally detached from the intended “thing-in-itself.” Since 

poetry was hardly associated with truth-seeking, the genre of “Eureka” further reinforces Poe’s 

conviction of the “idea that truth is made rather than found” (Rorty 7) as poetry is more generally 

associated with creation rather than discovery. This will be the focus of the second chapter of 
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this thesis, where Poe’s contribution to the post-structuralist approach to genre in general, and to 

poetry in particular, will be explored. 
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Chapter II. The Hybrid Genre of “Eureka”: Poe’s Dionysian Deconstruction 

of the Opposition between Poetry and Philosophy 

The natural history of the philosopher. He knows in that 

he invents, and he invents in that he knows. 

 

—Friedrich Nietzsche 

 
Poe’s Dionysian philosophy on “Truth” and language paves the way for his views on 

genre, especially on the privilege that philosophy has over poetry. If language is an act of further 

separating the signifier from the signified, if it cannot be a reliable tool for “Truth” discovery and 

if it is an inescapable prison-house, then the line that separates a truth seeker from an artistic 

creator becomes questionable. Poe’s views on genre can be traced in the preface to “Eureka,” 

where he makes it clear that he wishes his work to be judged as a poem after his death, despite its 

violation of his own rules of poetry. Despite it being “modelled after a philosophical essay in its 

tripartite division, clear thesis statement, appeal to logic in argument, and acknowledgment of 

sources” (Swirski 64), Poe does not classify it as a philosophical text. Although he refers to it 

first as a “Book of Truths,” he continues to present it as a “composition,” an “Art-Product,” a 

“Romance,” and if it is not “too lofty a claim,” a poem (“Eureka,” Complete Tales 796). Some 

scholars speculated that “Poe foresaw the impossibility of Eureka assuming a place in the 

scientific canon and therefore attempted to avoid ridicule by calling it a ‘prose-poem’” 

(Campbell 27); however, this speculation greatly undermines the significance of the prose-

poem’s genre and its major contribution to literary theory. As perplexing as this classification 

may seem, reading it while bearing in mind Poe’s views on language and “Truth” reveals yet 

another Dionysian facet of his philosophy that deals with genre, and, more importantly, with the 

quarrel between philosophy and poetry. Before an in-depth analysis of the genre of “Eureka,” it 

is useful to set the stage with a look at the shifting philosophies on genre from Platonism to 
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modern literary theory. Indeed, genre has been a topic of interest since Plato’s Republic and 

Aristotle’s Poetics, and it remained as such for post-structuralists. 

 Prior to Aristotle’s Poetics, Plato’s Republic extensively delves into the nature of poetry 

and its function. In his allegory of the cave, Plato describes a group of people who have been 

chained to a wall all their life, positioned between another wall that they are facing and a fire 

behind them. All they see are the shadows projected on the wall from the fire, and they begin to 

deem the shapes and forms they see as real. The moral of the allegory is centered on the notion 

that while the shadows become the prisoners’ reality, they are not accurate representations of the 

real world outside the cave. The only prisoners who get to escape, Plato asserts, are philosophers 

who have access to higher levels of “Truth” and knowledge, and who can discern between the 

shadows and the real world. The escaped prisoner, a philosopher, is now “nearer to what is and 

more turned toward beings, he sees more correctly [italics in original]” (Plato 194). Through this 

analogy, Plato is claiming that only philosophers have access to the “thing-in-itself” and the 

truths of the real world while the rest remain prisoners. As for poets, not only are they prisoners 

according to Plato, but they are, to use Pelagia Goulimari’s interpretation, “puppeteers” far 

removed from the true reality that Plato attributes to the ideal world of Forms,  

which he considers more real than this world—the true reality—which can only 

be accessed by our rational part. Our world is an inferior copy of the ideal world 

of Forms—an appearance—while literature is an inferior copy of our world, and 

therefore an inferior copy of an inferior copy, twice removed from the truth. 

Literature, according to Plato, is mimesis (representation, imitation), but it 

represents or imitates appearance, not reality. (Goulimari 10) 
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The allegory paints literature as “our shadow-theatre” where “poets are puppeteers, while the 

escaped prisoner is the philosopher” (10), and for Plato, literature is unable to accurately 

represent true reality; instead, it is an image doubly separated from the “thing-in-itself.” 

However, within a post-structuralist context, the very concept of the “thing-in-itself” floats on 

murky waters; all literature is an assemblage of creations rather than an imitation of the “thing-

in-itself.” In that case, neither poetry nor philosophy can succeed in offering a transparent 

representation of reality, which makes one’s privilege over the other a matter of debate. A post-

structuralist definition of philosophy then would imply that it is as “mimetic” as poetry and that 

both the philosopher and the poet mimic the idea of a perfect beyond, which is already a 

construct made possible by language. In addition, Plato speaks unfavorably of poetry, and, in 

fact, warns of its corruptive influence: “[W]e are, at all events, aware that such poetry mustn’t be 

taken seriously as a serious thing laying hold of truth, but that the man who hears it must be 

careful, fearing for the regime in himself” (Plato 291). As a result of this perspective, Plato saw 

that philosophy has the privilege of a credible pursuit of “Truth” over poetry, which he deemed 

corruptive and misleading, widening the gap between the two disciplines. 

The etymological study of genre exemplifies the distinct definitions given to it 

throughout different ages; the Latin root of the word is genus, meaning “type,” but it can also be 

generare, which means “to generate” (Bär and Hauser 4). However, genus differs from generare, 

and each word root offers a separate definition of genre. The understanding of genre as genus 

aligns with the classical Aristotelian notion that defines genre as forms; however, genre as 

generare “imitates a conception of genre that is generative and processual in the creation of 

meaning” (4). In his Poetics, Aristotle offers a different perspective on the genre of poetry and 

grants it an intrinsic nature: “Poetry in general seems to have sprung from two causes, each of 
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them lying in our nature,” one of these causes being “imitation” (Aristotle 6). The other cause, 

Aristotle continues, is harmony and rhythm, which he also attributes to instinct. From these two 

instincts, imitation and harmony, Aristotle claims that those who started with this natural gift 

“developed by degrees their special aptitudes” until their improvisations resulted in the birth of 

poetry, which was later branched out into other types. The Platonic and Aristotelian theories 

prevailed long enough, until Dionysian philosophers like Nietzsche, Rorty, and Derrida 

challenged both. In “Eureka,” Poe also deconstructed Plato’s distinction between poetry and 

philosophy and Aristotle’s association of poetry with an intrinsic framework as he stood poised 

between two epochs—Western philosophy and the postmodern age—and challenged the 

Apollonian dominance of the former with the Dionysian themes of the latter. Instead, Poe 

represented poets as equals to philosophers through the contrast of the prose-poem’s genre and 

tone. 

The classical approach to genre as an intrinsic framework was later challenged by 

Derrida who devoted a great deal of his philosophy to the deconstruction of the opposition 

between nature and history. He notes: “This critical reading of the history (and) of genre-theory 

is based on an opposition between nature and history and, more generally . . . on an opposition 

between nature and what can be called the series of all its others” (“Law of Genre” 60). He 

claims that these Aristotelian forms that make up genre have been described as natural, yet this 

very concept of naturalization is problematic since it is based on a constructed opposition. For 

post-structuralists like Derrida, genre—and all of its ramifications—is not an intrinsic framework 

but a by-product of history, a series, and an assemblage made possible by language. In this vein, 

Derrida makes a distinction between the belonging to versus the participation of a text in a genre: 

“[A] text cannot belong to no genre, it cannot be without or less a genre. Every text participates 
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in one or several genres, there is no genreless text; there is always a genre and genres, yet such 

participation never amounts to belonging” (65). Contrary to Aristotle’s views, Derrida rejects the 

ontological definition of genre and, instead, contends that, contrary to being an intrinsic 

framework that dictates the rules of a text, when a text is marked by genre, it reveals its 

participation on the basis of “resemblance, analogy, identity, and difference” (81), which are the 

characteristics of language’s interplay and relativistic connections. In other words, like “Truth,” 

genre is a by-product of language, history, and assemblages. This post-structuralist approach that 

challenges Aristotelian definitions problematizes any genre’s association with “Truth,” and Poe’s 

approach to literary theory and his genre-designations tally with the post-structuralist view. Poe’s 

literary theory is especially worth exploring in “Eureka,” given the prose-poem’s unusual hybrid 

genre and its author’s deconstruction of “Truth” and language, which subsequently leads to the 

deconstruction of the opposition between poetry and philosophy.  

In “Eureka,” Poe presents a literary theory that steers away from Aristotelian and Platonic 

classifications; its philosophical and quasi-scientific tone and concepts make it unlikely for 

readers and critics to treat it as a poem. However, the contrast between its tone and designated 

genre suggests Poe’s major contribution to modern literary theory. As Peter Swirksi observes, 

among “the cosmologies constructed by philosophers, theologians, scientists and 

mathematicians, Poe’s is one of the very few that have been systematically developed by a writer 

of belles lettres, once again assuring him a prominent place in literary history.” As a result, 

“Eureka” became an “enduring proof of his prescient understanding of the place of literature in 

the grand epistemological picture next to philosophy and science” (69). Apart from Poe’s ability 

to construct a systematic cosmology as “a writer of belles lettres,” the contribution of “Eureka” 

to literary history stems mainly from its hybrid genre as it blurs the line between fiction and 
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nonfiction and challenges the segregation of distinct disciplines, such as poetry, philosophy, and 

science. 

An in-depth analysis of the genre of “Eureka” within the context of Poe’s Dionysian 

philosophy validates what Derrida defines as Romanticism’s contribution to the “dissolution” of 

genre: 

Romanticism, if something of the sort can be thus identified, is also the general 

repetition of all the folds that in themselves gather, couple, divide physis as well 

as genos through the genre, and through all the genres of genre, through the 

mixing of genre that is "more than a genre," through the excess of genre in 

relation to itself, as to its abounding movement and its general assemblage which 

coincides, too, with its dissolution [italics in original]. (“Law of Genre” 61) 

In other words, the possibility of mixing genres and the assemblage that underpins genre suggest 

its constructed nature and the “dissolution” of its ontological presence, place, or framework as its 

allegedly fixed nature is defeated by its mutability. Through the excess of language, the excess of 

genre is possible, and this shows that genre is inside language and not a prescription that lies 

outside of it. In that light, all oppositions (nature and history, text and speech, reason and 

passion, poetry and philosophy, etc…) expose the flaws in their opposition and reveal, instead, 

their dependent and complimentary relationship. In this light, one piece of writing cannot be 

deemed more truthful than another based on its genre, but rather, as Alastair Fowler writes, “a 

work relates to existing genres by conformity, variation, innovation, or antagonism” (23). This 

suggests that, since all genres are constructed, all writings of various disciplines are creations, 

assemblages, and an act of metaphor-making on the part of their authors, and whether they are 

philosophers or poets does not make any difference.  
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In “Eureka,” Poe invites his readers to judge his philosophical essay as a poem, and in 

doing so, he is shrinking the distance between poetry and philosophy by showing that both 

disciplines hang from the same branch. In doing so, Poe reveals his contribution to the Dionysian 

union and deconstruction of distinct genres in his “Eureka.” By classifying “Eureka” as a poem, 

Poe is claiming that poetry is not just genus or a form identified by meter, rhythm, rhyme, and 

verse, but the basis of any text regardless of its genre as all writing begins with creating and 

metaphor-making. This claim is most likely brought forth by his Dionysian worldview, as 

explored in the first chapter of this thesis, where fact and fiction are seen as tenants of the same 

prison-house (language) and where all writers are creators, including those who claim otherwise. 

In doing so, Poe is steering away from the Platonic theory that describes “Truth” as the 

philosopher’s virtue and untruth as the poet’s vice.  

 Poe gives us generous access to his literary theory in “The Poetic Principle,” and a 

reading of “Eureka” within the context of his principle is useful since his “elaborate treatise in 

philosophy and cosmology is interpreted mainly as a cryptic restatement of his poetic principles” 

(Swriski xiii). The main ideas stated in “The Poetic Principle” can be brought down to four key 

concepts or rules of poetry: a poem must be written for a poem’s sake, a poem’s ultimate goal is 

its aesthetic value, a poem must not be long, and a poem must not be didactic. Another point he 

makes, and one that is more relevant to the purpose of this chapter, is the distinction between 

poetry and truth: 

It is but making her [Truth] a flaunting paradox, to wreathe her in gems and 

flowers. We must be simple, precise, terse. We must be cool, calm, 

unimpassioned. In a word, we must be in that mood which, as nearly as possible, 

is the exact converse of the poetical. He must be blind indeed who does not 
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perceive the radical and chasmal differences between the truthful and the poetical 

mode of inculcation. [italics in original] (column 2) 

In this passage, Poe makes a clear distinction between “Truth” and poetry and adds that he “must 

be theory-mad beyond redemption who, in spite of these differences, shall persist in attempting 

to reconcile the obstinate oils and waters of Poetry and Truth” (column 2). A reading of this 

passage outside the context of Poe’s other works, especially “Eureka,” may seem to be aligned 

with the Platonic opposition between philosophy and poetry. However, bearing in mind Poe’s 

views on language and truth, it would seem implausible to assume such alignment, and a close 

reading begs another interpretation.  

Poe uses the expression “mode of inculcation,” which suggests that the difference 

between truth and poetry is not in their nature, but in the way they are presented to the reader’s 

mind. It is clear that the experience of reading a poem differs from that of reading a 

philosophical treatise. However, this does not mean that the two are different; instead, they are 

perceived and presented differently. Basing the interpretation of Poe’s distinction of the two on 

their “mode of inculcation” can be further cemented when taken within the context of “Eureka” 

where he writes that “Poetry and Truth are one” (“Eureka,” Complete Tales 864). A more 

interesting explanation can be obtained by placing Poe’s ideas in “The Poetic Principle” and 

“Eureka” side by side and concluding that poetry and truth are both equally untrue, in the post-

structuralist sense that “Truth” is only a constructed discourse that ultimately hides the desire for 

an ideology. His recognition of poetry and philosophy as equally untrue disciplines explains the 

purpose of classifying “Eureka” as a poem despite its seemingly philosophical and quasi-

scientific “mode of inculcation.”  
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In this vein, the “mode of inculcation” of each genre affects the readers’ perception of a 

text, making genre a generator of meaning (generare) as it forces them into a discipline that sets 

their expectations. In other words, a designated genre is a promise made by the author to the 

reader; by classifying a text as a scientific treatise, the reader is promised an empirical, rational, 

and objective analysis. Likewise, by classifying the essay as a poem, the reader is invited to a 

fictional, aesthetic, and creative experience, and so on. As Lois Tyson writes, 

As soon as we know we’re reading a piece of fiction or poetry rather than a letter 

or journal, we read it differently than we would read a real letter or journal: we 

know we’re entering a fictional world, and this creates a fictional distance, so to 

speak, that carries with it a kind of impersonality that would not be present if we 

knew we were reading a factual account of a human being’s personal experience. 

The convention of distance and impersonality is the code that enables all the 

following codes to come into play. (231) 

In this passage, Tyson is suggesting that genre, apart from being a type or form, also has a 

function as it affects the reader’s relationship with the text; as Fowler notes, “genres are 

functional: they actively form the experience of each work of literature” (38). Reading Poe’s 

distinction between the modes of inculcation of poetry and truth in this light not only offers a 

more reasonable interpretation of his literary theory but is more consistent with his application of 

genre, especially in “Eureka.”  

By classifying “Eureka” as a poem, Poe is not only making it clear to his readers that he 

is not making claims to “Truth,” but he is inviting them to consider reading a philosophical essay 

the way they would read a poem. In other words, his goal is to reveal how poetry and philosophy 

are more similar than formerly anticipated, and by prefacing “Eureka” with a request to judge it 
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as a poem, he is allowing his readers to begin with that goal in mind. By commencing with the 

proposition that what they are about to read is a poem, the readers are playing the role of 

Derridean deconstructionists and Rortian ironists who read philosophy and poetry as equally 

constructed redescriptions. If Poe’s readers abide by his request, they become like Rorty’s 

ironists who, unlike the metaphysicians who are strict about knowing whether the author is a 

philosopher or a poet, consider the writings of “all the people with poetic gifts, all the original 

minds who had a talent for redescriptions—Pythagoras, Plato, Milton, Newton, Goethe, Kant, 

Kierkegaard, Baudelaire, Darwin, Freud—as grist to be put through the same dialectical mill” 

(Rorty 76). This interpretation strongly suggests that Poe’s distinction between philosophy and 

poetry does not tally with Plato’s opposition, and that, in fact, it deconstructs it.  

While Poe is aware that, despite discussing logic, cosmology, origin, and metaphysics, 

“Eureka” is a poetic creation, Plato, in his deprecation of poetry, gives his Republic lasting 

influence by paradoxically placing it within the genre that he finds to be the least credible for 

one’s pursuit of “Truth.” After all, “at the heart of the Republic, the allegory of the cave is an 

inspiring poetic vision, not a piece of philosophical analysis” (Goulimari 12); for Plato not only 

falls in the trap of metaphor-making by using a metaphorical system, namely, writing, but he also 

uses an allegory to illustrate his idea. In other words, he relies on a literary device that requires 

intentional metaphorical intervention to put forth a truth about what is real and what is a mere 

shadow. To use his own terms, this would make Plato’s Republic a perfect example of bad 

mimesis, which would undermine the distinction he makes between poetry and philosophy and 

reveal how the latter is, and can only be, a poetic creation. As Nietzsche writes: 

The major criticism which Plato made about the old art—that it was the imitation 

of an illusion and thus belonged to a lower level than the empirical world—must 
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above all not be directed against his new work of art. And so we see Plato 

exerting himself to go beyond reality and to present the Idea which forms basis of 

that pseudo−reality. (Birth of Tragedy 50) 

By using Plato’s philosophy against Plato, Nietzsche is undermining Platonic views on “Truth,” 

reality, fiction, and genre. He notes that, through presenting his ideas, Plato “reached by a detour 

the very place where, as a poet, he had always been at home” (50). Poe too realizes the 

impossibility of escaping language and acquiring ideal and objective truth, and his classification 

of “Eureka” as a poem is emblematic of this realization, which can be highlighted through an in-

depth analysis of his Dionysian dissolution of boundaries with respect to genre. 

Poe’s progressive intermixing of genres in “Eureka” highlights the Dionysian element 

that shapes not only his views on truth and language, as explored earlier, but even his 

deconstruction of boundaries. His toying with genre-designations is a result of his recognition of 

a possibility for play; for the Dionysian, which is identified in “dark androgynous, violent 

impulses in music, tragedy, ecstasy, boundary dissolution, and irrationality,” as opposed to the 

Apollonian “beams of rationality, reason, and architectonic perfection” (Stewart 353) drives the 

philosophy of “Eureka” and the literary theory presented therein. As Stewart’s interpretation of 

Nietzsche’s philosophy suggests, the Apollonian gets “subsumed and amalgamated into the 

Dionysian” as “the noblest goal is to eliminate all opposites” (354). This act of amalgamation 

and elimination can also be traced in “Eureka,” where Poe eliminates the opposition between 

poetry and philosophy by joining them and tracing the sameness that equates them. Therefore, 

Poe’s accomplishment in “Eureka” is less decided by the arguments he presents in it and more by 

his “openness to interdisciplinary analysis, comparison, and critique” (Swirski 41).  
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Poe problematizes the distinctions that set genres apart, and in “Eureka,” he experiments 

by creating a literary text that is equally philosophical and poetic. In doing so, he undermines the 

privilege that philosophy has over poetry and puts forth a “New Epistemology tailored for the 

dawn of the new era if interdisciplinary union of Art, Philosophy, and Science and staggers and 

even today with the sweep and boldness of his ambition” (41). His progressive Dionysian views 

on language and truth make such an ambitious union of various disciplines in one body of work 

possible. In addition to his literary theory, Poe’s aesthetic theory is also influenced by that same 

worldview, making art and beauty important components of this interdisciplinary mélange, 

which will be explored more thoroughly in the next chapter. 

By undermining the strict laws that separate each discipline from the other, Poe becomes 

a Dionysian thinker who recognizes the unity behind arbitrary oppositions. Moreover, as Swirski 

observes, “Poe’s theses point towards the recognition of the nondeductive . . . pragmatic factors 

in the justification of knowledge” (37), and this impelled him to question philosophy’s privileged 

position as a discipline that is more “truthful” than poetry. Consequently, in “Eureka,” Poe 

claims to “challenge the conclusions, and thus, in effect, to question the sagacity, of many of the 

greatest and most justly reverenced men” (“Eureka,” Complete Tales 797); among these men are 

the philosophers Aristotle and Francis Bacon who he satirically refers to as Aries Totle and Hog. 

Steering away from Western philosophy, Poe breaks down the barriers that forbid poetry and 

philosophy from intermixing and undermines the epistemology of philosophy through satire. In 

this regard, I agree with Swirski who contends that one of Poe’s most notable contributions 

is a clear answer to the epistemological dualists who uphold the need for a 

separation of disciplinary research-goals and practices . . . [he] is aware that the 

explanatory standards favoured outside the natural sciences diverge from those 
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cultivated by philosophers of science and tries to furnish a plausible alternative to 

any such reductivist theory of inquiry. In this conception . . . [he] is superior to 

many of his twentieth-century successors. His ideal is to bring the study of human 

affairs into the circle of the sciences. The desire to bring all disciplines together, 

instead of perpetuating the myth about their incompatibility, needs to be 

acknowledged as Poe’s enduring philosophical triumph. (41) 

By producing a text that flaunts its hybrid genre, Poe exemplifies what can be seen as a divorce 

from Western epistemology and literary theory and carves a new perspective that is more 

relevant today in the context of post-structuralist strategies and postmodern themes. 

It is worth noting that the significance of Poe’s intermixing of genres goes beyond a 

poet’s desire to beautify the empirical discourse of science and philosophy by infusing it with 

poetry, the province of which is beauty (“The Poetic Principle” column 3). While it is possible 

that, in “Eureka,” Poe aims to “ameliorate the empirical and deductive methods by infusing them 

with poetic intuition” (Swirski 34), such an interpretation on its own is insufficient. To assume 

that Poe’s purpose is only to poeticize science and philosophy by embellishing them unjustly 

rules out his other major contribution. In other words, his attempt to join the two is a result of his 

recognition of empirical discourse as an equal to poetry with respect to their involvement with 

language. Armed with a Dionysian worldview that dissolves all oppositions, Poe is able to 

alternate between the poetic and the empirical within the same body of work; in fact, it seems 

more likely that he is more interested in using science as a means to intensify the aesthetic effect 

of “Eureka” as opposed to using aesthetics to beautify science, and this issue will be further 

explored in chapter three. 
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In addition, a different approach to “Eureka” that can highlight Poe’s awareness of a 

tension in the strict opposition between philosophy and poetry is by reading it as a hoax, which, 

far from undermining its philosophical anticipations, can actually accentuate them. Some critics 

used the genre of “Eureka,” coupled with the content of the essay, as a reason to consider it a 

hoax perpetrated by Poe, such as Stott, who notes that what “is significant . . . is that Poe’s 

hoaxes used existing genres in order to exploit readers’ expectations” (58). He further notes that 

in “Eureka,” Poe “mocks the pretensions of the cosmological lecture” given that it was initially 

presented as a lecture titled “On the Cosmography of the Universe” in 1848 prior to its 

publication (59). For that reason, Stott believes that “Eureka” must be read as a hoax and that 

Poe’s genius “was engaged in demonstrating that cosmological lectures . . . were nothing but 

fudge” (61). Reading “Eureka” as a hoax in this context can be useful not only to mock 

cosmological lectures, but also to highlight Poe’s contribution to the deconstruction of 

philosophical discourse and his rejection of Plato’s literary theory.  

Indeed, reading “Eureka” as a hoax reveals Poe’s recognition of philosophy’s strict 

alliance with logorrhea. As mentioned earlier, one of Poe’s major rules of poetry in “The Poetic 

Principle” is centered on length, as he asserts that a poem must be short enough to be read in one 

sitting in order to maintain a unified effect on the reader: “After the lapse of an hour, at the very 

utmost, it [a poem] flags—fails—a revulsion ensues—and then the poem is, in effect, and in fact, 

no longer such,” and he maintains that a long poem is “simply a flat contradiction in terms” 

(column 1). Yet, in “Eureka,” Poe clearly violates his own principle by classifying his longest 

essay as a poem, and this is where reading it as a hoax can help clarify this apparent self-

contradiction. The length of “Eureka” is a satirical representation of philosophy, which is not 

only a poetic creation, but also a discourse of excess that reveals its heavy reliance on sign 
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substitution, word play, and metaphor-making. Poe also notes that in “enforcing a truth, we need 

severity rather than efflorescence of language” (“The Poetic Principle” column 2), and while 

philosophy—or at least Plato’s definition of philosophy—is centered on “Truth,” its logorrhea, 

or “severity of language,” reveals instead its constant deflection from independent and objective 

truth.  

The length of “Eureka,” then, is Poe’s way of using philosophy’s discourse to undermine 

its allegiance to “truth,” as does its classification as a poem. His satirical representation of 

philosophy’s excess is also highlighted in his reference to German philosopher Immanuel Kant 

as “the originator of that species of Transcendentalism which, with the change merely of a C for 

a K, now bears his peculiar name” (“Eureka,” Complete Tales 799). Through sarcastically 

referring to Kant as “cant” and violating one of his essential rules of poetry, Poe is revealing 

what he calls “the cant of ‘philosophies’” (814), which is the excessiveness of philosophy’s 

discourse; this excess in language further indicates the discipline’s entanglement in the web of 

language and its disjuncture from the signified. To get a clear representation of logorrhea, a 

reference to a passage in William Shakespeare Midsummer Night’s Dream can be useful: 

My fairy lord, this must be done with haste, 

For night’s swift dragons cut the clouds full fast, 

And yonder shines Aurora’s harbinger; 

At whose approach, ghosts, wandering here and there, 

Troop home to churchyards: damned spirits all, 

That in crossways and floods have burial, 

Already to their wormy beds are gone; 

For fear lest day should look their shames upon, 
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They willfully themselves exile from light 

And must for aye consort with black-brow’d night. (110-111) 

While Puck is telling Oberon to make haste, the length of his speech diverts its own intended 

purpose by paradoxically delaying his master’s departure. Shakespeare’s representation of 

logorrhea, especially in writing, is befitting here, since it shows the excess of language and its 

divorce from what it aims to signify. Similarly, in “Eureka,” Poe represents the logorrhea of 

language through a lengthy piece of writing; this makes “Eureka” a philosophical essay in which 

Poe mirrors philosophy, mimics the tone of philosophers, reveals the excess of the discipline, 

and accentuates its alliance with the creative process of writing poetry. Where Plato’s definition 

of poetry as an imitation twice distanced from reality is concerned, Poe’s representation of 

philosophy’s logorrhea suggests that it is also a discipline that is removed from reality as it is one 

of excessive sign-substitutions. 

In this vein, the rhetoric of “Eureka” is also indicative of a satirical imitation, which 

Swirski observes in the prose-poem: 

Another conspicuous feature of Poe’s rhetoric is the proliferation of seemingly 

endless sentences. Atomized by dashes, commas, and semi-colons, these 

paragraph-long statements boast a forbidding number of subclauses that purport to 

deal with every angle of the subject in hand. Although at times almost 

unintelligible as argumentative propositions, Poe’s clever manipulation of these 

complex, multilevelled [sic] utterances lends him an air of discursive fairness, 

objectivity, and completeness. (Swirski 63)  
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Poe reveals how philosophers earn the trust of their readers through carefully crafted discourse 

that relies on logorrhea, and he mimics their tone. He contends that what seems to be an 

indication of their knowing is, in fact, a talent to create the illusion of knowing. As Swirski adds, 

Poe’s seeming intoxication with numbers also serves to reinforce the image of a 

writer in perfect command of his subject . . . Piling up numbers upon numbers, 

Poe saturates the mind until it forsakes the herculean task of keeping up with their 

incessant flow. The ease and intimacy with empirical data gives Poe the air of 

effortlessness, while the quantitative knowledge appears to reaffirm the merits of 

his previously qualitative considerations. Similarly, the countless instances of 

redundancy and repetition in Eureka serve Poe’s rhetorical goals. (63) 

In a sense, the logorrhea presented in “Eureka” is meant to control the readers and to confine 

them in the excess of ideas and connections until the trick, or play, becomes untraceable. Only 

then can philosophy appear different from poetry, but this does not necessarily make the two 

different. Philosophers succeed in earning their title, which is supposed to distinguish them from 

poets, based on their skill in concealing the play of words that grant their writing an illusion of 

“Truth.” To use Nietzsche’s words, “knowing is nothing but working with the favorite 

metaphors, an imitation which is no longer felt to be an imitation. Naturally therefore, it cannot 

penetrate the realm of truth [italics in original]” (Philosophy and Truth 51). Only when metaphor 

is no longer thought of as metaphor can it begin to be perceived as “Truth,” but this does not 

make it less of a metaphor. Through skillful rhetoric and a carefully calculated “mode of 

inculcation,” philosophy can only conceal its poetic nature, but it cannot rid itself of it, as Poe 

suggests through the genre, rhetoric, and length of “Eureka.”  
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In addition, Swirki’s observation can be validated when related to Poe’s satirical piece 

“How to Write a Blackwood Article,” published in 1838. The narrator in this satirical short story 

is Signora Psyche Zenobia who joins a society where she receives training on how to write a 

good article for the “Blackwood Magazine.” The editor presents her with a variety of methods of 

narration; “the tone didactic, the tone enthusiastic, the tone natural . . . the tone elevated, 

diffusive, and interjectional.” The narrator goes on to describe the rules of each; for instance, 

regarding “the tone metaphysical,” the instructions were as follows: 

If you know any big words this is your chance for them. Talk of the Ionic and 

Eleatic schools—of Archytas, Gorgias, and Alcmaeon. Say something about 

objectivity and subjectivity. Be sure and abuse a man named Locke. Turn up your 

nose at things in general, and when you let slip anything a little too absurd, you 

need not be at the trouble of scratching it out, but just add a foot-note, and say that 

you are indebted for the above profound observation to the ‘Kritik der reinem 

Vernunft,’ or to the ‘Metaphysische Anfangsgrunde der Naturwissenchaft.’ This 

would look erudite and—and—and frank. [italics in original] (“Blackwood 

Article,” Complete Tales 272) 

Through this satire, Poe is exposing the apparent erudition and frankness that can be achieved 

through a mode of narration as opposed to the authentic knowledgeability of philosophers. 

Moreover, the editor introduces Signora Psyche to two divisions to be taken into consideration 

when writing a good article, first, “Piquant Facts for the Manufacture of Similes,” and, second, 

“Piquant Expressions to be introduced as occasion may require,” and then he proceeds to give an 

example of the first one: 
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PIQUANT FACTS FOR SIMILES. ‘There were originally but three Muses—

Melete, Mneme, Aoede—meditation, memory, and singing.’ You may make a 

good deal of that little fact if properly worked. You see it is not generally known, 

and looks, recherché. You must be careful and give the thing with a downright 

improviso air. [italics in original] (273) 

Poe deliberately fills his “Eureka” with such overinflated sophistication by using enough 

technical terminology and references to trusted philosophers and theorists, such as, among 

others, Aristotle, Bacon, Kepler, Isaac Newton, Kant, and Alexander Von Humboldt, to give his 

essay an air of seeming credibility and truthfulness. As Swirski notes, the “rhetorical side of 

Eureka works as a deliberate exercise in camouflage—an effort on the author’s part to brace his 

arguments by making use of his formidable rhetoric skills” (61), and, more importantly, the 

“power of words, rather than of arguments, cements his theory into an illusion of rigour and 

comprehensiveness” (62). This suggests that reading “Eureka” as a hoax that is centered on the 

critique of empirical discourse, with special consideration of Poe’s rhetorical game, can further 

illuminate Poe’s literary theory. In other words, the hoax is aimed at undermining the discourse 

of philosophy and its seeming erudition by revealing its forced and constructed nature.  

Moreover, Poe claims that the “demands of Truth are severe” (“The Poetic Principle” 

column 2) since truth-tellers must heavily rely on the excess of language in their attempt to 

legitimize their ideas. Through this deconstructive Dionysian worldview, Poe carefully chooses 

the word “enforce” when he claims that in “enforcing a truth, we need severity rather than 

efflorescence of language” (column 2). In other words, “Truth” cannot be attained or discovered; 

instead, it can be “enforced” through the excess of language and a skillful rhetoric. Poets, 

however, content with the untruthfulness of their work, are less restricted by such demands and 
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create without the need for concealment or camouflage. This does not suggest that poets are 

exempt from the trap of language, but that philosophers become far more trapped and entangled 

in their attempt to enforce a truth. Consequently, the privilege that philosophy has over poetry 

becomes, not only obsolete, but erroneous as well. In “Eureka,” Poe illustrates the dissolution of 

this opposition through advancing two notions: that all writing is poetic and that philosophical 

writing is especially poetic. The designated genre of “Eureka” is especially important in the 

advancement of his literary theory, for it is not meant to shield him from criticism or accusations 

of error; instead, it is meant to reveal the irrepressible poetic identity of theorists and 

philosophers.  

Through the intentional use of logorrhea in “Eureka,” Poe is showing that all writing is 

Dionysian, and that it can only be Dionysian since the latter is a “an excessive figure of thought, 

a figure in excess of the metaphysics of presence, a figure that disrupts the limits that delimit the 

individual subject, and a figure that violates the principium individuationis of the Apollonian 

[italics in original]” (Su 91). By suggesting that all writing is excessive, Poe is not excluding 

philosophy; in fact, he is emphasizing it to undermine its Apollonian privilege over the 

Dionysian. He dismantles the Apollonian and Dionysian opposition by filling the gap between 

philosophy and poetry and revealing their inseparable connection. Poe proposes that Apollonian 

structure (language) cannot escape Dionysian excess, and that, subsequently, philosophy (i.e. 

“Truth”) cannot dodge the attributes of the poetic (i.e. metaphoric excess). In other words, the 

Apollonian and the Dionysian rely on one another, hence the suggested obsoleteness of one’s 

privilege over the other.  

Moreover, Poe’s reconciliation of Apollonian and Dionysian opposites in “Eureka,” 

along with his subsequent views on philosophy, reveals his early contribution to the birth of the 
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Dionysian philosopher who is also a poet. This identity was adopted later by Nietzsche who asks 

“is philosophy an art or a science?” and his answer to this dilemma tallies with Poe’s views. 

Nietzsche writes: 

Both in its purposes and its results it is an art. But it uses the same means as 

science—conceptual representation.  Philosophy is a form of artistic invention . . . 

The natural history of the philosopher. He knows in that he invents, and he 

invents in that he knows. [italics in original] (Philosophy and Truth 19) 

In addition to claiming that philosophy is an artistic creation, Nietzsche also refers to himself as 

a poet in a letter he wrote to Erwin Rohde in 1884: “I have remained a poet to the utmost limits 

of this concept, although I have tyrannized over myself thoroughly with the reverse of everything 

that could be called poetry” (Levy 174). Nietzsche is not only identifying himself with the poet, 

but also with the most radical sense of the word “poet.” The Greek origin of “poet” is “poiein,” 

which means “the maker,” and he claims to have remained a maker in “the utmost limits of this 

concept,” despite his engagement to the “reverse” of poetry, which is philosophy. It is worth 

noting that Nietzsche’s reference to philosophy as the opposite of poetry must not be taken as an 

alignment with the classical opposition. As mentioned earlier, Nietzsche, like Poe, did not have 

the post-structuralist apparatus to advise him against this distinction, and it is highly probable 

that his opposition of the two lies in their “mode of inculcation,” as explored above with respect 

to Poe’s distinction between the two.  

In addition, Nietzsche is not the only Dionysian philosopher who claims to be a poet; 

Rorty too thought of himself as an “auxiliary to the poet rather than to the physicist” (Rorty 8). 

The common trait that Poe, Nietzsche, and Rorty share is shaped by their recognition of 

contingency which, as a result, impels them to reject Western thought’s privilege of philosophy 
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over poetry. As Rorty mentions, post-Romantic philosophers “have tried to follow through on 

the Romantic poets by breaking with Plato and seeing freedom as the recognition of 

contingency” (Rorty 25–26), and Poe’s “Eureka” hints at an early recognition of contingency 

that would, decades later, lead philosophers to 

accept Nietzsche’s identification of the strong poet, the maker, as humanity’s 

hero—rather than the scientist, who is traditionally pictured as a finder . . . [and] 

to avoid anything that smacks of philosophy as contemplation, as the attempt to 

see life steadily and see it whole, in order to insist on the sheer contingency of 

individual existence. (26) 

As a consequence of recognizing contingency, these philosophers become ironists who think “of 

final vocabularies as poetic achievements rather than as fruits of diligent inquiry according to 

antecedently formulated criteria” (77). Poe not only thought of “Eureka” as a poetic 

achievement, but hinted, through its genre and satirical representation of philosophical discourse, 

that all philosophies are poetic achievements. He planted the early seeds of what Rorty calls a 

“poeticized culture” that “would not insist we find the real wall behind the painted ones, the real 

touchstones of truth as opposed to touchstones which are merely cultural artifacts. It would be a 

culture which, precisely by appreciating that all touchstones are such artifacts” (53). This 

“poeticized culture,” inspired by a Dionysian worldview, dismantles Western philosophy’s 

vision of an ideal world and its “real touchstones,” and offers space for play. For that reason,  

just like Anaxagoras’s, Ptolemy’s, Plato’s, Aristotle’s, Boethius’, Aquinas’, 

Kepler’s, Newton’s, Leibnitz’s, Kant’s, Paley’s, and many others’, Poe’s 

cosmology is a part of our cultural legacy that ought to be remembered not 

because of its infallibility but because of its philosophical goal. (Swirski 69) 
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This goal is aimed at revealing the Dionysian play in philosophical discourse and what Nietzsche 

praises as “the ability to dance with feet, with concepts, with words” (Twilight of the Idols 49). 

The designated genre of “Eureka,” then, strongly suggests Poe’s contribution to the Dionysian 

path of philosophy that flaunts an affiliation with poetry away from Plato’s distinction between 

the two. Moreover, while Plato “desires a state governed by dialectic” and “denies the 

[poeticized] culture of the beautiful lie [italics in original]” (Philosophy and Truth 57), 

Dionysian creators embrace the lie that is ineluctably intertwined with philosophy and reveal the 

shadows that still haunt Plato’s allegedly escaped prisoners. 

For Dionysian thinkers like Poe, Nietzsche, Rorty, and Derrida, the prisoners who 

attempt to escape the cave get further trapped in its chambers instead. The cave is language, the 

shadows are the signs and metaphors and, more importantly, Dionysian thinkers’ divorce from 

Platonic literary theory stems from their realization that nothing lies outside of the cave; no light, 

no “Truth,” and no ideal forms that await philosophers because neither they nor anyone else can 

escape language. The shadows are mere shadows (signs), as opposed to being distorted 

representations of ideal forms. Just as Nietzsche’s Dionysian worldview permitted him to 

“anticipate the deconstructive critique of language’s access to metaphysical or transcendent 

truths” and enabled him “to imagine how philosophy and poetry cannot remain separate” 

(Roberson 191), Poe’s shared worldview directed him on a similar Dionysian path. In this light, 

the philosopher is the same as the poet, the painter, the playwright, the lyricist, and so on. As 

Michael Roberson notes, because “of its basis in language and metaphor, philosophy cannot 

make claims to absolutes or foundational knowledge” (191). This strongly suggests that Plato’s 

allegory of the cave is as truthful and poetical as “Eureka” and vice-versa. The difference, 

however, lies in the intended purpose of the each work as designated by their authors: for Plato, 
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the dialogues are philosophical “truths,” while for Poe, the prose-poem is a philosophical lie in 

the Nietzschean sense of the word. 

In his Thus Spake Zarathustra, Nietzsche asserts that poets lie, yet his description of 

poets as liars is not aimed at debasing and undermining poetry; on the contrary, it is meant to 

praise its honest affiliation with untruth. He writes: 

‘But what did Zarathustra once say unto thee? That the poets lie too  

much?—But Zarathustra also is a poet.  

Believest thou that he there spake the truth? Why dost thou believe it?’ 

The disciple answered: ‘I believe in Zarathustra.’ But Zarathustra shook  

his head and smiled.— 

Belief doth not sanctify me, said he, least of all the belief in myself. 

But granting that some one did say in all seriousness that the poets lie too  

much: he was right—we do lie too much.  

We also know too little, and are bad learners: so we are obliged to lie. (86) 

In this passage, Nietzsche is presenting Zarathustra as a poet who admits to lying and to 

“knowing too little,” as opposed to the philosophers who make claims to “Truth.” In Zarathustra, 

Nietzsche molds the poet-philosopher, who is a Dionysian philosopher that shares the 

recognition of contingency with Rorty’s ironist. Through their Dionysian worldview, these poet-

philosophers resolve the quarrel between poetry and philosophy and recognize the sameness that 

joins the two. The lies told by these poet-philosophers are “harmless” as Nietzsche asserts 

“[w]here one can know nothing that is true, there the lie is permitted” (Philosophy and Truth 27). 

Poe, too, like Nietzsche’s Zarathustra, lies since he knows that there can be no truths reached 

through discourse, neither philosophy nor poetry. As Rorty’s interpretation of Nietzsche’s views 
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suggests, only poets can appreciate contingency, and the “rest are doomed to remain 

philosophers, to insist that there is really one true lading-list, one true description of the human 

situation, one universal context of our lives” (28). As for the Dionysian philosopher, he 

recognizes that objective and independent truth does not exist, and therefore, his lies are not only 

harmless, but “beautiful and charming” (Philosophy and Truth 27). 

In “Eureka,” Poe presents that poet-philosopher who prefaces his work on cosmology 

with a description of it as a “Book of Truths, not in its character of Truth-Teller, but for the 

Beauty that abounds in its Truth; constituting it true” (“Eureka,” Complete Tales 795). He 

focuses on the beauty—another pillar of poetry for him—as opposed to the infallibility of the 

ideas presented. Poe’s value of truth is heavily equated with beauty, claiming that Laplace’s 

Nebular Theory is “beautifully true” and “far too beautiful, indeed, not to possess Truth as its 

essentiality [italics in original]” (836), and in claiming thus, he is highlighting the aesthetic value 

of truth. In a sense, Poe might agree with Nietzsche on the notion that the “beauty and grandeur 

of an interpretation of the world (alias philosophy) is what is now decisive for its value, i.e. it is 

judged as art [italics in original]” (Philosophy and Truth 17–18), especially given Poe’s 

emphasis on Beauty in “Eureka.” 

Poe defines poetry as “Rhythmical Creation of Beauty” (“The Poetic Principle” column 

3), and although it is challenging to detect a poetic rhythm in “Eureka,” the latter’s modeling of 

beauty is a major contribution to aesthetic theory especially when read in the light of Poe’s 

Dionysian worldview. For Poe, beauty is measured by the effect that a literary work has on the 

reader; some of his short stories, such as “The Fall of the House of Usher,” “The Pit and the 

Pendulum,” “The Tell-Tale Heart,” and “The Black Cat,” among others, are characterized by 

their strong effect on the reader due to their overwhelming depictions of death, madness, and 
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illness. From their mad narrators to their somber settings, Poe’s literary works are marked by 

their disturbing yet inviting charm. In “Eureka,” Poe accentuates the aesthetic effect by uniting 

two distinct tones: the poetic and the scientific. The interdisciplinary nature of the prose-poem 

does not only redefine “Truth” and genre, but it also brings to light Poe’s reconsidered aesthetic 

theory and what it means for a work to be deemed poetic or beautiful. Initially, Poe thought of 

poetry and prose as distinct forms of writing: “Truth, or the satisfaction of the intellect, and the 

object Passion, or the excitement of the heart, are, although attainable, to a certain extent, in 

poetry, far more readily attainable in prose” (“The Philosophy of Composition” column 2). 

However, in “Eureka,” Poe unites poetry and prose and infuses his prose-poem with both a 

poetic and a scientific tone for aesthetic purposes. In doing so, Poe revisits the contrast he once 

set between poetry and science and reveals the aesthetic effect that their union can produce, 

which will be explored thoroughly in the next chapter.  

  



66 
 

Chapter III. Poe’s Supernal Beauty: The Aesthetic Effect of Unity in 

“Eureka” 

 
I have reached these lands but newly    

From an ultimate dim Thule— 

From a wild weird clime that lieth, sublime, 

       Out of SPACE—Out of TIME.  

 

– Edgar Allan Poe 

 

The industrial and scientific revolution that began in the nineteenth century had a great 

impact on art and poetry and paved way for Romanticism and Romantic art. As reaction to 

“[e]nlightenment rationalism, scientific objectivism, disenchantment, and attempts to crush 

religion,” the Romantics “attempted to revive and liberate subjective feeling and emotion, 

passion, horror, and melancholy (Coeckelbergh 1). There was also a dominant appreciation 

among the Romantics of the holistic perception of nature as an organic as opposed to a 

mechanical system. For that reason, “Romantic art . . . points towards hidden, unpredictable 

depths that can adequately be conveyed only in philosophy and theology” (Inwood 59). In other 

words, there was a fascination with unscientific themes among the Romantics, such as the occult, 

mysticism, and obscurity against clarity, reason, and materialism. This reaction was most notably 

found in the Romantic aesthetic, especially in Romantic poetry, where organic nature was 

painted as mysterious and sublime as opposed to a mechanical system that can be studied and 

dissected by scientific discourse. The imagination, then, became more appealing than reason for 

the Romantics, and Poe highlighted that preference in “The Poetic Principle,” where he divided 

the mind into three parts “Pure Intellect,” “Taste,” and the “Moral Sense:” 

I place Taste in the middle, because it is just this position which, in the mind, it 

occupies . . . Just as the Intellect concerns itself with Truth, so Taste informs us of 

the Beautiful while the Moral Sense is regardful of Duty . . . Taste contents 
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herself with displaying the charms:—waging war upon Vice solely on the ground 

of her deformity—her disproportion—her animosity to the fitting, to the 

appropriate, to the harmonious—in a word, to Beauty. (Column 2) 

 For Poe, “Taste” is the “sole arbiter” of poetry, which he defined as the “Rhythmical Creation of 

Beauty” and, “unless incidentally, it has no concern whatever either with Duty or Truth” (column 

3). The gap he imposed between beauty and reason can be justified by the dominant aesthetic 

theory of his time, and in “Sonnet—To Science,” as mentioned in previous chapters, Poe 

lamented the impact that science had on the poet: “Why preyest thou thus upon the poet’s 

heart,/Vulture, whose wings are dull realities” (“Eureka,” Complete Tales 22)?  

While scientists relied on reason and offered an objective explanation of phenomena, the 

Romantics found it dull and, instead, used their imagination “as an instrument to get to the 

mystery, the myth, and the magic that otherwise remain unseen in the shadows of the dull daily 

world” (Coeckelbergh 30) which had a great impact on Romantic art and aesthetics. In this vein, 

Poe’s early aesthetic theory dictated that beauty was better suited for poetry than prose; however, 

in the preface for “Eureka,” a work that combines both prose and poetry, he bridged beauty and 

truth by highlighting the “Beauty that abounds in its Truth” (“Eureka,” Complete Tales 795). 

This strongly suggests that towards the end of his literary career, Poe transcended the Romantic 

aesthetic and pioneered a new aesthetic, especially in “Eureka,” wherein he reveals an 

appreciation for truth, not for its accuracy, but for its contribution to the aesthetic effect. While it 

was perceived as a scientific treatise, “Eureka” holds greater merit as a treatise on art, the 

aesthetic success of which is measured by its ability to balance narratives of chaos and order, 

science and poetry, and mysticism and naturalism—a Dionysian-Apollonian equilibrium.  
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The use of science and logic for aesthetic purposes is not unprecedented by Poe; as Dan 

Shen notes, “Poe ingeniously makes a fantastic fictional fact credible through related realistic 

details” (331); in other words, Poe uses realistic details to make his fictional settings believable 

and credible. For instance, in “The Premature Burial,” readers are pulled into a vivid, clear, and 

seemingly substantiated catalogue of a paranoid narrator’s knowledge and fear of premature 

burials. Readers find themselves convinced of the commonness of such horrid experiences, until, 

towards the end, when the narrator thinks he is buried alive, he realizes that it is all imagined, 

bringing his readers a sense of relief after a horrific emotional rollercoaster. In “The Facts in the 

Case of M. Valdemar,” as discussed in the previous chapter, an experiment to pierce the veil 

between life and death is conducted by hypnotists and the vivid descriptions therein focus more 

on the physical transformations of Valdemar and less on the in-between world. In other words, 

many of Poe’s fictional tales are rendered more vivid, terrifying and impactful by the support of 

reason, logic, and the material world. With the purpose of making his fictional settings appear 

more real and less imagined, Poe champions a new aesthetic—that of factual fiction, the effect of 

which on the reader is heightened by its seeming truthfulness. In Poe’s fictional world of 

premature burials, swinging pendulums, mad murderers, black cats, and prophetic ravens, what 

occurs seems possible, hence more frightening. While Shen refers to Poe’s “Tell-Tale Heart” 

when analyzing the significance of the realistic details in the latter’s tales, “Eureka,” remaining 

notoriously underrated, was not mentioned.  

 Despite stating that “Taste” (beauty) and “Duty” (reason/truth) are distinct faculties, and 

despite rejecting reason’s invasion of poetry, Poe not only wrote a prose-poem that combined the 

two equally and classified it as a poem, but crowned it with a significant dedication: “With very 

profound respect, this work is dedicated to Alexander Von Humboldt” (“Eureka,” Complete 
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Tales 793). Von Humboldt was a German polymath, naturalist, and proponent of Romantic 

philosophy and science. His Cosmos, published in 1845, which was the inspiration behind 

“Eureka,” “was guided by the idea that diverse empirical laws formed a single system” (Tresch 

69). Humboldt’s style stood out among the scientific discourse of the time; he filled his scientific 

texts with “beautiful images” in an attempt to widen the scope of his readership and encourage as 

many readers as possible to appreciate science (63). While Humboldt infused his Cosmos with 

poetic beauty, Poe infused his “Eureka” with scientific terminology and pioneered a new form of 

art that combines science with poetry for an aesthetic effect. Moreover, Poe praised the 

generality, as opposed to limited individuality, of Humboldt’s Cosmos: 

[E]ven of treatises on the really limited, although always assumed as the un- 

limited, Universe of stars I know none in which a survey, even of this limited 

Universe, is so taken as to warrant deductions from its individuality. The nearest 

approach to such a work is made in the "Cosmos" of Alexander Von Humboldt. 

He presents the subject, however, not in its individuality but in its generality. His 

theme, in its last result, is the law of each portion of the merely physical Universe, 

as this law is related to the laws of every other portion of this merely physical 

Universe. His design is simply synoeretical. In a word, he discusses the 

universality of material relation, and discloses to the eye of Philosophy whatever 

inferences have hitherto lain hidden behind this universality. [italics in original] 

(“Eureka,” Complete Tales 798) 

This passage reveals Poe’s inspiration behind writing “Eureka,” which is to produce an inclusive 

work that covers the physical, metaphysical, mathematical, material and spiritual universe (797). 
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As will be explored thoroughly in this chapter, Poe’s purpose is not to produce a 

scientific fact that will explain each of the mentioned characteristics of the universe, but to reveal 

the unlimited ability of an artist, in contrast with the restricted scientist, to produce an inclusive 

work, the aesthetic success of which is decided by its psychological effect on the reader. As a 

treatise on art, “Eureka” is meant to show that art is not entirely detached from scientific 

discourse, but that the latter can, in fact, add to an artistic production’s aesthetic value.  In 

“Eureka,” Poe presents a universe that is an indifferent, self-annihilating, and self-creating 

mechanical system. As scientific as Poe’s presentation may seem, it is equally poetic since this 

mechanical system is presented as the beating heart of God which “is our own” (“Eureka,” 

Complete Tales 869). However, despite the mystic and metaphysical undertones of Poe’s 

“Eureka,” a close reading of the prose-poem offers a different interpretation of his aesthetic 

theory, which combines the distinct narratives of science and poetry to produce an aesthetic 

effect that can be intensified, as opposed to suppressed, by the objective tone of science.  

Poe speaks generously of beauty and makes it the province of poetry “simply because it 

is an obvious rule of Art” (“The Poetic Principle” column 3). For Poe, poetry’s “first element is 

the thirst for supernal BEAUTY—a beauty which is not afforded to the soul by any existing 

collocation of earth’s forms,” but is, instead, a beauty “which, perhaps, no possible combination 

of these forms would fully produce [italics in original]” (“Longfellow’s Ballads” 124). Poe’s 

definition of beauty may seem, at first, idealistic or transcendental, which form the basis of 

Romantic aesthetics, for he adds that this Supernal Beauty “which is felt in sound [poetry and 

music] may be the mutual or common heritage of Earth and Heaven [italics in original]” and that 

in “the soul’s struggles at combination it is thus not impossible that a harp may strike notes not 

unfamiliar to the angels” (124). Although the description Poe gives to beauty may seem mystical, 
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a careful reading and thorough examination of some of his correspondence, tales, and poems, 

especially “Eureka,” reveals the dissimilarity between idealism and Poe’s views on beauty.  

As opposed to being idealistic, Poe’s perception of beauty is one that is trapped in the 

materialistic world of senses. In spite of his “wild effort to reach the Beauty above” (“The Poetic 

Principle” column 3), Poe’s tales and poems seem to heavily explore themes of death, mortality, 

and the macabre found in the material world. The frequent emergence of death, suffering, and 

mayhem that shifts the plot of most of his tales and poems from pleasant to unsettling suggests 

that the Supernal Beauty therein does not grant access to a world beyond the material one but 

accentuates the troubles of the latter. While the province of poetry, according to Poe, is beauty 

(column 3), the majority of his poems explore themes that continuously shift from the beautiful 

to the grotesque, which indicates that his concept of Supernal Beauty requires careful 

investigation. To illustrate, his poem “The Conqueror Worm” explores themes of death and 

mortality; however, the poem opens with a beautiful and inviting setting and later deviates into 

vivid descriptions of the “tragedy, Man” (“The Conqueror Worm,” Complete Tales 65). The 

speaker begins by describing a “gala night” with “an angel throng, bewinged, bedight” who are 

about to see a play “of hopes and fears” (64-65). Towards the end, the mood of the poem 

dramatically shifts as the “curtain, a funeral pall,/Comes down with a rush of a storm,” and the 

angels, witnessing the invasion of the “Conqueror Worm” and its destruction of the mortals on 

stage, “sob at vermin fangs/In human gore imbued” (65).  

“The Conqueror Worm” is one of many poems in which Poe explores themes that are too 

disturbing to be deemed aesthetically inviting; however, this can be explained by his own views 

on art and the role of the artist. Poe writes: “Were I called upon to define, very briefly, the term 

‘Art,’ I should call it ‘the reproduction of what the Senses perceive in Nature through the veil of 
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the soul.’ The mere imitation, however accurate, of what is in Nature, entitles no man to the 

sacred name of ‘Artist’” (Jannaccone column 2). Poe’s use of both “Senses” and the “soul” as 

the main artistic faculties can also be respectively equivalent to naturalism and 

intuition/imagination; in other words, the skilled artist must keep the real world—along with its 

less desirable realities—in view but modify (beautify or intensify) it with the aid of the 

imagination. This could also explain Poe’s definition of Supernal Beauty as a “common heritage 

of Earth and Heaven” (“Longfellow’s Ballad” 124). For him, art must not transcend the world of 

the senses, nor act as a mere representation of it, but remain somewhere in between, and his 

philosophy on art takes full form in “Eureka.” As Vincelette notes, Poe’s insistence on having 

“Eureka” read as a poem must not be overlooked since it “reveals it as the culmination of his 

aesthetic theories, in which rationality and imagination combine” (36). It is precisely in “Eureka” 

that his aesthetic theory is magnified and reaches unprecedented momentum, where his 

“aesthetic beauty is a result of an ever-precarious combination of harmony and dissonance, 

symmetry and strangeness” (Zapf 142). In that manner, Poe’s universe is harmonious, 

symmetrical, and orderly as much as it is strange, paradoxical, and chaotic, as is his “Eureka.”  

Although Poe’s writings and correspondence strongly suggest his aesthetic theory’s 

disconnection from a metaphysical purpose or basis, some critics have placed it in parallel to 

Plato’s idealistic aesthetic theory, such as Summerfield Baldwin who claims that “Plato’s 

absolute beauty and Poe’s Supernal Beauty are in general one and the same thing” (215). While 

this comparison can be substantiated by the manner in which Poe defines beauty, a careful 

reading of his correspondence, tales, and poems suggests a contrast between his aesthetic theory 

and that of Plato’s. In a letter to James R. Lowell in 1844, Poe expresses his views on the 
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concept of spirit and its otherworldly attributes, and his words point to an affiliation with 

materialism as opposed to idealism: 

I cannot agree to lose sight of man the individual, in man the mass.—I have no 

belief in spirituality. I think the word a mere word. No one has really a conception 

of spirit. We cannot imagine what is not. We deceive ourselves by the idea of 

infinitely rarefist matter. Matter escapes the senses by degrees—a stone—a metal 

—a liquid—the atmosphere—a gas—the luminiferous ether. Beyond this there are 

other modifications more rare. But to all we attach the notion of a constitution of 

particles—atomic composition. For this reason only, we think spirit different; for 

spirit, we say is unparticled, and therefore is not matter. [italics in original] 

(Ostrom 257) 

This passage reveals Poe’s monistic worldview, which contrasts Plato’s dual worldview, and the 

former’s views on matter and the materialistic universe are heavily explored in “Eureka,” where 

he contends that all that exists in the universe is matter: “That all bodies attract each other with 

forces proportional to their quantities of matter and inversely proportional to the squares of their 

distances” (“Eureka,” Complete Tales 814) and that the universe is but an “infinite extension of 

Matter” (830). Moreover, Plato makes a distinction between two kinds of beauty: the one 

accessible to the world of senses and the other being an “unvarying Form of Beauty” that only 

the philosopher recognizes (Janaway 8). For Poe, beauty that penetrates beyond the world of 

senses is merely the by-product of the artist’s imagination, and his “Eureka” strongly suggests 

his perception of the world as only material where even the spiritual is within the bounds of the 

material world. When speaking of the universe, Poe means to describe the “utmost conceivable 

expanse of space, with all things, spiritual and material, that can be imagined to exist within the 
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compass of that expanse” (“Eureka,” Complete Tales 797). This monistic worldview, coupled 

with his philosophy on truth and language, rules out the notion that art is a means to transcend 

the material world.  

In addition, as explored in the previous chapter on genre in “Eureka,” Plato thinks of 

poetry and the arts as thrice removed from reality, and he expresses his negative views on them 

for that reason. His aesthetic theory stems from his notion that a “work of art is valuable if it 

orients its audience toward the Forms. But since only metaphysics can lead us to them . . . 

aesthetics, considered as the study or justification of the intrinsic value of art, is either trivial or 

impossible” (Boden 432); by contrast, for Poe, aesthetics (i.e. beauty) is not only a characteristic 

of art but a “rule of Art” (“The Poetic Principle” column 3). Poe “emphasizes the beautiful 

[Apollonian] and the sublime [Dionysian] to create a grotesque aesthetic that makes the beautiful 

and the sublime indistinguishable” (Bryant 11) which, in turn, makes the ideal and the material 

indistinguishable. In “Eureka,” Poe emphasizes the inseparable relationship between the spiritual 

and the material, contending that neither one can stand on its own: “The Body and The Soul walk 

hand in hand” (831). In that material universe where matter and spirit are one, God is also 

matter: “God is material. All things are material; yet the matter of God has all the qualities which 

we attribute to spirit: thus the difference is scarcely more than of words” (Ostrom 260). Poe’s 

materialistic philosophy revolves around the notion that there is either Matter—which constitutes 

all things—or Nothingness, as opposed to Plato’s duality of material vs. ideal. Now that a 

contrast between Poe’s aesthetic theory and idealism is proposed, the concept of Supernal Beauty 

can be seen as a combination of harmonious Apollonian beauty and chaotic Dionysian sublime—

where science and poetry, spirit and matter, and prose and poetry become indistinguishable. 

Similar to the characteristics of Dionysus, who “symbolizes an entire world whose spirit 
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reappears in ever new forms and unites in an eternal unity the sublime with the simple, the 

human with the animal, the vegetative and the elemental” (Otto 202), Dionysian art, such as 

“Eureka,” unites hyperbolic poetry with systematic prose. As Nietzsche notes, the Dionysian is 

manifested in “the basic acknowledgement of the unity of all existing things, the observation that 

. . . the spell of individuation is there for us to break, as a premonition of a re-established unity” 

(Birth of Tragedy 38), which can be traced in Poe’s monistic philosophy and his subsequent 

Dionysian unity of opposites. 

Indeed, for Nietzsche, the union of the two is a rule for the creation of art, and he claims 

that the Dionysian invasion of the arts is essential. He refers to Apollo and Dionysus as “two 

gods of art,” and he asserts that “the further development of art is bound up with the duality of 

the Apollonian and the Dionysian, just as similarly reproduction depends upon the duality of the 

sexes [italics in original]” (Birth of Tragedy 11). Moreover, Nietzsche describes purely 

Apollonian art as “visual (plastic) arts” and purely Dionysian art as the “non-visual art of music” 

(11). The contrast that Nietzsche draws between Apollonian and Dionysian arts suggests the 

former’s affiliation with beauty and the latter’s with the sublime: 

Dionysian music . . .  especially awoke in that world fear and terror. If music was 

apparently already known as an Apollonian art, this music, strictly speaking, was 

a rhythmic pattern like the sound of waves, whose artistic power had developed 

for presenting Apollonian states . . . It kept at a careful distance, as something un-

Apollonian, the particular element which constitutes the character of Dionysian 

music. [italics in original] (Birth of Tragedy 15)  

Nietzsche’s association of Dionysian music with caution, terror, and fear stems from the nature 

of Dionysus who represents “the underlying chaos and suffering of all existence,” as opposed to 
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his brother Apollo, whose qualities stand for “the brilliant beams of rationality, reason, and 

architectonic perfection” (Stewart 353). Apollonian art, then, emphasizes beauty while 

Dionysian terror accentuates the sublime. “Eureka” marks an example of the union of the two 

aesthetic forces that produces the effect of “Supernal Beauty,” which transcends Edmund 

Burke’s well-known work on the sublime and redefines it. In other words, in “Eureka,” Poe 

augments his own aesthetic theory to produce a new aesthetic, which, although influenced by 

Romantic aesthetics, transcends it.  

 The sublime, according to Burke, is neither beautiful nor unbeautiful, rather, it is an 

aesthetic characterized by “[w]hatever is fitted in any sort to excite the ideas of pain and danger . 

. . whatever is in any sort terrible, or is conversant about terrible objects, or operates in a manner 

analogous to terror” (111). While Burke admits that the sublime seems to be more consistent 

with ugliness, he reiterates: “I would by no means insinuate that ugliness is of itself a sublime 

idea” (109). Consequently, the sublime is neither analogous to ugliness, nor are the two meant to 

produce the same effect: ugliness produces a repulsive effect, while the sublime produces an 

overwhelming effect of grandeur and awe. The sublime does not share qualities with the 

beautiful either; in fact, when comparing the two, “there appears a strong contrast,” for  

sublime objects are vast in their dimensions, beautiful ones comparatively small; 

beauty should be smooth, and polished; the great, rugged and negligent; beauty 

should shun the right line, yet deviate from it insensibly; the great in many cases 

loves the right line, and when it deviates, it often makes a strong deviation; beauty 

should not be obscure; the great ought to be dark and gloomy; beauty should be 

light and delicate; the great ought to be solid, and even massive. They are indeed 
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ideas of a very different nature, one being founded on pain, the other on pleasure. 

(Burke 113–114) 

Beauty, then, is wherever delicacy, perfection, and pleasure can be found, while the “great” or 

the sublime is wherever obscurity, vastness, and pain are dominant. Moreover, Burke asserts that 

the two may merge and unite in the same manner that “[b]lack and white may soften, may blend, 

but they are not therefore the same.” However, their union may decrease their individual effect: 

“Nor when they are so softened and blended with each other, or with different colours, is the 

power of black as black, or white as white, so strong as when each stands uniform and 

distinguished” (114), which also applies to the union of Dionysian and Apollonian qualities. 

Burke’s distinction between beauty and the sublime mirrors, respectively, the distinction 

between Apollonian and Dionysian elements. Similarly, where the Apollonian and Dionysian 

merge, the individual potency of each decreases, and their union creates what Poe defines as 

“Supernal Beauty,” which is the combination that resembles a “common heritage of Earth and 

Heaven” (“Longfellow’s Ballad” 124). However, it is worth noting that this combination does 

not necessarily suggest that he is positing an “Ideal,” especially when bearing in mind his post-

structuralist views on language and his monistic philosophy. Moreover, the Burkean sublime is 

predominantly attributed to nature and its grandeur: “An immense mountain covered with a 

shining green turf, is nothing in this respect, to one dark and gloomy; the cloudy sky is more 

grand than the blue; and night more sublime and solemn than day” (Burke 75). The sublime in 

nature was a dominant aesthetic in Romantic poetry; for example, Poe’s “Dream-Land,” 

published in 1844, illustrates the Burkean sublime and its emphasis on nature’s mysteries and 

grandeur: 

Bottomless vales and boundless floods,    
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And chasms, and caves, and Titan woods,    

With forms that no man can discover    

For the tears that drip all over;    

Mountains toppling evermore    

Into seas without a shore;    

Seas that restlessly aspire,    

Surging, unto skies of fire;    

Lakes that endlessly outspread    

Their lone waters—lone and dead,—    

Their still waters—still and chilly    

With the snows of the lolling lily. (“Dream-Land,” Complete Tales 66) 

 The “Mountains toppling evermore,” the “seas without a shore,” and the lakes that “endlessly 

outspread” reflect the sublime of grandeur and awe in nature. The images painted in “Dream-

Land” capture the aesthetic climate of the nineteenth century where nature’s mysteries and 

vastness are accentuated. However, in “Eureka” Poe presents the sublime differently; the prose-

poem carries a new tone, which is that of logic and reason, in order to heighten as opposed to 

suppress the aesthetic effect of the sublime. In other words, mystery, grandeur and vastness are 

still heavily implied in “Eureka,” and the objective scientific narrative acts as a supplement to 

these sublime characteristics by making them more vivid and tangible.  

The sublime in Poe’s tales and poems has more often than not been created through 

vividly depicting themes of horror, madness, and death. The aesthetics of his tales and poems 

mostly centers on accentuating the effect on the reader, as he states in “The Philosophy of 

Composition:”  
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I prefer commencing with the consideration of an effect . . . “Of the innumerable 

effects, or impressions, of which the heart, the intellect, or (more generally) the 

soul is susceptible, what one shall I, on the present occasion, select?” Having 

chosen a novel, first, and secondly a vivid effect, I consider whether it can best be 

wrought by incident or tone—whether by ordinary incidents and peculiar tone, or 

the converse, or by peculiarity both of incident and tone—afterward looking about 

me (or rather within) for such combinations of event, or tone, as shall best aid me 

in the construction of the effect. (Column 1) 

In addition to vividness, the effect of the literary work on the reader can also be brought about by 

“peculiarity both of incident and tone,” which can be traced, in “Eureka,” and the balanced shift 

between scientific laws and imaginative leaps that create a hybrid narrative. Poe refers to such 

imaginative leaps as intuition in the prose-poem: “I do know the machinery of the Universe. 

Here it is. I grasped it with my soul—I reached it through mere dint of intuition [italics in 

original]” (“Eureka,” Complete Tales 804). However, despite relying on his intuition, Poe uses 

the aid of prior scientific knowledge in order to substantiate his intuitive leaps; such intuitive 

leaps make up the poetic part of “Eureka,” which is rendered more believable through the use of 

scientific reason.  

Once again, the purpose behind the union of two distinct tones is to create the desired 

effect, which is, as Poe admits, attributed to beauty: “When, indeed, men speak of Beauty, they 

mean, precisely, not a quality, as is supposed, but an effect—they refer, in short, just to that 

intense and pure elevation of soul—not of intellect, or of heart—upon which I have commented, 

and which is experienced in consequence of contemplating “the beautiful” (“The Philosophy of 

Composition” column 1). Poe’s “Eureka” reveals the utmost effect of his aesthetic theory; away 
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from dilapidated mansions, premature burials, terrifying pits and pendulums, and famished 

worms, Poe reveals his maturity as an aesthetician and artist in “Eureka” as he uses the fluidity 

of language, as shown in the first chapter of this thesis, and the effect of art, to not only paint 

existence as a whole, but to vividly present the dreadful nothingness behind its inviting mystery 

and grandeur. He does so by painting a mysteriously complex universe that is “swelling into 

existence” and then “subsiding into nothingness” (“Eureka,” Complete Tales 869).  

Unlike painting or music, the aesthetic effect of a written work is created with words, and 

Poe’s perception of language as a fluid and constructed tool allowed him to manipulate and 

group jargons and discourses. In “Eureka,” words become as aesthetically potent as a painting’s 

shading and lighting, compelling its author to wonder: “What terms shall I find sufficiently 

simple in their sublimity—sufficiently sublime in their simplicity—for the mere enunciation of 

my theme” (“Eureka,” Complete Tales 797)? The result is an intermixing of the sublime with the 

simple—poetry with prose—and the joining of the logical with the imaginative. By uniting the 

two, Poe unites Dionysian and Apollonian opposites for aesthetic purposes and presents, in 

“Eureka,” what Nietzsche defines as “Dionysian artistry,” which “does not show itself in the 

alternation of presence of mind and intoxication, but in their proximity, their coexistence” 

(“Dionysian Worldview” 82). As Pasquale Jannaccone observes about Poe, 

[w]hoever knows anything of the vicissitudes of the unfortunate American writer 

knows how in him ideality of principles and practicality of aims were blended, 

how in his being poetic disposition and mathematical reason—with a slight 

predominance now of one and then of the other—did not conflict but fused into 

each other. And this coexistence and agreement of faculties, which normally are 

held to be antagonistic and irreconcilable, do not manifest themselves only 
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in Eureka, where the beauty of the universe is made to spring solely from its 

geometric construction, but are invoked by Poe himself as a constituent element 

of the highest intellects. (9) 

It is precisely this reconciliation of “poetic disposition” and “mathematical reason” that makes 

“Eureka” unique as its presentation of a dreadful nihilistic universe is substantiated by scientific 

facts, and, as a result, the presence of mathematical reasoning renders the poetic sublime more 

believable.  

However, despite the sublime nature of the universe in “Eureka,” Poe does not shy away 

from the Apollonian beauty therein. While the Romantics praise the mystery behind the 

unknown and obscure, Poe highlights the wonder of the known material world. In other words, 

instead of rejecting scientific narrative, Poe utilizes it in “Eureka” for aesthetic purposes as he 

paints sublime poetic ideas with the seeming credibility of naturalism. For instance, the 

following passage highlights the poetic component of “Eureka”: 

He who from the top of AEtna casts his eyes leisurely around, is affected chiefly 

by the extent and diversity of the scene. Only by a rapid whirling on his heel could 

he hope to comprehend the panorama in the sublimity of its oneness. But as, on 

the summit of AEtna, no man has thought of whirling on his heel, so no man has 

ever taken into his brain the full uniqueness of the prospect; and so, again, 

whatever considerations lie involved in this uniqueness, have as yet no practical 

existence for mankind. [italics in original] (“Eureka,” Complete Tales 797) 

As shown in this passage, Poe captivates his readers with a poetic and sentimental tone, and from 

thereon, he swings them between scientific objectivity and poetic subjectivity. For example, 
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when explaining the condition of the atoms, the dominant tone in Poe’s reasoning becomes 

objective and scientific:  

But, in any series of concentric spheres, the surfaces are directly proportional 

with the squares of the distances from the centre.  

Therefore the number of atoms in any stratum is directly proportional with the 

square of that stratum's distance from the centre.  

But the number of atoms in any stratum is the measure of the force which emitted 

that stratum—that is to say, is directly proportional with the force.  

Therefore the force which irradiated any stratum is directly proportional with the 

square of that stratum's distance from the centre:—or, generally,  

The force of the irradiation has been directly proportional with the squares of the 

distances. [italics in original] (“Eureka,” Complete Tales 824) 

In this passage, not only is the jargon scientific, but the mode of reasoning behind the idea 

proposed relies on mathematical logic; however, Poe’s tone swings back and forth between the 

scientific and the poetic. Explaining the same phenomenon—the condition of the atoms—Poe 

also writes: 

Does not so evident a brotherhood among the atoms point to a common 

parentage? Does not a sympathy so omniprevalent, so ineradicable, and so 

thoroughly irrespective, suggest a common paternity as its source? Does not one 

extreme impel the reason to the other? Does not the infinitude of division refer to 

the utterness of individuality? Does not the entireness of the complex hint at the 

perfection of the simple? . . .  is it not because originally, and therefore normally, 

they were One—that now, in all circumstances—at all points—in all directions—
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by all modes of approach—in all relations and through all conditions—they 

struggle back to this absolutely, this irrelatively, this unconditionally one? [italics 

in original] (“Eureka,” Complete Tales 816–817) 

Poe moves from describing the atoms from the perspective of a scientist who is occupied with 

their “stratums difference from the center” and “the force of the irradiation” behind the 

phenomenon to painting the atoms as particles that “struggle” their way back to a “common 

parentage.” Moreover, in the second passage, Poe’s tone becomes more subjective as it reflects 

fascination and awe as opposed to objective reasoning.  

The “sublimity of oneness” in “Eureka” is not exclusive to the oneness of the material 

and spiritual, or life and death, but also to the oneness of the poetic and scientific—two distinct 

discourses that move hand in hand throughout the prose-poem where the conflicting effects of 

both prose and poetry are equally maintained. This shift from one discourse to another can be 

traced within the same passage as well: 

The equilibrium between the centripetal and centrifugal forces of each system, 

being necessarily destroyed upon attainment of a certain proximity to the nucleus 

of the cluster to which it belongs, there must occur, at once, a chaotic or 

seemingly chaotic precipitation, of the moons upon the planets, of the planets 

upon the suns, and of the suns upon the nuclei; and the general result of this 

precipitation must be the gathering of the myriad now-existing stars of the 

firmament into an almost infinitely less number of almost infinitely superior 

spheres . . . Then, indeed, amid unfathomable abysses, will be glaring 

unimaginable suns. But all this will be merely a climactic magnificence 

foreboding the great End. (“Eureka,” Complete Tales 867) 
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The transition from explaining “centripetal and centrifugal forces of each system,” and using an 

objective scientific tone while doing so, to mentioning “unfathomable abysses,” “unfathomable 

suns” and “the great End” depicts the overall tone of “Eureka.” The shift from the voice of 

reason to that of awe makes the effect of prose-poem more disturbing to the readers as it 

positions their thinking process in the factual sphere of reason before it awakens in them fears of 

cosmic catastrophes and annihilation. This makes the impact of the poetic component of 

“Eureka” more potent as its hyperbolic and exaggerated nature is made to sound reasonable and 

possible, especially that it is often preceded by seemingly sound arguments. It is precisely the 

union of opposites, as mentioned in previous chapters, that makes “Eureka” a unique work, as it 

disorients the reader by blurring the line between reality and fiction, prose and poetry, life and 

death, and beginning and end.  

Poe’s description of the relationship among atoms reveals a different kind of sublime—

one that is not only characterized by great dimensions and vastness but also in the complexity of 

the smallest components of the universe: 

Here let the reader pause with me, for a moment, in contemplation of the 

miraculous—of the ineffable—of the altogether unimaginable complexity of 

relation involved in the fact that each atom attracts every other atom—involved 

merely in this fact of the attraction, without reference to the law or mode in which 

the attraction is manifested—involved merely in the fact that each atom attracts 

every other atom at all, in a wilderness of atoms so numerous that those which go 

to the composition of a cannon-ball, exceed, probably, in mere point of number, 

all the stars which go to the constitution of the Universe. [italics in original] 

(“Eureka,” Complete Tales 816) 
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In this passage, Poe is describing the universe using two distinct lexical registers, the poetic 

(miraculous, ineffable, and unimaginable) and the scientific (atom, attraction, and law). The 

coexistence of hyperbolic poetic language with tamed and objective scientific terminology 

reflects the aesthetic of “Eureka,” most notably in how the latter is rendering the former more 

possible, more vivid, and more believable. Moreover, Poe uses the combination of the two in 

order to accentuate the peculiarity of “Eureka.” For instance, when addressing the symmetry of 

the planets, Poe relates it to a “poetical instinct”: 

Moons have been seen revolving about planets; planets about stars; and the 

poetical instinct of humanity—its instinct of the symmetrical, if the symmetry be 

but a symmetry of surface:—this instinct, which the Soul, not only of Man but of 

all created beings, took up, in the beginning, from the geometrical basis of the 

Universal irradiation—impels us to the fancy of an endless extension of this 

system of cycles. [italics in original] (859) 

Poe’s odd pairing of the planets’ symmetry with instinct brings forth a unique combination that 

is at the heart of “Eureka” as a whole. The relevance of this connection is less in its factuality 

and more in its aesthetic effect—its reconciliation of Apollonian and Dionysian opposites. 

Moreover, his emphasis on the perpetual, cyclic, endless, and infinite characteristics of the 

universe heavily creates the sublime aesthetic, yet it remains tamed by the objective scientific 

tone. The shift from the scientific to the poetic, and vice-versa, can be traced in almost every 

paragraph of “Eureka;” for example, in this passage, Poe uses a rigid, emotionless, and objective 

tone: 

The mathematical circle is a curve composed of an infinity of straight lines. But 

this idea of the circle—an idea which in view of all ordinary geometry, is merely 
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the mathematical, as contradistinguished from the practical, idea—is, in sober 

fact, the practical conception which alone we have any right to entertain in regard 

to the majestic circle with which we have to deal, at least in fancy, when we 

suppose our system revolving about a point in the centre of the Galaxy. [italics in 

original] (“Eureka,” Complete Tales 861) 

Now that Poe has placed his readers in a state of mind where the intellect is aroused, he 

immediately swings them towards an impassioned state: “Let the most vigorous of human 

imaginations attempt but to take a single step towards the comprehension of a sweep so 

ineffable” (861). Poe is challenging his readers to comprehend the complexity of the machinery 

of the universe in order to heighten their sense of awe, and he proposes that they use their 

imagination, as opposed to their intellect, in their attempt. In doing so, Poe is highlighting the 

intellect’s inability to grasp the grandeur and mystery of the universe, heightening the effect of 

the sublime on the readers as a result. In addition, unlike the Romantic attempt to accentuate the 

mysteries of organic nature to inspire awe and greatness, Poe highlights the inconceivable 

enormity of a machine-like system: 

The fact is, that, in regard to the distance of the fixed stars—of any one of the 

myriads of suns glistening on the farther side of that awful chasm which separates 

our system from its brothers in the cluster to which it belongs—astronomical 

science, until very lately, could speak only with a negative certainty. (856) 

As is shown in this passage and all throughout “Eureka,” Poe’s tone is less informative and more 

awe-inspiring as he uses the wonders and facts of science to ground the horror in a believable 

setting. As a result, reading “Eureka” equally activates the intellect and passions, as it 



87 
 

consistently sways the readers back and forth between objectivity and subjectivity, fact and 

fiction, prose and poetry while blurring the lines between disturbance and fascination.  

While scientific discourse is used throughout “Eureka,” it does not suppress the poetic 

component, but rather, accentuates it by contrast. In order words, the transition from a scientific 

to a poetic tone makes the effect of the latter more potent on the reader as the two juxtapose one 

another. For instance, although Poe uses scientific terms as he describes the stars in the universe, 

he grants them an “appetite” and makes them seem almost sentient: 

While undergoing consolidation, the clusters themselves, with a speed 

prodigiously accumulative, have been rushing towards their own general centre—

and now, with a thousandfold electric velocity, commensurate only with their 

material grandeur and with the spiritual passion of their appetite for oneness, the 

majestic remnants of the tribe of Stars flash, at length, into a common embrace. 

The inevitable catastrophe is at hand. (“Eureka,” Complete Tales 867–868) 

The coexistence of scientific terms—“speed,” “electric velocity,” and “material”—stand in 

contrast with the poetic discourse—“spiritual passion,” “appetite for oneness,” “majestic 

remnants.” In doing so, Poe “attempts a synthesis of his poetological and philosophical ideas, 

according to which all phenomena of the material and spiritual world are locked in a constant 

battle between the powers of order and chaos” (Zapf 150), and in “Eureka” in particular, Poe 

uses order (reason/science) to accentuate the chaos (imagination/poetry). The oscillation between 

describing the universe as a system while referring to the “brotherhood among the atoms” and 

their “common patronage,” along with the “spiritual passion” of the stars’ “appetite for oneness,” 

not only accentuates the poetic but also reveals the aesthetic uniqueness of “Eureka.”  
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Structurally, “Eureka” is prose, yet its effect on the reader is intended to be poetic, and 

the state of limbo that “Eureka” is placed in, and where it places its readers as a result, creates 

the psychological sublime where imagined fictional narratives are rendered vivid to a disturbing 

extent. This creates the aesthetic effect of “Eureka,” the success of which is measured by how 

believable the poetic is made, hence the preface to the prose-poem: “I offer this Book of Truths, 

not in its character of Truth-Teller, but for the Beauty that abounds in its Truth; constituting it 

true” (“Eureka,” Complete Tales 795); in other words, it is the Beauty of the truth in “Eureka” 

that matters rather than its factuality. Moreover, Poe contends that “in regard to Truth—if . . . we 

are led to perceive a harmony where none was apparent before, we experience, at once, the true 

poetical effect,” yet, he adds, “this effect is referable to the harmony alone, and not in the least 

degree to the truth which merely served to render the harmony manifest” (“The Poetic Principle” 

column 6). In “Eureka” this harmony is the result of the balance between the poetical and the 

scientific which creates the “true poetical effect” or Beauty. 

The content of “Eureka” was especially disturbing to the nineteenth-century audience, 

where Romantic poetry was focused on highlighting the organic and mystical narrative of nature 

away from the emerging objectivity of science. Poe disturbs his readers in “Eureka” by 

presenting the possibility which they dread most: the indifferent machinery of the universe, or 

what Poe describes as a “system of cycles [italics in original]” (859). The purpose of all living 

organisms, including intelligent ones, is to serve that system’s inevitable return to Unity; 

therefore, as Poe suggests, matter is a means as opposed to an end and “with the return into Unity 

[Matter’s] . . . purposes cease” (868), but that Unity is also Nothingness, revealing the nihility 

behind the machinery of the universe. Nothingness is the ruling sublime idea in “Eureka” as Poe 
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paints a universe that is bound to the “Germ of . . . Inevitable Annihilation” (797) by vividly 

presenting it in seemingly factual form through the guise of rich scientific knowledge.  

As G.R. Thompson notes, the origin of Poe’s universe “lies in Nothingness,” its “present 

material state is but a variation of the original Nothingness,” and its “final end is a reconstitution 

of the original Nothingness” (Thompson 299). In “Eureka,” Poe intensifies the effect of this idea 

on his readers by vividly proposing that the Universe is bound to annihilation since, at one point, 

the “consolidated globe of globes would be objectless:—therefore not for a moment could it 

continue to exist” and that “Matter, created for an end, would unquestionably, on fulfillment of 

that end, be Matter no longer” (“Eureka,” Complete Tales 868) and then out of that 

Unity/Nothingness, the process will be renewed forever (869). In entertaining this idea, Poe 

reinforces “the further ambivalent, uncertain entertaining of the possibility that the design of the 

universe is but a symmetrical cycles of journeys out of, and back into, Void” (Thompson 300), 

making the prose-poem an example of “a literature of overwhelming possibility: the possibility 

that beyond the elaborate game there is Nothing” (299). Poe entertains that possibility by making 

it appealing through a harmonious union of poetry and science, heightening its effect on the 

reader as a result. 

Despite its dreadful nihilistic path, in “the supremeness of its symmetry,” that same self-

destroying universe is also “the most sublime of poems” (“Eureka,” Complete Tales 864). This 

sublime effect results from its juxtaposition as it is a universe of beautiful symmetry, of repulsion 

and attraction as “the sole properties through which we perceive the Universe [italics in 

original]” (813), but it is also doomed to an endless cycle of annihilation and rebirth. In its 

perpetual state, Poe’s universe “will be renewed forever, and forever, and forever; a novel 

Universe swelling into existence, and then subsiding into nothingness, at every throb of the Heart 
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Divine” (869). To further accentuate the intensity of the image he paints, Poe’s repetition of 

“forever” gives the impression of infinity, which is also another characteristic of Burke’s 

sublime, as it “has a tendency to fill the mind with that sort of delightful horror, which is the 

most genuine effect, and truest test of the sublime” (Burke 67). Its “delightful horror” stems 

mostly from its inconceivable nature, which Poe emphasizes in “Eureka” in order to highlight the 

grandeur and vastness of the universe and create, as a result, a psychological sublime, the effect 

of which is heightened by the reader’s imagination: “[I]n using the phrase, ‘Infinity of Space’ . . . 

I refer simply to the ‘utmost conceivable expanse’ of space—a shadowy and fluctuating domain, 

now shrinking, now swelling, in accordance with the vacillating energies of the imagination 

[italics in original]” (“Eureka,” Complete Tales 808). The transition from a universe of geometry, 

symmetry, and poetic essence into a “Universe swelling” and trapped in a perpetual cycle of 

matter and “Matter no more” (869) illustrates the hybrid aesthetic of “Eureka” where Apollonian 

beauty is used to juxtapose Dionysian chaos and sublime.  

In addition to emphasizing the inevitable annihilation of the universe, Poe also highlights 

the insignificance of human existence in such a vast, indifferent system: 

If, with a telescope of high space-penetrating power, we carefully inspect the 

firmament, we shall become aware of a belt of clusters—of what we have hitherto 

called "nebulae"—a band, of varying breadth, stretching from horizon to horizon, 

at right angles to the general course of the Milky Way. This band is the ultimate 

cluster of clusters. This belt is The Universe. Our Galaxy is but one, and perhaps 

one of the most inconsiderable, of the clusters which go to the constitution of this 

ultimate, Universal belt or band. [italics in original] (847) 
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Despite the use of scientific terms, such as “Galaxy,” “Milky Way” and “nebulae,” the overall 

tone or effect of this passage is poetic since its purpose is to highlight the “most inconsiderable” 

existence of the Milky Way galaxy through its hyperbolic tone. In doing so, Poe heightens the 

effect of his art, which is more psychological than picturesque. After placing his readers in a 

state of awe and wonder, Poe further intensifies the effect of the psychological sublime by 

highlighting the inconceivable yet dreadful “voids” that inhabit the universe:  

The only mode, therefore, in which, under such a state of affairs, we could 

comprehend the voids which our telescopes find in innumerable directions, would 

be by supposing the distance of the invisible background so immense that no ray 

from it has yet been able to reach us at all. That this may be so, who shall venture 

to deny? I maintain, simply, that we have not even the shadow of a reason for 

believing that it is so. [italics in original] (“Eureka,” Complete Tales 848)  

Poe’s extensive use of descriptions such as “innumerable,” “invisible” and “immense,” along 

with his emphasis on “voids,” reveals the hyperbolic poetic tone that is barred from science. This 

shows that “Eureka” is not an objective scientific treatise but an artistic piece that incorporates 

the fascinating concepts of science minus the objectivity that tends to tame their effect. 

Moreover, Poe’s rejection of a didactic and instructional art strongly suggests that “Eureka” is 

not a scientific treatise; given that “Eureka” is classified as a poem, to perceive any of its ideas as 

instructional or informative is to overlook Poe’s views on the “heresy of The Didactic [italics in 

original],” which he describes as a “heresy too palpably false to be long tolerated, but one which 

. . . may be said to have accomplished more in the corruption of our Poetical Literature than all 

its other enemies combined” (“The Poetic Principle” column 2). It is crucial to bear in mind that 

“Eureka,” after all, is a prose-poem and not just prose, and as an example of “Poetical 
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Literature,” it is not meant to instruct or educate its readers, but rather, to have an effect on them. 

As Poe admits in “The Philosophy of Composition,” when writing poetry, he “prefer[s] 

commencing with the consideration of an effect [italics in original]” (column 1) which is also 

Beauty.  

 Supported by his views on language, truth, and genre, Poe’s aesthetic theory, most 

evident in “Eureka,” reveals the myriad possibilities that the creator-as-artist can entertain. 

“Eureka” is less about whether the universe is in fact cyclic and more about the possibilities that 

can emerge from the artist’s imagination and how they can be presented with apparent factuality. 

Armed with the understanding of language as a creative tool and the belief in “Truth” as a 

misleading and limiting construct, Poe is able to create a work of art that blurs the lines between 

fiction and non-fiction, science and poetry, intuition and reason. If language is unreliable and 

“Truth” no longer sacrosanct, then what are the limits of the artist? Poe provides an answer in 

“Eureka” by presenting a treatise on art that encourages a union of all disciplines to form a kind 

of interconnectivity, the success of which is measured in great part by its aesthetic effect on the 

reader. In “Eureka,” the artist, the philosopher, the scientist, the mystic, the poet, and the 

metaphysician share one pen as there seems to be no other basis for their differentiation except 

for discourse. As I have shown in previous chapters, Poe’s philosophy of language as a mutable 

and fluid tool, along with his deconstruction of the privilege that truth-oriented genres like 

science, philosophy, metaphysics, and others have over poetry and fiction is heavily explored in 

“Eureka.”  
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Conclusion 

Reading “Eureka” within the framework of Dionysian worldview has revealed Poe’s 

possible contribution to the postmodern age and to post-structuralist reading strategies and 

highlighted the interconnectivity of his views on truth, genre and beauty. Poe is among the early 

thinkers to have planted post-structuralist seeds by postulating that language is a construction 

that is detached from phenomena, prompting his deconstruction of “Truth.” This view, in turn, 

makes him conclude that prose and poetry are not two distinct modes since their opposition 

becomes absurd when no longer measured by their proximity to an Absolute, thus allowing him 

to dismantle the hierarchy of genre classifications that places truth-oriented disciplines above 

creative fiction. As a result, Poe uses, mainly in “Eureka,” scientific discourse for aesthetic 

purposes since the rules of genre become futile in a Dionysian context as any discourse, once 

deconstructed, can be manipulated into serving a purpose not originally intended for it. Indeed, 

in “Eureka,” science becomes an aesthetic tool, truth becomes a poetic creation, prose becomes 

poetry, and beginning and end become indistinguishable. In uniting a myriad of opposites and 

disciplines, Poe problematizes grand narratives and reveals their malleability and detachment 

from any intrinsic value or fundamental purpose, making “Eureka” an especially relevant work 

in a postmodern context. 

As I have attempted to show in this thesis, Poe undermines the Apollonian dominance of 

teleological thinking and brings forth an alternative Dionysian approach to philosophical inquiry 

(“Truth”), literary theory (genre), and aesthetic theory (beauty). He reveals the illusory nature of 

Apollonian thinking manifested in reason, logic, clarity, and order, and highlights Dionysian 

chaos, unity, and paradox that are masked by the Apollonian veil of rationality. Poe wishes for 

his readers to experience reading an essay on the universe the way they would read a poem, not 
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to discover “Truth,” but to see writing for what it is: a creation, a construction, a metaphor, and a 

re-description. In other words, norms of thinking once thought of as sacrosanct are questioned by 

Poe who realizes that language is a mutable tool, and “Eureka” embodies the various possibilities 

of rewriting and retelling that result from the fluidity of language.  

As I suggested in this thesis, “Eureka,” although notoriously under-appreciated and 

overlooked, is among Poe’s most influential writings as its significance stretches beyond the 

nineteenth century and is relevant today. Another purpose of this thesis was to propose that one 

of the main reasons behind the misinterpretation of “Eureka” was approaching it as an ambitious 

scientific treatise rather than an artistic literary work. I showed how reading “Eureka” as a poem 

rather than a scientific production can reveal Poe’s contribution to the postmodern age and to 

post-structuralist reading strategies; through this specific approach to “Eureka,” the value of the 

prose-poem was shown to spring from Poe’s successful attempt at an interdisciplinary mélange 

as he set out “to construct an epistemological bridge between the imagination of poetry, the logic 

of philosophy, and the empiricism of science” (Swirski 29). Such an “epistemological bridge” 

makes “Eureka” a unique production with a style of writing that maintains a consistent sway 

between various disciplines and blurs the lines that separate them. 

As I have explored in the first chapter, in “Eureka,” Poe presents his post-structuralist 

views on language by positing that “Truth” is a construction; his Dionysian worldview, later 

recuperated by Nietzsche, allows him to deconstruct the notion of fixed truths and reveal their 

mutability instead, suggesting the prose-poem’s possible contribution to Rorty’s notion of 

contingency and Derrida’s philosophy of deconstruction. As explored thoroughly in the first 

chapter, Poe gives glimpses of his post-structuralist views prior to writing “Eureka.” In “The 

Bells,” Poe models his post-structuralist philosophy by reducing words to mere sound and 
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stripping them from any inherent meaning as a result; in “The Raven,” Poe implies the 

subjectivity and contingency behind meaning through presenting a talking bird whose repetition 

of “nevermore” is granted meaning by the narrator. In addition, in “The Facts in the Case of M. 

Valdemar,” Poe presents the separation of language from the “thing-in-itself” by revealing the 

disjuncture between what is being said by Valdemar and what is intended to be signified. While 

Poe’s philosophy on language is implicitly stated in some of his previous works, it takes a more 

explicit form in “Eureka” where axioms are deconstructed, roads to “Truth” are dismantled, and 

reason is portrayed as another construction of language, making “Eureka” one of Poe’s most 

significant and relevant philosophical oeuvres. 

As a result of his Dionysian philosophy on “Truth” and language, Poe’s views on genre, 

especially concerning the privilege of philosophy over poetry, take full form in “Eureka.” In the 

second chapter, I have explored the influence that Poe’s Dionysian worldview had on his literary 

theory and provided an alternative interpretation of the unusual hybrid genre of the prose-poem. 

After analyzing Poe’s deconstruction of “Truth” and truths, I showed that this resulted in the 

deconstruction of another Dionysian/Apollonian opposition in “Eureka,” that of poetry and 

philosophy. Once “Truth” is no longer a thing to seek but to create, all forms of writing become 

fictional and creative, making “Eureka,” despite its scientific and philosophical themes, a poem. 

I have also revealed that Poe steers away from Western philosophy, particularly Platonic and 

Aristotelian literary theories, and proposes ideas aligned with a postmodern way of thinking. By 

presenting a seemingly philosophical essay on phenomena, classifying it as a prose-poem, and 

prefacing it with a request for his readers to judge it as a poem, Poe is claiming that philosophy 

and poetry are equal disciplines, as neither is closer to “Truth” than the other. Among Poe’s 

major contributions to the deconstruction of teleological discourse is the revelation of the excess 
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of language (logorrhea) that underpins philosophical texts. As I have proposed, the length of 

“Eureka” is a representation of the entanglement that takes place in philosophical discourse and 

its subsequent disjuncture from the “thing-in-itself” or the signified. The excess of language in 

philosophy, coupled with the latter’s inevitable affiliation with poetry, is revealed as the heart of 

Poe’s contribution to the post-structuralist view that all writing, regardless of genre, is 

metaphorical. 

In the third and last chapter, I have discussed how Poe’s union of distinct disciplines also 

influences his aesthetic theory. After revealing the unity behind distinct ideas and disciplines—

“Truth”/truths and poetry/philosophy—Poe proposes the unity of art and science as well. In 

doing so, Poe joins Apollonian and Dionysian elements, an artistic alliance later proposed by 

Nietzsche, for a unique purpose: to produce a strong effect on the reader. For Poe, the “effect” of 

a poem on the reader is a pillar of his literary theory as he emphasizes its importance for the 

creation of Supernal Beauty in “The Poetic Principle.” Revisiting his views on Beauty in 

“Eureka,” Poe finds that since discourse is a construction, any discipline can be twisted and 

manipulated into what it is not: science, therefore, can become an aesthetic tool. As a result, the 

beauty of the prose-poem stems from its truthfulness, not in a factual sense, but in the sense that 

it sounds possible, making it more effective, and hence more beautiful from a reader-response 

perspective. By using the credible and objective tone of reason in poetry, Poe redefines the 

Burkean sublime as the strong psychological effect of realistic fiction and art. 

I believe that through this thesis, I have managed to provide a new reading of Poe’s 

“Eureka” that reveals the prose-poem’s significance and relevance to the postmodern age and to 

post-structuralist reading strategies. This alternative reading of “Eureka” suggests that despite 

not having the tools of post-structuralism to guide him nor the ethos of postmodernism as a 
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frame of reference, Poe paves the way towards a re-assessment of existing modes of writing and 

reading. In “Eureka,” Poe reveals himself as a thinker poised between two epochs, wavering 

between the concept of “Truth” and the concept of truths, standing on the transitional path that 

was later cemented by Nietzsche, Derrida, and Rorty. Therefore, it can be useful to read 

“Eureka” as a transitional literary work, a specimen of the philosophical shift that took place 

between the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.  

Since analyzing “Eureka” within the Dionysian framework reveals Poe’s possible 

contribution to postmodern themes and post-structuralist tools, it can be useful to conduct 

additional research on the Dionysian influence behind his other writings as well, especially ones 

not explored in this thesis. Although Poe is famously known for being a writer of Gothic tales, it 

will be fruitful to explore the relevance of his writings beyond the Gothic and detective genre for 

which he is mostly known. A Dionysian reading of his other writings can offer new 

interpretations and insight into Poe’s identity as a writer, thinker, and contributor to the 

postmodern age.  
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