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The unfilmable Edgar Allan Poe

October 8, 2009

Although it’s early for Halloween, the one

hundred and sixtieth anniversary of Poe’s

death seems a fitting time to take stock of

Poe’s literary legacy. And from a cinematic

standpoint, a time to note that Poe is damn

near unfilmable.

On an early October day in 1849, Poe was

found walking the streets of the city,

bedraggled, incoherent, possibly beaten

up, dressed in clothes that didn't belong to

him. He died four days later at Washington

College Hospital and was buried at

Westminster the next day, after a sparsely

attended three-minute service. His death

warranted a paltry four-sentence obituary in

The Sun.

Poe's cousin, Neilson Poe, never

announced his death publicly. Fewer than

10 people attended the hasty funeral for

one of the 19th century's greatest writers.

And the injustices piled on. Poe's tombstone was destroyed before it could be installed, when

a train derailed and crashed into a stonecutter's yard. Rufus Griswold, a Poe enemy,
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published a libelous obituary that

damaged Poe's reputation for

decades.

Griswold's personal jealousies

didn't keep Poe down forever,

and the infant technology of

motion pictures took some

embryonic stabs at Poe early on.

“Sherlock Holmes in the Great

Murder Mystery,” made in 1908,

supposedly based on Poe’s

mystery “Murders in the Rue

Morgue,” is probably the earliest

known movie that claims lineage

to Poe. Bear in mind that Edgar

Allan Poe was long dead by the

time Sir Arthur Conan Doyle

wrote the first Sherlock Holmes

story, although Holmes bears

enough of a literary debt to Poe’s

Auguste Dupin that Holmes

actually pokes fun at his literary

forebear in “A Study in Scarlet.” 

 

The Germans adapted Poe several times during the silent era. During the thirties, Poe

popped up a few times as source material, sometimes in Europe, sometimes in the US, and

then often with the title changed. Poe was more popular in Europe than his native America. In

1934, Universal, which had had successful recent adaptations of “Dracula” and “Frankenstein”

teamed up its two biggest horror stars, Bela Lugosi and Boris Karloff in “The Black Cat,”

directed by Edgar G. Ulmer. The movie doesn’t have a lot to do with Poe, but it was a hit. In

1934, Karloff and Lugosi appeared together in “The Raven,” which didn’t have a thing to do

with Poe, other than the title.
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TV adaptations arrived in the fifties (the BBC

had broadcast an adaptation of “The Tell-Tale

Heart” in 1939, though God alone knows who

could have seen it), but the biggest movie boom

came on the heels of Roger Corman’s low-

budget, 1960 adaptation of Poe’s “The Fall of

the House of the Usher” starring Vincent Price,

Mark Damon and Myrna Fahey. The literate

screenplay was by sci-fi/fantasy great Richard

Matheson. Corman squeezed his paltry budget

for everything it was worth and produced a

handsome movie with a great deal of mood.

The climactic destruction of the titular “House of

Usher” featured spectacular shots of flaming

rafters falling towards the camera,

accomplished by having camera operators

inside a burning barn. The desolate countryside

around the house was another example of

Corman’s taking advantage of circumstance: he filmed on the site of recent brushfires.

Other Poe adaptations followed: “The Pit and the Pendulum,” another Vincent Price vehicle,

was praised for its art-house touches. For Premature Burial” Price wasn’t available and Ray

Milland starred opposite Hazel Court, who had also appeared in Hammer’s “Curse of

Frankenstein. “Tales of Terror” is an anthology film adapting the short stories “Morella,” “The

Black Cat,” “The Facts in the Case of M. Valdemar,” and the well-known “A Cask of

Amontillado.” “The Raven,” starring Vincent Price, Boris Karloff , Peter Lorre and Corman

regular, Jack Nicholson, is a comedy that bears no resemblance whatsoever to the poem that

is probably Poe’s best-known piece of work. An expensive movie by Corman standards, “The

Masque of Red Death,” is actually based on two Poe stories, and like many of Corman’s Poe

adaptations, relies more on mood than story-telling for its success. Vincent Price and Hazel

Court star. “The Tomb of Ligeia,” was scripted by Robert Townsend, who would go on to write

the classic private eye film, “Chinatown.” In many ways the movie is an attempt by Corman to

make a Hammer film, right down to shooting in England with regular Hammer

cinematographer Arthur Grant. 
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With the possible exception of “House of

Usher,” none of the Corman Poe cycle really

capture Poe, and some have almost nothing

to do with his stories, though like the many

“Dracula” adaptations that have little to do

with Stoker’s novel, many are enjoyable in

their own right. Corman was a visually

striking director and an absolute master of

substituting mood for spectacle he couldn’t

afford. Few modern directors can make that

claim.

Poe’s legacy remains literary, and Baltimore

is finally giving its famous citizen the send-off

he didn’t get a hundred and sixty years ago.

"This is Baltimore's chance," Jeff Jerome,

curator of the Poe House and Museum, told

The Baltimore Sun. The Poe House and Museum was the site yesterday of a viewing of a

replica the famed poet and author's body that began a five-day commemoration of both his

mysterious death on Oct. 7, 1849, and the quiet, almost secretive funeral services that

followed.

On Sunday, Poe's funeral will get an elaborate do-over, the Associated Press reports, with

two services expected to draw about 350 people each,  the most a former church next to his

grave can hold. Actors portraying Poe's contemporaries and other long-dead writers and

artists will pay their respects, reading eulogies adapted from their writings about Poe.

As for movies, “Ligeia,” “Pit and the Pendulum,” “The Gold Bug,” “Annabel Lee,” “The Mask of

Black Death” (said to be based on Poe), and at least three versions of “The Tell-Tale Heart”

are reported to be in various stages of development. Poe, it seems, will not stay down.
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For more info: http://www.poebicentennial.com/
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