“The Tell Tale Heart” by Edgar Allan Poe
Edgar Allan Poe (1809-1849) -- American Writer, poet, and critic – was born in Boston, Massachusetts.  He was orphaned at an early age and raised by John Allan, a successful businessman.  After a falling out with his adoptive family, Poe went to work as a clerk in Boston.  His first book Tamerlane and Other Poems, was anonymously published in 1827 when Poe was only eighteen.  Poe is regarded as the father of the modern short story, the inventor of the detective story, and a pioneer in the psychological depiction of characters. Among his many memorable works are “The Gold Bug,” “The Murders in the Rue Morgue,” and “The Fall of the House of Usher.”  Poe is also remembered for his poetry, especially such favorites as “The Raven,” “Lenore,” and “Annabel Lee.”
Using the first person point of view, this story – in typical Poe fashion – takes us into the demented mind of a murderer.  Notice that in the very first paragraph, the narrator insists that he is not mad, alerting us to the distinct possibility that he very well may be.  This type of story, in which the narrator tells more about himself than he means to, is so overused nowadays as to be practically cliché.  But Poe was the first writer to try it.  Notice also Poe’s clever use of pacing, which focuses the story on the narrator’s feelings about the old man and leads the plot to its dramatic climax.  As you read, think about when you first begin to be suspicious of the narrator’s sanity.  What clues does the narrator’s language give to his state of mind?
Vocabulary:

Dissimulation

dismembered

singularly

Sagacity

scantlings

vehemently

Overcharged

suavity


derision

Unperceived

deputed

dissembles

Tattoo


reposed

Questions on Meaning and Technique

1.  This story begins with the narrator telling us that he is not mad.  Why do you think he tells us this right away?

2. In paragraph 2, the narrator assures us that he had no motive or object in mind for killing the old man.  What is the point of this admission?

3. Throughout the narrative, the author uses many dashes.  What does this contribute to the telling of the tale?

4. What can you deduce about the narrator from his language?  How does his language help characterize him?

5. How might a reader today react to this story?  How did it affect you?

6. What techniques of pacing are evident in this story?  Point to specific passages that illustrate these techniques.

7. In paragraph 2, the author writes, “For his gold I had no desire.”  How would a modern writer likely phrase this sentence?

8. Foreshadowing is a technique of fiction where the writer hints of what is to come later.  In paragraph 1, what example of foreshadowing can you find?

9. The narrator does not tell us how the police officers reacted upon hearing his confession.  How do you suppose they reacted?  Why didn’t the narrator describe their reaction?

10. Throughout this story, what technique does the narrator use to emphasize his revelations?

