


ABOUT THE AUTHOR 

• Poe was born January 19, 1809 in Boston, Massachusetts to actors 
Elizabeth and David Poe, both of whom died before Poe's second 
birthday. Shortly thereafter, Poe moved to Virginia to live with the 
childless couple John and Frances Allan. He died October 13, 1849, 
at Church Hospital in Baltimore, Maryland (source) 
 

• Poe believed that a perfect story should be readable in one sitting, 
that it should be a tightly controlled, highly compressed narrative 
that hit on topics to which everybody can relate. 

 
• "The Tell-Tale Heart" is a famous short story. He first published the 

story in January 1843, in the short-lived Pioneer magazine. 

http://www.lonelyplanet.com/worldguide/usa/boston/
http://www.lonelyplanet.com/worldguide/usa/baltimore/
http://www.eapoe.org/balt/poechhm.htm


COMMENTARY 

• The Tell-Tale Heart is a classic example of the psychological story.  
 

• The frenetic diction of the narrator and his repeated pleas to the 
reader ("How, then, am I mad?"  and "but why will you say that I am 
mad?"  only reinforce the suspicion that he is mentally ill.  
 

• Beyond his manic monologue, there is the narrator’s creepy 
fascination with the old man’s eye as further proof of lunacy. What 
is it about that eye--"a pale blue eye, with a film over it" -- that so 
vexes the narrator? Clinically, the description suggests a common 
cataract--hardly a reason to murder the old man. 



COMMENTARY 

• The terror on display is both internal (the mind of the narrator) and 
external (the grisly murder).  
 

• The passage of time in this short story is noteworthy. Time can be 
unbearably slow and astonishingly fast. Poe’s emphasis on 
repetition and rhythm (ticking and beating) contributes to the 
tension of the tale. 
 

• This horror story is actually about the demise of two men. It is not 
just a masterful portrait of madness but an example of how guilt 
can make an already crazed man even crazier.  
 

• The narrator asserts "I heard all things in the heaven and in the 
earth. I heard many things in hell". Odds are he truly did. 
 



QUESTIONS 

• Can you relate to any of these characters at all? If so, which ones 
and how? If not, what separates you, from them? 

• Many suggest that the narrator is of ambiguous gender. If the 
narrator was a woman, would this impact the your interpretation? 
If so, how? 

• Did this story scare you? If so, what scared you the most? If not, 
what could have made it scary? 

• If this was a satire (a work critiquing certain aspects of society 
which the author thinks could use improvement), what might it be 
saying about American society in the 1840s? 

• The narrator's story is full of seemingly ridiculous statements. 
Which did you find the most ridiculous? Now, can you think of any 
information that, if known, would make the ridiculous statement 
seem reasonable? 
 


