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A Death of Mystery: Edgar Allan Poe


Edgar Allan Poe’s fate has enthralled numberless amounts of people because of the enigmatic nature of his death.  His life was clearly unbalanced and any psychiatrist could name all of the different mental disorders he may have had.  But they mystery of his death is something that can never be fully understood or answered.  Over the years, many theories have been conceived and rationalized about Edgar Allan Poe’s death.
From nearly the beginning of his existence, it was obvious that Poe would have a complicated life and death.  When little Edgar was only a year old, his parents divorced and his mother Elizabeth Poe gained custody.  A year later, Elizabeth died and Poe was adopted by the Allan’s (Giordano 3).  In 1826, Poe attended the University of Virginia but was expelled a year later due to his gambling debts.  After the Allan’s refused to pay off Poe’s debt, they disowned him (Edgar Allan Poe 3).  Poe was engaged to Elmira Royster but her parents broke off the engagement.  Later, he married his thirteen year old cousin, Virginia Clem (Seaman 1).  Apparently, Poe was unable to hold down a normal job because of his drinking problem (Seaman 1).  Alcohol turned Poe into an irrational madman (Mondragon 3).
After some sort of medical attack in the streets of Baltimore, Poe was admitted to Washington College Hospital (Seaman 1).  It was reported that no visitors were allowed to see Poe while he was in a special room in the hospital designed for drunken patients (Silverman 5).  Throughout the next few days, he was delirious and came in and out of consciousness (The Mysterious Death of Edgar Allan Poe 8).  His most prominent symptoms were hallucinations, fast pulse, perspiration, and delirium (Costa 2).  Accounts say that he kept calling out for someone.  Because he was talking in a matter that was incoherent and hard to understand, there has been speculation about what name he was calling out for.  It seems he was either calling out for “Reynolds”, who cannot be identified, or “Herring” who is Poe’s uncle Henry Herring (The Mysterious Death of Edgar Allan Poe 8).  On the morning of his death, he became very quiet and breathed his last words: “Lord help my poor soul” (The Mysterious Death of Edgar Allan Poe 8).
During his life, Poe’s alcoholism was a concern to his physical well-being.  That is why numerous theories about his death were accounted to alcohol abuse.  During his life, one alcoholic drink would be enough to get Poe seriously drunk (Mondragon 3).  The alcohol theory was first established by Snodgrass in the 1850’s, but his evidence was insufficient or twisted (The Mysterious Death of Edgar Allan Poe 10).  Because most accounts say that Poe was found with no alcohol on his breath at all, it is likely that the alcohol theory of his death was just a way for Snodgrass to persuade people into the temperance movement (The Mysterious Death of Edgar Allan Poe 10).  This theory has thus been discredited for lack of sufficient records.
Poe was found unconscious on the street October 3, 1849 on Election Day.  In that time period, it was not uncommon for the electors to send gangs into the streets to kidnap people and force them to vote at different polls throughout the city.  Most of the time, the people were beaten, “cooped” up in a cell, given alcohol, and clothes were changed (and possibly sold) to disguise them while they voted several times.  Many of these victims died from the poor treatment, whether that was the intentional result of the politicians or not (Macgowan 64).  On the day Poe was found, he was not in his typical clothing, but in pants that did not fit, a wrinkled shirt, and a cheap hat, which was unlike him (Silverman 4).  It is also recorded that he did not have signs on his body from being beaten (Macgowan 66).  But because Poe was famous, he would have been recognized at the polls, which discredits the cooping theory (The Mysterious Death of Edgar Allan Poe 25).
The most believable theory of Edgar Poe’s death is conclusive of rabies.  The rabies theory was introduced in 1996 by R. Michael Benitez, M.D. (Edgar Allan Poe Mystery 1).  Poe’s symptoms upon arrival at the hospital and his stay there are solid evidence that rabies may have been the true cause of his death.  Although there was no bite mark, he showed many signs of rabies: delirium, hallucinations, confusion, amnesia, unusual pulse rate, and difficulty swallowing (Costa 7-25).  It is possible for rabies to live dormant in the body for up to a year before the victim shows any signs of infection (Edgar Allan Poe Mystery 10).  This proposal is the most knowledgeable explanation of Poe’s death in medical terms, and might possibly be the answer to this unsolved mystery.
Throughout the years, Edgar Allan Poe’s death has been speculated, but no concrete evidence has ever been found to completely prove or disprove any theory.  This unsolved mystery will be questioned again and again throughout many more generations.  Though likely causes of his death can be contemplated, it is doubtful that there will ever be enough evidence to support a conclusion.  It is even possible that Poe himself did not know what he was afflicted with, since at the hospital, he had no memory of what had happened to him.
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