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Imagery as Allusion in “Ulalume”

Edgar Allen Poe’s “Ulalume” is one of the most somberly beautiful poems ever written; however, Poe’s references to “Auber” and “Weir” have troubled readers and critics since it was first written.  There has been supposition as to their meaning and to the places to which they refer – to very little satisfaction – which is testament not only to the elusiveness of the imagery and to the range of misinterpretations, but to the enduring quality of the work and to the craftsmanship of its creator.  Margaret Alterton boldly asserts that “the age in which “Ulalume” appeared was incompetent to cope with it, and it is possibly doubtful if Poe himself realized fully the thing he had done” (cxiii).  Half of what she says is true.  Poe knew exactly what he was doing.  Poe’s intention behind his references to “Auber” and “Weir” serve to offer a very particular setting and a very particular mood for contemplating the substance of his poem.  Poe invites his reader to a very specific mental location wherein he references other works of art upon which to reflect while reading his poem, as (you will later see) he plainly states:

It was hard by the dim lake of Auber

   In the misty mid region of Weir

It was down by the dank tarn of Auber, 

   In the ghoul-haunted woodland of Weir.




(“Ulalume” 6-9)


Poe has been underestimated in his unique and masterful use of imagery.  Many critics and readers hold the opinion, like George Perkins, that “Auber and Weir are poetic place-names” (1237n), or, like Alterton’s next bold assertion, that “these place names have no known geographical significance, only a value for romantic suggestion” (505).  On the contrary, Poe offers the “lake of Auber” and the “woodland of Weir” as very direct and distinct images rather than arbitrary poetic inventions created to accommodate a rhyme.  Others, like Arthur Quinn similarly agree, that “Poe has been criticized for using words like “Auber” and “Weir,” simply to provide easy rhymes for “October” and “year” (534).  He continues, however, in an attempt to contest this assertion, “but “Auber” he knew as a French composer and “Weir” is a well known family name in Philadelphia” (534).  As Quinn here falls victim to a non-sequitur, only half of what he says is pertinent.  Weir is likely a well-known name in any number of places.  Poe could have met a man named Weir in South Carolina, Virgina, Maryland, Pennsylvania, or New York; but, the work of a romantic landscape painter active in New York throughout Poe’s career would be more likely to have made a strong enough impression on Poe for him to include in his imagery.  

Robert Walter Weir (1803-1889) was, among other things, a romantic landscape painter.  After several years training in New York City and in Florence, Weir opened a studio in New York City in 1827, which he kept until his death in 1889, and he remained active in the art community in New York for the remainder of his life (Groce 669).  “In 1831, [Weir] was elected to membership in the National Academy of Design in New York, and three years later he was made instructor of drawing at the US Military Academy in West Point, New York, a post he held for the next 42 years” (“Weir”).  It is at present unclear, but it was either just before Weir’s appointment to West Point or in his continued involvement in the New York art community thereafter that Poe had an opportunity to expose himself to Weir’s work.  Quinn’s biography of Poe reminds us that Poe was a cadet at West Point briefly in 1830 and may have had some continued contact with the institution.  Incidentally, Weir’s “best known work, The Embarkation of the Pilgrims, is in the Rotunda of the Capitol at Washington” (Groce 669).  Therefore, though his popularity has waned, Weir’s work is not as obscure as Poe’s reference to him would have it seem to be.  Weir painted woodland landscapes of the Hudson River Valley – the “mid region” of the eastern coast of North America – a yet still very much unsettled land in Poe’s time, likely to be thought of as a “ghoul-haunted woodland.”  To exactly which of Weir’s paintings Poe might have been referring, however, is most likely lost to history, since it goes otherwise unmentioned in the poem and in Poe’s collected correspondences.

What can be proved with absolute certainty is the pertinent half of Quinn’s argument – that Poe was familiar with Auber, who’s name, as Quinn notes, appears in the Broadway Journal, II, 356 when Poe was editor (534n).  Daniel François Esprit Auber (1782-1871) was “one of the most prominent composers of the French opèra-comique of the first half of the 19th century… mixing flagrantly comical scenes with the more romantic and even dramatic strains of opera” (Gänzl 57).  As such, Auber was a significant contributor to the music and performances Poe likely enjoyed.  

Poe had a great affinity for music.  Poe writes in his “Poetic Principle” that “it is in Music perhaps that the soul most nearly attains the great end for which, when inspired by the Poetic Sentiment, it struggles – the creation of supernal Beauty” (1027).  Poe’s reverence for music is evidence of his highly cultivated musical taste, which carried over into his poetry.  To Poe, the importance of a musical quality to poetry cannot be underestimated.  It is essential in not only the rhythm but the tone of the poem, both of which work together in the creation of the effect, as is evident in his choices in crafting “The Raven.”  In his “Philosophy of Composition,” Poe explains that in determining the sound of his refrain, the considerations that it “must be sonorous and susceptible of protracted emphasis [led him] to the long o as the most sonorous vowel in connection with r as the most producible consonant” (982).  Poe further reveals that he chose the word “Pallas” for the “sonorousness of the word itself” (985).  
Referring again to the appeal and appreciation of music, Poe writes in “The Rationale of Verse” that:
One [piece of music] is heard and appreciated from itself, the other is heard by the memory, and the instant glides into and is confounded with the secondary appreciation.  Highly cultivated musical taste in this manner enjoys not only these double qualities, all appreciated at once, but takes pleasurable cognizance, through memory, of equalities the members of which occur at intervals so great that the uncultivated taste loses them altogether. (993)  
It is in this spirit of recollection of Auber’s work, of his music and his themes, that Poe conjures the imagery he gives to “Ulalume.”  The “dim lake of Auber” and “the dank tarn of Auber” refer to the title of an opera written by Auber, Le Lac des Fées, which translates from French into English as ‘The Lake of Fairies’ or ‘Fairy Lake.’  Perhaps Poe’s intention is to allude to the music, perhaps a particular scene, but the “lake of Auber” is certainly a reference to Auber’s ‘Fairy Lake.’


Auber had created a large body of work by the time Poe had written “Ulalume,” including Le Lac des Fées in 1839, seven years before Poe wrote his poem, giving plenty of time for Poe to have encountered it.  It would, in fact, not have been arbitrary for Poe to have done so – Poe was familiar with Auber, and, as well, Auber’s work was at one time very popular.
Although Auber lived in Paris almost uninterruptedly, the popularity of his operas led to a flood of publication of his works throughout Europe and in America.  Editions of the individual opera librettos and piano arrangements were printed in immense quantities, and particularly successful numbers gave rise to more than 400 transcriptions and free instrumental arrangements – sonatinas, fantasies, potpourris and mélanges – ranging from the piano to military bands and salon orchestras. (“Auber” 155)

Since that time, however, much of Auber’s work has all but disappeared into obscurity, making it very difficult to study the actual libretto or score.  What information is available suggests that Le Lac des Fées “is more important for its mise en scène than for its music.  The descent of the fairy-sisters to the lake…and a madness-dream sequence in Act 4 reflect the strong influence that the convent scene from Meyerbeer’s Robert le diable continued to wield at the Opéra. (Lac)  It is not suprising that these two librettos bear striking similarities since Eugène Scribe is credited as having crafted the libretto for both Auber’s Lac des Fées and Meyerbeer’s Robert le Diable (Lac, Robert).  What similarities might therefore be found in Poe’s “Ulalume” and Auber’s Le Lac des Fées might also be found in Meyerbeer’s Robert le diable.
Act 3  A sombre, misty and mountainous countryside… He enters the cavern to hear a satanic decree about his own destiny…She sings of her love for him in strophic couplets that exhibit a naive rustic colour appropriate to her character…he assumes an air of false gallantry, but he soon adopts a menacing stance as he extracts from Alice an assurance that she will not breathe a word of what she knows…of a magic branch at the tomb of Ste Rosalie in an abandoned cloister…but to retrieve it is both a sacrilege and an act of courage…Robert asserts that he will not shrink before the challenge…The mist clears to reveal the cloister in moonlight. (Robert)
Such a scene has an eery parallel to “Ulalume,” as is presumed does the “madness-dream sequence” in Act 4 of Le Lac des Fées.  This particular opera has not enjoyed the same success as others have but nevertheless contains elements that would have attracted a romantic writer such as Poe.  

Futhermore, this opera belongs to a genre that would have, in general, attracted such an appreciative spectator.  Poe’s cultivated musical taste may also have led him to explore less popular and more obscure works of such an accomplished artist, for as Gerald Abraham emphasizes, “in terms of success, opèra comique was dominated by Daniel Auber” (121).  Given the tendencies of the genre, Poe would have had a natural attraction to the work of such an artist.  “Opèra comique as a dramatic genre,” Abraham continues “signified not only comedy as such, but opera with spoken dialogue (occasionally spoken over music to form mèlodrame), designed to give pleasure rather than instruction” (121).  This approach would have appealed to Poe, as it draws a distinct parallel with Poe’s own approach to writing poetry.  In fact, Baudelaire, in comparing Poe to Victor Hugo, remarks sarcastically of Hugo that “he has succeeded in having all his lyric genius forgiven only by introducing forcibly and brutally into his poetry what Edgar Poe considered to be the major modern heresy, – the teaching of a lesson” (136). Poe, himself, clarifies this idea in “The Poetic Principle.” 
The incitements of Passion, or the precepts of Duty, or even the lessons of Truth, may not be introduced into a poem, and with advantage; for they may subserve incidentally, in various ways, the general purposes of the work: but the true artist will always contrive to tone them down in proper subjection to that Beauty which is the atmosphere and the real essence of the poem.  (1027)
It is in this spirit precisely that his use of the imagery associated with “Auber” and “Weir” is so artfully crafted as to conceal their true references.  


In further understanding Poe’s use of “Auber” and “Weir,” Poe’s philosophy in creating a poem must also be further considered.  In his “Philosophy of Composition,” Poe writes that “a close circumscription of space is absolutely necessary to the effect of insulated incident – it has the force of a frame to a picture.  It has an indisputable moral power in keeping concentrated the attention, and, of course, must not be confounded with mere unity of place” (984).  Poe warns the reader not to take his imagery and setting as necessarily actual, but he references the works of Auber and Weir in “Ulalume” to establish a very particular mental locale, which he emphasizes as being essential to the effect of the poem; still yet, the imagery provided is unquestionably submissive to the “real essence of the poem,” but nonetheless significant.  In this vein, Margaret Alterton may at last have an allying idea to contribute. She writes, “Indefiniteness may be regarded as Poe’s favorite mode; he tended to make it an exclusive mode of generalizing significance” (cxiv).  
What may perhaps be confusing  to readers of “Ulalume” is Poe’s use of the imagery associated with “Auber” and “Weir” alongside his adaptations of classical references, in which he employs standard English grammatical conventions creatively to form adjectives from nouns, such as “the Lethean peace of the skies” and “Sybillic splendor.”  Where Poe condenses the more familiar classical references to subordinate them to the effect of the poem, he conceals the more contemporary references for the same purpose.  The power in his use of the “Auber” and “Weir” imagery derives from their obscurity.

Many other readers and critics will likely continue to argue sundry points in light of so many facts having become casualties of time.  What remains, however, is that in consideration of presented evidence, Poe’s use of “Auber” and “Weir” in “Ulalume” is certainly not an arbitrary poetical invention of nonexistent places employed to accommodate a rhyme.
  In fact, in context, they are distinct references to unique and particular places intended to enhance the tone of the poem – places, both real and imagined, to which Poe had become quite familiar:
Well I know, now, this dim lake of Auber-

   This misty mid region of Weir-

Well I know, now, this dank tarn of Auber-

   This ghoul-haunted woodland of Weir.




(“Ulalume” 91-94)
Well, now, the reader knows: the poem’s “cloud-drifted night in October is made more gloomy by reference to the Lac des Fées of…Auber…and by reference to the hazy landscapes of the Hudson Valley paintings of Robert Walter Weir” (Bittner 222).


Margaret Alterton has already asserted that “the age in which “Ulalume” appeared was incompetent to cope with it, and it is possibly doubtful if Poe himself realized fully the thing he had done” (cxiii).  And as was said, half of this is true.  Poe did realize what he had done.  He had intended to do it.  But it tormented him that such beauty might not be realized; yet he remained forever unable to betray his vision.  Alterton’s self-indictment is an echo of an the same inefficacy found in a letter to a Miss Ingram, reprinted in Quinn’s Critical Biography, to which Poe responds, “I have transcribed “Ulalume” with much pleasure… I would endeavour to explain to you what I really meant…if it were not that I remembered…the folly of explaining what,  worth explanation, should explain itself” (Quinn 534).  We shall respect this sentiment.  In doing so, however, a reader must traverse the lines of the poem in discovery of what is to be beheld – to be explained.  There is yet still much to be explained, much to be discovered in Poe’s “Ulalume,” but in peeling back the layers of meaning, we come closer to reading for ourselves what is written on that “legended tomb.”  For, now that we have journeyed by the “dank tarn of Auber” and the “woodlands of Weir,” the mystery begins to unravel, and the path ahead begins to clear.
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� The words do, in fact, rhyme.  The common English pronunciation, however, treats the first syllable of “Auber” like that of a lower back vowel, as in ‘Auburn,’ but the French pronunciation, and likely Poe’s intention, is that of a middle back vowel, to be pronounced as if saying ‘O bear.’





