EDGAR ALLAN POE       The Murders in the Rue Morgue  
Analysis

“The Murders in the Rue Morgue” introduces a new genre of short fiction to American literature: the detective story. The detective story emerged from Poe’s long-standing interest in mind games, puzzles, and secret codes called cryptographs, which Poe regularly published and decoded in the pages of the Southern Literary Messenger. He would dare his readers to submit a code he could not decipher. More commonly, though, Poe created fake personalities who would send in puzzles that he solved. “The Murders in the Rue Morgue,” along with the later story “The Purloined Letter,” allows Poe to sustain a longer narrative in which he presents seemingly unsolvable conundrums that his hero, M. Auguste Dupin, can always ultimately master. Dupin becomes a stand-in for Poe, who constructs and solves an elaborate cryptograph in the form of a bizarre murder case.

Poe’s life is also relevant to “The Murders in the Rue Morgue.” The tale’s murders involve two women, and Poe spent his adult life with his wife, Virginia, and his aunt, Maria “Muddy” Clemm. The deaths of women resonate with Poe’s early childhood experience of watching his mother die and Francis Allan suffer. The chaotic and deathly Rue Morgue apartment symbolizes the personal tragedies involving women that afflicted Poe’s life. Poe contrasts the violent disorder of Madame L’Espanaye’s household with the calm domesticity that Dupin and the narrator experience. Poe never found, in his lifetime, this sort of household solace, and he invests this scene of domestic ruin with the poignant experiences of his own life. The creation of Dupin allows Poe not only to highlight his own remarkable cunning, but also to share in the domestic tranquility and fraternity that he long sought.

“The Murders in the Rue Morgue” also relies on the role of the narrator as Dupin’s friend. Poe chooses not to use Dupin as a narrator in order to provide a sense of detachment from the workings of the mind that the story describes. The narrator’s role as a foil enhances Dupin as the detective hero. The narrator admires Dupin and prompts him to elicit his analysis, which always astounds the narrator. He allows himself to be outwitted by Dupin, thereby demonstrating that Dupin thinks one step ahead of both the police and the average reader. Accompanying Dupin to the crime scene, the narrator ostensibly witnesses the same evidence, but needs the explanations of his friend in order to see the true nature of the evidence and to understand its part in the larger puzzle.

Part of Dupin’s brilliance is his ability to separate himself from the emotional atrocity of the crime scene. The police become distracted by the sheer inhuman cruelty of the scene, but Dupin is able to look beyond the violence and coolly investigate the small details that otherwise go unnoticed. The decapitation of Madame L’Espanaye is just one ghastly example that, according to Dupin, draws the police away from solving the crime. For all of Dupin’s rationality and cunning, though, the actual explanation of the crime is, by all accounts, ridiculous—the Ourang-Outang did it. It is difficult to discern whether he intended this solution to be humourous. If the story is to be construed in some way as a joke—the detective story was too young at this time to be parodied—it is a joke told with the straightest of faces. Poe’s tendency to exaggerate gets the better of him in his effort to illustrate the analytic contrasts between Dupin and the Paris police. One can argue that Dupin’s brilliance is ultimately overshadowed by the need to import a wild animal into the solution to the crime. Dupin gets the case right, but Poe may, in fact, go too far in exaggerating the power of his protagonist’s reasoning.

Suggested Essay Topics

1. How does Dupin demonstrate his mathematical mind in “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” and “The Purloined Letter”? How does Dupin’s analytical mind compare to the scientific imagination of the narrator from “MS. Found in a Bottle”?

2. Why does Poe have Dupin attempt to solve such drastically different crimes in “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” and “The Purloined Letter”? 

Study Questions
1.  The title of this story is "The Murders in the Rue Morgue," but the narrator spends nearly the first third of the story on chess players, whist players, and Chantilly the comic/tragic actor. What is the purpose of this long introduction to Dupin's method? What would be the effect of jumping right into the murder plot? 

2.  In explaining his logic for his "tales of ratiocination" (see our "In a Nutshell" section), Poe talks about presenting clues for the reader to reason along with his protagonist. Do we have the clues we need to solve this mystery before the sailor appears to explain all? What is the purpose of presenting so much detail to the reader (e.g., the three spoons of metal d'Alger, the four gold Napoleons, etc.) that will never reappear in the story again? 

3.  In our "Character Analysis" of Dupin, we talk about some reasons why Poe might not spend a lot of time giving insights into Dupin's feelings. What effect does this have on the reader's engagement with the story? Does it make for a satisfying reading experience? How can we compare and contrast Dupin's characterization with later classic detectives like Arthur Conan Doyle's Sherlock Holmes or Agatha Christie's Hercule Poirot? 

4.  The narrator describes Dupin as a perfect model of the "old philosophy of the Bi-Part soul" (9). The two parts of the soul that the narrator identifies are 1) imaginative or "creative," and 2) rational or "resolvent." Dupin may contain these two parts within his character, but creativity and reason also seem to be split between characters, such as the narrator and Dupin or the Prefect of Police and Dupin. What role do these character foils play in proving the story's point about analytical versus analytical/ingenious minds? How effective is "The Murders in the Rue Morgue" at making the case for ingenuity that it sets out to make? 
About Cunning and Cleverness

5.  How does Dupin differentiate his own great brain from those of the police? Do you find this distinction effective? How might including the Prefect of Police as a character with his own lines change or influence the argument the story is making for reason + imagination? 

6.  Dupin is two things: 1) brilliant, and 2) antisocial. Are these two character traits be related? 

7.  Dupin appears dispassionate, by which we mean that he doesn't seem to feel much. After all, after Le Bon's arrest, he tells the narrator that investigating the case will be amusing, and that he owes Le Bon a favor. He doesn't seem overly concerned that someone he knows is locked up in jail. Why does reason seem to be incompatible with feeling in this story? What kinds of emotions seem to rule Dupin and the other characters? 

[Dupin distinguishes himself from the police because, while they are both analytical and cunning in their way, Dupin has the imagination to think outside of conventional assumptions.
Dupin's genius for observation is incompatible with social interaction: he uses human emotion as evidence in his chains of reasoning rather than as a means for bonding with others.] 

About Justice and Judgment

8.  Where in the story does right vs. wrong come in to play for Dupin, and why? What conclusions, if any, can we make about his views on morality and judgment? 

9.  Does the animal nature of the "villain" change our expectations for justice by the end of the story? How might the moral of the story have been different if the killer had, in fact, been human? Why make the criminal in a mystery story an animal at all? 

10.  What kind of blame does the sailor bear for the deaths of the L'Espanayes? How does Dupin judge the sailor's responsibility, and do you agree with his verdict? 

[Dupin's decision to take on the case to repay a favor from Le Bon shows that he believes more strongly in honor than in justice.
By making the killer of "The Murders in the Rue Morgue" an ape, Poe shifts the task of the detective away from moral judgment and towards pure logic.] 
About Foreignness and 'The Other'
11.  How would "The Murders in the Rue Morgue" be different if it were set in a small town? What kinds of clues do we get as a result of setting the story in cosmopolitan Paris? 

12.  The Ourang-Outang represents one kind of outsider to the society of Paris. What other examples of outsiders do we find in this story? Are some kinds of "foreignness" more acceptable than others, and how can we tell? 

13.  How does the narrator's foreignness to Paris influence his relationship to the city or to Dupin? 

14.  In what ways might it be significant that the Ourang-Outang is from Southeast Asia? How does this fact compare or contrast with the other nationalities mentioned in the story? 

["The Murders in the Rue Morgue" depends on the diversity of modern city life to make its story of a murderous Ourang-Outang plausible.
Dupin's coldness and calculation exclude him from society as much as the Ourang-Outang's extreme emotions do.]

About Awe and Amazement

15.  Can we compare the narrator's awe of Dupin with Dupin's own amazement at how great he is? Does their shared admiration of Dupin's mind influence your feelings of the character, and if so, how? 

16.  What, if any, relation is there between awe and suspense in the story? 

17.  How does the narrator's awe of Dupin affect the pacing of "The Murders in the Rue Morgue"? 

[The narrator's constant praise of Dupin's uncommon genius reminds the reader to imitate his methods of thinking to solve the puzzle of the story.
The narrator's awe-struck responses to Dupin slow down the dénouement and step up the suspense of the narrative.] 

Analysis of Major Characters

C. Auguste Dupin

In the stories “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” and “The Purloined Letter,” Poe creates the genre of detective fiction and the original expert sleuth, C. Auguste Dupin. In both “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” and “The Purloined Letter,” Dupin works outside conventional police methods, and he uses his distance from traditional law enforcement to explore new ways of solving crimes. He continually argues that the Paris police exhibit stale and unoriginal methods of analysis. He says that the police are easily distracted by the specific facts of the crime and are unable to provide an objective standpoint from which to investigate. In “The Murders in the Rue Morgue,” the police cannot move beyond the gruesome nature of the double homicide. Because they are so distracted by the mutilated and choked victims, they do not closely inspect the windows of the apartment, which reveal a point of entry and escape. Dupin distances himself from the emotional aspect of the scene’s violence. Like a mathematician, he views the crime scene as a site of calculation, and he considers the moves of the murderer as though pitted against him in a chess game. 

In “The Purloined Letter,” Dupin solves the theft of the letter by putting himself at risk politically. Whereas the Paris police tread lightly around the actions of Minister D——, an important government official, Dupin ignores politics just as he ignores emotion in the gruesome murders of the Rue Morgue. In this story, Dupin reveals his capacity for revenge. When the Minister insulted him in Vienna years before the crime presently in question, Dupin promised to repay the slight. This story demonstrates that Dupin’s brilliance is not always dispassionately mathematical. He cunningly analyzes the external facts of the crime, but he is also motivated by his hunger for revenge. Dupin must function as an independent detective because his mode of investigation thrives on intuition and personal cunning, which cannot be institutionalized in a traditional police force.
The Armchair Detective vs. The Hard-boiled Detective

See Lit & Lab, p 534-9.  

In particular: The birth of the Detective Story  (p. 536) + Detective Fiction in England and in the USA (p. 539).
Read this grid, adapted from Rigato, Bruni et al.,  Antologia Nuova,  Ed. La Scuola. 

	
	GIALLO D’ENIGMA
	GIALLO D’AZIONE

	TEMA
	Ha per tema un omicidio, un furto o un rapimento e per movente la vendetta, l’interesse, la gelosia.
	I temi possono essere una minaccia di morte, la ricerca di una persona scomparsa o la necessità del detective stesso di discolparsi da una accusa feroce.

	NARRATORE
	E’ esterno o si identifica con l’amico-aiutante del detective. Spesso dichiara di stare scrivendo un libro o si rifà a fonti scritte.
	La narrazione potrà essere effettuata in prima o in terza persona.

	NARRATARIO
	E’ un lettore che ama i giochi logici e il ragionamento. Viene coinvolto facendo leva sulla sua curiosità.
	E’ destinato ad un lettore-tipo che ama il brivido, le scene violente e la brutalità e he dovrà essere avvinto dalla suspence.

	INTRECCIO
	Il racconto è costituito da tre parti:

· la prima, molto breve, presenta il delitto già commesso;
· quella centrale, più ampia, è volta alla ricostruzione del delitto;
· l’ultima scioglie il mistero e svela l’identità del colpevole.
	Il racconto presenta la coincidenza della narrazione con lo svolgersi dell’azione vera e propria; sarà caratterizzato quindi da una forte componente avventurosa.

	PERSONAGGI
	Il detective, al di sopra di ogni sospetto, di solito non è un professionista. Può essere colto e brillante o bonario e pieno di buon senso. I personaggi implicati nel delitto sono caratterizzati da psicologie semplici.
	Il detective viene implicato direttamente nella vicenda, l’indagine si compie nel rischio; egli è testimone del delitto, accusato, nonché vittima di criminali che mirano ad eliminarlo. Gli altri personaggi sono delineati in maniera ampia ed hanno una complessa psicologia.

	AMBIENTE
	L’ambiente non ha grande rilievo ma è solo accennato ed è per lo più di tipo borghese.
	L’ambiente viene accuratamente descritto, sia direttamente, sia attraverso indizi. E’ comunque un ambiente degradato, in cui si muovono personaggi di bassa collocazione sociale.

	LINGUAGGIO
	E’ piuttosto ricercato, la sintassi è complessa. Nei lunghi discorsi dell’ investigatore sono presenti domande spia del ragionamento ed espressioni che sottolineano i passaggi logici.
	Il linguaggio è ordinario, duro e gergale, si avvale di similitudini e di insolite aggettivazioni. La sintassi è molto semplice e fa uso della forma paratattica.


The Victorian Web

Detective Novels: Whodunits and Thrillers

Professor M.A. Bossy, Departments of French and Comparitive Literature, Brown University 

1. The Whodunit 

The whodunit, according to Tzvetan Todorov, (The Poetics of Prose, pp. 44-48) has a dual nature: This type of novel 

contains not one but two stories: the story of the crime and the story of the investigation. In their purest form, these two stories have no point in common . . . . The first story, that of the crime, ends before the second begins. But what happens to the second? Not much. The characters of the second story, the story of the investigation, do not act, they learn. Nothing can happen to them: a rule of the genre postulates the detective's immunity. We cannot imagine Hercule Poirot or Philo Vance threatened by some danger, attacked, wounded, even killed. The hundred and fifty pages which separate the discovery of the crime from the revelation of the killer are devoted to a slow apprenticeship: we examine clue after clue, lead after lead. The whodunit thus tends toward a purely geometric architecture. . . . 

This second story, the story of the investigation, . . . is often told by a friend of the detective, who explicitly acknowledges that he is writing a book; the second story consists, in fact, in explaining how this very book came to be written . . . . The first [story] — the story of the crime — tells 'what really happened,' whereas the second — the story of the investigation — explains 'how the reader (or the narrator) has come to know about it.'"

Each story has a status which is the converse of the other. 

The first, that of the crime, is in fact the story of an absence: its [salient] characteristic is that it cannot be immediately present in the book. In other words, the narrator cannot transmit directly the conversations of the characters who are implicated, nor describe their actions: to do so, he must necessarily employ the intermediary of another (or the same) character who will report, in the second story, the words heard or the actions observed. The status of the second story . . . [consists in being] a story which has no importance in itself, which serves only as a mediator between the reader and the story of the crime . . . . We are concerned then in the whodunit with two stories of which one is absent but real, the other present but insignificant."

2. The Thriller 

Todorov defines the thriller as 

another genre within detective fiction, . . . created in the United States just before and particularly after World War II . . . . [T]his kind of detective fiction fuses the two stories or [more precisely] suppresses the first and vitalizes the second. We are no longer told about a crime anterior to the moment of the narrative; the narrative coincides with the action. No thriller is presented in the form of memoirs: there is no point reached where the narrator comprehends all past events, we do not even know if he will reach the end of the story alive. Prospection takes the place of retrospection. 

There is no story to be guessed; and there is no mystery, in the sense that it was present in the whodunit. But the reader's interest is not thereby diminished; we realize here that two entirely different forms of interest exist. The first can be called curiosity; it proceeds from effect to cause: starting from a certain effect (a corpse and certain clues) we must find its cause (the culprit and his motive). The second form is suspense, and here the movement is from cause to effect: we are first shown the causes, the initial donn´ees (gangsters preparing a heist), and out interest is sustained by the expectation of what will happen, that is, certain effects (corpses, crimes, fights). This type of interest was inconceivable in the whodunit, for its chief characters (the detective and his friend the narrator) were, by definition, immunized: nothing could happen to them. The situation is reversed in the thriller: everything is possible, and the detective risks his health, if not his life."

The thriller seeks to depict a particular milieu, and it organizes itself

around specific characters and behavior. This is how it was described in 1945, by Marcel Duhamel, its promoter in France: in it we find 'violence — in all its forms, and especially in its most shameful — beatings, killings . . . . Immortality is as much at home here as noble feelings . . . . There is also love — preferably vile — violent passion, implacable hatred.' Indeed it is around these few constants that the thriller is constituted: violence, generally sordid crime, the amorality of the characters.

