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Abstract

As a disorder of memory and time, trauma implies a crisis of representation, of 
history and truth. It remains in the mind like an intruder or a ghost, foregrounding 
the disjunction between the present and a primary experience of the past that can 
never be captured. Like trauma, the uncanny implies haunting, uncertainty, repe-
tition, a tension between the known and the unknown, and the intrusive return of 
the past. Taking the characteristics of these concepts as the point of departure, this 
paper analyzes Poe’s Gothic tales “Ligeia” and “The Fall of the House of Usher,” 
and explores the close relationship between trauma and the uncanny in both of 
them. Thus the protagonists of these tales experience the desire to know and the 
fear of doing so—the basic dilemma at the heart of traumatic experience—and 
are haunted by memories of a remote and repressed past not recoverable by con-
scious means but which determines their life in the present. The paper discusses 
trauma and the uncanny in the light of trauma theory, psychoanalysis, and Gothic 
criticism, pointing out the centrality of memory and the notion of origins.
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What was it . . . which lay far within the pupils of my beloved? What was it? I was 
possessed with a passion to discover.

—Edgar Allan Poe, “Ligeia”

What was it that so unnerved me in the contemplation of the House of Usher? It 
was a mystery all insoluble.

—Edgar Allan Poe, “The Fall of the House of Usher”
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“Ligeia” (1838) and “The Fall of the House of Usher” (1839) are master texts in 
the history of the Gothic. In contrast to other Gothic narratives, they remain 
alluring and enigmatic because, among other reasons, they tackle questions 
that are only suggested and finally left unexplained. Their elusiveness has pro-
voked a wide range of critical readings, which attempt to unveil the mysteries 
of the plot.1 In my view, this enduring and fascinating power originates in Poe’s 
brilliant treatment of elements that can be analyzed in the light of trauma and 
the uncanny, notions that foreground the search for origins and the instability 
of memory, and in turn evoke and mirror the crises of history. After a few intro-
ductory reflections on trauma, the uncanny, and the Gothic—the literary mode 
committed to the representation of the uncanny—I will focus on the conflation 
of trauma and the uncanny in “Ligeia” and “Usher,” paying special attention to 
the ways these tales depict an attempt to return to the past that finally fails due 
to the ungraspability of that originary time and the unreliability of memory.

Although contemporary concern with trauma is mainly focused on the 
vicissitudes and consequences of victimization and war, trauma has become an 
“all-inclusive” phenomenon that pervades not only history but also  literature 
and critical theory;2 as Roger Luckhurst notes, trauma has become a para-
digm “because it has been turned into a repertoire of compelling  stories about 
the enigmas of identity, memory and selfhood that have  saturated Western 
cultural life.”3 It is significant that identity and memory are the central issues 
that “Ligeia” and “Usher” highlight, as will be discussed below.

An all-inclusive notion, trauma crosses limits, disrupts boundaries, and 
“threatens to collapse distinctions”: “No genre or discipline ‘owns’ trauma as 
a problem or can provide definitive boundaries for it,” Dominick LaCapra 
argues.4 In this regard, the Gothic is linked to trauma: both are characterized 
by disruption and excess. Michael Roth describes the excess of trauma as “rad-
ical intensity,” a peculiar kind of fascination that evokes the allure of “Ligeia” 
and “Usher”:

The concept of trauma has come to perform some of the same functions 
that negative utopia or dystopia once did. Trauma . . . designates phenom-
ena that cannot be properly represented, but one characterized by radical 
intensity. A widespread longing for intensity has come to magnetize the 
concept of trauma, giving it a cultural currency far beyond the borders 
of psychology and psychoanalysis. Trauma has become the dystopia of 
the spirit, showing much about our own preoccupations with catastro-
phe, memory, and the grave difficulties we seem to have in  negotiating 
between the internal and external worlds.5
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Similarly, both trauma and the Gothic are concerned with violence, fear, 
 hauntedness, stasis and entrapment, memory and the past, and emphasize 
the role of the unconscious. Just as trauma implies “a disorder of memory 
and time,”6 and points to an “enigmatic core” that originates in the past,7 the 
Gothic explores the tricks and gaps of memory and is also obsessed with 
remote events. The problem is that, although fascinated with the past and ori-
gins in general, the Gothic only functions as “ruin” and “overwritten site” that 
forever evokes something prior that eludes us, as David Punter and Elizabeth 
Bronfen have remarked: “Gothic .  .  . swerves away from that notion of the 
‘precise point’ . . . It recognises that in fact wherever one digs one will come 
across the bones of the dead . . . and that instead of such excavations provid-
ing a new historical security, a new sense of order and origin, they will merely 
produce an ‘overhang,’ an increasingly unstable superstructure as the founda-
tions are progressively exposed.”8 This description constitutes a graphic meta-
phor of the Gothic, with its sepulchers and crypts, conveying also an image of 
the depths and inaccessibility of the unconscious: in fact, these words evoke 
Freud’s notion of the uncanny, its terror and dark origins, and its recurrent and 
failed attempts to locate “the precise point” of absolute commencement from 
which everything derives. As Punter puts it, “The uncanny comes to remind 
us that there is no obvious beginning, to life or to thought, that we are com-
posed of prior traces, some of them available for conscious memory but most 
of them sunk in a primal past which is not recoverable by conscious means 
but which continues to influence, and perhaps even determine, our sense of 
our place in the world.”9 This unceasing concern with origins is examined in 
Jacques Derrida’s Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression. In this work, Derrida 
discusses the relationship among history, memory, trauma, and psychoanaly-
sis. Like psychoanalysis, the archive focuses on events that are constituted by 
the way they disappear: they are remembered (archived), but also forgotten 
(erased). As he insists, “We are en mal d’archive: in need of archives.” This mal 
is not only a sickness: “It is to burn with a passion. It is never to rest, intermi-
nably, from searching for the archive right where it slips away. . . . It is to have 
a compulsive, repetitive, and nostalgic desire for the archive, an irrepressible 
desire to return to the origin, a homesickness, a  nostalgia for the return to 
the most archaic place of absolute commencement.”10 It is this compulsive 
desire to escape the pattern of repetition and return to “the authentic and 
singular origin” that pervades the uncanny and the phenomenon of trauma. 
Like trauma, the uncanny implies fear, haunting, possession, uncertainty, rep-
etition, a tension between the known and the unknown—the familiar and 
the unfamiliar, heimlich and unheimlich, in Freud’s terms—and the intrusive 
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return of the past: “The uncanny is that class of the frightening which leads 
back to what is known of old and long familiar.”11 As Punter notes, “If we have 
a sense of the uncanny, it is because the barriers between the known and the 
unknown are teetering on the brink of collapse.”12 Similarly, the traumatic 
event is “fully evident only in connection with another place, and in another 
time”;13 it remains in the mind like an intruder or a ghost, foregrounding the 
disjunction between the present and a primary experience of the past that can 
never be captured. Thus both trauma and the uncanny evoke an elusive event 
of the past that cannot be fully remembered and keeps haunting the present.

It is revealing that Cathy Caruth’s recent analysis of trauma, Literature in 
the Ashes of History, which draws on Freud’s Beyond the Pleasure Principle and 
Derrida’s Archive Fever, emphasizes the desire “to grasp an origin,” and the con-
stant oscillation between remembrance and forgetting: “Traumatic memory thus 
totters between remembrance and erasure, producing a history that is, in its very 
events, a kind of inscription of the past; but also a history constituted by the era-
sure of its traces.” Interestingly, Caruth highlights the strange notion of “a mem-
ory that erases” while trying to return to the past. Therefore the phenomenon of 
trauma implies an attempt to return to the origin that finally fails: “Trauma, and 
ultimately life and the drive itself, is an attempt to return that instead departs.”14

In various ways, the plots of “Ligeia” and “Usher” convey uncanniness 
and these traumatic symptoms: their protagonists are obsessed by the past, 
but despite their efforts the memory of it keeps receding. Their plight could 
be described as “a burning memory”: a burning for memory that entails its 
own destruction, its burning up.15 An atmosphere of vagueness and uncertainty 
pervades the narratives, so the reader perceives what Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick 
describes as “the difficulty the story has in getting itself told.”16 Both tales depict 
the desire to know and the fear of doing so—that is, the basic dilemma at the 
heart of trauma and the uncanny. If to “be traumatized is precisely to be pos-
sessed by an image or event,” both Roderick Usher and the unnamed narrator 
of “Ligeia” can be taken to epitomize the features of this peculiar possession.17

In “Ligeia,” the symptoms of trauma are mainly associated with the pro-
tagonist, an unreliable narrator obsessed with the elusive memories of his dead 
wife, Ligeia—“the beloved, the august, the beautiful, the entombed”—and 
with the strange expression of her eyes. It is revealing that his narrative starts 
by pointing out his poor memory, his confusion between the known and the 
unknown, and the gap between present and past:18

I cannot, for my soul, remember how, when, or even precisely where, 
I first became acquainted with the lady Ligeia. Long years have since 
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elapsed, and my memory is feeble through much suffering. Or, perhaps, 
I cannot now bring these points to mind, because, in truth, the character 
of my beloved, her rare learning, her singular yet placid cast of beauty, 
and the thrilling and enthralling eloquence of her low musical language, 
made their way into my heart by paces so steadily and stealthily progres-
sive, that they have been unnoticed and unknown. Yet I believe that I met 
her first and most frequently in some large, old, decaying city near the 
Rhine. . . . And now, while I write, a recollection flashes upon me that I 
have never known the paternal name of her who was my friend and my 
betrothed, and who became the partner of my studies, and finally the 
wife of my bosom. (654)

As the narrator explains, Ligeia’s death has resulted in his “utter abandonment,” 
“mental alienation,” and “incipient madness” (660), which finds expression in 
the phantasmagoric decoration of his residence—a remote English abbey—
and in his solitary and self-destructive habits: “In the excitement of my opium 
dreams (for I was habitually fettered in the shackles of the drug), I would call 
aloud upon her name, during the silence of the night, or among the sheltered 
recesses of the glens by day, as if, through the wild eagerness, the solemn pas-
sion, the consuming ardor of my longing for the departed, I could restore her 
to the pathways she had abandoned—ah, could it be for ever?—upon the earth” 
(662). His obsessive behavior exemplifies Freud’s notions of repetition com-
pulsion and melancholia, and Nicholas Abraham and Maria Torok’s concept of 
incorporation: the narrator shows symptoms of “painful dejection, cessation of 
interest in the outside world, loss of the capacity to love, inhibition of all activity,” 
and obsessive memories, while he strives to incorporate his beloved within his 
own self, since the process of mourning has failed.19 Maria Torok notes, “Incor-
poration of the object creates or reinforces imaginal ties and hence dependency. 
Installed in place of the lost object, the incorporated object continues to recall 
the fact that something else was lost: the desires quelled by repression.”20 The 
narrator’s fixation with his dead wife is mainly focused on her eyes, the secret of 
which he is unable to decipher: “What was it . . . which lay far within the pupils 
of my beloved? What was it? I was possessed with a passion to discover” (656). 
His desperate and failed attempts to unravel the meaning of their expression 
highlight the unbridgeable gap between past and present, and similarly, the ten-
sion between remembrance and forgetting that frames the narrative:

There is no point, among the many incomprehensible anomalies of the 
science of mind, more thrillingly exciting than the fact—never, I believe, 
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noticed in the schools—that in our endeavors to recall to memory 
something long forgotten, we often find ourselves upon the very verge of 
remembrance, without being able, in the end, to remember. And thus how 
frequently, in my intense scrutiny of Ligeia’s eyes, have I felt approaching 
the full knowledge of their expression—felt it approaching—yet not quite 
be mine—and so at length entirely depart! (656)

In different ways, the central concerns of this tale convey the phenomenon of 
trauma, the notion of the uncanny, and the problems of memory associated 
with both. Thus Ligeia’s frightening eyes and their final unreadability sug-
gest the ghostliness and terror of the uncanny—they are familiar and strange, 
homely and “wild” (657, 666)—and the enigmatic core of trauma, the locus 
of referentiality that remains inaccessible (it cannot be located in a specific 
place or time) and eludes representation. It is worth noting that the repeated 
and failed attempts at remembrance described in this quote (“upon the very 
verge”; “approaching .  .  . depart”) exemplify Caruth’s notion of “burning 
memory”—intense but self-erasing—and trauma as a “failed return”: “The 
theory of repetition compulsion as the unexpected encounter with an event 
that the mind misses and then repeatedly attempts to grasp is the story of 
a failure of the mind to return to an experience it has never quite grasped, 
the repetition of an originary departure from the moment that constitutes 
the very experience of trauma.”21 On the other hand, the hypnotic power of 
Ligeia’s eyes—“which at once so delighted and appalled” the narrator (657)—
evokes the aesthetics of the sublime, its combination of pleasure and pain, 
and the limits of representation. The sublime, related to the Gothic because of 
its connection to terror, as Edmund Burke famously noted,22 is also linked to 
trauma, as LaCapra remarks: “In the sublime, the excess of trauma becomes 
an uncanny source of elation or ecstasy” (23). Therefore, in his evocation of 
Ligeia’s eyes, the narrator is confronted with the sublime and with the core of 
his trauma, disrupting experiences characterized by radical intensity, and by 
the painful gap between event and representation.23 Significantly, the prob-
lematics of representation inherent in trauma and the sublime that “Ligeia” 
epitomizes bring to mind the incomplete allegorical turn typical of American 
Gothic: both Ligeia and her ineffable eyes constitute a clear example of proso-
popoeia—the attempt to personify the abstract—and of the gap between 
 reference and signification.24

Furthermore, the pattern of repetition that underlies trauma and the 
uncanny is a central element in this tale, a pattern not only reflected in the nar-
rator’s obsessive-compulsive symptoms but also in the character of the second 
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wife, Rowena, who, in different ways, duplicates and reverses Ligeia’s  identity. 
Thus Rowena plays the role of the double, which as Freud notes, becomes “the 
uncanny harbinger of death”—the harbinger of her own death in this tale—
since her corpse becomes the medium to achieve Ligeia’s reincarnation.25 
Moreover, the fragmentation of identity inherent in trauma that the narrator 
embodies is mirrored not only in his growing confusion between Rowena and 
Ligeia on the night of the climax, but above all in the progressive incorporation 
of Ligeia in his own self due to his melancholia, symbolized in his fixation with 
her eyes (his I’s). As Punter argues, “The narrator may indeed ‘behold’ Ligeia, 
but in doing so he is dazzled, and the object is removed from his sight, just at 
it exists in a continuous erasure in his memory. The narrator cannot remem-
ber where he met her, cannot plumb the fathomless depths of her eyes, can 
indeed neither recollect nor reconstruct her at all: of course not, because he is 
Ligeia.”26 Similarly, the narrator’s confession that he has “never known” Ligeia’s 
paternal name suggests both an erasing memory and also the remoteness of 
her ancient origins, too distant to be pinned down: “That [her family] is of a 
remotely ancient date cannot be doubted” (654).

The narrator’s traumatic behavior is also reflected in the pattern  
“  dependency-desolation-retribution” that he exhibits toward the female 
 protagonists and that, as Gerald Kennedy remarks, betrays the narrator’s “out-
rage at his own helplessness and insufficiency.”27 While the narrator describes 
himself as a  helpless child dependent on Ligeia’s power and wisdom (“Without 
Ligeia I was but as a child groping benighted,” 657), he delights in Rowena’s 
mortification and, finally, reenacts Ligeia’s death by taking Rowena’s body as a 
surrogate of the former. This cruel game, which denies the alterity of the copy, 
reflects the narrator’s sadistic impulses, but also the effects of trauma.28

Whereas Elizabeth Bronfen’s feminist approach to this tale emphasizes 
the male triumph over the dead female body (“the corpse is feminine, the 
survivor masculine”), trauma theory allows the reader to see the narrator as 
possessed by the past and the loved object that he has incorporated into his 
ego.29 If to be traumatized is to be possessed by an image or event, it can be 
concluded that in more ways than one, the possessor/victimizer is not the 
narrator, but Ligeia, who in the climactic ending of the narrative takes also 
possession of Rowena’s body to consummate her return: once more, the nar-
rator is forced to confront Ligeia’s wild eyes—that radical intensity—and his 
fragmented self (his I’s), in an abrupt and hurried dénouement that, rather 
than lead to a conclusion, takes the reader back to the frightening uncertainty 
of the uncanny and to the enigmatic core of the text—“What was it . . . which 
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lay far within the pupils of my beloved? What was it?”—which is also the core 
of the narrator’s trauma:

Shrinking from my touch, she let fall from her head, unloosened, the 
ghastly cerements which had confined it, and there streamed forth, into 
the rushing atmosphere of the chamber, huge masses of long and dishev-
elled hair; it was blacker than the raven wings of the midnight! And now 
slowly opened the eyes of the figure which stood before me. “Here then, 
at least,” I shrieked aloud, “can I never—can I never be mistaken—these 
are the full, and the black, and the wild eyes—of my lost love—of the 
lady—of the lady ligeia.” (665–66)

Ironically, the dénouement of the tale does not solve the enigmas of the plot; on 
the contrary, it exemplifies the disorder of memory and time inherent in trauma: 
the ending stresses the gaps that lie “far within” the narrator’s text—anticipated 
in its first paragraph—especially those concerned with his “feeble memory” and 
the time frame of his narrative, which blurs the boundaries between present and 
past and blocks access to the time of absolute commencement. Significantly, 
the only references to place reinforce the remoteness and decrepitude associ-
ated with the passing of time (“some large, old, decaying city near the Rhine”), 
and the prolonged period of sorrow between the indeterminate “now” and the 
distant past: “Long years have since elapsed . . . through much suffering” (654). 
In keeping with the characteristics of that early setting, the narrator’s choice of 
residence in an old English abbey in “one of the  wildest and least frequented 
portions” of the country (660) points out his determination to “deaden impres-
sions of the outward world” (654) and his desire to dwell in the past—that is, 
his increasing obsession and melancholia. In the end, the narrator’s final vision 
of Ligeia, rather than put an end to his trauma, only results in the perpetua-
tion of its symptoms, as the opening of the narrative suggests. In an unexpected 
manner, the dénouement takes the reader back to the beginning of the text, 
which exemplifies the breach of temporal boundaries inherent in trauma and 
its pattern of acting out and repetition. It is revealing that the plot prefigures the 
narrator’s drive of repetition-compulsion far beyond the limits of his narrative: 
his story is that of “a missed encounter,” “a failed return.”30

Whereas “Ligeia” portrays an individual, ongoing trauma, “The Fall of the 
House of Usher” evokes an unspecified transgenerational family trauma in 
which hints of historical change and aristocratic decay can be traced. This tale, 
probably the most emblematic work in the history of American Gothic, takes 
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as its basis classical German and British Gothic conventions—the haunted 
 mansion, the isolated and sinister setting, a mysterious confinement that 
amounts to incarceration, hints of incest, a family curse, and the decline and 
collapse of the old family line—that it brilliantly refashions and transforms. 
However, the plot omits any allusion to country, to time and place, and, espe-
cially, to the causes of the Ushers’ decline. In a variety of ways, “Usher” inaugu-
rates and epitomizes the vagueness and abstraction associated with American 
Gothic: the Gothic trappings turn inward, producing a psychological, hypnotic, 
and symbolist terror that is finally left unexplained.

The source of the tale’s fascination lies in the enigma of the Ushers, “a mys-
tery all insoluble” (231) that recalls the enigma of Ligeia’s eyes. Although the 
narrator wonders about this mystery—“what was it that so unnerved me in 
the contemplation of the House of Usher?” (231)—his fragmented and unre-
liable narrative only discloses that the Usher family has never branched out, 
and that the only remaining members, Roderick and Madeline, who are twins, 
have not dared to leave the house for years and slowly waste away in the man-
sion, victims of a mysterious “family evil” and of the “peculiar” and “pestilent” 
(235, 233) atmosphere that emanates from the tarn and the walls, but which, 
paradoxically, they need to stay alive. As the narrator explains, the “House 
of Usher” proves to be a “quaint and equivocal appellation,” not only because 
it “seemed to include .  .  . both the family and the family mansion” (232), but 
especially because it conveys the metaphor of the “architectural” psyche that 
Freud mentions at the beginning of “The Uncanny” (cf. the progression from 
 unheimlich—unhomely—to uncanny, and to haunted) and that Poe evokes in 
the text through Roderick’s poem “The Haunted Palace.”

Soon after the narrator’s arrival at the Ushers’ house, Madeline dies and her 
brother’s melancholia and nervousness increase, because, as the ending reveals, 
he suspected that she had been buried alive. The dénouement is well-known: as 
the return of the repressed, Madeline comes back from the tomb, and Roderick 
dies, “a victim of the terrors he had anticipated” (245). In fact, his anxious antic-
ipation points not only to the future—to Madeline’s vindictive return—but 
also to the past. As Lyndsey Stonebridge puts it, “Anxiety is predicated on the 
repetition of a past trauma: anxious anticipation has the potential to plunge 
the ego into traumatic anxiety anew and devastate its defences. ‘Dreading for-
ward,’ for Freud . . . carries the seeds . . . of a past trauma.”31 Just as Ligeia’s eyes 
 symbolize the uncanny and conceal the enigmatic core of trauma in the previous 
tale, in “Usher” it is Madeline—and her “lingering smile” in the coffin (241)—
who personifies both the tension between the known and the unknown and the 
unreadable trauma of the Ushers: she is prematurely entombed by Roderick 
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and his friend the narrator, but only to return as “the uncanny  harbinger of 
death”: she stands for the uncanny, the twin, the double, the Other, and for 
“the grim phantasm, fear,” in Roderick’s words (235). Moreover, she is also a 
figure for catachresis, since she is made to convey all that the tale suggests but 
never delivers. As J. Hillis Miller argues, catachresis in an “unverifiable trope” 
related to prosopopoeia, “which defaces or disfigures in the very act whereby 
it ascribes a face to what has none.”32 Like Madeline, Ligeia and her eyes can 
also be taken as examples of catachrestic personification: they stand for a refer-
ent that remains unverifiable, out of reach. Once more, the reader encounters 
the suggestiveness and indefiniteness of Poe’s Gothic, as well as the “narrative/
anti-narrative tension at the core of trauma.”33 As revenants and symbols of the 
uncanny, Madeline and Ligeia occupy a liminal position between the present 
and the past, the known and the unknown, life and death, fantasy and the real, 
beauty and terror, and represent the “overwritten site” that eludes deciphering.

In the dark context of “Usher,” LaCapra’s notion of structural trauma is 
illuminating: he describes it as “related to (even correlated with) transhistor-
ical absence”—that is, “absence of/at the origin.” Structural trauma may be 
evoked “in terms of the separation from the [m]other . . . , the eruption of the 
pre- oedipal or presymbolic in the symbolic, .  .  . the encounter with the ‘real,’ 
alienation from species-being, the anxiety-ridden thrownness of Dasein, . . . the 
constitutive nature of originary melancholic loss in relation to subjectivity, and 
so forth” (77). According to this description, it would not be far-fetched to con-
clude that Roderick and Madeline—[m]other34—suffer from structural trauma, 
given the characteristics of its symptoms: their solitary life seems to be related 
to their alienation from humanity (“species-being”), and their mysterious and 
voluntary confinement betrays an existential angst connected to a remote, 
unspecified loss that predates Madeline’s premature burial and Roderick’s 
separation from her. It is precisely the combination of absence (abstract, tran-
shistorical, not an event) and loss (concrete, historical) that produces that pro-
longed melancholy that LaCapra associates with “hauntology,” and which, in 
turn, recalls Derrida’s spectral use of this term.35 In LaCapra’s terms, “When 
absence, approximated to loss, becomes the object of mourning, the mourning 
may (perhaps must) become impossible and turn continually back into endless 
melancholy. The approximation or even conflation of absence and loss induces 
a melancholic or impossibly mournful response to the closure of metaphysics, 
a generalized ‘hauntology’” (68). While the melancholia described in “Ligeia” 
is mainly associated with loss, the one portrayed in “Usher” is connected 
to absence: abstract, unspeakable, and difficult to pin down, since it has no 
apparent or specific cause. In this regard, Brian Norman’s notion of “historical 



188      Marita Nadal

uncanny,” which he applies to the analysis of this tale, is worth quoting, since 
it portrays the present as haunted and disrupted by the past: “The historical 
uncanny is a disquieting feeling that the past is not passed. . . . It arises when 
temporal boundaries are breached . . . The historical uncanny can be provoked 
by not-so-welcome reminders that what we consign to a bygone era—in this 
case, caste and blood-borne privilege—remains alive (and wailing!) today, 
signs of an era to which we resist returning and yet are ineluctably drawn.”36 In 
Norman’s reading of “Usher,” the uncanniness of the text is related to the breach 
between “the new American nation and the old world”: the Ushers are cut off 
from national time, they have become “anachronisms,” “frail, decaying relics.”37 
His interpretation of the story points not only to the temporal disruption inher-
ent in trauma—the intrusion of the past in the present—but especially to the 
decisive role of history: as Caruth notes, trauma “is not so much a symptom of 
the unconscious, as it is a symptom of history.”38 It is significant, however, that 
“Usher” lacks concrete references to country, place, and time: the narrator only 
refers to the isolation of the setting (“a singularly, dreary track of country,” 231), 
to the Ushers’ “very ancient family,” and to “the long lapse of centuries” passed, 
which manifests itself in the “excessive antiquity” of the building: the “discol-
oration of ages had been great,” the narrator remarks (232–33). Therefore, the 
lack of a specific geographical and historical background only contributes to 
pointing out the unreadability of the Ushers’ past and the enigmatic core of 
their malady: in short, the “conflation of absence and loss” that characterizes 
structural trauma.39

On the other hand, although many critics have referred to incest (a typi-
cal Gothic convention), or the fear of incest, as the key to the tale, taking this 
repeatedly quoted phrase as a basis—“sympathies of a scarcely intelligible 
nature had always existed between them” (240)—the truth is that its words 
prove self-reflexive rather than explanatory, and in the end the text does not 
offer any reason for the prison-like situation of the protagonists, the malignant 
atmosphere of the setting, Madeline’s premature burial, or the family evil that 
the Ushers reproduce and inherit: it only highlights its own cryptic nature, ges-
turing toward a traumatic past that eludes representation.

In the end, the analysis of trauma and the uncanny in “Ligeia” and 
“Usher” raises questions (which uncannily duplicate the narrators’ queries: 
“What was it .  .  . which lay far within the pupils of my beloved?”; “what was 
it that so unnerved me in the contemplation of the House of Usher?”), rather 
than answers, and emphasizes the epistemological limits inherent in both 
notions. If the sense of the uncanny is “an experience of limits” that especially 
 characterizes “the whole of Poe’s oeuvre,” as Todorov argues, its liminality ties 
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in with trauma’s disruption of boundaries;40 if “the uncanny is destined to elude 
mastery,” trauma involves “a crisis of representation, of history and truth, and 
of narrative time,” as these tales exemplify.41 Thus the history that these texts 
portray is mainly constituted not by the inscription of the past, but by the era-
sure of its traces.

In an original fashion, Poe explored the relationship between trauma 
and the uncanny many years before these concepts entered the realm of psy-
choanalysis and critical theory. Both “Ligeia” and “Usher” convey the desire 
to escape the pattern of repetition, transcend melancholia, and reach “the 
most archaic place of absolute commencement” that beckons from the ruins 
of the past. However, the search for origins results in failure, since in these 
tales memory is not only unstable and tricky but also self-erasing, like the 
fragmented identity of their protagonists. The excavations into the past do 
not provide a new historical security, but only an “overhang” graphically rep-
resented by the return of Ligeia and Madeline from the tomb: they are made 
 visible, but their uncanny apparition fails to unveil the core of trauma that they 
catachrestically personify.42 Their figures, however,  unambiguously embody 
the radical intensity of trauma, the attempt to return that instead departs.
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