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Consequences of Incest

 “For nothing is secret, that shall not be made manifest; neither any thing hid, that shall not be known and come abroad” (Bible par 6). Even though some may say a secret will never come out, it will eventually. If it does not come out by word of mouth it will come out by effects that were caused by the secret. Also, many secrets do not stay secrets because people thrive on gossip. Many things like television and magazines do not help at all when it comes to keeping things under wraps. Edgar Allan Poe’s The Fall of the House of Usher, is a short story about twins Roderick and Madeline Usher. They are members of a family who was once an extremely respected family until many years of incest had caused them to go into isolation. Madeline and Roderick Usher were created through years of incest and may or may not also be incestuously involved with each other. As a result of incest, both Roderick and Madeline are deathly ill, which is the reason why the narrator is summoned to the Usher household. Although some may argue there was not an incestuous relationship between Roderick and Madeline Usher, many Freudian, archetypal, and contextual symbols prove otherwise.

Many Freudian symbols prove that Roderick and Madeline Usher were incestuously involved with each other. Once Madeline Usher had passed away the narrator describes life in the Usher household. He explains, “For several days ensuing, her name was unmentioned by either Usher or myself; and during this period I was busied in earnest endeavors to alleviate the melancholy of my friend. We painted and read together or I listened, as if in a dream, to the wild improvisations of his speaking guitar” (483). In this case a speaking guitar is the evidence clearly stating a sexual relationship between Madeline and Roderick Usher. The speaking guitar is the blending of Madeline and Roderick acting in consensual ways. The neck of the guitar symbolizing a male and the hole of a guitar symbolizing a woman, together it means the two of them coming together. The guitar convincingly means the two are incestuously involved because it is mentioned more than once throughout the story. The narrator describes the actions of Roderick, “I have just spoken of that morbid condition of the auditory nerve which rendered all music intolerable to the sufferer, with the exception of certain effects of stringed instruments. It was perhaps, the narrow limits to which he thus confined himself upon the guitar which gave birth, in great measure, to the fantastic character of his performances”(484). The fact that once Madeline dies Roderick is glued to his guitar definitely means he truly does miss not only his sister but also his partner. He may be unwilling to admit the two of them were incestuously involved but his actions posterior to Madeline’s death hint that there was. The repetition of the guitar being mentioned and what it symbolizes proves they were committing incest. Another reason was because outsiders were not allowed in the house of Usher. “Jung argues that the two basic aspects of the self--conscious and unconscious --tend always to be symbolized as male and female figures respectively, often as brother and sister or mother and son. The characteristics of the pair and of their relationship are dependent upon the level of ego development or regression which they symbolize” (E.A. Poe par 3). The role played by Roderick after Madeline dies shows they shared an incestuous relationship. Whether it is conscious or unconscious is debatable, although the fact is, there is something more going on between the two of them.  As Jung states, the relationship between Madeline and Roderick is like and incestuous relationship between a mother and son. Roderick looks for the love from a mother in Madeline as she also does with him.

Some archetypal symbols prove there was more than just a brother to sister bond between Roderick and Madeline Usher. Archetypal symbols are universal symbols that have been around for thousands of years and they mean the same thing to everyone. The narrator comes across many as he walks toward the house, “I looked 
upon the scene before me—upon the mere house, and the simple landscape 
features of the domain—upon the bleak walls—upon the vacant eye-like 
windows—upon a few rank sedges—and upon a few white trunks of decayed 
trees—with an utter depression of soul which I can compare to no earthly 
sensation more properly than to the after-dream of the reveler upon opium—the 
bitter lapse into everyday life—the hideous dropping off of the veil”(474). Some of the archetypal symbols include the trunks and the veil. The trunks that are described as white and decaying could symbolize purity and the dying or decaying of that purity. The dropping of the veil means lack of vanity, also hidden knowledge or illusion. When the both are seen together it could be perceived as the lack of purity in Madeline due to her sexual relationship with her brother. Another convincing line the narrator expresses, 
“It was this deficiency, I considered, while running over in thought the perfect 
keeping of the character of the premises with the accredited character of the 
people, and while speculating upon the possible influence which, the one in the 
long lapse of centuries, might have exercised upon the other—it was this 
deficiency, perhaps, of collateral issue, and the consequent undeviating 
transmission , from sire to son, of the patrimony with the name, which had, at 
length, so identified the two as to merge  the original title of the estate in the 
quaint and equivocal appellation of the “House of Usher”—an appellation which 
seemed to include, in the minds of the pleasantry who used it, both the family and 
the family mansion”(476). The actual house and the Usher family share many things in common. The house is very old and it shows in its appearance. The Usher family is also very old and has gone through many things throughout the years destroying the health of the family. The house, as well as the family is falling apart, the family, due to continuous incest and the house due to wear and tear. The evidence is “from sire to son” this is saying like father like son, the father committed acts of incest with Roderick’s mother exactly how Roderick is committing incest with his twin sister Madeline. Feidelson agrees, “Their "peculiar sensibility of temperament" is inseparable from their peculiar environment, just as the name "House of Usher" includes "both the family and the family mansion." But they are victims of their environment only in the sense that they have made their own milieu. The strange atmosphere is the kind of reality created by their strange habits of thought—the product, as its psychophysical quality testifies, of a fusion between the mirror of their minds and the material world” (Charles Feidelson, Jr. par 9). The overall atmosphere of the Usher house has been poisoned by the years of incest. As an effect of all of it Roderick and Madeline Usher do not accept outsiders, all they have ever known is their immediate family. They probably would not accept an outsider into their house because they have been programmed to stay in the direct line. They do not know anything else besides what they have grown up with.

The contextual symbols simply show how the long line of incest has affected Roderick and Madeline. There are many consequences of committing incest. Along with being emotionally unstable, the health of someone created by incest is also destroyed. The narrator describes the state the two remaining Ushers are in, “Usher race, all time-honored as it was, had put forth, at no period, any enduring branch; in other words, that the entire family lay in the direct line of decent, and had always, with very trifling and very temporary variation, so lain”(476). The Usher family was a well known and educated family until the line of Ushers became so narrow there were only two of them. Madeline and Roderick Usher were confined to their house because they were not only afraid to leave, but they were also too ill. The house they were confined in was extremely old and worn out. The narrator elaborates on something in the house, “A small picture presented the interior of an immensely long and rectangular vault or tunnel, with low walls, smooth, white, and without interruption or device. Certain accessory points of the design served well to convey the idea that this excavation lay at an exceeding depth below the surface of earth” (483). This picture presents many contextual symbols, which never would have been mentioned unless there was an incestuous relationship between Roderick and Madeline Usher. The vault represents the womb, and below the surface means secretive. Roderick would have never painted what symbolizes the womb if he was not thinking about it. It may or may not have been conscious thinking, but he was in fact still thinking about the only woman in his life which was his dear sister Madeline. The fact that it is below the surface means he may be unwilling to accept his actions. Roderick is an extremely troubled individual, Marsh elaborates, “Usher "a 'Gothic' character taken seriously" and when they view "The Fall of the House of Usher" as "a serious story of moral perversion". Certainly perversity and maladjustment are central to a reading of Usher's character; and if this is a story of moral (sexual) perversion, its locus, Usher's morbid fears, express themselves overtly and covertly on the level of the erotic”(Marsh par 2). Judging by this analysis given by Marsh, he too believes Roderick and Madeline had sexual relations with each other. The descriptive words he uses leads one to believe these relations were mutual, it was the type of life the two lead that set them up for committing incest. Roderick and Madeline are the last two in their family and all of their relatives prior to them were also incestuously involved with each other. Accepting outsiders probably never even crossed their minds.

Some may argue that some symbols in The Fall of the House of Usher were not in favor of the twins having an incestuous relationship. There are always different perceptions of stories and some believe Roderick and Madeline Usher were not incestuously involved. Some may be lead to believe this when the narrator states, “In this there was much that reminded me of the specious totality of old wood-work which has rotted for long years in some neglected vault, with no disturbance from the breathe of external air” (477). This proves there have been no wanderers let into the family line, although some may comprehend the neglected vault as Madeline’s untouched womb. In other words, Madeline is still pure. Something one may not realize is, it only says the vault is untouched by strangers, not by someone in the direct line of her family. Some things the narrator explains may be viewed in different ways such as, “A small picture presented the interior of an immensely long and rectangular vault or tunnel, with low walls, smooth, white, and without interruption or device. Certain accessory points of the design served well to convey the idea that this excavation lay at an exceeding depth below the surface of earth” (483). The vault is mentioned again, which symbolizes the womb, and again it says it has been untouched. This is a picture being described by the narrator, but being painted by Roderick. Roderick is clearly dealing with some inner conflicts, some may argue the smooth white vault is Madeline’s virginity, but Roderick must be painting it for a reason. This painting is Roderick subconsciously dealing with the incestuous acts he has committed with his sister. He now feels guilty and this is his way of clearing his mind. This proves a different way some people may interpret what the narrator says. One thing most people can agree on is the connection between Madeline and Roderick Usher. Something people argue, is whether it is purely innocent or if there is more to it. “Due to limited medical knowledge or to suit his purposes here, Poe treats Madeline and Roderick as if they were identical twins (two parts of one personality) instead of fraternal twins. He implies that Roderick and Madeline are so close that they can sense what is happening to each other. This becomes an important aspect in the unity of effect of this particular story” (Poe Decoder par 20). This information states that the connection between the two was because they were identical twins and it is not unusual for identical twins to have a strong connection. Even though some people may say this is true, some might not believe so. The two of them did grow up together, so it would be logical for them to think alike because they have learned the same types of things. Because they did grow up together, without any other influences in their lives they feel comfortable with each other and it would not be surprising for the two of them to have and incestuous relationship.

Despite many people’s opinions, Edgar Allan Poe clearly describes an incestuous relationship between Roderick and Madeline Usher through Freudian, archetypal and contextual symbols. The Freudian elements such as the speaking guitar used to describe Roderick and Madeline definitely imply there was an incestuous relationship between the two. The type of environment these twins were forced to grow up in was a perfect setting for the two to eventually end up together, it was their nature and they did not know any different. Throughout the story Roderick Usher is battling some sort of inner conflict which, based on evidence may clearly be his incestuous relationship with his twin sister. In the time period this story was written it was not unusual to have incestuous relations with family members as it is today. However, there was definitely something eating away at Roderick after the death of not only his twin sister but also someone who played the part of a possible lover in his life. In this case, committing incest was like being an alcoholic, Roderick Usher may have known it was wrong but he could not help himself.
