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Incest Kills


Incest is something that is widely considered to be wrong by most cultures and societies in the world.  The act of committing incest occurs when a member of a family engages in sexual intercourse with another member of her or his family.  Incest causes many problems and those problems are very serious.  It can tear a family apart and possibly destroy a family.  The act of incest is frowned upon by most cultures because it has such a truly sickening and disgusting nature.  For most people, even the mere thought of incest happening within their family would be enough to make them sick.  Likewise, in a short story written by Edgar Allen Poe, “The Fall of the House of Usher,” the protagonist Roderick Usher and his twin sister Madeline are suffering from the long term affects of incest.  Full of fear from the possibility that he may be going insane, Roderick invites a childhood friend, the narrator, to help him get through his rough times.  Not long after arriving at the Usher residency, the narrator discovers that Roderick and Madeline’s lives are unavoidably decaying as a result of many generations of incest in their family.  Through interpretation of Edgar Allen Poe’s subconscious usage of Freudian, Archetypal, and Contextual symbols, it is clear that Roderick and Madeline Usher had an incestuous relationship.  


At many points in the story, Poe uses contextual symbols to represent Roderick and Madeline’s incestuous relationship.  As the narrator approaches the house of Usher at the beginning of the story, he makes a few observations about the house and its surrounding property:



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 reveller upon opium—the 


bitter lapse into everyday life—the hideous dropping off of the veil.  (1)

 Here, Poe is hinting that the house itself represents incest in the Usher family.  When he speaks of the bleak walls, he is suggesting boundaries for the Ushers.  Simply stated, they keep their sexual relationships within the confinements of their own family line.  Trees stumps are also discussed in this passage.  Healthy trees usually symbolize life, but being that these trees are decaying stumps covered in a strange white substance suggests a Freudian symbol, suggesting death or a decaying life, such as the deteriorating lives of Roderick and Madeline and the death of the Usher family.  It also can be interpreted as Poe suggesting that whoever live on the property is sterile, which could be a hint at Roderick’s own condition.  Soon after the narrator makes his first observation, he quickly realizes:



It was possible…that a mere different arrangement of the particulars of the 


scene…would 
be sufficient to modify, or…annihilate its capacity for sorrowful 


impression; and, acting upon this idea, I reined my horse to the precipitous brink 


of a black and lurid tarn that lay…by the dwelling, and gazed down — but with a 


shudder even more thrilling than before — upon the remodeled and inverted 


images of the gray sedge, and the ghastly tree-stems, and the vacant and eye-like 


windows.  (1) 
Poe uses an archetypal symbol at this point to represent the decaying condition of the Usher family.  When describing the tarn as black and lurid, the narrator is suggesting that the dead and repulsive looking tarn represents the coming death of the Ushers.  The tarn can also be representative of womb imagery.  In the case of the tarn spoke of by the narrator, it is clear that the womb represented by the tarn spoken of, is a dead or dying womb.  This makes perfect sense when put into context with the state of the Roderick and Madeline’s lives.


In his continued observation of the outside of the Usher house, the narrator states that, “Minute fungi overspread the whole exterior, hanging in a fine tangled web-work from the eaves.  Yet all this was apart from any extraordinary dilapidation.  No portion of the masonry had fallen; and there appeared to be a wild inconsistency between its still perfect adaptation of parts, and the crumbling condition of the individual stones” (2).  This contextual symbol represents the incestuous condition of the Usher family.  The individual stones symbolize each member of the Usher’s ancestry, which would explain why some individual stones were crumbling.  Represented by the crumbling stones are the members of the Usher family whose lives have been negatively affected by the many generations of incest.  Members of the Usher family who were not incestuous are represented by the stones that remain in good condition.  Mold and fungi covering the house represents that the incest of their family has taken over, and is slowly but surely destroying the family as well as the house.  In addition, the fact that the house would appear to look as though it should be crumbling, but is not, represents that the family has been engaging in incest, and that incest is killing them.  It would appear that this incestuous family should have died long ago, yet strangely, they remain alive, but suffering and fading quickly.  They are paying the consequences for their incestuous actions.


After taking an especially close look at the house, the narrator realizes how “the eye of a scrutinizing observer might have discovered a barely perceptible fissure, which, extending from the roof of the building in front, made its way down the wall in a zigzag direction, until it became lost in the sullen waters of the tarn”(2).  This fissure in the house that is observed represents the incest in the Usher family.  It is a contextual symbol for the incest that has been taking place within the Usher family for such a great period of time.  The crack also represents how the family has been broken by the crippling incest that has occurred.  The fissure, which is described as being barely perceptible, is also representative of the fact that one may not be able to notice from a mere quick glance at the Ushers that they are incestuous.  Nevertheless, the incest is there as well as the fissure.  Upon further examination, another archetypal symbol is brought forward.  It is more proof that there is incest taking place between Roderick and Madeline.  As the narrator moves closer to the house he says that “a servant in waiting took my horse, and I entered the Gothic archway of the hall.  A valet, of stealthy step, thence conducted me, in silence, through many dark and intricate passages in my progress to the studio of his master” (2).  Moving through an archway symbolizes that the narrator is being reborn in to the womb of the Usher house.  He is now entering the incestuous world of the Ushers.  The fact that the passages are described as dark and intricate indicates that the so called womb of the Usher house in which he has just entered is rotten and decaying.


At one point in the story, the narrator gets a quick glimpse at Madeline, when she walks through the room in which Roderick and the narrator are conversing.  Poe uses an archetypal symbol to demonstrate yet again that Roderick and Madeline are involved in an incestuous relationship with one another.  The narrator observed how “a door, at length, closed upon her, my glance sought instinctively and eagerly the countenance of the brother — but he had buried his face in his hands, and I could only perceive that a far more than ordinary wanness had overspread the emaciated fingers through which trickled many passionate tears” (4).  Although it could be considered natural for a man to mourn the fact that his twin sister, and only living relative in the world is dying, it is more likely that there is a deeper meaning to what is happening.  When Roderick buries his face in his arms and begins to cry, it shows that he is sad that he is not only loosing a sister, but a lover as well.  Furthermore, Roderick is demonstrating a guilty conscious.  He is aware that the reason for his sister’s illness and eventual death lies within their incestuous relationship, and he feels remorse as a result because it is partially his fault.  Seeing his sister in such a degrading condition also forces him to realize and be aware of his own ill fate and of his own coming demise. 
In a lyric written by Roderick, he tells the tale of the Usher family’s past and how the family was ruined by incest.  Contextual symbols are used in his lyric.  He tells the narrator through this lyric about how the Usher family, once prosperous, was destroyed after a member of the family began committing incest.  In stanza five of the lyric, he howls, “But evil things, in robes of sorrow, /Assailed the monarch's high estate; / (Ah, let us mourn, for never morrow Shall dawn upon him, desolate!)  / And, round about his home, the glory/ That blushed and bloomed/ Is but a dim-remembered story/ Of the old time entombed” (6).  The robes of sorrow he sings of symbolize the member of the family who began the incestuous trend within the Usher family that would go on to haunt them for the rest of their existence.  In his lyric, Roderick goes on to explain in more depth what happened to the Usher family.  Again, he uses contextual symbols to convey the message that the whole Usher family was engaging in incest.  He states that, “And travelers now within that valley, / Through the red-litten windows, see/ Vast forms that move fantastically/ To a discordant melody; /While, like a rapid ghastly river, / Through the pale door, / A hideous throng rush out forever, /And laugh — but smile no more” (6).  Here, Roderick is explaining by using the phrase travelers now within that valley, that the whole Usher family began participating in the incest.  Also, the words hideous throng represents that fact that children were produced through the incest that had been taking place.  This stanza in the lyric is clearly referring to the downfall of the Usher family as a result of incest.

Later in the story, Madeline is thought to have died, and is entombed by Roderick in a dungeon-like vault within the main walls of the building.  She is thought to be dead, but is not, therefore, Roderick buried her alive.  Once escaping from the tomb, Madeline travels up stairs to where the narrator has begun reading a story to Roderick to keep him calm during a storm which has come about outside.  Suddenly, Madeline bursts through the door, and is described by the narrator with a contextual symbol as follows:


There was blood upon her white robes, and the evidence of some bitter struggle 
upon 
every portion of her emaciated frame.  For a moment she remained 
trembling and reeling 
to and fro upon the threshold — then, with a low moaning 
cry, fell heavily inward upon 
the person of her brother, and in her violent and 
now final death-agonies, bore him to the 
floor a corpse, and a victim to the 
terrors he had anticipated.  (10)

At this point, Madeline and Roderick both die.  The fact that the narrator speaks of blood upon her white robes, symbolizes loss of virginity.  Similarly, the fact that Madeline was buried alive represents that Roderick was so afraid that after her death and upon a doctor’s analysis, it would be discovered that they were having incestuous relations that he did not even check to insure that she was actually dead.  When it is said that Madeline bore him to the floor a corpse, and a victim to the terrors he had anticipated, the narrator is saying that they died because of their family’s incest.  The anticipated terrors that are referred to are incest.  Madeline leaving the tomb is a symbol of her being reborn.  She changes from passive to active as she stalks Roderick.  Once witnessing this horrific scene, the narrator proceeds to exit the house by running.  Once out side, he notices an archetypal symbol that represents the incest of the Usher family:


Suddenly there shot along the path a wild light…for the vast house and its 
shadows were 
alone behind me.  The radiance was that of the full, setting, and 
blood-red moon, which now shone vividly through that once barely-discernible 
fissure, of which I have before spoken as extending from the roof of the building, 
in a zigzag direction, to the base.  While I gazed, this fissure rapidly widened— 
there came a fierce breath of the whirlwind—the entire orb of the satellite burst at 
once upon my sight—my brain reeled as I saw the mighty walls rushing asunder 
—there was a long tumultuous shouting sound like the voice of a thousand waters 
—and the deep and dank tarn at my feet closed sullenly and silently over the 

fragments of the "House of Usher.”  (11) 

In this final scene in the story, the lightening bolt that is seen represents God’s anger in the family for committing the heinous sin of incest.  The blood red moon that is seen by the narrator is another representation of loss of virginity.  The fact that a once barely perceptible fissure had now become radiant and bright as the lightening bolt traveled through it and in to the tarn represents that the fissure which was a contextual symbol for incest had played a huge role in the eventual destruction of the house.  Furthermore, incest has destroyed the Usher family at this point.  The house crumbling into the tarn represents that the Usher family’s incest has taken its final toll, as the family is ended by it.


  Edgar Allen Poe unknowingly used Freudian, archetypal, and contextual symbols to disclose that Roderick and Madeline Usher had an incestuous relationship.  Roderick and Madeline Usher came to the realization that their family was doomed because of their incest.  They paid the ultimate price for their so called sin, and their family came to a terrible and horrific end.  Incest is a terrible thing that destroys people’s lives and families alike.  People or families who commit incest are looked down upon in society and considered to be sick because incest is something that just is not widely accepted; in fact it is not accepted by most societies or cultures.  The long term affects of incest can be compared to a very unhealthy family whom has an extremely long history of horrendous health problems.  Over time, such a family may die out, become insane, or be considered outcasts in their community because of the extreme health and emotional problems that can occur.  Likewise, it can prevent them from branching out from home and starting a family up on their own.  Incest is like an individual who purposely drinks and drives.  When a tragic accident occurs, both the driver and the victim are forever scarred.

