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Hearts Laid Bare: Edgar Allan Poe’s “Secret Autobiography,”
According to Lou Reed

Taras Alexander Sak

Abstract

In 2000, protean rock star Lou Reed (1942-2013; born Lewis Allan Reed)
reinterpreted the work and life of Edgar Allan Poe for Hamburg’s Thalia Theater, creating a
musical called “POEtry,” which was later performed at the Brooklyn Academy of Music
(2001) before being released in 2003 as an album entitled 7/he Raven. An ambitious—some
say pretentious—meélange of Poe’s writing and biography transformed by and through Reed’s
own work, life experiences and streetwise sensibility, the result is an uneven but surprisingly
strong “collaboration” between the two Poet Laureates of the American Nightmare. In this
essay, I draw upon both Poe’s writing and Reed’s back catalogue, including Transformer
(1972), Berlin (1973), The Bells (1979), and The Blue Mask (1982), as well as The Raven, in
order to explore Poe’s pervasive influence on Reed and the ways in which Reed has, in his
own work, transformed Poe. The wager of this study is that Reed, like Poe before him, was
essentially a gothic artist, producing what Leslie Fiedler called an art of “darkness and the
grotesque in a land of light and affirmation.”

Introduction
About a decade before his untimely death in 2013, Rock iconoclast Lou Reed had
been returning to the work of Edgar Allan Poe, staring in earnest around 2000 and eventually
producing an album (and book) called 7he Raven (2003). At first glance, there seems to be
little connection between the two—Poe’s antebellum world would seem to have little to do
with the NYC demimonde that figures so prominently in Reed’s work—but on closer
inspection, one can discern the pervasive presence of Poe, who Reed once called “the master.”

In the following remarks, I would like to trace the specter of Poe in Reed, speculate as to why
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Reed felt kinship with this literary outcast, and examine how Reed had, in his own work,
transformed Poe.

Poe’s influence on Reed’s work, on his lyrics, themes, even his public persona,
was indeed pervasive from his earliest work in the 1960s (with The Velvet Underground) up
until his death. In the same interview where Reed called Poe “the master,” he also claimed that
Poe was “the father of William Burroughs and Hubert Selby,” both of whom greatly inspired
Reed. Yet few people have explored this relation in any depth or taken Reed’s words or his
work on Poe seriously. One exception is Stephen Rachman, whose essay on Reed’s Raven
project is by far the best scholarly work available. In a sense, I hope to contribute to this
conversation, to some extent, by exploring what I am calling Reed’s writing of Poe’s “secret
autobiography” in his own (Reed’s) work—in other words, in works like “The Bells” and 7The
Raven, which are obviously inspired by Poe’s writing, as well as in other work, like Berlin,

Magic & Loss and The Blue Mask, where the influence is perhaps less obvious.

Poe & Reed: Imps of the Perverse

First and foremost, any study of Poe and Reed must acknowledge their shared
sense of “perversity,” if only because Reed mentions it repeatedly, almost every time Poe’s
name comes up. In an interview with the rock journalist Greil Marcus that appeared shortly
after The Raven was performed and released on CD, Reed described the importance of what
he called “the general heading in Poe: the idea of being drawn to things we know are bad for
us,” later explaining that in Poe’s work,

[t]he female characters are essentially the same, the male characters are essentially

the same, and essentially the same things are going to happen, one way or another.

It really goes back to “The Imp of the Perverse’: “Why are we drawn to that which

we know is bad for us?’ I’'m rephrasing it rather clumsily—it’s much better than

that. But why are we drawn to that which we know will destroy us? I love [Poe]. I
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just love that he does it over and over: confess, jump off a cliff, suddenly the heart

beat [sic] footsteps approaching. .. (ellipsis in original; n. pag.)

Here, we could obviously point to the real-life choices of Poe and Reed, each artist seemingly
courting destruction at crucial points in his life and career. In fact, Reed’s transformation of
Poe in The Raven has been seen by some critics as simply one of several disastrous
projects—to take the most obvious, Berlin (1973), which follows the death-spiral of a pair of
junkie-lovers, Metal Machine Music (1975), an album almost entirely composed of guitar
feedback, and Lu/u (2011), an ill-starred joint venture with Metallica that obliquely references
Frank Wedekind’s plays about a doomed dancer. But there is a logic to these “disastrous”
albums and that logic has to do with Poe.

Another common thread linking the two would undoubtedly be masochism. Poe’s
repeated fantasies of premature burial, his relation to the dead or dying women in his life,
almost always idealized—I propose to call this his “Ligeia complex”™—in addition to his
real-life, self-defeating behavior (acts of “self-sabotage” we would no doubt call them today),
would seem to point to some sort of masochistic impulse, perhaps stemming from childhood
trauma. Reed, for his part, fared little better in terms of his family life, particularly in terms of
his sexual confusion and the cruel electroshock therapy he endured, and seems to have had a
similar, tortured relation to women—idealizing them at times (for example, in the
cringe-worthy song “Women,” off The Blue Mask), yet also imagining them dead or dying, as
well as in his repeated heterosexual marriages, such as to performance artist Laurie Anderson,
and his well-publicized relationships with drag queens (the most famous of whom was simply
called “Rachel”). On top of this, we have his self-destructive behavior, his history of drug and
alcohol abuse, and repeated images of castration (usually at the hands of a woman, most
notably in The Raven), self-loathing and self-mutilation (for example, in “The Blue Mask”
and “Waves of Fear” on The Blue Mask), and of course his homage to Sacher-Masoch, the
song “Venus in Furs” from the first Velvet Underground album. The locus of all of this would
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seem to be the family—and this is something that Reed would seem to have in common
Delmore Schwartz, his teacher at Syracuse University, in addition to Poe. One can easily see
the appeal for Reed of Schwartz’s most celebrated short story, “In Dreams Begin
Responsibilities,” in which the narrator watches a film—with increasing horror—of his own
parents’ courtship, only to yell out, “Don’t do it! Nothing good will come of it!” Reed seems
to have harbored similar feelings.

Sadism, graphic violence, and revenge fantasies constitute a third basis for
comparison. Many of Poe’s stories, as well as his only novel, 7he Narrative of Arthur Gordon
Pym (1838), contain extremely detailed scenes—some would say excessively so—of graphic
violence. Reed possesses the same cold, analytical eye toward the damage that can be done to
bodies, whether they are women with their legs cut off and stuffed into the trunks of cars, like
poor Sally of “Sally Can’t Dance” (1974), or kids growing up in the ghetto, like Pedro of
“Dirty Blvd.” (of whom we hear, “And his father beats him ‘cause he’s too tired to beg/He’s
got nine brothers and sisters/They’re brought up on their knees/It’s hard to run when a coat
hanger beats you on the thighs/Pedro dreams of being older and killing the old man”), or the
multitude of junkies and prostitutes that people many of his songs. On The Raven, in addition
to including “The Cask of Amontillado” and “The Tell-Tale Heart” in his narrative, Reed
chose to rework “Hop-Frog,” a curious selection since it is a decidedly minor tale of revenge
in which a court jester slays his tormentors and escapes with his lover. In fact, Reed drew upon
this fairly obscure story for the last six songs of The Raven, so central was it to his
understanding of Poe and his conception of his project.

One cannot mention either Poe or Reed without a word concerning the use and
abuse of drugs and alcohol, which figure prominently in their lives and work. In Poe’s case,
regarding alcohol, this is well-documented and rather obvious, though there is some question
as to what extent his drinking affected his powers of creation; in Reed’s case, there were

periods of excessive drug-taking (heroin and pills, mainly) and drinking, perhaps in some way
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“inspired” by the examples of “doomed” poets Poe and Schwartz. In any case, Poe has a
famous, if slight, story about drunkenness, entitled “The Angel of the Odd” (1844), which
treats alcohol with a light, even comic touch; Reed did something similar in “The Power of
Positive Drinking” from 1980’s Growing Up in Public, but for the most part, as with Poe,
alcohol is for Reed a rather serious, sad business—witness such song titles as “Underneath the
Bottle” (from The Blue Mask) or the harrowing, even sobering songs “The Last Shot” and
“Bottoming Out” from Legendary Hearts (1983), not to mention the innumerable drug
references in all of his work (most famous of all is perhaps the song ‘“Heroin” from the first
Velvet Underground album or perhaps the aforementioned rock opera, Berlin). In other words,
for both Poe and Reed, alcohol and drugs are a means to self-oblivion, not really to be used for
inspiration or recreation (as some readers and listeners mistakenly believe).

Yet another common point would seem to be the theme of “the death of a
beautiful woman,” which I will refer to as the “Ligeia complex.” In “The Philosophy of
Composition” (1846), when discussing his poem “The Raven,” Poe notoriously wrote that
“When it most closely allies itself to Beauty: the death... of a beautiful woman is,
unquestionably, the most poetical topic in the world.” One of the best examples of this,
besides “The Raven,” is “Ligeia,” a Siren-like figure, deeply associated with music (“‘Ligeia!
Ligeia! / My beautiful one! / Whose harshest idea / Will to melody run’’) who first surfaces in
the early poem “Al Aaraf” (1829) and is later the basis of a short story of her own (first
published in 1838), in which she composes a poem (“The Conqueror Worm™) before
dying—all of which Reed draws upon in his reworking of Poe. In Reed’s back catalogue, we
find dead women almost everywhere—his own “Ligeia complex,” as it were—from the
casualties of Andy Warhol’s circle of wannabes and hangers-on in the late-60s through the
doomed Caroline in Berlin, and on to Sally in Sally Cant Dance (mentioned above), the
unknown victim in Street Hassle s “Waltzing Matilda,” whose dead body must be disposed of,

and “Rotten Rita” in Magic & Loss, who succumbs to cancer, before coming back, full-circle,
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to Poe and Lady Madeline Usher, who is then transformed by Reed in 7he Raven into
Caroline from the album Berlin, in the song, “The Bed,” which Reed “mashes up,” so to
speak, with “The Fall of the House of Usher.” There are so many dead or dying women in the
work of these two that it is hard to keep track of them.

Another point of comparison would be what has been termed “the power of
blackness”—an obsession with the macabre, the dark, the gothic. Perhaps this has less to do
with either artist’s personal history (as I have suggested may be the case with sadistic or
masochistic imagery in their work) and more to do with a response, conscious or not, to the
larger society and culture that surrounds them—in other words, this is something inescapably
“American,” a kind of “‘dark Romanticism” that Harry Levin called “the Power of Blackness”
in his seminal study of Poe, Hawthorne and Melville (1958) of that title. “Taking for granted
the obvious American thesis, the cheerfully confident trend of a practical and prosperous
culture,” Levin wrote, “it is the antithesis that we find in our greatest writers” (35). Or, as
Leslie Fiedler put it, perhaps more forcefully and famously,

The American writer inhabits a country at once the dream of Europe and a fact of

history; he lives on the last horizon of an endlessly retreating vision of

innocence—on the ‘frontier,” which is to say, the margin where the theory of
original goodness and the fact of original sin come face to face. To express this

‘blackness ten times black’ and to live by it in a society which, since the decline of

orthodox Puritanism, optimism has become the chief effective religion, is a

complex and difficult task [...] Our fiction is [...] a gothic fiction, nonrealistic and

negative, sadist and melodramatic—a literature of darkness and the grotesque in a

land of light and affirmation. (27, 29)

Poe’s work—and, I would argue, Reed’s as well—belongs to that tradition of “blackness” or
“darkness,” the antithesis of the “cheerfully confident,” “optimistic”” American outlook and

aesthetic sensibility. After many years of neglect, there has been some excellent recent work
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on Poe and his relation to race, slavery and Indian Removal, and his overall engagement with
American society and politics, including expansionism and exceptionalism. In Reed’s case, no
such rediscovery or reconceptualization has been necessary: he has been focusing upon the
“blackness ten times black,” to use Melville’s phrase (quoted above by Levin), since the very
beginning of his career. For an excellent introduction to Reed’s engagement with the
underbelly of American society, I would suggest listening to New York (1989), which he
himself described as an “angry” album, the result of “eight years of rape,” by which he meant
eight years of Ronald Reagan in the White House.

Undoubtedly, one of the shared attractions of Poe and Reed is their artistic honesty,
what Poe once described as “laying one’s heart bare.” For Poe, “laying one’s heart bare”
involves the seemingly impossible task of telling the truth, without compromise or shame; the
very paper upon which it is written, Poe tells us, “would shrivel and blaze at every touch of the
fiery pen.” I take this to mean staying true to oneself, to one’s deepest feelings and artistic
ambitions, and it cannot be denied that Reed has in every facet of his life taken up the
challenge thrown down by Poe. Reed variously calls this “passing thru fire” and “‘walking on
burning embers”—and even has a song called “Burning Embers’ on 7he Raven, which sums
up the entire production in a sense—but the imagery is the same as what we encounter in Poe:
a trial-by-fire, an ordeal to be endured, no matter what the cost, for Art or for love. This has, at
times, cost Reed dearly—in terms of friends, collaborators, lovers, fans—but he always
remained true to himself, at times against overwhelming pressure to do otherwise, repeatedly
in his career, from quitting The Velvets and going solo to following his biggest commercial hit,
Transformer with a bleak, concept album (Berlin), through his notorious noise experiment
Metal Machine Music, and on to his transformation of Poe in The Raven.

Finally, one last obsession that the two artists share is revising, reworking, in some
cases ‘“recycling,” but in every instance fransforming their own work—a kind of

autobiography, which reveals and conceals their (secret) histories. The Ligeia figure is a great



8 Taras Alexander Sak

example of this: she returns, again and again, in one form or another, like a ghost or revenant,
much like the dead mother (or lover) for Poe, or like Delmore Schwartz for Reed, one of the
“thousand departed friends” who Reed eulogizes on The Raven. Reed picks up on this in his
(re)reading and (re)writing of Poe, claiming in an interview (as quoted above) that in Poe’s
work, “[t]he female characters are essentially the same, the male characters are essentially the
same”™—and one could just as easily say this about Reed’s own work. This theater of
repetition or “revolving door,” so to speak, where the same characters and images return and
are revised, re-imagined, and transformed, always involves a process that is necessarily
incomplete or open-ended. This is precisely why I am calling this Poe’s “secret
autobiography” as (re)written by Reed—acknowledging, of course, the excellent, extremely
provocative and profound essay of that same title by Louis A. Renza. What I mean is
something close to the way that Renza employs the term, “autobiography,” which he
appropriates from Paul de Man.  For Renza, “autobiographical” denotes
something akin to Paul de Man’s notion of autobiography as a figure of reading as
opposed to genre of writing, but here revised as a figure of Poe’s reading of his
own texts as he imagines them being misread by others in order to regard them as
his dialectically confirmed exclusive private property. Poe produces texts, that is,
to gain a perspective on their writing. ... (60)
Renza goes on to examine Poe’s ubiquitous hoaxes, puns, anagrams, word-puzzles and
self-references, scattered throughout his work like so many clues to a mystery. “By
permeating his tales with autobiographical intimations in a quite literal rather than
symbolically representational sense,” Renza argues, “Poe exemplifies how autobiography can
function as a postscriptural aporia to fiction” (63). In other words, “one can construe Poe’s
tales as autobiographical cryptograms” (Ibid.). I would only add that this insight also extends
to the poetry. Finally, Renza reminds us that, for Poe, ““the book of an author’ doubles as ‘the

author’s self... The soul is a cipher, in the sense of a cyrptograph; and the shorter a
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cryptograph, the more difficulty there is in its comprehension’ (Renza, quoting Poe, 64). But
why does Poe do this? Renza speculates that such “secret writing for Poe serves to delay the
reading of the text’s very signifiers,” thereby “effectively displac[ing] and interrupt[ing]” the
act of reading the text (65-66)—or, as Renza later puts it, “effectively prolong[ing] the [text’s]
secret aesthetic life,” much as the “reenacting of the killing of a beautiful woman,” what I
carlier called the “Ligeia complex,” “keep[s] the beautiful woman, the secret inspirational
source or muse of the [text] itself, in the process of dying” (69; emphasis in original).

But, again, why would Poe (or Reed) want to do that? I would like to end this
meditation by speculating that it has to do with pleasure and desire, perhaps of a masochistic
variety, of infinite suspension or undecidability and what de Man called “the impossibility of
closure and of totalization [...] of all textual systems™ (922). In other words, an aporia or act of
interruption or suspension, akin to what Gilles Deleuze has taught us is precisely what is at
stake in masochism:

breaking the link between desire and pleasure: pleasure interrupts desire, so that

the constitution of desire as a process must ward off pleasure, repress it to infinity

[for the masochist]. (53)

Conclusion
Poe’s puzzles and puns, his self-references and word-play, all reveal, while at the
same time not-quite-concealing, clues to the mystery that is “Edgar Allan Poe,” the secret self
or cipher that lies at the heart of all of his work, the impossible, empty center that would be
exposed if he, or anyone else, could write that text, “My Heart Laid Bare.” The same thing is
at stake for Lou Reed, in his endless self-transformation and acts of impersonation, his ritual
of “passing thru fire” and “walking on burning embers,” and his sonic landscapes and

séance-like rituals of resurrection, conjuring those “thousand departed friends”—most notably

his teacher, Delmore Schwartz, and his “master,” Edgar Allan Poe.
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Abstract
The present study analyzes narratives of four Japanese learners of English who
participated in a five-month study abroad program held at two universities in the US, and
examines their learning processes. During the program, students were asked to
regularly write a personal, digital report. ~ After returning to Japan, the four students were
selected based on their relatively higher satisfaction levels of the program, and each was
given a semi-structured interview. Their interviews were analyzed with the Trajectory
Equifinality Approach (TEA) (Yasuda, Nameda, Fukuda, & Sato, 2015a; Yasuda & Sato,
2022). TEA makes it possible to describe and understand the process, not the structure,
of persons’ life courses within irreversible time. It is presumed in the theoretical
framework of TEA that, by focusing on “four” participants (Yasuda & Sato (Eds.), 2012;
Fukuda, 2019), TEA can help unveil the diversity of persons’ life courses. The results
revealed that there were similarities and differences in their learning processes with
complex interactions of their past life experiences, their personal characters, and the
characteristics of the campuses they had chosen.  Some methodological discussions will

be followed in relation to TEA.
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(“Why the Red EIf Cried”)
After the blue elf had heard the story, he thought for a while 