A toast /|

to Mr. Poe,
the writer

Since 1949, a mysterious stranger in
black has materialized at the
Baltimore grave of Edgar Allan Poe
on the author’s birthday.

He steps out of the shadows in the
early morning hours, places roses on
the grave, appears to salute Poe with a
swig of cognac, and vanishes as sud-
denly as he appeared.

Two weeks ago, as the tradition
entered its 50th year, Nashville para-
legal Debra %21_1_ Finley was among
those huddled in westminster Church,
which sits encircled by the quaint
brick-walled cemetery.

Finley, along with about 10 others
invited to attend the viewing, watched
as a man in a long, dark peacoat and
hat appeared, went to the more hid-
den of Poe’s two graves (the writer’s
remains were moved at some point
from this less conspicuous site to the
larger plot near the entrance), and
performed the familiar ritual.

Back home last week, Finley
deseribed the “spooky” atmosphere of
the dark church and the old cem?tery.
She and her sister, D.J. Gaskin, o
Burke, Va., both Poe admirers from
way back, had contacted J eff Jerome,
who curates the nearby Poe House
and acts as a sort of host for the annu-
al visits from the “Poe Toaster,” as the
stranger is known locally.

Jerome agreed to let the sisters join
a select group of teachers and assort-
ed other Poe enthusiasts in the
church, while other interested parties
collected, as usual, near the ceme-
tery’s main entrance.

Jerome — who has had contact with
the unknown visitor and was alerted a
few years ago that the first “Toaster”
would be passing the bottle, as it
were, to a designated successor (or
successors) — apparently knows more

about the ceremony than he is shar-
ing. Finley herself was asked not to
diselose the exact entrance used by

= ~—fhe visitor toenter and leave the—

churchyard. Even those who gather at
the gate have restrained from ipterfer-
_ing, allowing the annuai e
rem:% m;r“s‘ﬁé"f%usly anonymous.
So the identity of “Toasters” will
likely remain unknown, aqd shoulgl
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Delightful, yes. But ultimately less

bizarre than the far greater mystery
surrounding the author of The Fall of
the House of Usher and The Pit and the
Pendulum:

Why has posterity reduced an
author of such stature, a true original
whose variety of experimentation
knew no limits, to a 19th-century
Stephen King?

Sad, but true. The traditional criti-
cal reception of Poe, which in turn has
colored the general public’s apprecia-
tion, holds that Poe was in essence a
sad, unhappy man whose at times des-
perate experience found expression
in his haunted and death-obsessed
stories and poems. In short, a creepy
writer of seary stories.

Well, yes. Maybe. But any assess-
ment of Poe that fails to concentrate
squarely on his writing misses his real
achievement — to have invented new
genres, or to have carried existing
genres, through his highly developed
sense of linguistic play, to the point of
radical redefinition.

It’s as a writer — not as a nervous
eccentric who wrote — that Poe is to
be remembered.

Of course, he invented the detective
story — and set standards scarcely
met by his imitators — with such tales
as The Purloined Letter.

But Poe left greater legacies.

In his story The Imp of the Perverse,
Poe describes, with customary
baroque extravagance, an irrational-
ism at the heart of things, a quirky
crack or tear in the recesses of the
mind that produces behavior against
the demands of the rational.

A Descent Into the Maelstrom reveals,
maybe for the first time, how language
itself, the very structure of sentences,
is ultimately inseparable from that
being described. How words possess a
physical quality that can, like a
whirlpool, swirl and swirl and gradu-
ally draw you, the reader, into the
depths.

These are positions and strategies
that writers and philosophers of our
time continue to examine, because
they are areas located near the
essence of experience. Meaning they
are forever tantalizing, forever enig-
matic and forever elusive.

Much like our “Toaster.” B

Alan Bostick writes on the fine arts for
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Lynne Finley, of Nashville, Tenn. spent the night at the church with
her sister, D.J. Gaskin, of Burke, Va. to celebrate Finley's 40th
birthday, which she shares with Poe.

"Knowing that the tradition will be carried on was encouraging, but I
was a little saddened,” Finley said.

Her sister said the atmosphere was "almost spooky."

“Its such a mysterious devotion," Gaskin said. "And the cemetery is
almost like a little time capsule in the middle of the city. It's beautiful."
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