“The Raven” by Edgar Allan Poe
Notes and Study Guide Questions
Name _________________________________________ Date __________

Background Information:
· “The Raven” is a Narrative Poem with a story line that leads the reader from curiosity to horror.
· The poem explores one aspect of the dark side of human nature.

· What Poe called “that species of despair which delights in self-torture.”

· In the jargon of psychology, the narrator projects or puts onto the bird whatever his own wild imagination dredges up.

· When “The Raven” was first published,  in a NY newspaper, it was a hit – an enormous popular success with the same kind of impact that a new CD might have today.
· Back then it seemed as if everyone was reading “The Raven,” reciting it, and talking about it.

· As a result of the poem’s success, Poe’s name became a household word – yet he received only about ten dollars a week for his work.

· The speaker in this narrative poem, a weary student, is studying at midnight and mourning his dead love, Lenore.  He hears a faint knock, and opening the shutter, he finds a mysterious raven. The talking bird amuses the speaker at first, but its refrain of “Nevermore,” in answer to the speaker’s pleading questions about meeting Lenore after death, drives him to despair and madness.  As the poem closes, the bird settles in to stay, a brooding symbol and symptom of the speaker’s desperate state of mind.

· In Western cultures, ravens have long been considered portentous and wise.  In Greek and Roman epics, they function as omens.  In Norse mythology, two ravens, Thought and Memory, keep watch on the world and advise the high god Odin.

· In Christian lore, the raven occurs as a symbol of sin, the devil, or death.

Literary Focus:  Interpreting Sound Effects

· In writing “The Raven,” Poe deliberately set out to produce an original verse form and to create novel effects using rhyme and alliteration.

· The poem is a virtuoso performance in the use of internal rhyme.
· Internal rhyme:  rhyme that occurs within the lines or repetition of an end rhyme within a line.

· “Dreary” and “weary” in line 1 prepare us for a pattern of internal rhyming sounds.

· “Napping,” “tapping,” and “rapping,” in lines 3-4 make us expect more.

· Some of the rhymes are ingenious. Not many writers would think of rhyming “window lattice” with “what thereat is” (lines 33-34)
· The technique of alliteration (the repetition of a consonant sound) is sometimes used to create onomatopoeia – the use of words with sounds that actually echo their sense.

· Often alliteration is used merely to create a striking sound effect.


· At times it becomes so exaggerated that we might even wonder if Poe is mocking himself.

· A good example of excessive use of alliteration is in line 71, where the hard g is repeated four times, almost resulting in a tongue twister: “this grim, ungainly, ghastly, gaunt, and ominous bird of yore.”
Vocabulary:  
· dreary: (line 1):  miserable
· melancholy:  (line 65) --miserable
· weary:  (line 1) – having little strength, tired

· tapping, rapping: (lines 3-4) hitting something quickly

· chamber: (line 4) – a large room

· bleak: (line 7) – cold, empty, depressing

· maiden: (line 11) – a young, unmarried woman

· hesitating: (line 19) – pausing before doing something

· murmured:  (line 29) – talked quietly

· muttered:  (lines 57-58) – talked quietly

· shutter:  (line 37) – cover that protects the outside of a window

· raven:  (line 38) – a large black bird of the crow family

· perched: (line 40) – sat or stood on the edge of something

· grave, stern: (line 44) – severe

· grim:  (line 46) – severe

· marveled: (line 49) – was filled with wonder and surprise

· fowl:  (line 49) – a bird

· discourse:  (line 49) – verbal expression

· prophet:  (line 85) – one who predicts the future

· devil:  (line 85) – evil spirit

· demon:  (line 105) – evil spirit

Literary Terms in this Lesson:

· alliteration:  repetition of a consonant sound

· internal rhyme:  rhyme that occurs within the lines, or the repetition of an end rhyme within a line.
· Onomatopoeia:  the use of words with sounds that echo their sense.
Literary Focus:  Pages 274 & 275

1.  What is the poem’s rhyme scheme?

2.  What difficulties does this pose for the writer?

3.   What refrains close the first four stanzas?

4.  With which name do these refrains rhyme?

5.  What effect is achieved by these sound effects?

Reading Skills:  Pages 274 & 275

6.  In line 12 on page 274, what do you think here means, and which parts of the stanza 

     stanza show its meaning?

7.  What idea about Lenore’s death does the word evermore suggest?

Literary Focus:  Pages 276 & 277

8.  In Greek mythology, ravens symbolize wisdom and prophecy.  What does the raven’s
     perching on the bust of Athena imply?

9.  Why does the speaker thin at first that Nevermore is the bird’s name?  

10.  In lines 49-50, Poe inverts standard English word order.  How would you paraphrase 

       the first line?

11.  Tone:  How do the speaker’s expectations reveal an increasingly despairing attitude 

       in lines 58 -60?

12.  Sound effects:  What sound effects does Poe employ in lines 70-72?

13.  Sound effects:  In the fourth and fifth lines of every stanza, Poe uses repetition as

       well as internal rhymes and end rhymes.  What do these sound effects usually 

        emphasize?

14.  Sound effects:  Line 91 repeats line 85.  What does the repetition suggest about the
       speaker’s state of mind?

15.  Sound effects:  Why is the meaning of “Nevermore” in this stanza especially painful

       for the narrator?
