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During the whole of a dull, dark, and soundless day in the autumn of the year, when the clouds hung
oppressively low in the heavens, | had been passing alone, on horseback, through a singularly dreary
tract of country, and at length found myself, as the shades of the evening drew on, within view of the
melancholy House of Usher. | know not how it was—»but, with the first glimpse of the building, a
sense of insufferable gloom pervaded my spirit. | say insufferable; for the feeling was unrelieved by
any of that half-pleasurable, because poetic, sentiment with which the mind usually receives even the
sternest natural images of the desolate or terrible. | 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 every-day life—the hideous dropping
off of the veil. There was an iciness, a sinking, a sickening of the heart—an unredeemed dreariness
of thought which no goading of the imagination could torture into aught of the sublime. What was
it—I paused to think—what was it that so unnerved me in the contemplation of the House of Usher?
It was a mystery all insoluble; nor could | grapple with the shadowy fancies that crowded upon me
as | pondered. | was forced to fall back upon the unsatisfactory conclusion, that while, beyond doubt,
there are combinations of very simple natural objects which have the power of thus affecting us, still
the analysis of this power lies among considerations beyond our depth. It was possible, | reflected,
that a mere different arrangement of the particulars of the scene, of the details of the picture, would
be sufficient to modify, or perhaps to annihilate its capacity for sorrowful impression; and, acting
upon this idea, | reined my horse to the precipitous brink of a black and lurid tarn that lay in
unruffled lustre by the dwelling, and gazed down—but with a shudder even more thrilling than
before—upon the remodelled and inverted images of the gray sedge, and the ghastly tree-stems, and
the vacant and eye-like windows. [...]

We sat down; and for some moments, while he spoke not, | gazed upon him with a feeling half of
pity, half of awe. Surely, man had never before so terribly altered, in so brief a period, as had
Roderick Usher! It was with difficulty that | could bring myself to admit the identity of the wan
being before me with the companion of my early boyhood. Yet the character of his face had been at
all times remarkable. A cadaverousness of complexion; an eye large, liquid, and luminous beyond
comparison; lips somewhat thin and very pallid but of a surpassingly beautiful curve; a nose of a
delicate Hebrew model, but with a breadth of nostril unusual in similar formations; a finely moulded
chin, speaking, in its want of prominence, of a want of moral energy; hair of a more than web-like
softness and tenuity;—these features, with an inordinate expansion above the regions of the temple,
made up altogether a countenance not easily to be forgotten. And now in the mere exaggeration of
the prevailing character of these features, and of the expression they were wont to convey, lay so
much of change that | doubted to whom I spoke. The now ghastly pallor of the skin, and the now
miraculous lustre of the eye, above all things startled and even awed me. The silken hair, too, had
been suffered to grow all unheeded, and as, in its wild gossamer texture, it floated rather than fell
about the face, | could not, even with effort, connect its Arabesque expression with any idea of
simple humanity.



