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Abstract: 

Poe’s “William Wilson” dramatizes a dark unconscious power that blocks the protagonist’s progress in the 

earthly world, and draws him back to his pre-natal state through death. Although the first William Wilson 

looks for separation from the second William Wilson by repressing or even murdering him, he ends in 

reunion with his alter-ego in dissolution. Poe illuminates the inner world of the dread of death by 

intensifying the repression of the alter-ego (the Other). The doppelgänger tale is an allegory of the 

narrator’s repetitive compulsion to regress to the Freudian biological tropology of “germ cells,” that is, a 

pre-natal state. As the protagonist is conscious of his condemned and predestined genealogy, which he is 

unable to avoid, he offers violence to repress his alter-ego as an implied action against his original traits. 

However, murder or revenge against the alter-ego signifies a compulsive self-destruction due to the anxiety 

of annihilation. Moreover, the protagonist’s anxiety with regard to annihilation is reflected in the Gothic 

buildings that appear in the book. Gothic space, in tradition, contains dread and horror in the uncanny dark 

unconscious. The contours of the Gothic buildings in “William Wilson” delineate strange spaces where the 

protagonist undergoes a perverse self-annihilation. To probe into the weird and dark unconscious in 

“William Wilson,” I apply Freud’s theory of going beyond the pleasure principle. Further, to illustrate the 

tension between the ego and alter-ego, and thus the conflict between them, I focus on Gothic space as a 

metaphor for the dark unconscious of our minds. 
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Introduction: 

 

The dark unconscious, in the tradition of Dark Romanticism, features madness, horror, a sense of guilt, and, 

in the case of Poe’s tales, the triumph of evil. Gothic houses are perhaps the most appropriate spaces for 

emphasizing the guilt and evil connected to the dark side of the psyche. However, Poe does not use such 

gloomy buildings to present a world abandoned by God. Richard Wilbur, in his exploration of the dark 

conscious of Poe’s protagonists, points out that Poe’s destructiveness signifies “the yearning of a divided 

nature to be whole again.”1 Indeed, Poe’s doppelgänger tale, “William Wilson,” exemplifies the struggle for 

the reunion of the divided self, and this reunion is characteristic of violent self-destruction. In order to 

become whole, Poe makes William Wilson impulsively succumb to his alter-ego, the second William 

Wilson, who eventually brings him to destruction and death. To some degree, the so-called second William 

Wilson is a phantom, an uncanny power that exists in the protagonist’s dark unconscious, and threatens to 

obliterate his earthly identity. The various acts of murder or revenge carried out in “William Wilson” signify 

dissolution of the self, which suggests an access to the divine through perverseness. Gregory S. Jay in “Poe: 

Writing and the Unconscious” notes that Poe “displaces the center of Romantic and philosophical discourse, 

but strategically that displacement (or “murder”) serves as prelude to the appearance of an idea of Beauty 

that functions in much the same structuring way as Truth once had” (85). “The dethronement of the self’s 

                                                           
1 See Robert L. Carringer’s “Poe’s Tales: The Circumscription of Space” in Modern Critical Interpretations: The Tales of Poe. 
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monarchy” (84) is a prerequisite for the return to divinity. As a protagonist confesses a murder or dark side 

of the unconscious, he or she reveals the process of restoring the Truth. The uncanny second William 

Wilson is actually the ventriloquist of the self, who, in the narrator’s impulsive passion of destroying his 

conscience, purposely brings a divided self to become whole via destruction.  

 

Adopting a Freudian approach helps reveal Poe’s Dark Romantic Ideal of reuniting the two sides of the self 

via self-destruction. As Jay points out, Poe’s version of the Romantic and Ideal structure is built upon an 

“anxiety of influence”: Poe’s protagonists are involved in “the danger of unoriginality” (88), thus they elude, 

suppress, or try to murder his origin, which ironically evokes the return of the repressed past (the Other). In 

order to reveal the secret of the connection with the original structure, Freud suggests using “the 

unconscious re-enactment” that dominates the self, and the gradual submission to the self-monarchy (the 

Other) (Jay 91).  

 

Poe’s “William Wilson” dramatizes the dark unconscious of the self. The second William Wilson’s haunting 

suggests a condemned, predestined genealogy and the protagonist’s unconscious desire for reunion (or 

death) with the phantom. This destiny is reflected in the Gothic buildings in the story such as school 

buildings and the palazzo, as the senses of self and place entangle in an uncanny, circumscribed space. 

   
Dark Unconscious Power:  

 

Sigmund Freud in Beyond the Pleasure Principle claims that every organism follows its own path towards 

death and its organic instincts are determined by the chemical structure formed at the beginning of life 

(Freud 45-46). The organism in the evolution of life has never progressed, for progress is a path or a circuit 

towards its termination, death. Viewed from this perspective, instead of progressing the organism regresses. 

The development of life, in other words, is the “restoration of an earlier state of things,” which the organism 

repeats in every phase of life (childhood, youth, and old age). Further, Freud claims that the organism has in 

its body a memory storage area called germ cells that “retain the original structure of living matter.” These 

“work against the death of the living substance and succeed in winning for it what we can only regard as 

potential immortality, though that may mean no more than a lengthening of the road to death”(Freud 48). 

Freud continues his discourse concerning the life of the organism and its destiny towards death, and 

concludes that all instincts “watch over” the destiny of the organism. Some instincts drive the organism to 

plunge into death swiftly, while others preserve life itself for a long period so as to prolong the journey 

towards death. The destination of the organism is death. 

 

Freud’s discussion of the relationship between the ego and superego in The Ego and the Id exemplifies the 

case that the organism prolongs its path towards death. The superego has the task of dominating the ego “in 

the form of conscience or perhaps of an unconscious sense of guilt.” This might stand for the father’s power 

in the Oedipus complex. It is a cultural heritage attached to a religious and moral sense (Freud 30-34). When 

trapped in the struggle between the ego and the superego, between the real exterior world and the ideal 

internal world, Freud claims that the organism might pretend to succumb to the power of the superego and 

stay in the condition of fending off an unendurable sense of guilt by turning away from the id at the behest 

of the superego.2 The organism might rationalize his crimes or excuse his guilt by constructing a pseudo 

superego based on social sense; the ego eschews the supervision of the superego. However, the more the 

former intends to delude the latter, the stronger the superego becomes (Freud 54-55). Freud compares the 

relationship of the ego and superego to that of the abused and the tyrant. The tie between the ego and the 

superego is so strong that it cannot be cut unless the ego destroys itself in the ultimate destruction of the 

material self. As the superego “violently” whips the ego, the repressed (i.e., the unconscious repressed by 

the ego) returns and submits the ego to regression.  

 

Poe’s “William Wilson” dramatizes the psyche’s disturbance due to the conflicts of the ego and the alter 

ego, as well as the Self’s plunge into the abyss due to the unconscious desire for death. Poe’s tale is based to 

                                                           
2In The Ego and the Id, Freud gives the mechanism of the conflict between the ego and the superego (Freud 53). 
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some degree on the form of Bildungsroman that concerns the bondage of a profligate and his alter ego.Apart 

from this, it is also a half-autobiography of the author. “William Wilson,” as in the Poe’s other tales, is 

prophetic of the author’s own mysterious death in 18493, ten years after the first publication of “William 

Wilson.”   

 

Projecting himself onto the fictitious character William Wilson, Poe expresses his expectation that he will 

rise up from a fallen state, as well as his fear of remaining conscious of being alive after death. He deals 

with the tale as if it is an allusion to a terror of “the soul” a fear of the pursuit of earthly engagement and fear 

of the inability of gaining eternal rest (i.e., total detachment from earth).4 This recognition of the fallen state 

and a desire for spiritual transcendence are revealed in the narrative, as seen in the following example: 

 

This epoch these later years took unto themselves a sudden elevation in turpitude, whose origin 

alone it is my present purpose to assign. Men usually grow base by degrees. From me, in an 

instant, all virtue dropped bodily as a mantle….I would wish them to seek out for me, in the 

details I am about to give, some little oasis of fatality amid a wilderness of error. I would have 

them allow what they cannot refrain from allowing that, although temptation may have erewhile 

existed as great, man was never thus, at least, tempted before certainly, never thus fell.(Poe 400) 

 
William Wilson is “the descendant of a race whose imaginative and easily excitable temperament has at all 

times rendered them remarkable” (Poe 401). He has “inherited the family character” evil propensities that 

his parents failed to rectify. He is proud of his remarkable and ungovernable passions, and he sees himself 

“the master of his own actions.” Indeed, the protagonist sees himself as above the “mob,” And the name 

“William Wilson” means “son of will” (Poe 404). Poe’s protagonist is conscious of the existence of the 

“genealogy” that links himself to his destiny of obliterating his earthly identity. 

 

William Wilson escapes the destiny of his genealogy until he yields to dissolution. He eludes the second 

William Wilson, who is indeed the imaginary personification of his evil propensities. This second Wilson is 

assigned the task of supervising what he intends to do and whipping himself whenever he has done wrong; 

he watches himself for the sake of restoring himself to an earlier state a prenatal state before he had fallen. 

As Jay observes, “Often his [Poe’s] narrators seem condemned by genealogy to extraordinary speculations 

In Wilson’s case, introspection produces a doppelganger who becomes a mortal antagonist. Murder or 

revenge is regularly carried out against doubles of the self in Poe” (84). William Wilson looks for separation 

from the second William Wilson by repressing or even murdering him. William Wilson’s contradiction and 

repression when confronting the violent whippings by the second William Wilson are dramatized as a series 

of physical tussles between the two characters as one desperately slips into earthly indulgence and the other 

haunts and chastises. The coercive alter ego engages the Self to confront the violent eruption of repressed 

desire and self-destruction.  

 

In “The Imp of the Perverse,” Poe also emphasizes the intimate bondage of the evil ego and superego. The 

Angel of the Odd in “The Imp of the Perverse” is a hidden self within the Self who constantly urges the 

narrator to do mischief and then approach danger and destruction. The Angel of the Odd urges the narrator 

to do wrong and propels him to go near the threshold of death. In the same way, the second William Wilson  
 

 

                                                           
3 The cause of Poe’s death remains mysterious. Theories about Poe’s death vary. Poe’s close friend J. P.  Kennedy believed that  

Poe died of alcohol, a result of being seduced to the bottle by some companion. However, alcohol toxicity theory was 

overwhelmed since modern science proved that “samples of Poe’s hair from after his [Poe’s] death show low levels of dead.” 

Other theories about Poe’s death include beating, cooping, carbon monoxide poisoning, heavy metal poisoning, rabies, brain 

tumor, flu, and murder. See Geiling’s “The (Still) Mysterious Death of Edgar Allan Poe.”  
4 Quinn states that Poe declared that “William Wilson” is not limited to German Gothicism, with the author writing, “If in many of 

my productions terror has been the thesis, I maintain that terror is not of Germany but of the soul—” (Quinn 289).  
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irritates the first as the latter does evil things, and the supervision does not end until William Wilson’s self-

destruction.5 

 

William Wilson’s perverse tendency is related to the universal narrative of the soul’s tendency towards 

destruction. As Freud claims, every organism decides its destiny at the beginning of life the time of infancy 

and the rest of life is the performance of the organism in an incessant repetition of his or her infantile period. 

William Wilson’s dramatic life starts in childhood. He “must have felt with the energy of a man,” in the 

progress of life, “stamped upon memory in lines as vivid, as deep, and as durable as the exergues of the 

Carthaginian medals” (Poe 404). William Wilson confesses that he is “son of will” who falls into “a world 

of rich incident, a universe of varied emotion, of excitement the most passionate and spirit-stirring” (Poe 

404). It is not hard for us to comprehend the enormous power in the psyche of William Wilson: a reservoir 

of the two opposites the ego and the alter ego who attaches to as well as escapes from each other. In their 

tussles, the alter ego urges the Self to regress towards death.  

 

The psyche of William Wilson contains two forces: one drives him to the Body, the material, whereas the 

other makes him escape from the Body and approach the Soul. He feels the existence of the second William 

Wilson the Soul who urges him to abandon the material (jouissance). This is the organism’s consciousness 

of repulsion. Poe indicates the interrelation of “Attraction” and “Repulsion” in an organism. 

 

So rigorously is this the case so thoroughly demonstrable is it that attraction and repulsion are 

the sole properties through which we perceive the Universe in other words, by which Matter is 

manifested to Mind that, for all merely argumentative purposes, we are fully justified in 

assuming that matter exists only as attraction and repulsion that attraction and repulsion are 

matter: there being no conceivable case in which we may not employ the term “matter” and the 

terms “attraction” and “repulsion,” taken together, as equivalent, and therefore convertible, 

expressions in Logic.6 

 

William Wilson’s uncanny feeling about his alter ego entangles him with emotional disturbance. His first 

encounter with his alter ego occurs in Dr. Bransby’s school. The second William Wilson leaves an 

impression of “sarcastic imitation” on William Wilson when he appears in the school as his classmate (Poe 

405). Not only do they share a resemblance in their appearance, but they also have the same “congeniality in 

their tempers.” They are “the most inseparable of companions.” Nevertheless, William Wilson’s feelings 

towards “the twin” are “petulant animosity” and uneasy “fear” due to the alter ego’s immoral superiority 

over him (Poe 408). Due to complex feelings towards this alter ego, William Wilson intentionally avoids 

occasions in which he might have to meet him. The narrator confesses that there exists a substantial sense of 

intimacy between him and the second William Wilson. Although they have quarrels when they confront 

each other, William Wilson discovers that they have met before (Poe 408). The first William Wilson has 

known the second since their infancy. He thus immediately takes notice of the appearance of his classmate 

and feels inseparable from him because of this recognition. The germ cells in William Wilson that retain 

“the original structure of living matter” function as an antenna to detect his original traits in the second 

William Wilson when the memories are refreshed and draw him back to the past. There must have been a 

process of repression through which the protagonist has forgotten the second William Wilson, but then an 

unknown uncanny power re-ties the destiny of the two the ego and the alter ego. 

 

William Wilson does not find out that his classmate is actually his alter ego until he enters the latter’s closet 

                                                           
5 Daniel Hoffman in Poe, Poe, Poe, Poe, Poe, Poe, Poe points out: “If William Wilson’s double is his conscience, he is also his 

Imp of the Perverse. Which is to say that each half of the split ego has its own Imp of the Perverse—Wilson himself is such an 

Imp to Wilson, the first Wilson revelling in obliquity in acquiescence to a deep impulse in himself which outrages the moral 

imperative represented by Wilson” (Hoffman 213). 
6 Edgar Allan Poe, “Eureka: An Essay on The Material and Spiritual Universe.” 

<http://gutenberg.net.au/ebooks06/0603391h.html> 

James A. Harrison, The Complete Works of Edgar Allan Poe, Volume XVI, p. 214.  

http://www.ijhassnet.com/
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to make him feel “the whole extent of the malice” (Poe 409). The episode in which the narrator intends to 

reveal to the second William Wilson his malice due to the latter’s “distasteful supervision” resembles the 

scene in “The Tell-Tale Heart” in which the murderer enters the room of the old man (Poe 409). At that 

moment, William Wilson recognizes that what he sees on the countenance of the second William Wilson on 

the bed is not merely an imitation, but someone he has known since his birth. His response to this 

recognition is to escape from Dr. Bransby’s school. 

 

To “enfeeble [his] remembrance” (Poe 409) of encountering the second William Wilson, William Wilson 

rushes into a life of idleness that “washed away all but the froth of [his] past hours” and “engulfed at once 

every solid or serious impression” (Poe 410). Yet the second William Wilson leaves the school, follows the 

first everywhere he goes, and continues to monitor him. The alter ego reappears when William Wilson gets 

drunk at Eton. He whispers words of admonition in his ear as a “shock of a galvanic battery” to the soul. 

William Wilson describes the admonition that wakes him up: “Few, simple, and familiar, yet whispered 

syllables, which came with a thousand thronging memories of by-gone days, and struck upon my soul” (Poe 

411). The alter ego intervenes when William Wilson becomes a degenerate gambler at Oxford. By the time 

he is gambling and cheating, the second William Wilson is ready to expose his crime (Poe 413-414). The 

unexpected appearance of a stranger reminds readers of Poe’s “The Masque of the Red Death,” in which the 

emergence of the stranger signifies the approach of ruin. In addition, the theme of self-exposure of a crime is 

reminiscent of the plot in “The Tell-Tale Heart,” in which the protagonist hysterically tells the police what 

he has done. Perhaps “William Wilson” is Poe’s most autobiographical story, and here it should be 

remembered that the author attended Bransby’s school and the University of Virginia. Like the fictional 

William Wilson, Poe left the University of Virginia because of his gambling.7 The second William Wilson’s 

emergence and admonition do not rectify William Wilson’s behaviour. Instead, Wilson becomes more 

corrupted, more infatuated with evil deeds. The alter ego to some degree functions as a superego 

enlightening the conscience of William Wilson, but the profligate narrator refuses his admonition and 

plunges more deeply into perversity.  

 

The antagonism of the two reaches its climax when William Wilson, while attending a masquerade in Rome, 

intends to seduce the young wife of the host, a Duke. William Wilson, irritated by the second William 

Wilson’s intrusion, accuses him of being a “scoundrel,” “impostor,” and “accursed villain.” Irritated, the 

first William Wilson drags the second into a small antechamber. He plunges a sword into his bosom. “The 

dethronement of the self’s monarchy by the interruptions of buried passions,” says Jay, “does signify at the 

sexual level” (84). In the last scene before the death of the second William Wilson (Poe 418), William 

Wilson glimpses the final image of the alter ego in the mirror in which the feeble and dying William Wilson 

astonishes him, since he discovers that he is killing himself. The theme of self-destruction and the 

recognition of self-destruction parallel those in Oscar Wild’s The Picture of Dorian Gray, published fifty 

years after Poe’s creation of the self-contradictory William Wilson. In the mirror William Wilson recognizes 

the agonies of his victim, and he witnesses the death of the second William Wilson (Poe 418).Poe’s 

“William Wilson” concerns the conflict of the ego and the alter ego on the path to self-destruction. The 

second William Wilson, the specter in the tale, is the personification of conscience, who steers the passions 

of William Wilson to approach death. The Self, haunted by his conscience, tries to escape supervision, 

domination, and accusation. As he kills the conscience “I,” he kills himself at the same time since the second 

William Wilson is his double, inseparable from him. The conscience dies; there is no hope for him to have 

spiritual rest in Heaven. The last scene is thus the triumph of evil as the Self dies in the reunion of the 

double. 

 

Gothic House Metaphor of Dark Unconscious:  

 

Poe uses art and architecture to reinforce his themes in nearly every instance of self-destruction. The image 

                                                           
7 Some of Poe’s biographers hold that the major reason for his leaving the University of Virginia was not dismissal due to 

gambling, but John Allan’s refusal to pay Poe’s tuition at the university. See Quinn, 105.   
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of a Gothic house in Gothic novels or stories is traditionally represented as an allegory for the decay of 

idealism, beauty, reason, and sanity. Yet Poe’s Gothic house is not simply a decayed house. He selected 

Gothic architecture for his uncanny stories, and thus associates evil, physical decay, and insanity with a 

space in which the dweller is sentient to the intrusion of evil and affected by emotional disturbance. Poe’s 

Gothic architecture thus reflects the psyche of its dwellers in dissolution, as well as his philosophy of decay. 

In the case of William Wilson, Poe’s Gothic houses reflect the protagonist’s unconscious desire for reunion 

with his alter-ego, which has been repressed due to his fear of death, or dissolution of the ego.  

 

Like the haunted house in “The Fall of the House of Usher,” Dr. Bransby’s school in “William Wilson” is a 

Gothic building. The real Bransby’s school that Poe attended when he travelled with his foster-parents to 

London was not built in Gothic style.8 The fictitious Dr. Bransby’s school is a prison-like domain (Poe 402), 

an enclosed space.  

 

The house, I have said, was old and irregular. The grounds were extensive, and a high and solid 

brick wall, topped with a bed of mortar and broken glass, encompassed the whole. This prison-like 

rampart formed the limit of our domain; beyond it we saw but thrice a week once very Saturday 

afternoon, when, attended by two ushers, we were permitted to take brief walks in a body through 

some of the neigh boring fields and twice during Sunday, when we were paraded in the same 

formal manner to the morning and evening service in the one church of the village. Of this church 

the principal of our school was pastor. With how deep a spirit of wonder and perplexity was I wont 

to regard him from our remote pew in the gallery, as, with step solemn and slow, he ascended the 

pulpit! This reverend man, with countenance so demurely benign, with robes so glossy and so 

clerically flowing, with wig so minutely powdered, so rigid and so vast, could this be he who, of 

late, with sour visage, and in snuffy habiliments, administered, ferule in hand, the Draconian Laws 

of the academy? Oh, gigantic paradox, too utterly monstrous for solution! (Poe 402) 

 

As Richard Wilbur states in “The House of Poe,” “Circumscription, in Poe’s tales, means the exclusion from 

consciousness of the so-called real world, the world of time and reason and physical fact; it means the 

isolation of the poetic soul in visionary reverie or trance” (261). Like the narrator in “The Fall of the House 

of Usher,” William Wilson enters a circumscribed space isolated from reality, and yet he still cannot fully 

escape from reality. It is “a dream-like and spirit-soothing place” (Poe 401), but it is by no means a carefree 

world, as it is one that imprisons and tortures its victims. Escape from this prison seems impossible, because 

“it was riveted and studded with iron bolts, and surmounted with jagged iron spikes” (Poe 402). The 

Reverend chastises the schoolboys with rules as severe as “Draconian Laws” (Poe 402). In Gnosticism, the 

Gnostic Archon imposes trials on the initiates and admonishes transgressors. The narrator feels “the 

refreshing chilliness of its deeply-shadowed avenues” in his earliest recollections of school life (Poe 401). 

 

William Wilson’s superego is his alter ego, the second William Wilson, who, in the tale, follows William 

Wilson as a specter, and one that signifies the return of the dead. As Maggie Kilgou states, “by reviving the 

dead, recalling to life an idealised past, the gothic tries to heal the ruptures of rapid change, and preserve 

continuity” (30). The second William Wilson, a specter from the past, incessantly intervenes in William 

Wilson’s life. William Wilson is thus tied to the past, just as the Gothic house in the village is encompassed 

by “a vast number of gigantic and gnarled trees.”  

 

The protagonist’s anxiety with regard to annihilation is reflected in the Gothic buildings in “William 

Wilson.” The contours of these delineate strange spaces where the protagonist undergoes perverse self-

annihilation. 

 

But the house! how quaint an old building was this! to me how veritably a palace of enchantment! 

                                                           
8 Thomas OlliveMabbott has pointed out that the Gothic school house in “William Wilson” is a combination of a real school 

building in Poe’s time and the author’s imaginary building (Mabbott 422-451. note 2).  

http://www.ijhassnet.com/
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There was really no end to its windings to its incomprehensible subdivisions. It was difficult, at any 

given time, to say with certainty upon which of its two stories one happened to be. From each room 

to every other there were sure to be found three or four steps either in ascent or descent. Then the 

lateral branches were innumerable inconceivable and so returning in upon themselves, that our most 

exact ideas with regard to the whole mansion were not very far different from those with which we 

pondered upon infinity. (Poe 402-403) 

 

In this tale Poe literally describes the removal of the impression of abruptness and emphasizes the continuity 

among units in the architecture. Such winding paths indicate a state of reverie (Wilbur 268), and make the 

interior space look like a labyrinth as the boundaries between the individual rooms and units seem to 

disappear. The image of a labyrinth also appears in “The Cask of Amontillado,” where the passageway 

towards the deep cellar represents the vagina of the Earth Mother as well as a world of unconsciousness. The 

labyrinth-like interior of the Gothic building symbolizes a subterranean maze that is on the one hand a 

confined space isolated from the material world, and on the other an open passage that represents the return 

of the repressed from a world of “infinity.” Going through the winding passages, William Wilson crosses the 

boundaries of the real world and the unconsciousness. He goes back to the world of the unconsciousness 

where he encounters his alter ego who urges him to destroy himself. The reading room in the school 

contains the memories of the past, as noted in the following extract.   

 

          Interspersed about the room, crossing and recrossing in endless irregularity, were innumerable   

benches and desks, black, ancient, and time-worn, piled desperately with much bethumbed 

books, and so be seamed with initial letters, names at full length, grotesque figures, and other 

multiplied efforts of the knife, as to have entirely lost what little of original form might have 

been their portion in days long departed. (Poe 403) 

 

Metaphorically, Poe’s Gothic house is “a murderer house” (Drain) whose purpose is to draw the uncanny 

back and confront the protagonist to his unconscious desire for the wholeness of the Self. In other words, 

Poe’s house serves as an automatic mechanism of compulsive self-annihilation. The uncanny grotesque 

specter, Wilson’s acquaintance in infancy, appears on numerous occasions in a dream and in the 

unconsciousness, and forces Wilson to confront his death the destiny of dissolution. He seems to transcend 

time and space and revisits the double that has fallen in a square enclosure within Dr. Bransby’s grotesque 

and gloomy school.   

 

The Gothic style of Dr. Bransby’s school is characteristic of the various features of humanity and the desire 

for destruction. I think the square shape (Poe 403) symbolizes the imperfect condition of humanity, as 

indicated in the Masonic tracing board.9 William Wilson is divided between a corrupted life of jouissance 

and the spiritual rest that can be gained through death. As William Wilson is bound to a circumscribed space 

and limited time, where a tyrant Archon metaphorically confines his will in a corrupt and fallen world, his 

double, the second William Wilson, blocks the passage to utilitarian prosperity.  

 

Poe reinforces the theme of William Wilson’s destiny of dissolution in a limited time and space by the 

presentation of a clock (Poe 403). This reminds us of the hands of the clock that cut off the head of Zenobia 

Psyche in “A Predicament” and the clock that brings the Dead back to an enclosed space in “The Masque of 

the Red Death.” A clock symbolizes the tolling of death, the destiny of destruction within an enclosed space 

and limited time. 

 

The palazzo of the Neapolitan Duke Di Broglio, where the narrator attends a masquerade, is characteristic of 

                                                           
9 T. Mann in Sacred Architecture states that: “The square does not exist in nature, it is created by the human mind—dreamed and 

constructed by us. The circle is god-like, and indicative of wholeness. The symbolic relationship between square and circle is 

that of human and divine, physical world and spiritual world, imperfect and perfect, qualities. The integration of square and 

circle is a metaphor for equilibrium between earth and heaven” (Mann 34). 
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the Gothic style. “The suffocating atmosphere of the crowded rooms” irritates William Wilson as he feels it 

difficult to go through “the mazes of the company” (Poe 417). No sooner has he intended to seduce the 

beautiful wife of the Duke Di Broglio, than “a light hand” intervenes. Light is significant in the Gothic 

space, for it is symbolic of both divinity and the inferno, and it always appears when William Wilson aims 

to do mischief. It is the light of omnipresence and omnipotence. It is also an infernal light since it brings the 

message of death.  

 

In the final confrontation with his conscience, William Wilson is in a small antechamber and sees himself 

projected on a large mirror. The image is “all pale and dabbled in blood,” and it advances “to meet [him] 

with a feeble and tottering gait” (Poe 418). Poe uses art and the effect of a mirror to enhance the theme of 

dissolution in the case of self-destruction. The world in the mirror is a microcosm of the Gothic space, and it 

reflects the dark unconscious power of William Wilson, opening to a supernatural space. It displeases 

William Wilson, for his encounter with the double evokes an inexplicable fear. The Gothic space is 

associated with a psychological space invisible to the real world, but William Wilson still feels its existence 

and impact, and undergoes the split of the ego and his judging self. A defense mechanism takes charge of 

the Self who desires to escape from death. Through tussles, self-defense, and violent control over the death 

instinct, William Wilson eschews the gaze of the double in the mirror. At the time he kills his judging self he 

avoids the grotesque supernatural world in the mirror, but also loses hope of salvation. “When the Imp of the 

Perverse triumphs and rules unchallenged, as at the end of ‘William Wilson,’ ” Hoffman states, “that much 

of the self which survives is condemned to madness in the house of woe” (213).  

 

Conclusion:  

 

The second William Wilson, conscience, haunts the first until the breakdown of this hypersensitive 

emotional state. He urges him to commit suicide to engage in self-destruction. The second William Wilson’s 

haunting imbues the narrative with a dark unconscious power that blocks the first’s utilitarian prosperity in 

the earthly world. Each conflict between the two William Wilsons strengthens the tension between the 

obsession with a worldly identity and its ultimate dissolution. William Wilson’s contradictory condition 

might serve as Poe’s autobiographical confession, as it reflects Poe’s life in some respects, divided between 

the memories of his parent’s unearthly temperance and his foster-father’s worldliness. Freud’s Beyond the 

Pleasure Principle can help decode the mystery of self-destruction: the second William Wilson is an alter 

ego who goads the ego to regress to a pre-natal state via a lifelong struggle with suffocating emotional 

disturbance. In other words, the alter ego is connected with the narrator’s repetitive compulsion to regress to 

a prenatal state a state symbolic of inseparability from one’s origin. In this the sense of self the submission 

of the psyche to the destructive alter-ego is glimpsed in the Gothic buildings that appear in the story.   

 
Works Cited: 

 

Carringer, Robert L. “Poe’s Tales: The Circumscription of Space.” Modern Critical Interpretations: The Tales of 

Poe.Ed. Harold Bloom. New York: Chelsea House Publisher, 1987. 17-23. 

 

Drain, Kim. “Poe’s Death-Watches and the Architecture of Doubt.” New England Review 27.2 (2006): 169-178. Print. 

 

Freud, Sigmund. Beyond the Pleasure Principle.Trans. James Strachey. Ed. James Strachey. New York．London: W. 

W. Norton & Company, 1961.  

 

_The Ego and the Id. Trans. Joan Riviere.Ed. James Strachey.New York．London: W. W. Norton & Company, 1960. 

 

Geiling, Natasha. “The (Still) Mysterious Death of Edgar Allan Poe.”Smithsonian.N.p., 7 Oct. 2014. Web. 

 

Hoffman, Daniel. Poe PoePoePoePoePoePoe. Garden City, New York: Doubleday, 1973. 

 

 

http://www.ijhassnet.com/


Page | 9  
 

International Journal of Humanities and Applied Social Science                Vol.1, No.8, November, 2016 

Jay, Gregory S. “Poe: Writing and the Unconscious.”Modern Critical Interpretations: The Tales of Poe. Ed. Harold 

Bloom. New York: Chelsea House Publishers, 1987. 83-109. 

 

Kilgour, Maggie. The Rise of the Gothic Novel. London and New York: Routledge, 1995.  

 

Mabbott, Thomas Ollive, ed. “William Wilson.” The Collected Works of Edgar Allan Poe—Vol. II: Tales and 

Sketches. By Edgar Allan Poe. 1839. Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1978. 422-451. 

http://www.eapoe.org/works/mabbott/tom2t034.htm 

 

Mann, A. T. Sacred Architecture. Shaftesbury, Dorset [England] ; Rockport, Mass. : Element, 1993. 

 

Poe, Edgar Allan.“William Wilson.” The Complete Stories.Everyman’s Library, 1992.400-418. 

 

 “The Imp of the Perverse.”The Complete Stories.Everyman’s Library, 1992.855-860. 

 

“Eureka: An Essay on The Material and Spiritual Universe.” http://gutenberg.net.au/ebooks06/0603391h.html 

 

Quinn, Arthur Hobson. Edgar Allan Poe:A Critical Biography. New York: Appleton-Century-Company, 1941. 

 

Wilbur, Richard. “The House of Poe.”The Recognition of Edgar Allan Poe: Selected Criticism Since 1829. Ed. Eric 

 

 W. Carlson.Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 1966. 255-277. 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

http://www.eapoe.org/works/mabbott/tom2t034.htm
http://gutenberg.net.au/ebooks06/0603391h.html

