
CELEBRATING ITS 100TH BIRTHDAY THIS YEAR, RICHMOND’S 
EDGAR ALLAN POE MUSEUM EXPANDS ITS COLLECTION OF RARE 

MANUSCRIPTS, COFFIN FRAGMENTS, AND MORE
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HE STORY OF THE UN-
DER-APPRECIATED ARTIST 
WHO ACHIEVES FAME AND 
RECOGNITION POSTHU-

MOUSLY IS A FAMILIAR ONE. And 
while it’s not quite true to say that Edgar Allan 
Poe didn’t achieve success while he was alive, 
it’s certainly the case that he was a bigger hit in 
Europe and on America's East Coast than he was 
in his sometime hometown of Richmond, Virgin-
ia. Thanks to publishing and copyright quirks of 
the era, his status as an internationally popular 
bestselling author didn’t, unfortunately, translate 
into personal wealth, and Poe famously died in 
penury in 1849 at the age of just 40 – under 
infamously mysterious circumstances. Just 60 
years later, with statues of Confederate generals 
all the rage, a group of Richmond writers, artists, 
sculptors, historians, and even a rabbi, failed in 
an attempt to erect a similar monument to Poe; 
a newspaper editorial explained that the author 
was "unworthy" of such remembrance. Poe’s 
contemporaries at rival publishing enterprises 
had called his work “injurious to our morals”; his 
dark, troubling, morally ambiguous stories of the 
murderous and wretched at odds with the opti-
mistic 19th-century patriotism and transcenden-
talist philosophies espoused by the popular likes 
of Emerson or Longfellow. People in Richmond 
old enough to have encountered Poe recalled 
him as a difficult man to like.

“They said the only reason people up north and 
in Europe liked him was that they didn’t have to 
live with him,” Poe historian Chris Semtner tells 
Rue Morgue. “They preferred 
Robert E. Lee.”

The result of that failure, 
however, was the start of 
something extraordinary, with 
Poe’s undeterred champions 
– principally obsessive early 
collector James H. Whitty and 
Livermore Sanitarium director 
Dr. John W. Robertson – re-
grouping around the idea of an 
international Poe library, which 
eventually evolved into the Ed-
gar Allan Poe Museum on Main 
Street in Richmond. Semtner is 
the current curator. 

“They said, ‘Well, if we’re 
not going to get a statue, let’s 
build a one-stop shop for as 
many Poe letters and first 
editions and first printings as 
it was possible to get in one 

place,’” explains Semtner. “There was a 
time when if you wanted to see a copy 
of Tamerlane, the British Museum had 
one, and there was one in New York and 
one in Chicago… This was going to be 
a new kind of resource where you didn’t 
have to travel the world if you were a 
Poe researcher, you could just go to one 
spot.” 

With none of Poe’s childhood homes 

still standing, the museum was housed in Rich-
mond’s oldest building, the ramshackle colonial 
Old Stone House, which had been an antique 
shop but had fallen into disrepair. The site was 
extended – even utilizing bricks from the rubble 
of the demolished Southern Literary Messenger 
offices where Poe had worked in his early career 
– eventually becoming the five-building complex 
and landscaped garden that exists today. The 
site, and the collection, grew alongside Poe’s 

T

A Ghoulish Gallery: Richmond’s Poe Museum is home to such collectibles and memorabilia as 
an official charter for the Edgar Allan Poe Club (top), a unique sculpture by Steffi Friedman, and 
(opposite) a painting by Gabriel Harrison, created in collaboration with Maria Clemm.
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Y DAY, THE MILD-MANNERED CHRIS 
SEMTNER IS CURATOR OF THE EDGAR 
ALLAN POE MUSEUM IN RICHMOND, 

VIRGINIA. But he also moonlights as an author, writing books 
in his spare time. Books about… Edgar Allan Poe. The Poe Shrine, 
about the storied history of the museum itself, was published in 
2017, and Semtner is now following it up with Haunting Poe, 
which traces the late author’s curious “afterlife” in Richmond and 
beyond, via numerous purported ghost sightings.

“There’s obviously always a lot of interest in ghosts and haunt-
ings,” Semtner explains, “and a while ago I thought it would be 
nice to do a compilation of all the people who claim they’ve seen 
Poe show up at different places. There’s houses, museums, and 
libraries he’s supposed to haunt; people see him on the street in 
Providence, Rhode Island and Baltimore, Maryland. At least three 
different bars claim that Poe’s a regular. One 
up in Baltimore actually saves a stool for him 
and nobody’s supposed to sit there. So I thought 
that was a good angle.”

The book began as a public lecture Semtner 
gave titled “Paranormal Poe,” which subse-
quently evolved into a paper for the International 
Edgar Allan Poe Conference. The author’s frame 
of reference stretches back to the spiritualism 
that was popular during Poe’s own lifetime.

"They believed a lot in omens and helper spir-
its, so I wrote about those traditions,” he says. 
Those passages provide essential context for 
ghost stories from Poe’s own childhood, such 
as those stemming from a Richmond theatre 
fire, after which several people claimed that 
spirits had visited them warning them not to go 
to the theatre that night.

Then there’s Rufus Griswold, a lifelong Poe 
detractor whose scurrilous biography tarnished the great man’s 
name for decades until it was finally proved to be a vindictive 
distortion of the truth, bolstered by fabricated “evidence.” Nev-
ertheless, Griswold remained fascinated by the object of his ire, 
and shortly after Poe’s death actually arranged a seance to try to 
contact him. 

“I was interested in who was there,” says Semtner, “and it was 
[Last of the Mohicans author] James Fenimore Cooper, and other 
leading intellectual figures, all there to communicate with Poe’s 
ghost! They met there with the Fox sisters, these girls that used to 
claim that they could talk to ghosts and the ghosts would answer 
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posthumous critical reputation. And it’s still growing, with a significant new 
donation this year adding to the museum’s already formidable inventory.

The new items arrive courtesy of erstwhile educator and New York market-
ing executive Susan Jaffe Tane, who gradually amassed one of the finest Poe 
collections in the world, having started picking up first editions in the 1980s. 

“She managed to get every single one, which is a huge coup,” Semtner 
marvels. “Not everyone can do that. Only twelve copies of Ta-
merlane remain and only two of them are in private hands 
now and only one is in the United States. Whenever anyone 
wanted to have an exhibition they’d contact her, and over the 
years she developed a fondness for seeing her things on dis-
play. She’d seen our work over the years and been a board 
member, so she knew the Poe Museum’s mission of sharing 
these things with the public. She thought we were the perfect 
repository for some of the highlights of her collection.”

Those highlights include the aforementioned rare books, 
many rare manuscripts, an etching by Manet, and a set of 
glassware from Poe’s childhood home. Elmira Royster’s en-
gagement ring is a poignant remnant of the romance between 
Poe and his adolescent sweetheart, the inspiration for his 
poem Annabel Lee. Poe had the ring inscribed “Edgar,” but 
tragically died ten days before the date of their proposed wed-
ding. 

There are artworks, including William R. Miller’s bucolic 
depiction of Poe’s cottage in the pre-urban New York Bronx, 
and an oil painting by Gabriel Harrison, created in collabora-

tion with Maria Clemm, who had the distinction of being both Poe’s aunt and 
mother-in-law. Unless your mind conjures John Cusack or Chris Conner, the 
Poe of our collective imagination is monochrome; the extant photographs, da-
guerrotypes, and tintypes, many of which are also on display in Richmond 
(some newly added from the Tane collection), are all in black and white with 
the exception of Harrison’s painting. The artist’s intention was to create “the 
most accurate likeness of Poe possible,” crucially down to the colour of his 
eyes, complexion, and clothes. The result was – and remains – stunning, even 
before the further restoration and cleaning that Semtner has planned. 



with knocking sounds. Years later, they confessed that they were 
making the knocking sounds by cracking the knuckles on their 
toes, but they fooled all these literary luminaries up in New York.”

Knocking sounds were also heard by Sarah Helen Lipman, to 
whom Poe was engaged a year or so prior to his death, before 
his betrothal to Elmira Royster. Lipman broke off the relationship 
thanks, she said, to Poe’s drinking. But immediately after his 
death, the story goes, as she sat reflecting on their relationship, 
she heard a knock from her table and then another behind her 
chair. She hired a professional medium to move in with her, 
with some limited results, but a second medium stayed for six 
months, by the end of which Lipman was experimenting with au-
tomatic writing and supposedly receiving “spiritual letters” and 
messages from Poe, along the lines of, “Helen, pray for me!” Lip-
man ultimately became a professional medium herself, hosting 
seances at which Poe’s ghost was a regular guest.

And the deceased Poe didn’t just continue to write letters. 
There are also people who published entire poems and books 
supposedly written by his ghost. One of them was Lizzie Doten, 
who claimed that dead author would appear to her in a bright 
shining light and dictate poems for her to write. 

“You’d think that if Poe was writing the poems, she should at 
least give some of the royalties to his mother-in-law,” Semtner 
jokes, “but she kept them all to herself. How selfish!

“Doten was by no means the only one of these trance medi-
ums who was writing through Poe,” he continues. “I really got 
interested in how Poe connects with these people and with the 
spiritualist movement.” 

Even during his lifetime, Poe was exploiting the interest of sci-
entists and spiritualists by mischievously claiming some of his 
work to be based on reality. "The Facts in the Case of M. Valde-
mar," for example, was even republished in Britain as if it was a 
genuine scientific paper, retitled "Mesmerism in Articulo Mortis" 
(a copy of which, of course, resides in the Poe Museum). “People 
really believed that Poe had discovered this amazing new way to 
mesmerize people,” explains Semtner, “and Poe was right there 
in the middle of people from scientists to the early spiritualists 
and the Swedenborgians, unintentionally inspiring them. They 
would base their teachings on his writings, not realizing that it 
was all essentially just a hoax.”

Spiritualism’s popularity meant that the phenomenon of the 
artist who continues to create works post-mortem was by no 
means unique to Poe. Semtner says that, in the 19th century, 
Shakespeare’s ghost suddenly got busy too, supposedly writing 
several new plays. But it’s true that Poe’s name seems partic-
ularly prevalent in cases like these, even into the modern era, 
where someone like “psychic medium” Kristy Robinett can make 
a name for herself helping the Michigan police with their investi-
gations, using Poe as her spirit guide.

There are plenty more traditionally spooky yarns about Poe’s 
paranormal activity, and he doesn’t only haunt buildings. One 
of Semtner’s favourites is the story of the haunted pen, made 
from a fragment of Poe’s coffin. These are genuine, rather grisly 
contemporary souvenirs, a couple of which are viewable at the 
museum and were made by people present at Poe’s exhumation. 
One of them belonged to George C. Hazelton, who adapted "The 
Raven" for the stage in 1904 (the basis for the 1915 film version), 
and claimed that, when he tried to write with the pen, it produced 
blood instead of black ink. 

“He also said that whatever he tried to write, the word on the 
paper would only ever be ‘Eronel,’ which is Lenore backwards,” 
enthuses Semtner. “Ours don’t do that. I think he was probably 
just trying to sell his book, but maybe there’s another pen out 
there somewhere…”

“It looks a little dingy,” he says, “although I guess that’s appropriate for Poe.”
There’s a certain level of appropriately macabre humour to be drawn from 

a fragment of Poe’s coffin – one of several snatched as souvenirs by atten-
dant journalists and onlookers when, during its exhumation in 1875 from an 
unmarked grave to a more prominent position, the coffin collapsed, spilling its 
contents. 

“Poe’s skin and muscles were gone, and his clothes had rotted away,” Semt-
ner describes. “His ribcage had fallen open, and his mandible had fallen off, but 

Paint It Black: Among the treasures of the museum are a painting of “Poe 
Cottage” by William R. Miller from 1885, a rare daguerreotype by Mathew Brady, 
and (inset) an assortment of glassware and household items once owned by the 
famously peevish poet. 
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three different people commented on what nice 
teeth he had.” 

Given Poe’s predilection for stories about in-
terment, premature or otherwise, Semtner adds 
that it’s “perfect we can now add a piece of the 
coffin he was buried in to our ‘death room.’ That 
was with him. That was the witness to him be-
ing buried, this far away from his decomposing 
corpse. It doesn’t get more personal.”

Perhaps the crown jewel of the new donation, 
however, is Poe’s own pocket watch: an expen-
sive French piece the author bought when he 
was actually making some money at Graham’s 
Magazine. He was forced to use it to settle a 
debt with a tailor in 1843, but it would still have 
been in Poe’s possession while he was writing 
"The Tell-Tale Heart" only months before. It was 
previously offered to the museum in the 1930s, 
but the funds simply weren’t available during the 
Great Depression. 

“We still have that original offer in a letter in 
our files,” Semtner recalls with a chuckle. “So 
we saved a few dollars by waiting 90 years. It’s 
fascinating [too] because of the prominent place 
watches and time play in his work. It would 
have been Poe’s go-to thing that he took out 
and looked at. Even in stories you don’t think 
about, like 'A Descent Into the Maelström,' 
the reason they get stuck is because a 
watch stops and they don’t get back 
to shore in time. In 'The Masque of 
the Red Death,' everything depends 
on that clock. And of course, in 'The 
Tell-Tale Heart' there’s ‘a low, dull, 
quick sound almost like that made 
by a watch when enveloped in cot-
ton…’ and another passage that says, 
‘a watch’s minute hand moves more 
quickly in the mind.’ And this is actual-
ly the watch that he owned as he was 
writing those lines. That minute hand 
is right here. It’s great to have these 
pieces that bring the stories to life and 
really place them in a certain time and 
setting.”

These new exhibits slot neatly along-
side the existing collection, begun more 
than a century ago, which already boasted 
Poe’s writing desk, trunk, walking stick, and 
pocket knife: the latter, like the watch, perhaps 
Poe’s specific inspiration as he was imagining 
the terrible deeds in "The Black Cat." 

It’s tempting to call the Richmond site “de-
finitive” as it’s certainly the largest Poe archive 
in the world. But there are others (in Baltimore, 
Philadelphia, and New York), so one has to ask, 
are there any items Semtner still covets?

“There are only so many of Poe’s personal 
items out there,” he muses, “and we still don’t  
know where all of them are. Poe’s wedding ring 

[from his marriage to his cousin Virginia Clemm] 
was lost in New York in the 1800s, and some-
body had his comb and we don’t know what 
happened to that. But I think there are about 
eleven more pieces out there. Baltimore’s got 
Poe’s telescope, and the Bronx has Poe’s rocking 
chair and the bed that Virginia Clemm died in, so 

they’d be pretty cool. The University of Texas at 
Austin has [another] one of Poe’s desks, which 
would be nice to have, because we’ve got the 
matching chair. But we’re not that competitive. 
We just want to cooperate with everybody. And 
as far as collections go, we’ve already got those 
guys beat. We even have Poe’s socks.”
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Complete, Nevermore! The Poe Museum is always growing, recently receiving a large donation from 
collector Susan Jaffe Tane. (Clockwise from top) A bust sculpt by Rudulph Evans, a letter from Maria Clemm 
to her niece Emily, and a set of rare “Raven editions.”


