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Historical Context:  

Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Man of the Crowd” was first published in 1840 in Burton’s 

Gentleman’s Magazine. As the title suggests, the intended audience was male and middle to 

upper-middle class. The magazine was founded in 1837 by William Burton, who was an actor, 

and it specialized in news about sports and the theater as well as publishing a range of poetry and 

fiction (McNamara par. 2). The magazine is now mainly known for publishing some of Poe’s 

most famous stories, such as “The Fall of the House of Usher,” and even in the magazine’s early 

years, part of its appeal for readers was Poe’s famously dark stories (McNamara par. 3). 

According to the Edgar Allan Poe Society of Baltimore, not only did Poe contribute stories to the 

magazine, he was also an editor there from 1839-1840. Poe was already established as a writer 

and had achieved some fame, so the magazine proudly publicized his affiliation on the front and 

back (“Description”). Nathan Scott McNamara, writing for Literary Hub, adds that Poe was 

widely read not just for his short stories, but also his biting reviews of fellow authors’ work. It 

was through his work as an editor, author, and reviewer that Poe was able to make ends meets, 

and it was through affiliation with Poe that Burton’s Gentleman’s Magazine was able to attract 
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readers. According to an online archive managed by the University of Pennsylvania, Burton’s 

was sold and became Graham’s Magazine in 1840 (“Graham’s History”). 

 

Literature Review: 

 Much of the scholarship on Poe’s “The Man of the Crowd” is focused on the idea that the 

story was about the difficulty of “reading” or “detecting” in the modern city. The approach of 

many scholars is also to read the story as an important precursor to the modern detective story, or 

as a story that is trying to understand (through detection) the newness and confusion of the 

modern urban spaces that were growing quickly in the mid-1800s. Kevin J. Hayes’s article 

“Visual Culture and the Word in Edgar Allan Poe’s ‘The Man of the Crowd,’” for instance, reads 

the story as being about the narrator’s efforts to “read” the modern city (445). Hayes argues that 

Poe uses the story to critique the optimism many people had for a quickly developing modern 

world. The beginning of the story reflects the seeming promise of “reading” the crowd in a 

modern city (446). With the rise of population in major cities like London, New York, and Paris, 

the narrator’s ability to use visual clues to read the members of the crowd seems to celebrate the 

narrator’s ability to control the chaos of the crowd passing along the street. Modernity, with its 

scientific advancements, population growth, and rising literacy, can be kept in order as long as it 

can be “read,” and the art of reading a story, magazine, or newspaper is similar to the art of 

reading crowds or individual people’s characters (445). However, Hayes argues, the end of the 

story unravels all that optimism, because the narrator ultimately fails to read the man he is 

following (465). Hayes uses quotes from Poe’s text about the act of reading to show how the 

tone gets more chaotic and pessimistic as the story goes on. Hayes also explains how Poe’s 
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references to other books foreshadow the narrator’s failure. Ultimately, Hayes argues that Poe’s 

story is all about the failure of reading to control the chaotic power of the modern city. 

Jeffrey Andrew Weinstock in his article “The Crowd Within: Poe’s Impossible 

Aloneness,” published in The Edgar Allan Poe Review in 2006, takes this idea of “reading” in 

the story one step further. He argues that the story is about how the narrator fails to “read” 

himself. Specifically, Weinstock interprets the character of the man of the crowd “as an 

hallucination or projection of the narrator himself” (54). One piece of evidence that he uses to 

support the idea that the man of the crowd is a figment of the narrator’s imagination, or a piece 

of the narrator’s own mind, is that no one else seems to be able to see the man as they both 

wander through the city (59). If we think about the man of the crowd in this way, then it is the 

narrator’s failure to understand the mysterious aspects of his own mind that makes the story so 

eerie and dissatisfying. Thus, Weinstock suggests that the chaotic crowds of the modern city 

even create disorder in our own minds, and in our own understandings of ourselves. He also 

supports this argument by focusing on the idea of being alone, or solitude. In “The Man of the 

Crowd,” the narrator concludes that the man he is following can never be alone. Weinstock uses 

other stories by Poe, namely “Alone” and “To M—”, to investigate how Poe portrays solitude in 

his works more broadly. By examining “The Man of the Crowd” with these other stories, 

Weinstock argues that Poe often write about a character who feels he has a foreign or “other” 

part within himself that he cannot understand. Much like Hayes, he sees the story as a pessimistic 

one about how “what is unfamiliar, strange, and terrifying in modern life cannot be so easily 

contained” (56). The narrator is so overwhelmed by the crowds in the bustling city that he loses 

his sense of reason, his ability to read, even himself. 
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