
the philosophy of composition sparknotes
the philosophy of composition sparknotes offers a concise and insightful overview of Edgar Allan
Poe's seminal essay, which reveals his methodical approach to writing poetry and prose. This article
delves into the core themes and ideas presented in Poe’s work, highlighting how he prioritized effect,
unity, and brevity in composition. By exploring key concepts such as the primacy of the conclusion,
the role of beauty, and the calculated use of narrative techniques, readers gain a deeper
understanding of Poe’s literary philosophy. Additionally, this analysis contextualizes Poe's arguments
within the broader scope of literary theory and creative practice. This article also provides a detailed
breakdown of the essay’s structure and its lasting impact on both readers and writers. The following
sections present an organized exploration of the philosophy of composition sparknotes, facilitating a
comprehensive grasp of the essay’s essential content.

Overview of the Philosophy of Composition

Key Principles in Poe’s Writing Method

The Role of Beauty and Effect

Structure and Unity in Composition

Application of Poe’s Techniques

Legacy and Influence of the Philosophy of Composition

Overview of the Philosophy of Composition
The philosophy of composition sparknotes begins by outlining Edgar Allan Poe’s unique approach to
literary creation, where he emphasizes a deliberate, logical process rather than spontaneous
inspiration. Poe challenges the romantic notion that poetry is born solely from emotional impulse,
advocating instead for a systematic crafting of narrative elements. The essay serves as both a guide
and a reflection on his own experience writing “The Raven,” offering readers a rare glimpse into his
aesthetic and technical strategies. Poe’s philosophy insists that every element of a literary work
should contribute to a singular, predetermined effect, demonstrating a precision in artistic intention
that was innovative for its time. This section introduces the foundational concepts that underpin Poe’s
writing philosophy, setting the stage for a deeper examination of his principles.

Key Principles in Poe’s Writing Method
Central to the philosophy of composition sparknotes are the key principles that Edgar Allan Poe
outlines to achieve a successful literary work. These principles include:

Deliberate Planning: Poe argues that writers should plan their works in advance, ensuring
that every detail serves the overarching purpose.



The Single Effect: The entire composition should be crafted to produce one premeditated
emotional impact on the reader.

Brevity: Poe stresses the importance of conciseness, believing that a poem or story should be
short enough to be read in one sitting to maintain its effect.

Logical Construction: Contrary to the belief in spontaneous creativity, Poe advocates for a
calculated and reasoned assembly of literary components.

The Importance of the Conclusion: He emphasizes that the final line or ending of a piece is
the most critical segment, as it leaves a lasting impression.

These principles collectively define Poe’s methodical approach to composition, distinguishing his
literary philosophy from more intuitive or emotive theories of writing.

The Role of Beauty and Effect
In the philosophy of composition sparknotes, Poe’s conception of beauty is closely tied to the
emotional effect of a literary work. He asserts that beauty is the ultimate goal of art and that
achieving a harmonious effect is essential to creating beauty. Poe believes that beauty arises from
the unity and coherence of all parts of a composition, which work together to evoke a specific
emotional response. This emotional response, or effect, is what makes the work memorable and
impactful. According to Poe, the effect should be decided upon before writing begins, guiding the
selection of plot, tone, diction, and imagery. This deliberate pursuit of beauty through effect highlights
Poe’s analytical mindset and elevates his work beyond mere storytelling.

Structure and Unity in Composition
The philosophy of composition sparknotes emphasizes Poe’s insistence on structural unity within a
literary work. Poe argues that a successful composition must be unified in theme, tone, and style, with
no extraneous elements that might distract from the central effect. He advocates for a tightly
controlled narrative structure, where every word and sentence contributes to the overall purpose. Poe
also discusses the role of rhyme, meter, and diction in poetry, stressing that these elements must be
chosen with intention and consistency. The essay outlines how Poe structured “The Raven” to
exemplify this unity, with its repetitive refrain and melancholic tone reinforcing the poem’s mournful
atmosphere. Structural unity, for Poe, ensures that the reader’s experience is cohesive and
immersive.

Application of Poe’s Techniques
Understanding the philosophy of composition sparknotes provides valuable insights into how Poe
applied his principles in practice. His essay reveals a process that includes:

Choosing the Effect: Poe begins by deciding on the emotional impact he wishes to achieve.1.



Selecting the Theme: He then chooses a subject that naturally lends itself to that effect.2.

Determining Length: Poe insists on brevity, ensuring the work can be read in one sitting.3.

Crafting the Conclusion: He writes the ending first, as it is the most crucial part of the work.4.

Constructing the Narrative: Poe builds the story or poem backward from the conclusion,5.
ensuring all parts contribute to the final effect.

This methodological approach contrasts with more common spontaneous or intuitive methods and
highlights Poe’s analytical mindset. The philosophy of composition sparknotes thus serves as both a
theoretical framework and a practical guide for writers seeking to emulate Poe’s craftsmanship.

Legacy and Influence of the Philosophy of Composition
The philosophy of composition sparknotes also addresses the lasting impact of Poe’s essay on literary
criticism and creative writing. Poe’s insistence on deliberate artistry and the primacy of effect
influenced both contemporary and later writers and theorists. His ideas helped to shift the
understanding of literary creation from a purely inspirational act to a disciplined craft. Furthermore,
Poe’s focus on unity and brevity has been echoed in modernist and postmodernist literature, where
economy of language and cohesive narrative design remain paramount. The essay continues to be
studied in academic settings as a foundational text in literary theory, offering insight into the
mechanics of writing and the importance of artistic intention. Poe’s philosophy remains relevant to
writers, critics, and scholars exploring the intersection of creativity and technique.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'The Philosophy of Composition' about according to
SparkNotes?
According to SparkNotes, 'The Philosophy of Composition' is an essay by Edgar Allan Poe in which he
explains his methodical approach to writing poetry, focusing on how he crafted his poem 'The Raven.'

How does Poe describe the role of emotion in 'The Philosophy
of Composition'?
Poe argues that a writer should begin with a pre-conceived effect or emotional impact and build the
work systematically to achieve that effect.

What is the significance of the 'unity of effect' in Poe's
theory?
Poe emphasizes that every element of a poem should contribute to a single, unified emotional effect
on the reader, ensuring coherence and impact.



According to SparkNotes, what inspired Poe's choice of the
refrain 'Nevermore' in 'The Raven'?
Poe chose 'Nevermore' because it was a melancholic word that could be repeated with increasing
emotional intensity, reinforcing the poem's gloomy atmosphere.

How does Poe justify the length of his poem 'The Raven' in
the essay?
Poe says that the length was deliberately chosen to maintain the reader's interest and sustain the
desired emotional effect without becoming tedious.

What does 'The Philosophy of Composition' reveal about Poe's
writing process?
The essay reveals that Poe approached writing as a rational and deliberate process, carefully planning
each aspect to produce a specific artistic effect.

How does SparkNotes interpret Poe's stance on originality in
writing from 'The Philosophy of Composition'?
SparkNotes suggests that Poe valued originality but believed that originality should serve the unity of
effect and not overshadow the emotional impact.

What role does logic play in Poe's method as described in 'The
Philosophy of Composition'?
Logic is central to Poe's method; he uses a logical, step-by-step approach to decide the structure,
length, and diction of a poem to achieve the perfect effect.

According to SparkNotes, how does 'The Philosophy of
Composition' challenge Romantic notions of inspiration?
The essay challenges the idea that writing is purely a spontaneous act of inspiration by presenting it
as a calculated and deliberate craft.

What does Poe identify as the 'most poetical topic in the
world' in 'The Philosophy of Composition'?
Poe identifies the death of a beautiful woman as the most poetical topic, which he considers central to
the emotional impact of 'The Raven.'



Additional Resources
1. The Philosophy of Composition by Edgar Allan Poe
This is the original essay by Edgar Allan Poe in which he outlines his theory on how good literature,
particularly poetry, should be crafted. Poe emphasizes the importance of a carefully planned
structure, unity of effect, and the role of beauty in composition. The essay provides insight into Poe’s
own writing process and poetic principles.

2. How to Read Literature Like a Professor by Thomas C. Foster
Foster’s book is a guide that helps readers understand the deeper meanings and techniques in
literary works. It covers themes, symbols, and narrative structures, offering tools that relate closely to
the ideas Poe discusses about intentional composition. This book is useful for anyone looking to
analyze literature with a philosophical lens.

3. The Art of Fiction by Henry James
Henry James explores the craft of writing fiction, discussing the importance of structure, character
development, and narrative technique. His reflections complement Poe’s philosophy by emphasizing
the artistic and deliberate aspects of literary creation. The book is a foundational text for
understanding literary composition.

4. On Writing: A Memoir of the Craft by Stephen King
Stephen King combines memoir and advice to reveal his approach to writing, focusing on clarity,
storytelling, and discipline. While more practical, King’s perspective echoes the philosophical
underpinnings of composition in Poe’s essay. The book provides both inspiration and instruction on
the art of writing.

5. Literary Theory: An Introduction by Terry Eagleton
Eagleton offers a comprehensive overview of various literary theories that inform how texts can be
interpreted and composed. This book helps situate Poe’s philosophy within broader theoretical
frameworks, including formalism and structuralism. It is essential for readers interested in the
philosophical dimensions of literary analysis.

6. The Writing Life by Annie Dillard
Annie Dillard reflects on the creative process and the discipline required for writing. Her meditations
on the nature of artistic creation resonate with Poe’s ideas about composition as a deliberate and
thoughtful act. The book provides a poetic and philosophical perspective on the writer’s journey.

7. Poetics by Aristotle
This ancient treatise lays the groundwork for Western literary theory, discussing tragedy, plot, and
catharsis. Aristotle’s emphasis on structure and effect parallels Poe’s focus on crafting a unified
literary work. Studying Poetics enriches understanding of composition philosophy from a historical
standpoint.

8. The Elements of Style by William Strunk Jr. and E.B. White
A classic manual on writing, this book presents rules and principles that enhance clarity and
effectiveness in composition. Its practical advice complements Poe’s theoretical approach by
providing tools for achieving the desired literary effect. It remains a staple for writers aiming to refine
their craft.

9. Writing Down the Bones: Freeing the Writer Within by Natalie Goldberg
Goldberg encourages writers to embrace freedom and spontaneity while cultivating discipline. Her



philosophy balances the structured approach Poe advocates with creative exploration. The book is
valuable for understanding different aspects of composition philosophy, blending intention with
inspiration.
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