Gaps, Negation, and Wandering Viewpoint: An Iserian Reading of Madness and

Mystery in Poe’s “The Raven” and Browning’s “Porphyria’s Lover”

Hossein Nazari (corresponding author)

Assistant Professor of English Literature

Department of English Language and Literature
Faculty of Foreign Languages and Literatures
University of Tehran, Karegar Shomali St, Tehran, Iran.

Email: nazarih@ut.ac.ir
ORCID: https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6429-3779

Amir Farshad Shirzaei

MA in English Literature

Department of English Language and Literature
Faculty of Foreign Languages and Literatures
University of Tehran, Karegar Shomali St, Tehran, Iran.
Email: amirfar.shirzaei@ut.ac.ir

ORCID: https://orcid.org/0009-0002-8470-6926

- re-print Version

Introduction

This study investigates how mystery and madness in Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Raven” and Robert
Browning’s “Porphyria’s Lover” emerge not as mere psychological traits but as readerly effects
produced through poetic structure and interpretive activity. Rather than treating madness as an internal
condition, the analysis demonstrates how devices such as repetition, gaps, negation, wandering
viewpoint, and monologic narration generate uncertainty and interpretive pressure. Drawing on
Wolfgang Iser’s reception aesthetics, the study approaches reading as a dynamic process in which
determinate textual cues interact with strategic omissions, prompting inference and continual revision.
The central argument is that experiences of mystery and madness are constructed through patterns of
cancellation, reconfiguration, and retroactive interpretation embedded in each poem’s formal structure.

Background of the Study

Edgar Allan Poe’s poem “The Raven” occupies a distinctive position among his works both
thematically and structurally. Accordingly, a wide range of literary studies have examined this poem
from perspectives such as linguistics, Gothic studies, mythology, symbolism, and psychology. Literary
critics have long regarded one of the primary reasons for the poem’s acoustic richness as deriving from
the technical concept of the “refrain,” that is, the preservation of sound alongside the shifting
meanings that the sound generates. Robert Browning is the most famous and influential figure in
dramatic monologue in English poetry, to the extent that the term “dramatic monologue” is almost
synonymous with his name. Browning’s dramatic monologues have been examined through various
theoretical lenses, including psychology, power, crime, the relationship between speaker and listener,
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silence, and gender relations. Despite the breadth of the existing scholarship on both poems, no critical
reading of the poems through Iser’s theories has yet been offered.

Methodology

Iser’s Reception aesthetics provides the theoretical foundation for this study. Iser posits that literary
works consist of determinate segments linked by gaps or “blanks”, which require the reader to supply
missing connections. These gaps create “negativity”, a force that propels meaning forward through
constant hypothesis-making. The study uses a four-stage analytic method designed to trace how
meaning develops through reader participation. First, a gap audit identifies instances of withheld
information, which create interpretive indeterminacy. Second, a negation trace examines moments
where the text cancels earlier possibilities or reverses interpretive expectations, producing the
“negativity” central to Iser’s theory. Third, itinerary reconstruction maps the reader’s shifting
perspective by analyzing how successive cues reshape initial assumptions. Finally, a constraint test
evaluates the plausibility of interpretations for genre-based inference, ensuring that proposed readings
remain grounded in textual features. Applied to “The Raven,” this method focuses on the refrain’s
shifting semantics and the interplay of anticipation and surprise. For “Porphyria’s Lover,” the analysis
emphasizes monologic form, the lack of an external truth-checking voice, and self-exonerating
syntactic patterns. Together, these analytical steps reveal how each poem manages the reader’s
interpretive trajectory to produce the sensation of mystery and madness.
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readjustment. In “Porphyria’s Lover,” gaps and contradictions embedded in the speaker’s monologue
demand active inference and correction. In each case, the psychological effects associated with the
poems emerge from the interactive process between text and reader. By foregrounding the role of form
and reader participation, the study affirms that the enduring power of these works lies in their ability to
orchestrate interpretive uncertainty and emotional intensity.

Conclusion
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14 Nothing more

5 Quoth the Raven ‘Nevermore’

16 Is there—is there balm in Gilead?—tell me—tell me, I implore!” / Quoth the Raven “Nevermore.”

17 Tell this soul with sorrow laden if, within the distant Aidenn, / It shall clasp a sainted maiden [...].” / Quoth the
Raven “Nevermore.”
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18 Take thy beak from out my heart, and take thy form from off my door!
19 And my soul from out that shadow that lies floating on the floor / Shall be lifted—nevermore!
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20 The sullen wind was soon awake, / It tore the elm-tops down for spite,
21 She shut the cold out and the storm
22 And [...] made my cheek lie there
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23 Murmuring how she loved me

24 Too weak [...] [to] give herself to me for ever.

25 That moment she was mine, mine, fair, / Perfectly pure and good: I found / A thing to do,

26 enjambment

27 ... and all her hair / In one long yellow string I wound / Three times her little throat around, / And strangled
her. ...

28 As a shut bud that holds a bee
2% Laughed the blue eyes without a stain
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30 untightened next the tress

31 And all night long we have not stirred, / And yet God has not said a word!
32 vainer ties

33 to-night's gay feast
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34 My Last Duchess
35 And strangled her. No pain felt she; / T am quite sure she felt no pain.
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