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Edgar Allan Poe
Shortest Poem

Introduction: The
Miniature Masterpieces of
Edgar Allan Poe

Edgar Allan Poe, a name synonymous with
macabre  tales,  psychological  depth,  and
haunting  rhythms,  is  often  celebrated  for
longer narrative poems like “The Raven”
and “Annabel Lee.” Yet, within his compact
oeuvre lies a fascinating subset: his shortest
poems. These bite-sized verses, some just a
few  l ines  long,  demonstrate  Poe’s
remarkable  ability  to  compress  emotion,
mystery,  and  melody  into  the  smallest
possible space. When readers search for the
Edgar Allan Poe shortest poem, they are
not merely seeking a trivia answer; they are
exploring how a master of darkness distilled
h i s  g e n i u s  i n t o  a  m e r e  w h i s p e r .
Understanding  these  miniatures  offers  a
fresh  lens  through  which  to  appreciate



Poe’s  craftsmanship,  showing  that  his
signature  blend  of  melancholy  and
musicality does not require length to leave a
lasting impression.

Defining Poe’s Shortest
Poems: What Qualifies?

Before  diving  into  specific  works,  it  is
essential  to  clarify  what  we  mean  by
shortest  poem.  Poe  wrote  several  very
brief poems, some comprising only two to
four lines. These are sometimes dismissed
as fragments, but they were often published
as  complete  pieces  in  his  lifetime  or
included  in  final  editions  of  his  collected
works.  The  Edgar  Allan  Poe  shortest
poem is typically a title given to a handful
of candidates, depending on how one counts
lines and whether epigrams or inscriptions
are included. Each of these poems, despite
their  brevity,  carries  the  unmistakable
weight of Poe’s thematic obsessions: death,
loss, beauty, and the supernatural.

Contenders for Poe’s Shortest
Poem

Several  poems  vie  for  the  title  of  Poe’s
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shortest. Here are the most frequently cited
examples:

“To M. L. S.” (an acrostic) – A very
brief dedication, sometimes printed as
a single stanza.
“Epigram for Wall Street” – A sharp,
satirical couplet.
“Imitation” (or “A Fragment”) – A
two-line verse often included in
anthologies.
“To Helen” (the shorter version) –
Some early versions are extremely
condensed, though the famous “To
Helen” is longer.
“The Lake” (a single stanza
version) – Compressed versions exist.

However,  the  most  commonly  recognized
candidate for the shortest poem is the two-
l ine  piece  known  as  “Imitation”  or
occasionally “A Fragment.” It reads in full:
“A dark unfathom’d tide / Of interminable
pride.” But even this may be challenged by
an even shorter couplet attributed to Poe:
“Death  looks  gigantically.”  However,  the
latter  is  a  l ine  from  a  longer  work
sometimes  extracted.  The  most  widely
accepted  standalone  shortest  poem is  an
eight-word  couplet:  “To  the  Lake”  or  a



variation  on  “Imitation.”  To  settle  the
matter,  we need to examine the available
evidence  from  Poe’s  manuscripts  and
authorized  publications.

Poe’s Two-Line Wonder: A
Deep Dive into “Imitation”

The  poem  often  printed  as  “Imitation”
(sometimes  titled  “A  Fragment”  in  later
collections) is likely the Edgar Allan Poe
shortest  poem  that  he  publ ished
independently.  It  appears  in  the  1827
collection Tamerlane and Other Poems. The
full text:

A dark unfathom’d tide
Of interminable pride.

Despite being only two lines, this miniature
encapsulates  several  hallmarks  of  Poe’s
style. The adjective “unfathom’d” suggests
depths that cannot be measured, a theme
he explored in “The City in the Sea” and
other  works.  The  word  “interminable”
evokes eternity  and obsession.  The entire
poem is a single metaphor: human pride is
an endless, dark ocean. It is both majestic
and  terrifying.  This  brevity  forces  the
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reader to dwell on each word, creating an
effect  far larger than its  length suggests.
For those researching the shortest poem
by Edgar Allan Poe, this is the definitive
answer in many scholarly contexts, though
debates persist.

Where Was It First Published?

“Imitation”  first  appeared  in  Poe’s  debut
collection  Tamerlane  and  Other  Poems
(1827)  when  the  poet  was  just  eighteen
years old. The poem was part of a group of
short  pieces  that  showed  his  early
experimentation  with  tight,  epigrammatic
forms.  Unlike  his  later,  more  elaborate
works,  these  early  short  poems  reveal  a
young  poet  honing  his  ability  to  create
mood  with  minimal  elements.  The  Edgar
Allan Poe shortest poem thus also serves
as  a  window  into  his  development  as  a
writer.

An Even Shorter
Candidate: “To the Lake”
(or “The Lake” Fragment)

Another contender for the shortest poem



is a line that appears in some manuscripts
as  a  standalone couplet  or  even a  single
line.  In  the  1827 edition,  the  poem “The
Lake” consists of four stanzas, but a version
printed in the Southern Literary Messenger
in 1835 includes a compressed form. Some
scholars  point  to  a  two-line  excerpt:  “In
spring of youth it was my lot / To haunt of
the wide world a spot.” However, that is the
opening of a longer piece. A more legitimate
candidate is the single line from a letter:
“Death looks gigantically.„ This appears in a
letter from Poe to James Russell Lowell in
1844,  where he writes:  “I  have written a
poem called ‘The Raven’… Also a short one,
‘Death  looks  gigantically.’”  Unfortunately,
the full poem is lost. If it ever existed as a
complete  piece,  it  would  likely  be  the
shortest Poe poem of all. But because it is
not  preserved  in  a  published  form,  most
anthologies  consider  “Imitation”  the
canonical  shortest.

The Epigrammatic Tradition in
Poe’s Work

Poe was well-read in classical literature and
admired  the  epigrammatic  poems  of  the
Greek  Anthology  as  well  as  the  witty
couplets  of  English  poets  like  Pope.  His
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shortest  poems  reflect  this  tradition.  An
epigram  is  a  brief,  pointed  poem,  often
satirical or meditative. Poe’s “Epigram for
Wall Street” is a perfect example: “I feel
that I am growing old, / And I am not yet
bold.”  (Some versions differ).  This cynical
observation  on  financial  greed  and
cowardice shows Poe using the couplet form
for  sharp  social  commentary.  When
discussing the Edgar Allan Poe shortest
poem, it is helpful to see it as part of an
epigrammatic  tradition  that  he  mastered
alongside his more famous narrative poems.

Why Did Poe Write Such
Short Poems?

Understanding  the  context  behind  Poe’s
brevity enriches our appreciation of these
works.  Several  factors  contributed  to  his
production of very short poems:

Influence of Romantic minimalism
– Many Romantic poets experimented
with tiny, intense fragments. Poe
admired Coleridge’s “Kubla Khan” (a
fragment itself) and the concentrated
emotion of short lyric forms.
Financial and editorial pressures –



As an editor, Poe often needed to fill
small spaces in magazines. Short
poems were practical for quick
publication and could be slipped in as
filler.
Philosophical belief in unity of
effect – Poe famously argued in “The
Philosophy of Composition” that a
poem should be short enough to be
read in one sitting to achieve a unified
emotional impact. His shortest poems
are the ultimate expression of this
principle: every word counts toward a
single, overwhelming effect.
Experimental proof of concept –
The shortest poems allowed Poe to
test themes, rhythms, and rhymes
without committing to longer
structures. They were like small
studies for larger works.

Analyzing the Shortest
Poem: A Close Reading of
“Imitation”

To fully  appreciate the Edgar Allan Poe
shortest poem, we should perform a close
reading. The poem’s two lines form a single
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sentence in the form of a metaphor. Let’s
break it down:

“A dark unfathom’d tide” – The
opening creates a visual and emotional
landscape. “Dark” suggests both
literal absence of light and a mood of
gloom. “Unfathom’d” implies
something deep, mysterious, and
beyond measurement. “Tide”
introduces movement, a rhythmic ebb
and flow that evokes the ocean. Poe
masterfully uses the trochaic rhythm:
DARK un-FATH-om’d TIDE, with the
stress falling on the first syllable. This
creates a heavy, almost hypnotic beat.
“Of interminable pride” – The
prepositional phrase reveals the
subject: pride. But “interminable”
(without end) turns pride into an
eternal, perhaps doomed force. The
word “pride” carries connotations of
sin (in the Christian tradition) and
hubris in Greek tragedy. The poem
thus functions as a moral epigram:
human pride is an endless, dark ocean
from which there is no escape.

The rhyme of “tide” and “pride” is perfect,
yet  the  meaning is  unsettling.  The entire



poem is  less  than twenty syllables,  yet  it
contains  an  entire  worldview.  This  is  the
power  of  Poe’s  minimalism.  For  readers
seeking  the  shortest  poem  by  Edgar
Allan Poe, this close reading reveals why
such a tiny piece can still be considered a
significant work.

The Role of the Shortest
Poem in Poe’s Legacy

Although Poe is most famous for his longer
poems and stories, his shortest works have
at tracted  a  cu l t  fo l lowing  among
aficionados. The Edgar Allan Poe shortest
poem  is  often  quoted  in  discussions  of
poetic compression. It demonstrates that a
master need not be verbose to be profound.
These  miniatures  also  serve  as  an  entry
point for new readers intimidated by Poe’s
longer,  more  complex  works.  A  two-line
poem is accessible yet still carries the dark,
musical signature of its author.

Comparison with Other Poets’
Shortest Works

Poe’s  brevity  rivals  that  of  other  poets
known for ultra-short verse.  For instance,
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the Roman poet Martial wrote epigrams of
two lines, and the Japanese haiku tradition
(though  not  known  to  Poe)  also  favors
compression.  In  English  literature,  poets
like H.D. (Hilda Doolittle) and Ezra Pound
later experimented with imagist  poems of
extreme  brevity.  However,  Poe’s  shortest
poems are distinct because they retain his
characteristic dual focus on sound and dark
imagery.  The  shortest  poem  by  Edgar
Allan Poe  is not a mere curiosity; it is a
testament  to  his  belief  that  poetry  is  a
rhythmic creation of beauty, and beauty can
be contained in a single breath.

How to Find and Read
Poe’s Shortest Poems

If you wish to explore the Edgar Allan Poe
shortest  poem  and  its  companions,  you
can find them in several sources:

The Complete Poems of Edgar
Allan Poe (various editions) – These
usually include the early collections
Tamerlane and Al Aaraaf with all their
short pieces.
Online archives – Websites like the
Edgar Allan Poe Society of Baltimore



offer facsimiles and transcriptions of
original publications.
Literary


