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The Purloined Poet 
 

 
 When Edgar Allan Poe was a student at the United States Military Academy, he 

owned a textbook entitled: Conversations on Chemistry, by Dr. J.L. Comstock. The Chemistry 

textbook was a strange sort of instruction to the study of Chemistry, even in 1822; the 

author of the textbook was a woman, the scandal of which necessitated a special forward 

from the American Editor of the textbook. “The English edition may be considered 

objectionable,” he wrote; “Hence it was natural to infer that familiar conversations was 

(…) a most useful auxiliary source of info, and more especially to the female sex, whose 

education is seldom calibrated to prepare their minds for abstract ideas, or scientific 

language.” The textbook is written as a series of informal conversations between a female 

science teacher and her three female students, which is an interesting—if unorthodox—

model of pedagogy.  

 In 2017, the textbook is interesting for another reason entirely. On the front cover 

and flyleaf pages of Conversations on Chemistry, two poems are scrawled onto the pages, in 

Edgar Allan Poe’s handwriting. The first poem is 8 lines, and about 60 words. The 

second poem, written horizontally on the left flyleaf page, is about 12 lines and three 

stanzas. The poem reads: 

Is there a tear that scalds the cheek? 
Is there a sigh the bosom rends? 
Is there a grief we cannot speak? 
‘Tis in the last adieu of friends— 
 
The hearts that long have blent their cares 



	 2	

Are by a thousand fibers tuned; 
And cruel is the pang that tears 
The links that fasten mind to mind. 
 
But friends must part with those most dear 
The severing pang their hearts must swell; 
Misfortune will extract the tear 
That trickles when we bid farewell.   

 

This poem is enclosed in double quotation marks, and signed “E.A.P.” Though 

the writing was signed with Poe’s initials and written in his handwriting, the double 

quotations convinced some later owners of Poe’s textbook to surmise that this quoted 

poem was not, in fact, his own. This assertion was presented in a letter archived with 

Poe’s chemistry textbook, from a 1932 auction of the textbook in New York City. On 

August 30, 1932, Dr. Thomas Mabbott, an American Professor of literature and Edgar 

Allan Poe scholar, wrote a letter to Henry Morton Partridge, then the current owner of 

the text. Mabbott wrote: “the document is, in my opinion, certainly in the autograph of 

Edgar Allan Poe; but I do not believe it is composed by him.”  

Mabbott’s deduction was correct. With the help of Google, the anonymous 

quoted poem at the beginning of Edgar Allan Poe’s textbook could be attributed to a poet 

named James Gates Percival, born in 1795 in Kensington, Connecticut. James Gates 

Percival was a physician, linguist, geologist, and a mildly successful poet, though by the 

end of his life he would be significantly less well known than the poet who transcribed his 

poem into the fly-leaf of his Chemistry notebook.  

It is not immediately clear how Poe might have discovered Percival’s work. The 

connection might lie in the years that both Percival and Poe spent at West Point, the 

United States Military Academy. According to the Yale Library’s short biography of 

James Gates Percival, Percival taught Chemistry at West Point in 1824. Poe attended the 
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United States Military Academy in 1830 (Poe), where he would not have overlapped with 

Percival directly, but might have had some students or professors in common who could 

have shared Percival’s poetry with Poe. It is also not unconceivable that Poe might have 

come upon Percival’s poetry in periodicals of the time. Percival’s poetry was published in 

the New Haven Microscope, and the United States Literary Gazette, according to the Yale 

University Library’s guide to the James Gates Percival collection. Percival published a 

book of collected Poems in 1821, and several other poetry collections, including one 

published in 1843. However, the poem found in Conversations on Chemistry, titled: “Is There 

a Tear,” is not found in either Poems or his other two main series of poems, but is 

anthologized in The Poetical Works of James Gates Percival: With a Biographical Sketch, Volume 2, 

published in 1859 from Cambridge University Press. 

While Edgar Allan Poe’s poems and short stories would go on to become greatly 

influential in the American literary canon, James Gates Percival’s poetry would never 

amass great fame. It might have been Percival’s sensitivity and reclusive nature that 

prevented him from engaging with the public; according to the “biographical sketch” at 

the beginning of Percival’s collected works, The Poetical Works of James Gates Percival: with a 

Biographical Sketch, explains Percival’s lukewarm critical reception to the “peculiar delicacy 

of his feelings” (Percival xi). According to this preface, Percival’s hermitlike tendencies 

“formed a chartered circle between himself in the world, so that in the place of his daily 

walks he remained to the end a stranger to all but a chosen few (Percival xi).  

The absence of Percival’s place in the canon of American poetry, however, might 

have more to do with the aesthetics of his poetry than his social tendencies. In a review of 

James Gates Percival’s poetry for the Atlantic Monthly, James McHenry wrote: 

“Inattention, or rather perhaps, a studied disregard, to the harmonious (…) structure of 



	 4	

our language, is one of the faults, which we have to allege against Dr. Percival” 

(McHenry). McHenry critiques Percival’s tendency towards fluff, writing that: “by 

enwrapping his ideas, especially in his longer poems, in such clouds of obscurity (…) there 

is frequently no penetrating to his meaning.” To McHenry, Percival’s flowery writing is 

an “intolerable mass of verbiage in which his thoughts are clothed,” and one that betrays 

a hackneyed idea of what poetry is and what poetry can be, relying on an overabundance 

of metaphor to disguise his lack of originality.  

McHenry’s review was harsh, but not entirely off the mark. While Percival’s 

contemporaries were expanding romantic poetic forms into explorations of macabre, 

detective fiction, and horror, or were delving more deeply into the natural world and the 

landscape of dreams, Percival’s poetry was more sentimental than revelatory. His poetry 

is not lyrical enough to excuse his reliance on purple passages, but is not discordant 

enough to break the form in interesting ways. “Is There a Tear” is written in ABAB 

rhyme scheme, and a steady iambic tetrameter. The poem focuses on the parting of 

friends, a subject matter that matches much of Percival’s other poems in theme and tone. 

For instance, within the second volume of his collected works, there are 60 instances of 

the word “bosom,” 80 instances of the word “tear,” and 28 instances of the word “weep.”  

While Percival’s poetry relies on poetic conventions, Edgar Allan Poe’s poetry 

pushes the genre forward in interesting ways. His is “a lyric incantatory style aimed at 

suggesting a visionary state of supernal loveliness above or beyond the ordinary world,” 

according to G. R. Thompson’s introduction to Edgar A. Poe: An American Life (1809-1849). 

“He developed a poetics that sought to reconcile the material and menial medium of 

language as sensuous sound that lifted the soul beyond the physical” (xiv). Percival’s 

poetry stays in the realm of the safe, Classical allusions, and natural imagery.  
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When Percival and Poe write on similar topics—grief, nostalgia—the disparity 

between the two poets becomes more apparent. Percival relies on repetitive renderings of 

the responses to emotions, showing the friends in the poem “Is There a Tear” weeping 

and sighing throughout the poem as a way to convey the gravity of their emotions. Poe 

has no patience for this. Even the poems of his that seem the most similar to Percival’s in 

form and meter, for instance, “A Dream,” are darker and more unearthly than Percival’s. 

Poe’s speakers don’t weep; instead, they tremble. Poe uses language of the uncanny to 

render grief and nostalgia with more complexity, more imagination, and more room for 

the spiritual.  

For this reason, Poe’s relative fame seems warranted. Percival’s poem “Is There a 

Tear” might have been relevant to Poe during his college years—and at the end of them, 

when friendships must end or face inevitable change after graduation—but it does not 

feel particularly relevant now.  
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