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Abstract

During the early 1950s, Argentine writer Julio Cortázar was commissioned by 
UNESCO to translate Edgar Allan Poe’s prose into Spanish. Cortázar’s deep 
knowledge of the English language and his acquaintance with the life and work 
of the American writer meant that, over the ensuing decades, he produced ren-
ditions which are still considered to be among the most literary of all twentieth- 
century Spanish translations of Poe’s work. This article presents a detailed analysis 
of two paragraphs from “The Tell-Tale Heart,” comparing Cortázar’s translation 
with other, more recent Spanish versions. I aim to show that although Cortázar’s 
rendering is in many ways the most faithful to the original text, his sometimes 
nonstandard use of Spanish substantially changes the meaning of the original. For 
this reason, speakers of Peninsular Spanish may have difficulty in understanding 
his translation, and might not fully appreciate the unity of effect around which 
Poe composed this story.

Keywords

literary translation, Cortázar’s translations, unity of effect, “The Tell-Tale 
Heart”, “Evil Eye”, “death watches in the wall” 

In the Hispanic literary world, the translations of Edgar Allan Poe’s work by 
Argentine writer Julio Cortázar (1914–1984) in the mid-1950s still rank among 
the most respected. In the ensuing decades, the literary prestige of Cortázar as a 
novelist and short story writer helped to secure the reputation of his Poe trans-
lations, which soon came to be regarded as canonical texts. The publication of 
Translated Poe,1 a comprehensive study of the translations and interpretations of 
Poe’s oeuvre across cultures, prompted Poe reviewers to reexamine the Spanish 
translations of his fiction and poetry. The editors, Emron Esplin and Margarida 

Poe’s Unity of Effect Called into Question

Revisiting Cortázar’s Translation of “The Tell-Tale Heart”

José R. Ibáñez
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Poe’s Unity of Effect Called into Question      77

Vale de Gato, acknowledged that Julio Cortázar’s versions “remain the most 
well-known and highly distributed translations of Poe’s prose in Spanish.”2 In the 
same vein, Margarita Rigal Aragón suggests that there are two plausible expla-
nations for the great international acclaim earned by these translations: “First, 
Cortázar’s name on a book is always a plus since he is extremely popular and 
respected in Spain as an author of fiction in his own right. Second, his transla-
tions of Poe are based not only on Cortázar’s great management of the Spanish 
language, but also on a sound knowledge of Poe’s biography.”3 Such explanations, 
while serving to buttress the importance of Cortázar’s translations, they did not 
encourage further critical readings of the renditions  themselves.

This article aims to revisit Cortázar’s translation of “The Tell-Tale Heart,” 
one of Poe’s best-known tales, and reexamines two paragraphs in which Poe 
explores the use of expressions which refer to human senses, specifically those 
of sight and hearing, which are of paramount importance in the development of 
the story. In my analysis, I compare Cortázar’s translations of these paragraphs 
with other, more recent Spanish renditions of the same section. Cortázar can no 
doubt be considered one of the finest Poe connoisseurs4 that the Spanish world 
has ever had, and his translations are among the most literary and exhaustive 
in Spanish over the last half century. However, my main concern here is that, 
first, Spanish readers may have a faulty appreciation and understanding of the 
tale as a result of a questionable choice of words at some points; and second, 
that Cortázar’s version of two of the story’s key paragraphs might in fact dilute 
the unity of effect which Poe regarded as a trademark of his skill as a storyteller 
and as a central element in the creation of his art.

First published in the January 1843 issue of Boston’s The Pioneer, “The Tell-
Tale Heart” is the monologue of a murderer, a nameless narrator, who reveals 
having developed “the sense of acute hearing” and whose only aim is to con-
vince the reader of his sanity: “True!—nervous—very, very dreadfully nervous 
I had been and am; but why will you say that I am mad? The disease has sharp-
ened my senses—not destroyed—not dulled them. Above all was the sense of 
hearing acute. I heard all things in the heaven and in the earth. I heard many 
things in hell. How, then, am I mad? Hearken! and observe how healthily—how 
calmly I can tell you the whole story.”5

It is among Poe’s shortest narratives, and the tale is widely considered to 
be one of his greatest achievements, due in part to the horrible setting created 
by a psychologically unstable narrator, who begins by denying his madness, 
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78      José R. Ibáñez

reflecting his anxiety by means of an elaborate and constant use of anaphoras, 
sentence repetitions and linking verbs to underline his inner anguish.6

The story opens with the narrator’s self-confession, in which he claims to 
have nothing against the old man who inhabits the premises where he also 
lives. He does not mention whether the old man is related to him or the reason 
why they live under the same roof. He does, though, state that he loves him 
dearly—“Object there was none. Passion there was none. I loved the old man” 
(303)—only to reveal that his (irrational) hatred toward him is the result of the 
revulsion caused by a veiled eye, the object of his obsession: “it was not the 
old man who vexed me, but his Evil Eye” (303). The mention of the “Evil Eye” 
has drawn a great deal of attention among Poe scholars, many of whom have 
dwelled on the significance of the visual and aural senses in this tale. I shall turn 
to the expression “Evil Eye” below, but first let us consider the interpretation 
given by some researchers to the sense of sight here.

Defining it as probably the “most shorn of trimmings of Poe’s tales,”7 Marie 
Bonaparte’s psychoanalytic reading of the tale interprets “the eye” as the father’s 
vision, fixed on the child in the darkness of the room. “Thus the adversaries are 
opposed,” affirms Bonaparte, “the eyes of the son, in the dark, being fixed on 
the menaced father.”8 The narrator’s urge to murder the old man, she argues, 
can be equated with the annihilation of the father figure, Poe’s foster father 
John Allan.9 Along similar lines, Daniel Hoffman suggests the possibility that 
the narrator could be the old man’s son—“his Eye becomes the all-seeing sur-
veillance of the child by the father, even The Father.”10

Contrary to this psychoanalytical interpretation of the eye’s capacity, 
others have explored the superstitious meaning of the expression “evil eye,” 
turning to those ancient cultures and traditions with which Poe himself may 
have been acquainted. Thus Thomas Ollive Mabbott argues that Poe proba-
bly heard of the superstitious influence of the evil eye at firsthand “when he 
was stationed at Fort Moultrie in Charleston Harbor, since Negroes in South 
Carolina . . . sometimes carry a horse chestnut (a ‘buckeye’) as a protection” 
(M 3:789). B. D. Tucker also discusses the obvious presence of the “eye” in Poe’s 
fiction (“Ligeia,” “Metzengerstein”) and poetry (“Sonnet—To Science”), while 
also establishing that what the narrator in “The Tell-Tale Heart” feels is hatred 
rather than fear at the sight of the old man’s vulture-like eye.11 James Kirkland 
claims that Poe could have drawn on a variety of classical sources, among these 
Plato, Aristotle, Pliny, Plutarch, and Ovid, and also suggests that he might have 
been exposed to beliefs and practices related to the evil eye during the five years 
he spent in Britain (particularly Scotland) during his childhood, and also after-
ward, upon returning to America in 1820.12
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Poe’s Unity of Effect Called into Question      79

All such accounts that argue for a superstitious interpretation of the evil eye 
seem to assume that the disease mentioned by the narrator at the beginning of 
the tale, which itself has led to his over-acute senses, is the result of the old man’s 
having given him the evil eye. If this were the case, then we could safely establish 
that the murder of the old man would serve to release the narrator from the 
eye’s evil effects. Yet he himself never determines whether his torment would 
disappear once he killed the old man. “I made up my mind,” he says right at the 
beginning, “to take the life of the old man, and thus rid myself of the eye forever” 
(303); on the contrary, he recognizes that his unease, rather than reflecting any 
superstitious beliefs, is in fact the result of the physical revulsion produced by 
the eye being fixed on him. Hence, if we put to one side the idea of a supernat-
ural or superstitious effect of the eye on the narrator, we can consider the eye 
more clearly as an organ of sight. On this reading the “eye” is indeed evil, but 
inasmuch as it was disgusting to the narrator, simply because “it” is a deformed 
eye, similar to that of a vulture, with a veil resembling a cataract: “a pale blue eye, 
with a film over it” (303). This idea is supported by the events in the narrative. In 
the first place, the narrator acknowledges the revulsion that the eye produces in 
him every time the old man stares at him: “whenever it fell upon me, my blood 
ran cold” (303). Further on, the narrator stands holding a lantern one night, 
right at the entrance of the old man’s room. He opens the lantern a little and a 
ray of light falls directly on the old man’s eye: “for I had directed the ray as if by 
instinct, precisely upon the damned spot” (305). The “damned spot,” then, refers 
to the white film covering the eye, a kind of horrid covering, a cataract, which 
terrifies him. Furthermore, when the narrator suffocates the old man by drag-
ging him onto the floor and pulling the heavy bed onto him, he gladly admits 
that “his eye would trouble me no more” (305). If we take this latter confession at 
face value, and there seems no obvious motive for not doing so, we might then 
accept that the narrator has succeeded in getting rid of the “evil eye”—that is, 
the physical eye, the disgusting glance of the eye with the cataract, whose mere 
presence had tormented him. At the same time such an explanation effectively 
discards the traditional superstitious connotation of the expression “evil eye.”

The New Oxford Dictionary of English defines “the evil eye” as “a gaze or stare 
superstitiously believed to cause harm.”13 However, in Poe’s story “evil eye” refers 
to a wicked eye, one that simply by its shape, its appearance and the disgusting 
cataract that covers it, terrifies the mad narrator to an extreme degree. In his 
translation of “The Tell-Tale Heart,” Julio Cortázar, who was bilingual in Spanish 
and French, could well have taken into account Baudelaire’s rendition (“mauvai 
oeil”) and followed suit, thus translating “Evil Eye” into Spanish as “mal de ojo,”14 
thus assuming the superstitious semantics of the expression. However, in light of 
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80      José R. Ibáñez

the importance attributed to the senses of sight and  hearing in the story, I suggest 
that the best rendering for “evil eye” is either “maldito ojo” (“damned eye”), as 
Farrán y Mayoral, Del Castillo, and Núñez del Prado did in their 1972 translation 
of the same work,15 or to translate it as “Ojo Perverso” (“wicked eye”), as suggested 
by Santoyo and Broncano in their 1996 translation.16 In what follows I will turn to 
an analysis of another paragraph, one that deals with the sense of hearing.

In his reading of “The Tell-Tale Heart,” Charles E. May has noted that time 
is the obvious motif of the story17 as the psychotic narrator’s mind counts the 
minutes, the hours, the nights and days before he decides to undertake his hor-
rible deed. The text is, indeed, characterized by an isotopy18 of time, an array 
of words and time-related expressions which appear throughout the narration, 
with at least thirty different terms within this four-page piece.19

The time motif had previously been identified by James W. Gargano, who 
remarked on the protagonist’s “compulsive obsession with images and sounds 
that evoke the rhythm of time.”20 The narrator thus hears the sound of time 
everywhere and in all things (a mouse crossing the floor, the minute image of 
a watch used by the narrator to compare his own hand’s swift movement, the 
incessant beating of the old man’s heart, the beating of his own heart, the “death 
watches” in the wall, etc.).

I believe a productive relation can be seen in the notion of the senses of 
sight and hearing in the story, which themselves relate to the narrator’s alleged 
over-acuteness of the senses, with the theme of time. Such a relation is seen espe-
cially powerfully in one of the most exciting passages in the story, one which I 
believe has often been overlooked or indeed misread by Poe critics: “I kept quite 
still and said nothing. For a whole hour I did not move a muscle, and in the mean-
time I did not hear him lie down. He was still sitting up in the bed listening;—just 
as I have done, night after night, hearkening to the death watches in the wall” (304, 
italics added). The semantics of the expression “the death watches in the wall” 
encapsulates Poe’s skillful exploitation of the noise perceived by both the unstable 
narrator and the reader, and greatly helps in conferring unity on this story.

Most commentators of “The Tell-Tale Heart” have agreed that the sounds 
heard by the narrator time and again in the story are produced either by his own 
madness or are the product of hallucinations.21 The deranged  narrator claims that 
night after night he hears a rather peculiar noise, one that he believes comes from 
within the wall. This sound is produced, according to him, by the “death watches” 
in the wall in the still of the night, when he opens the door of the old man’s 
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Poe’s Unity of Effect Called into Question      81

chamber to watch him. The deathwatch beetle is an insect that gnaws through 
the rafters of a building, leading to its decay. John E. Reilly identifies a number 
of authors—among them Joseph Addison, Jonathan Swift, Oliver Goldsmith, 
John Keats, Henry D. Thoreau and Mark Twain22—who took an interest in this 
wood-boring bug. In his study, Reilly focuses on a narrator who is reliable when, 
at the end of the story, he acknowledges that the sound he can hear, while he is 
sitting over the dismembered body of his victim and chatting with the police offi-
cers, is a noise that “was not within my ears” (306)—in other words, an external 
sound that his ears could perceive in that it indeed originated outside of him. In 
his meticulous analysis of Poe’s tale, Reilly takes pains to explain that the narra-
tor’s deranged imagination amplifies the steady sound of what he considers to 
be a “lesser death-watch” rather than a “greater death-watch.” In support of his 
claim, Reilly equates the “death watches” in Poe’s story with the cadence and fre-
quency emitted by the ticking of such bugs. Thus, while the sound of the “greater 
death-watch” resembles that of the drumming of a pencil at irregular intervals, 
the sound emitted by the “lesser death-watch” is faint, regular, and sustained over 
a period of hours.23 In many countries, the presence of deathwatch beetles in the 
rafters of a building was regarded as an omen of impending death in the house-
hold. This beetle uses its head to tap on wood, usually in the stillness of quiet 
summer nights, thus creating a ticking sound that attracts mates. In popular cul-
ture and superstition, it was assumed that the ticking was a harbinger of death, 
and that the person who heard the sound thus had his days numbered. Others, 
however, associated the word “watch” with the sleepless nights spent by those 
who kept “vigil” (“watch”) over a dying person. In other words, the ticking was 
not heard by the person whose death was impending, but by those who remained 
in close proximity, keeping a watchful eye on the dying person.

Reilly even suggests that Poe could have been acquainted with an essay writ-
ten in 1838 by Thoreau in which he mentions the deathwatch beetle. In “The 
Tell-Tale Heart,” however, Poe’s use of the expression is more involved, retaining 
its connotation of time carried by the words “death” and “watch” (i.e., a “time-
piece”) while at the same time eliminating the word “beetle” from the phrase. As 
the story unfolds, the narrator affirms that he is tormented by “a low, dull, quick 
sound, such as a watch makes when enveloped in cotton,” and he determines 
that this sound is being produced by the “beating of the old man’s heart” (305). 
This same expression is also repeated at the end of the tale, underlining Poe’s 
intention to set up a connection between the sound emitted by the deathwatches 
in the wall and that of a human heart. Poe’s ambiguity in the artistic construction 
of the tale leads the reader to think that the noise could have come from three 
different sources, namely (1) from the deathwatches knocking their heads against 
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the wood  following their mating ritual, (2) from the  narrator’s own anguished 
heart, or (3) from the dead old man’s beating heart, now buried under the bed-
room floor boards, this indeed leading to the narrator’s final revelation as well as 
to his admitting to the murder of the old man. All these sounds are eventually 
perceived by the narrator as a noise similar to that of a watch enveloped in cotton.

Drawing our attention to the Spanish versions of Poe’s tale, my concern is 
the polysemic use of the phrase “death watches” and how this phrase should 
be translated into Spanish. Quite surprisingly, this nuance has almost disap-
peared in Cortázar’s Spanish translation of the paragraph when he renders 
“death watches” as “taladros cuyo sonido anuncia la muerte.”24 Indeed, translat-
ing “death watches” for “taladro,” a word which we can assume is widely used 
in the Rio de la Plata region, puzzles readers in Spanish who are unfamiliar 
with its meaning. In Argentina and Uruguay, the “insecto taladro” or “bicho 
taladro” refers to a type of woodworm which became known in this region 
of South America in the 1950s. Such a meaning, however, does not appear in 
the Diccionario de la Lengua Española (Dictionary of the Spanish Language) 
of the Real Academia Española (Royal Spanish Academy), perhaps the most 
authoritative lexicon of the language in the Hispanic world. The entry for “tal-
adro” here has two different definitions: that of a “bore” and the “hole caused 
by a bore.”25 Castilian Spanish readers who read “taladro” according to these 
accepted meanings might never realize that Cortázar was in fact referring to a 
kind of woodworm which produces a characteristic sound, instead interpret-
ing the noise in the wall as being produced artificially by a tool. In my view, 
the meaning here simply gets lost in Cortázar’s version, at least for Peninsular 
Spanish readers, and Poe’s ingenious wordplay fades. A direct consequence of 
this unfortunate choice of word also affects the unity of effect in the story—
the sound allegedly being produced by the protagonist’s heart, the old man’s 
heart, or the death watches in the wall—and hence the ensuing development of 
events may well not be understood by non-native speakers. I argue that such a 
rendition, then, significantly diminishes the final effect of the story, one of the 
most important of Poe’s contribution to the development of the short story.26 
Furthermore, in his attempt to remain faithful to Poe’s text, Cortázar main-
tains the meaning of the original phrase by adding the expression “cuyo sonido 
anuncia la muerte” (“whose sound announces death”), which affords the reader 
extra information not revealed in the original text. What remains to be resolved 
is the question of why Cortázar did not choose the phrase “escarabajos del reloj 
de la muerte” (literally “deathwatch beetles”). This was perhaps outside the lit-
erary conventions that he favored in resorting to the translation he eventu-
ally chose, yet had he used this latter phrase, which contains the words “reloj” 
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Poe’s Unity of Effect Called into Question      83

(“watch” as synonymous with “timepiece”) and “muerte” (“death”), the likely 
effect for many Spanish readers would have been very similar to that of the 
English version for the original North American readership.

Although Cortázar’s rendering of this passage may have its lexical limita-
tions, other translators have provided far less fortunate versions of the same 
phase. Thus, in the 1972 version of “The Tell-Tale Heart,” Farrán y Mayoral, Del 
Castillo, and Núñez del Prado translate the expression “hearkening to the death 
watches in the wall” as “oyendo las arañas de la pared”27 (“hearkening to the spi-
ders on the wall”), an unfortunate and inexact rendition, as the emphasis is not 
on wood-boring bugs but rather on spiders and the unlikely sound emitted by 
them. Two decades later, Julio-César Santoyo and Manuel Broncano translated 
the same phrase as “los ruidos de la carcoma en la pared” (“the noise produced 
by woodworms in the wall”),28 though in a footnoted addendum they explained 
that “carcoma” refers to “deathwatch,” which they translate literally as “el vigi-
lante de la muerte” (“the watch of death,” “watch” with the meaning “guard”). 
Needless to say, the noise produced by the woodworm (“carcoma”) does not 
resemble the thudding-ticking one produced by the deathwatch beetle’s head in 
its effort to attract females of its species.

Finally I will consider two even less fortunate versions of the same phrase. 
The first is by Mauro Armiño29 in his 1998 translation of the tale: “escuchando las 
pisadas [sic] de las arañas de la pared” (“hearkening to the footsteps of spiders in 
the wall”).30 Two questions arise here: do spiders move in footsteps, and can these 
be perceived by a human ear? The second translation is from a very recent edi-
tion of some horror tales by Poe, Diez cuentos de terror, published in March 2017. 
The translator, Susana Carral, provides the following rendition: “escuchando; 
como he hecho yo noche tras noche, prestando oídos a los fatídicos relojes de 
la pared”31 (“hearkening, as I have done night after night, pricking up my ears to 
the ominous watches (timepieces) in the wall”), which perhaps needs no further 
examination, given the utter misunderstanding of the whole sentence here.

In conclusion, in the first excerpt analyzed in this paper, Cortázar chooses 
to translate “Evil Eye” into Spanish as “Mal de Ojo,” thus following Baudelaire’s 
French rendition. This translation may account for the narrator’s illness which 
produced in him an over acuteness of senses. However, such a translation 
raises a larger question. Can any connection be established between the pop-
ular superstitious belief sustained by many Poe scholars and the malady that 
affects the narrator? Nothing seems to account for such an explanation. In my 
view, “Evil Eye” refers to the physical constituency of the ocular sense and not 
to popular superstition, as the narrator seems to illustrate when he directs the 
lantern’s thin ray of light on the “damned spot.”
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Regarding the translation of the “death watches in the wall,” the second 
example analyzed, Cortázar’s rendition (“taladros”), is limited to a meaning 
current in the Spanish of the Río de la Plata region and perhaps also to some 
other countries in South America. The crux of the matter in this translation 
is the limitation that it leads to in the Spanish language. Indeed, many native 
(Castilian) Spanish readers may not only fail to grasp the meaning of the para-
graph, but as a result may also remain unaware of the unity of effect of the 
tale. The meticulous choice of words here is key in Poe’s premeditated effect, in 
that he thus seems to connect the ticking of the insect, which announces the 
death of a person, with a heart beating. Poe may have deliberately conceived 
the dénouement of the tale as open to multiple interpretations. Thus, in his own 
nervous breakdown, does the narrator hear the beating of his own heart, which 
he mistakenly attributes to a noise that was “not within my ears”? Or should 
we, as readers, partake of his madness, and believe that the beating comes from 
the heart of the dismembered body buried beneath the floor? A third inter-
pretation, which cannot be perceived in Cortázar’s translation, is also possible: 
that ticking sound, that ringing, might be produced by the deathwatches in the 
wall which act as harbingers of the narrator’s final destiny. Poe sought to main-
tain this ambiguous dénouement and hence to let the reader decide whether 
the narrator is reliable. Herein lies the rub: whichever option we choose, what 
remains unquestionable is Poe’s masterful crafting of the tale as a means of 
striking terror and anguish in his readers.

As a closing remark, I turn to the words of Clifford Landers when he talks 
about the life span of a literary translation: “The half-life of a translation, it has 
been said, is from 30 to 40 years; every 30 years (or 40 or 50—take your pick) 
the translation loses half its vitality, its freshness, its ability to communicate to 
the reader in a contemporary voice. If this is true, it follows that major works of 
literature must be retranslated periodically if they are to retain their function as 
a bridge between cultures and eras.”32 I firmly believe that this assertion can be 
applied to Poe’s entire oeuvre in Spanish, and although in many ways Cortázar’s 
translations have been rightly regarded as the finest and most comprehensive 
among all the twentieth-century literary renditions, a serious reassessment 
should now be undertaken, some sixty years after their publication, to reassert 
the vitality and freshness of Poe’s original texts.

José R. Ibáñez is Assistant Professor of American Literature and English Studies 
at the University of Almeria, Spain. He is coeditor of Contemporary Debates on the 
Short Story (Peter Lang, 2007), and has published, with Blasina Cantizano, Una 
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llegada inesperada y otras historias (Encuentro, 2015), an  anthology in Spanish  
of thirteen stories by Ha Jin. He has also published articles and book chapters 
on American Southern literature (O’Connor, Dubus, Crone, Gautreaux), the 
 Jewish American short story (Malamud, Englander), and the reception of Edgar 
Allan Poe among nineteenth- and twentieth-century Spanish authors. He is a 
board member of the Edgar Allan Poe Spanish Association (EAPSA).
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Aragón, trans. Julio Cortázar and Margarita Rigal Aragón (Madrid: Cátedra, 2013), 488.
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