How does the idea of the 'unconscious' of the literary work itself differ from or relate to the idea of the unconscious of it's author?
You should illustrate your answer with reference to Edgar Allen Poe's short story 'The Black Cat'.

To answer this question we first must understand the difference between these key ideas: The unconscious of the author is very much an analysis of their own psyche, whereas the unconscious of the literary work is an analysis that seeks to – as the soviet psychologist Lev Vygotsky writes - “reveal the psychological law that underlies it [the text], the mechanism through which the work operates”.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Vygotsky, L. S. The Psychology of Art. (MIT Press,1974)] 

These two unconscious psyches can amount to the same thing; according to Psychoanalysts that follow Freudian teachings, the unconscious of the literary work is informed by the author’s unconscious, and as such a text can be analysed as an extension of the author’s psyche. In his book Edgar Allen Poe: A Study In Genius, Joseph Wood Krutch outlines his belief that Poe’s poetry and fiction were simply a transcription of his own severe neuroses. He comes to the conclusion that Poe was emotionally stunted and detached from reality and suggests that the author’s artistic brilliance emerged as an escape from psychological dysfunction.
“…so the neurotic prefers his fantasies to the actuality from which they give an escape, since, even though they be, as they usually are, tinged with horror, they furnish him satisfactions which his conscious mind may not be able to recognize”[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Krutch, Joseph Wood, Edgar Allan Poe: A Study In Genius (New York : A. A. Knopf, 1926) pp 86] 

For Psychoanalysts of Poe, this seems to be the widely accepted conclusion: Marie Boneparte went one step further in her analysis by critically analysing Poe’s collected works one by one in her book The Life and Works of Edgar Allan Poe: A Psychoanalytic Interpretation. In her chapter on ‘The Black Cat’ she discusses, in detail, her belief that Poe’s own sado-necrophillic urges are present through his use of the animal-cruelty in the story, and the black cat being a representative of his wife who was in a state of near-death for most of their marriage. She draws what I believe to be very tenuous links between his own life and that of the character’s, even citing that, like his character, Poe was an animal lover in his youth as proof that his protagonist was harbouring all of Poe’s repressed sadistic urges.
“…he was rescued by his art. In the release and the catharsis of fiction, as “innocent” and as harmless as a motionless sleeper’s nightmare, Poe, the sado-necrophilist, could do all that his principles forbid.”[footnoteRef:3] [3: 3 Boneparte, Marie, The Life And Works Of Edgar Allan Poe: A Psychoanalytic Interpretation, Ch. XXXVII ‘The Black Cat’ (London: Imago, 1949) pp. 461] 

It is important to note, however, that this belief does not account for any conscious decision on the Author’s part. In these examples, the protagonist or narrator of the story is being treated as a self-insert for the author, not as a sculpted character with their own perverse impulses outside of those belonging to the author. It does not account for, in the case of Edgar Allan Poe, his obsession with aesthetics and creating art with beauty at it’s roots, not didactic morality. Shoshana Felman, author of ‘On Reading Poetry: Reflections on the Limits and Possibilities of Psychoanalytical Approaches’ saw this oversight as one of the biggest criticisms of psychoanalysis like Krutch.
“Krutch's approach does not, then, make sophisticated use of psychoanalytic insights, nor does it address the crucial question of “the relationship between psychology and aesthetics,”[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Felman, Shoshana, ‘On Reading Poetry: Reflections on the Limits and Possibilities of Psychoanalytical Approaches’ in The Literary Freud: Mechanisms of Defense and The Poetic Will, ed. Joseph H. Smith (New Haven; London: Yale University Press 1980) pp.119-48 ] 

Moreover, Poe himself writes of his effort to affect each poem or story with a key emotional take-away in his essay ‘The Philosophy of Composition’. This shows that he applied conscious thought to the way in which he structured his stories, and the way he wanted them to be read, and what feelings he wished to illicit. 
“I say to myself, in the first place, “Of the innumerable effects, or impressions, of which the heart, the intellect, or (more generally) the soul is susceptible, what one shall I, on the present occasion, select?” [footnoteRef:5] [5:  Poe, Edgar Allan, ‘The Philosophy of Composition’ [Accessed 21/04/2025] (https://www.poetryfoundation.org/articles/69390/the-philosophy-of-composition)] 

In his book ‘Murder as a Fine Art: Basic Connections between Poe's Aesthetics, Psychology, and Moral Vision’ Joseph J. Moldenhauer talks in more detail about how Poe uses his narratives to delve into complex philosophical questions about the nature of art, the psyche, and morality. He posits that Poe’s key aesthetic aim is that of unity;
“According to Poe, the supreme criterion for the literary performance is not truthfulness, moral or otherwise, but rather unity (sometimes called totality): a condition in which every portion of the work is indispensable for the "effect" which the artist chooses to induce, and, at the same time, indispensable for the structural completeness, symmetry, "proportion," or "harmony" of the composition…”[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Moldenhauer, Joseph J. ‘Murder as a Fine Art: Basic Connections between Poe's Aesthetics, Psychology, and Moral Vision’ (PMLA, Vol. 83, No. 2 May, 1968) pp. 284-297
] 

In the case of ‘the black cat’ the unconscious of the literary work is predominantly centred around the confessional urge which is often present in Poe’s works, and the urge to commit sadistic acts. On the surface, it could also be argued to contain a moral message about kindness to animals, and the consequences of cruelty. As Marie Boneparte writes, it could also be said to contain themes of castration anxiety, in relation to the feminine symbol of the cat and the protagonists fear of it. However, for me there is a clear distinction between this unconscious of the work, and Poe’s unconscious. It can be said that there are similarities between his characters and what we know of his own life, but this cannot, in my opinion, be cited as evidence that his own unconscious is so deeply threaded through his work that it can be used to analyse his psyche. 
Moreover, in the case of psychoanalysis, the application of Freudian theory can be massively criticised for its lack of scientific standing. Karl Popper proposed a falsification principle, in his book ‘The Logic of Scientific Discovery’ by which a theory can only be defined as scientific if it is testable and able to be proven false, and using this principle, Freud’s theories are proven unreliable.
“For any conclusion drawn in this way may always turn out to be false: no matter how many instances of white swans we may have observed, this does not justify the conclusion that all swans are white.” [footnoteRef:7] [7:  Popper, Karl, ‘The Logic Of Scientific Discovery’ (Routledge; 2nd edition, 2002)] 

And in the same way, no matter how many links can be drawn between Poe’s unconscious, and that of his work’s, it does not justify the conclusion that they are one in the same. If there is no conceivable way to prove or disprove the Freudian theories that are applied to Edgar Allan Poe’s ‘The Black Cat’ should we be trying to apply them at all, or simply take the work as an expression of artistic choice, rather than it’s author’s psychology. 
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