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For my presentation I have been reviewing Marie Bonaparte’s psychoanalysis of Edgar Allan Poe though his literary work, paying particular attention to The Black Cat.[footnoteRef:2] My approach has been to attempt to judge her analysis primarily in terms of the knowledge available at the time the book was written, as well as what we know or think we know about the subject now. After all what has become known as the ‘half life of facts’ renders many areas of established and accepted knowledge incorrect within a relatively short space of time, and I feel it would be unfair to judge a piece of work first published in 1933 solely in terms of what we know today. [2:  Edgar Allan Poe, ‘The Black Cat’, in The Complete Tales and Poems (Eireann Press), Loc. 7992 – 8103, Kindle Edition] 


On my first reading of Bonaparte’s psychoanalysis of Poe I dismissed her opinions somewhat offhandedly and without any real knowledge of my own on the subject. This was I very soon realised placing myself in an untenable position, something which I felt she had done in her work on Poe. I needed to support my opinion. On subsequent readings I began to feel that she made many salient points when based on her references and fellowship with Sigmund Freud, however she also on several occasions overreached herself with assertions about Poe’s character and psyche with no support whatsoever. These assertions tended to happen in one key area which could actually have been tainted by Bonaparte’s own psyche.

Let’s start with some background on the author / analyst, Princess Marie Bonaparte was born in Saint Cloud, Île de France in 1882. Her Mother, Marie-Félix Blanc died from a pulmonary embolism two months after and as a direct consequence of the birth. She left her FF8.4 million fortune to be split equally between her husband Prince Roland and their daughter.[footnoteRef:3] This event would play a major part in Marie’s life, firstly as the circumstances surrounding the death of her Mother would affect her interpretation of Poe’s stories when she read them as a teenager and then again as an adult when she used her money to both further the popularity of psychoanalysis and later to enable Sigmund Freud’s escape from Nazi Germany.[footnoteRef:4] In adulthood Marie developed an interest in psychoanalysis and became a student of Freud, but to her own ends. She believed that the human psyche and in particular psychosexual response was rooted in biological issues.[footnoteRef:5] She consulted Freud in 1925 with regard to what she called her own ‘sexual dysfunction.’ This was more specifically an inability to reach orgasm during intercourse which she believed was due to the distance between her vagina and clitoris but beyond the physical, it had far reaching consequences to her psyche. She carried out a study involving 243 women to attempt to determine a causal connection in this regard.[footnoteRef:6] I believe it was her preoccupation with psycho-sexuality which led her to make at least some of the errors and assumptions in her psychoanalysis of Poe, simply because it is in this area that she tends to make assertions without independent support.  [3:  Celia Bertin, Marie Bonaparte: A Life (New Haven, Yale University Press, 1982), p. 17]  [4:  Bertin, p. 19]  [5:  Bertin, p. 66]  [6:  Bertin, p. 64] 


In the chapter of her book relating to Poe’s story The Black Cat, Marie makes many assertions about Poe’s character with the reasoning that an element of the subconscious always comes through into the story. On my initial reading of the chapter I was struck by the rhetoric she employed in her writing style. It is of course natural to take up a persuasive nature if one is assuming a position of authority when approaching a subject but it appears to me that Marie goes a step further than that, subtly twisting the narrative to support her argument. On the second page of the chapter she hypothesises that Poe may have conceived of the tale of The Black Cat during the Winter of 1842 – 3, ‘when Poe’s poverty was extreme, his wife spitting blood and he himself constantly tempted to drown his sorrows in drink.’[footnoteRef:7] This is not an unreasonable assumption but it also serves the purpose of getting the reader ‘on side’ as it were, agreeing with an unfounded assumption. She continues to make further suppositions regarding Poe’s personality as a child while at the same time referring to the ‘birth’ of psychoanalysis. She uses these assumptions to conclude that ‘the sadistic elements of [Poe’s] instincts must have been very early repressed.’ What sadistic elements? There is no mention either by Poe himself or in any of the biographical accounts I have read, that suggest he ever had any sadistic instincts to repress, neither does Marie offer any examples to support her claim. She only ever in fact speaks of his kindness to, and apparent fondness for animals. [7:  Marie Bonaparte, The Life and Works of Edgar Allan Poe: A Psycho-analytic Interpretation, Ch. XXXVII ‘The Black Cat’ (London, Imago, 1949),  p. 459] 


[bookmark: _GoBack]Rhetorical devices aside, Marie Bonaparte’s psychoanalysis of Poe centres on one thing; sexual inadequacy. This is sometimes taken to extremes, a willow tree, with its drooping branches represents impotence,[footnoteRef:8] a hanged cat represents Poe’s own Mother which in turn represents impotence and castration of the Mother. Impotence is at every turn in this study and yet of the many rumours which have circulated around Poe, Marie Bonaparte is the only person to have asserted the idea of him of being impotent. Furthermore, at no point in her study does she make any allusion to Poe’s conscious mind, the part of him that knowingly and deliberately crafted his work to entertain his audience. Given the quantity and quality of his work, he surely must have been a man in control of his art. And even Sigmund Freud himself in his foreword to her book warns, ‘Investigations such as this do not claim to explain creative genius.’[footnoteRef:9] [8:  Bonaparte, Footnote, p. 471]  [9:  Shoshana Felman, ‘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), p. 133] 


On the other hand Shoshana Felman in her (far more recent) essay, On Reading Poetry, Reflections on the Limits and Possibilities of Psychoanalytical Approaches, is critical of the approach of Marie Bonaparte as well as others and turns it on its head, proposing instead to use the poet to psychoanalyse the poetry. This assumes a position of giving Poe full conscious responsibility for his art and unlike Marie Bonaparte, sites and refers to many other critics and authors who concur with this opinion. Interestingly, one of her references is the same as the one reference Marie Bonaparte quotes throughout her work. Unfortunately due to the limitations of the text I have been able to access for this presentation I can only refer to them as ‘Cf.’ The citations in Shoshana Felman’s essay even point to some of Poe’s detractors such as Joseph Wood Krutch, who she notes, ‘tends to belittle Poe’s stature and to disparage the value of his artistic achievement, nevertheless entitle[d] his monograph Edgar Allan Poe: A Study In Genius.’[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Felman, p. 120] 


It seems then that that Marie Bonaparte’s approach is flawed and are no account that work of the quality as was produced by Poe could only be born from artistic inspiration and crafted by great skill, not from neurosis and psychological instability. Camille Mauclair attests that Poe’s works are ‘constructed objectively by a will absolutely in control of itself.’[footnoteRef:11] It seems then that whereas Marie Bonaparte takes the view that Poe was unconsciously controlled by neuroses, mainly an Oedipus complex and castration anxiety which manifested themselves in his work, she stands alone in this viewpoint. Even her mentor warned that her analysis cannot account for artistic inspiration. I also find it interesting that Marie sees impotence above all else when she herself was obsessed with her own ‘sexual dysfunction’ which could perhaps be viewed as the female equivalent of impotence, and that this preoccupation overtook the already flawed ideas of Freud’s, of which she was a proponent.  [11:  Felman, p. 131] 


In conclusion then, as with so many things in life (and yet so few sciences) ones overall viewpoint on this approach to literature depends on personal truths and beliefs. If you agree with Freud’s theories and find them logical then you are likely to find value in this interpretation, if on the other hand you disagree with Freud then it is relatively easy to find faults with the approach.
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