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What is the psycho-biographical approach to literature?  What are the assumptions or claims on which it is based and are they justified?  Critically asses the value of this form of literary criticism.  Support your answer regarding Edgar Allan Poe's short story, "The Black Cat."


[bookmark: _Hlk23434970]What is the psycho-biographical approach to literature?
[bookmark: _Hlk23529573]Psychoanalytic criticism employs methods developed by Freud in analysing a literary text.  Furthermore, the psycho-biographical approach argues that literary texts, like dreams, express secret unconscious anxieties and wishes of the author and in that, a literary work is also a manifestation of the author's psyche and neuroses. 
When this method of literary criticism is used to psychoanalyse a specific character in a book, it is assumed that this character is a projection of the author’s psyche.

What claims does the psycho-biographical approach to literature make? 

Like psychoanalysis itself, the psycho-biographical literary analysis explores clues of the author’s unresolved emotions, traumas, guilt, pain and other psychological conflicts inside the literary text.

The author's childhood traumas, sexual conflicts, different fixations, his or her whole psychological configuration is believed to be traceable in the behaviours of the character/characters of literary texts.

According to this theory, meaning is hidden and disguised in symbolism, for example, objects, animals or other things such as weather or buildings representing something else, like in dreams. The psycho-biographical approach to literature aims to reveal what has been repressed by decoding the code of symbols used by the author and also decoding displacement (e.g. anxiety placed onto some other image by using association). Psycho-biographical analyses are also using a concept called “Condensation” meaning that the author has chosen to condense several events and/or people to one.




Marie Bonaparte’s application of the psycho-biographical literary theory to Edgar Allan Poe’s The Black Cat

Bonaparte's work on Poe's short stories is based on the concepts from the Freudian psycho-biographical literary theory. 
Marie Bonaparte claims that Poe’s writing was mainly motivated by his mother’s death and the psychological consequences of that happening when Edgar Allan Poe was just a young child. 

Bonaparte's interpretations of Poe’s literary work could also be seen to be coloured by the death of her mother at birth (applying psycho-biographical methods to Bonaparte’s analysis here). The undoubtedly traumatic event of Poe’s mother's death is seen by Bonaparte to have a ripple effect on the formation of Poe’s psyche. 

This presentation explores the background and support of this hypothesis and reviews Bonaparte's interpretation of Poe's The Black Cat. According to Marie Bonaparte, the concept of “the-dead-living-mother” is a paradigmatic key to be used to unlock, not the apparent surface forms, but more the patterns that reflect the unconscious mind in Poe’s story the Black Cat.

This method of literary analysis assumes the literary work of an author to be about the author whether the author is aware of it or not. 

What are Bonaparte’s conclusions about Poe’s psyche based on The Black Cat? 

In The Black Cat, the drunken protagonist hurts the eye of Pluto the cat, making it half-blind and scared of him. According to Bonaparte's analysis, Poe’s desire for his mother’s genitals is represented by Pluto. The cat represents the female genital organs. When the man then kills the cat and later his wife, Bonaparte reads that to reflect Poe’s sado-necrophilic desire for his dying mother motivated by castration-anxiety.






My thoughts on Bonaparte’s analysis on Poe’s short story The Black Cat 

Marie Bonaparte is telling us her conclusions of the central storyline behind The Black Cat. According to her, the story is about Edgar Allan Poe’ life. As a young boy, he loses his mother and as she dies, his father leaves him and his brother. Both brothers were taken into foster care and the new carer was a funeral director.

Marie Bonaparte’s fascination with Poe’s work was based on her own traumatic experience losing her mother at an early age, similar to Poe. Being a devoted student of Freud, she found that the child/mother relationship and early childhood experiences have a dominant influence on a child’s development and overwrite and influence all the other later experiences.

[bookmark: _Hlk23592413]Marie Bonaparte did extensive research to Poe’s personal life and used that information to explain The Black Cat nearly as if it was a dream, a nightmare produced by Poe’s unconscious mind and reflecting his repressed urges.

Although I would agree that Poe, like most writers, makes use of his own experiences and his own emotional and psychological tendencies in, I have reservations concerning assumption that the story is a complete replica of Poe’s psyche. 

In the preface to Marie Bonaparte's psychoanalytic interpretation of Poe, Freud stated the subsequent:

“Thanks to her interpretative effort we now realize how many of the characteristics of Poe's works were conditioned by his personality and can see how that personality derived from intense emotional fixations and painful infantile experiences. Investigations such as this do not claim to explain creative genius, but they do reveal the factors which awaken it and the sort of subject matter it is destined to choose. . . . a great writer of a pathological type”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  “Ref. Freud, S. (1933). Preface to Marie Bonaparte's The Life and Works of Edgar Allan POE: A Psycho-Analytic Interpretation. The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Volume XXII (1932-1936): New Introductory Lectures on Psycho-Analysis and Other Works] 


Poe’s writing is a very perceptive, artistically well-measured build-up to the climax and moral consequences of his stories. He is a master of using a nightmarish and symbolic style, unsettling and luring his readers who are both repulsed and attracted by the stories (like horror movies) which reflect the dark hidden aspect of the human psyche and are nearly archetypal in doing so. 

For Freud, the unconscious was simply the part of the mind that stored all the experiences that one repressed and forgot about. Jung, however, took this idea beyond the individual level. One considerable difference between Carl Jung and Sigmund Freud’s reasons of the unconscious is that Freud considered that the unconscious was the product of personal knowledge, whereas Jung thought that the unconscious was the creation of collective experience inherited in the genes. Carl Jung instituted the school of analytical psychology. He also developed and evolved the psychological notions of the collective unconscious and archetypes. [footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Ref. Carl Jung Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious.] 


Poe’s stories reflect the unconscious dark side of the human psyche but not necessarily just Poe’s psyche, more like the collective archetypes.

The psycho-biographical approach that Marie Bonaparte used concerning Poe’s The Black Cat gives an insight into the author psyche. Its accuracy is in question since it could only be verified by what was known about Poe at the time which was far too little to justify Marie Bonaparte’s conclusions. 

I do generally think that the psychoanalytic approach is more effective than the psycho-biographical approach since the latter, although valid, assumes too much about the writer based on what she/he has written.

I think that both these theories interesting and valid, but in most cases also limited to be used as the only theory when analysing a literary work.
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