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Susan Adams 1600044

Critical and Cultural Theory CSEN5014

1) ‘A psychoanalytic reading of a text might attend to such issues as separation, loss, boundaries, fusion with others, and the struggle to form a coherent and functioning self out of a damaging context or a traumatic personal history’.
Examine the relevance of some (or all) of these issues to Edgar Allan Poe’s ‘The Black Cat’ and assess the value of Marie Bonaparte’s classical psychoanalytic interpretation.



Marie Bonaparte’s psychoanalytic interpretation of Edgar Allan Poe’s ‘The Black Cat’ is a common example of a psychoanalysis of the author. Bonaparte connects the characters and events of the short story to the characters and events in Poe’s life. Bonaparte identifies symbols in the text of ‘The Black Cat’ and compares it to Poe’s hidden desires and the early death of his mother. In her psychoanalytic studies of Poe’s written works, Bonaparte came to the conclusion that Poe was a sado-necrophilist. This essay will examine Bonaparte’s psychoanalytic interpretation of Poe and the method Bonaparte used to interpret ‘The Black Cat’ and linking this to Poe’s traumatic experience of losing his mother at a young age. 




Edgar Allan Poe was born in Boston, Massachusetts in 1809, to Elizabeth Arnold Hopkins and David Poe who were both actors. His father disappeared and his mother died of consumption (tuberculosis) before Poe was three-years old. He was raised by John and Frances Allan who did not legally adopt him. Although they were wealthy, they did not leave him any money. Poe married his 13-year-old cousin who died 10 years later of the same disease his mother died from. Poe died at the age of 40, after a life of poverty, depression and alcoholism.[footnoteRef:1] Marie Bonaparte relates his personal life and his younger days to his literary works. As a student of Sigmund Freud, Bonaparte examined Poe’s literary works through the context provided by Freud, with an emphasis on the unconscious mind. Bonaparte’s psychobiography The Life and Works of Edgar Allan Poe was published in French in 1933. Her psychoanalytic study on Poe covered 700 pages and included a chapter on ‘Tales of The Mother’ where Bonaparte’s psychoanalyse of ‘The Black Cat’ is located. At the beginning of ‘The Tales of the Mother’ Bonaparte explains the method of how she psychoanalysed Poe’s work for his tales:  [1:  Bonaparte, Marie, The Life and Works of Edgar Allan Poe (London: Imago, 1949), p. 1
] 


“Works of art or literature profoundly reveal their creator’s psychology and, as Freud has shown, their construction resembles that of our dreams the same mechanisms which, in dreams and nightmares, govern the manner in which our strongest, though most carefully concealed desires are elaborated, desires which often are the most repugnant to consciousness, also govern the elaborations of a work of art.” [footnoteRef:2] [2:  Marie Bonaparte, The Life And Works Of Edgar Allan Poe (London: Imago, 1949), p. 209
] 



In her analyses of ‘The Black Cat’ Bonaparte explains how Poe’s repressed feelings are conveyed from dream-theory onto the fictional characters in the story by contrasting the text of ‘The Black Cat’ with her previous studies under Freud.

 

The story of ‘The Black Cat’ is told by an unnamed narrator. He appears unreliable as he tells the story from his own point of view covering the events leading up to his death sentence by stating that he is sane, although the story that he is about to tell will say otherwise. He married young and had lots of pets which he and his wife were both fond of although his favourite pet was Pluto, a beautiful black cat. The narrator begins to suffer from mood swings due to his bouts of drinking and he would take his anger out on his wife and pets however Pluto was spared from his violent outbursts. One night he came home drunk and attacked Pluto who retaliated by biting the narrator’s hand. The narrator took a pen-knife and deliberately cut one of Pluto’s eyes out from its socket. He felt remorse the next morning after the drink had worn off. Pluto eventually heeled but looking frightful, the cat no longer gave his affection to the narrator and stayed away from him. This saddened the narrator but after another night of drink he attached a rope around Pluto’s neck and hung the cat from a tree. On the night of the hanging, the narrator’s house burns down destroying everything he owns. The next day an impression of a hanged cat is discovered in his bedroom which haunts the narrator for several months until one night, inebriated, he notices a cat sat on top of a barrel. The cat resembled Pluto. It was large and black but had a splash of white fur on his breast. The narrator is happy that he has found another cat, although nobody seems to know where the cat came from. The cat follows him home and immediately settles into their lives and his wife becomes particularly fond of it. The narrator soon hates the cat when he discovers that he only has one eye and the white fur on his breast, after a time, took the shape of the gallows. The narrator could not rest and was tormented by the cat both in sleep and during his waking hours. The narrator realised that his patient wife was still fond of him despite his bad behaviour. In his house of poverty, the narrator and his wife were in the cellar when the cat startled the narrator who picked up an axe to kill the cat. The wife defends the cat and the narrator is outraged and therefore turns the axe onto his wife consequently killing her. He buries her upright into the walls of the cellar. The cat had disappeared and for the first time that night the narrator was able to sleep well. For the next few days he lives without a worry knowing that the cat will no longer haunt him. On the fourth day, the police arrive to inspect his property for the missing wife. They searched the cellar and were satisfied that all was well until the boastful narrator taps the wall with a cane and a loud cry could be heard. The police take the wall down and discover the corpse of his wife with the cat perched on top of the wife’s head, staring at the narrator.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Edgar Allan Poe and David D Galloway, Poems [In, The Fall of The House of Usher and Other Writings] (Penguin Classics), pp. 271-280.
] 


According to Marie Bonaparte, the cats in the story are a symbol of the mother and the female genitalia. Cat’s do not normally bite and it is strange that in the story Poe writes that Pluto “inflicted a slight wound upon my hand with his teeth”[footnoteRef:4]. Bonaparte links this with ‘Vagina Dentata’ in which a woman’s vagina is said to contain teeth. The implications being that a woman could harm you during sexual intercourse. This could imply that Poe was unable to have sex and this is confirmed as Poe did not have a sexual relationship with his wife. Bonaparte states that he married his wife because she was like his mother. Poe’s wife suffered from consumption, the same disease as his mother. Bonaparte suggests that Poe picked his wife because she resembled his mother. His wife was ill with consumption making this convenient for Poe not to have a sexual relationship with her. Bonaparte connects the early loss of Poe’s mother to the Oedipus Complex. In the Oedipus Complex, the child is obsessed with his mother and competes with the father for his mother’s attention. The father takes the mother away from him and the child sees the father as a threat. When the mother has finished breast-feeding the child, she leaves and goes to the father. The food is pleasure for the child. The child forms stages of sexual fixation to the parent and physical feelings. Freud believed that children are born with a libido and go through stages where they seek pleasure from objects to be psychologically healthy, therefore they must successfully complete each stage in order to achieve this. If these stages are not met successfully, a person becomes fixated in a particular stage. Three of the stages are oral, anal and phallic. The oral is linked to breast-feeding. Anal stems from the way that a child will play with their faeces and phallic where the child focus its moves to their genitals and uses them as a form of pleasure.[footnoteRef:5] In Freudian theory, the boy develops a fear that his penis will be removed by the father because the sexual interest the boy has with his mother. This is the Castration Complex. In order to develop further the boy must learn to contain his anxiety towards his mother. Poe did not progress through the stages successfully with his mother because his mother had died and father disappeared. A psychoanalytic reading might say that because Poe could not develop his own sexual identity that separates him from his mother, Poe could not separate the sexual feelings for his mother and his wife. Poe’s mother had died and his anger is then directed at ‘The Black Cat’. Bonaparte identifies the emotion of what Poe feels for his mother which is reflected onto the cats. Pluto avoids the narrator when he is angry and this can be compared to when his mother died whereas the second cat brings back happy memories when the mother was there; the white fur according to Bonaparte represents milk. The missing eye on both cats represents the fear of castration and Bonaparte finds other objects in the writers work of ‘The Black Cat’ and continues to link them with Poe’s life. In Poe’s short story, Bonaparte analyses his text and states that his subconscious reflects onto his writing using the same method as Freud in his dream interpretations. Bonaparte identifies Poe’s fictional work as a desire to become reunited with his dead mother. She used the psyche of Poe and the characters he wrote in ‘The Black Cat’ to explain the narrative by analysing the text in the same approach as Freud worked with dream interpretation theory. [4:   Edgar Allan Poe and David D Galloway, Poems [In, The Fall of The House of Usher and Other Writings] (Penguin Classics), p. 273.
]  [5:  Simply Psychology", Simply Psychology, 2017 <http://simplypsychology.org> [accessed 26 November 2017].
] 




Sigmund Freud analysed dreams recognising that dreams perform important functions for the unconscious mind and serve as clues to how the unconscious mind operates. Freud’s dream-work involves the process of condensation and displacement. Displacement appears when we transform a person or object onto something else. Freud was very cautious about using symbols and stated that they are more individual rather than collective:

 Now that the analysts at least have become reconciled to replacing the manifest dream by the meaning revealed by its interpretation, many of them have become guilty of falling into another confusion which they cling to with equal obstinacy. They seek to find the essence of dreams and their latent content and in so doing they overlook the distinction between the latent dream-thoughts and the dream-work. At bottom, dreams are nothing other than a particular form of thinking.[footnoteRef:6] [6:   Elizabeth Wright, Psychoanalytic Criticism (London: Methuen, 1984), p. 42.
] 



In the story of ‘The Black Cat’ the narrator drinks alcohol as a release to escape from his thoughts as he wants to forget the problems that are haunting him. Bonaparte relates the narrator to Edgar Allan Poe. In the story, it is Pluto and the unnamed cat who the narrator fears however, according to Bonaparte, Poe in fact fears the feelings he has for his mother. She therefore symbolises the cat as Poe’s mother. In addition, the narrator lost all of his wealth due to the fire and this could be interpreted as Poe’s lack of wealth and furthermore his foster parents did not help financially after he was married. The corpse of the narrator’s wife was stood erect and Pluto was hung from a tree. Bonaparte interprets the symbols as phallic. The erect penis interprets the erect corpse and the hanging cat as a limp penis. Freud warned the psychoanalyst about the use of objects in interpretation. Bonaparte studies the life of Poe as a basis for her reference in analysing the story of ‘The Black Cat’ by comparing objects that she interprets as Poe’s Unconscious. In doing this she is transferring her own personal thoughts onto the objects of Poe’s narrative text. Therefore, it is her thoughts that are interpreting the text of Poe’s story. Although Bonaparte was the analyser of Poe’s work, ‘The Black Cat’ is a classic example of Bonaparte reflecting her own personal life and thoughts onto Poe’s narrative. Bonaparte was born in 1822 and had poor health. Her mother died of tuberculosis a month after Marie was born, at the age of 23. Marie’s father was absent most of the time in her life and she lived with her strict grandmother.[footnoteRef:7] During her analysis with Freud, Bonaparte realised that the early death of her mother had affected her personality and was aware where the source of her problems came from. With this knowledge, Bonaparte was able to study Poe’s written works in the same way and recognised this in his writing, and furthermore she linked this to the early death of Poe’s mother. Bonaparte recognised the mother figure in ‘The Black Cat’ because she related this to her own life. Her reasoning that Poe was a sado-necrophilist can be argued, however her analysis in Poe’s work arrived at the conclusion that Poe was in love with his dead mother. In the beginning of ‘The Black Cat’ it appears that Poe knew his work would be subject to analyse in the future. He may have been playing a game or perhaps Bonaparte’s interpretations were correct.    [7:  Francisco Pizarro Obaid, "THE DEAD-LIVING-MOTHER: MARIE BONAPARTE’S INTERPRETATION OF EDGAR ALLAN POE’S SHORT STORIES", The American Journal of Psychoanalysis, 76.2 (2016), 183-203 <https://doi.org/10.1057/ajp.2016.10>.
] 


Marie Bonaparte ignores the fact that Poe was a great writer and since she was preoccupied with the conclusion that Poe was in love with his dead mother, it is possible that she overlooked the idea that Poe’s short story of ‘The Black Cat’ was a fictional short story created to engross the reader in a fashion that was new to them. 
He wrote creatively and his stories are still admired today. 






[bookmark: _GoBack]






REFERENCE

Bonaparte, Marie, The Life and Works Of Edgar Allan Poe (London: Imago, 1949), p. 1

Obaid, Francisco Pizarro, "THE DEAD-LIVING-MOTHER: MARIE BONAPARTE’S INTERPRETATION OF EDGAR ALLAN POE’S SHORT STORIES", The American Journal of Psychoanalysis, 76 (2016), 183-203 https://doi.org/10.1057/ajp.2016.10

Poe, Edgar Allan, and David D Galloway, Poems [In, The Fall of The House Of Usher And Other Writings] (Penguin Classics), p. 271-280 p.  273

"Simply Psychology", Simply Psychology, 2017 <http://simplypsychology.org> [accessed 26 November 2017]

Wright, Elizabeth, Psychoanalytic Criticism (London: Methuen, 1984), p. 42


· 	BIBLIOGRAPHY
· 





· "Simply Psychology", Simply Psychology, 2017 <http://simplypsychology.org> [accessed 26 November 2017]
· 
       2017 <http://changingminds.org> [accessed 26 November 2017]

      Bonaparte, Marie, The Life and Works of Edgar Allan Poe (London: Imago, 1949), p. 1

· Obaid, Francisco Pizarro, "THE DEAD-LIVING-MOTHER: MARIE BONAPARTE’S INTERPRETATION OF EDGAR ALLAN POE’S SHORT STORIES", The American Journal of Psychoanalysis, 76 (2016), 183-203 https://doi.org/10.1057/ajp.2016.10
· 
· Poe, Edgar Allan, and David D Galloway, Poems [In, The Fall of The House of Usher and Other Writings] (Penguin Classics), p. 273 p. 271-280
· 

· 
· Smith, Joseph H, The Literary Freud (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1980)
· 
· Wright, Elizabeth, Psychoanalytic Criticism (London: Methuen, 1984), p. 42


· 
· 


· 	
 




















































 





























 







































 
image1.png
PRIFYSGOL CYMRU ——
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David






¥ Grindod Dewt Sant

Tnity Saint David

Undergraduate assignment fesdback form
(e completaay e

[ o




