	
	
	



Richard Sylvan 1909193 
Seminar Presentation 
This presentation is a critique of Marie Bonaparte’s application of psychoanalysis in chapter 37 of her book, The Life and Works of Edgar Allen Poe: A Psychoanalytic Interpretation, in which she examines Poe’s story ‘The Black Cat’ and draws definitive conclusions about the author’s psychological state by applying Freudian analysis to his text to examine his unconscious motives. I will argue, like David Galloway, that she ‘confuses the man with his narrators, and in so doing obscures the author’s imaginative achievement’, when she subscribes the themes and symbols in Poe’s tale to the authors sublimated drives.[footnoteRef:1] Even Freud expressed his reservations with the psychoanalysis of literature in the foreword to the 1949 edition of Bonaparte’s psycho-analytic interpretation when he wrote, ‘It may be that we have produced a complete caricature of an interpretation by introducing into an innocent work of art purposes of which its creator had no notion, and by so doing have shown once more how easy it is to find what one is looking for and what is occupying one's own mind.’[footnoteRef:2] So, I suggest a simpler analysis, that Poe’s symbolism, present in the surface of his text, examines unresolved cultural issues such as alcoholism and domestic violence.	Comment by Peter Mitchell: The presentation is very well introduced: it situates the discussion in the scholarly debate, introduces its main themes, and indicates the argument you are going to make. [1:  Poe, Edgar Allan. Selected Writings of Edgar Allan Poe: Poems, Tales, Essays and Reviews. Edited by David D. Galloway (Penguin, 1967), p. 24.]  [2:  Marie Bonaparte, The Life and Works of Edgar Allan Poe: A Psycho-analytic Interpretation (London: Imago, 1949), p. XI. ] 

 I will begin by examining some of Marie Bonaparte’s assertions, highlight omissions and supply more plausible alternatives for her conclusions. The main point I challenge is the theme of castration anxiety that Bonaparte invokes on multiple occasions. Details of her life in biographies, such as Celia Bertin’s Marie Bonaparte: a Life, include that she grew up without a mother, had a distant father, married a homosexual, and diagnosed herself as frigid despite having several lovers. This could explain her preoccupation with sexuality-based criticism, but it is more constructive to assess her text rather than her character. Instead, I will test her diagnosis by applying a version of Occam’s razor to find simpler explanations. I think Poe would support this approach as his detective Dupin said in ‘The Murders in Rue Morgue, ‘[t]here is such a thing, as being too profound. Truth is not always in a well. In fact, as regards the most important knowledge, I do believe she is invariably superficial.’[footnoteRef:3]	Comment by Peter Mitchell: This is remarkably apt of Dupin, isn’t it? 

A very well constructed argument with close reasoning. [3:  Edgar Allan Poe, Selected Writings of Edgar Allan Poe: Poems, Tales, Essays and Reviews (New York: Penguin Books, 1975), p. 204.] 

 When Marie Bonaparte examines the gouging out of Pluto’s eye she states, ‘it is hatred---hatred above all of the castrated and castrating mother embodying both active and passive castration from which the tale of the black cat derives’ and continues to elaborate that ‘the socket of the lost eye presents ... [the] idea of the vulva which unconsciously, is likened to some frightful wound, left from the severed penis.’[footnoteRef:4] I find this explanation unnecessarily complex as Poe’s visceral and concrete description of a gouged eye is gruesome and terrifying in itself. Bonaparte’s overlaying of Freudian dogma undermines the immediacy and universality of Poe’s chosen violent image, for his image speaks to all genders and cultures. In addition, Poe has created a visual reminder of his protagonist’s crime which is ironically poetic, for the lack of an eye makes the crime horrifically visible. This is a key driver of the plot as the protagonist cannot forget his violent outburst while the cat still lives and so is driven to compound his crime with yet another. So instead of ascribing Poe’s construction to his unconscious fear of castration it is simpler to allow him credit for his ability to elicit horror in his readers. It is worth mentioning here that many of Poe’s writings are non-fiction, he was a celebrated literary critic and authored essays such as The Poetic Principle and The Philosophy of Composition which evidence his intellectual clarity and awareness of writing craft. I propose instead that Poe’s symbol of the cat points ‘towards ... [a] larger philosophical dimension’ and that his creation is a darkly entertaining exploration of morality and that its key study is alcoholism.[footnoteRef:5] The early 1800’s saw a rise in alcoholism in North America. Frederick Marryat in his Diary in America gives a first-hand account that the U.S. not only reflected Britain’s Victorian values but also mirrored its alcoholism epidemic at that time. ‘The Black Cat’s’ theme of the pitfalls of alcohol addiction, both for the individual, their family and by extension the impact on society at large coheres with the times he lived in. He may indeed also have drawn from his own life experience to flesh out his characters perspective who, unlike the author, carries out physical violence towards his loved ones. At the time of publication, it was legal for a husband to beat his wife and children and so there was no shortage of source material on domestic violence for him to draw from be it personal or cultural. 	Comment by Peter Mitchell: The proposal of an alternative interpretation is well done. This is historicist and philosophical and coherently reinterprets the tale.	Comment by Peter Mitchell: New paragraph? [4:   Marie Bonaparte, The Life and Works of Edgar Allan Poe: A psychanalytic Interpretation, Ch. XXXVII ‘The Black Cat’ (London: Imago, 1949), p. 467-68. ]  [5:  Allan Tate, ‘The Angelic Imagination: Poe as God’ The Recognition of Edgar Allan Poe Carlson, Eric, W. Ed. (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press 1966), p. 239.] 

 Considering Poe’s exploration of alcoholism, I perceive that the demonification of the two cats in the text is a mechanism to explore burgeoning empiricist explanations of human behaviour as the Victorian era saw a waning influence of the religious belief that sin is orchestrated by the devil. The demonification of the cats begins with the protagonist’s wife’s allusion to ‘Cats as witches in disguise.’ [footnoteRef:6] culminates in the denouement when Poe describes ‘the hideous beast whose craft had seduced me to murder. Whose informing voice had consigned me to the hangman’’ such as might have arisen only out of hell... from the throats of the damned...demons that exult in the damnation.’[footnoteRef:7] [6:   Edgar Allan Poe, ‘The Black Cat’ in The Complete Tales and Poems of Edgar Allan Poe, with an introduction by Hervey Allen, The Modern Library (New York: Random House, c.1938), p. 223.]  [7:  Poe, (1938), p. 230.] 

 Poe makes his narrator unreliable by revealing the friction between his rational mind and superstitious beliefs, yet the only tangible instigator of the protagonist’s violence is his increased drinking. Poe has the protagonist clearly state, ‘my disease grew upon me---for what disease is like Alcohol!’ and describes his outbursts as ‘fiendish malevolence, gin-nurtured'.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Poe, (1938), p. 224.] 

 Bonaparte quotes the majority of Poe’s introductory paragraph but omits two small sections. The first unquoted section includes the statement ‘Yet mad I am not and surely I do not dream’ which to my reading undermines her examination of the author as neurotic and her treatment of the text as an unmediated experience like a dream.[footnoteRef:9] The second unquoted piece of that paragraph reads ‘In their consequences, these events have terrified---have tortured---have destroyed me’, thus revealing that Poe’s narrator, though not fully understanding the events, is capable of reflection and is aware that his behaviours are self-destructive.[footnoteRef:10] Unlike Marie Bonaparte, Poe allows the reader to make their own connections and judgements about the tale, to position their understanding of the story somewhere on an axis between the superstitious possession by evil narrative and the rational belief that the narrator is unreliable due to advanced alcoholism. [9:  Poe, (1938), p. 223.]  [10:  Poe, (1938), p. 223.] 

 Bonaparte applies Freud’s Oedipus complex onto the narrative, her primary assertion being that the cats in the story are an unconscious metaphor and are ‘a totem of Poe’s mother.’[footnoteRef:11] Her Freudian gymnastics provide in her mind definite conclusions such as, the fire after the first cats death ‘must...represent...punishment for , that urethro-phallic erotism which characterised the small boy’s genital desire for his mother and for which he was punished,’ though the surface of the text provides no corroboration.[footnoteRef:12] A simpler assumption is that although Poe’s unreliable narrator can provide no cause for the blaze, the reader has already been made aware by Poe that the protagonist is regularly ‘much intoxicated’.[footnoteRef:13] A house fire caused by carelessness is quite probable and the narrator's remorse from ‘commiting a sin, a deadly sin’ and his belief it may be a punishment from a ‘Most Terrible God’ is a more comprehendible psychological profile than Bonaparte’s assertion that the author has an unresolved Oedipus complex.[footnoteRef:14] Bonaparte also deduces that the second cat’s white markings symbolize milk and that Poe unconsciously hates that his ‘mother was barely able to breast feed’ him.[footnoteRef:15] I found an account from 1566 described by Helen Parish of ‘[a] pamphlet account of the trials that took place in Chelmsford in 1566 provided a detailed account of the three women accused of witchcraft, and their connections with their familiar, described as a white spotted cat named Satan.  [T]he cat ... inflicted harm upon members of the community, causing illness, and even death.’[footnoteRef:16] This, and many other historic examples, reveals alternative templates for Poe’s symbolic use of the cat. Furthermore, the marks apparent transformation into the gallows skilfully echos the murder of the previous cat, the image on the plaster and the final fate of the murderer providing a forewarning of doom. This repeating motif builds dramatic tension and adds structure by using imagery as a form of visual punctuation within the story. [11:   Bonaparte, p. 465.]  [12:   Bonaparte, p. 465.]  [13:   Poe, (1938), p. 224.]  [14:   Poe, (1938), p. 225.]  [15:   Bonaparte, p.475.]  [16:  Helen Parish, ’”Paltrie Vermin, Cats, Mise, Toads, and Weasils”: Witches, Familiars, and Human-Animal Interactions in the English Witch Trials’, Religions, 10, 134 (2019), <https://www.academypublication.com/issues2/tpls/vol08/03/06.pdf > [accessed 18 April 2025], p. 7.] 

 It is worth noting the variety of familiars believed to serve witches in Parish’s article include mice (Mise sic). Bonapartes explanation why witches’ familiars are cats, is that cat’s ‘universal symbolism’ is a vagina and ‘witches are the projection, in myths, of the wicked mother’.[footnoteRef:17] She also defines ‘a mouse ... as a phallic symbol [evident] in the mouse phobias we find so frequently in women’.[footnoteRef:18] These assertions are undermined by the variety of familiars believed to serve witches in the multiple medieval references in Parish’s article. [17:   Bonaparte, p. 466.]  [18:   Bonaparte, p. 466.] 

 My proposition that Poe uses the cat to explore the demonic underbelly of the Victorian era is supported by Brendan C. Walsh’s report that ‘[t]he Gothic monster, in occupying the intermediate zone between animal and human... develop into a vehicle for spiritual and cultural anxieties. In attempting to understand and contextualise the symbolic role of the animal in the Gothic, it is therefore necessary to trace its origins to the early modern period. It is in these early modern demonic possession narratives that the Gothic animal, the demonic other, truly takes form.’[footnoteRef:19] Like Floyd Stovall, ‘I believe the critic should look within the poem or tale for its meaning, and that he should not, in any case, suspect the betrayal of the author's unconscious self until he has understood all that his conscious self has contributed.’[footnoteRef:20]  [19:  Brian, C. Walsh, ‘‘Like a Madd Dogge’: Demonic Animals and Animal Demoniacs in Early Modern English Possession Narratives’ Heholt, Ruth, and Melissa Edmundson, editors. Gothic Animals: Uncanny Otherness and the Animal With-Out (Palgrave Macmillan, 2020), p. 36.]  [20:   Floyd Stovall, Edgar Poe the Poet; Essays New and Old on the Man and His Work (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1969), p. 183.] 

  My position may seem to presuppose a hierarchy of validity undermining the critic’s contribution and celebrating the author’s. I acknowledge that as a creative writer I could be inherently biased, but I make my claims based on the two texts and my research into the cultural landscape of their production. In this case I find it is the lack of self-reflection and very limited references in Bonaparte’s text that undermines her analysis; only Freud and a French folk song are drawn upon to support her diagnosis. This makes her thought-provoking conclusions appear blinkered. In contrast, Poe’s text is not presenting an argument; it offers a story for the reader to appreciate on their own terms and allows us to draw our own conclusions. 
 I conclude that in ‘The Black Cat’ rather than sublimating unconscious drives, Poe has created a complex character that reveals the protagonist’s self-destructive alcoholism and hidden motivations to the reader, through the characters dialogue, inner narrative, preoccupations and by what the character does not say or denies. In doing so he has crafted a compelling story that exposes social issues of his time, and that is still relevant today.
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This presentation has impressive scope and ambition. It persuasively reinterprets ‘The Black Cat’ in a way that simultaneously provides a well-wrought critique of Bonaparte’s psychoanalytical interpretation. It is also well-structured and argued throughout, if a little uneven in places.
A wide range of material is provided as reference, including Poe’s own writings on writing, and this is effectively employed to build your argument.
When you gave your oral presentation in class, you did so expressively, modulating tone, and the presentation was engaging.
You answered questions in a considered way.
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