Critical and Cultural Theory

SEMINAR 2

Classical Psychoanalysis I: Psychoanalysis of the author
Marie Bonaparte on ‘The Black Cat’: ‘Psychobiography’, or the Psychoanalytic Diagnosis of Poe from the Evidence of His Literary Works and Life
BC = Poe, Edgar Allan. ‘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), pp. 223-30
MB = Bonaparte, Marie, The Life and Works of Edgar Allan Poe: A Psycho-Analytic Interpretation, Ch. XXXVII ‘The Black Cat’ (London: Imago, 1949), pp. 458-85

SF = 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

EW = Wright, Elizabeth, Psychoanalytic Criticism: Theory in Practice, New Accents series (London; New York: Methuen, 1984; reprinted with a new appendix 1987, 1991 by Routledge)

1. According to Bonaparte, Poe a Sado-Necrophilist: his psychology is characterised by a desire for his dying mother motivated by castration-anxiety
- MB, 461; EW, 40

The symptomatology includes sexual impotence

- SF, 126

2. Key effects in ‘The Black Cat’ - MB, 465-71, 473

· Pluto as representative of Poe’s mother (via Catterina and the association of the cat with the female genital organs)
· Poe’s ‘genital desire for his mother and for which he was punished’ – Phallic Stage, Castration Complex (MB, 482) and punishing, by hanging, ‘the castrated and castrating mother’
· The white-breasted cat as the mother during the child’s Oral Stage (MB, 473-74)
3. This reading of ‘The Black Cat’ rests on making certain critical manoeuvres, each of which involves relating Poe’s biography closely with criticism of his works:

1) Author = Narrator: Poe’s temptation to drink alcohol and the narrator’s ‘similar’ compulsion. Is this a reasonable equation to make? - MB, 459, 461; EW, 43-44 

2) The assumption is that the literary work must be an expression of the author’s psyche, more specifically his Unconscious. Is this a reasonable assumption?

a. The literary work as like the dream work – MB, 481; EW, 40-41

i. The dream is motivated by wish fulfilment – EW, 41

ii. The dream is characterised by condensation and displacement – EW, 42-43

iii. The dream is characterised by inversion – MB, 474, 475

b. The literary work is a symptom, a ‘recreation’ of the author’s neuroses – SF, 119, 129
c. The literary work offers a compensation – SF, 126

d. The literary work is characterised by transference and by the ‘compulsion to repeat’ – EW, 41, 44

4. We might also examine the reasoning in Bonaparte’s classical psychoanalysis of the author. Is the reasoning flawed? Is it circular?

- MB, 459 – evidence of Poe’s fondness of animals in childhood ‘allows us to conclude that the sadistic components of his instincts must have been very early repressed’ – This assumes that there must have been sadistic instincts; but on what basis? The answer is twofold:
1) Psychoanalytic theory: Origins of sadistic instincts? Theory of Repression and the division of the psyche into Conscious, Unconscious (MB, 462)
2) The evidence of the literary text: 
- MB, 461 – The Tales are presented as evidence that ‘clearly proves’ the character of Poe’s Unconscious

5. The question that we might ask here concerns the extent of conscious control the author might be said to have over their creation – SF, 131, 142-45

In Bonaparte’s reading, and in subsequent psychoanalytic approached to Poe, the author is purported to anticipate psychoanalysis in his fiction and his literary theories. To what extent does this suggest the author’s conscious control over his creation?
- MB, 459; BC, 223

- MB, 462-63 – Poe’s description of ‘Perverseness’

- SF, 141-42 – Poe’s analysis of mental features in their effects (similar to Lacan?)

6. Does Poe’s text resist psychoanalytic readings or appropriation by psychoanalytic critics?
- MB, 462 – the innocent ‘original soul’ is a Romantic notion

- MB, 462, 464 – Poe’s description of ‘Perverseness’ might relate to Reformed theology

- SF, 130 – Bonaparte’s ‘naivety’
7. What general conclusions can we draw? I will suggest some:
a. Psychoanalytic critics sometimes adopt critical approaches in which literature is relegated to the position of foil for its more abstract counterpart; that is, approaches in which literature is seen as a mere body of language that needs to be explained through the authority of theory, which is by contrast considered as a body of knowledge whose masterly competence is called upon to interpret. 
b. Psychoanalytic approaches to literature should perhaps rather appreciate the relationship between literature and theory as one in which neither discipline need dominate the other, and in which the subjects traverse each other’s boundaries and interrogate and criticise each other in a real dialogue, as between two different bodies of language and between different modes of knowledge.
c. Rather than assume that the literary work must be an expression of the author’s psyche, we may wish to place greater emphasis on its literary specificity, its textuality. E.g. If literature has a cause outside itself (e.g. the unconscious desire of the author) this should be regarded as necessary but not sufficient to an explanation or interpretation of the literary work. 

d. Felman (SF, 121-25, 129-30) proposes reversing the classical psychoanalytic position. Rather than seeing the the literary work as a symptom, the author might be seen as the symptom (more properly the idea or impression of the author we construct from reading their works – an implied author).

e. The writer can be perceived as analogous to the analysand (as in Bonaparte) but also the analyst; and the reader may also be seen as in both positions. Lacan argues that there is no metalanguage, no critical theory, that is itself free of the effects of the Unconscious.

- SF, 127-28, 142, 145; EW, 44-45
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