In this presentation, I will explore how psychoanalysis is used in interpreting literature, focusing on Edgar Allan Poe’s The Black Cat. Drawing upon Marie Bonaparte's work, I will explore how Freudian concepts, particularly dream work and the Oedipus complex, reveal deeper psychological layers in Poe’s writing. I will also compare Bonaparte’s approach to those of other critics, such as Daniel Hoffman and David Leverenz, and reflect on how much an author’s personal life should influence our interpretation of their work. 
Psychoanalysis, developed by Sigmund Freud in the early 20th century, is a theory of the mind that suggests much of our behaviour is driven by subconscious thoughts, desires, and fears. Freud believed these repressed feelings often resurface in disguised forms, such as dreams. He suggests literary texts can function similarly, transforming subconscious material into symbolic narratives. According to Anthony Storr:
Freud described the mental process, or dream-work, by which the dream was modified and rendered less disturbing. These processes included condensation, the fusing together of different ideas and images into a single image; displacement, in which a potentially disturbing image or idea is replaced by something connected but less disturbing; representation, the process by which thoughts are converted into visual images, and symbolisation, in which some neutral object stands for, or alludes to, some aspect of sexual life or those persons connected with it which the dreamer would prefer not to recognise.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Anthony Storr, Freud: A Very Short Introduction, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), p.45.] 

Freud suggests that the creative process of writing and literary works can be considered like dreams. Bonaparte builds on this idea in her psychoanalytic reading of Poe. She argues that his stories, including The Black Cat, are not simply gothic fiction but symbolic expressions of repressed sado-necrophilist urges. This becomes especially compelling when we consider how Poe’s real life mirrors aspects of the story. At the time of writing The Black Cat, published in 1843, Poe’s wife, Virginia, was already ill with tuberculosis, the same disease that had killed his mother when he was just two years old. Bonaparte suggests that the similar parallels of the trauma witnessed in both childhood and again in adulthood allowed deep emotional wounds to resurface and be expressed in his fiction. She continues to say:
Doubtless young Edgar was taken for a last look at his ‘sleeping’ mother, a picture which was never to fade from his memory, Not, possibly, from the memory of consciousness, but from that other deeper memory which, unknown to us in ourselves, survives to form our natures and our fates.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Marie Bonaparte, The Life and Works of Edgar Allan Poe: A Psycho-Analytic Interpretation, trans. by John Rodker (New York: Humanities Press, 1971), p.7.
] 

According to Bonaparte, Poe’s unresolved longing and trauma from this early loss manifested symbolically in his stories. She applies Freud’s Oedipus complex to explain the emotional intensity of Poe’s fiction, suggesting that the cat in The Black Cat can be read as a symbol of castration anxiety, which Freud claims originates during the phallic stage of development. To support this view, Bonaparte draws the connection between Poe’s personal life by writing:
Virginia, when Poe married her, was a pale, fragile thing in whom the marks of her disease were soon apparent. Thus, she approximated still more closely to the type, which we saw, constituted Poe’s sexual ideal.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Bonaparte, p.86] 

Bonaparte goes as far as to speculate that Poe suffered from psychological impotence, a result of unresolved conflicts stemming from his mother's death during a crucial stage of his early development. She applies Freud’s Oedipus theory to Poe’s work, suggesting that his fiction reveals the subconscious traumas that originated during early childhood. In The Black Cat, for example, Bonaparte argues that the cat represents Poe’s mother, symbolic of his repressed castration anxiety. 
Yet though a cat, male or female, may represent the female genitals, why did not Poe choose a female cat for his tale, given the constant presence of Catterina? Some further factor must have determined the choice of a Pluto, rather than a Proserpine, to symbolise the mother who continued to haunt him from the grave […] How great, then, would be this scorn, in this case of a man who was impotent? And impotent through fear of castration; castration not only of the woman but by her too.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Bonaparte, p. 467.] 

From this perspective, Poe’s The Black Cat becomes more than just a horror story but a symbolic expression of deep psychological conflict, rooted in the subconscious. However, while Bonaparte’s psychoanalytic assessment focuses on how the narrator’s actions are mirrored by Poe’s troubled psyche, critics like David Leverenz and Daniel Hoffman take a different approach. Leverenz, for instance, argues that Poe’s writing is a performance designed to elicit strong emotional reactions from his readers by displaying scenes of domination and submission. Leverenz writes:
Poe loves to stage dramas of power and powerlessness. He shocks the reader with spectacles of dominance and objection in which highly cultivated men lose their mental control. The result re-masculinises Poe's genius, which delights in creating a buzz by playing with readers' cravings for sensations.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  David Leverenz, ‘Spanking the Master’, A Historical Guide to Edgar Allan Poe, ed. by J Gerald Kennedy, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), p. 98.] 

While Leverenz emphasises Poe's performative and provocative elements, Hoffman looks deeper into the philosophical contradictions that shape Poe’s imagination. Rather than reading Poe’s stories as confessions of personal trauma, Hoffman presents them as metaphysical explorations of human nature and the split between reason and madness by saying:
Edgar Poe, with his faculty psychology, splits man, splits himself apart into mutually exclusive functions, yet insists upon the essentiality of their unification. His sanest sage is therefore all but indistinguishable from a madman, his direst maniac a covert genius.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Daniel Hoffman, Poe, Poe, Poe, Poe, Poe, Poe, Poe (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1998), p. 168.

] 

Hoffman suggests that Poe’s tales blur the line between rationality and insanity not to reveal buried guilt, as Bonaparte argues, but to expose the fragile unity of the human self. In this view, The Black Cat is not just a projection of Poe’s subconscious fears but a portrait of the fractured mind attempting to reconcile opposing internal forces.
Psychoanalysis offers rich tools for exploring Poe’s fiction, especially considering how his personal traumas may have shaped his creative imagination. Yet, as critics like Leverenz and Hoffman remind us, Poe’s writing is never simply autobiographical; it is performative, philosophical, and unsettlingly ambiguous. Hoffman captures this by saying:
In criticism, it is usually assumed that to be worthy of scholarly attention, an author is, by common consent, a sheer genius. Or sheer fudge. But Poe was a deeply, tragically divided man. We can’t get his genius without his fudge, or his fudge without his genius. Nor is it a foregone conclusion which is which.[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  Hoffman, p. x.] 

It may be this unresolved tension between clarity and distortion, genius, and madness, which makes Poe’s work so enduringly haunting. While the psychoanalytic theory of literature highlights how subconscious thoughts may surface through symbolism, I believe Poe was highly aware of what he was writing. Though subconscious elements undoubtedly emerge, Poe deliberately drew from his experiences and emotional history. Like many writers, he used aspects of himself. Memories, grief, and trauma are used as an inspiration and a conscious tool to shape powerful fiction. There are parallels between his personal life and his stories, but I consider these to be intentionally crafted rather than purely subconscious projections.
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