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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.

‘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.’
 “The Black Cat” by Edgar Allan Poe
 is a short story written in 1842 which allows us to delve in these workings of a complex mind. Like numerous other stories of Poe, it is of a melancholic nature which leaves the reader in a state of confusion at the end. In using a psychoanalytic approach of literary criticisms the narrator’s character development will be elaborated based on explanations of Marie Bonaparte within ‘The Life and Works of Edgar Allan Poe: A Psycho-Analytic Interpretation’
 to analyse why the nature of “The Black Cat” holds the sadistic undertones that it does. Also, whether the assumption that the literary work must be an expression of the authors psyche is a reasonable assumption. 
The narrator in ‘The Black Cat’ is an individual with many psychological issues. To most, the unnamed narrator is abusive, arguably an alcoholic, a bully and most importantly a murderer. He uses this platform to tell the reader of the tale of his sincerity to insanity, the biased reading of the events takes place on the evening before his scheduled demise. Throughout the story the tale seems less of a confession and more of a position to gloat. Marie Bonaparte refers to this confession of a crime as ‘criminals exhibitionist urges’
 upon highlighting how ‘murders like to boast of their deeds’.
 The man shows remorse, or the morality of what would be shown through his super-ego
 but partially tries to justify his actions. Whether that be blaming the cat or his journey into madness due to other issues such as his past experience or alcoholism. In regard to separation, the narrator seems to use almost an alter ego to separate himself from his insanity. He does this by introducing himself as gentle and quite loving by stating “From my infancy I was noted for the docility and humanity of my disposition. My tenderness of heart was even so conspicuous as to make me the jest of my companions.”
 This peaceful attitude is purposefully placed to become a direct contrast with the same individual who kills his wife and animals, but instead he describes that part of himself as someone who was possessed by “The fury of a demon” and he “no longer knew himself due to his “original” soul seemed, at one, to take its flight from (his) body; and a more than fiendish malevolence, gin-nurtured, thrilled every fibre of (his) frame.”
 This demonic counterpart becomes almost his narrated alter ego, something he believes he is not. Marie Bonaparte argues that the soul which is here said to leave his body is “not the “original” soul, but rather the part of the psyche which derives from education: in other words, its moralistic and inhibitory aspects. Actually, it is the psyche’s deepest and truly “original” instinctual elements which, by the liberating effects of alcohol, take utter possession of the cat-destroyer’s soul”.
 Bonaparte goes as far as to suggest that Poe’s separation from his mother at such a young age whilst Poe was in the child’s ‘oral stage’ as once highlighted by Sigmund Freud, is a main reason as to why Poe wrote in the sadistic manor that he did. Moreover, it is the reason “The Black Cat” is filled with such aggression and the narrators tale spirals out in the violent way it did. Bonaparte argues that “Poe’s perverseness is never other than erotised aggression, whether directed outwards against others or inwards against himself: it is always sadism or masochism”.
 This point acts as a strong contender to the argument as to whether the assumption that the literary work must be an expression of the authors psyche. 
Additionally, the theme of loss is explored and portrayed in numerous different ways throughout “The Black Cat”. The narrator admits his tendency to drink, upon reciting his encounter on the night of the first crime against Pluto, he describes himself as “intoxicated”
 and “gin-filled”.
 This alcohol influenced mind-set results in him loosing grip on reality and more importantly his mental state and with it he loses his reason. This results in him cutting one of the cats eyes from the socket, as he describes “the poor beast by the throat, and deliberately cut one of its eyes from the socket.”
 Bonaparte in reference to Poe highlights how “Poe also knew, from experience, the power of drink to release phantasies of violence and sadistic. True he did not carry them out, but they, therefore, haunted his unconscious with still greater intensity, as his tales clearly prove”.
 This implies the storyline of “The Black Cat” is Poe’s subconscious desire to satisfy his Id like tendencies, more so in relation to Poe’s biological mother. Bonaparte believes that the death of the cat is a representation of Poe killing his mother. The story also shows loss of people and possessions, for example the loss of his wife and the loss of materialistic possessions in the fire that burns his house down. The loss of his house strikes sadness into the narrator “My entire worldly wealth was swallowed up, and I resigned myself thenceforward to despair”.
 Contrastingly, the loss of his wife does not bring about the same feelings “This hideous murder accomplished, I set myself forthwith, and with entire deliberation, to the task of concealing the body”.
 Although the crime was described as hideous, there is very little emotion or remorse shown when he speaks of murdering his wife. He swiftly shifts focus onto trying to hide the body so that he can get away with the crime he has just committed. There is very little remorse shown upon telling the tale and also when speaking of his wife’s body he coldly refers to it as ‘the body’ although they had no emotional connection at all. Upon hiding the body the murderer states “The wall did not present the slightest appearance of having been disturbed… I looked round triumphantly, and said to myself, ‘Here, at least, then, my labor has not been in vain!”
 Bonaparte suggests that the death of his wife brought him slight joy and in direct link to this quote that if it was translated into terms of the unconscious it would read “At last the woman, that castrated monster, will never reappear. The castration-fear is walled up forever(497)”.
 The narrator even goes as far as to state that without the cat and regardless of the murder of his wife he “soundly and tranquilly slept”.
 The loss of his wife shows loss of innocence as the narrator himself described her as having “that humanity of feeling”
, she could have been his grounding force as she is loyal and kind until the end when she obstructs the blow of the axe “Arrested by the hand of my wife”
 which would have fatally killed her beloved cat.
Another essential point is how within “The Black Cat”, Poe plays with the idea of boundaries. There is first notion of boundaries between love and hate as mentioned previously, as in the beginning Poe introduces the narrator as a loving, caring and gentle child with the love of animals which grows up to be a ‘cat-destroyer’.
 The narrator portrays Pluto as a malevolent being, introducing him initially in full awareness of the “superstition… which regarded all black cats as witches in disguise”.
 Pluto also being the name of the god who rules the underworld, this cat is surrounded in supernatural connotations. This begs the question, when as readers do they draw the line between irrational thoughts and rational thoughts? Is this the ramblings of a mad man or is it real? As the narrator describes the events as “nothing more than an ordinary succession of very natural causes of effects,”
 The idea of an image of “the figure of a gigantic cat”
 Being imprinted on a lone standing wall left by a fire with “rope about the animal’s neck”
 is not an image many would chose to believe.  Bonaparte would argue that this ‘ordinary succession of very natural cause of effects’
 lies within Poe’s personal demon. The demon is portrayed as the cat but Bonaparte would argue this is actually a “totem of Poe’s mother, conjured up by Catterina’s presence round the house and bed of his consumptive mother-figure Virginia”.
 Bonaparte believes that this hidden totem stems from “the small boy’s genital desire for his mother and for which he was punished”.
 This again draws attention to the idea of boundaries, the boundary here being Poe’s subconscious desire between desiring his mother genitally and also loathing her in fear of castration.

In addition to the last point, Poe’s lack of knowledge on boundaries in regard to the loss of his mother, this can be related to the struggle to form a coherent and functioning self of a traumatic personal history. This is visible within the narrator and the Psychoanalytic reading of Poe himself. In reference to the narrator firstly, he reveals that certain events have occurred in the past that “have terrified – have tortured – have destroyed”
 him. The narrator also writes that “some intellect may be found which will reduce my phantasm to the common-place – some intellect more calm, more logical, and far less excitable than my own, which will perceive, in the circumstances I detail with awe, nothing more than ordinary succession of very natural causes of effects”
 He claims that he cannot tell the story clearly due to him being too excited to prove that the series of crimes that took place were completely understandable. In ways he is asking for a logical reader who is not too “excitable” to be able to clarify the story and understand its meaning. This statement seems truly contradictory and sounds quite insane. It seems he is begging for the readers to believe he is not insane but then openly admits he is not capable of understanding his own reality. It seems in the narrator’s case, the traumatic personal history he inflicted on himself in this instance indeed hinders him from being able to form a coherent and functioning self. Bonaparte argues that although castration is the core theme of the Poe’s tale but “all the primitive anxieties of the child, which often remain those of the adult seem, as by design, to be gathered here, as though to express the utmost extreme of anxiety”.
 She then goes on to outline Freud’s chronological sequence of the primary forms of anxiety in the child. She states that the ‘birth-anxiety’ is the first of which to appear, this is the first form of anxiety of which all later anxiety derives. She then goes on to explain ‘Separation-anxiety’ is visible in numerous forms, the most prominent being the images of breast feeding that Poe writes about within this story. For example, the narrator speaks of the image of the gallows which was outlined in white splotches on his cats breast “It was not the representation of an object that I shudder to name… the Gallows”.
 As Bonaparte has already highlighted that the cat is a totem of Poe’s mother, the symbol of the gallows is more than a supernatural co-incidence. Bonaparte argues that “in the white splotches the cat’s breast, symbol of the first sensuous pleasure bestowed by mother on child, there appears, as though drawn in milk, the symbol of the criminal’s future retribution: a punishment which, by the law of talion, is equal to that to which the mother was earlier subjected: hanging”.
 Additionally, according to Bonaparte this is “the most purely physiological being that connected with weaning, through every separation from the mother rouses fears of losing her love and protection, with the concomitant anxiety that inspires”.
She then goes on to bring around again the notion of ‘castration-anxiety’, according to Bonaparte this “determines the repression of the child’s sexuality—masturbation and Oedipus complex included”.
 This according to Bonaparte as previously stated through the death of the cat and the wife is a product of Poe’s fear of ‘castration-anxiety’. This all contends to Poe’s dream-like writing of “The Black Cat”, as it shows his past and upbringing affected him and burnt conflict within him which shone through his art.
In conclusion to this psychanalytic analysis of ‘The Black Cat’, the issues before stated are definitely visible within the text. It has become clear that through paying attention to such issues, that the writers personal history can indeed shine through and give reasoning behind characters and their actions. It seems Poe’s own thoughts and feelings have been a major influence to the story-line and the narrator’s aggression. The predominant theme in this short story was loss and the loss that seemed to be most influential was the loss of Poe’s mother. From assessing the story using Marie Bonaparte’s classical psychoanalytic interpretation allowed insight on deeper meaning and understanding of how the loss of Poe’s mother at such a young age had such effect on him. Such an effect that it translated into his writing or as Bonaparte states The only heritage Elizabeth Arnold left her despairing, grief-stricken son, was the magnified image of herself; an image which would haunt his art and existence(466)”
 and that Poe’s mother continued to “haunt him from the grave.”
 Furthermore, in reply to the notion that the literary work must be an expression of the authors psyche, has been proves to be a reasonable assumption after short analysis throughout this essay.
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