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‘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.
Sigmund Freud’s analysis of literature provided crucial terms for developing his psychoanalytic theories. Greek mythology allowed him to explore his theories of the stages of the Oedipus complex which he devised, where the unconscious mind of a male child from infancy onwards, would want to be rid of the father and become the sexual partner of the mother.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Rabaté, Jean-Michel, The Cambridge Introduction to Literature and Psycholanalysis, Cambridge University Press, 2014, pp.25] 

Freud’s Oedipal complex was based in the Oedipus story in Greek mythology, where Oedipus’s killing of his father and marrying his mother, Jocasta, would lead to his mother hanging herself and Oedipus gouging his own eyes out.[footnoteRef:2] The hanging and gouging out of eyes have a significance in the reading of The Black Cat by Edgar Allan Poe, and will be discussed later in this essay. [2:  https://www.greekmythology.com/Myths/Mortals/Oedipus/oedipus.html] 

The Oedipal complex is split into different age stages of the development of a child’s awareness.  The first stage is oral, centred on breastfeeding. The second is anal - being weaned and eating food for the first time and the third stage is the phallic stage where children become aware of their genitals. 
Freud’s influential ideas gained many followers and were applied to literary criticism, with one patient and friend of Freud, Maria Bonaparte, applying his theories to Poe’s writing. In this Marie Bonaparte was particularly impressed with Freud’s 1908 paper Creative Writers and Day-Dreaming, which emphasises the importance of a writer’s childhood memories in the creation of their writing consciousness. 
In The Life and Works of Edgar Allan Poe: A Psycho-Analytic Interpretation,[footnoteRef:3] Marie Bonaparte interprets The Black Cat by Edgar Allen Poe. Bonaparte was a founder member of the French psychoanalytic movement and the great grand-niece of Emperor Napoleon.[footnoteRef:4] She herself enlightened Freud and proved to be a vital assistant to Freud in his psychoanalytical theories.[footnoteRef:5]  [3:  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. ]  [4:    Warner, Silas L., Princess Marie Bonaparte, Edgar Allen Poe, and Pyschobiography, Journal of the American Academy of Psychoanalysis, 19 (3), 446-461, 1991.]  [5: Rabaté, Jean-Michel,  The Cambridge Introduction to Literature and Psycholanalysis, Cambridge University Press, 2014, p.122] 

Bonaparte was intrigued and fascinated with the work of Edgar Allan Poe;[footnoteRef:6] Poe’s life bore a strong resemblance to her own, and can be seen as a mirror image of her own life, with her own mother passing away a month after her birth, followed by further consequent, loss traumas. Bonaparte therefore may have identified with Poe as their early childhoods shared similar traumas of loss and separation, with Poe’s father leaving when he was 2 years old, his mother dying when Poe was around the age of three, and he and his siblings being separated.[footnoteRef:7]  Bonaparte uses the evidence of Poe’s life to analyse his work through ‘psychobiography’.  Warner describes how Bonaparte read Poe from the age of nineteen, was intrigued with his hard life and ascertains the part of Poe’s life, when he was growing up with a dying mother, as the part that she most identifies with.  His genre of Gothic horror and his detective stories ‘excited and scared’ her.[footnoteRef:8]  [6:      Barry, Peter, Beginning Theory – An Introduction to Literary and Cultural Theory, Manchester University Press, 2002, p. 117]  [7:   Warner, Silas L., Princess Marie Bonaparte, Edgar Allen Poe, and Pyschobiography, Journal of the American Academy of Psychoanalysis, 19 (3), 1991, p.459]  [8:  Warner, Silas L., Princess Marie Bonaparte, Edgar Allen Poe, and Pyschobiography, Journal of the American Academy of Psychoanalysis,  19 (3), 1991, p.451] 

Poe’s biological father had a reputation for drunkenness, an inability to be successful and to reach prosperity, much like the narrator of the Black Cat and indeed like Poe himself during his own lifetime.  Poe’s father deserted the family when Poe was two years old, Poe did not see his father again. His mother, a successful actress, gave birth to a third child, a sister to Poe and his brother, before she died from tuberculosis.  Poe and his siblings would have watched their mother’s slow decay. It is probable that she became a walking skeleton unable to breastfeed her baby, coughing up blood and eventually suffocating with consumption. This would have been witnessed by her children. Having lost both his parents, Poe was then separated from his siblings and he did not see his sister again. Frances and John Allen took Poe into their own family and assumed guardianship of him.[footnoteRef:9] Warner cites Bonaparte’s comments on Poe’s necrophilia and notes that he married a ‘sickly, consumptive-appearing woman who was many years his junior.’[footnoteRef:10]  [9:    Magistrate, Tony, Student Companion to Edgar Allan Poe, Greenwood Press, Westport, Connecticut, 2001, p.2,]  [10:   Warner, Silas L., Princess Marie Bonaparte, Edgar Allen Poe, and Pyschobiography, Journal of the American Academy of Psychoanalysis,  19 (3), 1991, p.454] 

Bonaparte’s discussion of the relationship of the narrator of the Black Cat with the cat itself concludes that the cat in The Black Cat is Poe’s mother, and the narrator’s need to kill the cat is a result of Poe’s being stuck in his ‘sadistic-anal and already phallic phase.’[footnoteRef:11] The sadism is apparent in the act of the narrator’s gouging out of the eye of the cat, and the later hanging of it. Bonaparte states that it is ‘the liberating effects of alcohol’ [footnoteRef:12] that allow the unconscious impulse of the narrator and therefore Poe to emerge. She provides an analysis of the cat, a symbol of the female genital organ, as being Poe’s mother [footnoteRef:13]– and the gouging out of the eye of the cat is an oedipal act signifying castration, as Oedipus gouged his own eyes out after his mother Jocasta hangs herself. Similarly, it is possible to read the hanging of the cat as a parallel to the act of Jocasta, Oedipus’ mother, hanging herself after committing incest with her son.  [11:  Bonaparte, Marie, The Life and Works of Edgar Allan Poe: A Psycho-Analytic Interpretation, Ch. XXXVII ‘The Black Cat’ (London: Imago, 1949), p. 469]  [12:  Bonaparte, Marie, The Life and Works of Edgar Allan Poe: A Psycho-Analytic Interpretation, Ch. XXXVII ‘The Black Cat’ (London: Imago, 1949), p. 469]  [13: Bonaparte, Marie, The Life and Works of Edgar Allan Poe: A Psycho-Analytic Interpretation, Ch. XXXVII ‘The Black Cat’ (London: Imago, 1949), p. 466 ] 

In the very first sentence of The Black Cat the narrator declares his state of mind: 
…for the most, wild, yet most homely narrative which I am about to pen, I neither expect nor solicit. Yet, mad am I not-- and very surely do I not dream. But to-morrow I die, and today I would unburden my soul. My immediate purpose is to place before the world, plainly, succinctly, and without comment, a series of mere household events… [footnoteRef:14] [14:   Doubleday and Company, Complete Stories and Poems of Edgar Allan Poe, , Garden City, New York, 1966, p. 63 - 64 ] 

He indicates that he sounds very sane and logical, but in reality the last line indicates it is not logical and he is not calm. His excitability with the events that have happened show that this state is not normal, and it is possible that he feels guilt and is trying to relieve the pressure of his conscience. This act would help him to regain a sense of his identity through the telling of his tale, to form a coherent self from the trauma of his experience. The narrator’s confidence and control of the narrative and his expression is in contradiction with the horrors and the extreme events that he is describing.  
The narrator is pushing the boundaries between sanity and insanity and his identity is somewhere in between. He is conscious that “some intellect… more calm, more logical, and far less excitable than my own” will be able to see the ordinariness in his tale and its ‘very natural causes and effects’. [footnoteRef:15] This can be read as an open invitation to psychoanalyse his work, and an attempt to prove his insanity, and his lack of responsibility for what has happened. Marie Bonaparte describes how the narrator  [15:  Ibid.] 

“Appears to be motivated by two apparently opposite trends: the pressure of conscience which demands punishment for our sins, and our instinctual urges towards criminal activities, which may even reach the exhibitionism we find here…”[footnoteRef:16]  [16: Bonaparte, Marie, The Life and Works of Edgar Allan Poe: A Psycho-Analytic Interpretation, Ch. XXXVII ‘The Black Cat’ (London: Imago, 1949)  p. 463   ] 

Bonaparte is saying that the narrator, and maybe Poe himself, is trying to be ‘normal’, saying that what happened is ordinary and common place.  He seems to have a dissociative personality, swinging from soft and loving, to brutal and cruel – enjoyments, followed by remorse, followed by justification.  The narrator tell us that perverseness is one of man’s primitive impulses,[footnoteRef:17] and he struggles to form a coherent and functioning self out of a damaging context by trying to justify his actions or risk “The final and irrevocable overthrow,”[footnoteRef:18] the loss of his former self. [17: Doubleday and Company, Complete Stories and Poems of Edgar Allan Poe, Garden City, New York, 1966, p65]  [18: Doubleday and Company, Complete Stories and Poems of Edgar Allan Poe, Doubleday and Company, Garden City, New York, 1966, p65] 

It is the narrator’s intemperance that is blamed, the alcoholism of the narrator, of Poe’s father and Poe himself.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Magistrate Tony, Student Companion to Edgar Allan Poe, Greenwood Press, Westport, Connecticut, 2001, p.2.] 

This disease that might have been handed down from one generation to another, as it was in Poe’s own family.  The narrator’s love for his animals and his wife grows in part from the enjoyment of watching the suffering he causes suffering each night when his character changes through the act of drinking. This meant he would care for them tenderly when he was sober, ‘deriving from it one of my principle sources of pleasure,’[footnoteRef:20] but when alcohol pushes him to the other side and he appears to enjoy the brutality of his violence and change in his character. His soul is replaced by a demonic friend seeking his vengeance against the ones who have left him and ones that he loved.  His loss makes him angry, and so he punishes what he loves.  It is his alcoholism and demonic possession of his soul which he blames for his actions. [20:   Doubleday and Company, Complete Stories and Poems of Edgar Allan Poe, Garden City, New York, 1966, p. 63 ] 

The narrator describes his life growing up and his sensitivity, and his dislike of human beings because they made fun of his ‘tenderness of heart.’[footnoteRef:21] He was not good with people, he was better with animals to whom he relates more easily with his peculiarity.  In Poe’s own life, people leave him, contributing to his feelings of loss, his bereavement for his mother, his father, his siblings and later his wife.  The narrator finds animals loyal and less unselfish than people, animals are faithful and love unselfishly like his ‘sagacious’ dog.[footnoteRef:22]  The narrator’s comment “There is something in the unselfish self-sacrificing love of a brute which goes directly to the heart of him who has had frequent occasion to test the paltry friendship and gossamer fidelity of a mere man”[footnoteRef:23]  could be interpreted as an allusion to the loss that Poe experienced in his own life.   [21:  Doubleday and Company, Complete Stories and Poems of Edgar Allan Poe, Doubleday and Company, Garden City, New York, 1966, p. 63]  [22:  Ibid.]  [23:  Doubleday and Company, Complete Stories and Poems of Edgar Allan Poe, Doubleday and Company, Garden City, New York, 1966, p. 63 - 64] 

The contradiction of his love for his pets and the misdeeds of the horrors he imposes on them are the centre of his psychology: “my pets, of course, were made to feel the change in my disposition.  I not only neglected, but ill-used them.”[footnoteRef:24]  It is sadness, but as if possessed by evil, and the glory was his enjoyment of perverseness and being wicked and depraved.  His innocent soul is set against his own perversion when he is drunk. This contradiction is a reflection of the feelings that classical Freudian psychology might say that Poe has towards his own mother. The woman that he loved left him - why would a mother do that to her child?  The narrator’s sadism could come from the anger that Poe experienced.  [24:  Doubleday and Company Complete Stories and Poems of Edgar Allan Poe, , Garden City, New York, 1966, p. 64] 

The sadness that life had given Poe propels him forward with the literature of horror to tell the story of his imagination and his own life through his narratives.  Poe releases his torment at the loss and separation into the imagination of creative genius of his work, likewise the narrator releases his anguish and loss through drink and violence.
When the narrator’s house burns down, he loses all his worldly possessions, illustrating his sense of loss: “The destruction was complete. My entire worldly wealth was swallowed up, and I resigned myself thenceforward to despair.”[footnoteRef:25]  This loss is a parallel to Poe’s loss of his mother at such a young age, leaving him with nothing except sorrow and separation, and tortured memories of her dying.  In the Black Cat, the narrator loses everything – loved ones, money, house, all his possessions, his pride, his happiness and hope. He has fallen from a height, he had everything and now he has nothing. [25: Doubleday and Company Complete Stories and Poems of Edgar Allan Poe, Doubleday and Company, Garden City, New York, 1966, p65] 

The narrative of Poe’s life and the narrator’s tale can be seen to be similar, particularly through Bonaparte’s Freudian interpretation which suggests that the protagonist of the Black Cat is in fact Poe.  The genre allows this to flow -the author and the narrator are one but not the same.  
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