
  
    EDGAR ALLAN POE


    AMERICAN WRITER, POET AND CRITIC


    
      	Born in Boston in 1809.


      	Died in Baltimore in 1849.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	“The Raven” (1845), poem


          	The Murders in the Rue Morgue (1841), short story


          	The Tell-Tale Heart (1843), short story

        

      

    


    Edgar Allan Poe was born in Boston in 1809, but grew up primarily in Richmond, Virginia under the care of his foster-father John Allan (American businessman, 1779-1834) a successful tombstone and tobacco merchant. In 1826 he enrolled in the University of Virginia to read ancient and modern languages, but dropped out after his first year due to escalating gambling debts. In 1827 he enlisted in the US Army and published three volumes of poetry which were met with critical indifference. After his dishonourable discharge he made more serious attempts at a literary career, writing for several magazines and periodicals (work which he would continue, for financial support, throughout his life). In 1836 he married his underage cousin Virginia Eliza Clemm (1822-1847) and the marriage was followed by a period of comparative commercial success. His true artistic break came in 1845 when the Evening Mirror published his poem “The Raven”, transforming him into a household name virtually overnight. Success was short-lived, however, and his work as a journalist began to dry up due to strained relationships with his editors and increasing alcoholism. Virginia died of consumption in 1847 and Poe became increasingly unstable following her death. In 1849 he was found wandering the streets of Baltimore, delirious and wearing another man’s clothes; he was rushed to hospital but died shortly afterwards. The exact cause and circumstances of his death remain a mystery, and have only served to enhance his posthumous reputation as a leading light in the Gothic and Dark Romantic traditions.

  


  
    THE BLACK CAT


    POE'S TALE OF OBSESSION AND MURDER


    
      	Genre: short story


      	Reference edition: Poe, E. (1933) The Black Cat. Tales of Mystery and Imagination. London: Daily Express Publications. pp.171-180.


      	1st edition: 1843


      	Themes: guilt, fear, the imp of the perverse, the unreliable narrator, madness, obsession, murder

    


    The Black Cat tells the story of an unnamed narrator and his obsessive relationship with his own cats. Initially fond of his beautiful black cat Pluto, the narrator’s increasing alcoholism makes him paranoid and unpredictable until one morning, while drunk, he mutilates and kills the animal, cutting out its eye and hanging it from a tree in his garden. Subject to numerous misfortunes after the event and haunted by his own guilt, as well as by a second black cat, the narrator is driven to madness and eventually to murder.


    The piece deals with many of Poe’s signature themes, including guilt and madness, and features two of his favourite devices: the unreliable narrator (see also The Tell Tale Heart) and the avenging animal (see also “The Raven”).


    It was published in the Saturday Evening Post in 1843 to popular acclaim, spawning many imitations and pastiches. It has since become a staple of horror and short story anthologies.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    The Black Cat opens with the narrator addressing the audience directly. He is writing from his prison cell “to unburden [his] soul” (p.171) before he is hanged the next morning. He openly acknowledges that the story he is about to tell is far-fetched, that he understands that many readers will not believe it and, indeed, that he would be mad to expect them to.


    The narrator details his childhood, explaining that from an early age he has had a deep love for animals, preferring their company to that of humans. His wife is equally fond of them and together they keep a large menagerie, his favourite being a beautiful black cat called Pluto with whom he shares a special and reciprocal bond (the cat is so attached to him that it often follows him around the house and often down the street). Increasing alcoholism, however, leaves him paranoid as to whether or not Pluto truly loves him, and one evening, convinced that the cat is avoiding him, he tries to pick it up and receives “a slight wound” on his hand (p.173). In a fit of drunken anger, he immediately takes out his penknife and cuts out the animal’s eye (he notes that even writing about the event causes him to “blush […] burn [… and] shudder”, ibid.). Although he initially feels guilt, it is “a feeble, equivocal feeling” and he soon “drown[s] in wine all memory of the deed” (ibid.).


    Pluto recovers but is badly mutilated, “frightful” to look at, and, of course, terrified of the narrator (ibid.). Although he is initially upset by the animal’s newfound fear of him, this soon gives way to irritation and eventually to “perverseness” (ibid.) (i.e. the impulse to do something that he should not). Motivated by this “unfathomable longing […] to do wrong for the wrong’s sake” the narrator hangs Pluto “in cold blood” from a tree in his garden (pp.173-174).


    That night, the narrator’s house mysteriously catches fire, and although he and his wife escape, it burns to the ground, leaving them destitute. In an attempt to find out what started the fire, the narrator returns to the ruins and sees the image of a hanged cat “as if graven in bas relief” on the wall above his bed (p.174). He is terrified but attempts to explain the vision ‘rationally’, theorising that someone in the crowd on the night of the fire threw his own dead cat at him in an attempt to wake him up, and it became embedded in the wall. It is not a convincing explanation and he leaves the house shaken. Troubled over the next few months by an emotion that is not quite regret, but which he believes is something close to it, he resolves to get a new black cat to “supply [the] place” of the old (p.175).


    One evening as the narrator sits, drunk, in a disreputable bar, he spots a large black cat, identical to Pluto save for a white patch on its chest (and the fact that it has both eyes), curled on top of a barrel of gin. The cat takes an immediate shine to him, and when he asks the proprietor whom it belongs to he is told that no one has seen it before. It follows him home and is immediately adopted by his wife.


    Although his wife dotes on the new cat, the narrator himself views it with a “disgust and annoyance” (p.176) which slowly turns to hatred (due in no small part to how much it reminds him of Pluto). Although he cannot bring himself to hurt it he doggedly avoids it, and his hatred only increases when it returns home one evening having lost an eye.


    The more the narrator’s dislike for the cat grows, the more the cat, conversely, seems to love the narrator, following him torturously around the house, sleeping on his chest, and “covering [him] with its loathsome caresses” (ibid.). He is horrified to discover that the white patch on its chest appears to be growing into the shape of a gallows. Driven into a state of frenzy by his obsession with and terror of the cat, he develops a “hatred of all things and of all mankind” and frequently takes this anger out on his wife (p.177).


    One evening, when the he and his wife are in the cellar of their new home “upon some household errand” (ibid.), the cat almost trips him, and in a state of sudden and complete fury he tries to kill it with an axe. His wife stops him mid-blow, and knowing that he would have been able to rid himself of the cat once and for all if she had not intervened he instead turns on her, “[burying] the axe in her brain” and killing her instantly (ibid.). He considers various gruesome methods of disposing of the body before deciding to brick his dead wife up behind one of the cellar walls.


    He sets about removing the bricks with a crowbar, placing his wife behind them and rebuilding the wall again with fresh mortar. He does so with such skill that “the wall did not present the slightest appearance of having been disturbed” and he is overjoyed to discover that, frightened by the threat of violence, the cat appears to have left the house at last (p.178).


    Relieved of his constant torment, the narrator finally sleeps soundly (even with “the burden of murder on [his] soul”, ibid.). As time goes on and he neither comes under serious suspicion for the murder of his wife (despite police enquiries), nor encounters the cat again, he grows increasingly hopeful about his future. Four days after the murder, however, the police arrive for a second time and ask him to accompany them on a full search of the premises. He does so, all the while convincing himself that the truth with not be discovered. The police search is thorough and ends in the cellar, but they do not uncover anything to arouse suspicion. The narrator derives a gleeful self-satisfaction from how innocent and relaxed he must appear, and as the police are leaving he “burn[s] to say if but one word, by way of triumph […] to render [them] doubly sure […] of [his] guiltlessness” (p.179). With a frenzied bravado he tells the police that he is “delight[ed] to have allayed [their] suspicions” and speaking excitedly, only half aware of what he is saying, he adds that “this is a very well-constructed house” and raps on the portion of wall that his wife is bricked up behind with his cane (ibid.). His knocks are answered by an “inhuman […] wailing shriek” (ibid.) and the police tear down the wall to discover his wife’s body with the black cat sat, screaming, on her shoulders. The narrator stumbles back, realising to his horror that the cat had not left him at all, but that he had in fact “walled the monster up within the tomb” (p.180).

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    THE NARRATOR


    Obsessive, violent, and mentally unhinged, the Narrator relates the story from his prison cell the evening before he is due to be hanged for murder. In many respects it is difficult to establish any definite facts about his character since he is (in accordance with the Gothic tradition) such an unreliable narrator. If his own account of his personal history is to be believed, however, he was once a great animal lover, and a caring, sensitive man, who has been rendered paranoid, cruel and violent by alcoholism (and also, we can infer, by guilt). He is completely obsessed with the figure of the black cat, and although he does sometimes seem to have good insight into his own culpability (he freely admits that he is an alcoholic, and that it is an acknowledged spirit of perverseness, rather than an actual inability to tell right from wrong, that leads to his violence), he ultimately blames the cat for his actions, as well as his downfall.


    THE WIFE


    For all that her murder is an important plot point, the character of the Narrator’s wife is not particularly developed (which is perhaps to be expected given the first-person, unreliable narration). We know, however, that she is devoted to animals, superstitious, and that she is “uncomplaining” (p.177) in the face of her husband’s domestic abuse. In some respects she is a figure of complete kindness and purity (making her murder all the more abhorrent) and, if we take the narrator’s claim that they were once “not uncongenial” (p.172) in disposition (i.e. similar) as true, she is also the benchmark against which we can measure his moral deterioration and descent into madness.


    THE BLACK CAT


    A concept as much as a character, there are technically two black cats: Pluto, the narrator’s once-beloved pet who is mutilated and killed in the first half of the story, and the second, unnamed, cat, who is Pluto’s double in every respect, save for the (allegedly) gallows-shaped white spot on his chest.


    If we read between the lines, both cats are fairly typically feline in their devotion to, or reactive fear of, their master, and it is his obsession and guilt that makes their behaviour seem malevolent. Viewed through the narrator’s lens, however, the second black cat in particular has a strong element of the supernatural about it. Nobody seems to know where it has come from, it is frequently likened to a demon, and there is even an implication that it might be the avenging spirit of the original black cat, Pluto (who is named, it is worth noting, after the Roman god of the underworld, and therefore has diabolical associations from the outset).

  


  
    ANALYSIS


    TRUTH VS MADNESS: THE UNRELIABLE NARRATOR


    The term ‘unreliable narrator’ was coined in 1965 by Wayne C. Booth (American critic, 1921-2005) to describe the long-standing literary tradition of first-person narrators whose own narratives cannot be entirely trusted. William Riggan (American critic and author, born in 1946) expanded on Booth’s concept, proposing several sub-categories of unreliable narrator including the Clown (who bends the truth and plays with expectations for the sake of humour), the Naif (an innocent narrator, often a child, whose judgement is clouded by their youth and/or naivety) and the Madman (whose perception of reality is obviously compromised by their own insanity).


    The narrator of The Black Cat, then, is a clear example of the Madman sub-category, and in fact is almost the archetypal example of it. Both Booth and Riggan note that the Madman as unreliable narrator is a particularly common device in Gothic fiction, and while Poe is by no means its originator, he is certainly one of its foremost practitioners, his writing having helped to establish it as a horror trope.


    There are clues from the beginning of The Black Cat that our narrator is generally unreliable and specifically unreliable because he is mad. Poe highlights this in the opening paragraph, in which the narrator himself introduces the idea of madness and believability, stating that he “neither expect[s] nor solicit[s] belief” and that “mad indeed would [he] be to expect it” (p.171). The ‘indeed’, of course, implies that the accusation has already been levelled at him. This type of declaration


    

    

    

    THE SYMBOLISM OF THE BLACK CAT


    

    

    

    

    

    

    IRONY AND BLACK HUMOUR
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