Edgar Allan Poe Black Cat 1

Edgar Allan Poe Black Cat

Downloaded from
Edgar Allan Poe Black  www.everybodystreet.com
Cat by Howard & Decker

INTRODUCTION: THE ENDURING
SHADOW OF POE’S FELINE
MASTERPIECE

Edgar Allan Poe remains one of the most
celebrated figures in American literature,
a master of Gothic fiction whose tales of
horror, madness, and guilt continue to
captivate readers more than 170 years
after his death. Among his most chilling
and psychologically complex works is
“The Black Cat," a short story first
published in 1843. The narrative, told
from the perspective of a condemned
man on the eve of his execution, delves
deep into the human psyche, exploring
themes of perverseness, alcoholism,
domestic violence, and the supernatural.
For anyone seeking to understand the
genius of Poe, the story Edgar Allan
Poe Black Cat is an essential entry
point. This tale is not merely a story
about a cat; it is a profound study of
guilt and self-destruction, wrapped in a
web of suspense and terror. In this
comprehensive article, we will dissect
every layer of this masterpiece,
examining its plot, themes, symbolism,
and lasting influence on horror literature.

PLOT OVERVIEW: A DESCENT
INTO MADNESS

The story begins with the unnamed
narrator announcing that he will die
tomorrow and that he wishes to
unburden his soul by recounting the
events that led him to his cell. He

describes his early life as a gentle, kind
man who loved animals. He and his wife
kept several pets, including a large black
cat named Pluto. The narrator’s affection
for Pluto was deep, and the cat followed
him everywhere. However, as the
narrator reveals, his temperament
changed due to the “Fiend
Intemperance”—alcoholism. Under the
influence, he became irritable, moody,
and violent. One night, returning home
drunk, he believed the cat was avoiding
him. In a fit of rage, he seized Pluto and
cut out one of its eyes with a penknife.
The act fills him with horror and
remorse, but soon the perverse spirit,
which Poe famously describes as a
“primal impulse,” takes over. Days later,
in a moment of cold rationality, the
narrator hangs Pluto from a tree in the
garden.

That very night, his house burns down.
The only wall left standing bears the
impression of a gigantic cat with a rope
around its neck. The narrator is terrified
but tries to rationalize the event. He
then encounters a second black cat,
almost identical to Pluto but with a white
patch on its chest. This cat follows him
home and becomes his wife’s favorite.
Soon, however, the narrator’s revulsion
grows. He notices the white patch
gradually takes the shape of the gallows.
The cat’s constant presence torments
him, and his violent nature resurfaces.
One day, descending into the cellar with
his wife and the cat, the cat nearly trips
him. In a fury, he tries to kill the cat with
an axe, but his wife intervenes. In a blind
rage, he plunges the axe into her head,
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killing her instantly. To conceal the
murder, he walls up her body in the
cellar, enclosing the cat as well, though
he does not realize it. When the police
come, they find nothing. The narrator is
confident, but on the final day, he raps
on the wall that holds his wife’s corpse.
A howl erupts—the cat, still alive, has
been entombed. The police tear down
the wall and discover the corpse with the
cat upon its head, shrieking its
accusation.

THE NARRATOR: A STUDY IN
UNRELIABILITY AND GUILT

One of the most striking elements of
Edgar Allan Poe Black Cat is the
narrator’'s psychological deterioration.
Poe uses the first-person perspective to
plunge readers directly into a mind
gripped by madness. The narrator claims
he will die tomorrow, yet he writes with a
calm, almost rational tone, paradoxically
describing irrational acts. This is a
classic example of the unreliable
narrator, a device Poe mastered. The
narrator’'s attempts to explain his
actions—blaming alcoholism, a perverse
human impulse, or fate—all serve to
highlight his denial and deepening
insanity. His guilt manifests externally:
the phantom cat, the mark on the wall,
the second cat’s gallows-like marking.
Every element of the story reflects his
internal torment. The narrator is not
merely a monster; he is a tragic figure
enslaved by his own nature. Poe forces
us to confront the idea that evil lies not
in external forces but within the human
heart.

Key Traits of the

Narrator’s
Descent

» Loss of control: Alcoholism is the
catalyst, but the narrator’s
violence escalates beyond drunken
rage.

e Perverseness: Poe introduces the
concept of “perverseness” as the
impulse to do wrong for wrong'’s
sake. The narrator hangs his
beloved cat not out of anger but
out of a desire to sin.

e Self-deception: He continually
tries to justify his actions, even
walling up his wife, but his
subconscious betrays him through
the cat.

THEMES THAT HAUNT THE TALE

Poe’s story is rich with thematic depth.
Understanding these themes is crucial to
appreciating the story’s enduring power.

Guilt and
Conscience

Guilt is the central engine of the plot.
The black cat transforms from a beloved
pet into a symbol of the narrator’s crime
and remorse. After killing Pluto, the
narrator sees the image of a cat on the
burned wall—a sign that his guilt cannot
be erased. The second cat’s white patch
evolving into the shape of the gallows is
a direct projection of his fear of
punishment. The final reveal, with the
cat entombed alive and howling from
behind the wall, is the ultimate triumph
of guilt over concealment. Poe suggests
that no crime can be hidden from one’s
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own conscience.

Superstition and
the Supernatural

The black cat has long been a symbol of
superstition, often associated with
witches and bad luck. In Poe’s hands, the
cat becomes an agent of fate. The
narrator’s wife, in a passage often
highlighted, mentions the “old popular
notion, which regarded all black cats as
witches in disguise.” While the narrator
dismisses this, the cat’s uncanny
reappearance and its mysterious
markings imply a supernatural
dimension. Yet Poe leaves it ambiguous:
is the cat truly a supernatural entity, or
is it a hallucination born of guilt? This
ambiguity heightens the horror.

Alcoholism and
Violence

Poe himself struggled with alcohol, and
the story reflects that personal battle.
The  narrator  explicitly identifies
“intemperance” as the destroyer of his
character. Under its influence, he
becomes violent, mutilating Pluto and
later murdering his wife. The story can
be read as a cautionary tale about the
destructive nature of addiction and how
it dismantles moral boundaries.

Domestic
Violence and

Control

The narrator’s violence is directed first
at his pet and then at his wife. The
domestic setting adds a layer of chilling
realism. The wife is a passive figure,
never named, who tries to protect the
cat and ends up dead. Poe does not
condone this violence but uses it to
illustrate the narrator’s complete loss of
humanity. The story implicitly critiques
the power dynamics of the 19th-century
household, where the male head could
act with impunity.

SYMBOLISM: THE BLACK CAT AS
A MIRROR

Symbolism is the backbone of Edgar
Allan Poe Black Cat. Every element
carries multiple meanings.

e The Black Cat (Pluto and the
second cat): The name Pluto
references the Roman god of the
underworld, immediately linking
the cat to death and darkness. The
cat is initially a symbol of
domesticity and love, then of guilt,
and finally of retribution. The
second cat’s white gallows mark is
a literal symbol of the narrator’s
impending execution.

e The Fire and the Wall: The fire
that destroys the narrator’s house
is @ symbol of his burning guilt.
The wall that survives, bearing the
cat’'s image, suggests that truth
cannot be erased. Later, the
narrator walls up his wife behind
plaster—an attempt to bury his
crime. But the wall becomes a
tomb that screams.

* The Eye: Cutting out Pluto’s eye is
a symbolic blinding of conscience.
Eyes in Poe often represent the



soul or truth (think of the “vulture
eye” in The Tell-Tale Heart).
Removing the eye is an attempt to
silence the witness.

¢ The Gallows Shape: The white
patch on the second cat develops
into the form of a gallows. This is
an inescapable omen. No matter
how the narrator tries to hide his
deed, the symbol of execution is
always before him.

LITERARY DEVICES AND STYLE

Poe’s mastery lies in how he uses
language to create suspense and
psychological depth. In "The Black
Cat," he employs several key devices:

Repetition and
Rhythm

The narrator’s prose is measured yet
frantic. He repeats phrases like “I shall
die tomorrow” and “I cannot explain” to
create a sense of urgency. The pacing
accelerates as the story progresses,
mirroring the narrator’'s spiraling
madness.

Foreshadowing

Early on, the narrator mentions that he
will “unburden his soul.” This
foreshadows the confession to come.
The wife’'s comment about black cats
being witches sets up the supernatural
element. Every detail points toward the
final horror.

Irony

The greatest irony is that the narrator
believes he can outsmart his guilt by
walling up his wife, but in doing so, he

entombs the cat alive. The cat’s
howl—the very sound he feared—leads
to his capture. He attempts to hide the
truth, but his own actions expose it.

Gothic
Atmosphere

From the burnt house to the damp cellar
with its crumbling walls, the setting
exudes decay. Poe uses darkness,
confinement, and the grotesque to
evoke a sense of dread that never
relents.

COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS: “"THE
BLACK CAT" AND "THE TELL-TALE
HEART"

Readers familiar with Poe will note
parallels between Edgar Allan Poe
Black Cat and his earlier story "The
Tell-Tale Heart." Both feature an
unreliable narrator who commits a
murder and tries to conceal it, only to be
undone by a sound or a sign connected
to the victim. In The Tell-Tale Heart, it is
the beating of the old man’s heart; here,
it is the cat’s howl. Both narrators
protest their sanity while revealing their
madness. However, The Black Cat is
more overtly moralistic, explicitly linking
the narrator’s alcoholism and
perverseness to his downfall. The
presence of the wife as a victim also
adds a social dimension absent in The
Tell-Tale Heart. Both stories showcase
Poe’s obsession with the psychology of
quilt.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT AND
BIOGRAPHY

Poe wrote "The Black Cat" during a
period of personal turmoil. He was
struggling financially, his wife Virginia
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was ill with tuberculosis, and his own
alcoholism was worsening. The story was
published in the United States Saturday
Post and later in The Pioneer. It belongs
to the genre of Gothic horror popular in
the 19th century, but Poe brought new
psychological realism to it. The story
also reflects contemporary fascination
with animal magnetism and mesmerism,
though Poe approaches these with
skepticism. The idea of a cat as a
vengeful spirit taps into centuries-old
folklore about witches’ familiars. Yet by
grounding the horror in the narrator’s
mind, Poe transcends mere superstition
and creates a timeless examination of

evil.

THE LEGACY OF THE BLACK CAT
IN POPULAR CULTURE

The influence of Edgar Allan Poe Black
Cat extends far beyond literature. The
image of the black cat as an omen of il
luck is partly popularized by this story.
The tale has been adapted into
numerous films, including a 1934 movie
directed by Edgar G. Ulmer starring Bela
Lugosi and Boris Karloff (though that film
is more loosely connected). It has
inspired comic books, episodes of
television shows like The Simpsons and



