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Edgar Alan Poe’s The Black Cat and The Tell-Tale Heart
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Independent Researcher, Pondicherry

Abstract: This paper focuses on an in-depth analysis of Carl Jung’s
concept of shadow work and its relevance in interpreting two
psychological Gothic tales, The Black Cat and The Tell-Tale heart by
Edgar Alan Poe. The study explores the concept of Jung’s shadow, which
refers to the repressed and darker dimension of the human psyche that has
been manifested in Poe’s narrators. The paper investigates how Poe’s
narrators externalize their inner darkness through obsessive fixation on
symbolic elements in both the stories. The study critically examines the
problem with not recognising the shadow and its impact on individuals. In
Poe’s narratives, these hidden elements emerge through violent actions,
obsessive thoughts, and psychological instability. By employing the
psychoanalytic framework, the study reveals how Poe has constructed
unreliable narrators whose attempt to suppress their shadow ultimately
leads to psychological collapse. And by applying the Jungian framework,
the paper highlights how Poe relocates the element of terror from the

supernatural realm to complexities of the human psyche.
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Introduction

The study and exploration of the unconscious mind have long been an important subject in
psychological studies. Among the significant contributions to analytical psychology, the concept of the
shadow proposed by Carl Jung provides valuable insight into the hidden dark dimensions of human
personality. Jung represents, the shadow as the repressed and unconscious aspect of the psyche that
contains strong impulses, dark or bad desires, and traits that individuals refuse to acknowledge
consciously. These suppressed elements often include aggression, fear, guilt, and other socially
unacceptable tendencies. When these hidden aspects remain unrecognized, they may turn into

destructive behaviour and psychological collapse or conflict.

Literary texts often serve as a powerful medium for examining such psychological
complexities. The works of Edgar Allan Poe are particularly notable for their intense portrayal of the
human mind and its darker impulses. Poe was deeply interested in the hidden and irrational aspects of
the human mind. His narratives frequently present unreliable narrators whose thoughts and actions

reveal the tension between the conscious self and the hidden forces of the unconscious mind.

Two well-known short stories of Poe, The Black Cat and The Tell-Tale Heart, clearly depict this
psychological conflict. Both the stories were first published on the same year 1843, in American
magazines during the nineteenth century. In both narratives, the protagonists attempt to present
themselves as rational individuals, yet their violent actions and obsessive thoughts reveal their deep
psychological disturbances. Through these stories, Poe examines the inner psychological struggles of
individuals and reveals how the darker elements of the mind can dominate human behaviour.

Therefore, this study analyses the manifestation of the Jungian shadow in The Black Cat and
The Tell-Tale Heart. By examining the narrators’ hidden impulses, symbolic projections, and
psychological conflicts, the paper demonstrates how Poe’s narratives portray the destructive

consequences of repressed darker aspects of the human psyche.
Jung’s concept of shadow

Carl Jung had a deep interest in the shadow, its form and content and in the very process of
assimilating the thing a person or a human has no wish to be or to become. And so, the concept of the
shadow is a fundamental element in the analytical psychology of Carl Jung. He defines the shadow as
the unconscious dimension of personality that consists of repressed qualities, instincts, and desires that
the conscious ego refuses to acknowledge. Jung saw quite clearly that failure to recognize and deal
with shadow elements as the root problem for an individual or within a group as well. These hidden
aspects often include traits such as aggression, selfishness, jealousy, and other impulses considered

socially unacceptable.
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According to Jung, the shadow represents the darker side of human nature that exists in every
individual. He observes that “everyone carries a shadow, and the less it is embodied in the individual’s
conscious life, the blacker and denser it is” (Jung 35). So, when the shadow is ignored or suppressed, it
may manifest indirectly through irrational behaviour, projection, or psychological disturbances. Jung
also emphasizes that recognizing and integrating the shadow into conscious awareness is essential for

achieving psychological balance and self-understanding.
Shadow as the Hidden Personality

The narrators in The Black Cat and The Tell-Tale Heart present themselves as rational and morally
stable individuals in the beginning of the story. However, their actions slowly reveal the existence of a
hidden and darker personality within them.

In The Black Cat, the narrator begins by describing himself as a young and compassionate
person who loves animals with all the goodness of his heart. Yet his transformation into a violent
individual exposes the hidden shadow within his psyche. His brutal treatment of the cat Pluto reflects
the emergence of suppressed aggression. The narrator’s hidden personality begins to surface as he
descends into alcoholism. His suppressed aggression is triggered when the cat, which he once believed

to be deeply attached to him, starts to avoid his presence.

This rejection intensifies his inner hostility and reveals the darker impulse within his psyche,
ultimately leading to the acts of cruelty and brutality. “But my disease grew upon me--for what disease
is like Alcohol!--and at length even Pluto... began to experience the effects of my ill temper” (Poe).
This line shows how the narrator’s darker personality begins to surface as alcoholism weakens his
moral control, allowing his hidden aggression to emerge.

Similarly, in The Tell-Tale Heart, the narrator repeatedly insists on his sanity and he also adds
that he loves the old man and bears no personal hatred toward him. However, the narrator’s mental
instability appears to trigger a darker form of aggression within his psyche. He claims that an illness
has sharpened his senses and his feelings are stronger than before, allowing him to hear sounds that
others cannot perceive and the sound he himself had never heard before. Despite his affection for the
old man, the narrator becomes obsessively disturbed by the old man’s ‘vulture-like’ eye. This irrational
fixation gradually intensifies his psychological disturbance and ultimately drives him to commit the

murder.

“Whenever it fell upon me, my blood ran cold; and so by degrees--very gradually--I made up
my mind to take the life of the old man, and thus rid myself of the eye forever” (Poe). This line clearly
reveals the narrator’s irrational obsession with the eye reflects the emergence of his hidden

1660 Nandhini.E.S Vol. 1, Issue 2, March 2026


http://LiterarinessJournal.org

Literariness Journal

psychological darkness. From a Jungian perspective, the narrator projects his inner darkness onto the

eye, which becomes a symbolic representation of his shadow.
Shadow as a Repressed Trait

The shadow also consists of repressed traits like anger, fear, sadness or disappointment, that
individuals refuse to accept within themselves. These suppressed impulses often remain hidden until

they are triggered and when it happens, they appear through or as a destructive behaviour.

In The Black Cat, the narrator’s cruelty toward Pluto reveals the presence of repressed
aggression. His violent actions suggest that these impulses had long existed within his unconscious
mind but were previously concealed. “Who has not, a hundred times, found himself committing a vile
or a silly action, for no other reason than because he knows he should not?”” (Poe). Here, in this line the
narrator admits that the human sometimes acts against the moral law, simply because they know they

are forbidden, revealing the dark impulse within the human psyche.

Similarly, in The Tell-Tale Heart, the narrator’s obsessive hatred toward the old man’s eye
reflects suppressed fear and hostility. He is irrational and meaningless about his fear, yet he chooses to
act upon it in a destructive way. “It was not the old man who vexed me, but his Evil Eye” (Poe). The
narrator projects his inner fear and darkness onto the old man’s eye, which becomes a symbolic trigger
for his violent impulse. “Above all was the sense of hearing acute” (Poe). This line indicates the
narrator’s distorted perception and psychological instability, suggesting the growing dominance of his

hidden and irrational self. These repressed emotions ultimately manifest in the act of murder.
Shadow and Projection

Projection is a psychological mechanism through which individuals attribute their unconscious traits to
external objects or people. In both the stories, the enemy becomes the symbolic carrier of inner evil.
The narrator attempts to dominate the shadow but they become possessed by it. Like in The Black Cat,
the narrator directs his aggression toward the cat, which becomes a symbolic representation of his
shadow. “The fury of a demon instantly possessed me” (Poe). Instead of accepting responsibility for
his violence, the narrator attributes his actions to a demon, projecting his inner aggression onto an

external force.

In The Tell-Tale Heart, the narrator projects his inner fear and hostility onto the old man’s eye,
which he perceives as a source of terror, he repeatedly claims it as ‘Vulture’s eye’. Through this
projection, the narrator attempts to distance himself from his own hidden impulses. “I think it was his

'77

eye! yes, it was this!” (Poe). His repeated emphasis on the eye reveals how he displaces and projects
his violent impulses onto a symbolic object. “It was the eye of a vulture--a pale blue eye, with a film

over it” (Poe). The eye becomes a symbol that awakens the narrator’s hidden fear and aggression.
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Shadow, Confession and Haunting

In both stories, the narrators are psychologically haunted by the darker aspects of their own
personalities. This can be interpreted through the concept of the Shadow proposed by Carl Jung, with
the elements of the human psyche. The narrators in these stories attempt to deny or suppress their

darker impulses, yet these hidden elements ultimately surface through guilt, haunting, and confession.

In The Black Cat, the narrator’s shadow gradually emerges as he becomes increasingly violent
and cruel after his addiction to alcoholism which he claims to be disease. After murdering both his wife
and the new cat from the bar, he hides the body inside the wall, he believes he has successfully
concealed the crime. However, his repressed guilt symbolically returns through the haunting cry of the
cat, which exposes the hidden body. When the police investigate the house, the narrator proudly strikes
the wall where the corpse is concealed, thinking to himself that he has won the battle. But suddenly a
terrifying sound is heard from within. As the narrator describes, “a cry, at first muffled and broken, like
the sobbing of a child, and then quickly swelling into one long, loud, and continuous scream” (Poe).
This haunting sound reveals the crime and leads to his downfall, symbolizing the return of the

repressed shadow that he attempted to hide.

Similarly, in The Tell-Tale Heart, the narrator claims to be sane even while describing the
calculated murder of the old man. Although he insists that he loved the old man and had no desire for
his wealth, he becomes obsessively disturbed by the old man’s eye, which he calls a vulture eye. After
committing the murder and hiding the body beneath the floorboards, he initially feels confident that the
crime will remain undiscovered. However, he soon begins to hear a mysterious sound that he believes
to be the beating of the old man’s heart. The narrator explains, “It grew louder--louder--louder!” (Poe).
Unable to endure the imagined sound any longer, he finally confesses to the police, crying out,
“Villains! dissemble no more! I admit the deed!--tear up the planks! here, here!--it is the beating of his
hideous heart!” (PoE).

In both stories, Poe demonstrates that the denial of the darker aspects of the psyche leads to
psychological torment. At some point both the narrators want to be caught, which illustrate their guilt.
The narrators’ crimes are ultimately revealed not by external investigation but by their own guilt and
inner haunting. Through these confessions, Poe illustrates that the repressed shadow cannot remain
hidden and will eventually return to expose the truth. Here, the confession is not the moral redemption

but a psychological implosion.
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Conclusion

In conclusion, Edgar Allan Poe’s psychological Gothic tales The Black Cat and The Tell-Tale Heart
reveal a profound exploration of the darker dimensions of the human psyche. Through the unreliable
narrators of these stories, Poe demonstrates how suppressed or repressed emotions, irrational fears, and
hidden aggression can gradually overpower human reason. When examined through the perspective of
Carl Jung’s concept of the Shadow, the narrators’ violent actions and psychological disturbances reveal

the destructive consequences of denying or refusing the darker aspects of one’s personality.

In both narratives, the protagonists attempt to conceal their crimes and rationalize their actions.
However, their own conscience ultimately becomes the source of their downfall. The haunting sounds,
the cry of the cat and the imagined heartbeat of the old man’s heart symbolize the return of the
repressed shadow and the inescapable presence of guilt. These manifestations of psychological torment
force the narrators to confess, demonstrating that the human mind cannot permanently suppress its
darker impulses. So, the narrators are not haunted by any ghost but their own darkness within

themselves.

Thus, Poe’s stories reveal that the refusal to acknowledge and integrate the shadow self leads to
internal conflict, moral corruption, and eventual self-destruction. Through these disturbing yet
insightful narratives, Poe exposes the fragile boundary between sanity and madness while emphasizing
the profound psychological truth that the darkness within the human psyche cannot remain hidden

forever.
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