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ABSTRACT 

Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Black Cat” is a Gothic tale in which death operates not merely as a final physical 

punishment but as a gradual process of psychological, moral, and existential entrapment. This article examines 

the “snares of death” that progressively capture the unnamed narrator through alcoholism, perverseness, 

cruelty, guilt, violence, concealment, fear, and self-betrayal. The study argues that the narrator’s downfall is 

largely self-generated: every attempt to escape responsibility creates another condition that moves him closer 

to punishment. Particular attention is given to Pluto and the second black cat as symbolic agents of conscience, 

retribution, and the return of repressed guilt. The article also considers the significance of the gallows image, 

the cellar wall, and the final cry from behind the wall. Drawing on close textual analysis and selected critical 

studies by James W. Gargano, Roberta Reeder, Richard C. Frushell, J. Gerald Kennedy, T. O. Mabbott, and 

other Poe scholars, the paper demonstrates that the story’s horror emerges from the interaction of 

psychological disorder and moral choice. The narrator’s unreliable confession further complicates the 

distinction between supernatural punishment and psychological projection. Ultimately, Poe presents death as 

a trap constructed by the protagonist himself: the violence he inflicts upon others returns symbolically and 

materially upon him, making the story a powerful study of guilt, retribution, and self-destruction. 
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INTRODUCTION & LITERATURE REVIEW 

Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Black Cat,” first published in 1843, remains one of the most frequently discussed 

examples of American Gothic fiction because it combines domestic realism with psychological terror, 

violence, supernatural suggestion, and an unreliable first-person narrator. The tale begins at the threshold of 

death: the narrator is imprisoned and announces that he will die on the following day. The opening establishes 

a confessional framework while also making the entire narrative retrospective. The narrator wants to explain 

the chain of events that has destroyed him, yet his insistence that he is rational immediately creates doubt 

about his reliability. T. O. Mabbott, whose edition of Poe’s tales is used for the primary-text citations in this 

article, identifies reincarnation, perverseness, and retribution as major themes of the story (Mabbott 847–48). 

These themes are particularly useful for understanding death not as a single terminal event but as a series of 

traps that progressively narrow the narrator’s possibilities. 

The present study uses the phrase “snares of death” to describe the interconnected forces through which the 

narrator moves from an apparently affectionate domestic life to imprisonment and execution. The first snare 

is intemperance. Alcohol alters the narrator’s temperament, weakens his moral restraint, and becomes a 

convenient explanation for his cruelty. The second is perverseness, which the narrator himself describes as a 

desire to violate what he knows to be right. The third is guilt: after harming Pluto, the narrator cannot 

completely erase the memory of his crime. The second cat then becomes a material reminder of the first crime 

and a symbolic embodiment of conscience. The fourth snare is concealment. The narrator believes that hiding 

his wife’s body inside a wall will secure his freedom, but the wall ultimately becomes the place from which 

his crime is revealed. The final snare is his own vanity: after the police have apparently found nothing, he 

cannot resist boasting about the strength of the wall. His pride produces the very sound that exposes him. 
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Poe’s treatment of death is therefore more complex than a simple crime-and-punishment narrative. Physical 

death occurs in the killing of Pluto and the murder of the wife, but psychological death precedes and 

accompanies these acts. The narrator’s former identity as a gentle lover of animals progressively disappears. 

His moral sensitivity is replaced by irritability, cruelty, hatred, and self-justification. The story also constructs 

a symbolic cycle in which the narrator’s treatment of Pluto anticipates his own fate. Pluto’s name itself evokes 

the ruler of the underworld, and Mabbott notes that the name is symbolic, as is the gallows marking on the 

second cat (Mabbott 859). The hanging of Pluto thus functions as both an act of violence and an early image 

of the narrator’s eventual punishment. 

James W. Gargano’s influential reading of “The Black Cat” challenges interpretations that simply accept the 

narrator’s own explanation of his actions. In “The Black Cat: Perverseness Reconsidered,” Gargano argues 

that the narrator’s appeal to perverseness should not be treated as a complete philosophical explanation but 

understood in relation to his abnormal moral psychology (Gargano 172–78). His interpretation is important 

for the present study because it shifts attention from an external supernatural force toward the narrator’s 

responsibility. The “snare” is consequently not merely imposed from outside; it is constructed through the 

narrator’s own impulses and rationalizations. 

Roberta Reeder develops a related psychological interpretation in “The Black Cat” as a Study in Repression.” 

She argues that the narrator’s mind functions as a distorting medium through which reality is reshaped to 

protect his self-image and avoid responsibility (Reeder 20–22). Her reading is especially relevant to the second 

cat and the wall. The narrator attempts to suppress his guilt, but the suppressed material returns in increasingly 

threatening forms. The wall therefore has a double function: physically it conceals the corpse, while 

psychologically it represents repression. The final emergence of the cat’s cry demonstrates the failure of 

repression. 

Richard C. Frushell describes the tale as a form of “moral grotesquerie” and emphasizes the shifting symbolic 

significance of both the narrator and the cats (Frushell 43–44). His observation helps explain why the cats 

cannot be reduced to one fixed meaning. Pluto is simultaneously pet, victim, symbol, and possible agent of 

retribution. The second cat is at once an animal, a reminder of Pluto, a projection of guilt, and a possible 

supernatural presence. The ambiguity is essential to Poe’s Gothic method because it prevents the reader from 

deciding conclusively whether the narrator is being punished by supernatural forces or by the psychological 

consequences of his own actions. 

J. Gerald Kennedy’s scholarship on Poe is also valuable for distinguishing the author from the disturbed 

consciousness of his narrators. Kennedy’s work emphasizes the importance of death, confession, and the 

cultural construction of Poe’s fictional speakers (Kennedy). This distinction is necessary because the narrator 

of “The Black Cat” repeatedly attempts to make his own interpretation authoritative. A critical reading should 

not simply reproduce his explanation that alcohol, perverseness, or the cat caused his crimes. Instead, the 

story’s structure invites readers to examine the gap between what the narrator says and what the sequence of 

events demonstrates. 

Kenneth Silverman’s biography likewise provides a broader historical and biographical context for Poe’s 

recurring engagement with death, loss, alcohol, and psychological instability (Silverman). Such context can 

illuminate the atmosphere of “The Black Cat,” but the present article avoids reducing the story to 

autobiography. As Gargano and other critics have demonstrated, the narrator is a fictional consciousness 

whose claims must be assessed within the formal structure of the tale. The emphasis here is therefore textual: 

the narrator’s language, the sequence of crimes, the recurring cat imagery, the gallows symbol, and the final 

revelation. 

Existing scholarship has examined “The Black Cat” through several approaches: psychological repression, 

perverseness, Gothic symbolism, supernaturalism, narratorial unreliability, and moral responsibility. The 

present study brings these approaches together under the organizing concept of the “snares of death.” Rather 

than treating alcoholism, guilt, perverseness, the black cat, the wall, and the gallows as isolated motifs, it 

argues that they form a progressive structure of entrapment. Each snare grows from the preceding one. Alcohol 
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facilitates violence; violence produces guilt; guilt is displaced onto the cat; attempts to destroy the reminder 

of guilt lead to further violence; concealment produces false confidence; and false confidence results in self-

exposure. The story thus becomes a carefully constructed chain in which the protagonist repeatedly chooses 

actions that make his eventual death increasingly inevitable. 

METHODOLOGY 

This study adopts a qualitative, interpretive, and text-centred methodology appropriate to literary criticism. 

The primary text is Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Black Cat” as reproduced in T. O. Mabbott’s The Collected Works 

of Edgar Allan Poe, Volume III: Tales and Sketches (1978), pages 847–860. All page references to Poe’s story 

in this article are based on this edition. Using a single scholarly edition establishes consistency in the 

pagination of textual quotations and avoids the problem of differing page numbers across anthologies. 

The principal method is close textual analysis. Particular attention is given to the narrator’s diction, imagery, 

repetition, symbolism, narrative structure, irony, foreshadowing, and shifts in psychological state. The 

analysis traces the progression from the narrator’s initial declaration of innocence and sanity to his final 

exposure. Key textual moments are examined as stages in an escalating structure of entrapment: the narrator’s 

addiction; the mutilation and hanging of Pluto; the fire and the image of the hanged cat; the appearance of the 

second cat; the transformation of its white marking into the image of the gallows; the murder of the wife; the 

construction of the cellar wall; and the final cry that reveals the crime. 

The study also employs a contextual literary-critical approach by engaging selected scholarly interpretations 

of Poe. James W. Gargano’s analysis of perverseness provides a framework for distinguishing the narrator’s 

rationalizations from the story’s larger moral structure. Roberta Reeder’s study of repression supports the 

interpretation of the wall and the returning cat as manifestations of suppressed psychological material. Richard 

C. Frushell’s discussion of moral grotesquerie helps account for the unstable symbolic function of the cats. T. 

O. Mabbott’s editorial notes are used for historical and textual clarification, particularly concerning Pluto’s 

name, the supernatural hints, and the symbolism of the gallows. J. Gerald Kennedy and Kenneth Silverman 

provide broader contexts for Poe’s treatment of death, confession, biography, and the cultural construction of 

his narrators. 

The methodology is interpretive rather than empirical; consequently, “results” are understood as analytical 

findings generated through sustained reading of the text and comparison with established scholarship. The 

study does not attempt to diagnose the fictional narrator medically, nor does it assume that supernatural events 

are objectively real within the story. Instead, it preserves Poe’s deliberate ambiguity. The supernatural reading 

and the psychological reading are treated as complementary possibilities: the cat may function as an external 

agent of retribution, but it may also materialize the narrator’s guilt and fear. The central analytical criterion is 

therefore the narrative effect produced by ambiguity. The study asks how each element contributes to the 

narrator’s progressive entrapment and how the final discovery transforms earlier details into signs of 

impending death. 

Finally, the article uses a thematic sequence to organize its interpretation. The major categories are: (1) 

alcoholism and moral decline; (2) perverseness and self-destruction; (3) Pluto and the first cycle of violence; 

(4) the second cat and the return of guilt; (5) the gallows as a symbol of retribution; (6) murder and 

concealment; (7) the cellar wall as a failed barrier; and (8) self-betrayal and final exposure. This method 

enables the paper to demonstrate that the “snares of death” are not isolated images but parts of a unified 

narrative design. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Death as a Gradual Process of Entrapment 

The first major finding is that death in “The Black Cat” operates as a gradual process rather than a single 

event. The narrator begins his confession already condemned, announcing that he will die the next day  when 
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he say “But to-morrow I die” (Poe 849–50). This framing device means that the reader knows the destination 

before learning the route. The story therefore becomes an inquiry into causation: what sequence of choices 

and psychological changes has brought the narrator to death? His opening description of the events as having 

“terrified,” “tortured,” and “destroyed” him establishes a progression from fear to suffering to destruction (Poe 

849–50). Death is consequently present before the final scene as an anticipated consequence of accumulated 

actions. 

The narrator’s original identity makes the later transformation more disturbing. He describes himself as gentle 

and humane and recalls his childhood affection for animals (Poe 850). The contrast between this self-image 

and his later brutality creates an important pattern of moral deterioration. Alcohol is the first major snare 

because it changes his disposition and reduces his restraint. The narrator admits that his character undergoes 

a “radical alteration for the worse” and that he becomes increasingly moody, irritable, and violent  (Poe 851). 

His statement “for what disease is like Alcohol!” (Poe 851), he means that alcohol is a disease and is partly 

an acknowledgment of addiction but also a strategy of displacement. By treating alcohol as an independent 

agent, he can distance himself from responsibility. 

The second snare is perverseness. After injuring Pluto, the narrator introduces the idea of an irrational desire  

when he say “to do wrong for the wrong’s sake only” (Poe 852) which means the narrator desire to do wrong 

precisely because it is wrong  (Poe 852). Gargano’s interpretation is important here because he refuses to 

accept perverseness as an autonomous force that excuses the narrator. Instead, the narrator’s explanation 

exposes his tendency to rationalize his own destructive impulses (Gargano 172–78). The narrator knows that 

hanging Pluto is wrong; indeed, his own remorse confirms his awareness of the moral meaning of the act. Yet 

he performs it when he say “I slipped a noose about its neck and hung it to the limb of a tree” (Poe 852). The 

snare is therefore internal: his knowledge of right and wrong does not control his conduct. Pluto’s hanging 

also establishes the story’s symbolic pattern of retribution. Mabbott notes that the cat’s name, Pluto, is 

associated with the ruler of Hades and that the gallows marking of the second cat is symbolic (Mabbott 859). 

The narrator’s treatment of Pluto becomes an anticipation of his own fate. The rope around the cat’s neck is 

later echoed by the gallows-shaped marking on the second cat. Thus, the story constructs a visual chain linking 

animal death to human punishment. The narrator thinks he is punishing the cat, but the narrative gradually 

transforms the punishment into a prophecy of his own execution. 

The second cat intensifies the narrator’s entrapment because it makes the past return in material form. The 

animal resembles Pluto and has lost an eye, reproducing the most disturbing feature of the first crime (Poe 

854–55). The narrator experiences shame and dread, and his hatred grows as the cat becomes more affectionate 

toward him. Reeder’s interpretation of repression is particularly useful here. If the cat is understood 

psychologically, it represents the return of material that the narrator has attempted to suppress (Reeder 20–

22). His attempt to avoid the cat is therefore an attempt to avoid his own history. The gallows image makes 

this psychological return explicit, where “the image of a hideous—of a ghastly thing—of the GALLOWS!” 

(Poe 855). The white patch on the cat gradually becomes, in the narrator’s perception, the image of a gallows 

(Poe 855). The gallows is not simply an omen of death; it is a symbolic representation of the entire moral 

structure of the story. The narrator has already hanged Pluto, and he is now confronted with an image of the 

punishment that awaits him. The symbol collapses past, present, and future into a single image. It reminds the 

reader that the narrator’s death is not accidental but structurally prepared by his earlier violence. 

The third major snare is the narrator’s escalating violence. The second cat does not directly cause the murder 

of the wife. The narrator chooses to attack the animal with an axe, and when his wife intervenes, he redirects 

the violence toward her (Poe 856). The distinction is crucial. The narrator repeatedly blames external forces—

the alcohol, the cat, the spirit of perverseness—but the sequence of events shows that his own aggression 

remains the central cause. The wife becomes the unintended victim of a violent disposition that has been 

cultivated over time. The story thereby demonstrates that violence expands once moral restraint has been 

abandoned. 

The murder also transforms guilt into a practical problem of concealment. The narrator considers several 

methods for disposing of the corpse before deciding to wall it inside the cellar when he said “I determined to 
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wall it up in the cellar” (Poe 856–57). The wall becomes one of the story’s most powerful symbols because it 

represents both physical concealment and psychological repression. He believes that the bricks can seal the 

crime away. Reeder’s argument that repression eventually returns in destructive form helps illuminate the 

final scene (Reeder 20–22). The narrator has not eliminated the evidence;  he said “I buried the axe in her 

brain” (Poe 856) which means he has merely placed it inside a structure that will later expose it. The narrator’s 

false confidence creates the final snare. After the police search the house and appear satisfied, he experiences 

triumph and feels compelled to boast about the construction of the house when he said “these walls are solidly 

put together” (Poe 858). His pride overwhelms his instinct for self-preservation. He strikes the wall with his 

cane, unknowingly touching the very site of the hidden corpse. This is the moment when the narrator becomes 

the architect of his own exposure. His crime might have remained undiscovered temporarily, but his need to 

display superiority produces the evidence that destroys him. 

The final cry from within the wall completes the cycle of entrapment. The sound transforms the cellar from a 

place of concealment into a tomb and courtroom. The cat’s cry exposes both the corpse and the narrator’s 

deception (Poe 858–59). Frushell’s concept of moral grotesquerie is useful here because the scene combines 

horror, irony, and symbolic reversal (Frushell 43–44). The animal that the narrator has repeatedly treated as 

an object becomes the agent through which human justice is activated when he said “I had walled the monster 

up within the tomb!” (Poe 859). The narrator’s final realization—that he has enclosed the animal within the 

tomb—reveals the full irony of his actions. The fourth major finding is that Poe deliberately preserves 

ambiguity between supernatural retribution and psychological causation. Mabbott identifies the sudden 

appearance of the second cat, the changing white marking, and the wife’s death as touches of supernaturalism 

(Mabbott 848). At the same time, the narrator repeatedly provides rational explanations for apparently 

supernatural events. The image of the hanged cat on the burned wall, for example, receives a physical 

explanation involving the corpse, plaster, heat, and ammonia (Poe 853). This ambiguity prevents a simple 

answer to the question of whether the cat is genuinely supernatural. The uncertainty itself is a source of horror 

because the narrator cannot distinguish external punishment from the operations of his own guilty 

consciousness. 

The story’s use of the unreliable narrator strengthens this ambiguity. He insists that he is not mad, yet his 

explanations become increasingly contradictory. He calls himself a rational observer while describing 

experiences that he himself cannot fully explain. Gargano’s broader distinction between Poe and his narrators 

is important because it prevents readers from treating the narrator’s philosophical claims as Poe’s own 

position. The narrator’s theory of perverseness is part of the fiction’s psychological drama, not necessarily the 

author’s final explanation of evil. His unreliability is therefore another snare: the reader must navigate between 

what he claims, what he omits, and what the narrative structure reveals. 

Finally, the story constructs a circular relationship between violence and punishment. Pluto is hanged; the 

second cat carries the image of the gallows; the wife is murdered; the corpse is entombed; the cat’s cry exposes 

the crime; and the narrator is delivered to the executioner. The phrase “consigned me to the hangman” (Poe 

859) completes the symbolic movement from the first hanging to the narrator’s own impending death. What 

begins as cruelty toward an animal ends as legal and physical punishment for the murderer. Death is therefore 

the final snare, but it is also the culmination of every earlier snare. Poe’s structure suggests that the narrator 

does not simply fall into a trap; he repeatedly constructs it around himself. 

Table 1. Major Snares of Death in “The Black Cat” 

Snare Textual manifestation Psychological effect Narrative consequence 

Alcoholism Progressive change in 

temperament (Poe 851) 

Loss of restraint Cruelty and violence 

Perverseness Desire to do wrong knowingly 

(Poe 852) 

Self-division Hanging of Pluto 
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Guilt/Repression Second cat and recurring fear 

(Poe 854–55) 

Shame and paranoia Escalating hatred 

Gallows White mark becomes gallows 

(Poe 855) 

Anticipation of punishment Foreshadows execution 

Concealment Body hidden behind cellar 

wall (Poe 856–57) 

False security Evidence preserved 

Pride/Self-

betrayal 

Boasting and striking the wall 

(Poe 858) 

Overconfidence Crime revealed 

 

Source: Compiled by the author from close reading of Poe’s “The Black Cat” and the cited critical scholarship. 

CONCLUSION 

This study has argued that the “snares of death” in Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Black Cat” constitute a progressive 

system of psychological, moral, symbolic, and physical entrapment. Death is present from the opening 

sentence of the narrator’s confession, but the story does not treat it as a sudden or isolated punishment. Instead, 

Poe constructs a chain in which every destructive action creates the conditions for the next. Alcohol weakens 

the narrator’s restraint; cruelty destroys his relationship with Pluto; perverseness encourages deliberate 

wrongdoing; guilt returns through the second cat; fear produces further violence; murder demands 

concealment; concealment creates false confidence; and pride finally causes self-exposure. 

The analysis demonstrates that the narrator’s greatest enemy is not simply the black cat. The cat functions as 

a symbolic surface upon which the narrator’s guilt, fear, and moral corruption are projected. Pluto is first a 

beloved pet and then a victim. The second cat becomes a reminder of the first crime and, possibly, an 

instrument of supernatural justice. The growing gallows-shaped marking transforms the animal into a visual 

prophecy of the narrator’s fate. Mabbott’s observation that Pluto’s name and the gallows marking are symbolic 

reinforces this interpretation (Mabbott 859). Whether the second cat is supernatural or psychological remains 

unresolved, but in either case its narrative function is clear: it prevents the narrator from escaping the 

consequences of his actions. 

The cellar wall is equally important. It appears to be a successful barrier between crime and discovery, but it 

becomes the very structure that reveals the crime. In psychological terms, the wall represents repression: the 

narrator attempts to bury the evidence of his violence, yet the suppressed truth returns. Reeder’s analysis of 

repression therefore illuminates the story’s final reversal (Reeder 20–22). In moral terms, the wall represents 

the futility of concealment. In Gothic terms, it becomes a tomb from which the dead and the animal witness 

seem to speak. The wall consequently brings together the physical and psychological dimensions of the story’s 

horror. 

The study also confirms the importance of the unreliable narrator. His insistence on rationality cannot be 

accepted without question because his explanations repeatedly shift responsibility away from himself. 

Alcohol, perverseness, the cat, and supernatural suggestion are all used to explain his behavior. Yet the 

sequence of events demonstrates that he repeatedly makes conscious choices. Gargano’s reading is particularly 

significant because it challenges the narrator’s self-exculpating philosophy and restores attention to his moral 

responsibility (Gargano 172–78). Poe’s achievement lies in allowing the narrator to expose himself through 

his own words. The more he attempts to explain his innocence, the more clearly the reader sees his guilt. 

Ultimately, “The Black Cat” presents death as both punishment and revelation. The narrator begins by 

knowing that he will die, but he does not fully understand how his past has produced that fate. By the 

conclusion, the logic of the story becomes clear. His violence toward Pluto anticipates the violence that 

destroys his household; the rope around Pluto’s neck anticipates the gallows; the buried corpse anticipates the 

narrator’s own confinement; and the cat’s cry converts hidden guilt into visible evidence. The final punishment 

therefore does not appear arbitrary. It is the culmination of a pattern that the narrator himself has created. 
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Poe’s “snares of death” can thus be understood as the narrative mechanisms through which wrongdoing returns 

upon the wrongdoer. The story does not require a purely supernatural interpretation to achieve its horror. Even 

if the second cat is understood as an ordinary animal, the narrator’s guilt, paranoia, violence, and pride are 

sufficient to explain his destruction. Conversely, if the cat is accepted as a supernatural agent of retribution, 

the story becomes an even more explicit Gothic morality tale. Poe’s refusal to resolve the ambiguity is 

precisely what makes the story enduring. Death remains simultaneously external punishment and internal 

consequence. The narrator cannot escape either. In this sense, the deepest snare of the story is the self: the 

criminal attempts to bury his crime, but his own consciousness—and finally his own voice—leads him to the 

grave. 
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