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Abstract 

As Edgar Allan Poe (1809 – 1849) utilizes a lot of suspense and excitement in his literary 

works, he is considered to be the father of mystery. He believed that the short story is a 

literary genre in its own right. His style is impressive for he is viewed to be the one, who 

paved the way for the initiation of the detective novel. The settings that he chose for his 

horror short stories are Gothic, as they are shrouded with gloom and darkness. He is able to 

create a lasting effect in the mind of his readership as the actions of his characters do not 

always originate from justified and logical motives, which make them more intriguing. Poe 

chooses to shed light on extreme human behavior of violence that eventually lead to 

disturbing actions. He presents the readership with shocking themes as not only horror and 

fear, but also crime. This results in the production of short stories that are worth pondering. 

Despite the fact that he wrote a number of horror short stories, The Black Cat (1843) and 

The Tell-Tale Heart (1843) are examined in this study as they may seem to present the 

same story pattern. However, paying meticulous attention to details, it becomes clear that 

these stories start to deviate from each other in relation to the setting, characterization, plot, 

and themes.  
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1. Introduction:  

The reason why Edgar Allan Poe’s The Black Cat (1843) and The Tell-Tale Heart 

(1843) in particular are chosen for examination is not only because they are among the 

most horrifying of his short stories, but also because they seem to share the same story 

pattern. Poe’s literary style stands out in regard to how he orchestrates his horror stories. 

He utilizes Gothic settings that evoke feelings of disdain and creepiness. He chooses 

seemingly a mundane character to narrate the story. But as soon as the story unfolds, 

emotions of fear of what is about to happen and pity towards the victim are evoked on the 

part of the readership. 

Poe’s style in writing such horror short stories is quite interesting. He is skillful in 

shedding light on the complex human nature in extreme situations of rage and insanity. His 

motifs are worth pondering as they delve into the human psyche at critical emotional, 

psychological, and mental moments that lead to calamity and destruction. 

 

2. Problem of the Study: 
A superficial reading of The Black Cat and The Tell-Tale Heart may suggest that each 

shares the same story pattern with the other. However, paying meticulous attention to 

details, it becomes clear that these stories start to deviate from each other in relation to 

setting, characterization, plot, and themes. As a first impression, each story seems to 

revolve around a “disturbed” character, who commits a crime towards the end of the story 

and is caught for his atrocity just before the story comes to its end. But as a trained reader, 

one is to look beyond the given text as meaning is constructed through profound analysis 
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of the textual evidence.  

3. Objective of the Study: 
The study will shed light upon where the stories of The Black Cat and The Tell-Tale 

Heart meet and where do they depart. This will be conducted by examining essential and 

major elements of storytelling as: The setting, the point of view, the major character, the 

plot, and the themes presented in each. Therefore, the analytical literary approach will be 

employed based upon significant quotations that are required to prove the point of 

discussion.  

4. Review of Related Literature:  

Donald A. Ringe says that Poe is interested in the most convincing depiction of the 

human mind as he tries to portray in his writings its complexity, its hidden recesses, and 

the dark chambers where one’s secret self lies (140). He depicts utmost moments of thrill 

and excitement exemplified in the act of crime in his horror short stories through the usage 

of the diverse elements of storytelling. A major advantage for any criminal to commit his 

crime is the setting. According to Robert L. Hough, Poe focuses on unity of effect, brevity 

of the literary work, and emotional response (xx). One way to create an emotional impact 

on the readership is Poe’s choice of gothic settings. A Gothic setting is employed to evoke 

heightened feelings of mystery and suspense on the part of the readership. The entire story 

of The Tell-Tale Heart takes place in an isolated house that seems somewhat remote from 

the others, which is of great convenience to the narrator to carry out his crime with no rush 

or urgency. In fact, he is at ease chopping up the body, burying it under the floor in the 

house, and cleaning up the crime scene shortly afterwards. Likewise, the narrator in The 

Black Cat commits his crime in a wretched cellar of an old building.  

Poe has always been interested in the mind. Some of his most popular literary writings 

express how a character conducts actions in abnormal emotional, psychological and mental 

conditions. To him, these conditions will inevitably lead to perverse and dreadful 

behaviors. Benjamin F. Fisher in The Cambridge Introduction to Edgar Allan Poe states 

that:  

For him the mind was a far more shadowy area, occasionally illuminated by unpleasant 

lights. The corridors of the mind reveal twisted pathways, which may provide surprises to 

the explorer, but those surprises are often the frightening discoveries that negative passions 

inhabit these environs. Yearnings for outreach leading to harmonious relationships with 

another or others are often hampered by reluctances to engage such bondings [sic], be 

those reluctances mild or be they egotistical, brutal, murderous in nature (24).  

 According to Encyclopedia Britannica, the ultimate objective of a horror story is to 

create fear on the part of the readership. They can also feature supernatural elements as 

ghosts or witches. In this respect, both The Black Cat and The Tell-Tale Heart are typical 

stories of horror.  

5. Discussion: 
Poe is interested in human psychology and swaying moods of mental imbalances. In 

his horror stories, at least one main character suffers from an unconscious emotional, 

psychological, or mental disturbance. Interestingly enough, in both The Black Cat and The 

Tell-Tale Heart it is this precise character that narrates the story. The story in each opens 

as this character narrates his story while sitting alone in a place that does not seem to be 

inviting at all as it suggests gloom and misery. Darlene Harbour Unrue states that Poe uses 

Gothic elements in his stories “to symbolize states of mind in his characters tormented by 

intimations of death, insanity, and other forms of annihilation and chaos” (114). So the 

story of each does represent a troublesome mood from the very beginning and the 

following events shrouded with mystery, thrill, and suspense mount up reaching to the 

climax, after which the story reaches its end. In that sense, the Gothic element is used to 
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elevate the readership’s height of excitement so as to correlate with the abnormal and 

horrifying events of the story. 

Fred Botting believes that the setting in Poe’s short stories is constructed to reinforce a 

“Gothicization [sic] of consciousness” (19) for it does suggest a sense of despair arousing 

feelings of resentment and disdain. The setting in such stories is essential as it provides the 

readership with an initial impression of the general mood of the story. In The Black Cat the 

narrator is seen to be sitting in a place resembling a cell as he is held responsible for an 

obnoxious deed that he has committed. This cold and empty place in the story functions as 

a means of punishment since the character is placed there in solitary confinement before 

being executed the following day for the crime he committed. 

Erik Berggren states that distressful memories form psychological pressures are 

released through a powerful need of oral disclosure (3). This is exactly what the narrator 

says at the very beginning of the story:  

For the most wild yet most homely narrative which I am about to pen, I neither expect nor 

solicit belief. Mad indeed would I be to expect it, in a case where my very senses reject 

their own evidence. Yet, mad am I not – and very surely do I not dream. But to-morrow I 

die, and to-day I would unburden my soul (3).  

It is evident that the narrator is telling his story in retrospect as he is narrating this 

account from his memory. It seems that he is conscious of an audience of some sort, but 

most importantly he is acknowledging the fact that his deliverance of what happened will 

finally ease his troubled soul. In this regard, it is the desire of the narrator to reveal the 

account of what happened. In other words, he is not obliged by another party to state what 

he is about to deliver, it is rather his own personal will that drives his to reveal this weighty 

account of outrageous events.   

The narrator in The Tell-Tale Heart also narrates his account of the story from the very 

beginning. However, it seems that he is obliged to do so in order to justify his actions to a 

counterpart that may be the police or a jury at court. Yet, the tone of the narrator is not that 

of resignation as in The Black Cat but rather a much more challenging, repulsive, and 

boastful one as he says:  

TRUE! --nervous-- very, very dreadfully nervous; I had been and am; but why will you say 

that I am mad? The disease had sharpened my senses --not destroyed-- not dulled them. 

Above all was the sense of hearing acute. I heard all things in the heaven and in the earth. I 

heard many things in hell. How, then, am I mad? Hearken! And observe how healthily --

how calmly I can tell you the whole story (4). 

He too is assuring his audience that he is not mad. But this narrator shifts in the 

narrative mode in the very first paragraph; alternating between the first person narrative 

and the second person narrative. James W. Gargano argues that this is an innovative trait in 

Poe’s style of writing as he may be encouraging his readership to keep their powers of 

analysis and judgment constantly alert (178). Thus the shift in the point of view assures the 

readership that the narrator is unreliable and is, therefore, not to be trusted. This 

exemplifies the fact that the narrator is attempting to emotionally manipulate the 

readership.  

It is sensed that this second narrator is more mentally disturbed than the first as he 

claims to have superhuman powers. He boasts having the ability to hear sounds in earth, in 

heaven, and in hell. Natasha Kate et al state that superhuman beliefs are common in 

patients with schizophrenia as many of them attribute the symptoms of mental disorders to 

these beliefs. Indeed, this narrator suffers from a mode of schizophrenia as he is able to 

adopt a multiplicity of characters. At times, he is viewed to be clam and courteous to the 

old man, i.e. his victim; while at others he is seen to be bursting with rage and hatred 

towards him. Moreover, this narrator finds trouble in deciding on a motive to kill the old 
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man. He admits that the old man never wronged him and that he was not after the gold the 

old man possessed. He kept on thinking of a reason to justify his crime. In fact, upon the 

careful reading of the story, it seems that the idea of the Evil Eye came as an afterthought 

to him. Yet his plan was mentally revised time and again to execute the perfect crime. In 

other terms, this organized crime was conducted with arrogance and great precision.  

In The Black Cat it is stated that the narrator suffers from drinking problems, and that 

once he is intoxicated, the influence of alcohol takes over his actions. In this sense, because 

the cat, Pluto, did not grant him the warm reception that he is accustomed to when 

returning home drunk one afternoon, he decides on punishing it by plucking its eye out. 

Thus, he admits that this was beyond his control by stating that “the fury of a demon 

instantly possessed me. I knew myself no longer. My original soul seemed, at once, to take 

its flight from my body; and a more fiendish malevolence, ginnurtured, [sic] thrilled every 

fiber of my frame” (5).  

No doubt that the two narrators have emotional, psychological, and mental issues. But 

the narrator of The Tell-Tale Heart appears to be more dangerous as he does not refrain 

himself from committing his crime. He never goes back to his senses during the seven days 

before he commits his well schemed crime, because he suffers from a severely distorted 

mindset. Before committing the crime, he does not experience any kind of hesitation and 

after committing the crime; he does not feel the slightest feelings of sorrow or shame. In 

actuality, he feels that he has rid himself of the Evil Eye by killing the poor old man for he 

says that:   

It is impossible to say how first the idea entered my brain; but once conceived, it haunted 

me day and night. Object there was none. Passion there was none. I loved the old man. He 

had never wronged me. He had never given me insult. For his gold I had no desire. I think 

it was his eye! yes, it was this! He had the eye of a vulture --a pale blue eye, with a film 

over it. 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 

(4).  

The narrator in The Tell-Tale Heart waits seven long nights to close in on the kill. He 

waits all of these nights until he was able to see the blue eye in the darkness of the room in 

order to give him his presumed momentum to kill. In this respect, this is an organized 

crime unlike the one of The Black Cat, which was not premeditated as such. The man 

claims to be intoxicated when he throws the axe towards the cat. He states that he did not 

even consider killing his wife, who was in the way, indicating that it was an accident by 

stating that: 

Uplifting an axe, and forgetting, in my wrath, the childish dread which had hitherto stayed 

my hand, I aimed a blow at the animal, which, of course, would have proved instantly fatal 

had it descended as I wished. But this blow was arrested by the hand of my wife. Goaded 

by the interference into a rage more than demoniacal, I withdrew my arm from her grasp 

and buried the axe in her brain. She fell dead upon the spot without a groan (11).  

After this, he describes what he has done as being “hideous”, which indicates that he 

did not plan nor approve the crime unlike the narrator of The Tell-Tale Heart. It is true that 

he set his mind on killing the cat, but he even could not bring himself to do so except under 

the influence of alcohol. At this point of blinding rage, he just loses control of his actions 

for intoxication does aggravate the dreadful actions of his twisted mind.  

As a result, both stories share combined motifs of crime and guilt. But with a careful 

examination, these motifs may not share the exact shade in both stories. Crime in The 

Black Cat, is allegedly accidental and unplanned; whereas in The Tell-Tale Heart it is 

calculated and premeditated. Guilt, on the other hand, is short lived in The Black Cat as the 

narrator can always argue that he was absent-minded due to intoxication; whereas in The 
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Tell-Tale Heart the narrator breaks down and reveals himself to the police due to his 

persistent sense of guilt illustrated in the constant beating of the heart; especially that there 

is no rational justification to kill the old man. This crime may have been committed due to 

what is known in psychoanalysis by projection. Jennifer Beauman states that psychological 

projection is a defense mechanism that people subconsciously resort to in order to cope 

with difficult feelings or emotions. A recent article released in Psychology Today states 

that unconscious discomfort can lead patients to attribute difficult impulses to someone 

else to avoid confronting them; and that through projection these patients do not recognize 

these impulses within themselves. In The Black Cat, Pluto, who at one point in the story 

may have been perceived as a representation of “witches in disguise” (4) may stand for all 

of the evil and twisted traits of the narrator; especially that the color black in Gothic 

literature primarily stands for death, evil, mystery, and fear. In that sense, the narrator 

might have wanted to kill it in order to rid himself of all of the negativity in his life. In The 

Tell-Tale Heart, the Evil Eye is referred to as the blue eye and in literature blue stands for 

depression and sadness. B.D. Tucker argues that the Evil Eye might stand for the “evil I” 

within the narrator himself. In this regard, the narrator might want to get rid of the old man 

as he projects the evil in himself on his victim.   

 

6. Conclusion: 

Poe’s indulgence in the psyche is quite interesting as he explores extreme abnormalities 

in human behavior. This is focused upon in a number of his horror stories. Consequently, 

there is a correspondence between the stories of The Black Cat and The Tell-Tale Heart, 

but not entirely. Having been written by the same author and having been published in the 

same year might suggest overlapping similarities. Yet more importantly are the points of 

departure; as Poe might be encouraging his readership to focus on the slight details of these 

accounts that are to make a difference. All in all, Poe’s horror stories are everything but 

expected and mundane; and this is exactly why they are such distinctive literary works. 
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