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 There’s another way to look at it in the tradition, to change the title to “The 

Adventures of Kate Chopin” and change “Huckleberry Finn’s” title to “The Awakening of 

Huckleberry Finn.”  See where they’re going with this?  It’s a long — it’s an old tradition, 

much older than American literature, of awakening, of initiation, of realization, of 

growing up.  My problem with that is Huckleberry is a kid.  How old is Edna Pontellier 

when she begins to awaken?  Twenty-eight.  I don’t know.  Don’t you think that’s a little 

old to discover that the situation you’re in is not perhaps the one you wanted to be in or 

to find out that you’re unhappy? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 The movie star and the calvary officer and things like that.  But also the book is 

pretty explicit about why she married Léonce, you know.  Her father was opposed to it 

and he was persistent, and so she said, you know, why not.  There’s some other 

similarities between Edna and Kate Chopin in that she was considered outspoken and 

she was considered a little outrageous.  She — her skirts were shorter than they 

should’ve been.  Apparently you could see her ankles when she stepped off the curb in 

that little town in Louisiana. 

 By the way, something else I found out about this.  Her family, although they 

lived in St. Louis — and not although, actually, when you think about it — were southern 

sympathizers.  There were five kids.  She was the fourth of five children — I believe she 

was the fourth of five — but she grew up nearly by herself because her sisters died as 

infants and her brothers died before they reached their twenties.  Her father — her 

stepfather, actually — no, her father was her mother’s second husband and he brought 
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a stepson to that marriage who died in the service in the Confederacy during the war.  

So she was pretty much alone in a household of women.  She lived with her mother, her 

grandmother, and her great grandmother and was early sent to the convent.  She had 

one good close girlfriend.  You remember that Edna had a close friend, too.  They used 

to like to argue about religion and so forth.  But this woman’s family were run out of 

town during the war in 1863 when Edna would’ve been 13 years old and moved to 

South Carolina.  They later reunited, but she was pretty independent, pretty much on 

her own most of the time. 

 And she was not — and I hope that this was clear — she did not become some 

kind of outcast after “The Awakening.”  In fact, she was invited to speak at some 

women’s clubs in St. Louis.  So that wasn’t so — she was healthy enough to make it to 

the St. Louis World’s Fair in 1904.  I like to think of Kate Chopin going to the World’s 

Fair.  As for her death, which is — it’s not for certain why she died, but she may have 

been diabetic.  Some of the symptoms that they describe sound like diabetes and the 

cause of death officially was a cerebral hemorrhage.  So there’s no telling. 

 Well, who killed Edna Pontellier?  I know you’ve thought about this a little bit and 

I’m willing to take — to take nominations at this point.  Who would you — who did you 

blame?  Who are the suspects? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Herself.  All right.  Literally. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Well, now, see, you just accused somebody else.  She didn’t live with her — with 
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society’s norms.  Well, you’re gonna blame her and not blame society?  Who was right 

and who was wrong? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Well, all right.  Well, that’s another reason that she died.  We’ll get to that, too.  

Because she was an adulterer.  The three great adulterers — there’s a plural — 

adulterers of the 19th century were Kate Chopin, Emma Bovary, and Anna Karenina, all 

of whom — well, I don’t know.  I don’t want to spoil any books for anybody.  Surely you 

know how these women died.  I don’t want to spoil it. 

 All right.  Herself.  But let me take that another way, too.  Literally, she did kill 

herself, of course, and so — but did she?  There’s some discussion about that.  If you 

look at the final moments of the book, does she go down to Grand Isle to kill herself?  

Why doesn’t it seem that way? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 She says, “I hope you have fish.”  Don’t go to any trouble, but I hope you have 

fish.  Someone who’s getting ready to kill herself I wouldn’t think would be ordering her 

menu.  So was it just an impulse? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 It does say that.  But look how Kate kinda gets around that a little bit.  I’ve lost my 

list of suspects. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Perhaps the doctor would’ve understood. 

 [Inaudible student response] 
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 The little ones.  She says — look at the very end of the story, right after she says 

“I hope you have fish for dinner.”  We have a motive for her despondency.  You know, 

after Robert left her the note it said she — you know, she didn’t even sleep that night, I 

don’t believe.  But she had said over and over to herself — it says, “she lay awake upon 

the sofa till morning.  She had said over and over to herself: ‘To-day it is Arobin; to-

morrow it will be some one else.  It makes no difference to me, it doesn’t matter about 

Léonce Pontellier--But Raoul and Etienne!’” And then she thinks of the children.  “She 

understood now clearly what she had meant” — and we’ll go back to that quote — 

“when she said to Adele Ratignolle that she would never sacrifice herself for her 

children.” 

 “Despondency had come upon her there in the wakeful night, and that never 

lifted.”  So she was still despondent.  But it also says at the end of that paragraph, “She 

was not thinking of these things when she walked down to the beach.”  I don’t know 

where — I like beginning with the ends of stories.  A bird with a broken wing comes 

flapping along.  Is that too much for you?   

 [Inaudible student response] 

 You know, is it — I don’t like it when symbols jump off the page.  SYMBOL.  But 

at the same time, it does work very well with what Madame Lees had said to her when 

she touched her shoulder blades and said, “You must have strong wings.”  “Reeling, 

fluttering, circling, disabled down, down to the water.”  That’s a neat image there and 

rather shocking, I’m sure, for 1899 when she gets rid of her bathing suit.  Of course, 

people didn’t swim then really.  They call them bathing suits because they bathed in the 
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water.  It was unusual.  Most people didn’t know how to swim.  Swimming instruction 

was pretty rare to the beginning of the century. 

 And, of course, they did go bathing that one evening when she got out pretty far 

before.  But when she drops her suit, “How strange and awful it seemed to stand naked 

under the sky! How delicious!  She felt like some new-born creature, opening its eyes in 

a familiar world that it had never known.  The foamy wavelets curled up to her white 

feet,” and so forth.  What image is Chopin consciously wanting us to recall?  She was 

an artist herself, by the way, like Edna was.  The Venus, the Botecelli Venus on the half 

shell.  Of course, Venus is the sea foam borne goddess.  That doesn’t sound like 

someone who wants to die.  She’s talking about how delicious the sun and air are on 

her skin. 

 But as she swims, it says, “She thought of Léonce and the children.  They were a 

part of her life.  But they need not have thought that they could possess her, body and 

soul.”  And then exhaustion presses upon her and she thinks about the note that Robert 

left.  She mentions Doctor Mandelet who, by the way, is based on her obstetrician in 

New Orleans, by the way.  A man she apparently admired.  And then that old dog that 

she remembers that was chained to the sycamore tree and the other images that we 

had from the very beginning.  I don’t know if I should use this word or not.  A rather 

artistic ending.  Of having these themes at the beginning and then having the themes at 

the end.  So she is overwhelmed with these memories of childhood as the water takes 

her down. 

 But there’s nowhere right there that you can actually point to her saying, “I don’t 
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want to do this anymore.  I don’t want to live anymore.  I want drowned.”  I’ve always 

thought that was an extraordinarily bad way to choose death.  Have you ever been out 

at sea and tried to swim to shore and a current got you?  Have you ever tried — has 

that ever happened to you?  Where you think you’re going this way but you see that the 

objects on the beach are going this way.  You’re making the lateral progress.  Well, she 

is responsible ultimately for her death.  We know she was a weak swimmer. 

 But who else?  You mentioned Dr. Mandelet.  Could he have saved her? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 He said he knew his Creole was better than to ask Léonce if there was another 

man, but then he says, “I hope it’s not Arobin if it is somebody.”  But he tells her, too, 

that she can talk to him.  That — you know, almost early counseling type of thing.  He 

also tells her that it was wrong of her friend to call her over there when she is having 

trouble with her childbirth.  Notice also that Madame — I guess it’s Ratignolle.  I don’t 

know how to say her name.  Adele gives birth without chloroform.  And when Edna is 

recalling her own childbirths, she remembers the chloroform.  But it’s not administered 

to Adele.  Adele had kind of a suffering thing about her.  And then that — remember the 

children.  It’s almost like she knows Robert is back at the house. 

 That’s the number one suspect.  How many of you put down Robert as being 

responsible?  I mean, gee, what a man.  “You will be here when I come back,” she says, 

as the last words she says to him.  How long did it take him to sit there before he wrote. 

“Good-by--because I love you.”  Was he afraid of Léonce?  She tells him right before 

that — she says, “If you were to say — Léonce can’t give you to me.  I’m myself.  I 
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belong to me.  Nobody can own me.”  But he runs away to Mexico when he fears their 

relationship.  Could she have been happy with this very young man? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 But that’s what she thinks after Robert has left her.  That’s what she thinks there 

that night.  She’s perfectly happy with him at first.  You know, she’s even thinking about 

him the first time she makes love to Arobin.  By the way, I don’t know if you missed that 

or not, but they make love three times.  Didn’t go right by, did it?  Did you catch it?  

Okay.  Good.  I hate to have to point out the — a couple of you are goin’ “What?”  Had 

to be very careful with that kind of thing in 1899, but they did indeed.  Seems to me 

Robert should share a little bit at least in her feeling that she has nowhere to go. 

 As for Adele, I don’t know.  Adele does try to save her from Robert, at least early 

on.  Madame Reisz?  How much does she contribute to Edna’s demise? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Those are great scenes, I think, at her house.  Don’t you like that when she says, 

“I had a letter from him but I’m not gonna show it to you.”  Oh, here.  Let me play you 

some Chopin.  I know it wrecks you.  Well, she’s crying and weeping now.  Here, you 

know, try to not get it so soppin’ wet.  She gets the letter wet, you know, she’s crying on 

it so much.   

 And, of course, that little old sour pianist is the one who awakens her the first 

time.  Says “A thrill went down her spinal cord when she plays that prelude, awakening 

those feelings.”  A little late at 28, I think, for them to have been dormant so long or at 

least to be reawakened, and she knows it.  And she does that business with the 
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shoulder blades, and you must have wings.  She’s encouraging her to adultery, though; 

not to end her life. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Oh, you think she just has a sadistic streak?  If I can’t be happy, no one can?  I 

think she generally likes Edna, though, doesn’t she?  You know, she tells Robert, “I’ll 

play for her but I won’t play for anybody else.”  Anybody else here, “‘Bah,’ she says.”  

Why she even goes to vacation at Grand Isle seems — you know, unless just to get out 

of the city, out of the heat.   

 I bet most of you have been to the Gulf.  That part hasn’t changed all that much, 

really.  It tickled me in “The Storm” when his wife and kids had gone to Biloxi.  That was 

just — that was a common vacation destination years ago.  I think the old lady has 

some responsibility at least for her awakening.  

 We haven’t talked about the number one suspect yet.  The one person who 

makes her life the miserable hell that it is, that she cannot live in it.  Her husband, 

Léonce.  The very beginning — the very end of Chapter I, page 635, she had gone out 

and gotten a sunburn.  By the way, this is something else Kate Chopin did besides 

smoke in public was that she went swimming without a hat and she went riding without 

a hat and went walking without a hat so that she got a tan.  And this was just considered 

a very low-class kind of behavior for anybody to do. 

 I mean, look at Adele.  She has gloves on.  She’s all wrapped up when she goes 

to the beach.  He says, “You are burnt beyond recognition,” says Léonce, “looking at his 

wife as one looks at a valuable piece of personal property which has suffered some 
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damage.”  Ohhh, that’s the first chapter and these are short chapters.  Did you react to 

that or notice that at the very beginning?  There’s something wrong with that kind of 

relationship if he views his wife as a possession. 

 But is it okay to say that Léonce is just this insensitive, possessive — is he 

possessive?  He’s possessive in the sense that he looks at her as a possession or asks 

if she were.  But why would you say he’s not possessive? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 He has his idea of propriety.  But as long as she does the propriety part, he 

leaves her alone.  Uh-hmm? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 He’s gambling.  But she never suggests that there’s another woman in the piece, 

but that wouldn’t be too shocking with the European type of atmosphere that they have 

in this society.  It would’ve been, you know, expected in some quarters. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Well, she says “I wish he wouldn’t go to the club so much.”  Now, there might be 

a hint of that there.  But she also says, “You really ought to get him to stay home with 

you more often.  You guys need to spend more time together.”  What does Edna say to 

that? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 She says, “What will we talk about?  We have nothing in common.”  They have 

the little boys.  You remember the kids?  You ever think about there are kids in here?  

They slipped in and out and she says she was glad to see ‘em when they were there.  
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And the minute they’re gone — in fact, Chopin uses this phrase — I think it’s right here.  

Beginning of Chapter IV.  “In short, Mrs. Pontellier was not a mother-woman.”  A 

mother-woman.  A friend of mine who has no children and is in her thirties now — she 

said one time somebody asked her about that.  She said, “Oh, I don’t give birth.”  It was 

just kind of like, you know, that’s not something that I would consider.  “Oh, I don’t give 

birth.”  So she was not a mother-woman. 

 And she doesn’t have many of the qualities.  I mean, Adele is the perfect mother-

woman from what we can see.  But, yeah, he’s not — she does pretty much what she 

wants to.  I don’t know.  Do you think — when Léonce comes home and Robert is sitting 

on the porch steps with her with his head on her shoulder, and constantly walking with 

her, and constantly reading to her, and spending all his time with her — as he has in 

previous summers, he latches on to either a single or a married woman at the Island -- 

why doesn’t that bother Léonce? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Well, does he trust her?  I think he just plain trusts her.  She’s — it’s -- 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Even when she starts missing her Tuesdays he doesn’t seem to be worrying 

about who she’s hanging out with.  It’s just that, you know, she’s not returning the calls.  

In fact, when he realizes that that Miss Hemphill, I believe it was, was one of the women 

who called — “Ah, stay away from her.”  At least he knows that was a good idea.  

Because she’s a bad influence. 

 No, Léonce could not be said to be one of those people who runs or — I say one 
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of those people now, husbands or wives — who runs their partners away by being 

possessive and jealous.  Jealousy is an insult to the other partner.  Jealousy is saying 

you’re not worthy of my trust.  I’m not worthy of your love, etc., etc.  It’s just that green-

eyed monster.  But, yeah.  Propriety is his main thing. 

 I want you to look at a scene on — I guess it’s 656, Chapter XI.  There’s a 

wonderful scene.  She makes him older than Edna by several years.  He’s 32 and she 

was 24, I believe, or 22 — something like that.  He’s 40 at this point and she is 28, so 

there’s 12 years difference.  That’s not autobiographical, but that doesn’t seem to be a 

major problem.  She comes back from the swim and she runs — Robert finally leaves 

because she doesn’t want him to stay.  And then here comes Léonce and he says, 

“Come on in.  Why don’t you come in?”  And she says, “No, don’t wait for me.”  And he 

says, “Well the mosquitoes are gonna eat you alive.”  She says, “There aren’t any 

mosquitoes.” 

 On the next page he says, “‘Edna, dear, are you not coming in soon?’ he asked 

again, this time fondly, with a note of entreaty.”  Now, let me see.  How would you read 

that?  Fondly, with a note of entreaty.  “Edna, dear, are you not coming in soon?  I 

mean, it’s time to go to bed, honey.  I’m in here all alone.”  “No, I’m going to stay out 

here.”  “‘This is more than folly,’ he blurted out.  ‘I can’t permit you to stay out there all 

night.’” Ohhhhh.  Now, this is the man who lets her do pretty much anything she wants 

to do, and then all of a sudden he says, “I can’t permit you.”  Now, just because 

somebody doesn’t exert his authority doesn’t mean that somebody doesn’t think he has 

authority.  And you remember what his father-in-law says to him later on?  “You gotta 
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put your foot down.  It’s the only thing they understand.”  And what does Léonce think 

about when he tells him that? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 You drove your own wife to her grave with your bullying.  I think Léonce is pretty 

cool the way he treats her.  But then he says, “You must come in the house instantly.”  

Uh-ohhh.  That’s a direct order.  “With a writing motion she settled herself more securely 

in the hammock.”  It’d make a beautiful film.  He says “Come in,” so she — digging in.  

“She perceived that her will had blazed up, stubborn and resistant.  She could not at 

that moment have done other than denied and resisted.”  She is weaker than her own 

will.  She wouldn’t have any choice. 

 Then she says, “‘Léonce, go to bed.  I mean to stay out here.  I don’t wish to go 

in, and I don’t intend to.  Don’t speak to me like that again; I shall not answer you.’” 

Whoa.  Have there been scenes like this between these two before?  I don’t think so, 

either.  Old Léonce.  Can’t you just see — we don’t see Léonce, but we’ll see him again 

in a minute.  But he’s in there thinking about that.  He “had prepared for bed, but he 

slipped on an extra garment.”  I guess he put on some kind of robe.  “He opened a 

bottle of wine” -- now, Léonce is not gonna take this lying down — “of which he kept a 

small and select supply in a buffet of his own.”  He’s kind of something of a gourmet and 

a little bit selfish.  “He drank a glass of the wine and went out on the gallery and offered 

a glass to his wife.  She did not wish any.” 

 I wanted to look at this whole scene.  I just think it’s a beautiful piece of work.  

“He drew up the rocker, hoisted his slippered feet on the rail, and proceeded to smoke a 
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cigar.  He smoked two cigars; then he went inside and drank another glass of wine.”  

What are they saying to each other during this period?  She said, “Don’t speak to me 

again.  I shan’t answer you.”  “Well, it’s my house.  I paid for this.  I’m rentin’ this 

bungalow.  I can sit out here and smoke a cigar.”   

 He offers her another glass of wine and she declines.  He seats himself again 

with elevated feet, “and after a reasonable interval of time smoked some more cigars.”  

There won’t be any mosquitoes around there.  They’re all dropping out of the sky.  

“Edna began to feel like one who awakens gradually out of a dream, a delicious, 

grotesque, impossible dream, to feel again the realities pressing into her soul.”   

 So she had enjoyed that swim.  She’d enjoyed whatever those feelings had been 

awakened in her by the music and the swim that followed it, and Léonce is pushing 

reality back on her.  “The stillest hour of the night had come, the hour before dawn.  

Edna arose, cramped from lying so long and still in the hammock.  She tottered up the 

steps, clutching feebly at the post before passing into the house.”  And she’s worn out.  

It was probably all she could do to keep from dozing off. 

 “‘Are you coming in, Léonce?’ she asked, turning her face toward her husband.  

‘Yes, dear,’ he answered, with a glance following a misty puff of smoke, ‘just as soon as 

I have finished my cigar.’” I don’t know.  I think that’s a rather masterful scene.  It’s like 

the story — this could’ve been a short story that could’ve ended at that point in some 

ways.  But, no.  This his only chance and that’s the last chance he gets.   

 But I don’t think he’s to blame.  He gives her a head, he gives her her freedom, 

and even when she — oh, by the way, this is based on a real story.  Chopin wrote many 
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of her short stories about people she knew and didn’t even change their names in some 

cases or hardly disguise them at all.  And this was a famous scandal in New Orleans 

that she was talking about.  But at any rate, I don’t think he can be to blame. 

 Any other suspects?  I have two more here.  Anybody come up with somebody 

else?  Who does she read?  I thought that was very interesting.  The novels that go 

around the place — they mention a Goncourt novel at one point, the Brothers Goncourt, 

which was French realism, almost naturalism.  There’s a suggestion that the scandalous 

book they’re reading at the time was by Zola, but we know that Chopin was fond of 

Maupassant and contemporary French literature.  But she couldn’t believe these people 

just let this book circulate around there. 

 But when she’s trying to catch up on her serious reading — I thought you would 

really notice this — Emerson.  Wow!  Don’t you, when you’re kind of feeling down and 

blue and, oh, sort of bored and life’s kinda hemming you in, don’t you just go pick up 

your Emerson?  You could.  You could, you know.  It’s risky.  It’s really risky.  I have to 

watch myself, if I teach the first half of American Literature, because I know I’m gonna 

be reading Emerson and Thoreau.  And there’s a tremendous temptation when you’re 

reading Emerson and Thoreau to tell people what you think, you know.  You just — I 

don’t want to fool with this.  Are you busy?  Yeah, actually I am busy.   

 You remember when that French trapper comes to see Thoreau and Thoreau 

figures out the guy’s been drinking?  He says, “Go home and cut your throat and do so 

quickly.”  He says, “I don’t have time to talk to you.”  “o your own thing and I will 

acknowledge you,” says Emerson.  He’s the one who preaches individuality, who says 
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that you should — although he lived it less than his disciple, Thoreau.  But he still gives 

that an awful lot of talk.  They’re dangerous guys and she’s reading ‘em.  They’re 

saying, you know, be true to yourself.  Be true to what you believe and what you feel. 

 Well, I don’t think I can blame Emerson, but I thought it was interesting that she 

put Emerson in there.  By the way, she’s been accused of existential tendencies as well 

as transcendental tendencies.  What might be the least bit existential about this story?  

We’ll open up a whole new category here.  Uh-hmm? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 

 She was in bad faith, I suppose would be — yeah.  She didn’t — or life didn’t 

have any purpose.  She did not accept what was imposed upon her from the outside.  

How religious, for instance, is Edna?  Not very.  In fact, in her personal life she makes 

Edna a Presbyterian.  Chopin, of course, was raised in a St. Louis Catholic family.  

When she and Oscar got married, she quit going to Mass.  They neither one, you know, 

were church-goers.   

 And you know the scene right — when they go out to the island on the boat?  

The church is so oppressive, Edna feels like she can’t breathe and she has to get up 

and walk out.  There might be a little symbolism there.  But, yeah, I think you’ve touched 

it very well.  There was no — it’s not saying — this is how it could be twisted.  

Existentialists don’t say, “Go kill yourself.”  Existentialists say, “The last thing you can do 

is kill yourself.  This is wrong.”  You know, they’re saying suicide is philosophically 

unacceptable.  It is wrong. 
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 What you do is, if you are not living the life you should lead, is you begin to lead 

the life you should lead and take action — and she does at first.  When she leaves her 

husband’s house, when she sets up on her own, when she pursues her art — though 

she’s not particularly good, she’s selling some sketches.  She’s living her own life.  

She’s being an individual.  She’s trying to be in good faith, as existentialist jargon calls 

it, but she’s not strong enough or the forces against her are too strong, however you 

want to put it.  Actually, I have another theory which I’ll give you in a second.  But, yeah, 

I think that’s a good answer. 

 I said “the forces.”  This is what of the papers mention in the past are society.  

That she’s up against too much convention.  She can’t survive on her own without — in 

the situation that she’s in.  I don’t know if any of you said this.  In fact, I do know that at 

least one of you said — Joe, you said it in — she was one of the options that you put in 

there.  I think you did.  Ultimately, we know who killed Pontellier was Kate Chopin 

because she’s the author.  She created her.  My example always is had she had wanted 

her to sprout wings and fly out into the gulf, she could’ve done that.  Anything is 

possible. 

 But why did Chopin kill her heroine — or at least her protagonist? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 I have no idea.  I think the only similarity, from what I gathered, was that there 

was a scandal of a married woman leaving her husband’s house and moving into 

another place and taking up a pied-a-terre and taking up a lover. 

 [Inaudible student response] 
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 You have to pay for sin.  The old Hays Code in the motion picture industry, you 

know: Evil cannot triumph.  Madness cannot triumph.  She had no choice.  Look at 

some of these reviews, some of these early reviews.  This is from, oh — this is from a 

magazine called Public Opinion.  It says, “If the author had secured our sympathy for 

this unpleasant person, it would not have been a small victory.  But we are well satisfied 

when Mrs. Pontellier deliberately swims out to her death in the waters of the Gulf.” 

 “In many ways” — this is from the Los Angeles Sunday Times — “In many ways 

it’s an unhealthy, introspective and morbid book in feeling and the story of that sort of 

woman must inevitably be.  The evident powers of the author are employed on a subject 

that is unworthy of them and when she writes another book, it should be hoped that she 

will choose a theme more healthful and sweeter of smell.”  That’s not the one I wanted 

to find you. 

 But at any rate, there are several that are happy that she ends that way.  

Because one book calls it sex fiction.  We’ve come a long way if this is sex fiction.  But 

one perceptive review — it was an anonymous review, but we know now that it was 

written by Willa Cather — said, “There was indeed no need that a second Madame 

Bovary should be written, but an author’s choice of themes is frequently as inexplicable 

as her — as a man’s choice of a wife.”  She says, “This book is governed by some 

innate, temperamental bias that cannot be diagramed.  This is particularly so in women 

who write and I shall not attempt to say why Miss Chopin has devoted so exquisite and 

sensitive well-governed style” — in other words, such really, really good writing, said 

Willa Cather — “to so trite and sordid a theme.” 
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 That was one of our greatest writers.  And she is so much a part of her time -- 

and, by the way, Willa Cather was no conforming person in her personal life at all; that, 

again, is way another story -- that she can’t see the theme of this book is personal 

liberation and so forth, but it was a sordid theme.  So that’s why, I think, that would be 

my answer.  Kate Chopin killed Edna Pontellier ‘cause she didn’t have any choice in 

1899.  And I can round up other examples like Tolstoy and Flaubert and others. 

 There’s more in the text that I want to look at.  This is a passage that I put on an 

exam at one time.  This is in Chapter XIII.  This was when Edna had to leave the 

church.  Says, “A feeling of oppression and drowsiness overcame Edna during the 

service.”  And they go to Madame Antoine’s and she takes a nap.  Fourth paragraph on 

661.  What would you say — just practice type of answer here — why would I choose a 

passage like this?  What does it say about “The Awakening,” what does it say about 

Kate Chopin’s story, to say about her style?  What’s it say about her writing?  What’s it 

say about the book itself? 

 “Edna, left alone in the little side room, loosened her clothes, removing the 

greater part of them.  She bathed her face, her neck and arms in the basin that stood 

between the windows.  She took off her shoes and stockings and stretched herself in 

the very center of the high, white bed.  How luxurious it felt to rest thus in a strange, 

quaint bed, with its sweet country odor of laurel lingering about the sheets and mattress!  

She stretched her strong limbs that ached a little.  She ran her fingers through her 

loosened hair for a while.  She looked at her round arms as she held them straight up 

and rubbed them one after the other, observing closely, as if it were something she saw 
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for the first time, the fine, firm quality and texture of her flesh.  She clasped her hands 

easily above her head, and it was thus she fell asleep.” 

 Now, that’s just rather detailed, but exactly described the scene of a woman 

relaxing and going to sleep.  But she looks at her round arms.  By the way, 19th century 

you wanted to have round arms.  I’m not sure exactly what that means, but round arms 

were good.  You needed round arms.  But she observes her flesh as if she’s seeing it 

for the first time and feeling its texture at 28.   

 So what could you say — what does that reveal about this book?  What does it 

say?  What could you point to?  What’s the significance of a passage like that, which is 

what I asked?  How about the style?  Is it realistic?  Oh, I think it’s pretty realistic.  I can 

see every second of this or every bit of it.  How about as a regional writer: is there 

anything regional about it?  The smells, this bed and this peasant’s place, this country 

bed with the smell of laurel lingering about the mattress and whatever?  We have a 

rather exotic locale to begin with.  You all are so sophisticated.  In 1899 this would be 

kind of a semi-scandalous scene.  A woman observing her own body and discovering 

her flesh, and so forth, would be not exactly risque but certainly sensuous in its content 

and rather daring. 

 And then it says, “as if it were something she saw for the first time” which would 

enable you to talk about the whole theme here is her awakening.  It’s a sexual 

awakening that she goes through, too.  She has all those children, but Arobin’s kiss is 

the first time she feels passion and she just feels sad that it wasn’t Robert.  So I think all 

those things you could say about Chopin. 
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 That famous quote I mentioned, I want you to be able to see that, too.  I always 

try to mention quotations that could appear on exams.  The bottom of page 669, 

Chapter XVI.  She’s had this argument or kind of a disagreement with Adele, a rather 

heated argument, and she tells her, “I would give up the unessential; I would give my 

money, I would give my life for my children; but I wouldn’t give myself.  I can’t make it 

more clear; it’s only something which I am beginning to comprehend, which is revealing 

itself to me” So there’s more of the awakening.  Of course, that imagery appears over 

and over.  Dr. Mandelet says she reminds him of a beautiful, sleek animal, awakening in 

the sun.  That kind of imagery is throughout.  

 There’s a little bit of — kind of an interesting romantic thing from her interview 

with Madame Reisz.  I mean, does she really love Robert?  Why does she love him?  

Do you remember why?  It’s on the top of page 697.  It’s the only time she’s asked to 

articulate it, and then we can quit.  The old lady says, “Are you in love with Robert?”  

“‘Yes,’ said Edna.  It was the first time she had admitted it, and a glow overspread her 

face, blotching it with red spots.  ‘Why?’ asked her companion.” 

 You know, if someone says “I love you,” what’s the proper response?  “I love 

you, too.”  That’s the only one.  You don’t say, “Why?”  Of course she’s not telling the 

piano player that she loves her, but she says “I love him.  Why?”  The other incorrect 

response is “How much?”  “I love you.”  “How much?”  A woman told me one time 

“Four.”  Okay.  Guess you just have to live with that. 

 But then she asked her why and look at her reasons — and then we’ll quit.  

“‘Why?  Because his hair is brown and grows away from his temples; because he opens 
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and shuts his eyes, and his nose is a little out of drawing; because he has two lips and a 

square chin, and a little finger which he can’t straighten from having played baseball too 

energetically in his youth.  Because --’” That’s the longest speech that Edna makes in 

the whole book.  “‘Because you do, in short,’ laughed Mademoiselle,” et cetera.  You 

see anything spiritual or manic, or anything to do with Robert’s heart or personality, or 

values or aspirations or dreams?  No.  He’s cute. 

 I’ll see ‘ya next time. 

 

 

  


