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CONTEXT

ate Chopin was born Catherine OFlaherty on

February 8, 1850, in St. Louis, Missouri. She was

one of five children, but both her sisters died in in-

fancy and her brothers died in their twenties. When
she was five years old, Kate was sent to a Catholic boarding
school named The Sacred Heart Academy. Just months later, 4
however, her father died in a train accident, and she was sent
home to live with her mother, grandmother, and great-grandm-
other, all widowed. After two years in their care, she returned
to Sacred Heart, where she excelled in French and English,
finishing at the top of her class.

Both at home with family and at school with the nuns, Kate
grew up surrounded by intelligent and independent women. Her
childhood lacked male role models, thus, she was rarely wit-
ness to the tradition of female submission and male domination
that defined most late nineteenth-century marriages. The themes
of female freedom and sexual awareness that dominated
Chopin’s adult writings were undoubtedly a result of the atmo-
~ sphere in which she was raised.

After graduating from Sacred Heart, Kate became a part of
the St. Louis social scene. In 1870 she married Oscar Chopin,
the son of a prominent Creole* family from Louisiana. Fulfill-’
ing the social responsibilities expected of her, Kate Chopin bore
six children in the first ten years of her marriage to Oscar.
Unlike many women of her time, however, she also enjoyed a
wide range of unconventional freedoms. While Chopin was
known to be a good wife and mother, she often grew tired of

1
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W& THE AWAKENING

domestic life and escaped to smoke cigarettes or take solitary
walks through New Orleans. She took strong, often controver-
sial positions on the issues of the day. Chopin’s husband loved
her very deeply and supported and admired her independence
and intelligence. She and her family lived happily in New Or-
leans for nine years.

When Oscar Chopin’s cotton brokerage failed in 1879, he
moved the family to Cloutierville, Louisiana, where he owned
some land. Kate Chopin adjusted her habits easily to the smaller
provincial lifestyle of Cloutierville and became the subject of
much gossip. While other women in town were completing their
household chores, Chopin would stroll or ride horseback down
the town’s main street, earning the attention and admiration of
any man who passed her. In 1882, her husband died suddenly
of swamp fever, leaving Chopin devastated. However, she
would soon learn to enjoy the pleasures of independence and
was rumored to have had an affair with a married neighbor,
Albert Sampite, in the year following her husband’s death.
After a year spent managing her late husband’s general store and
plantation, Chopin moved back to Missouri with her children to
be with her mother and family, a move that may have coincided
with the end of her affair with Sampite. Sadly, Chopin’s mother
died shortly after her return, another in the series of tragic
deaths that marked Kate’s life.

In 1889 Chopin began writing fiction, an activity that en-
abled her to develop and express her strong views on women,
sex, and marriage while simultaneously supporting her family.
Chopin enjoyed immediate success with her writings about the
French Creoles and Cajuns* she had met and observed during
her New Orleans and Cloutierville years. She sold dozens of

3



% # Y

BARREBMGERY A S adiE & R E R R
ZeG A BRI E B e L RIFKIR W B A4, 5F A
X HFFo P Bh b Ik T AFAY Fo B A E B Ak R R
BEAMBRREFRLEET 95,

1879 4, B AT-F 948 L £ Bk = )5 , e E F ik
EBNIE G R RARIMN GG L S e s R4, e AR BT A
—se P A - HERB Bk A LERT £ 5
R RPAAEFT S XFIB LA TAMNTEEH
FM, BR LA TFREEGIE, Y352
ERTRFEH LA AR L, #3%E0BAL—F
EEP R, 1882 F, L XA TR FRAE, X
BHBBBELERE AP WIRRRFLT I RIP R
SRR, AR X 1 FERf— A
W ARERTA4: - BB A R ES A A ERAT
1 FH AT E TR EH EFRHAEOAEES, K
YE Fo e 69 T NS B 58 5 2 M Fodb B £ BT AL
B A, AR NITEE R T Ao b 2 6] 4 X
Ro UG IR MDD R G RA, WbyFFE3k 2
BT, X RS H I A TEIT TP — & 7] 25 81 55
TEH P —4

1889 4 W JEFT 45 B /N B, X AEAF M AL 45 3K 5t
Fo XA SKdado . P AR AGHR ) B 6Y 3 FE,, 1] Bt
BTABRETEMG L, § PR ey i 2t
BT AR, O RRRLETREGRREfo 5
BRSBTS LB Ao I 02 H 5 2 R
HAA BB Y M EAMAGKRE, T4 E T2




W THE AWAKENING

short stories and essays exploring themes of love and indepen-
dence, passion and freedom. By setting her stories in a specific
region and community and by basing her characters on real
people, Chopin was able to publish controversial stories in a
socially acceptable format. Readers could choose to see the
passions she described as curiosities of a localized culture rather
than universalities in human nature. Chopin was often asked to
attend conferences and give speeches and was widely celebrated
for the majority of her short but prolific career.

Chopin’s second and final novel, The Awakening, was
published in 1899 at the height of her popularity. Ironically,
this work, now regarded as a classic, essentially marked the end
of Chopin’s writing career. Many of Chopin’s earlier works had
been accepted despite their controversial subject matter because
they appeared to contain narrative reporting rather than critical
commentary. An underlying sense of support invaded the gen-
erally objective tone of The Awakening, however, and the
reading public was shocked by such a sympathetic view toward
the actions and emotions of the sexually aware and independent
female protagonist.

The feminist movement*, just beginning to emerge in other
parts of America, was almost entirely absent in the conservative
state of Louisiana. In fact, under Louisiana law, a woman was
still considered the property of her husband. Chopin’s novel was
scorned and ostracized for its open discussion of the emotional
and sexual needs of women. Surprised and deeply hurt by the
negative reaction to The Awakening, Chopin published only
three more short stories before she died in 1904 of a brain
hemorrhage. )

After her death, Chopin was remembered for her “local
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¥ THE AWAKENING

color” works about the people of New Orleans but was never
acknowledged as a true literary talent until the rediscovery of
The Awakening some fifty years later. New generations, more
accepting of the notions of female sexuality and equality, praise
the novel’s candid and realistic views and have found it to be
informative about early American feminism. Modemn critics
have noted the book’s rich detail and imagery and find that its
ironic narrative voice is a rich source for analysis. The Awak-
ening has now earned a place in the literary canon for the way it
uses these formal and structural techniques to explore themes of
patriarchy, marriage and motherhood, woman's independence,
desire, and sexuality both honestly and artistically. *
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PLOT OVERVIEW

he Awakening opens in the late 1800s in Grand Isle,

a summer holiday resort popular with the wealthy

inhabitants of nearby New Orleans. Edna Pontellier

is vacationing with her husband, Léonce, and their
two sons at the cottages of Madame Lebrun, which house af-
fluent Creoles from the French Quarter. Léonce is kind and
loving but preoccupied with his work. His frequent busi-
ness-related absences mar his domestic life with Edna. Conse-
quently, Edna spends most of her time with her friend Adele
Ratignolle, a married Creole who epitomizes womanly elegance
and charm. Through her relationship with Adele, Edna learns a
great deal about freedom of expression. Because Creole women
were expected and assumed to be chaste, they could behave in a
forthright and unreserved manner. Exposure to such openness
liberates Edna from her previously prudish behavior and re-
pressed emotions and desires.

Edna’s relationship with Adele begins Edna’s process of
“awakening” and self-discovery, which constitutes the focus of
the book. The process accelerates as Edna comes to know
Robert Lebrun, the elder, single son of Madame Lebrun.
Robert is known among the Grand Isle vacationers as a man who
chooses one woman each year—often a married woman— to
whom he then plays “attendant” all summer long. This sum-
mer, he devotes himself to Edna, and the two spend their days
together lounging and talking by the shore. Adele Ratignolle
often accompanies them.

At first, the relationship between Robert and Edna is inno-



