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Story of an Hour

Knowing that Mrs. Mallard was afflicted with a heart trouble, great care was taken
to break to her as gently as possible the news of her husband’s death.

It was her sister Josephine who told her, in broken sentences, veiled hints that
revealed in half concealing. Her husband’s friend Richards was there, too, near her. It
was he who had been in the newspaper office when intelligence of the railroad disaster
was received, with Brently Mallard’s name leading the list of “killed.” He had only
taken the time to assure himself of its truth by a second telegram, and had hastened to
forestall“!-any less careful, less tender friend in bearing the sad message.

She did not hear the story as many women have heard the same, with a paralyzed
inability to accept its significance. She wept at once, with sudden, wild abandonment,
in her sister’s arms. When the storm of grief had spent itself she went away to her room
alone. She would have no one follow her.

There stood, facing the open window, a comfortable. roomy armchair. Into this
she sank, pressed down by a physical exhaustion that haunted her body and seemed to
reach into her soul.

She could see in the open square before her house the tops of trees that were all
aquiver with the new spring life. The delicious breath of rain was in the air. In the street

below a peddler®?’ was crying his wares. The notes of a distant song which some one was

(1> forestall, S .
(23 peddler. {0 a4 /MK,
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singing reached her faintly, and countless sparrows were twittering in the eaves‘!”.

There were patches of blue sky showing here and there through the clouds that had
met and piled one above the other in the west facing her window.

She sat with her head thrown back upon the cushion of the chair, quite motionless,
except when a sob came up into her throat and shook her, as a child who has cried itself
to sleep continues to sob in its dreams.

She was young, with a fair, calm face, whose lines bespoke’ 2’ repression and even a
certain strength. But now there was a dull stare in her eyes, whose gaze was fixed away
off yonder on one of those patches of blue sky. It was not a glance of reflecfion, but
rather indicated a suspension of intelligent thought.

There was something coming to her and she was waiting for it, fearfully. What was
it? She did not know; it was too subtle and elusive to name. But she felt it, creeping out
of the sky, reaching toward her through the sounds, the scents, the color that filled the
air.

Now her bosom rose and fell tumultuously®3’. She was beginning to recognize this
thing that was approaching to possess her, and she was striving to beat it back with her
will—as powerless as her two white slender hands would have been.

When she abandoned herself a little whispered word escaped her slightly parted lips.
She said it over and over under her breath. “free, free, free!” The vacant stare and the
look of terror that had followed it went from her eyes. They stayed keen and bright.
Her pulses beat fast, and the coursing blood warmed and relaxed every inch of her body.

She did not stop to ask if it were or were not a monstrous joy that held her. A clear
and exalted perception enabled her to dismiss the suggestion as trivial.

She knew that she would weep again when she saw the kind, tender hands folded in
death; the face that had never looked save with love upon her, fixed and gray and dead.
But she saw beyond that bitter moment a long procession of years to come that would
belong to her absolutely. And she opened and spread her arms out to them in welcome.

There would be no one to live for during those coming years; she would live for
herself. There would be no powerful will bending hers in that blind persistence with
which men and women believe they have a right to impose*? a private will upon a
fellow-creature. A kind intention or a cruel intention made the act seem no less a crime
as she looked upon it in that brief moment of illumination. ¢°’

And yet she had loved him—sometimes. Often she had not. What did it matter!
What could love, the unsolved mystery, count for in face of this possession of self-

(11 eaves: Z2Hg, s,

£22 bespoke: BiR.

£33 tumultuously: BIZ{Hz,

(4] impose:3&iM.

{53 Akind intention... brief moment of illumination. #7ZEWMENH—ZHLD 7T, LitRU THEELLEE, XHIE4
AEEBRNTARBESTET—-RILE.



assertion which she suddenly recognized as the strongest impulse of her being!

“Free! Body and soul free!” she kept whispering.

Josephine was kneeling before the closed door with her lips to the keyhole,
imploring for admission. “Louise, open the door! I beg, open the dodr—you will make
yourself ill. What are you doing Louise? For heaven’s sake open the door.”

“Go away. I am not making myself ill.” No; she was drinking in a very elixir‘}’ of
life through that open window.

Her fancy was running riot along those days ahead of her. Spring days, and summer
days, and all sorts of days that would be her own. She breathed a quick prayer that life
might be long. It was only yesterday she had thought with a shudder that life might be
long.

She arose at length and opened the door to her sister’s importunitiest2’. There was a
feverish triumph in her eyes, and she carried herself unwittingly like a goddess of
Victory. She clasped her sister’s waist, and together they descended the stairs. Richards
stood waiting for them at the bottom.

Some one was opening the front door with a latchkey. It was Brently Mallard who
entered, a little travel-stained, composedly carrying his grip-sack‘®’ and umbrella. He
had been far from the scene of accident, and did not even know there had been one.

He stood amazed at Josephine’s piercing cry; at Richards >.quick motion to screen
him from the view of his wife.

But Richards was too late.

When the doctors came they said she had died of heart disease—of joy that kills.

1894
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Fatal Self-Assertion ‘' in Kate Chopin’s “The Story of an Hour”

Lawrence L. Berkove

Kate Chopin’s thousand-word short story, “The Story of an Hour,” has understandably
become a favorite selection for collections of short stories as well as for anthologies of
American literature. Few other stories say so much in so few words. There has been,
moreover, virtual critical agreement on what the story says: its heroine dies, ironically
and tragically. just as she has been freed from a constricting marriage and has realized
self-assertion as the deepest element of her being. Confidence in this interpretation,
however, may be misplaced, for using the standard proposed for the story by Toth and
Seyersted—"every detail contributes to the emotional impact”—there is evidence of a
deeper level of irony in the story which does not regard Louise Mallard as a heroine but
as an immature egotist‘?’ and a victim of her own extreme self-assertion. This seif-
assertion is achieved not by reflection but, on the contrary, by “a suspension of
intelligent thought” masked as *illumination.” As a result, a pattern of basic
contradictions and abnormal attitudes emerges which gives structure to the story and
forecasts its conclusion. The key to recognizing this deeper, ironic level is to carefully
distinguish between the story’s narrator, author, and unreliable protagonist.

Seyersted’s early biography of Chopin describes the story neutrally as “an extreme
example of the theme of self-assertion. ” More recent interpretation has largely followed
a strong, and at times an extreme, feminist bent. Representative of this in both
approach and language is Emily Toth’s well-known characterization of the story as one
of Chopin’s “most radical ... an attack on marriage, on one person’s dominance over
another.” Toth further elaborates this position in a later article in which she comments

{13 self-assertion: H R IEH, ARE R,
(2] egotist: HRFE XK.



that “ Although Louise’s death is an occasion for deep irony directed at patriarchal
blindness about women’s thoughts, Louise dies in the world of her family where she has
always sacrificed for others.” Ewell similarly sees in the story’s “surfaces” Louise’s
struggle for selfhood against “society’s decree” for female “seclflessness, being for
others.”

But in the text of this very short story there is no hard evidence whatsoever of
.patriarchal blindness or suppression, constant or selfless sacrifice by Louise, or an
ongoing struggle for selfhood. These positions are all read into the story from non-
textual assumptions. The simple truth is that this story is not about society or marriage,
but about Louise Mallard. The single possible reference in the text to difficulties in her
life is a sentence, which says that the lines of her face “bespoke repression and a certain
strength.” It is not at all clear, however, what the cause of that “repression” was;
whether, for instance, it might have been external, in society or in her marriage, or
whether it was internal, a recognition that it takes strength to control one’s feelings or
whims. Such few hints as the story supplies incline toward the latter position. While the
text enables us to make certain inferences about Louise, it does not supply us with any
information about the truth of her life except her perceptions, and these, as I intend to
show, are unreliable and, insofar as they are taken as the statements of the story’s
omniscient 1’ narrator, misleading and contradicted by other textual evidence.

Support for this position is spread throughout the story but the most dramatic
elements appear in the following three paragraphs:

There would be no one to live for her during those coming years; she would live for
herself. There would be no powerful will bending hers in that blind persistence with which men
and women believe they have a right to impose a private will upon a fellow-creature. A kind
intention or a cruel intention made the act seem no less a crime as she looked upon it in that
brief moment of illumination.

And vet she had loved him—sometimes. Often she had not. What did it matter! What
could love, the unsolved mystery, count for in face of this possession of self-assertion which
she suddenly recognized as the strongest impulse of her being!

“Free! Body and soul free!” she kept whispering.

In these paragraphs, the story’s omniscient narrator takes us into Louise’s mind.
However, while the attitudes expressed are definitely Louise’s there is no textual
justification for also ascribing them to the narrator. Further, it would be a mistake to
project them onto Chopin, for that would confuse narrator with author, a move that
denies Chopin the full range of literary technique, and that would reduce this brilliant
and subtle work of fiction to behind-the-scenes sermonizing.

It is significant, in the quotation’s first line, that Louise wishes to “live for

€1 omniscient: 24,
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herself.” This has been generally understood to imply that she had hitherto®!? sacrificed
herself for her husband; however, there is no evidence for this in the text. Nor is there
any evidence that her husband had done her living “for her,” whatever that might mean.
It is an ipse dixit*2? comment, arbitrary, without support, one of several she makes.

In the quotation’s second paragraph, Louise discounts®3? love as secondary to self-
assertion. While this is undoubtedly her position, there is no textual reason to assume it
is also Chopin’s. Louise also recognizes self-assertion “as the strongest impulse of her
being.” This is a peculiar value for a married person and is indeed incompatible with
marriage, where an emphasis upon shared goals and mutual commitment is the opposite
of self-assertion. The unreasoning self-centeredness of Louise partly explains the first
two sentences of the quotation’s second paragraph, and they tell us more about her than
about her husband. Of course, even married people who sincerely love each other have
occasional disagreements and may not feel much love for the other at particular times.
For most lovers this is not so much a contradiction as a paradox; the moments of hate
occur within the larger context of love. But the warmest sentiment that Louise can
express after being married to a man whose benevolence the previous paragraph
explicitly affirms with its description of his “kind. tender hands” and his face “that had
never looked save with love upon her” is the niggardly‘> concession that she had loved
him “sometimes. ”

It is obvious that there is quite a discrepancy‘®’ between the way Louise and Brently
Mallard feel about each other, but all the mystery of the difference is on Louise’s side.

Whatever her original reason had been for marrying Brently, it is clear now that
feeling the way she does about him she would be better off not being married. Her love
for herself—*she would live only for herself”—does not leave room for anyone else.
How, then, would she live?

Her justification®®- for preferring to live for herself, the second and third sentences
of the quotation’s first paragraph. are extravagant, unrealistic statements, each segment
of which is controversial. She views her husband’s constant love as a “powerful will
bending hers in a blind persistence.” Blind? Why is it blind? Inasmuch as'’’ Louise has
apparently repressed her true feelings about her husband and marriage, if his love for
her is blind it is because she has blinded him. In the absence of open communication
about her feelings, how would he know what she wants, or what to do or say? In that
circumstance, his persistence, which clearly annoys her, may only be a natural attempt

{11 hitherto. &4 BB AIE.

(21 ipsedixit AFI T8RN F .
£33 discount. fikfh ; MEEH B . 5.
C4) niggardly. /89, A E8Y.
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on his part to please her and to convince her of his love. The failure of Brently’s
persistence is due at least in part to Louise’s strange view of love—and the wording of
the second sentence includes her as well as her husband—as a “crime,” a powerful will
that “bends” the other person. This is a distorted view of love, which typically delights
in pleasing and giving to the other. Believing love a “crime” cannot be considered a
normal attitude, much less an emotionally healthy one.

Source: American Literary Realism 32.2 (Winter 2000).

e MESRE O,

1. What stages of emotional transformation does Mrs. Mallard experience after she
receives the news of her husband’s death?

2. What do you think really kills Mrs Mallard?

3. What is the function of the scene outside the bedroom window?

4. Analyze the irony in the ending of the story.
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William Carlos Williams (1883—1963)
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The Use of Force

They were new patients to me, all I had was the name, Olson'!’. Please come down
as soon as you can, my daughter is very sick.

When I arrived I was met by the mother, a big startled looking woman, very clean
and apologetic who merely said, Is this the doctor? and let me in. In the back. she

(1) Olson: Ht AR AE T 558 PR .
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