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			THE AWAKENING AND SELECTED STORIES

			kate o’flaherty was born on February 8, 1850, in St. Louis, of French and Irish ancestry. She graduated from the St. Louis Academy of the Sacred Heart in 1868; two years later she married Oscar Chopin and went to live with him in New Orleans. They had five sons by 1878, and the following year they moved to Cloutierville, a tiny French village in Natchitoches Parish, in northwest Louisiana. Their last child and only daughter was born in 1879. After Oscar’s death in 1882, Kate Chopin ran their plantations and carried on a romance with a married neighbor, but abruptly chose to return to St. Louis in 1884. Within five years she had begun her literary career, and during the next decade she published two novels—At Fault (1890) and The Awakening (1899)—and nearly a hundred short stories, poems, essays, plays, and reviews. Her two volumes of short stories set mostly in the Cane River country of Louisiana, Bayou Folk (1894) and A Night in Acadie (1897), were acclaimed during her lifetime. But The Awakening, the story of a woman who has desires that marriage cannot fulfill, was widely condemned, and Chopin’s publisher cancelled her third short story collection, A Vocation and a Voice. Chopin died on August 22, 1904. A Vocation and a Voice was published in 1991 by Penguin Classics, which also publishes Bayou Folk and A Night in Acadie (in one volume) and At Fault.
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			Introduction

			I attempted, when writing this introduction, to adopt the scholarly erudition characteristic of this prestigious series, a tone that would place Kate Chopin unequivocally among the masters. But that is not the voice in which her work spoke to me. I heard her on a primal level. Reading her, I kept breaking into tears. Why? I think because I tend to deny the ways in which I am not free. I have to deny these, it often seems, simply to go on. And my culture offers me abundantly comforting fictions about how a woman’s oppression, my own less-than-ness, does not really exist—may have existed, long ago, but certainly not today. Chopin shatters these fictions with her fiction. I felt the constraints tightened around an American woman in 1899, and in this way felt and knew myself to be constricted. As I read Chopin I felt awash in recognition, not just seen but shaken, as if from a stupor, or a long, convincing dream. Her lush and sensuous shattering left me raw, quaking with rage and ecstasy, buzzing with “pure animal sensation,” to borrow her phrase. During one of these psychic storms it dawned on me: it is not my task to prove Chopin a visionary or earn her a place in our imperfect canon. She did that work herself, over a hundred years ago, when she wrote The Awakening.

			Who was Kate Chopin? First, she was Catherine O’Flaherty, an Irish name from her Irish father, Thomas. Kate’s French relatives on her mother Eliza’s side found it unpronounceable. Kate was born in St. Louis, Missouri, on February 8, 1850, the bilingual daughter of an immigrant. She was sent to Catholic boarding school at five years old but her education was soon interrupted in 1855 when a Pacific Railroad car carrying her father plunged into the earth. The train was taking the maiden voyage across a new bridge and the bridge failed. Perhaps this was Kate’s first memory. No doubt it became a story she told and retold herself—the spectacular loss of the father she never knew. Perhaps the train folded some ambivalence about the patriarchal progress dogma of the day into young Kate’s creation myth. Perhaps this is how you become a proto-ecofeminist at five years old.

			Death was all around her, and in its wake powerful, resilient women. Neither Kate’s mother, grandmother, nor great-grandmother remarried after their husbands died. Theirs was a household of widows who seemed frankly blessed by their husbands’ deaths. In another time we would have called them witches, but in St. Louis in the 1850s unmarried white women of privilege and resource inherited the wealth their husbands left behind.

			In the Chopin household, this inherited property included human beings. As Emily Toth details in her exhaustive biography, Unveiling Kate Chopin, the 1860 census shows that Kate’s mother, Eliza O’Flaherty, owned six slaves that year, “three ‘black’ adults (a man, 64, and two women, 28 and 17) and three ‘mulatto’ children (two girls, aged 9 and 6—the ones born when Thomas O’Flaherty was still alive—and a six-month-old baby boy).”1 Toth ventures that Kate’s mother, Eliza, “almost certainly did consider [the slaves] ‘part of the family’—which by blood they probably were.” Acknowledging this repugnant rationale for keeping these people in bondage, we can wonder what it meant for the family to tell itself this story—we are family—and for that story to elegantly omit the sinister truth beneath it. Kate Chopin likely grew up in a household where her enslaved siblings were the consequences of their mother’s rape by Kate’s own father, stepbrother, or uncle. She grew up with a front-row view of the horrors of white supremacy and patriarchy, though of course she did not have these words. She worked in wordlessness. Throughout her career she remained transfixed by the black people on the periphery of her society, those who made life as she knew it possible.

			Upon the backs of the slaves in their household, the Chopin women stitched together some version of freedom for themselves and for young Kate. She was educated by unmarried women: her mother, grandmother, great-grandmother, and the nuns at the Saint Louis Academy of the Sacred Heart. There, Kate and her best friend, Kitty, loved climbing trees, ice skating, horseback riding, music, and books.

			What innocence remained in Kate’s fatherless girlhood ended dramatically in 1860, when the Civil War came to St. Louis. Kitty’s father joined the Confederacy and ran the rebel powder works in Columbia, South Carolina, earning Kitty and her family banishment from St. Louis in 1861. Kate’s beloved great-grandmother died in the winter of 1863, and shortly after that Kate’s half-brother George, who also fought for the Confederacy, died of typhoid fever after being captured and released during a prisoner exchange at Vicksburg.

			In wartime, Toth writes, “a household run by women was a particular target.”2 At times Kate seemed to welcome trouble. After her brother’s death she was briefly arrested for ripping down and refusing to return a Union flag tied by soldiers to the family’s porch. She was released only when “powerful and persuasive Dr. Charles W. Stevens, a Union supporter,” vouched for her. The Union flag would rise again at the O’Flaherty residence.

			When word of Rebel surrender reached St. Louis, a mob of German-American Union supporters stormed the house, vandalizing it and forcing, at bayonet point, Kate’s mother, Eliza, to raise their flag. It seems likely, Toth says, given rape’s utility as a weapon of war and a neighbor’s letter referring to an unspecified “outrage” during the home’s invasion, that thirteen year-old Kate was invaded that day as well.

			With her father, brother, and great-grandmother dead, and her best friend banished, Kate returned to school. She was popular and academically gifted, but felt like an outsider. She became a fervent writer and a passionate piano player. As she came of age she tolerated the approach of her debutante season, but soon came to resent the “general spreeing” of the marriage market, for it interfered with her “dear reading and writing.” She often found her company less than stimulating: “I am invited to a ball and I go. —I dance with people I despise, amuse myself with men whose only talent lies in their feet.”3

			Kate married at twenty in a kind of stupor—“went to church and found myself married before I could think what I was doing,” she wrote, describing the day with the sort of cliché she would spend the rest of her artistic life warring against: “this happiest day of my life.” Kate and her new husband, Oscar Chopin (pronounced show-pan), traveled war-ravaged Europe on their honeymoon, and Kate returned to her husband’s city, New Orleans, pregnant. She explored New Orleans on long solo walks, smoking hand-rolled Cuban cigarettes and taking notes, but she had to give up her flânerie when her pregnancy began to show, as visibly pregnant women were not to be seen in public. Kate was cloistered inside with her mother and her black servant, Alexandrine.

			At twenty-one years old she gave birth to her first child, Jean. In her diary she remembers the bedside attentions of her husband, her mother, and Alexandrine, “with her high bandana tingnon, her hoop earrings and placid smile.” Giving birth was not remotely empowering by today’s standards. Kate recalls “the smell of chloroform, and then waking at 6 in the evening from out of a stupor to see in my mother’s arms a little piece of humanity all dressed in white which they told me was my little son.” Yet, it was transformative. Holding her child for the first time Kate experienced a phenomenon she would one day pour into her work—and which I felt reading her novel a century later—an unadulterated, deeply embodied ecstasy, “the pure animal sensation: nothing spiritual could be so real.”4

			Things were about to get very real. Kate had six children in nine years—five boys and at last a girl—before Oscar Chopin died in 1882. By then, Oscar’s cotton business (which had relied on slave labor to succeed) had gone bust and the Chopins had relocated to Cloutierville, Louisiana, the tiny French village where Oscar was born. In Cloutierville, Kate scandalized the villagers in just about every way possible: her city-slicker clothes, her weird accent, her horseback riding, her voracious reading, her habit of taking long walks (alone, her ankles flashing beneath her skirt), and, after Oscar’s death and perhaps even before, her affair with a married man.

			After Oscar died, Louisiana law forced Kate to apply for guardianship of her children or else surrender them to her husband’s brother. For four months she petitioned the courts for the children she bore, all the while working to pay off her husband’s debts, which took more than a year. With her debts cleared and her neighbors slut-shaming her as only small town Southern Victorian Catholics can, Kate Chopin moved her children back to St. Louis just in time for her beloved mother’s death. Home now and grieving deeply with six children to support on a modest inheritance, Kate Chopin began to write as if her life—and theirs—depended on it.

			

			•   •   •

			One hundred ten years after its publication, The Awakening throbs with relevance. We do not meet the novel’s heroine, Edna Pontellier, for some time. First we meet her husband, Léonce. Well, first we meet a talking parrot, and then the husband. With Léonce Pontellier’s ears we listen to a pair of caged birds and a piano duet performed by twin girls. We listen to the grand dame of Grand Isle, Madame Lebrun, “giving orders in a high key to her yard-boy.” We meet a widow in black “telling her beads.” “A good many persons” have gone to Mass, we’re told, but these are not our persons. Ours spend this Sunday reading the paper, working, playing piano or croquet. Some swim.

			Next, we meet the heroine’s children, though they are not, according to the narrator, hers: “Mr. Pontellier’s two children were there—sturdy little fellows of four and five.” Their “quadroon nurse” follows with “a far-away, meditative air.” When we at last meet our Edna she is an object, a white sunshade “advancing at snail’s pace from the beach.” This opening inspired Willa Cather to dub The Awakening “a Creole Bovary.” Knowing full well the fate of Emma Bovary, it is as if Kate Chopin wants to keep Edna Pontellier inside her protective “pink-lined shelter” as long as possible. Chopin languishes, almost hesitant to penetrate the conch-like parasol shell Edna shares with her attentive friend, Robert Lebrun. This feels to me a mercy, a dignity, which Flaubert so seldom allowed his Emma, as if Chopin is saying, “Not yet. Give them a little more time together.”

			Humiliation awaits. When Edna finally arrives, her husband appraises her, “looking at his wife as one looks at a valuable piece of personal property which has suffered some damage.” The damage is sunburn; Robert has been giving Edna a swimming lesson. Edna’s rings are in her husband’s vest pocket. Emboldened by the water, she appraises her “strong, shapely” and free hands before putting the rings back on. Léonce sets out for an evening at the casino, leaving Edna with Robert. The next chapter is theirs. They talk of elsewhere, he of Mexico, she of Kentucky, her home. Edna reads a letter from her sister, recently engaged. “Robert was interested,” we’re told, “and wanted to know what manner of girls the sisters were, what the father was like, and how long the mother had been dead.” Edna retires to dress for dinner, and Robert plays with her children.

			Léonce returns from the casino in chapter three. It’s late, approaching midnight, but the card game has left him “in excellent humor, in high spirits, and very talkative.” He wakes his wife to gossip but she sleepily “answered him with little half utterances.” Wounded from his wife’s drowsy inattention, Léonce picks a fight. He checks on the sleeping children and manufactures a fever for their son Raoul. When Edna dares doubt this, Léonce calls her a bad mother. She springs out of bed to tend to her son, while Léonce—no longer worried about Raoul, if he ever actually was—enjoys his cigar. Soon, Mr. Pontellier is fast asleep, but “Mrs. Pontellier was by that time thoroughly awake.”

			Awake to what? After the fight, Edna moves out to the balcony and weeps profusely: “An indescribable oppression, which seemed to generate in some unfamiliar part of her consciousness, filled her whole being with a vague anguish.” Whatever it is, it is indescribable, unfamiliar, vague. Yet also partly named: oppression, anguish. Edna edges into the uncharted territory of her own consciousness. She is beckoned—like Eve, like the women convened at Seneca Falls decades before, like Betty Friedan and Audre Lorde decades later, like Claudia Rankine today—to “use language to mark the unmarked.”5

			

			•   •   •

			In Unveiling Kate Chopin, Toth observes that “Kate Chopin anticipated so much: daytime dramas, women’s pictures, The Feminine Mystique, open marriages, women’s liberation, talk shows, Mars vs. Venus, self-help and consciousness raising.” To that list I’ll add polyamory, slut-shaming, body positivity, mansplaining, male fragility, and white feminism. Meanwhile, awakening as a metaphor for accessing not only the unfamiliar part of one’s consciousness but the buried truth of our society has exploded onto the mainstream thanks to the Black Lives Matter movement. On January 9, 2016, in Baton Rouge, not so far from Chopin’s Grand Isle (or what’s left of Grand Isle after so many superstorms) activist DeRay Mckesson was arrested while protesting the extrajudicial execution of Alton Sterling by police. Mckesson broadcast his arrest on Periscope, where viewers all over the world watched him handcuffed by police in a T-shirt reading “#StayWoke,” the hypermillenial iteration of an adage that has bolstered the black community’s freedom fight since the black labor movement of the 1940s, as Kashana Cauley explored in The Believer. Historically, the phrase stay woke, Cauley wrote, “acknowledged that being black meant navigating the gaps between the accepted narrative of normality in America and our own lives.”6

			Innovative grammatical constructions like “stay woke” and “wokeness” powerfully evoke the ongoingness of the struggle for justice embodied in the Black Lives Matter movement and those social justice movements that came before it, as well as those that spring from it, including the reinvigorated women’s movement manifested in the worldwide Women’s Marches and the resultant swell of activism on the American left working for visibility, participation, and self-determination of marginalized people at all levels of American civic life. The echoes between this political moment and the efforts of expanded consciousness represented by The Awakening reverberate so loudly they have been recently satirized by the poet Julianna Gray on Timothy McSweeney’s Internet Tendency as “The Awokening.” At the risk of engaging in the kind of appropriation and dilution Cauley finds rightfully tiresome, today’s wokeness has a kindred in The Awakening. Both emphasize omnipresent, if latent, wisdom. Wokeness, staying that way, conjures a continuity of struggle rather than distinct and divided “waves” typically used to describe the history of feminism.

			Novels are neither recipes nor advice columns, yet it seems useful—at this moment when feminism yearns to outgrow its divisive metaphors, to correct for its hypocrisies and moral failings, and to resist cynical corporate co-opting and other tentacles of capitalism that have long sought to hollow out this movement by making it into a marketing tool—to reexamine the transformation underway in a foundational book like The Awakening. Feminism endures when it embraces expanded consciousness both within and without, becoming a cooperative struggle for justice across all categories, what Kimberlé Crenshaw termed “intersectionality.”7 As Cauley phrased it:

			
				Today’s white supremacy starves the poor, withholds medical care, and causes harm to women, immigrants, and all people of color. The majority of people in this country ought to be staying woke to the economic and political forces that threaten their civil rights and well-being.

			

			With this in mind, it seems to me absolutely urgent to read The Awakening, a bible of consciousness-raising for so many, and notice: what wakes us up?

			In June 1899, a review of The Awakening in The Morning Times of Washington, DC, concluded that “the agency of the ‘awakening’ is a man, Robert Le Brun.” In fact, as generations of readers have observed, the agent of Edna’s awakening is Edna herself—her body, her friends, her art, her time in nature. Edna’s awakening begins outdoors, an escape from the structures of patriarchy into the unbuilt landscapes of the sensual, sublime, and the supernatural. Edna swims in the Gulf, languishes in a hammock, escapes to the balcony, where “there was no sound abroad except the hooting of an old owl in the top of a water-oak, and the everlasting voice of the sea.”

			She finds her own everlasting voice within spaces of sisterhood—when her sister’s upcoming wedding occasions Edna’s reflection that her own unfulfilling marriage to Léonce “was purely an accident, in this respect resembling many other marriages which masquerade as the decrees of Fate.” Yet sisterhood is not remote in this novel. It is an omnipresent venue for intellectual stimulation in the forms of both sensual expression and ideological friction. Edna’s femme and female friendships are fountains of encouragement for her artistic ambition, as well as sites of confession. Sitting by the sea with her uninhibited Creole friend, Madame Ratignolle, Edna can admit, if only to herself, her maternal ambivalence: “she was fond of her children in an uneven, impulsive way.” Her head on her friend’s soft shoulder, Edna “was flushed and felt intoxicated by the sound of her own voice and the unaccustomed taste of candor.” Edna knows she is “not a mother-woman” like her radiant and ever-pregnant friend, not “some sensuous Madonna.” If Edna is not a Madonna then by patriarchy’s binary she must be a whore. So be it, Edna all but says, flinging herself into a breathless flirtation with Robert.

			But Robert is far from the sole object of Edna’s desire. Their liaison eschews monogamy in more ways than the obvious infidelity, taking as lovers the moon, the Gulf and its spirits. In the moonlit sea Edna “walks for the first time alone, boldly and with over-confidence” into the Gulf, where swimming alone is “as if some power of significant import had been given to control the working of her body and soul.” Solitude is essential to Edna’s realization that she has never truly had control of her body and soul. (The novel’s original title was A Solitary Soul.) Among Edna’s more defiant moments is when she refuses to budge from her hammock, despite paternalistic reprimand from both Robert and Léonce, who each insist on chaperoning, as if in shifts. Edna’s will blazes up even in this tiny, hanging room of her own, as Virgina Woolf would famously phrase it nearly thirty years later. Within the silent sanctuary of the hammock, Gulf spirits whisper to Edna. By the next morning she has devised a way to be alone with Robert. Chopin’s novel of awakenings and unapologetic erotic trespass is in full swing.

			Upon her return home to New Orleans, Edna begins to carve herself some space. Chopin gives her heroine all the independence she herself was denied. Edna trades the social minutiae expected of upper-crust Victorian white women—receiving callers and returning their calls—for painting, walking, gambling, dinner parties, brandy, anger, aloneness, and sex. She shucks off tradition and patriarchal expectations in favor of art, music, nature, and her bosom friends. These open her up, invite her to consider her self, her self’s desires. Madame Reisz offers the tattoo-worthy wisdom that, “The bird that would soar above the level plain of tradition and prejudice must have strong wings.” Is Edna such a bird? This is the novel’s central question, one it refuses to answer definitively. We never can decide “what manner of girls the sisters were,” as Robert Lebrun would like to know.

			Chopin gives Edna the freedom to feel and yet not know her self. The women in the novel draw forth Edna’s intuition—they take the sensual and braid it with the intellectual. Eventually, the body and the mind are one for Edna—her erotic exploration with Alceé Arobin late in the novel is also an ongoing psychic expedition. Before the steamiest scene in the book she tells Alceé, “By all codes which I am acquainted with, I am a devilishly wicked specimen of the sex. But some way I can’t convince myself that I am.” Here, the central inquiry of this work—what kind of woman am I?—is defiantly unresolved and ongoing.

			Chopin envisioned The Awakening as a chorus, and in her chorus we see feminism’s revolutionary insistence on woman’s full humanity. Chopin fearlessly plumbs the depths of the female soul, sending up soundings as proof that we are as alive as they. Chopin’s work is foundational to an imperfect but vital and polyvocal social movement, not a beginning but a voice, which in turn set free many other voices so that we are today a chorus, wide-reaching and experimental, inviting of dissonance. There are revisions and reversals and contradictions. Consciousness is always under construction.

			The Awakening is also a chorus of technique, perspective, and ideas: feminism but also Transcendentalism, humanism, experimentalism, stream of consciousness, impressionism, and fragmentation. Chopin hybridizes with the best of them, creating an omniscient style of narration that is at once high modern and down home, an open marriage between the French intellect, the Irish body, and the American vernacular. A shapeshifting novel by a writer who defies categorization, not a Southern lady yet dubbed a Southern regionalist, a proto-feminist whose sensuality threatens to spill over into decadence. And surely it did seem decadent—more than decadent, deadly—to those upon whose backs her freedom was built.

			All of America is in The Awakening, its young spirit and its deep, lasting troubles. The book is a witchy novel of New Orleans, an eco-feminist elegy for the Gulf Coast, a flâneuse novel of widows and lovers, fops and femmes, lapsed Catholics, bawdy Creoles, Pre-Raphaelites, art monsters, and Aphrodite.8 We see in The Awakening figures that still haunt American literature: the confederate daughter, the tragic mulatto, the mid-life crisis, the regionalist, the adulterer (here rejecting her scarlet letter), the radiant white Madonna, and the unapologetic whore.

			From our vantage point, it is perhaps unsurprising that upon its publication The Awakening was met with a hailstorm of misogynist criticism. One of the more sophisticated responses was to dismiss Edna as a frivolous romantic, as twenty-three-year-old Willa Cather did when she criticized Chopin’s “unbalanced idealism.” Edna’s inward gaze seemed fanciful to Cather, yet Cather herself would go on to a career in which that fancy proved absolutely vital. The ideas that cost Chopin her career in 1899 live on in the work of Willa Cather, Edith Wharton, Flannery O’Connor, Shirley Jackson, Toni Morrison, Joan Didion, Jamaica Kincaid, Louise Erdrich, Joy Williams, Rachel Cusk, Jill McCorkle, Claire Messud, Elena Ferrante, Jesmyn Ward, Maggie Nelson, and Justin Torres, to name a few.

			The Awakening is a book that reads you. Chopin does not tell her readers what to think. Unlike Flaubert, Chopin declines to explicitly condemn her heroine. Critics were especially unsettled by this. Many interpreted Chopin’s refusal to judge Edna as the author’s oversight, and took it as an open invitation to do so themselves. This gendered knee-jerk critical stance that assumes less intentionality for works made by women is a phenomenon that persists today. Especially transgressive was Edna’s candor about her maternal ambivalence, the acuity with which Chopin articulated the fearsome dynamism of the maternal bond: “she would sometimes gather [her children] passionately to her heart, she would sometimes forget them.” This scandalized—and continues to scandalize—readers because the freedom of temporarily forgetting your children is to find free space in your mind, for yourself, for painting, stories, ideas, or orgasms. To forget your children and remember yourself was a revolutionary act and still is.

			Yet even by some contemporary estimations Edna is no proto-feminist but a doomed narcissist. Her inward gaze—that she dare see herself as a worthy subject—is her unredeemable failure. What some have read as narcissism I read as Chopin conjuring the feminine mind both as a refuge and the font from which revolution springs. As Cauley wrote, “wokeness has always begun with the self.”9 Edna Pontellier does what she wants with her body—she has good sex at least three times in these pages. But the more revolutionary act is what precedes the sex, that is, the desire. Edna, awakened by the natural world, invited by art and sisterhood to be wholly alive, begins to notice what she wants, rather than what her male-dominated society wants her to want. We might consider Edna’s internal reveries privileged, by today’s terms, but we should also understand them, simultaneously, as the seeds of profound radicalism. In other words, Edna’s desire is the mechanism of her deprogramming. The heroine’s sensual experience is also political. Political intuition begins not in a classroom but far before, with bodily sensation, as Sara Ahmed argues in her incendiary manifesto Living a Feminist Life: “Feminism can begin with a body, a body in touch with a world.”10 A body in touch with a world feels oppression like a flame—and recoils. For gaslit people—women, nonbinary and queer people, people of color—people who exist, to varying degrees, down in the gaps Cauley describes between the accepted narrative of American normal and their own experience, pleasure, and sensation are not frivolous or narcissistic but an essential reorientation. The epiphany follows the urge. Feeling her own feelings, thinking her own thoughts, Edna recalibrates her compass to point not to the torture of patriarchy but to her own pleasure, a new north. She feels a great deal in response to her newly awakened sensuality, but “among the conflicting sensations which assailed her, there was neither shame nor remorse.” Instead: understanding. A mist lifted from her eyes. Without awaiting her husband’s permission, she quits her home on Esplanade Street and moves “into the little house around the block”—the pigeon house, her servant Ellen calls it. Awake, Edna walks down to the water.

			Chopin’s bad reviews seem to me to prove The Awakening’s accomplishments. Each response lays bare the reviewer’s own prejudices, sorting the repressed Victorian from the New Woman and her allies. I find the review in The Morning Times of Washington, DC, published in June of 1899, especially illuminating: “The book is an indication that the author may some day write a novel which will be an important addition to American literature.”11 Some day. It took decades for that day to come, and it was not Chopin’s writing that changed but our idea of what counts as an important addition to American literature. Chopin herself was long dead before American literature deserved a novel like The Awakening, a process that took at least two “waves” of social upheaval and feminist scholars pushing the margins for the canon to expand and embrace its “Creole Bovary” on its own terms.

			Like Edna, Kate Chopin did what she wanted with her mind, whatever the cost, and it cost her almost everything. She earned a piddling $102 in royalties from The Awakening in 1899. Shortly after its publication the now unequivocally classic novel fell out of print. Chopin’s next book contract, for the story collection A Vocation and a Voice, was cancelled.12 Kate Chopin insisted on the integrity of women’s psyches, women’s bodies, our right to autonomy and sensuality. She urged us out into storms and solo swims. She demanded we live with a novel that emphasizes not just sensuality but corporeality, impermanence, and death. The Awakening made me want to be more free. During the six months it took me to write this introduction, I separated from my husband. This is not entirely The Awakening’s doing, yet as I try to recalibrate my own compass Kate Chopin is among my magnets. I write this final draft from my own pigeon house.

			Kate Chopin died at age fifty-four from a brain hemorrhage after a long, hot day spent at the St. Louis World’s Fair with her son. Her publishing career lasted about fourteen years. And yet she established herself among the foremothers of twentieth-century literature and feminist thought. She showed us that patriarchy’s prison can kill you slow or kill you fast, and how to feel your way out of it. She admired Guy de Maupassant as “a man who had escaped from tradition and authority,” and we will forever argue whether Edna is allowed this escape, whether she shows us not the way but a way to get free. As for Chopin, there is no doubt that she was free on the page, free to let her mind unfurl. And what a radical act that was. The last short story she wrote, “The Storm,” a sequel to “At the ’Cadian Ball,” the mother-woman goes unpunished for consummating the erotic tug she has resisted for decades. No one is harmed by her delicious liaison, not her husband nor her child nor herself. According to Toth, “The Storm” was probably written in one sitting, and I believe it. One feels while reading it the searing ferocity of a work of art made quickly and entirely for one’s self. Chopin did not bother sending the story out in her lifetime. It was published sixty-five years after her death.

			None of this is accident or folly, not caprice nor diary. She knew what she was doing. She was swimming farther than she had ever swum before.

			claire vaye watkins
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			A Note on the Text

			The texts of The Awakening and of the stories reprinted here are taken from Per Seyersted’s definitive The Complete Works of Kate Chopin, published in two volumes by Louisiana State University Press in 1969. A number of the stories appeared first in periodicals, and The Awakening itself was first printed by Herbert S. Stone & Co., Chicago and New York, in April 1899; further bibliographical information can be found in the useful appendix to Seyersted’s The Complete Works.

		

	
		
			The Awakening

			I

			A green and yellow parrot, which hung in a cage outside the door, kept repeating over and over:

			“Allez vous-en! Allez vous-en! Sapristi! That’s all right!”

			He could speak a little Spanish, and also a language which nobody understood, unless it was the mocking-bird that hung on the other side of the door, whistling his fluty notes out upon the breeze with maddening persistence.

			Mr. Pontellier, unable to read his newspaper with any degree of comfort, arose with an expression and an exclamation of disgust. He walked down the gallery and across the narrow “bridges” which connected the Lebrun cottages one with the other. He had been seated before the door of the main house. The parrot and the mocking-bird were the property of Madame Lebrun, and they had the right to make all the noise they wished. Mr. Pontellier had the privilege of quitting their society when they ceased to be entertaining.

			He stopped before the door of his own cottage, which was the fourth one from the main building and next to the last. Seating himself in a wicker rocker which was there, he once more applied himself to the task of reading the newspaper. The day was Sunday; the paper was a day old. The Sunday papers had not yet reached Grand Isle. He was already acquainted with the market reports, and he glanced restlessly over the editorials and bits of news which he had not had time to read before quitting New Orleans the day before.

			Mr. Pontellier wore eye-glasses. He was a man of forty, of medium height and rather slender build; he stooped a little. His hair was brown and straight, parted on one side. His beard was neatly and closely trimmed.

			Once in a while he withdrew his glance from the newspaper and looked about him. There was more noise than ever over at the house. The main building was called “the house,” to distinguish it from the cottages. The chattering and whistling birds were still at it. Two young girls, the Farival twins, were playing a duet from “Zampa” upon the piano. Madame Lebrun was bustling in and out, giving orders in a high key to a yard-boy whenever she got inside the house, and directions in an equally high voice to a dining-room servant whenever she got outside. She was a fresh, pretty woman, clad always in white with elbow sleeves. Her starched skirts crinkled as she came and went. Farther down, before one of the cottages, a lady in black was walking demurely up and down, telling her beads. A good many persons of the pension had gone over to the Chênière Caminada in Beaudelet’s lugger to hear mass. Some young people were out under the water-oaks playing croquet. Mr. Pontellier’s two children were there—sturdy little fellows of four and five. A quadroon nurse followed them about with a far-away, meditative air.

			Mr. Pontellier finally lit a cigar and began to smoke, letting the paper drag idly from his hand. He fixed his gaze upon a white sunshade that was advancing at snail’s pace from the beach. He could see it plainly between the gaunt trunks of the water-oaks and across the stretch of yellow camomile. The gulf looked far away, melting hazily into the blue of the horizon. The sunshade continued to approach slowly. Beneath its pink-lined shelter were his wife, Mrs. Pontellier, and young Robert Lebrun. When they reached the cottage, the two seated themselves with some appearance of fatigue upon the upper step of the porch, facing each other, each leaning against a supporting post.

			“What folly! to bathe at such an hour in such heat!” exclaimed Mr. Pontellier. He himself had taken a plunge at daylight. That was why the morning seemed long to him.

			“You are burnt beyond recognition,” he added, looking at his wife as one looks at a valuable piece of personal property which has suffered some damage. She held up her hands, strong, shapely hands, and surveyed them critically, drawing up her lawn sleeves above the wrists. Looking at them reminded her of her rings, which she had given to her husband before leaving for the beach. She silently reached out to him, and he, understanding, took the rings from his vest pocket and dropped them into her open palm. She slipped them upon her fingers; then clasping her knees, she looked across at Robert and began to laugh. The rings sparkled upon her fingers. He sent back an answering smile.

			“What is it?” asked Pontellier, looking lazily and amused from one to the other. It was some utter nonsense; some adventure out there in the water, and they both tried to relate it at once. It did not seem half so amusing when told. They realized this, and so did Mr. Pontellier. He yawned and stretched himself. Then he got up, saying he had half a mind to go over to Klein’s hotel and play a game of billiards.

			“Come go along, Lebrun,” he proposed to Robert. But Robert admitted quite frankly that he preferred to stay where he was and talk to Mrs. Pontellier.

			“Well, send him about his business when he bores you, Edna,” instructed her husband as he prepared to leave.

			“Here, take the umbrella,” she exclaimed, holding it out to him. He accepted the sunshade, and lifting it over his head descended the steps and walked away.

			“Coming back to dinner?” his wife called after him. He halted a moment and shrugged his shoulders. He felt in his vest pocket; there was a ten-dollar bill there. He did not know; perhaps he would return for the early dinner and perhaps he would not. It all depended upon the company which he found over at Klein’s and the size of “the game.” He did not say this, but she understood it, and laughed, nodding good-by to him.

			Both children wanted to follow their father when they saw him starting out. He kissed them and promised to bring them back bonbons and peanuts.

			II

			Mrs. Pontellier’s eyes were quick and bright; they were a yellowish brown, about the color of her hair. She had a way of turning them swiftly upon an object and holding them there as if lost in some inward maze of contemplation or thought.

			Her eyebrows were a shade darker than her hair. They were thick and almost horizontal, emphasizing the depth of her eyes. She was rather handsome than beautiful. Her face was captivating by reason of a certain frankness of expression and a contradictory subtle play of features. Her manner was engaging.

			Robert rolled a cigarette. He smoked cigarettes because he could not afford cigars, he said. He had a cigar in his pocket which Mr. Pontellier had presented him with, and he was saving it for his after-dinner smoke.

			This seemed quite proper and natural on his part. In coloring he was not unlike his companion. A clean-shaved face made the resemblance more pronounced than it would otherwise have been. There rested no shadow of care upon his open countenance. His eyes gathered in and reflected the light and languor of the summer day.

			Mrs. Pontellier reached over for a palm-leaf fan that lay on the porch and began to fan herself, while Robert sent between his lips light puffs from his cigarette. They chatted incessantly: about the things around them; their amusing adventure out in the water—it had again assumed its entertaining aspect; about the wind, the trees, the people who had gone to the Chênière; about the children playing croquet under the oaks, and the Farival twins, who were now performing the overture to “The Poet and the Peasant.” Robert talked a good deal about himself. He was very young, and did not know any better. Mrs. Pontellier talked a little about herself for the same reason. Each was interested in what the other said. Robert spoke of his intention to go to Mexico in the autumn, where fortune awaited him. He was always intending to go to Mexico, but some way never got there. Meanwhile he held on to his modest position in a mercantile house in New Orleans, where an equal familiarity with English, French and Spanish gave him no small value as a clerk and correspondent.

			He was spending his summer vacation, as he always did, with his mother at Grand Isle. In former times, before Robert could remember, “the house” had been a summer luxury of the Lebruns. Now, flanked by its dozen or more cottages, which were always filled with exclusive visitors from the “Quartier Français,” it enabled Madame Lebrun to maintain the easy and comfortable existence which appeared to be her birthright.

			Mrs. Pontellier talked about her father’s Mississippi plantation and her girlhood home in the old Kentucky blue-grass country. She was an American woman, with a small infusion of French which seemed to have been lost in dilution. She read a letter from her sister, who was away in the East, and who had engaged herself to be married. Robert was interested, and wanted to know what manner of girls the sisters were, what the father was like, and how long the mother had been dead.

			When Mrs. Pontellier folded the letter it was time for her to dress for the early dinner.

			“I see Léonce isn’t coming back,” she said, with a glance in the direction whence her husband had disappeared. Robert supposed he was not, as there were a good many New Orleans club men over at Klein’s.

			When Mrs. Pontellier left him to enter her room, the young man descended the steps and strolled over toward the croquet players, where, during the half-hour before dinner, he amused himself with the little Pontellier children, who were very fond of him.

			III

			It was eleven o’clock that night when Mr. Pontellier returned from Klein’s hotel. He was in an excellent humor, in high spirits, and very talkative. His entrance awoke his wife, who was in bed and fast asleep when he came in. He talked to her while he undressed, telling her anecdotes and bits of news and gossip that he had gathered during the day. From his trousers pockets he took a fistful of crumpled bank notes and a good deal of silver coin, which he piled on the bureau indiscriminately with keys, knife, handkerchief, and whatever else happened to be in his pockets. She was overcome with sleep, and answered him with little half utterances.

			He thought it very discouraging that his wife, who was the sole object of his existence, evinced so little interest in things which concerned him, and valued so little his conversation.

			Mr. Pontellier had forgotten the bonbons and peanuts for the boys. Notwithstanding he loved them very much, and went into the adjoining room where they slept to take a look at them and make sure that they were resting comfortably. The result of his investigation was far from satisfactory. He turned and shifted the youngsters about in bed. One of them began to kick and talk about a basket full of crabs.

			Mr. Pontellier returned to his wife with the information that Raoul had a high fever and needed looking after. Then he lit a cigar and went and sat near the open door to smoke it.

			Mrs. Pontellier was quite sure Raoul had no fever. He had gone to bed perfectly well, she said, and nothing had ailed him all day. Mr. Pontellier was too well acquainted with fever symptoms to be mistaken. He assured her the child was consuming at that moment in the next room.

			He reproached his wife with her inattention, her habitual neglect of the children. If it was not a mother’s place to look after children, whose on earth was it? He himself had his hands full with his brokerage business. He could not be in two places at once; making a living for his family on the street, and staying at home to see that no harm befell them. He talked in a monotonous, insistent way.

			Mrs. Pontellier sprang out of bed and went into the next room. She soon came back and sat on the edge of the bed, leaning her head down on the pillow. She said nothing, and refused to answer her husband when he questioned her. When his cigar was smoked out he went to bed, and in half a minute he was fast asleep.

			Mrs. Pontellier was by that time thoroughly awake. She began to cry a little, and wiped her eyes on the sleeve of her peignoir. Blowing out the candle, which her husband had left burning, she slipped her bare feet into a pair of satin mules at the foot of the bed and went out on the porch, where she sat down in the wicker chair and began to rock gently to and fro.

			It was then past midnight. The cottages were all dark. A single faint light gleamed out from the hallway of the house. There was no sound abroad except the hooting of an old owl in the top of a water-oak, and the everlasting voice of the sea, that was not uplifted at that soft hour. It broke like a mournful lullaby upon the night.

			The tears came so fast to Mrs. Pontellier’s eyes that the damp sleeve of her peignoir no longer served to dry them. She was holding the back of her chair with one hand; her loose sleeve had slipped almost to the shoulder of her uplifted arm. Turning, she thrust her face, steaming and wet, into the bend of her arm, and she went on crying there, not caring any longer to dry her face, her eyes, her arms. She could not have told why she was crying. Such experiences as the foregoing were not uncommon in her married life. They seemed never before to have weighed much against the abundance of her husband’s kindness and a uniform devotion which had come to be tacit and self-understood.

			An indescribable oppression, which seemed to generate in some unfamiliar part of her consciousness, filled her whole being with a vague anguish. It was like a shadow, like a mist passing across her soul’s summer day. It was strange and unfamiliar; it was a mood. She did not sit there inwardly upbraiding her husband, lamenting at Fate, which had directed her footsteps to the path which they had taken. She was just having a good cry all to herself. The mosquitoes made merry over her, biting her firm, round arms and nipping at her bare insteps.

			The little stinging, buzzing imps succeeded in dispelling a mood which might have held her there in the darkness half a night longer.

			The following morning Mr. Pontellier was up in good time to take the rockaway which was to convey him to the steamer at the wharf. He was returning to the city to his business, and they would not see him again at the Island till the coming Saturday. He had regained his composure, which seemed to have been somewhat impaired the night before. He was eager to be gone, as he looked forward to a lively week in Carondelet Street.

			Mr. Pontellier gave his wife half of the money which he had brought away from Klein’s hotel the evening before. She liked money as well as most women, and accepted it with no little satisfaction.

			“It will buy a handsome wedding present for Sister Janet!” she exclaimed, smoothing out the bills as she counted them one by one.

			“Oh! we’ll treat Sister Janet better than that, my dear,” he laughed, as he prepared to kiss her good-by.

			The boys were tumbling about, clinging to his legs, imploring that numerous things be brought back to them. Mr. Pontellier was a great favorite, and ladies, men, children, even nurses, were always on hand to say good-by to him. His wife stood smiling and waving, the boys shouting, as he disappeared in the old rockaway down the sandy road.

			A few days later a box arrived for Mrs. Pontellier from New Orleans. It was from her husband. It was filled with friandises, with luscious and toothsome bits—the finest of fruits, patés, a rare bottle or two, delicious syrups, and bonbons in abundance.

			Mrs. Pontellier was always very generous with the contents of such a box; she was quite used to receiving them when away from home. The patés and fruit were brought to the dining-room; the bonbons were passed around. And the ladies, selecting with dainty and discriminating fingers and a little greedily, all declared that Mr. Pontellier was the best husband in the world. Mrs. Pontellier was forced to admit that she knew of none better.

			IV

			It would have been a difficult matter for Mr. Pontellier to define to his own satisfaction or any one else’s wherein his wife failed in her duty toward their children. It was something which he felt rather than perceived, and he never voiced the feeling without subsequent regret and ample atonement.

			If one of the little Pontellier boys took a tumble whilst at play, he was not apt to rush crying to his mother’s arms for comfort; he would more likely pick himself up, wipe the water out of his eyes and the sand out of his mouth, and go on playing. Tots as they were, they pulled together and stood their ground in childish battles with doubled fists and uplifted voices, which usually prevailed against the other mother-tots. The quadroon nurse was looked upon as a huge encumbrance, only good to button up waists and panties and to brush and part hair; since it seemed to be a law of society that hair must be parted and brushed.

			In short, Mrs. Pontellier was not a mother-woman. The mother-women seemed to prevail that summer at Grand Isle. It was easy to know them, fluttering about with extended, protecting wings when any harm, real or imaginary, threatened their precious brood. They were women who idolized their children, worshiped their husbands, and esteemed it a holy privilege to efface themselves as individuals and grow wings as ministering angels.

			Many of them were delicious in the rôle; one of them was the embodiment of every womanly grace and charm. If her husband did not adore her, he was a brute, deserving of death by slow torture. Her name was Adèle Ratignolle. There are no words to describe her save the old ones that have served so often to picture the bygone heroine of romance and the fair lady of our dreams. There was nothing subtle or hidden about her charms; her beauty was all there, flaming and apparent: the spun-gold hair that comb nor confining pin could restrain; the blue eyes that were like nothing but sapphires; two lips that pouted, that were so red one could only think of cherries or some other delicious crimson fruit in looking at them. She was growing a little stout, but it did not seem to detract an iota from the grace of every step, pose, gesture. One would not have wanted her white neck a mite less full or her beautiful arms more slender. Never were hands more exquisite than hers, and it was a joy to look at them when she threaded her needle
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