Watermark accepts submissions annually between October and February.
We are dedicated to publishing original critical and theoretical essays
concerned with literature of all genres and periods, as well as works
representing current issues in the fields of rhetoric and composition.
Reviews of current works of literary criticism or theory are also
welcome.

All submissions must be accompanied by a cover letter that includes the
author’s name, phone number, email address, and the title of the essay
or book review. All essay submissions should be approximately 12-15
pages and must be typed in MLLA format with a standard 12 pt. font.
Book reviews ought to be 750-1000 words in length. As this journal is
intended to provide a forum for emerging voices, only student work will
be considered for publication. Submissions will not be returned. Please
direct all questions to editor@watermarkjournal.com and address all
submissions to:

Department of English: Watermark
California State University, Long Beach
1250 Bellflower Boulevard
Long Beach, CA 90840

Visit us at www.watermarkjournal.com for more informartion.

Watermark © Copyright 2008.
All rights revert to contributors upon publication.

Watermark 2008

Aaron M. Catrroll
Editor

Jessica Drawbond
Managing Editor

Sarah Bartlett
American Literature Editor

Heather Bowlby
Book Review and Critical Trends Editor

Jerry Lee

International Literatures and Alternative Medias Editor

Paul Richard
British Literature Editor

Cassie Wright

Rhetoric/Composition and Critical Theory Editor

Editorial Advisory Board
Christina Bertrand
Michael Buckley
Drew Evans
Christy Krumm
Andrew Lincoln
Jennifer Matthews
Shawn W. Moote
Ryan Surridge

Dean Tsuyuki
Production Editor | Graphic Design

George Hart
Faculty Advisor




| Neckes _

Watermark

Volume Two, 2008

Table of Contents

001 | From Outlaw to Oracle: Opposing Views of the Homosocial
Dynamic in Sula
Shaheera Shamim Ali and Geri Lawson
California State University, Long Beach

023 | “That which 1 appeared to be”: Emotional Expression as the
Unification of Body and Mind in Chatlotte Dacre’s Zofloya
Sarah Bartlett
California State University, Long Beach

037 | Kate Chopin’s Portrait of the (Female) Artist as a “Courageous
Soul”: Edna’s Creation of Att and Self in The Awakening
Heather Bowlby
California State University, Long Beach

060 | The Vital Grasp: Sausage, Structuralism, and a Computational
Univetse
Michael Buckley
California State University, Long Beach

075 I Pantyline as Borderland: The Gendered Geography of Taylor
Figueroa in Vernon God Little
Melissa Elston
University of Texas of the Permian Basin

087 | Fallen Angles with Plucked Wings: ‘Mystery” and the Rankian
Aesthetics of the Real in Henry Miller’s Tropic of Cancer
Thomas S. Johnson
University of Nevada, Las Vegas

103 | The Morelli Method and the Conjectural Paradigm as Narrative
Semiotic
Patrick Lawrence
New York University

117 | Keats and the Poetic Process: The Textual Genetics of “To
Autumn”
Jerry Lee
California State University, Long Beach

133 | “Minor” Variations on an Eastern European Theme: Becoming
Balkan in Ismail Kadare’s The File on H
Mark Olague
California State University, Long Beach

152 | Cyber-Heterotopia: Figurations of Space and Subjectivity in the
Virtual Domain
Eddie Pinuelas
University of California, Irvine

170 | “With His Doxies Around”: Queering Alan Ayckbourn’s A Chorus
of Disapproval
Sarah Stoeckl
University of Oregon

184| The Rhetoric of Racism: First-Year Composition Students on
Affirmative Action
Amanda Wray
University of Arizona

202 | A Review of Amy Christine Billone’s Little Songs: Women, Silence,
and the Nineteenth-Century Sonnet
Heather Bowlby
California State University, Long Beach



Editors Note

As this journal goes to press, it represents a milestone for the graduate
program in English at California State University, Long Beach. With last
year’s inaugural volume we began an important journey, and with this
second volume we hope that we have set a precedent of publication
for years to come. We believe that exposure to—and participation in—
the world of academic publishing is critical to the professionalizaton
of graduate students; but more importantly, we believe that students at
CSULB and at similar programs elsewhere have innovative and exciting
ideas that deserve to be heard. T am very proud to present you some of
those voices in Watermark 2008.

Within this volume you will encounter a brief testament to the high
quality of scholarship currently being produced by students at this
campus and at universities across the country in the fields of literary
criticism, rhetoric and composition, and crirical theory. We have striven
and, I think, succeeded in selecting a body of work that represents the
broad interests of students in all these fields. Present here are studies
of wide ranging works from Kate Chopin and Henry Miller to Charlotte
Dacre ande Alan Ayckbourn as well as considerations of issues from the
Virtual Domain to Affirmative Action. I hope that you will enjoy the
journey through these diverse and inspiring topics as much as I have.

This project, of course, would not have been possible without the hard
work and dedication of many people. I'would like to express my profound
thanks to everyone who has helped to bring this journal to fruition. In
particular I would like to acknowledge Brookes Little, whose inspiration
and diligence first brought Watermark into existence last year, and whose
mentorship prepared me for this role. I would also like to extend my
extreme gratitude to the Warermark 2008 staff for all their input and
effort; special thanks are due to Dean Tsuyuki for creating a cohesive
image for this journal. 1 wish, as well, to acknowledge my immense
indebtedness to Dr. George Hart, our faculty advisor, whose patience,
faith, and gentle leadership have been invaluable to the compledon of
this volume. Equally invaluable has been the support of Dr. Eileen
Klink, Lisa Behrendt, and all the faculty and staff of the Department of
English at California State University, Long Beach.

This volume was made possible by the Instructionally Related Activities
Fund at CSULB.

Aaron M. Carroll
Editor

From Outlaw to Oracle:

Opposing Views of the Homosocial Dynamic in Sula
by Shaheera Shamim Ali and Geri Lawson

Geri Lawson earned her BA in English Literature from California State University, Long
Beach. Currently, Geri is pursuing a MA degree from CSULB and is primarily interested in the
representation of queer sexualities in modernist literature. In her fantasies, Quentin Compson
and Billy Parham explain to her the pains of masculine maturation while Lily Briscoe teaches
her to paint. She admits to having unhealthy obsessions with Jeopardy!, the enigmatic persona of

Keanu Reeves, and delusions involving fictional characters.

Shaheera Shamim Ali earned a Bachelor’s degree from Karachi University, Pakistan, majoring
in English literature, philosophy, and political science, and another from California State
University, Long Beach in English. She is currently juggling the multiple personas of wife, new
mom, graduate student at CSULB, and research junkie. She believes that with this collaboration
she has not only found the way God intended scholarly articles to be written, but also her
academic doppelganger in the genius of Geri Lawson.

Outlaw women are fascinating—not always for their bebavior, but
because bistorically women are seen as naturally disruptive and their
status is an illegal one from birth if it is not under the rule of men.
—Toni Mortison (Foreword to Sufa)
GL: In these lines, Motrison is implying that, socially, female existence
outside of patriarchal society is considered dangerous. Of course, no
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character is a bigger threat to the community of the Bottom than the
eponymous heroine, but hidden behind the town’s contempt for Sula is a
threat far greater than one ‘outlaw woman’ can pose—an outlaw female-
female relationship. In Su/a, Morrison depicts homosocial bonds in the
African-American community as sites of personal growth and liberation,
whereas heteronormative values within the novel establish narratives
of domination and suppression of female individuality. Therefore, the
relationship between Nel and Sula is a symbol of feminine transcendence
over the masculine ideals that demand that these types of relationships
between women be silenced.
Before closely exploring the dynamic between Nel and Sula, we
must ask from where this dominating masculine narrative comes and
how it is a result of racial shaming. From the opening scene of the novel,
it becomes clear that the Bottom is founded through principles of “racial
shaming” (Bouson 49), where the history of the community begins as a
“nigger joke” (4). The origin of the town is traced to a white master who
tricks his slave into believing that he will be given a profitable piece of
land in return for completing complicated chores, and who ultimately
convinces the slave to take an agriculturally barren plot at the top of a hill
by persuading him that it is “the bottom of heaven” (5). This moment
of historical shame where racial hierarchies of power are established
influences the way the community views itself; although the people of the
Bottom are able to laugh about their history, they recognize that “laughter
was part of the pain” (4). It becomes cleat, then, that these principles of
masculine domination are inherited—and later internalized—from white
patriarchal culture.
The Bottom applies these hierarchies to race by establishing a black
male patriarchy that mirrors white male patriarchy, a process that allows
the community to internalize masculine dominance in relation to gender.

This idea is most aptly embodied in Jude’s failure to earn a job building
2| Ali & Lawson
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the New River Road, a job that he idealizes for its masculine energy and
community: “He wanted to swing the pick or kneel down with the string
or shovel the gravel [. . .]. More than anything, he wanted the camaraderie
of the road men” (81-2). It is Jude’s rejection from this community of
working men, being passed over for “thin-armed white boys,” (82) that
leads him, out of rage, to seck marriage with Nel. Jude is projecting the
white masculine values that rendered him powetless onto his relationship
with Nel, seeing marriage as a way to “take on a man’s role anyhow” (82).
Jude needs Nel to establish a sense of power which will complete him
as a man, with “the two of them together mak[ing] one Jude” (83). Of
course, missing from this definition of marriage is the autonomy of Nel;
she loses any sense of self, even her name, becoming a figure that exists
only to make Jude’s sense of power and masculinity complete.

If we see Jude and Nels relationship as an extension of the
community’s internalization of masculine hierarchies, we must examine
how gender is constructed. Judith Gerson and Katherine Peiss claim that
when gender is conceptualized, men and women tend to either fall into
roles of “domination” or “negotiation”; domination is the process by
which “women are oppressed and either accommodate ot resist,” whereas
negotiation allows for “men and women [to] bargain for privileges and
resources” (Gerson, Peiss 322). When this theory is applied to the Bottom,
we see that this community only allows for roles of domination, whete
women like Nel and Helene accommodate to the patriarchal, submissive
roles of women, or women like Eva, Hannah and Sula, who resist the
oppression that these masculine (and, ultimately, white) ideals demand.
As far as I can see, there are no examples of heterosexual relationships in
the Bottom that allow for negotiation for power between the sexes.

While heterosexuality does hotappear to permitnegotiation for power
in this community, the female-centric bond allows for the black women
in the community to negotate for privileges. I do not claim, as Barbara
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Smith does in “Towards a Black Feminist Criticism,” that Su/a is a lesbian

text (although I do see erotic elements in Nel and Sula’s relationship that
I will explore later), but I do believe that if we are to assert that gender is
socially constructed, we must also explore the ways in which sexuality is
socially constructed, especially in order to define the dynamic relationship
between Nel and Sula. I am interested in Adrienne Rich’s definition of
heterosexuality as a “political institution” that is a site of domination
when applied to women (Rich 647) because heterosexuality fails the
women in the novel, not allowing them to attain any sort of equality. The
fact that Nel and Sula acknowledge at a young age that they are “neither
white nor male, and that all freedom and triumph was forbidden to them”
forces them to create an identity outside of these gendered, racial, and
sexual constructs, so “they set about creating something else to be” (52).
These women realize that under masculine heterosexual power they will
never be able to form personal identities outside of their male partners,
and, as Deborah McDowell has stated, Morrison is “equat[ing] marriage
with death of the female self and imagination” (82).

The “something else” that Sula and Nel must create is their
homosocial bond, so it is no surprise that directly following this revelation
they embark on one of the most enigmatic, imaginative, and sexually
charged scenes of the novel: the metaphysical coming-together and
transcendence they achieve while playing by the river. If Sula and Nel
are replacing heterosexual relationships with their friendship, then this
scene is the consummation of their bond. After Sula hears her mother’s
admission that she loves her but does not like her, it is Nels call that
soothes her, “pulling her away from dark thoughts back into the bright,

hot daylight” (57). The comfort that Nel provides for Sula is silent, as
both appear to understand that they must find a place of their own,
away from their families and the boys playing by the river. The personal
space they create is erotically charged, a reflection of the “wildness that
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had come upon them” (58). They may not be cognizant of what these
impulses are, but they ate aware of the changes in their bodies: their
“flesh tighten[s]” and “shiver[s]” as they feel their “small breasts” and the
“pleasant discomfort” that laying on the ground together creates (58).
While the language in this scene is suggestive, the symbolic copulation is
confirmed when the girls peel the “thick sticks” to expose their “creamy
innocence” and penetrate the ground (58). They “rhythmically and
intensely” dig two holes “deeper and wider” (58) until they come together
to form one (w)hole. The eroticism of this scene invites the reader to
make the connection between the Sula/Nel dynamic and heterosexual
relationships, but to read this scene as purely sexual is to ignore the
result of the consummation—the metaphysical symbiosis of the two
gitls. Adrienne Rich calls this female bond the “lesbian continuum,”
which includes a range of “women identified experiences” that are not
necessatily limited to desiring genital sexual experiences with another
woman, but include “embrac(ing] many more forms of primary intensity
between and among women, including the sharing of a rich inner life,
the bonding against male tyranny, the giving and receiving of practical
support” (Rich 648-9). T read this “sex scene” as the girls’ initiation into
the lesbian continuum, where they can unite and support each other in
their struggle against masculine domination—that is, if the bond can be
sustained. This is the moment that Nel and Sula become one and the
same—a moment that is sustainable for Sula, but not for Nel, who is on
her way to becoming dominated by the masculine narrative that demands
she leave Sula for a heteronormative existence.

Sula rejects the submissive roles that are determined for her by
pattiarchal standards with the death of Chicken Little. By “coaxing”
Chicken Little to climb up and down the tree, then throwing him into the
river, Sula is rejecting the masculine narrative that demands that women
feel maternal love. With her newly empowered existence in the lesbian
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continuum with Nel, Sula realizes that there is a place for her outside of

the male tyranny and dominance that the Bottom offers, and so the death
of Chicken Little is Sula’s moment to “embod[y] the anti-maternal spirit”
(Eckard 57). Sula’s journey up and down the phallic tree is symbolic of
her ability to conquer, and therefore reject, masculine power, a rejection
that is solidified with Chicken Little’s death. The image of Nel “standing
below, squinting up at them” (92) also presents Nel’s inability to transcend
the way Sula can; Nel is too consumed by the white patriarchal standards
to sustain her symbiotic relationship with Sula, and, thus, the rejection of
female determinism. The fact that Sula is able to sustain this anti-maternal
spitit is confirmed when she returns to the Bottom as an adult and Eva
tells her, “You need to have some babies. It will settle you down” (92).
Even Eva, who rejects a stable heterosexual relationship, is stuck in the
patriatchal structure which assumes that being a stable woman is being
a mother. Sula does not submit to these principles, asserting “I want to
make myself” (92), choosing instead to develop an identity outside of
heteronormative conventions.
Of course, the symbiosis does not last for long and is disrupted when
Nel marries Jude, as Nel recognizes that “weddings always meant death”
(78)—in this case, the death of Nel and Sula’s homosocial connection.
But Sula sdll feels a strong connection to her childhood friend, which
may help to explain why she sleeps with Jude. When Sula returns to the
Bottom, she still views Nel as “an other and a self” (119), connecting
with the strength of their homosocial bond that was confirmed the day
at the river. Since Sula sees herself and Nel as essentially the same person,
her sexual experience with Jude is an act of monogamy and sharing, just
as she and Nel had always “shared the affection of other people” (119).
After Nel's hurtful reaction, Sula is genuinely surprised because she must

face that fact that “she and Nel were not one and the same thing” and

that “marriage, apparently, had changed all that” (119). The possessive
6| Ali & Lawson

and dominating nature of heterosexual marriage in the novel suppresses
the oneness between Sula and Nel, so when Sula sleeps with Jude she
“implies that Nel herself has been the traitor” (Stein 148) because Nel’s
repulsive reaction is a denial of the symbiosis and monogamy that Sula
had assumed they had sustained.

SA: I agree with your argument that an outlaw female-female

relationship is troublesome for a patrarchal society because of its
potential threat to masculine control. However, it is important to look at
homosocial bonds critically, without falling into the trap of romanticized
notions of same-sex relatonships. Gender itself does not predicate the
success or failure of a relationship; after all, not all women are essentially
nurturing and not all men are innately destructive. It would be dangerous
to ignote similatities between the two sexes and diversity within one.
Morrison is just as suspect of homosocial bonds as heteronormative ones
since neither of themis sustainable. The reason thatboth heteronormative
and homosocial relatonships are fragmentary and illusive is that they
are based on patriarchal principles—the same principles on which the
society of the Bottom is based—that equate power with possession, o,
as you read it, “domination.” In order to form masculine identity, men
try to possess/dominate women, the process of which gives them power
over women. In the homosocial bond between Sula and Nel, Sula wishes
to posses Nel in order to gain power that would be denied her any other
way. Their relationship is not inherently one of transcendence, even if it
has the potential for it; because of the power dynamics between the two,
Nel’s individuality once again has limited growth, mirroring her dilemma
in the Jude and Nel heterosexual bond.

Jude and Nel’s relationship is based on the sexual division of labor.
They both inhabit gender roles that are specific to their work, as Jude,
the male, must be “ambitious, independent, and self made,” whereas
Nel, the ideal woman, must be “attentive, compassionate, comforting
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and cooperative” (Thompson 559). According to Thompson, this kind

of marriage, based on symbolic distinctions between men and women,
“constrains [the] possibility of care”, forcing the woman to take on the
responsibilities of love, defined by “self-sacrifice, emotional warmth,
expressiveness, vulnerability, and sensitivity” (559). The image of
the autonomous man is just as restrictive, leaving no room for him to
express cate and concern for the family or to show vulnerability. Nel
is forced into the role of the ideal caretaker who provides support for
the husband, while Jude has no choice but to be the man as defined

by patriarchal principles. Both Nel and Jude suffer from this kind of

matriage because it does not allow for any self-development. Jude,

because of the internalization of white patriarchal principles, dominates

Nel. His relative control of resources leaves Nel in a subordinate position,
motivating her to anticipate his needs, thereby further confirming her
submissiveness (Thompson 562). This aspect of their relationship is
highlighted in the scene when Jude comes home from work to see Sula
and Nel talking together, and “Nel, high-tuned to his moods, ignored
her husband’s smile saying, ‘Bad day, honey?””(103). Nel is ready to fill
her role of compassionate wife, and Jude too, is expecting “his story to
dovetail into milkwarm commiseration” (103), thereby reinforcing Nel’s
submissive role.

The fact that Sula does not allow Nel to fulfill this role for Jude
in the dynamic created between Nel, Jude, and Sula is interesting as it
can be read two ways. Sula believes that Nel should have some amount
of autonomy and that Jude needs to break from the traditdonal role of
the plight of the black man and move on. I believe, though, that this
is 2 moment of jealousy for Sula, because she sees Jude’s demand for
sympathy as an intrusion into her friendship with Nel. By taking Nel’s
attention away from Sula, Jude is breaking up the women’s monogamous
relationship in the same way that Sula breaks up Jude and Nel’s
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monogamous relationship when she sleeps with Jude. Sula’s relationship
with Nel, then, also becomes one of control and domination, within
which Sula becomes the aggressor and Nel remains in her submissive
role. According to C. K. Reissman,

For most women, marriage is just one of many close ties. Many

wives report that trouble arose when they were needed by family and

friends but husbands resented the time wives spent with others. For
most men, marriage is exclusive, primary, and private; they want the

undivided attention of their wives. (qtd. in Thompson 562)

Nel, like most women, considers her martiage and her friendship with Sula
as part of a “web of relationships” (Thompson), but Sula, like most men,
sees their relationship as exclusive and primary. Unlike Nel, who plays the
traditional gender role of caretaker in the matriage, Sula identifies with
the masculine role. She rejects the feminine while adopting the masculine,
“the result of a female mind completely controlled by male type thinking”
(qtd. in Pessoni 443), thereby reproducing the same problems evident in
heterosexual relationships. The transcendence you so wish Sula and Nel
to achieve through their homosocial bond becomes ephemetal, as the
only moment when it is achieved is in the sexualized scene of the creating
of the (w)hole. Because of the patrarchal infiltration into Sula’s psyche,
the women’s friendship—the site of potential liberaion—becomes a site
where patriarchy is perpetuated. Nel is unable to negotiate for privileges
in her relationship with Sula, though you say she should be able to in a
homosocial bond, in the very same way that she is unable to negotiate for
privileges in her heterosexual relationship.

To understand the reason why Sula rejects femininity and accepts
masculine thought patterns we have to look at her relationship with Eva,
her grandmother and the matriarch of Sula’s house. Sula views Eva as
“the living embodiment of the Terrible Mother, a destroyer” (Pessoni
443) because she is terrified of what Eva does to Plum, Eva’s son: “All T
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know is I'm scared. And there’s no place else for me to go. We all that’s

left, Eva and me. I guess I should have stayed gone. I didn’t know what
else to do” (101). For Sula, femininity and motherhood are not roles
of nurturance and care; instead they are frightful, destructive ideals. She
cannot conceive of maternity in any other terms, as she expects that
she will be the next one to be burned by Eva, unless she rejects her
grandmother and all she stands for and accepts the patriarchal principles
that allow her to put Eva into a retirement home without feeling guilty
of not fulfilling the traditional feminine role of caretaker. This is also
the reason Sula can watch her mother, Hannah, burn and not help
her because she fears the feminine mother will take over not only her
autonomy, but possibly also her life.

In this context, the scene where the girls dig the holes can be read
differently. I agree with your interpretation of it as “the consummation of
their bond” but I think that even within this moment of transcendence,
there is a foreshadowing of the fact that their homosocial bond will
eventually fail: “When the depression was the size of a small dishpan,
Nels twig broke. With a gesture of disgust she threw the pieces into
the hole they had made” (58). Subconsciously, Nel is aware that they
will not be able to maintain the equality in their relationship, because
Sula is the more aggressive and assertive of the two. Even when the two
girls confront the bullying Irish boys, it is at Sula’s urging; Nel would
rather have avoided the boys altogether. The power dynamic between the
two, though not quite so pronounced as in later years, is evident even in
childhood, with Sula taking the more masculine, confrontational role and
with Nel in the subservient position. In this moment of consummaton,
which you believe is when Sula and Nel become one and the same, is, I
believe, a moment when Sula takes over the triendship to dominate Nel;
instead of “the two of them together mak[ing] one Jude” (83), the two of
them together make one Sula. This is also the reason why this moment is
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sustainable for Sula, but not for Nel, because while Sula is able to define
herself through this relationship, Nel, as the subjugated one, needs to
look elsewhere for self-development, which is what makes her move
from the homosocial circle of friendship towards a heteronormative
relationship.

With your reading of Sula’s rejection of maternity at Chicken Little’s
death, T think you are absolutely correct, but then we must also consider
the fact that Morrison problematizes this situation, as she highlights the
fact that in order to escape predetermined feminine roles Sula must kill
Chicken Little. In a sense, Sula is replaying what she is running away from,
by mirroring Eva’s killing of Plum by killing Chicken Little. The only way
that Sula can attain power is through destructiveness and domination,
by killing a little boy and dominating Nel. T believe that at this point in
the text, Morrison is inviting us to judge Sula because in order to retain
agency, she has to destroy a life. It is also important to note that in this
scene, with the arrival of Chicken Little, Nel tries to assert her dominance
over him. She tells him to stop eating snot, and when he tells her to shut
up, she can challenge him to come up to her and say it to her face (59)
because of the fact that he is a smaller child than she is. At this point,
Sula stops Nel, wanting to retain her own position in the dominant role in
their relationship and to eliminate the possibility that Nel might challenge
her authority in the future.” Instead, by “coaxing” Chicken Little to do
what she wants and then killing him, Sula is exhibiting the power she has
and warning Nel about the repercussions of a possible defection from
their relationship, possibly a foreshadowing of her sleeping with Jude.

In a similar manner this pattern of domination and control is
continued when Sula imagines breaking down Ajax’s body into pieces.
While most critics read the Ajax and Sula relationship as one of equality, I
think that the interiority of Sula’s thoughts during their lovemaking rejects
such a reading. The poetic language of the interiority can be misleading,
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disguising Sula’s wish to break Ajax down in order to dominate him:
“And if I take a nail file or even Eva’s old pairing knife—that will do—and
scrape away at the gold, it will fall away and there will be alabaster. The alabaster is
what gives yonr face its planes, its curves” (130). Sula needs to break Ajax into
fragments because he is not easily dominated. Her metaphorical breaking
of his body, his layers, is a way for her to penetrate him through the
phallic symbol of the knife so that she can perform her masculine role of
domination. In order to preserve her power in this relationship, Sula has
no other recourse because she cannot dominate Ajax the way she does
Nel; hence her wish to break him down.
Ajax provides Sula with the opportunity to engage in what Thompson
calls an “interdependent ideal” relationship, in which “both partners are
obliged to nurture the other, attend and respond to the other’s needs, and

332

encourage and promote the other’s” (560) self-development. Sula rejects
this opportunity because for the first time she “beglins] to discover what
possession was” (131) apart from her possession of Nel. She realizes that
her successful possession of Ajax would give her more power, because
he, as a man, would not be an easy target for domination. However, her
bid for power fails as Ajax leaves before Sula can possess him. We must
also be cognizant of the fact that when Ajax and Sula’s affair occurs, Sula
has already jeopardized her relationship with Nel by sleeping with Jude,
so she is desperate for an affirmation of her authority.

At the opposite end of Ajax and his offer of equality stands “the
terrible Shad” (61) and his offer of a different kind of relationship with
Sula. According to Lewis, Shadrack

is Sula’s ancestral presence—a representation of an ancestral spirit,

a husband, a father, a provider dispensed by the gods to ‘always’

be there for the displaced Sula. Theirs was a spiritual kinship—

metaphorically, a marriage of a traditional West African water spirit/

priest to a water priestess, both oracles of a river god. (92)
12 | Ali & Lawson

In the traditional role as father, husband, and provider, Shadrack would

effectually take away Sula’s control, thereby dispossessing het of power
and agency. This explains why Sula is scared when she goes to his cottage,
because she is aware of the fact that she would not be able to maintain
any autonomy or power in a relatonship with him. Vashd Crutcher
Lewis argues that Sula is linked to Shadrack ontologically because of the
birthmark on her eye, which he is able to identify correctly as a tadpole,
a creature of the water (93). Sula wishes to deny this link with Shadrack,
as she enacts the meaning of her name in the African Babangi language:
“to be afraid, to run away” (Lewis 91). She cannot form this bond
with Shadrack because even as it promises her the place of priestess,
it also relegates her to a position of submissiveness by stating the fact
that Shadrack would “always be there for her” The phrase “always be
there” implies a system of support but this is negated by the fact that he
would also be her provider, giving the phrase an ominous undertone of
suppression.

Now that I have established Sulas need for power through
domination, Nel’s confrontation with Sula at her deathbed can be better
understood. Nel asks Sula: “But what about me? What about me? Why
didn’t you think about me? Didn’t I count? I never hurt you. What did
you take him for if you didn’t love him and why didn’t you think about
me? [. . .] I was good to you, Sula, why don’t that matter?” (144). At
this point in the text, Nel is finally demanding an explanation from her
best friend about the way she has been treated. I think that it is not just
a matter of Sula sleeping with Jude but also about the way she failed
to take Nel and her feelings and her liberation into account. Nel keeps
repeating “what about me?” because she has been ignored for so long
in their homosocial dynamic. Sula’s response, though, to het friend’s
question further reiterates my argument, as she says: “It matters, Nel, but
only to you. Not to anybody else” (144). This is a blatant statement of
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Sula’s wish to dominate and suppress Nel, while completely destroying
Nel’s self-worth. I think it is apt when you say that Sula transfers blame
onto Nel for Jude and Sula sleeping together from Sula’s point of view:
However, T don’t think that this is necessarily the way Morrison wants
readers to see it. In the scene when Nel discovers Jude and Sula together,
Morrison is tilting the balance in favor of Nel. T believe that Mortison
makes a conscious decision to only allow Nel’s perspective about the
betrayal into the text, thereby making the reader identify with Nel’s
situation, rather than Sula’s. Axel Nissen makes the point that “Motrison
uses formal devices to guide our ethical appraisal of the characters”
(275); by manipulating shifts in narrative focus, Morrison is able to
maneuver the reader’s response to different events and characters, In this
way, sympathy is gained for Nel through a shift in focus as we hear about
the events from Nel herself. This impression is further strengthened by
Nel’s reflection on the tie Jude has left behind, and “that the monologue
that comes closest to Joycean stream of consciousness is placed last
makes it the final word in the matter” (Nissen 274). The fact that it is
almost like stream of consciousness is important because it involves the
reader in the very process of thought-formation. Nissen asserts that “the
connotations of the form are sincerity, intimacy, and reliability” (273),
ensuring that our response in reading this would be one of sympathy for
Nel, rather than Sula,
Continuing with the last conversation between Nel and Sula, Nel
says that even though Sula agrees that they were good friends, she “didn’t
love me enough to leave him alone. To let him love me. You had to take

him away.” Sula replies: “What you mean take him away? I didn’t kill him,

Tjust fucked him. If we were such good friends, how come you couldn’t

get over it?” (145). Sula’s egotism becomes apparent here as she is unable

to see i i i insi
Nel’s point of view and insists on her own interpretation of the
events, that Nel should be able to get over the fact Sula sl

ept with Jude,
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even though Sula herself is unable to forgive both Nel and Jude for their
relationship. Elizabeth Abel posits that

Sula can offer Jude the freedom to choose her without feeling she is

betraying Nel because Nel will either see the experience as Sula does

and disdain a marriage bound by obligation rather than choice, or
she will see it differently, thereby destroying the foundation of their
friendship. Friendship for Sula demands complete identification.

(428-9)

This further attests to the fact that Sula is unable to take Nel's individuality
into account within their friendship. She refuses to take responsibility
for her actions, and instead blames Nel for not identifying with her
completely. Despite the fact that it is Sula who takes the action, it is
Nel who must save the relationship at her own expense, by denying her
anger and confusion, and continuing with her role of subservience. We
have reason to ask that if they were such good friends, why couldn’
Sula accept that Nel wanted a relationship with someone else, and that
pethaps Nel has needs that Sula is unable to fulfill?

GL: You claim that Sula desires masculine control which results in
possession and domination, but Sula simply states that it was not until
she met Ajax that she was able to “discover what possession was” (131).
Sula discovers what it means to posses when she involves herself in the
masculine culture that values heteronormative constructions. I agree that
Sula’s interiority when she is with Ajax reveals her wish to dominate, but
this wish is only materialized when she is rejected by Nel. The dissolution
of what Sula perceives as their transcendent homosocial bond fotrces
Sula to seek the sort of possession that she sees in the heteronormative
relationships in the Bottom. The Nel/Sula bond is much more than
ephemeral for Sula, who catries the unity of herself with Nel until she
returns to the Bottom. This seeking does not last very long, however,
and Sula feels a sense of relief when Ajax leaves, afraid of her potential
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to destroy when involved in a heterosexual relationship outside of casual

sexual contact.

I also feel that you come dangerously close to falling into the same
logic that the Bottom is consumed by, that Sula’s agency somehow makes
her masculine. If anything, Sula’s ability to assume a role of domination
would disrupt the gender constructions of patriarchal culture that define
power as masculine; I believe that Morrison is rejecting the gender
constructions that make women like Sula dangerous. I also wonder, if
Nel is just as submissive to Sula as she is to Jude, then why does she
mourn her rejection of Sula at the end of the novel, chanting her name
and painfully acknowledging that “All that time, all that time, I thought

T was missing Jude” (174)? Here, Nel realizes that she should have been
valuing her homosocial bond over the heterosexual relationship with
Jude that was so easily shattered. In other words, why does Nel mourn
Sula if Sula has assumed the same role in Nel’s life as Juder

SA: The reason why I define Sula’s power as masculine is because
her power is used as a tool of domination, instead of liberation. Perhaps
this is an essentialist reading of power as a masculine trait, since T do
think that it is important, and T mention it in my response earlier, that
we acknowledge that there is diversity within the sex. That is to say that
not all women are nurturing, hence it is entirely possible for Sula to be a
dominating force even though she is a woman. However, the fact that her
relationship with Nel is based in a patriarchal society that denies her any
semblance of power unless she uses the methods used by men to attain
it says a lot about her need to take on the masculine role. The need for

control and power may have become concrete with Ajax’s artival on the

scene, but perhaps with Nel, Sula is acting out a subconscious need that
she is unable to identify or articulate. I think that because her relationship
with Nel has its beginnings in childhood, that it escapes the kind of adult
scrutiny that her later relationships endure.
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To answer your question about Nel mourning Sula, T think that
in the length of time that Nel has been gtieving the death of her
heterosexual love, she has given hetself the time to come to terms with
her loss, whereas she has not been able to mourn for the loss of her
friendship with Sula—hence the gray ball of strings hanging over Nel’s
head that she refuses to acknowledge until the end of the novel. I also
think that the reason why Nel needed to turn to Jude in the first place,
(because she was unable to find liberation and self-development in her
bond with Sula), is also the reason why she is able to get over Jude more
easily. While in her marriage Nel has been conforming to the role of the
caretaker, without any scope for growth, in her relationship with Sula she
has expetienced at least a moment of transcendence, even though I still
think it is ephemeral for Nel.

GL: Okay, I now see how you are defining Sula’s place within these
social gender constructs, and 1 agree that Sula’s power can allow her to
step into the masculine role, but I do think that the idea that the only
way to gain power or agency is through dominance is not onc that Sula
creates on her own, or even willingly adheres to until she assumes a
heterosexual role.

From Sula and Nel’s very first encounter they know that they are
“fortunate” because their friendship “let them use each other to grow”
(52). So, if Sula is using Nel as an object to be dominated, Nel is using
Sula just as much in her own process towards initiation into adulthood.
Perhaps, under your reading of the dominant narrative in the homosocial
bond, Nel is using Sula as practice for becoming a “good,” submissive
wife, but I think that this reading could potentially invalidate the freedom
that both women gain from their homosocial relationship. When Nel
marries Jude, the narrator recognizes that Sula had “seemed always to
want Nel to shine” (84). If Sula assumes the same role as Jude in their

interactions with Nel, then I could never see Jude wanting to let Nel
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“shine”; he seems to want quite the opposite, only seeing himself in

Nel, not her potential for greatness. The homosocial bond need not be
romanticized in order to offer morte for these women than that of which
their heterosexual relationships are capable. Perhaps we should be asking
why these relationships between women are so threatening to patriarchal
culture, threatening enough to be considered outlawed. What does this
internalization of white masculine standards mean to the community,
and why do these rigid concepts of gender and sexuality need to be
enforced on these women?

So, while I do not necessarily agree that Sula assumes the same sort
of dominant position over Nel that the masculine narratives demand
of heterosexual relationships, I do see how the symbiotic relationship
between the two women becomes problematic. Since Nel is only drawn
to Jude because he “saw her singly” (84) and not as Sula/Nel, then the
homosocial bond does not sustain transcendence; in fact, it may be Nel’s
desire to break free of her close (perhaps too close?) relationship with
Sula that leads her to marry a man who represents “shame and anger”
(84).

SA: T understand what you are saying, that perhaps at some point
need to differentiate between Sula and Jude playing the same role. I agree
that Sula does want to see Nel shine, and my reading of her character
could be erroneous in that T assume that Sula is motivated completely
by ideas of domination and power. Her motivations might just be
misguided, instead of outright evil, and Nels subsequent suppression
might be something that she is unable to reconcile because she would not
purposely hurt her friend. Of course, when you say that Nel might be
using Sula for her own purposes, as practice to become a “better” (read:
submissive) wife, we also have to take into consideration whether or not
she has the agency for this.

Chikwenye Okonjo Ogunyemi characterizes
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“the relationshjp

between Sula and Nel [as] complementary and contrasting. Nel is
supposedly reasonable, Sula instinctive” (131). I think that Nel’'s more
rational response to Chicken Little’s drowning (“Whete’s the belt to your
dress?”) (63) and Sula’s subsequent terrified silence and breakdown into
tears support such a reading of their characters. Perhaps this explains
why Sula is able to continue with her domination: because her actions
are not thought out or planned, but, instead instinctive, and, hence, she
remains unaware of her culpability. It also brings a new perspective to
Nel’s character: perhaps she is capable, through rational thought and
planning, of using Sula. This is an extreme reading of Nel, though, but
it helps us see that she is just as responsible for her own domination,
and for continuing to accede to Sula and Judes domination. I don’t
think that this reading of Nel’s character would necessarily invalidate the
freedom that both women think they gain in their relationship, but it
does stress that both partners need to be self-aware and perhaps that
the transcendence they would achieve through self-awareness would be
sustainable.

I think the nature of the relationship undermines patriarchal
principles, as Nel and Sula, even with the pitfalls in their relationship, are
able to find a moment of transcendence which appears to be completely
unavailable in a heterosexual bond. If women are able to find such
freedom in same-sex relationships, they would no longer, as you say, be
driven into marrying men like Jude. The problem for pattiarchal culture
then would be rethinking constructs of marriage for more egalitarian
roles within it and would play into the masculine anxiety about confusing
gender.

GL: What we need to do, and what Morrison is implying that black
communities such as the Bottom need to do, is merge these opposing
views of Nel and Sula and what they represent. I agree with the end of
your last statement that what the Bottom fails to do, but needs to do in

Ali & Lawson | 19



order to allow for healthy bonds within azd outside of heteronormative

values, is to develop a more egalitarian construction of marriage. In
order to accomplish this society of love and acceptance, I think we can
agree that the racial emasculation that the black, male community feels
and then distorts into hierarchies of gender where masculine is dominant
over feminine needs to be eradicated. This process would involve the
recognition and reception of the lesbian continuum, where women are
able to bond in a way that they cannot with men, while also valuing the
male community.

While this may seem somewhat idealistic, Morrison implies that it
is possible when Sula first returns to the Bottom, as Nel, Sula, and Jude
are able to laugh and bond together. In this moment, Nel realizes how
much she has truly missed Sula and remembers her love for Jude, which
had “spun a steady grey web around her heart,” but is rejuvenated into
a “bright and easy affection” (95) in the company of Sula. Here, Sula’s
presence is not dominant or destructive, but invigorating. She is even
able to lighten Jude’s mood with her “odd way of looking at things”
(104) because she does not appear (here, at least) to internalize the hurt
and shame that is essential to white patriarchal domination in the novel.
This is one of the most touching scenes in the novel because it implies a
reciprocity between male and female, but not just in a heteronormative
sense—the three, together, achieve a happiness that they cannot find on
their own anywhere else in the novel. This also underlines the fact that if
the Bottom were able to accept women like Sula, women who challenge
constructs of gender, race, and sexuality, as more than an outcast or
outlaw, they might be able to transcend the internalized shame that
typifies their community.

SA: Yes! I think that your reading of this crucial scene brings a
clearer understanding of why Sula and Nel’s homosocial relationship is

so complex and short term, since it is still situated within a patriarchal
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culture that excludes relationships like the potential Sula, Nel and Jude
relationship of equality. The fact the Morrison does include such a
moment of egalitarianism between men and women leads me to think
that she is hopeful, as you are, that the possible eradication of gender
hierarchies can take place; I agree that there is hope for such a bond to
form, but T think that it would be a complex and difficult goal to achieve,
After all, at the end of the novel, Nel and Jude are alone and Sula is dead,
implying that this might not be attainable in the text. I agree with you,
though, that for the black community, in general, it could potentially be

a way of combating the internalization of racism from the dominant

white, pattiarchal community.
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‘That which I appeared to be’:

Emotional Expression as the Unification of Body and Mind
in Charlotte Dacre’s Zofloya
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people singing in their cars at stoplights.

In her 1806 novel Zofloya; or, The Moor Charlotte Dacre uses the
stylistic freedoms afforded by Gothic style to explore issues of human
consciousness and identity in relation to individual power and petsonhood.
The thematic focus of the novel fluctuates between the physical and
the abstract, the author making equal reference to the capacities of the
human body and to the powers of the human mind. These references,
however, are undeniably inconsistent: Dacre draws attention to the
intersections of these two separate spheres of the individual even as she
illustrates the impassible distance that exists between them. The effect of
this inconsistency is ultimately disotienting, raising questions concerning
the power an individual has over both her own body and the bodies of
others. Dacte sees bodily power and control as inextricably bound up with
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the powers of the mind. The novel’s protagonist, the selfish and willful

Victoria, becomes Dacre’s illustration of these dual identdes: Dacre
attempts to position Victoria as the representative example of the extent
to which the human mind is able to triumph over its bodily expression.
What Dacre’s novel fails to account for in this representation, however,
is the role of human emotion—namely, the way that sentiment straddles
the boundary between rational thought and bodily action in a way that
neither mind nor body can. Victoria triumphs over her own body and
the bodies of others only when she is sufficiently detached from her
emotions. The introduction of Zofloya, who is ultimately revealed as
a decidedly non-corporeal presence, not only pushes Victotia towards
the too-lately reached concluding emotions of remorse, but also, in fact,
dooms her previous triumphs to failure. Additionally, Zofloya’s presence
and interactions with Victoria solidify the point that emotions are indeed
the existence gfthe body within the mind, and vice versa. Victoria bends to
Zofloya because he ultimately controls her body for her; their connection
gives her the temporary ability to mentally detach from her own emotions
even as it renders her physically incapacitated. The revelation of Zofloya
as Satan, then, and the progression of Victoria’s downfall and undoing,
only strengthen the idea that mind and body cannot be separated in any
individual unless it is at the cost of the individual’s own sanity, as well as
at the cost of nature itself,
Dacre begins her novel without initially expounding upon the
working relationship that exists between the seemingly separate spheres

of mind and body, and, in fact, seems to concentrate more heavily on

the latter of the two early on. For example, her initial descriptions of
her characters draw attention to their individual corporeal presences:

SRR . L
Victoria “smile[s] with an unchecked vivacity” and her beauty outshines

that of all other females (39); her mother Laurina is

in the meridian of
beauty” (40); and the seducer Ardolph is “endowed with a form cast in
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nature’s finest mould” (43). These early character descriptions stand out
as body-centric, suggesting that the author is setting the stage for themes
of physically-vested power and identity. These individuals are introduced
throngh their bodies, or, more specifically, they are characterized by Dacre’s
explanations of how their bodies, by being regarded as visually pleasing,
render them superior, and therefore powerful. Even as an infant, Victoria
is classed as superior: “no fair Venetian had presumed to vie with her,
either in beauty of person, or splendor of decoration” (39). In this sense,
Dacre demonstrates the way physical presence is a means by which to
measure social status. Thus, if we are to interpret social status as being a
testament to one’s level of individual power, then physicality—or, more
specifically in this instance, beauty—becomes indicative of Victoria’s
level of power as well.

This idea of the body as a vehicle of power is further articulated
within the context of Ardolph’s physical gestures and the way in which
Laurina reacts to them:

[Ardolph’s] stolen, yet purposely betrayed, ardent glances, directed

towards her—his deep sighs, the tumultuousness of his frame, if

by accident he touched her hand, or even any part of her dress—
all, all failed not to be observed by the Marchesa, and to make its

unfortunate impression. (45)

Here, then, Ardolph’s power is elevated, restricted not merely to its
visible appearance or to Laurina’s appreciation of Ardolph’s physical
form, but instead demonstrating itself by way of bodily action. Laurina
reacts to the way that Ardolph’s body moves. This distinctdon of power
demonstrated in terms of physical mobility and bodily expression is, for
the most part, strictly masculine: with the exception of Victoria, Dacre’s
female characters are empowered only by the effects of their appearances
alone. Laurina and Lilla, for example, are desctibed as objects of physical
desire only, and Megalena Strozzi’s supreme beauty is commented upon
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three times in as many paragraphs upon her second textual introduction.!

Critic James A. Dunn, in his essay “Chatlotte Dacre and the Feminization
of Violence”, argues that Dacre’s focus on physicality (particularly,
it should be specified, on Dacre’s textual use of physical violence)
demonstrates her authorial intent to destabilize the binary opposition
that exists between masculine and feminine spheres of identity. Dunn
uses Lilla, Victoria’s rival in love as well as her complete physical opposite,
to strengthen this point. He cites Lilla’s description as an “empty vessel”
(in Dunn 314) to demonstrate that Victoria’s loathing of the girl is due
not to jealousy, but to the fact of the latter’s “feminine insignificance™:
Victoria’s rage, Dunn argues, is “less at Lilla herself than at Henriquez
for prizing [Lilla’s] feminine emptiness” (314).* Additionally, and more
directly in line with the gendered themes at work in Dacre’s novel, Dunn
claims that the scene of attack that transpires between Victoria and Lilla
“resonates with a symbolic intent to destroy this false feminine ideal”
with Victoria’s repeated stabbing of Lilla symbolizing male penetration
(314). Dactre’s other bodies are imbued with power in distinctly gendered
terms, but Victoria, as Dunn points out, is able to cross these gendered
boundaries; her ability to “leap to the ‘other side’ of gender behaviors
[- - ] signals alternative destinies available to women” (Dunn 314). A
similar argument is made in George E. Haggerty’s “Mothers and Other
Lovers: Gothic Fiction and the Erotics of Loss”, which cites Victoria’s
instances of violent behavior as the means by which Dacre is able to
address issues of gender, and, consequently, of power imba.[a.n;:e.
Haggerty dubs Victoria “transgressive” and, like Dunn, focuses closely
on the Victoria-Lilla contrast at work in Dacre’s novel (169). Haggerty
suggests that because Lilla’s body is eroticized even in her death, Victoria
is thus straddling gender boundaries in a way that Lilla, who represents
the “devoted femininity that Victoria has sacrificed to her desire to be

like her mother”, cannot (Haggerty 168).? Victoria, unlike Dacre’s other
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women, is a physically agent character, and her actions, rather than her
beauty, are what render her powerful.

Victoria’s status as a body of power is a thread that Dacre weaves
repeatedly throughout the novel, but one that actually has its roots in the
character’s mental and emotional identity. Farly on, the novel addresses
Victoria’s abstract and internal self, giving desctiptions of the character
that identify her as an uncommon alternative to the typical female
of the period. In terms of Victotia’s cognition, it is noted that “[she]
was a girl of no common feelings—her ideas wildly wandered, and to
every circumstance and situation she gave rather the vivid coloring of
her own heated imagination, than that of truth” (59). Mentally, then,
she is vulnerable to the facets of her own imaginative and emotional
capacities—capacities which, it is noted, more often than not make
themselves visible through Victoria’s body. When Berenza details
the couple’s projected future together, for example, “pleasure flushed
triumphant [in] her animated cheek, and shone in her wild eyes with an

almost painful brilliancy: her heart glowed with the love of enterprise
[-..] and the enthusiasm which burnt in her bosom, lighted up every
feature with lambent and ethereal fire” (60). Her emotion is cleatly visible
because of its exptession through that which encases it—her physical
body; the internal manifests itself on the external, and, in this way,
mind and body are combined. This union of mind and body, however,
is always transient, and often insincere; the truth of Victoria’s bodily
expressions, though seemingly accurate representations of otherwise
invisible emotions, is indiscernible: while “the heart of Berenza had
acquired a rea/ passion, [...] that of Victoria was susceptible only of
novel and seducing sensations” (60). In other words, though Victoria’s
body appears to accurately express her individual (and also, universal)
human emotion, there remains the conundrum of bodily artifice and

manipulaton. Given that Victoria is, as Dacre has made sure to stress,
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a character in possession of the uncommon coupling of intellectual

superiority and wild imagination, there is in her expression of emotions
the possibility of calculated falseness. Dacre here is working on the
gothic-popular premise that all human bodies express the products of
emotion universally, and is also hinting at the possibility that Victoria, as
an especially mind-oriented individual, is mentally capable of feigning
that producton. Nevertheless, by stressing Victoria’s difference from
the standard tropes of feminine identity (though, in terms of actual
visibility, that difference is seemingly more mental than physical, due
to the necessity of the mental or the emotional being expressed throngh
the physical), Dacre is able to characterize Victoria as a highly cognitive
character, as well as to set the stage for Victoria’s later attempts to exercise
power over herself—that is, over her own body.

Victoria’s efforts to reign in her bodily expression are ultimately
undertaken for the purpose of her own self-advancement. This tendency
is, in fact, stated in explicit terms during the journey Victoria takes to 11
Bosco with Ardolph and Laurina. The latter of the two guardians here
weakens in her resolve to banish her daughter on a short-term stay with
the Signora di Modena, and it thus “[becomes] the task of Victora to
rally her mother, and to shew, vain girl, how far she could conquer her
feelings, and become mistress of herself” (66)." Victoria attempts to
instruct her mother in the art of self-possession by leading with her own
example; the younger Loredani, atleast, is in charge of her own emotions.
Further evidence of this is seen in later episodes during which Victoria
masterfully demonstrates her abilities of both self-containment and
emotional deceit. In Venice, for example, Victoria sets out to convince
Berenza of her love not becayse she loves him, but, rather, because it
will ultimately secure her the personal benefits of shelter and protection.
The narration states that Victoria “voluntarily sought his protection,

because she knew not whom else to solicir” 97). Additionally, “[s]he
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saw only that it would be necessary and politic to answer his sincere and
honourable love at least with an appearance equally ardent and sincere”
(97). In order to attain that which she desires (not so much Berenza as his
material spoils), Victoria must convince him of the idea of her sincerity.
In response to Berenza’s accusations that Victoria does not love him
enough—that she is “a stranger to the turnings and windings of her onn
heart” (95)° —she attempts to mimic the “tutnings” and “windings” of
his own:
The peculiar cast of Berenza’s disposition was in reality melancholy;
somber, and reflective, though in society seeming gay and careless; she
then must become melancholy, retired, and abstracted. [...]. [This]
[a]rtifice on her side, and natural self-love on his, would easily make
him attribute it to the effects of a violent and concealed love [...].
Her plan arranged, she entered on it gradually: her eyes, no longer
full of a wild and beautiful animation, were taught to languish, or to
fix for hours with musing air upon the ground; her gait, no longer
firm and elevated, became hesitating and despondent. (97-98)
In this instance, Victotia succeeds at mastering her own body and
bodily responses in order to achieve her personal goals. Because she is
detached from emotion—she does not, in fact, /e Berenza at all—and
because she is, therefore, utilizing only the rational part of her mind
to get what she wants, her body complies with her mind’s desires. The
physical here yields to the mental. Victoria, in essence, has found a sort
of metaphysical loophole within the paradox of mind-body relations:
she forces fixed bodily signs to stand in for separate emotional states,
and, in doing so, successfully (and seemingly accurately) inscribes the
lie of a love for Berenza upon her body itself. She uses her powers of
rationality to deduce the expected or approptiate emotional behavior
and act accordingly, thereby demonstrating—in this sterile, emotionless

instance, at least—the momentary power of her mind over what would
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otherwise be an involuntarily and emotionally reactive body.

Victoria’s ability to control her own emotions—or, rather, to control
her body’s visible expression of those emotions—is most evident, ironically
enough, in the opposite instances of that ability, in which her body
actually betrays her. For example, while at Tl Bosco, Victoria struggles
in vain to conceal her dissatisfacion—even, one might argue, her
despondency: when summoned by the Signora di Modena after her initial
period of isolation, Victoria “regretted only that her pallid cheek and
sunken eyes were evidences of suffering beyond her power to conceal”
(75). In this sense, the body betrays her emotion, which is a direct effect
of her circumstance, and Victoria’s regret here is not at the emotion
itself, but rather at her inability to control its bodily manifestation, to hide
the physical evidence of her suffering, Additonally, in the instances in
which Victotia does succeed in conquering the natural expression of her
emotional state, her body suffers the consequences:

The perpetual ferment of her brain, and, above all, the violent

restraint she imposed upon her feelings and natural disposition

[---] had began long since to have a visible effect upon her personal

appearance: she had become thin and pallid; bur still her eyes burnt

with an ardent though melancholy lustre, that bespoke the trammelled

unsubdued ferocity of her soul. (55)

Victoria is physically weakened by her own suppression of her internal
feelings, but whar is especially interesting here is that though her body

suffers, her soul remains intact; the emotions that are produced within
the body are still present, as indicated by that “ardent [. ..] lustre” seen
in her eyes. She languishes physically because of the unnaturalness of
suppressing emotion, but the text makes clear that the suppression of
emotion is not equal to its elimination. The fact of the body’s emotional
betrayal, through the eyes, demonstrates that any attempt to subdue
human emotion goes directly against the very nature of human emotion
30 | Bartlert

itself. Furthermore, because emotion is itself an extension of, or at
least a parallel to, the human mind, its demand for bodily expression
demonstrates that the rational mind, regardless of intention or desire,
cannot ever truly triumph over the body that contains it.

As Victoria’s relationship with Zofloya progresses, her self-imposed
dividing line between rationality and imagination—between mind and
body, between sentiment and sensation—becomes more tenuous and
blurred. Her dreams of Zofloya result in her own cognitive second-
guessing and uncertainty. The first dream, in particular, causes Dacre’s
protagonist to briefly question her interpretation of her immediate
reality:

Often the circumstances were so strong, that the bounds of fancy

contained them no longer, and, hastly awaking, scarcely could she

assure herself that Zofloya stood not at the side of her bed! At one
time the delusion was so strong, that she even fancied, after gazing
for a minute at least, that he was a few paces from her bed, and that
she saw him turn, and walk slow and majestically towards the door.

At this, being no longer able to resist, she started up, and called him

by his name; but as she did so, he seemed to vanish through the

door, which still remained shut. [...] she beheld no other traces of
his figure, and, difficult as was the persuasion, she endeavoured to

believe the whole a delusive dream. (151-52)

Here, then, is an instance of the reverse of Victoria’s intentions with
regard to mental mastery of the physical body. Due to her unneverved
emotional state, bodily sensation—although perhaps imagined—triumphs
over rational thought. Victoria’s eyes deceive her into believing Zofloya
is present, so much so that when he seems to disappear, she actually
gets out of bed, calls his name, and searches for him in the room. Her

body’s reaction to an abstract emotional process actually manipulates her

perception of reality. A similar reaction occurs when Victoria dreams
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about Berenza’s body:

[---] in a state of mind baffling description, she had awakened, and
the impression made by her dream was so strong, that, although
she endeavored to view it only as an insignificant vision, caused by
the events of the day, she found it impossible to compose herself;
the figure of Berenza, discoloured by the effects of the poison, still
swam in her view,

At length, determined to end what she conceived to be her
superstitious terrors, she resolved to seek the apartment of the
Conte, and to satisfy herself with the conviction that her dream
was without foundation, phantoms conjured merely by a diseased
imagination. (189)

Once again, Victoria’s imagination oversteps the bounds of her cognitive

abilities; though rationally she is convinced of the dream’s events
as fictional, the vividness of its imagery, coupled with the character’s
emotional “terrors”, is strong enough to inspire Victoria to get out of
bed and convince herself of reality. In both dream scenes, Victoria’s

impressions of the actual physical world mingle with her imagination®,

and result in her inability to re-draw the dividing line she has previously

kept so rigidly between the two. ‘
This new inability to hold apart the two spheres of mind and body

that she previously had no trouble classing as separate and independent
of each other indicates on Victoria’s part a development of true emotion.
When the Moor creates a bed for Victoria in the “rugged nook”

M ' of the
andits’ cavern, she is touched by his seeming kindness, and

: “her high
wrought emotion vented itself in a flood of tears! [...] the proud, the
inhuman Victoria, conquered and affected by the shew of kindness

wept fi feeli i
pt trom feeling, from an emotion of the heart!” (231). Her emotional

reacton 1s hOIleSi n hlS case bCCal]SC ]16] €emo ](]Ilal union Wlﬂl ﬂ.ﬂ()thet
y ¢ .

individ i
vidual prompts the Involuntary bodily response of tears. Tears. as

32| Bartles

a bodily production, are less possible to fabricate than are the artifices

of sincere appearances and contained emotion in earlier passages.
Nevertheless, the emotional union depicted in this tearful penultimate
scenc is entirely voided by the Moor’s later revealed status as Satan. In the
same breath as the previous passage, the narrator asks: “but who could
withstand the enchanting influence of Zofloya?” (231), implying that
the influence here produces such a reaction in Victotia becanse it is more
powerful than basic human influence and is, in fact zzhuman. Ann K.
Mellor, in “Interracial Sexual Desire in Chatlotte Dacte’s Zofloya”, suggests
that Victoria’s attraction to Zofloya is the result of her attracton to the
things that he can do for her (171), which are, essentally, things that no
one else can do. Not only is he able to orchestrate plans of murder and
deccit, he can, in a sense, read her mind. Zofloya himself states to the
protagonist, ““Your very #honghts have power to attract me,” admitting to
being involved directly with her mind (181). Additionally, when Victotia
asks the Moor to elucidate this metaphysical attraction, he points to her
bodily conditions, the means by which her mental state is entirely visible:
“TI can read them now, beautiful Victorial that high-flushed cheek, that
wandering eye, ate evidences that cannot be mistaken™ (181). In Zofloya’s
presence, Victotia is unable to separate mental process and bodily
response: her thoughts and actions are depicted explicitly on her body.
No other individuals have caused such a response in Victoria because no
other individuals can manipulate her mental strength and identity the way
that Zofloya can; Victoria /#s Zofloya into her mind. Indeed, he notes
thatif she were to “‘disdain”™ and ““despise” him, he would ““sink abashed
into [him]self and [be rendered] powerless” (168). The Moor indirectly admits
to his dependence upon Victoria’s willingness to accept his influence;
without her complicity—without het permission—he is unable to achieve
his ultimate goal—that is, the destruction of her soul. It is Victoria’s
detachment from her emotions throughout the novel that allows for
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her manipulation by Zofloya, that grants the Moor the aforementioned

permission. Indeed, Victoria attempts to remain stringently emotionless
until it is no longer possible for her to upend Zofloya’s intentions and
to release herself from the mental and physical hold he has over her:
upon her solitary reflection of the events that have transpired, and the
evil done by her own hand, “remorse fillfs] [Victorias] guilty soul, but
fillfs] it too late, for it [comes] accompanied by degpain” (253). Dacre is
demonstrating here that emotion—in this case, remorse—must come of
its own accord, rather than be situational or created for selfish reasons
(for despair, though an emotion in itself, is stll selfish, and indicatve
of the self-concerned personality that Victoria has displayed throughout
the bulk of the novel). Because Victoria’s emotional conversation here
comes included with her own fear for her ultimate well-being, she is
undone, lost to the powers of the devil to which she has been physically
and mentally servile all along,

Thus, Dacre’s novel is an exercise in both physical and metaphysical
relations. The author uses a protagonist who repeatedly attempts
to conquer her own corporeality—specifically, its expressions and
betrayals—to explore the breadth of the divide that exists between
mind and body, ultimately finding that emotion is an undeniable unifying
force between the two and that in fact, as emotion itself is universal and

undeniable, no real divide exists at all.

Notes
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>
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3. That said, however, the crux of Haggerty’s essay has less to do with themes of
gender transgression, as was Dunn’s focus, and instead concentrates on the intersections of
erotic desire and maternal loss. Haggerty pairs Laurina’s physical absence and its resulting
consequence of Victoria’s lack of feminine example with the latter’s heightened erotic
desire and its often violent physical manifestations in her behavior.

4. Relevant here is the way Dacre manipulates this same phrase at two subsequent

instances in the novel, one during the height of Victoria’s frenzied outdoor encounter with
Lilla, and one immediately following that scene. The first, occurring as Victoria murders
Lilla against Zofloya’s explicitly-stated ditrection, points out that Victoria here was “no
longer mistress of her actions, nor desir[ed] to be so” (220); the second, though occurring
only a few pages later, is more detailed, and indicates Victoria’s hesitancy with the way
that her relationship with Zofloya is progressing: “Victotia |...] felt a desire to retrace the
terrible events that had been crowded into her life. —The attempt was vain, a numbing
torpor began to creep over het as before; she essayed to conquer it, though contrary to
the direction of Zofloya; and her incapacity to do so conveyed a bitter pang to her heart,
while she felt that she was no longer mistress over herself or her facultes. Chill horror
took possession of her, and in an agony of mind that words cannot desctibe, seeming
subject as it were to an unknown power, and unable to resist, she hopelessly resigned
herself to the atbitrary spell that appeared to be cast over her” (225). The second of the
two passages indicates a realization, on Victorias part, of her own detachment from both
body and mind. Zofloya’s ability to see through Victoria’s bodily manipulations, to conquer
that aspect of her physical power, in a way, and as no other man has, is possible because
of his metaphysical status; he is more invested in her mental character—in her thoughts,
emotions, and desires—than he is in any other part of her, and because the mental is
inextricably tied to the physical, Zofloya himself is able to reside in and ultimately conquer
both aspects of Victoria's identity.

5. The irony here is that Berenza is a stranger to Ais own heart; until Victoria’s near-
death experience at the hands of her own brother, Berenza finds in her character numerous
flaws and points of her mental identity that he finds distasteful. Additdonally, Berenza’s new
and total devotion to Victoria after the aforementioned near-death experience indicates that
he recognizes, on some unconscious level, the inextricability of mind and body—of the
mind’s position #zthin the body; by almost losing Victoria’s body to death, Berenza realizes
that he also almost lost that which he pteviously attempted to modify: the character, the
person, the seff that is encased within it.

6. One could argue here, however, in sensationist terms, that impressions of the
world are indeed imaginative, mental creations. Any idea of a union or an exchange between
the physical and the metaphysical has its roots in Lockean philosophy. In his 1690 Essay
Concerning Human Understanding John Locke introduces the concept of the tabula rasa, or
the suggestion that the human mind is a blank slate dependent upon sensory experience

for the production of new ideas. He notes in the essay that “[t]he objects of sensation
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[are] one source of ideas. [. . .] [and] [t]he operations of our minds [are] the other source
of them” (186). For Locke, sensation, derived from experience, couples with reasoned
intellectual reflection to create new ideas (see an excerpt of the essay in question in The
Portable Enlightennient Reader. ed. Krammick [New York: Penguin, 1993], pp. 185-187).
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Kate Chopin’s Portrait of the (Female) Artist

as a “Courageous Soul”:
Edna’s Creation of Art and Self in The Awakening
by Heather Bowlby
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goal of becoming a university professor of English, specializing in women writers of the Victorian

period,

Edna Pontellier’s aspiration to develop her painting into a serious
vocation directly correlates with her psychological sclf-realization
throughout Kate Chopins novel The Awakening, and examining
Edna’s gradual creative maturaton as a female artist accordingly
offers a constructive perspective on her corresponding development
of autonomous identity—and thus, by extension, on the novel’s
controvetsial conclusion as well. Most recently, many ctitics have dealt
with the inconsistencies of Edna’s character by reading her as a female
figure caught in transition between two “contradictory definitions of
femininity and creativity” (Showalter 83), with the ideal New Woman
heroine on the one side and the realistic, socially-constrained victim on
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the other. This perspective asserts that Edna’s suicide at the end of the

novel—while indeed tragic—most importantly offers the possibility of
the future realization of the autonomous female artist by indicating her
increased awareness of self even within the current restrictions of her
society.

This paper will build on this recent critical trend by acknowledging
that Edna’s final action is ambiguous and indicates the conflict between
her desire for individual fulfillment as an artist and the demands of
her society. As Edna’s aesthetic affinity is linked to the development
of her subjectivity, T argue that the novel can best be understood as a
female Kiinstlerroman depicting her transformation into a self-creating
female artist and the assumption of her art as a vocation. A woman
who wishes to become an artist as well as a self-reliant individual faces
a double challenge in the historical context of the novel, and Edna is
unable to reconcile the conflicting pressures of her need for personal
fulfillment through independence and artistic creation with the gendered
expectations of the society in which she lives,

Instead of interpreting Edna’s final, suicidal swim into the Gulf
of Mexico as signifying a “self-annihilating instinct” (Wolkenfeld 220),
Carole Stone maintains that this fatal action is one indication of Edna’s
“regression in the service of progression towards [...] a new concept of
self, a definition of herself as an artist” (24). In Stone’s perspective, the
novel portrays the difficult birth of the female artist, and in it Chopin
assails contemporary idealistic views of childbirth in order to contest
broader patriarchal structures (23-24). According to Mademosiselle Reisz,

a pianist recognized for her skill in Edna’s social circle and one of Edna’s

female mentors, the artist “must possess the Courageous soul. |[...] that

dares and defies” (Chopin Awakening 85-86). This ability to renounce the

gendered strictures present in society in order to nurture and preserve

artistic inspiration is doubly necessary for the
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Jemale artist, who must have

the courage essential to survive as an autonomous innovator separated
from the aesthetically-disabling influence of her society. In this sense, |
assert that Edna does indeed attain her desite to become this “courageous
soul,” and her culminating immersion in the ocean and the imaginative
return of memories of her girlhood function as her epiphanic experience.
Edna’s suicide thus signals her transition into a mature artistic and psychic
state that she recognizes cannot be achieved within her present world. By
refusing to accept the common dilemma facing female artists in fin de
sigcle Ametica—how to strike an equitable balance between the demands
of the traditionally gendered female role and the desire to pursue art
FEdna establishes the possibility that the future female

professionally:
artist will be able to assume a respected place within her society and to
maintain productive relationships that support acsthetic creativity.
The Awakening is not isolated in its portrayal of the creative
development of a female artist within its historical context. In her
significant study of the female Kinstlertoman, Linda Huf explains
that, while most major male writers have traditionally produced an artist
novel, women wtiters have seldom composed works about women who
become artists because society condemns female ambition to be a creator
of art instead of an object of male creative inspiration as indicative of
unwarranted “self-display” (1). However, Huf asserts that the female-
artist novels which were composed—whose numbers increased in a
small, but significant, trend in the late nineteenth century—share a
distinct set of characteristics distinguishing them from male stories of
artistic development. While a conflict between the female gender role
and the professional art world is frequently a central concern in this small
gente, Huf claims that these novels are uldmately radical in that they
advocate the transformation of the female artist’s conception of her role
within her society (11).
As a novel about a budding female artist by a woman writer,
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The Awakening fits well within the parameters Huf delineates for the
characteristics of the female Kinstlerroman. All of the elements Huf
describes are present in Edna’s artistic journey: Edna is faced with a
choice between her socially gendered role and her ambition to paint
professionally; both a conventional female foil and a discouraging male
figure are provided in the characters of Madame Ratignolle and Edna’s
husband, Leonce; Edna’s abilities increase in the absence of a male
muse; and her self-inflicted demise is often itself perceived as a final
revolt against the society that has refused to provide her an acceptable
space within which to pursue her creative inclinations. Edna’s struggle to
attain her full potential as an individual is thus best perceived as deeply
related to her efforts to cultivate her creative abilities, to develop her
art, and to discover an affirming place within her world.! The journey
of “awakening” on which Edna embarks throughout the novel is not
merely a dawning realization of sensuality and individuality, as has often
been assumed by critics, but also an initiation into creative inspiration
and mature artistic identity. For Edna, individuality and artistry are
inextricably related.

When we first meet Edna during her summer vacation in Grand
Isle at the beginning of the novel, she is stll metaphorically slumbering
within a pre-awakened state. Edna mindlessly fulfills her conventionally
gendered role as wife to her husband, Leonce, and as mother to her twt;
young boys, and within the upper-middle-class Creole society of which
she is a part, her identity is perceived only relation to that of her family.

‘5_‘ 2”2 2 = 4
Instead of “Edna,” she is “Mrs, Pontellier,” the wife whom Leonce—

and society—considers “a valuable piece of personal property” (3), the
]
best in his considerable collection of exquisite artwork and curiosities.

Like an artistic specimen on display, Edna primarily exists as the largely

Inanimate object of her husband’s gaze, and she suffers his censure when

she even slightly diverts from his conventionally-gendered expectations
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of her behavior and appearance.

Leonce’s disapproving rematk to his wife, on her return from the
Grand Isle beach, that she is “burnt beyond recognition” (3) illustrates
his view of her as property and not a person. In the late nineteenth-
century Creole social circles the Pontelliers revolve in, whiteness of skin
was associated with female beauty, and any hint of sun was considered
undesirable and unattractive.” When Leonce petceives the mark of the
sun on Edna’s body, he translates it as a form of “damage” (3) on the
domestic commodity that is his most expensive investment, his wife. The
social value of this asset is directly related to the level of her conformity
with certain markers of acceptance and aesthetic desirability, and Leonce’s
reaction to this change in Edna’s appearance reveals that his perception
of her is based on professional assessment of her economic value within
his culture. As the aesthetic object of her husband’s gaze, and as the
passive Galatea to Leonce’s Pygmalion, Edna may only respond to his
appraisal of her worth with silence and inspect her hands in acquiescence.
Mechanically, she accepts her rings from his care and slips them on as
the visible marks of his ownership (3). In her pre-awakened state, Edna
is portrayed as the representative “American woman” (5), a woman who
exists only in relation to her husband, family, and society and is a created
object rather than a creator.

A thoroughly American woman raised on a blue-grass Kentucky
farm, Edna has been transplanted out of het natural habitatinto Louisiana
French Creole society and is highly conscious of her alien status. The
experience of being an outsider—or onlooker in another culture—helps
stimulate Edna out of her long stupor within conventional female roles.
Carole Stone identifies Madame Ratignolle and Robert Lebrun as two
early awakening influences on Edna. Madame Ratignolle, Edna’s friend
Adele, befriends her on Grand Isle and encourages Edna to accept her

latent sensuality as well as to open up her inner life (25). The “entire
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absence of prudery” and “freedom of expression” about personal and
sexual matters that characterize Creole women such as Adéle greatly
impresses Edna and provides a “shock™ (12) that helps to prepare her
mind for her awakening. Likewise, Adéle’s supportive attitude enables
Edna to share her inner thoughts and thus to begin to reflect on, and
close, the distance between her external and internal being, With Adéle,
she feels comfortable enough to voice her true feelings and break her
traditional reserve in the confidence that Adéle will be sympathetic.
Edna’s social status as a domestic commodity and the limitations
of her socially gendered role cause her to split psychologically into
two distinct beings leading a “dual life—that outward existence which
conforms, the inward life which questions” (18). Given the resistance of
her outer environment, first a harsh Presbyterian father in her gitlhood and
then an exacting husband, Edna has learned the art of self-concealment
well and lives “her own small life all within herself” (18). The chasm
separating the inner and outer worlds of Edna’s experience and the
limited opportunities for creative expression in her external environment
cause her to retreat within herself and to live most intensely within this
enclosed mental space. She can undergo emotional turmoil without
“any outward show or manifestation on her part” (22). Because of this
psychological split, Edna’s ability to experience imaginative sensation is
greatly refined by years of practice, and she is able to generate the raw
imaginative material necessary for artstic inspiration and creation.
Discussing Edna’s role as g female artist in the novel, Deborah

B . .
arker states that a trend in latC-nmeteenth-ccnmry art was to value the

artists mental image over the natural object |of the study]” (67) as the

artistic i inati ivi
¢ imagination became the driving force of creativity and art. In this

sense, B 5 * 5
, Barker sees Edna as naturally talented in art because she has an

intense inner world that consists of vivid mental images (68). When Edna

shares a part of this world—an Imaginative resourc
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¢ partially developed

through her memory—with Adéle, she is forced to bring her outer and
inner wotlds into contact with each other. Relating her memory to Adéle
of her voyage as a girl through a seemingly eternal “meadow that seemed
as big as the ocean” (21) provides the catalyst Edna needs to incorporate
the imaginative potential of this memory within her current life and
thus to begin to unite her outer and inner selves. As she states to Adéle,
“sometimes I feel this summer as if I were walking through the green
meadow again; idly, aimlessly, unthinking and unguided™ (22).

The raw artistic talent and creative potential lie latent within Edna,
and she requires inspiration in order to activate them. Stone claims
that Robert is Edna’s creative inspiration, as she progressively achieves
control over her body, environment, and imagination (26-27). He plays a
significant role in nurturing the romance—both in his sexuality and the
prospect of a freer, mote romantic life he represents—that Edna draws
on later while painting (28). Edna’s relationship with Robert helps cause
the “light” of personal and artistic inspiration “to dawn dimly within
her,” which, in the eatly stages of her creative growth, manifests itself in
“dreams” (Chopin Awakening 17), much like the sacred visions in which
Medieval women received their artistic calling. Through the retreats
into her unconscious represented by these dreams, and the increasingly
conscious comprehension of the value of her inner self, Edna “was
beginning to realize her potential in the universe as 2 human being, and
to recognize her relations as an individual to the world within and about
her” (17).

Along with the commencement of this intensely psychological
awakening, Edna experiences a growing awareness of her artistic
potential as a painter. As it focuses on the visual objectification of women,
Barker claims that “painting serves as a metaphor for the psychological
and economic subjugation of women™ and functions as an economic
exchange system that supports gendered ideologies (62). Previously, Edna
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had enjoyed painting as a pastime that she intermittently “dabbled with

in an unprofessional way” and “felt in it a satisfaction of a kind which
no other employment afforded her” (Chopin Awakening 15). Now that
she experiences the stirrings of an inner transformation of self through
the awakening of her individuality, Edna becomes more dissatisfied
with her half-hearted, casual dabblings and begins to examine her work
through more critical eyes. Edna feels compelled to paint a portrait of
Adéle due to Adéle’s symbolic aesthetic quality as “sensuous Madonna”
(15), creating a sketch that she then destroys after deciding that it does
not fit her standard of quality (15).> Notably, Edna did not have this
artistic standard when she perceived painting merely as a casual hobby,
and her portrait of Adéle marks the beginning of her transformarion
into a professional artist.

The turning point for Edna occurs on the night that Mademoiselle
Reisz agrees to play Chopin for the assembled vacationers, While listening
to Mlle. Reisz skillfully play this music on the piano, Edna experiences
an intense sensation unlike any she has ever had before, because her
mind has been prepared to receive the emotion engendered by Mlle.
Reisz’s music, and “her being was tempered to take an impress of the
abiding truth” (34). This music has the effect of uniting her inner and
outer beings, as “the very passions themselves were aroused within her
soul, swaying it, lashing it, as the waves daily beat upon her splendid
body” (35). The deepest feelings of her spirit now arise from their long
repression and overtake her, just as the physical ocean waves do when
she swims. Brought forcibly to life, Edna cannot help but perceive the
relationship between the physical world and the spiritual world—and the
two aspects of her life—in this overwhelming union of sensation.

The emotional side of the powerful sensation engendered by Mlle.

Reisz’s musical performance is soon joined by the physical side when
Edna subsequently learns to swim.

As a “lirtle tottering, stumbling,
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clutching child, who all of a sudden realizes its powers™ (37), Edna feels
new-horn after her potent awakening and revels in the unknown feeling
of self-control and agency she experiences over both her “body and
soul” (37). Thrilled with her newfound sense of autonomy, Edna desires
to “swim far out, where no woman had swum before,” and the action of
physical swimming fuses in her mind with a more spiritual sense of the
ocean as an “unlimited” space “in which to lose herself™ (37). Edna first
comprehends the danger involved in her new sense of independence
when she swims too far into the Gulf and is confronted with what she
views as the possibility of death and irrevocable separation from others.
Just as the expanse of water between her and the people near the shore
appears to be “a barrier which her unaided strength would never be able
to overcome™ (37), a space could develop between herself and others in
her society caused by het dawning realization of autonomy, and cut off
from any human contact, total independence could kill her.
Edna’s sudden awareness of what she terms “a thousand emotions”
(38) overwhelms her faculties and causes her to drift, “following whatever
impulse moved her” (43). Adéle astutely recognizes that Edna is little
mote than a child at this stage of psychological and creative development
and is living entirely within her present expetience (130) and, as in Edna’s
tale of the Baratarian lovers, “drifting into the unknown” (95). Edna’s
first, clear instinct during this awakening is to protect the inner sanctum
of her private life from violation by others, innocent or well-meaning
though they may be. She explains to a shocked Adéle, “T would give up
the unessential; I would give up my money, I would give my life for my
children; but I wouldn’t give myself” (64). Edna’s inner being—what she
defines as herself—is her most precious quality and the source of her
emotional life and creative stimulation (64). After visiting the Ratignolles
and perceiving their example of marital bliss, Edna muses on the futility
of Adele’s “blind contentment” and pities her for never having the
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opportunity to feel “life’s delirium” (76). The idea of “life’s delirium”
passed through her mind like “some unsought, extraneous impression”
(76) rising from the depths of her consciousness, and in this context,
this phrase can be interpreted as a subconscious reference to an artistic
ecstasy of experience, a type of Dionysian quest for clarity of sensation
and for inspiration.

Taken as a metaphor for artistic inspiration, the Gulf spirit which
Robert describes as rising annually on the twenty-eighth of August
does find a being worthy of its company in Edna on that summer
night, and Edna’s artistic ambitions are stirred just as deeply by her
profound experience as her passion is. As Edna purposefully endeavors
to fulfill her need for creative expression through the development of
her painting, both Adéle and Mlle. Reisz influence her growth as two
competing models of the female artist from whom she learns: Adéle as
the wife and mother who sacrifices personal artistic ambition in favor
of the female domestic role, and Mlle. Reisz as the artist who forfeits
this domesticity in order to pursue her art. Barker views Mlle. Reisz and
Mme. Ratignolle as illustrating the conflict between the mother- and
artist-figures in Chopin’s novel (72), and T see these two female influences
on Edna’s development as illustrating what Sandra Gilbert and Susan
Gubar portray as the bipolar characteristic of texts by nineteenth-century
female authors. Gilbert and Gubar claim that women were compelled
before the end of the nineteenth century either to assume the mantle
of self-deprecating, submissive femininity (the angel image) or to revolt
by imirating manly qualities and asserting their equality with men (the
monster image): either choice involved a certain relinquishment of self-
identity (63-64). While agreeing that both women in Edna’s life represent
opposite ends of the spectrum of female representation, Kathyrn Lee

Seidel claims that each woman cortesponds to a different point in Edna’s
creative development, w

hich occurs in three stages: “her early mimetic
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work that reinforces the paternalistic values of her cultute; her rebellious
portraits; and her daring, original drawings that she creates after moving
into her own house” (229).

Adele certainly represents the conventional angel figure sketched in
Gilbert and Gubar’s groundbreaking theory. She is what Chopin terms
a “mother-woman,” a representative of a race of “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”
(10). Adéle does have some musical ability on the piano, but while she
continues to practice her music to keep up her skills, she does so only as
a way of enriching her family’s home environment and not as a means
of personal fulfillment. Before Edna begins painting in earnest, she visits
Adéle and shows her some sketches for validadon, even though Edna
has already made her decision to pursue her art. Edna’s motive is to find
“words of praise and encouragement” from Adéle “that would help her
to put her heart into venture” (74). As Seidel points out, Adéle views
female artistry merely as “domestic decoration” (230), while Edna comes
to equate her creative activity with individual agency and desires “to
possess her art, not give it to her husband to possess and display, just as
she wishes to regard her body as her own” (230). When she gives Adcle
some of her sketches, Edna is indicating that she will not view her att
as a “domestic commodity” (231) and moves on to the next stage in her
artistic development.

In contrast, Mlle. Reisz displays the characteristics of Gilbert and
Gubar’s monster figure—a woman who defies social convention in order
to devote herself to her art entirely. Achieving individuality both as a
woman and as an artist is doubly problematic within fin de siécle American
culture and involves a certain alienation, and Mlle. Reisz knows that
survival within a hostile social environment for all artists—but especially
for female artists—requires what she conceptualizes as the “courageous”
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soul that “dares and defies” (86). Mlle. Reisz expresses concern for Edna
out of her own experience as a serious female artist, stating, “[t]he bird
that would soar above the level plain of tradition and prejudice must
have strong wings. It is a sad spectacle to see the weaklings bruised,
exhausted, fluttering back to earth” (112). Accordingly, Seidel views
Mlle. Reisz as Edna’s creative role model because Mlle. Reisz takes her
own art seriously and encourages Edna in her artistic development (231).
Mlle. Reisz can only guide Edna up to a point, however, because Mlle,
Reisz accepts the predominant patriarchal valuations of art and does not
agree with Edna’s perception of her own painting as “self-expression
and as a way of understanding herself and her close relationships™ (232).
Unlike Edna, Mlle. Reisz views the artist as an individualistic, iconoclastic
“courageous” soul, whose conflict with conventional society provides
the impetus for creative activity.

Nonetheless, the art Mlle. Reisz creates resonates deeply in Edna
and corresponds with the growth of her passion and desire for self-
tulfillment. This music “penetrated her [Edna’s] whole being like an
effulgence, warming and brightening the dark places of her soul. It
prepared her for joy and exultation” (109). Mlle. Reisz functions as a type
of muse for Edna who initiates Edna’s own creative process and, “by
her divine art, seemed to reach Edna’s spirit and set it free” (106). Some
critics, such as Lynda S. Boren, see the Mademoiselle Reisz’s “divine art”
as sinister and manipulative. Boren argues thar descriptions of sounds
in the novel reflects the characters’ psychological atmosphere (185), and
perceives Mlle. Reisz as a “thinly disguised witch, who seduces Edna
with heavy doses of Frederic Chopin’s most evocative music” (186-87).
Claiming that Mlle. Reisz wishes to possess Fdna’s being, Boren proposes
that the pianist “violates Edna’s vety soul with her musical machinations”

and is “decidedly demonic” (190).

While Mlle. Reisz does have a great deal of influen
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ce in Edna’s life,

Boren’s approach seems to mischaracterize that influence, and Boren

thus fails to provide Edna with much agency of her own in her creative
process. Although the text does not support assertions to the effect that
she is a type of witch wielding occult powers over Edna, Mlle. Reisz
is extremely antisocial, even “venomlous]” (66), and personally irritates
Edna with “a personality that was offensive to her” (106). Mlle. Reisz is
clearly alienated from her society, preferring to brew her hot chocolate
in her “cheerless and dingy” (1006) little apartments in the company of
only her scowling Beethoven bust. Itis this sense of isolation, associated
with Mlle. Reisz, or of being a “madwoman in the attic,” that Edna is
repulsed by. Seidel notes that female artists faced limited opportunities
for creativity and much ctiticism and discouragement from their social
circles in the nineteenth century, and “the woman artist who rejected
the paternalistic pattetns chose isolation in doing so” (228-29), as
demonstrated by Chopin’s portrayal of Mlle. Reisz.

The dividing line between Edna and Mlle. Reisz as artists is their
different perceptions of the function of art and their own individual
relationships as practitioners to this function. K. J. Weathetford contends
that “Edna uses her painting as a way of discovering and expressing
herself; for her, art is a way of manifesting the change that is occurting
within her” (104). Weatherford views Mlle. Reisz as a discouraging and
negative influence on Edna’s artistic development, since Mlle. Reisz lives
according to her idea of the solitary artist, and this desire to be accepted
into the circles of high art destroys her as 2 woman artist (106). Within
this historical context, Weatherford argues, female support was necessaty
for female artists (108). While Mlle. Reisz does not view Edna’s art as
genuine, all Edna desires through her painting is control over her life, not
to be accepted as a practitioner of high art (109). Weatherford thereby
argues that “Edna’s painting is a serious attempt to manifest her new-

found self in the world” (109).
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Edna’s inner passion—her sensual and as well as spiritual
awakening—is complexly related to the development of her artistry: to
her, they are inseparable. Her inspiration for her later paintings derives
from memories of her romantic outings with Robert on Grand Isle,
and she sings the song Robert often hummed, “A! s tu savais!” (17), 1o
herself as she works. She can only work on bright, sunny days when she
is “happy to be alive and breathing” and is unable to paint on days when
“life appeared to her like a grotesque pandemonium and humanity like
worms struggling blindly towards inevitable annihilation” (78). In this
sense, Edna’s art 7 a creative release that does assist her in expressing
her metamorphosing individuality. That point being acknowledged,
Edna’s desire to paint, like the internal workings of her psychology, is
highly complex and should not be too hastily oversimplified as merely 2
method of self-expression. Some degree of acceptance into the circles
of the established art world forms part of Edna’s ambiton to paint,
and her efforts to professionalize herself as an artist and petfect the
craft of her painting reveal her motivation to achieve a greater level of
socio-economic control over her life as well as personal self-expression.
Edna’s success as an artist, along some inherited funds and money won
on the races, enables her to move out of her husband’s home and set up
a modest establishment of her own. Without the income provided by her
paintings and the promise of future revenue, this significant step toward
what Edna terms as “freedom and independence” (107) would have been
much more difficult,

Chopin’s portrayal of a female artist who desires to be recognized
professionally for her art reflects a national trend in women’s perceptions
of themselves as artists. In her study analyzing the work of nineteenth-
century Ametican female authors and their relationship to respected

literary circles, Anne Boyd claims that female authors who wrote after

the Civil War—such as Constance Fenimore Woolson, Elizabeth Stuart
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Phelps, Louisa May Alcott, and Elizabeth Stoddard, all of whom form
the basis of Boyd’s study—began to perceive artistic ambitions as central
to theit individual lives and not as peripheral to conventional expectations
of women (2).* This new wave of female writers saw themselves as artists
in the service of “America’s emerging high literary culture” (2), and
writers such as Alcott, Phelps, Stoddard, and Woolson were aware of
themselves as members of a new generation of female artists struggling
to break into the field after the 1860s (5). Many women artists, while not
attempting to overcome the issuc of gender endrely, did attempt to be
admitted into the circles of high literature and culture (9).

While certainly underdeveloped due to the untimely conclusion of
her story, Edna’s efforts to break into the art field exhibit this changing
cultural mindset towards the role of women artists within established
professions. After her awakening expetience on Grand Isle, Edna’s
restlessness and dissatisfaction with her life in the Pontellier mansion on
Esplanade Street in New Otleans increases, reaching a peak when she
demonstrates her pent-up anger and frustration with her life by removing
her wedding ring and symbolically (but unsuccessfully) attempting
to crush it with her boot heel. Following this episode, she begins “to
do as she liked and to feel as she liked” (76), abandoning her Tuesday
afternoon receptions for visitors and devoting her attention to her art
in a concentrated effort to improve its quality. She sets up a makeshift
studio in her atelier and paints “with great energy and interest,” but
“without accomplishing anything . . . which satisfied her even in the
smallest degree” (77). Edna has begun to think like a professional and to
critique her work setiously and realistically, carving out the time necessary
for improvement and allowing herself to progress gradually. She enlists
the entire houschold as subjects for her work, painting her maids, her
children, and even, later on, her father. As Edna announces to Mile.

Reisz, she is engaged in the process of “becoming an artist” [my emphasis]
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(85) and takes all the steps necessary to develop her abilities and provide
opportunities for success. By stating that she is “becoming” an artist,
Edna stresses the learning process she is engaged in as a fledgling artist
and does not claim to already possess all the skills of an accomplished
master, as Mlle. Reisz mistakenly understands when she tells Edna that
she has “pretensions” (85). On account of Edna’s efforts to improve het
work, her paintings begin to sell, and Laidpore, an art dealer, becomes
“more and more pleased” since he believes her art “grows in force and
individuality” (107).

After Edna moves into the pigeon house, her work reaches another
level as she feels her “strength and expansion as an individual” (127)
resulting from her relief from constricting social responsibilities. Tn
this environment—a space Virginia Woolf would call “a room of one’s
own”—Edna is free to create, and her artistic talents consequently
mature. Accordingly, she does meet with considerable success for a new
artist, even negotiating with an interested art dealer for a set of Parisian
paintings to be completed after her rumored summer trip to Europe
(141). This particular encounter, of course, legitimates Edna’s artistc
aspirations and validates her professional worth. Seidel maintains that
the paintings that sell at this stage in Edna’s artistic development, unlike
the earlier ones that she gives to Adele, are “personal and unconventional
signs of her growing mastery of her environment and her art” (233). By
means of her art, Seidel asserts Edna “resists seeing herself as a work of
art and thus a commodity” and uses her painting as “a way of creating
herself” (233). In the pigeon house, Edna has successfully transformed
herself into a self—generating, legitimate female arrist.

Even after she has achieved a measure of independence and

individuality, Edna remains ambivalent, caught in a state of being which

is characterized neither by “hope” nor “desp(mdency” (141). Becoming

13 3 =
the regal woman,” Edna is transformed into a woman who “rules”
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and

“looks on” but also “stands alone” (120). Edna wishes to reconcile her
love for Robert and her children with the individual independence she
knows within the pigeon house and thus achieve a union between the two
sides of her character, but is unable to do so. She relates her newfound
individuality to Robert in her pigeon house duting their long-awaited
mutual declarations of love, matter-of-factly stating that “I am no longer
one of Mr. Pontellier’s possessions to dispose of ot not. I give myself
where I choose” (146). Robert responds to this announcement, however,
with shock and gradually comprehending horror. He perceives the radical
nature of Edna’s statement: she has stepped out of the gendeted space
delineated by her society, and now she declares that she has effectively
recreated her own identity.> Edna has become a creator, an ar#is#, and
is no longer a piece of domestic decorative artwork to be gazed at and
admired. Tn Huf’s formulation of the female Kiinstlerroman, Edna—as
maturing artist—shatters, in this moment, “the man-forged manacles of
her sex” (10).

Despite the triumph involved in Edna’s assumption of an individual
identity apart from the gendeted constrictons enforced by her society,
Edna cannot exist as “a solitary soul”® and desires to maintain both
her new individuality and her relationships with her children and with
others she cares about within her society. Edna enjoys her private,
unconstrained life in her pigeon house and also takes pleasure in her
children, in “gathering and filling herself with their young existence”
(128). But Edna, as she comes to realize, cannot have it all. Within the
current ideological conditions of her society, Edna is compelled to make
a choice between relationships within her society, as represented by
her children and Robert, or her desire for professional self-fulfillment
through her art. After assisting at “the scene of torture” (149) that is
Adele’s harrowing childbirth, Edna arrives at an impasse. On the one
hand, she will not relinquish her art and her new independent identity

Bowlby | 53




that has come to represent her life. On the other, she cannot “trample
upon the little lives” (151) of her children in pursuing her dreams.

Edna, then, finds a third way out of her dilemma: she refuses to
make a choice at all. As Huf asserts, “[s|he goes to her death in order not
to have to renounce—for the sake of her children—her newly awakened
self, including the newly awakened sensuality that has become an
important part of her and without which she would be but a fragment of
a complete human being” (78). The messages that Mlle. Reisz and Adele
give Hdna, encouraging her either to maintain a defiant artistic identity or
to conform to the domestic female ideal, set up an irresolvable conflict
between individual ambition and the domestic responsibility represented
by the home and one’s children, and Huf asserts that she will not reject
cither one aspect of her life or the other (78-79).

Edna’s refusal to renounce either her new identity as a self-generating
artist or the relational bonds to her society represented by her children
leads her back to the Grand Isle beach, as the novel completes a full
cycle. At the beginning of the novel, Edna is surrounded by Robert, her
husband, her children, and other friends and acquaintances of her Creole
society. At the end of Chopin’s Kiinstlerroman, Edna is quite alone, and
she has grown into an individual identity as a self-creating artist. Edna
has been hunted, captured, and imprisoned by her society, and, like the
bird with the broken wing she sees on the Grand Isle beach, “beating
the air above, reeling, fluttering, circling disabled down, down to the
water” (156), Edna, too, falls wounded back into the ocean and into the
confines of her own mind through her final thoughts and memories. But,
as Gilbert and Gubar maintain, even this suffocating enclosure within
.fﬁmalc gender roles can be empowering for female artists. By retreating
nto the female space of her own mind, her true place of origin, the
female artistis able to recover and reconstruct her matrilineal heritage and

give birth to her own art distinct from masculine traditon (96-99). Edna’s
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development as an artist has been guided by two female mentors, Mlle.
Reisz and Mme. Ratignolle, both providing her with different versions of
the identities the female artist can assume. This matrilineal legacy enabled
Edna to decide her own unique identity as an artst, which is an ideal
hybrid of her two role models. Yet, as Edna realizes, this hybrid identity
cannot successfully exist within her society, and she will be forced to
compromise in order to survive.

And thus Edna’s final swim into the “abysses of solitude™ (155)
represented by the waters of the Gulf of Mexico is not so much a
suicide—a choice to zerminate life—as a decision to preserve one’s self in
the face of irreconcilable conflict. As Gilbert suggestively remarks, “[a]#d
how, after all, do we know that she ever dies?” (58). Edna’s end, whether in the
context of the novel’s ambiguous conclusion or by drowning in the Gulf,
does enact a return to her childhood and imaginative recreation of her life
through the function of memory. Referring to Edna’s dying memories
of her childhood in Kentucky, Gilbert asserts that “Edna swims . . . not
into death but back into her own life, back into her own vision, back into
the imaginative openness of her childhood” (57). Though she herself
may be defeated for her present time, Edna extends hope for the future
realization of a New Woman artist-heroine successfully reconciling her
individuality and art with the socially-gendered female role, a role that
would be transformed as a result. Accordingly, Mary E. Papke remarks
that “Edna’s death is an unspeakable tragedy, yet one does hear in her
story the constant murmur, whispet, clamor of another vision of life”
(87). Paradoxically, Edna herself does achieve a coherent self-portrait as a
female artist within the novel, and even her choice to return to the waters
of the Gulf itself helps create a new paradigm for conceptualizing the
emerging female identity of the New Woman and extends hope for
a better future. Edna’s awakening, the act of female self-creation, is
rematkable in itself, and like she remarks to Dr. Mandelet, “perhaps it is
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better to wake up after all, even to suffer, rather than to remain a dupe to
illusions all one’s life” (151).

Like her heroine, Chopin, like most female writers in late nineteenth-

century America, also struggled with reconciling the demands of the
female gender role with individual artistic ambition, and she received
censure for the publication of a novel many considered dangerously
subversive. Many contemporary reviews of The Awakening, although
ambivalent about its subject martter, did focus on Chopin’s artistic
virtuosity, praising its “consummate art” (Deyo 165) and claiming
that Chopin “has shown herself an artist” (Monroe). Of these eatly
critics, even a young Willa Cather—who would write her own female
Kinstlerroman in 1915, The Song of the Lark—famously claimed in her
1899 review of the novel that the “overwhelming passion” of intelligent
women like Edna causes them to stake “everything on one hand, and
they lose™ (171). This criticism, coming from another woman writer
with her own artistic ambitions, vividly demonstrates the depth of this
struggle between social convention and individual artistic fulfillment that
women artists had to deal with at the particular historical moment in
which Chopin wrote.”

In her discussion of the issues affecting women writers in late
nineteenth-century America, Elizabeth Ammons argues that, as a whole,
neatly all women writers at the turn of the century desired to achieve
recognition as legitimate literary artists separate from their domestic
role in a more radical way than before, Because of this ambition, these
women were liberated from constricting definitions that had hindered
previous women writers, but they also became “stranded between two
worlds” and “floated between a past they wished to leave (sometimes
an‘lbivalently, sometimes defiantly) and a future that they had not yet
gained” (10). Edna is just such an example of a “stranded” woman, and

in :
her struggle, we can see the representative conflict of women writers
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of this time period.® In her contemporaty review of The Awakening,
Frances Porcher states that the novel weaves a “spell” over the reader and
“is something to be ‘dreamed upon™ (Culley 162). Petceived as a vision
offering the possibility of the future successful reconciliation of artistic
ambition with the socially-gendered female role for the New-Woman

artist, this is one dream that we do not want to awaken from.

Notes

1. In this sense, as Huf notes, the internal conflicts Chopin portrays within her
female protagonist sheds light on her own conflicts as a woman writer and, more broadly,
the conflicts within most female artists generally (69).

2. The emphasis on whiteness of skin as related to beauty and aversion to any form
of datkening cettainly has racial implications within Creole society—and, more broadly,
within all Southern society—that suggests an intriguing area of analysis within this novel.
For the purposes of my argument, however, I am focusing on the aesthetically gendered
aspects of Leonce’s reaction only as T am not able to develop the racial aspects adequately
within the scope of this paper.

3. Edna’s choice of Adéle as her first model is significant, as Barker proposes. The
religious language used to describe Adéle foreground the lack of individuality permitted
her (64). As a Madonna, Adéle has assumed iconic symbolism and is the eternally maternal,
and the maternal body in the novel is connected to the scene of artistic inspiration and
“jouissance” (65). In the novel as a whole, Barker claims that Chopin secks to rectify the
devaluation of women inherent in the traditional gendered ideologies reflected in male
painting of women as subjects, and Edna’s painting of Adéle as model demonstrates her
struggle to move beyond objectification of the female (63).

4. Boyd elaborates that the artist was increasingly viewed as independent and
autonomous, and as this identity clashed with the cultural prerogative of self-sacrifice
placed on women in the nineteenth century, women did not begin to self-consciously
present themselves as artists until the final decades of the century (3).

5. Discussing the implications of Edna’s realization of self in regards to spatial
representations of gender, Varghese John argues that Edna’s historical society is one that is
constrained by gendered definitions, and because Edna transgresses the space assigned to
her gender role, she fails in her ambition. Nonetheless, John acknowledges that although
Edna pays a high cost for the preservation of her individuality, Chopin herself succeeds in
creating an innovative female definition in this novel (58).

6. *A Solitary Soul” was Chopin’s first title for this novel (Culley 2).

7. In response to her critics, Chopin claimed limited responsibility in creating Edna

to be the character she is, stating, “T never dreamed of Mrs. Pontellier making such a mess
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of things and working out her own damnation as she did” (178). Chopin professed to be
in the power of forces stronger than herself in the writing of this book and the creation
of Edna, arguing “when I found out what she was up to, the play was half over and
it was too late” (“Aims™ 178). Boren argues that Chopin’s light approach to the serious
subject of her novel reveals her understanding of the boundary separating “art and real
life” (183). I suggest, however, that this humorous tone functioned as Chopin’s way of
diffusing criticism and negotiating acceptance within her society as a female artist in her
own right, which would have been difficult to achieve if she had been perceived as being
purposefully subversive.

8. Eatlier in the nineteenth century Elizabeth Stuart Phelps published a novel that
portrayed the doomed struggle of a woman artist to balance personal ambition with
domestic life. The Story of Avis features a gifted female artist, Avis, who initially plans not
to marry in order to pursue her art as a vocation. Avis states:

Success—for a woman—means absolute surrender, in whatever direction. Whether

she paints a picture, or loves a man, there is no division of labor possible in het

economy. To the attainment of any end worth living for, a symmetrical sacrifice of

her nature is compulsory upon her. (126)

Avis eventually changes her mind and marries, and her resulting domestic responsibilities
endrely destroy her creative genius. However, Phelps does extend some hope for the future
in Avis’s daughter, Wait, as a woman who might just be able to accomplish what generations
of women before her could not and fuse the “sacred individuality of her life” with “her

supreme capacity of love” (246).
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The Vital Grasp:

Sausage, Structuralism, and a Computational Universe
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The text could well take as its motto: “My name is Legion, for we are
many.”

— Roland Barthes (“From Work to Text”)
Be not as a sausage, full of useless things.
—Attributed to Silvanus
Recent assaults on the image have left us with a well-developed
way of talking about what we see. But the image has counter-assaulted.
Stretching beyond our ability to actively de-code them, images have

been assumed by author-less systems. These systems, corporations

or Althusserian Ideological Srate Apparatuses, present a new edifice

incomprehensible to structuralist critical modes. The most compelling
element of these systems—what makes them more like living things than

stafic pictures—is their reactivity.

Facility with defusing a system’s reactivity is almost wholly lacking
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in structuralist methodology because this methodology is focused on
tracing a subject’s reactivity to static images. In The Responsibility of Forms,
Barthes writes, “The filmic cannot be grasped in the projected film. .. but
only, as yet, in that major artifact which is the still” (60). (It is quite useful
to compare commercial structures, which employ various image schemes,
to film.) Concerning still images no theorist was more successful than
Roland Barthes in revealing the ligature of narrative within the “true.”
His examples, such as examining the sensation of cleanliness and motility
in reference to soap bubbles in commercial images, allow us to experience
ara glance a machine working upon us. The important note of this critical
mode, though, is that it illuminates our complicity in this process. While
this complicity is an important element of image criticism, it is not useful
roward understanding corporate systems so reactive towards us, so filmic,
that they can be described as textual “difference machines.” Complicity is
implicit here: you aren’t just watching TV, it is creating you.

Because Batthes’ critical modes are so effective, they can act as a
basis for an augmented approach towards a sophisticated criticism of
commercial images and the complex systems from which they spring.
The landscape outside literary theoty (as applied solely to literature)
offers rich pastures for this sort of cross-disciplinary view, which can be
seen as a mixture of structuralist image criticism and metaphors central
to quantum physics. The end result, after all, should be a metaphor
better suited to descriptions of predatory sales strategies, which currently
remain largely unexamined in their totality.

Seth Lloyd, in his recent work Programming the Universe, posits a
computational model of reality, attempting to replace the old mechanistic
view which he claims is no longer comprehensive enough to describe
physical laws. Because Tloyd elegantly describes ways to both quantify and
systematize information, marrying his notions of the universe’s quantum
behavior to Barthes’ pre-existing modes of image criticism makes for
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a greater potential depth of understanding. To illustrate the potential
of this system I will treat a textual phenomenon both localized and
corporate: Jody Maroni’s Sausage Kingdom,' located on the California
State University Long Beach campus. By de-coding Maroni’s kingdom of
sausage and text, | will show both the complexity of this kingdom—the
heft of which lies »7#hin us—and the role thart it, and others like it, take
in our lives.

Uttering each time a subtle vision of the world,’ the artist composes what

is alleged.
—Barthes (Forms)

Sausage (sos ij), n.: from Latin salsus, “salted” or “preserved.”

In Ireland, as elsewhere, the spheres of education are becoming
increasingly dependent on the ready availability of a bewildering variety

of information.

—Sean Cooney (George Boole: A Miscellany)

In The Responsibility of Forms, Barthes flays the image. His specimen is
the newspaper photo, expressed in three parts: 1) emission, the newspaper
staff, 2) medium, the public, and 3) channel, the newspaper itself. He
also clucidates a dialogue present between the photos and the text.
Examined in this context, however, this dialogue does not address the
interconnectivity of related photos and text.

Text acts in a prismatic set of congruencies functioning as both
an “anchoring” and “relaying” of images.? “On the level of the literal
message, language answers, more or less directly, more or less partally
the question whar is it?” Barthes notes (Forms 35). Language identifies
the elements of the scene itself, Barthes argues, answering contextual

uestions a i 3 i ; .
q bout images. For images, while reactionary, are not

transformations: It is important that a photo of a destructive scene, for
Instance, can be geographically identified. Ts this a picture of Thailand or

New Orleans, a viewer may ask, looking at the disorder of a washed-out

city, and the answer will inform any one of their variety of reactions to
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the image. At some level, Barthes argues, most viewers feel that images
transmit truths, while words help translate these truths.

Barthes examines the interaction between the image and its cultural
ramifications in Mythologies, a work based on two years’ worth of monthly
articles for The French Daily Life, sprung from a unique intersection: a
recent reading of Saussure and a discomfort with the “naturalness” with
which media sources dress up reality. Any attempt to dress something
up is, of course, an attempt to place it in a narrative. (This is true in
daily life. Witness Jody Maroni in his butcher’s apron: He is an artisan.
Witness a doctored image of his face on Toulouse La Trec’s body:
This is 2 commercialized masque, he connotes and cartoonizes.) “Myth
is a language,” Barthes famously said (Mythologies, 2). In Mythologies, he
attempts to understand this language. The “great solar spectacles” of
all-in wrestling, conjuring both bullfights and ancient Greek drama, is an
“immediate pantomime,” it speaks in absolutes: The overt suffering of
the downed man, the glorious posturing of the victor. Wrestling speaks
in certainties that transcend language, as does the solar spectacle of Jody
Maroni’s itself. Jody Maroni’s visually courts the sun. Its bright colots
promote 2 restless eye while misters create and cool ctowds on hot days.
An iconographic image to Jody Maroni’s—understandably, given its
origin on Venice Beach—is the sun glistening off of its sausages. These
certainties ate rooted in both our biological realities (such as hunger)
and our understanding of our cultural text as it relates to both visual
connotations (which I will address later) and the vagaries of language
that addresses it.

Barthes explores the emerging primacy of the image in The
Responsibility of Forms. “In other words, and this is an important historical
reversal, the image no longer illustrates the words” (Forms 168). Instead
the words “sublimate, patheticize, or rationalize” the image. With
the realization of the image actively promoted by the text, the words
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themselves become parasitic to the image.

This is the structural paradigm we find when examining Jody
Maroni’s. It is sweetly utilitarian: If one were to list the objects one sees
in an image on the wall of Jody Maroni’s, one would be ordering food.

The universe computes [. .. |. What is the universe computing? Everything
we see and everything we don't see.
—Seth Lloyd (Programiming)

Where it is that the ultimate laws of logic are mathematical in their
Sform [...].
—Geotge Boole (Collected Logical Works)

Computing.

—DMajel Barret as “the computer” in Star Trek

Western thought is built on a mechanistc view of the universe.
Or more accurately, Western thought is a machine meant to represent
what we feel is the underlying nature of the universe: mechanics. For
mathematician and determinist Pierre La Place,’ who posited position,
vector, and momentum for both planets and people, to the heart as a
“ticker,” to a cliché like “the circle of life,” our lives and our selves are
understood to be machine-like (Programming 36).

This understanding of the universe and its laws has given birth, in
science, to binary thinking, Something is either hot or cold, black or
white, 0 or 1. This is all perfectly true until one looks into the atom.

Theatomis, to quote Paul De Man as he references the odd bedfellows
of Jaques Derrida and Archie Bunker in 5. emiology and Rhbetoric, the “arch
de-bunker” (Norton 1514). Binary thinking is destroyed when considering
atomic laws. Because electrons cannot be measured for both speed and
location, quantum theory is based on probability. Electrons are never bere
or there, just more likely to be here or there. Extending this theory calls
into question the nature of certainty itself—something arch de-bunkers
like De Man had been doing also—and we, as storms of atoms, are not

only of uncertain placement but of uncertain individuality* Atomic laws
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engender other states that feel impossible from our vantage point also.
An electron can, for instance, spin in two ditections at once.?

Seth Lloyd, one of the inventors of the quantum computer, has
tried to force a shift in our understanding of reality. The universe can be
understood as a quantum computer, he claims; that is, a computer based
on the counter intuitive laws of quantum mechanics, in which one “qubit”
(quantum bit) can register fout states rather than two. Computers like this
would be smaller and more powerful. The “universe as a computer” isn’t
a new idea.’ Lloyd traces the notion back to George Boole, the English
mathematician.” Boole’s Laws of Thought, and the numerical notation
for which they are famous, were fashioned to deal with latge problems of
logic. Later researchers sought to similatly reduce the complexity of the
universe by comparing it to an analog computer. Ultimately, the universe
is too complex to be represented by such systems, which is why Lloyd
chose the much more powerful (and theoretical) quantum computer.

Aninteresting element of Lloyd’s argument is that he feels computers
are any things that handle information. “The first computers were rocks,”
he notes. Stonehenge may have been the supercomputer of its day, a
stone structure created to predict the movements of the stars. “Calculus”
is the Latin word for pebble, in fact, and this small rock was central to the
abacus and other simple counting machines.

This recognition of reality as computational® rather than mechanical
is the most interesting aspect of Lloyd’s thinking, In this model computers
surround us, secking to understand us, enacting authorless systems based
on de-coding our behavior. With this new definition, it is possible to view
Jody Maroni’s as a computer. But what is it computing? To answer that
question the concept of authorless systems must be further addressed.

Jody Maroni’s is part and parcel of a series of systems, ranging

from language to corporations. By “authorless” I mean collaborative

0 the degree that individual agency is gulped into an informational
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maelstrom—an elaboration on Barthes” idea of Text, we must move
forward without emission.” We can recognize that even Jody Maroni
himself cannot drastically alter his sausage kingdom, its employees are
acculturated, its subjects (us) are used to the product. The Jody Maroni
name that appears on the sign, then, over the words “Sausage Kingdom”
may be a titular king, but is not a single man. It is a name removed from
legitimate individuality; in the realm of the marketplace it connotes
individuality and denotes nothing. Because Jody Maroni’s is an authotless
system, and can be understood as a computer that can both transmit and
absorb incredible amounts of information, it is a worthwhile question o
ask what such a system does.

The answer is that it computes us. It computes our desires and
strives to constellate our identities with these desires.

That is to say, when you order a sausage at Jody Maroni’s, it is also
ordering you.

Space diverse, systems manifold to see,
Revealed by thought alone [...].
—George Boole (Collected Logical Works)

Pluralitas non est ponenda sin necessitate. (Plurality should not be
posited without necessiry).

—William of Occam (quoted from Lloyd, Programming)

First let’s try to quantify the amount of information that Jody
Maroni’s is able to project. A high quality digital image can register about
one thousand bits of information (or pixels) per linear inch; that’s one
million bits per square inch. This is about the resolution that the human
cye is capable of perceiving. An cight-by-six image at this resolution
would contain forty eight million bits of information. Color must be
considered also: The human eye can distinguish about sixteen million
colors, and digital cameras use twenty four bits to produce this same

number. The same eight-by-six in color will register one trillion, one
hundred and fifty

two million bits of information (Lloyd 41). Because
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Jody Maroni’s sutface could contain one hundred and thirty cight cight-
by-six photos, it is able to project one hundred and fifty eight trillion,
nine hundred and seventy six billion bits.

Information can appeal to senses other than our vision as well. Three
types of information reach out of Jody Maroni’s to interact with passers-
by. One is sound: An employee is often calling out the availability of
samples.”” Another is scent: At a given time, the scent of food stretches
into the seating area. (This medium of information hints at legitimacy:
We can recognize levels of bactetia within Jody Maroni’s kitchen to be
informational as well. One could smell these bacteria if they were present
in large numbers, as one can smell foot odor.) The last, and most unique,
are the water misters. Fifteen of them line the roof of Jody Maronis,
and on hot days, draw people close to the edifice (the range of the mister
is less than six feet). Interestingly, the misters have a pressure of one
hundred and sixty pounds per square inch and use about one and a half
gallons per hour. Walkers can lose a liter of water an hour. Accordingly,
Jody Maroni’s has created a desirable space around itself, a visceral thirst
of balance between onter and inner, drawing people as if in an embrace
closer to the advertising images.

Of course most of these bits of information are easy to consume.
Unlike that of computers, our nature is to deal with patterns. But our
pattern recognition tends to blind us to the amount of information we
are consuming,

The unbounded warmth of red has not the irresponsible appeal of yellow,
but rings inwardly with a determined and powerful intensity. It glows in
itself maturely and does not distribute its vigor aimlessly [...].

—Wassily Kandinsky (Concerning the Spiritual in Art)
Color is a kind of bliss.
—Barthes (Forms)

Text, as Barthes conceives of it in “The Death of the Author,”

consists of all things written or spoken. The author is an anthology of
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this system, unoriginal and constructed. If we expand this notion of Text
to include visual and physical elements we are faced with a great deal
of informaton. Using color theory to address stylistic choices, we can
understand elements of the text that are usually unmentioned.

Jody Maronis is a visual clangor. Much of the background
edifice is black and white tile. These two achromatic colors have the
strongest contrast and when placed near one another create the effect
of simultaneous expansion and containment. A frozen, anatomized
inhalation of form, at once rigid and free, is what catches our eye. Culrural
associations are never absent from color usage, and the balance is present
here as well. In this case, white connotes purity and black impenetrability:
White is the totality of color (reflecting the world) and black the absence
of color (absorbing the world). This creates a perfect static/active space
of balanced “weight” (weight values of the two colors average out), the
perfect place to display text.

The text on display at Jody Maroni’s is the menu. Certain colors, when
contrasted together in proximity, produce the illusion of movement. The
black and white tle has already given the viewet’s eye momentum, and
we proceed to the most brilliant display: the images of the food. Because
weak chroma encourage the eye to travel to stronger, and the images
are constructed of varying chroma, we can understand these images
to be sentences constructed in color. In each picture (there are three
kinds: sausage/hot dog pictures, chili fry pictures, and chicken sandwich
pictures) there are food, a beverage and a background. The background

is the weakest chroma, a white, worn picnic table (connoting also leisure
and authenticity), the beverage is mid-chroma, contrasting the glisten of

the dark cola with the white cup, and the food is the strongest chr