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From its earliest publication, Kate Chopin's The Awakening has provoked controversy, but the nature of these discussions has changed dramatically over the course of the century, along with the ideological concerns that have driven them. In retrospect the early attacks on the book seem blessedly simple, a matter of moral condemnation of its main character that was supposed to represent important American values (Toth 1990, 338-44). Edna Pontellier's adulterous behavior was clearly reprehensible and her offstage suicide an emphatic piece of narrative punctuation, a moral period to the sentence which ends her life. These attacks were also harsh enough to effectively end Chopin's career as a writer and, incidentally, end serious discussion of the book for half a century. More recent readings frequently approve of the novel for its artistry while condemning Edna's "romantic yearning" as a character flaw which contributes to her death. Moral condemnation has been replaced by a gentler sense of correcting the moody and the muddle-headed. Many of these interpretations come out of what Suzanne Wolkenfeld calls "the feminist fatalism of presenting Edna as the victim of an oppressive society" (1976, 221), and others, more positively, see her as "a solitary, defiant soul who stands out against the limitations that both nature and society place upon her, and who accepts in the final analysis a defeat that involves no surrender" (Binge 1976, 206).

In these critical discussions the one area of substantial agreement seems to be about what the text does not say, which is that Edna commits suicide. I hope to show, with the help of some ideas from the Russian theoretician and critic, Mikhail Bakhtin, that these readings are related in a rather patchwork manner to various official or unofficial ideologies, and that other readings are possible. In fact, the novel ends with Edna swimming in the gulf waters off of Grand Isle and closes with this enigmatic paragraph: 

She looked into the distance, and the old terror flamed up for an instant, then sank again. Edna heard her father's voice and her sister Margaret's. She heard the barking of an old dog that was chained to the sycamore tree. The spurs of the cavalry officer clanged as he walked across the porch. There was the hum of bees, and the musky odor of pinks filled the air. (Chopin 1976,114) 

Of course the inference of Edna's suicide has more to support it than this passage, as the book's critics have pointed out, but the supporting evidence has often been contradictory, as we shall see. 

Inferential readings also present something of a difficulty for the postmodern critic, a difficulty anticipated by Roland Barthes in his influential essay, "The Death of The Author," where he describes a literary situation in which the author is nothing more than a sort of intersection where language, with its repetitions, echoes and references, keeps gathering. It is hard to see, then, in this scheme of things, how any inferential reading can be obligatory, since there is no particular intelligence privileged in a specific enough way to command that inference. Kate Chopin seems also to have anticipated our present critical environment when she lamented that her original conception of the novel was changed by Edna's "making such a mess of things" (quoted in Toth 1990, 344). Can there be a more graceful way of asking the reader to pay attention to the novel's text, rather than guessing at the author's intentions? Contemporary theory encourages us to read the novel Chopin gave us without having to add anything to it. Much as with swimming, too much critical effort can have a negative effect, while we might do better to suspend our impatience for narrative resolution and allow Edna to float awhile, held up by the medium that sustained her thus far.

Bakhtin suggests an approach to reading narrative that frees it from narrowly ideological readings and allows previously unnoticed nuances and modulations to be heard. He "rejects dialectical forms of thinking, which always move toward a higher unity of synthesis, in favor of dialogic openendedness, the impossibility of closure" (Morris 1994, 15). In other words, dialogic narratives liberate us from the synthetic resolution prompted by the dialectic form (a style of reading which has, perhaps, prompted many readers to provide closure by imagining Edna's suicide with such certainty).

In The Awakening, Kate Chopin refuses to limit style and point of view to a single consciousness. Instead she creates what Bakhtin defined as "heteroglossia," which frequently embodies a conflict between "official" and "unofficial" languages without privileging either of them (Bakhtin 1994, 248). Most of these voices are presented in the realistic style that is present in much of the text. This is a style typical of Chopin's era, that is to say a more or less objective method of narration into which the author is allowed to intrude with ironic commentary. It is an efficient tool for examining or parodying social discourse. William Dean Howells provides an example of this technique in the last line of"Editha," when he tells us that Editha "lived again in the ideal," which is to say that she has learned nothing from her part in persuading her fiancee to go off to his death in the Spanish American war or from her confrontation with George's angry mother. Howells's example illustrates an important strategy of realism, which is to introduce the ironic voice as a way of seeing through the various idealisms that restrict individual thought. It is also a way of allowing an "unofficial" language to comment on the "official" one.

In the first five chapters of The Awakening realistic voices dominate, beginning with the cacophony which greets the reader on the opening page: the parrot, the mockingbird, the playing of the children, and the pianothumping of the Farival twins. These sounds and images represent an almost mindless repetition and copying, and we feel Leonce Pontellier's irritation and boredom with the Grand Isle scene. When he compares his own decision to bathe early with Robert and Edna's risking sunburn by bathing in the hot afternoon, Kate Chopin reveals the irony of his reaction by observing: "That was why the morning seemed so long to him" (1976, 4). Then she allows us to see on our own how he uses his male privilege to leave in search of better entertainment in town without committing himself to any specific time of return, a privilege not available to Edna or to the other women at Grand Isle. Chopin uses a slightly different technique in the third chapter, where Leonce returns late and feels disappointed by his wife's lack of interest: "He thought it very discouraging that his wife, who was the sole object of his existence, evinced so little interest in the things which concerned him and valued so little his conversation" (7). If there is irony here, it is not because the author separates herself from Leonce's sensibility He does think Edna is the center of his existence, and if Chopin allows us to count his habitual neglect of his wife against the truth of what he believes, she also brings us into partial sympathy with him at the same time. In Bakhtinian terms, "the author is put on a level with his character, and their relationship is dialogized" (Volosinov 1994, 71).

Chopin has woven the several voices of her novel into a heteroglossia, much as a composer uses different instruments to create tension and dialogue in a symphony To a degree, Edna internalizes these voices, but this is not to say that any one of them controls her thinking or directs her actions. Leonce's voice is at times merely wheedling, and fairly early in the book Edna is capable of rejecting what he says. Her friend, Madame Ratignolle, is the voice of the mother-woman whose narrowly defined idea of a woman's life Edna can not accept. Her sons, with their claim upon.her sense of responsibility, are another voice. There is also Robert, who approaches Edna with the voice of love and devotion. Then there is the voice of Mlle. Reisz, the solitary artist who holds much of what she sees around her in contempt. She feels Edna is the one person at Grand Isle worthy to hear her play (Chopin 1976, 27).At times she can seem to be an irritating friend, as when she tells Edna how she would act if she were in love with a man like Robert: 

"You are purposely misunderstanding me, ma refine. Are you in love with Robert?" 

"Yes, " said Edna. It was the first time she had admitted it, and a glow overspread her face, blotching it with red spots. 

"Why?" asked her companion. "Why do you love him when you ought not to?" 

Edna, with a motion or two, dragged herself on her knees before Mademoiselle Reisz, who took the glowing face between her two hands. 

"Why? Because his hair is brown and grows away from his temples; because he opens and shuts his eyes, and his nose is a little out of drawing, because he has two lips and a square chin, and a little finger which he can't straighten from having played baseball too energetically in his youth. Because . . ." 

"Because you do, in short," laughed Mademoiselle. "What will you do when he comes back?" she asked. 

"Do? Nothing, except feel glad and happy to be alive." (Chopin 1976,81) Edna leaves feeling quite cheerful. Mile. Reisz does indeed ask difficult questions, but she does not dictate or proscribe. She acts very differently from Leonce, whose demeanor Edna will no longer tolerate, and her questions encourage her friend to clarify her situation. Edna goes to her because "that woman, by her divine art, seemed to reach Edna's spirit and set it free" (78). 

It is also in Chapter III that we hear for the first time another voice, a voice strangely disturbing to Edna and even more disturbing to some of the book's critics. After Leonce accuses Edna of neglecting the children, she is finally alone in the darkness: "There was no sound abroad except the hooting of an old owl in the top of the wateroak, and the everlasting voice of the sea, that was not uplifted at that soft hour. It broke like mournful lullaby upon the night" (Chopin 1976, 8). This is no longer the noise of socially constructed voices repeating whatever is proper or conventional; and it stands for a good deal that realism tries to reject. It is subjective, and tends to humanize nature as if it spoke for the individual's deepest yearnings. This voice comes into the work intermittently and in muted tones, in the midst of the realistic scenes, as when Edna hears Mlle. Reisz play the piano, or again when she refuses Robert's invitation to go swimming: "Her glance wandered from his face away toward the Gulf, whose sonorous murmur reached her like a loving but imperative entreaty" (14).When it dominates, as it does in Chapter VI, it does not do so for long. But where are we to locate this voice? Is it in Edna's mind, or is it a voice that Chopin gives legitimacy by assigning it to a larger consciousness? While the passage is justly praised for its sensuous quality, its rhetorical structure is descriptive, and it never pretends to be completely the voice it represents. Instead it makes a statement about that voice:

The voice of the sea is seductive; never ceasing, whispering, clamoring, murmuring, inviting the soul to wander for a spell in abysses of solitude; to lose itself in mazes of inward contemplation. The voice of the sea speaks to the soul. The touch of the sea is sensuous, enfolding the body in its soft, close embrace (Chopin 1976, 15). 

In the lines following these Chopin takes pains to contain the incantatory effect of her style with rational explanation: "This may seem like a ponderous weight to descend upon the soul of a young woman-perhaps more wisdom than the Holy Ghost is usually pleased to vouchsafe to any woman." If Edna seems to be caught between "contradictory impulses" (1976, 14) or somewhat uncertain of what path to take this early in the narrative, we are not required to read this as a serious flaw Instead, Chopin suggests that this is an expression of something essential in Edna's character: "At a very early period she had apprehended instinctively the dual life-that outward existence which conforms, the inward life which questions" (15). Indeed, before we attribute too much to the dire influence of the sea's mysterious voice, we would do well to note that it is silent for much of the novel and returns only in the last few pages. Back in New Orleans, Edna gives up her Tuesday open houses, starts an affair with Arobin, keeps in touch with friends, throws parties, and works on her painting. She struggles to overthrow much of what her husband considers to be her responsibilities, but she does not find much solitude. 

In her Lacanian analysis of The Awakening, Patricia Yeager sees the voice of the sea as "more than a sign of dark and unfulfilled sexuality" (1987, 219). She goes on to note how the end of the novel expresses "Edna's incessant need for some other register of language, for a mode of speech that will express her unspoken, but not unspeakable needs" (219).Yeager sees Edna's suicide as a positive choice, in which she deliberately "gives herself to the voice of the sea," rather than give in to the "magian powers" of Dr. Mandelet and her father (219). Her reading is especially useful in clarifying the metaphorical nature of the sea's voice. 

However, to recognize this voice as metaphorical does not diminish its significance, nor does it distinguish it from those voices attached to particular speech communities. For Bakhtin, a voice is always "an image of an idea" (1984, 89), and therefore all voices are, in some sense, metaphorical. This quality is clearly expressed as Edna listens to the sea and attempts to understand it. Chopin tells us she is "beginning to recognize her relations as an individual to the world within and about her" (1976, 15), and further explains that "the beginning of things, of a world especially, is necessarily vague, tangled, chaotic and exceedingly disturbing" (15). Although she grounds Edna's vision by twice referring to a "world," the vagueness about just what world Chopin means is fatal for many readers. Yeager has every right, for example, to suggest that a voice existing outside of the recognized speech communities might fail someone. But isn't it also possible for someone like Edna to find hints of a language outside of the existing systems, in reality itself?

In our attempts to hear a clearly articulated and easily recognized ideology in the voice of the sea, we may be missing Chopin's interest in ideas and attitudes just in the process of formation. Likewise, Bakhtin saw that ideas can exist apart from specific individuals or groups, as voices to be heard in "reality" And it is exactly those dimensions of reality dismissed or denied by the other voices in her novel that Chopin gives to the sea to express. Dostoevsky, Bakhtin tells us, "heard both the loud, recognized, reigning voices of the epoch, that is the reigning dominant ideas (official and unofficial), as well as the voices still weak, ideas not yet fully emerged, latent ideas heard as yet by no one but himself, and ideas that were just beginning to ripen, embryos of future worldviews" (1984, 90). To her credit, Chopin seems to have been another such writer. 

Once we have begun to identify the various voices that contribute to The Awakening's heteroglossia, we have still to see how this sort of reading shapes our reaction to its last pages. A suitable place to begin that discussion is with the arrival of the messenger who summons Edna to Madame Ratignolle's bedside, just as she and Robert have declared their love for one another (Chapter XXXVI). Edna's witnessing of her friend's suffering during childbirth, the memory of her own similar suffering, along with the timing of Robert's decision to break with her, have all been cited as motivation for Edna's suicide. During the brief childbirth scene, Madame Ratignolle pleads with Edna to "think of the children" (Chopin 1976, 109), a reminder which encouraged the book's early critics to pass judgment on Edna and see her death as the proper result of her stricken conscience. After all, they could hardly afford to imagine her survival. 

For most modern readers, such an intrusive use of coincidence is likely to suggest determinism, either religious or behavioral. Whether we see Edna as the victim of a vengeful God (she was raised a Calvinist) or of a hostile environment, her suicide is inescapable. Some critics have pointed to her inability to resolve the conflict between her need to be free and her responsibility toward her children, which leads her to "revolt against the ways of Nature" (Chopin 1976, 109). When read simply as a rejection of her role as mother and of the limits of her biological situation, the line can seem almost petulant. However, the capitalization of nature suggests that Edna may be referring to a narrow conception of the term which has as much of reification as biology in it, one in which "Nature" is used to justify social arrangements and to dismiss challenges to them.

In arguing that Chopin's text points inexorably toward Edna's suicide, some critics have cited the following lines: "She understood now clearly what she had meant long ago when she said to Adele Ratignolle that she would give up the unessential, but she would never sacrifice herself for her children" (Skaggs 1985, 113). Rather than expressing Edna's despondency, these words place the strongest possible value upon freedom. As the passage indicates, Edna has actually made the statement earlier, before the introduction of the novel's major conflicts. 

The lines that follow invite a similarly complex reading: "The children appeared before her like antagonists who had overcome her; who had overpowered her and sought to drag her into the soul's slavery for the rest of her days. But she knew a way to elude them" (Skaggs 1985, 113). What has been read as depression and defeat might as easily be read as rebellion. 

Attempts to see the final paragraphs of the novel as a unified and logical presentation of Edna's motive for suicide have frustrated serious readers by asking them to choose a single strand from a complex skein of possible cause and effect connections. It has been argued that she kills herself because "she cannot sacrifice herself to the consequences of sexual activity and at the same time is not willing to live without sensuous experience" (Allen 1977, 237); because she discovers that her role as mother makes her continuing development as an autonomous individual impossible (Skaggs 1985, 111); because she is guilty of "succumbing to the promises of romanticism" (Thorton 1988); because she cannot hope for significant change in American social arrangements (Swell 1986,157); or because she has failed as an artist.This last point has been made in an especially interesting way by Michael Gilmore (1988, 65), who sees Edna's suicide as motivated by her inability to adjust to the historical change from impressionism to modernism. Susan Wolkenfeld is certain that "Chopin places Edna's suicide as a defeat, a regression, rooted in a self-annihilating instinct, in a romantic reality" (1976, 220). In a more recent reading, Joyce Dyer seems to vacillate on this issue, offering the intriguing notion that "the ambiguous sea supports the puzzling but wonderful possibility that we are to view Edna not as dead but, rather, as yet unborn" (1993, 114). Patricia Yeager sees Edna's death as a failure of her male-derived language to sustain her (1987, 446), while Priscilla Leder blames literature itself, in that "the suicide appears once more as both failure and triumph-the failure of 19th century literary forms to do justice to women's experience and the triumph of a work that at once evokes and exceeds those forms, swimming with its heroine toward the 20th century" (1996, 225). Dyer,Yeager, and Leder also share an important impulse, which insists that Edna must win something, even in death. Harold Bloom takes issue with the feminist readings and sounds rather more like the book's earliest critics when he claims that Edna's suicide could have been avoided had she acknowledged "that her awakening was to a passion for herself" (1999, 10).There is a rich variety to choose from in constructing Edna's will to self-destruction, and this very variety should encourage us to raise doubts about what we think we are reading in the novel's final pages.  Critics, whatever ideological position they argue from, have seen the novel's ending as part of a dialectic in which Edna's desire for freedom and society's condemnation of that desire are set against each other and the resolution provided by Edna's suicide. Bakhtinian analysis provides a more positive approach to this problem by seeing the last pages as a final chorusing of the book's complex heteroglossia, rather than as Edna's psychic confusion.

In the novel's final paragraphs "the voice of the sea" does reassert itself, using the language of Chapter VI in a powerful and poetic way, but it does not dominate these paragraphs. Indeed, it is the language of rebirth and rebellion that dominates here. From the moment Edna removes her swimming clothes, she feels "like a newborn creature" (Chopin 1976, 113). This image must be so totally spiritualized in order to serve a suicide interpretation that it loses much of its force. In fact it echoes a note struck in an earlier scene, where Edna removes her clothing in Madame Antoine's bedroom and feels a new freedom and a new interest in her own body (37). Little wonder, then, that the last four sentences of the book are a memory of a specific point in her youth (they are certainly not her life flashing before her eyes).While her father's voice, the chained dog, the officer's spurs, can be read to support the theme of male oppression, the last sentence, with its unexpected reference to the fertile smell of pinks, is lyrical and mysterious, suggesting the allurement that life on the shore still possesses for Edna.

The movement that Kate Chopin describes in The Awakening is difficult, leading as it does toward an undefined future. She could not point to an easy triumph for Edna because none was available in the world she knew. So, instead of writing a Utopian novel, she wrote one in which the contradictions of her social world are shown for what they are, and the door opened for discussions of the future. 

In the last scene of the novel Edna wants no one near her but Robert, but then she recognizes that even "the thought of him would melt out of her existence, leaving her alone" (Chopin 1976, 113). She knows Arobin will be replaced by someone as meaningless and that Le once doesn't matter to her (113). Loneliness, like the sea, might destroy her, but its other name is solitude, a condition necessary for liberation. Solitude also provides a space for the rebelliousness Mile. Reisz alluded to when she warned Edna that "the artist must possess the courageous soul" (63). Edna remembers that too in these final paragraphs, and she feels the irony of her situation. This is a language of rebellion and renewal, although the line between suicide and survival can be razor thin. 

When Edna makes her first successful swim, Robert approves of her brave performance in a memorable way by declaring the event a sort of impromptu holiday: 

"Yes. On the twenty-eighth of August, at the hour of midnight and if the moon is shining-the moon must be shining-a spirit that has haunted these shores for ages rises up from the Gulf. With its own penetrating vision the spirit seeks some one mortal worthy to hold him company, worthy of being exalted for a few hours into the realms of the semi-celestials. His search has always hitherto been fruitless, and he has sunk back, disheartened, into the sea. But tonight he found Mrs. Pontellier. Perhaps he will never wholly release her from the spell. Perhaps she will never again suffer a poor unworthy earthling to walk in the shadow of her divine presence." (Chopin 1976, 30) 

Robert's joking aside, the choice of August 28 as the date of this event seems not to have been accidental. Kate Chopin was likely celebrating her admiration for Wolfgang von Goethe, and particularly for his Die Leiden Des Junge Werther (for a quick summary of her interest in Goethe, see Toth, 1990, 84, 87, 110). August 28 is not only Goethe's birthday, but Werther's as well, and the torments of the young hero were, in important ways, based upon Goethe's experience. Goethe had been hopelessly in love with Lotte Buff, a woman engaged to one of his friends, and, according to his own version, was so torn by the situation that he seriously contemplated suicide and was saved by hearing of the actual suicide of an acquaintance involved in a similar affair. Goethe then wrote Die Leiden Des Jungen Werther in a few weeks in the spring of 1797, a creative act which he said left him "as after a general confession, again happy and free and justified for a new life" (Vietor 1949, 30). Nonetheless, in spite of its popularity, the book was ultimately condemned by its critics for setting off a series of imitation suicides (34). While it is possible to stop short of seeing The Awakening as part of a genre of suicide novels, it certainly invites comparison with the story of Werther. It is true that Edna, like the poet Werther, seeks release in artistic expression, and at times they seem pursued by similar demons, haunted by voices of similar resonance. In Werther's letter of December 6 we find the following language:

When I close my eyes, here, in my brain, where my inner vision is concentrated, her black eyes are before me. Here, I can't express it to you in words. If I close my eyes, they are there; like an ocean, like an abyss they lie before me, in me, fill my inner senses. 

What is man, that vaunted demigod? Do not his powers fail him precisely where he needs them? And when he soars in joy or sinks in suffering, is he not arrested in both, brought back to empty, cold consciousness just at the moment when he yearned to lose himself in the fullness of the infinite? (Goethe 1962, 207) 

Like Werther, Edna is responsive to this "ocean" of undifferentiated feeling and its compelling voice. Werther's moment of "cold consciousness" might also describe the awareness Edna has achieved at the end of The Awakening. Edna's vision, however, is of more than a pair of eyes. She does not allow Robert or anyone else to dominate her thinking as Werther allows Lotte to dominate his. Edna's vision is larger and healthier than Werther's. 

Gothe felt lucky to live through what he called the "sickness of the century," but he did not pretend he knew a cure for it. What he knew were the symptoms: "Here we have to do with men living in the most peaceful of circumstances whose lives have been spoiled for them by want of deeds and by their exaggerated demands upon themselves" (quoted in Vietor 1949, 29). A century later Goethe's sentence would describe a great many women who, like Edna, were allowed every comfort but denied any meaningful way of acting in the world.

Werther and Edna may subscribe to the same romantic philosophy, but he is a single man in love with a married woman, while Edna is the married partner in Chopin's narrative. She also has an identifiable injustice to confront in rejecting the subservient role she has been offered. But perhaps the most striking difference is Chopin's use of heteroglossia and a point of view more encompassing than what we find in Werther's letters. By choosing August 28th as the date of Edna Pontellier's "awakening," she was surely celebrating Goethe the survivor rather than Werther the suicide. [image: image1.png]



If Goethe survived through the ritual of writing, Edna Pontellier discovers a way of her own. The structure of The Awakening reveals a sort of ritual pattern in Edna's swimming and the risks associated with it. In the first such scene (ChapterVI) she has been recently driven to despondency and tears by her situation and the anguish she feels at having to stifle, to a large degree, her creative impulses in favor of her duties as a wife. When she swims successfully for the first time she experiences panic at the possibility of drowning, but she persists. Chopin tells us Edna "wanted to swim where no woman had swum before." Soon after, as she sits alone on the porch of their cottage, Leonce commands her to come in. For the first time in the novel, she defies him. Her swimming experience has been liberating, partly because it involves a vision of death. 

Chopin composed with the kind of symphonic structural skill that invites us to notice a similar pattern when it asserts itself at the end of the book. Edna swims farther out in the last chapter as a measure of how much she has changed in the course of the narrative. She will not settle this time for a short swim under Leonce's supervision. She now has the strength to take greater risks and she does so. Robert's leaving has hurt her, certainly, but she can imagine a future in which she will not be dependent upon any man. A little earlier, when Robert declared his desire to make Edna his wife, she laughed at him (1976, 117). As she approaches the beach she hears the commands, the warnings, and the imprecations of the other voices. She silences them by swimming to the point of panic, and, passing through that, to a state something like Werther's "cold consciousness." Seen this way her actions are not necessarily suicidal; they may even be a form of psychic survival. Chopin stops short of showing us how Edna comes out of this final crisis because the risks are real. But then so are the stakes. 

Those who see Edna's suicide as a logical extension of their dialectical readings have a right to do so. But not every reader has been in such a hurry to accept Edna's suicide as the only way to read the novel's ending, and their discomfiture often has its own ideological connections. Lizzie L., a Louisville friend of Chopin, wrote that she had been "so deeply interested, so absolutely absorbed in "The Awakening" that I could not realize the denouement. It seemed so impossible that Edna should sacrifice her life, although I understand how her nature had become completely metamorphosed under the influence of an infatuation she was powerless to control" (Toth 1990, 345). Lizzie L's reading can represent the reactions of many readers who feel bound to accept, however reluctantly, the suicide ending as if it existed in the text. 

Much later, in 1987, Jill McCorkle suggested an alternative ending, one based upon the liberating work of a couple of generations: 

At the end of Kate Chopin's novel "The Awakening," Edna Pontellier, who is swimming out into the ocean with every intention of drowning, realizes she has made a terrible mistake. She thinks of her husband, and how dull and controlled her life with him has been; she thinks of Robert, her young lover, who awakened her sexually and then left with his brief"Goodbyebecause I love you.."What an easy line. She imagines the two of them discovering her drowned body Her husband would say, "How could she have gone swimming without anything on? What will everyone say? (McCorkle 1987, 52) 

Another example of this sort of"heresy" can be found in Sandra Gilbert's important article, "The Second Coming of Aphrodite," in which Edna dies, only to be resurrected as Venus: 

For in swimming away from the beach where her prosaic husband watches and waits, Edna swims away from the shore of her old life, where she had lingered for twenty-eight years, hesitant and ambivalent. As she swims, moreover, she swims not only toward a female paradise but out of one kind of novel-the work of Eliotan or Flaubertian "realism" she had previously inhabited-end into a new kind of work, a mythic/metaphysical fantasy of paradisiacal fulfillment and therefore adumbrates much of the feminist modernism that was to come within a few decades. (Gilbert 1983, 52) 

She goes on to explain: "Defeated, even crucified, by the `reality' of nineteenth-century New Orleans, Chopin's resurrected Venus is returning to Cyprus or Cythera" (58), where she becomes "the regal woman, the one who looks on, who stands alone" (56). This is an inventive way of reading the book, and Gilbert has the courage to at least ask the question: "And how, after all, do we know that she ever dies" (58)? Elizabeth LeBlanc picks up on Gilbert's doubts and offers another symbolic interpretation in which Edna and the ocean join in "the `ultimate' lesbian moment" (1996, 306). Both of these interpretations share in a very real contemporary desire to rescue Edna from defeat, if not from death. They also suggest that a stance outside of the conventional defense of "normal" family and sexual configurations may be useful in dealing with Chopin's ending. Both deserve credit for respecting the text and making room for future readings. 

The Awakening looks critically at some of the deepest and apparently most unassailable assumptions of American society. But is there any need to hurry the questions generated by this narrative to an ideological formulation that demands Edna's suicide? Kate Chopin had every right, I think, to deny her readers the pleasure of an easy ending. Had she wanted to, she might have ended the novel with a funeral scene, complete with ideological clarification in the form of weeping friends. Goethe added such a note to the end of Werther. Or she might have handled the scene with devastating irony, the way Crane did the funeral scene at the end of Maggie. 

The ending of The Awakening contains a puzzle similar to that Foucault evokes with his contemplation of "Las Meninas," the painting which shows Velazquez himself pausing, brush in hand, and looking out at whoever is viewing the painting (1970, 3-16). There is a canvas standing in front of the artist, but we see only its back. We can not see what, if anything, has been painted on it.The fact that the King and Queen of Spain are seen reflected in a mirror in the background invites speculation that Velazquez is painting them. Another possibility is that he is painting the viewer. In the first of these interpretations, the subject is determined by inference and, that done, becomes unchanging. The second interpretation changes with the nature of the viewer. And I would add a third possibility, which is that the canvas is empty, and the painter as yet uncommitted to a subject, his wonderful smile a way of asking what we think. Edna's "suicide" is very much like this mysterious canvas. We can see ourselves reflected in it or something else entirely [image: image2.png]



Kate Chopin seems to have known there would be determined attempts to place a strictly ideological cast upon any resolution of Edna's predicament. By ending the novel at a moment of artistic opening rather than dialectic closure, she declines the privileged position of the author and allows the reader to contemplate possibilities rather than make final judgments. In so doing she anticipates the change of attitude toward texts celebrated by Roland Barthes: "We are no longer willing to be the dupes of such antiphrases, by which a society proudly recriminates in favor of precisely what it discards, ignores, mules, or destroys: we know that in order to restore writing to its future, we must reverse the myth: the birth of the reader must be requited by the death of the Author" (1986, 55). In the end, we have mistaken the author for her creation by assigning to her work inferences that provide a sense of closure she did not necessarily intend to give us.This is not to say tht Kate Chopin could not have anticipated our bringing Edna's suicide into our readings. It is a compelling way of reading the text that is not likely to disappear. On the other hand, freeing the text from this assumption and putting it back in the hands of the readers has important implications for future discussions of The Awakening. 

The strong differences among the arguments offered by critics of The Awakening to support their readings is a healthy expression of the dialogue that has gone forward since Kate Chopin's time about the roles of women and men and the nature of marriage, a dialogue which, in its more lucid forms, looks toward the future. Between us and them lies an ocean of possibilities, inviting us to take risks without the guarantee of happy endings or the luxury of despair. 
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