Katherine Mansfield’s “Bliss” is quite an interesting story full of underlying meanings and themes.  Upon a first reading, it seems to be a simple story of a woman who feels uncontainable bliss one day, only to have it end when she discovers her husband is having an affair.  Although this is a correct interpretation, after a second reading, much more is apparent.  “Bliss” is a story of the revelation of a vibrant young woman, of criticism of society, and of sexual revolution.


In order to fully comprehend the work, we see that significance comes from small details.  A tree is the major symbol in this piece, and the details assist in understanding why the pear tree is so important.  The method of seeing details as they occur allows readers to relate new details to those in the past.  A whole and complete picture can be obtained this way with the details clearly laid out chronologically.  

The story opens by presenting the audience with Bertha Young, a thirty-year old woman who feels as if she is a child again as she “wanted to run instead of walk, to take dancing steps on and off the pavement, to bowl a hoop, to throw something up in the air and catch it again, or to stand still and laugh at--nothing—at nothing, simply (143).”  As she moves down the street, a feeling of absolute bliss overcomes her.  This is where the reader begins to believe that he/she will receive an account of this woman’s wonderful day and of something fabulous that happened to her.  Quite the contrary is true, however.


Bertha walks into her home, and the first negative images of the story are felt.  Her dining room is described as “dusky” and “quite chilly (143).”  This foreshadowing allows the reader to sense that something may be askew in her home life or her marriage.


Could this awry feeling be coming from an unexpected extramarital affair in which Bertha’s significant other is involved?  The audience’s first glimpse at the affair that Harry, Bertha’s husband, is having may come when he phones home to say he will be late for their dinner party.  He gives no reasons for his tardiness, and his delayed arrival coincides with Miss Fulton’s overdue entrance.  Could they have had a possible rendezvous before the dinner party?  It is quite feasible.


It is also at this same time that the reader becomes aware of Bertha’s yearning for her husband.  It is very evident in the line, “She only wanted to get in touch with him for a moment (146).”  Bertha is brimming with life, she wants to reach out and share it with someone.  She tries to share it with her baby, but “all her feeling of bliss came back again, and again, she didn’t know how to express it (146).” Bertha has trouble expressing these new feelings to others.  The nanny is angry when Bertha wants to feed the child, showing how little Bertha is involved in her daughter’s life.  The audience becomes aware that Bertha and her husband are not intimate; they have more of a friendship and partnership.  With Bertha saying that she wanted to get in touch with Harry, an explanation for her feelings begins to suggest itself; without her realizing what is happening, he sexual desire is brewing inside of her.


As Bertha dresses for dinner, she sees the lovely pear tree blooming outside in the garden.  She is taken by its beauty as the “slender pear tree in fullest, richest bloom…stood perfect (147).”  Here is a very sexual image, again showing the desires that are arising in Bertha.  The tree also symbolizes the completeness and perfectness she is feeling.  The tree is in full bloom, full of life, and so is she.  She has a husband with whom she gets along splendidly, she has an adorable baby, they have a nice house and good friends, they have never had to worry about money, and Bertha still finds pleasure in small things.  Bertha dresses in a white dress with green shoes and stockings.  Her ensemble is exactly that of the blooming pear tree.   She is even personified as the tree in blossom when “her petals rustled softly into the hall” as she went to greet her guests (148).


From this point on, the story is filled with much imagery and important subtleties that cannot be overlooked.  Colors play a large role in this drama, especially white, green, and silver.  The white color of the blossoms of the tree shows life and tenacity.  Even though the buds are very delicate, they are able to survive the elements and burst forth with all of their energy to bring beauty into the world.  Bertha also will later accomplish this, but now her white dress also shows her innocence.  She is in such bliss that she believes nothing could be amiss.  Her life is perfect in every way, except the sexual, and now she is sure that part is about to become perfect as well.  Bertha’s stockings and shoes are both green, matching the beautiful foliage of the tree.  This color may show strength and warmth, both qualities with which Bertha is now filled due to her overwhelming bliss.  

Miss Fulton is dressed in silver.  This is a very tempting color; she is more or less dangling herself in front of Harry.  She is using herself and her attire as a lure.  Silver is also very illusory.  She uses her sparkling, lidded eyes to disguise her lust for Harry.  Miss Fulton also reflects the light of the moon, making Bertha believe that she is nothing more than a glimmering jewel of friend that she will forever hold dear.

Harry’s desires are apparent when he talks about food and his “shameless passion for the white flesh of the lobster and the green of pistachio ices (151).”  His shameless passion is not for the flesh of lobster, however.  It is for Miss Fulton.  Here he is more or less confessing his adultery. 


While looking at the pear tree, Bertha sees a grey cat dragging its belly as it creeps across the lawn.  A black cat follows it in shadow.  These felines symbolize Harry and Miss Fulton.  Miss Fulton is the grey cat, sneaking across the lawn with determination as she sidesteps around her supposed friendship with Bertha to have an affair with Harry.  Notice here that the color of the cat is closely linked with the color of Miss Fulton’s gown, showing again that she is enticing and tantalizing the black cat.  The black cat is Harry who is very secretive about not being seen or discovered.  Both cats appear to be stealthy and careful of not being exposed, as are Harry and Miss Fulton.

Harry constantly criticizes Miss Fulton.  He calls her “cold” and “dullish (147).”  He seems not to be in favor of her in any way.  He does a very good job of covering up his affair by snubbing and ignoring her.  A prime example of this is when he abruptly asks Miss Fulton about a cigar and is rather rude to her.  The audience is also told by Bertha that Harry loves to do things “at high pressure” and then come off cool and collected.  What is more high pressure than having an affair?  And Harry has already proved to us how cool he can be toward Miss Fulton.


The moon is also a very important part of this work.  In D.H. Lawrence’s work, the moon is used to symbolize truth.  Katherine Mansfield was a close friend of Lawrence’s, and I believe that she could have used the meaning of his image here.  Mr. Warren is speaking of his white socks and how “they seem to have got so much whiter since the moon rose.”  He then comments to Bertha that, “There is a moon, you know (149).”  The moon brings out the stark truth, leaving things naked and as they really are, not what they appear to be.  This foreshadows the realization that Bertha will have about her husband and his extramarital activities.  


As Bertha and Miss Fulton stand side-by-side looking out at the garden and the pear tree, Bertha feels that she is connected to Miss Fulton.  Bertha feels that they share something, but she does not know how or what it is.  She is, however, only moments away from finding out.  As another guest enters the room, “…the light was snapped on” and the realization starts to unfold (153).


Bertha’s sexual desire is now almost at its height as the guests ready to leave, and she realizes that she will be left alone with Harry in an empty house, sharing a warm bed.  She cannot wait to be alone with him to express her love and relieve the aching in her body that she feels for him.


Miss Fulton moves toward the door, and Bertha follows, but is cut off by Harry.  He offers to help Miss Fulton with her coat, and Bertha sees this as an apologetic move for his curtness in the cigar episode.  Harry is “repenting his rudeness,” although, for a different reason than what Bertha suspects (155).  Harry had seen that he had hurt Miss Fulton’s feelings, and what he felt in his heart for her made him rush to apologize.  Standing back, Bertha sees Harry put his hands on Miss Fulton and tell her that he adores her, and then they make plans to meet the following day. 


Harry offers to close the house, very coolly and collectedly; showing again how calmly he works in intense situations.  He has just embraced his mistress and made plans with her all in his own home, and without realizing it, in front of his wife.  Bertha, feeling distressed, runs to the window to look at the pear tree, that is still lovely and quite in full flower, to wonder what is going to happen next.  Although this is a quite a shock, Bertha is not destroyed.  If she would have been, the blossoms on the tree would have wilted or looked dead in the moonlight.  However, the blossoms and Bertha are still brilliant.


  Bertha’s resilience helps to reinforce the criticism that “Bliss” gives of society.  It presents a vibrant young woman who is full of optimism and happiness even though she is under the control of a male-dominated, conservative society.  She is the passive housewife who appears perfect to everyone and makes the family look well established.  In reality, she has her own wants and desires that need to be let out, as the reader sees when her bliss consumes her and then reveals itself as sexual desire.  The full blooms of the pear tree are waiting to be plucked off of the branch, as is Bertha ready to be taken by her husband.  Bertha has come alive and is blooming with desire.  She becomes aware of herself and her wants.  However, she also lives during a time when women had not been taught to express their feelings, or even, perhaps, to recognize them, especially their sexuality.  The story dramatizes that Bertha is trapped in a situation where she has no other identity than a wife to a bourgeois man.  As she walks down the street with her bliss boiling inside of her, she is not able to express herself as she wishes because of “idiotic civilization.”  She knows that she will be condemned for showing so much of her inner self.  As she enters her home and throws off her coat because “she could not bear the tight clasp of it another moment,” she believes she is becoming free of the constraints of society.  Now that she is in the privacy of her own home, she feels she is free to feel and act as she pleases—beliefs the events of the story crush.


Katherine Mansfield’s contrast with Bertha makes the author’s insight and empathy more impressive.  Mansfield was a woman who has a lot of sexual desire that she fulfilled.  Bertha is a woman who has no desire, and Mansfield feels sympathy for her.  Bertha is, however, evolving into a feeling, sexual person as she discovers her want to be with her husband physically.  


The pear tree is the dominant symbol of this story.  Although it shows Bertha’s sexuality, it also shows her resilience.  She is able to weather storms and still be beautiful, as is the tree.  At the end of the story, the tree is cast in the light of the moon.  Since it has already been discussed that the moon symbolizes truth, the moon showing on the pear tree that is still healthy, Bertha will be able to move on and survive. The tree shows that life will go on, as will Bertha, even though she has taken this devastating blow.  
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