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Spread Your Wings

Lindsey Weers

Dr. Bauerly

Honors Critical Writing: Fiction

April 13, 2001

Emancipation.  A Life Fable


There was once an animal born into this world, and opening his eyes upon Life, he saw above and about him confining walls, and before him were bars of iron through which came air and light from without; this animal was born in a cage.


Here he grew, and throve in strength and beauty under care of an invisible protecting hand.  Hungering, food was ever at hand.  When he thirsted water was brought, and when he felt the need of rest there was provided a bed of straw upon which to lie: and here he found it good, licking his handsome flanks, to bask in the sun beam that he thought existed but to lighten his home. 


Awaking one day from his slothful rest, lo! The door of his cage stood open: accident had opened it.  In the corner he crouched, wondering and fearingly.  Then slowly did he approach the door, dreading the unaccustomed, and would have closed it, but for such a task his limbs were purposeless.  So out the opening he thrust his head, to see the canopy of the sky grow broader, and the world waxing wider.


Back to his corner but not to rest, for the spell of the Unknown was over him, and again and again he goes to the open door, seeing each time more Light.


Then one time standing in the flood of it; a deep in-drawn breath-a bracing of strong limbs, and with a bound he was gone.


On he rushes, in his mad flight, heedless that he is wounding and tearing his sleek sides-seeing, smelling, touching of all things; even stopping to put his lips to the noxious pool, thinking it may be sweet.


Hungering there is no food but such as he must seek and ofttimes fight for; and his limbs are weighted before he reaches the water that is good his thirsting throat.  


So does he live, seeking, finding, joying and suffering.  The door which accident had opened is open still, but the cage remains forever empty!


“Time for a rest stop break!”


The words were relief to my ears.  We had only been on the road for about three hours, yet I jumped at the chance to stretch my cramped legs.  I’m in a crowded van with nine other people and a week’s supply of belongings.  Our destination is Selma, Alabama, where we will be participating in a service trip to help the rural poor.  I’m still unsure exactly what activity we will volunteer with- it could be anything from building houses to picking up trash, but whatever it may be, I’m sure it will be a tremendous learning experience.


I’ve never been to the South, well, technically I have.  I’ve vacationed to Florida and Texas a couple of times with my family, but to me, the areas I visited aren’t the true South.  In Selma I will have the experience to be a minority.  I will experience first-hand interaction with the rural African-American poor.  I’m a little apprehensive about how they will view me, but our leaders told us that they are very interested in our lives and also love to share their personal lives with us, so I really have nothing to worry about.  Except maybe the people I’m journeying with – but I think I’m safe there too.  I had not met any of them prior to our trip and thus far we’ve all been in and out of consciousness, thanks to our early start, but my first impressions are favorable.  


I am the only first-year student on this trip, but I enjoy doing service for others and I get to see another culture at the same time, so I decided, why not?  Age is not important as long as at some point in life all wings are spread to take a challenge and to attempt new things. 

6 Days later:


Today is our last day in the South!  The week flew by faster than I ever dreamed it would.  We have the day to spend touring Montgomery, the capital.  I decide to split off by myself so that I can visit the sites that I want to see.  


I’m taking in the beauty of the city as I stroll along the streets, when I notice a small building tucked among grand museums and luxurious shops.  The building has a sign that reads, “Kate Chopin’s Museum.”  I’ve read some of Chopin’s works, and thus intrigued, decided to enter the building.  


A man named Per Seyersted greets me in the first small room.
  He gives me an introduction to the museum I have entered.  He claims that this building holds a wealth of information on Kate Chopin, second in primary work only to the Missouri Historical Society in St. Louis, where Chopin’s papers, manuscripts, diaries and notebooks are preserved.  He explains that in this museum there are letters that most researchers do not know exist.  They are letters that are written by the characters of Chopin’s stories.  The origin of the letters is uncertain, but in any case they offer a different perspective to understanding the stories.


He leads me to the display that holds the letter written by Edna Pontellier.
  I have read The Awakening and decide that this is a good place to begin my tour.
July 17, 1910

Dear Kate Chopin,


How is the society supposed to know how to accept The Awakening?  I am the main character in a book that no one will ever read because it is too racy!  It has been published for eleven years now, and all I’ve seen is criticism.  The public views me as a woman who doesn’t know where she stands.  I am not obedient to my husband’s wishes; instead, I do as I please, when I please.  The book has even raised comments against it concerning “the growth of animalism in a woman.” 
  I am “awakened” in the book by feelings experienced with men other than my husband.  I am made to see that marriage constricts me, and decide to venture on my own to discover all that is open to me.  Then in the end, the only way that I find to cope with what I have discovered is to kill myself?  What kind of example is this for future readers?  Please help me to understand what your purpose in writing The Awakening was, so that my death can be justified.

Thank you,

Edna Pontellier
After reading the letter, I am left feeling empathy for Edna.  I would like to know how Chopin would respond to the questions that Edna raised.  I inquire about any recorded response by Chopin, but my guide informs me that Chopin died in 1904.
  I look at the letter again and notice that it was written in 1911.  Why would anyone write a letter to a dead person?  I watch Seyersted depart for the entry room as I ponder this question.  I then turn back to Edna’s letter and I immediately jerk back - there is mysterious writing at the end of it.  I search the empty room for a culprit of this vandalism.  Seeing nothing, I regain my composure and read, “Dear Edna.”

I am nervous as the writing continues, but I eagerly read the flowing handwriting.

April 13, 2001

Dear Edna,


I’m sorry that you don’t appreciate the story in which you are a part.  You were right in saying that the society did not know how to accept The Awakening.  But, as I saw it, women needed more control of their lives, and someone had to start the motion somehow.  So I decided to write a novel that dealt with a woman doing what was unaccustomed for her gender.  Having you commit suicide was the only way that I could show the intensity of the emotions that you experienced when you awoke.  I could not let you return to your previous life because it would have been a life full of misery.  It was my hope that women would begin to think for themselves and to be aware of what was available to them before entering into a lifelong commitment.

You were also correct about the amount of criticism the book received, though it was never banned, as some believe.  It was thought that accepting the book would be the same as condoning what the book said.  Men didn’t want to encourage behavior such as yours.  Yet, as I hope you are now aware, the book was initially dismissed, but it was given a second chance in the 1960’s.  It is now a book that multitudes of people enjoy reading.  As I have seen, today’s society accepts the fact that women can do things on their own; therefore, they can better appreciate what I had written sixty years prior.

I think I may have conjured up your character through personal experiences.  My husband traveled often and while he was in France over summers, I would go the Grand Isle.
  I may have also used friends as ideas for characters.  A friend of mine, Berthe Morisot, had a confidante who happened to be a beautiful woman named Adèle.
  Morisot also had a sister who was a talented artist, but gave up painting when she married.  The sister’s name was Edma Pontillon.  Is this a coincidence?
  I’m not sure.  There are always thoughts in the back of minds that can be expressed in many ways and connections can be made when the issues are researched enough.

I hope this helps you to understand the meaning of this book!

Kate Chopin


Although this magical writing mystifies me, I am also very interested, so I continue on to the next letter.

April 23, 1898

Dear Mrs. Chopin,


I just wanted to thank you for giving me the chance to experience the emotions of being a widow. 
  Even though I only had the feeling for a few moments, those moments made me understand what life could be.  The feelings that came over me when I was told that my husband had been killed in a train accident are indescribable.
 Initially it was the shock of the death of a loved one, which is to be expected, but then a feeling of total freedom came to me.  I imagined everything that I could do and, though I’m ashamed to say, was almost excited for a new life as a widow.  It was a peaceful happiness and contentment. I envisioned the new circumstances and found them favorable.  I think I would have had a better life, a more complete life, without Brently, as harsh as it sounds.  I had a newfound freedom that would allow me to try new things that had been restricted while married.  The heart attack I suffered may have been a blessing to keep me from living my old, depressing life.

Thank you for the moment of soaring unhitched,

Louise Mallard



This compassionate letter is very different than the letter that Edna wrote. I can’t imagine the feelings that Louise described.  Why would anyone be married to someone that controlled her life?  I guess that times then were a lot different, and that because of women like Kate Chopin, women of today know that they can take charge of their lives.

I anxiously await more writing to form on the paper so that I can see Kate’s reaction to this outpouring of feelings.  I glance around the room while waiting and notice a flashing computer screen.  The computer is an additional research source, but it now has a blank white screen that is flashing red.  I approach the computer to see what is happening.  I’m excited to see letters being typed across the screen.

April 13, 2001

Dear Louise,


I am glad that you enjoyed the experience of being a “widow.”  Everyone who has the courage to be brave and do something out of the ordinary can experience that same feeling of freedom.  While you were in that moment of peace, you still had a strong head on your shoulders.  I am sure that you, as well as many other able women, would have handled the situation with ease.


I was widowed early in life, and yet overall, I would call my life successful.
  I lived married and widowed, but I knew how to be independent in both circumstances.  I was even thought to be a wild woman by some, only because I smoked and knew how to have a good time.


I don’t want women not to get married because of fear of restriction, but I want them to be aware of the circumstances.  They need to know how to be independent even while married.  Husbands automatically feel the duty and power to control wives, and though they may think something is in the best interest of the women, they will end up smothering talent and individuality.


Thank you for your letter of support,

Kate Chopin


I see that Kate’s ambitions are far ahead of her time.  She would have had many more supporters if she had lived in a later time period, but this way she was a pioneer for the feminist cause.  I continue to the next letter to see what other insights were given.

June 7, 1899

Chére Madame,


Did I make the right decision in telling Bobinôt that I would marry him?
  I am happy with him, but then there was the situation with Alcée Laballiére.
  I experienced things that I never knew were possible with Alcée; should I be ashamed?  I did not feel guilty for what I did, either, it served only pleasure.  I love my family, and I don’t want any change, but is what I did okay?  It only made everyone involved, namely Alcée and I, very happy.  He too, is married and also has children, but that did not seem to stop the old flames from rekindling.  When we were one, it was as if the rest of the world stopped so that we could enjoy our meeting to the fullest.  Are situations like these normal, and should I tell Bobinôt?



Sincerely,

Calixta
Calixta raises some good questions.  I begin to look around for another response by Chopin.  As I search the room I see a gracefully float to the hardwood floor.  I hurry to it and pick up an old, yellowed piece of paper that is covered in Chopin’s familiar writing in fresh ink.

April 13, 2001

Mon enfant, 


What you have experienced is for your own benefit; do not share your adventure with your husband.  Some things in our lives are only for our own personal knowledge.  Your rendezvous with Alcée is forgivable if you take from it valuable information.  Your eyes have been inflamed with what possibilities exist; now you must use it to add excitement to your marriage.  


Do not question your marriage with Bobinôt.  He is a good man who lets you have your space, which can be hard to find.  But don’t take advantage of his loyalty.  It is okay that you do not feel guilty now, but that should not give you permission for repeat offenses.  Take what you have learned and make it even better with your husband.  Flames can oftentimes be easily rekindled, as you have experienced, so now you know to keep the distance so that situation will not occur again.


Bonne chance!

Kate Chopin


These letters made me want to speak with Kate Chopin personally.  If only there was a way that I could be in touch with her.  Since her presence has obviously been in the room over the last hour, writing letters, using the computer and making notes appear; I think that I will try to communicate with her. 


“Kate Chopin, may I talk with you?”  I awkwardly asked the empty room.  There was no sign of an answer, so I attempted again.  “Mrs. Chopin, are you in this room?  I would like to understand and learn more about your interesting life.”


“I am here,” a gentle voice responded.  A blurry image appeared that took the form of an older woman.


I was astonished, but didn’t want to lose this opportunity, so I quickly began.  “Thank you so much!  I have read many of your works, and these fascinating letters written by your characters, but will you tell me more about your life?” I ask imploringly.


“Yes, I would be happy to share my life, but actually, you already know more about me than you think you do.  You see, my writings came from my life.  I wrote about what I knew.  Though I was born and died in St. Louis, Missouri, I spent many years in the South.”

“I see, but what was your childhood like before moving to the South?”

“While growing up in Missouri, I was surrounded by female role models.  My father died while I was young, leaving me to be raised by my mother, grandmother and great-grandmother.  They told me many stories of their lives.  For instance, my great-grandmother, Victoire Verdon Charleville, told me about her divorce.  You know, she was granted the first legal separation ever granted in St. Louis, and she never remarried.  My grandmother was also widowed young.  They always wanted me to have intellectual curiosity and live life clearly and fearlessly.
  To add to it, I attended the Academy of the Sacred Heart and was educated by nuns.
  Alas, I did not have many males in my life which led me to naturally become an independent woman.”

I could clearly see the relationship between women in her stories and her life.  She was taught to live freely and that is what she had her characters do also.  I continued the conversation, “Okay, so then you moved to the South when you were married, I assume?”

“Yes, after a three-month honeymoon to France, we moved to New Orleans.  We stayed there until Oscar had financial trouble, when we moved to his family’s plantation in Natchitoches Parish.  It was in this area that I had interaction with the Creole community, which I used in many of my later stories.  We spent time in Cloutierville, which is the setting for a few of my stories.  French was the tongue that was spoken there, so I had the chance to use my skills.  By the time my husband passed away, I had six children to care for.  I stayed on the plantation for a short time, but then returned to St. Louis to be near my mother.
  Sadly, she died a year later.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.  You had to deal with many deaths in your life.  Do you think it affected you much?”  I hesitantly ask.

“Though they caused me depression, I think I worked through them in my writings.”  Kate responded simply.

“How was it that you began your writing career?”

“I used my French skills to translate for Guy de Maupassant who became my literary role model.  A friend of mine, Dr. Frederick Kolbenheyer encouraged me to write.  I began writing stories and had them published in local papers.  From there, I sent them to magazines.
  Before I knew it, I had enough stories to make a book of my work.
  After that I worked on The Awakening which I had published in 1899.”

“It sounds to me like you had a successful life,” I remark.

“Yes, it was a nice life.  I only wish that people had been more open to my ideas when I wrote them instead of sixty years later.  Yet, I am glad that my work eventually got the attention it deserved.  I mainly wanted women to live their lives free by making their own decisions and doing something unfamiliar to them.”

“That is such a powerful inspiration for women to live by!  Actually, I’m proud to say, this week I have been testing my wings in a new culture; I am experiencing the South for the first time.  I have to commend you on capturing the dialect around here.  When I read your stories, I can envision the words coming straight from these mouths!”

“It’s a skill that can be easily attained while living in the South,” Kate replies.

“Well, it’s time for me to be heading back so that I don’t miss my ride home.  Thank you for sharing your life story with me, Kate.”

“No thank you; it’s an honor to me that there are still people who are interested my life a century after I lived.”  With that closing comment, the figure slowly disappeared, returning to the unknown place that it had come.

On my way out the door, I comment to Per Seyersted, “You were right, this museum does have the most information on Kate Chopin.”

He slowly nods and smiles knowingly.

The hours in the van spent riding home that day were filled with thinking.  I was glad that I had decided to spend the week in Alabama.  It was indeed a learning opportunity; my eyes are now open to a new lifestyle and will never be closed to it again.  My wings were spread and I soared into the unknown.   
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�A story written by Kate Chopin in 1869 at age 18 that she never had published.  Seyersted compiled it in The Complete Works of Kate Chopin.


� Per Seyersted is a biographer who has spent many years researching and compiling information on Kate Chopin and who helped to instigate the revival of Kate Chopin.


� Edna Pontellier is the main character in The Awakening.  She is unhappy living with her husband so she moves away and is tempted by other men; she decides to end it by committing suicide.


�Written in Percival Pollard’s 1909 essay,  “Women, Womanists and Manners.”  He thought Chopin’s writing had been “almost clean enough to put into the Sunday school library” until The Awakening.


� Chopin died on August 22, 1904, from a brain hemorrhage, two days after collapsing at the World’s Fair.


� Edna also spends time apart from her husband at the Grand Isle.


� Edna has a friend named Adèle Ratignolle in The Awakening, whom she confides with.


� The names Edna Pontellier and Edma Pontillon are very similar, and both gave up her love for painting. 


� Louise is the main character in “The Dream of an Hour,” which was published in 1894, and is now known as “The Story of an Hour.”  She is told that her husband was killed, she is shocked and then she finds peace before returning downstairs to see her “dead” husband enter, which then causes her a deadly heart attack. 


10 Kate Chopin’s father, Thomas O’Flaherty was killed in a train accident, which is supposedly what happened to Brently Mallard.





� Oscar Chopin, Kate’s husband, died from malaria when Kate was 37, leaving her with 6 children to raise alone and debts to repay.


� A French greeting meaning, “Dear Madam.”  Chopin spoke French fluently and often used French phrases in her short stories.  Her great-grandmother, Madame Victoire Verdon Charleville, taught Kate French while she was young.


� Characters from two short stories, “At the ’Cadian Ball” and the sequel, “The Storm.”  Calixta tells Bobinôt that she will marry him even though she has had feelings for Alcée Laballiére.  Five years later, Alcée comes to her home during a storm and they act on the old feelings.


� It is thought that the name Alcée, which Chopin uses numerous times in her stories (including The Awakening), comes from the name Albert Sampite (SAM-pi-tay).  Chopin was accused of breaking up Sampite’s marriage; he may have also helped Chopin pay off debts.


� “My child”


� “Good luck”


� Kate Chopin was born on February 8, 1850, as Katherine O’Flaherty with Irish and French descent.


� “Clearly and fearlessly” is a direct quote from Chopin. 


18 At age five, Chopin was sent to the school as a boarding student, which was required even though she lived very close.  She returned home after her father’s death, and attended off and on years after until her graduation in 1868.





� Chopin was married to Oscar Chopin on June 9, 1870.


� The idea of returning to mothers is seen in The Awakening and “Desiree’s Baby” among other stories.


� Chopin published in newspapers such as the New Orleans Times-Democrat and magazines like Vogue.


� In 1894 Chopin had Bayou Folk published, which contained 23 stories.  A Night in Acadie followed it in 1897, with 21 stories.
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