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Kate Chopin—“Désirée’s Baby”
1892

PLOT:
· Madam Valmondé riding over to see Désirée & baby on a beautiful day

· hadn’t seen her in 4 weeks
· remembers - 

· Désirée = foundling = an abandoned baby of unknown parentage
· toddler

· left “in the shadow of the big stone pillar (at gateway to plantation)

· found by Monsieur Valmondé (out riding)
· awoke in his arms & cried for “Dada” ( love at 1st sight

· explanations:

· wandered there

· “prevailing belief” = left by Texans (canvas-covered wagon seen on the ferry)

· Madam V:  sent by God 

· given to & loved by Madam Valmondé as child she never had

TIME JUMP #1:
· 18 years later

· Désirée = “grew to be beautiful and gentle, affectionate and sincere – the idol of Valmondé”
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discovered by Armand Aubigney  (love at 1st sight, out riding #2)

· “pistol shot”

· knew her since he was 8

· (foreshadowing)

· “pistol shot”

· “the way all Aubignys fell in love”

· “avalanche,” “prairie fire,” “anything that drives headlong over all obstacles”

· (hot, fast, dangerous)

· AA background:

· brought home from Paris by father

· boy of 8

· mother died in Paris

· “Aubigny” = “one of the oldest and proudest [names] in Louisiana”

· Monsieur Valmondé = “practical”

· “wanted things well considered”

· to wait for confirmation on her uncertain parentage 
· BUT 
· AA doesn’t want to wait 
· love-struck

· warned, reminded she was “nameless”

· (foreshadowing)

· wedding gifts from Paris (waited impatiently until they came)

· married, baby (son)

· L’Abri (AA’s plantation)

· gives Madam V. the shudders every time (foreshadowing)

· “a sad looking place,

· which for many years had not known the gentle presence of a mistress”

· (foreshadowing)

· Aubrey’s mother = never in America (lived, married, died, buried in Paris)

· (foreshadowing)

· “The roof came down steep and black like a cowl, reaching out beyond the wide galleries that encircled the yellow stuccoed house. Big, solemn oaks grew close to it, and their thick-leaved, far-reaching branches shadowed it like a pall. Young Aubigny's rule was a strict one, too, and under it his negroes had forgotten how to be gay, as they had been during the old master's easy-going and indulgent lifetime.”
· C/C: (father vs. son)
· strict – easy-going

· loves regardless of color – racist
· “This is not the baby!”….. “Yes, the child has grown, has changed”
· (foreshadowing)

· IRONY:  
· mother meant baby = black
· Désirée thinks it’s b/c the mother hadn’t seen it in 4 weeks & it’s grown (legs, fingernails)
· AA = “proudest father in the parish”
· son
· to bear his name

· CHANGE 
· AA = strict rule
· BUT softened w/baby
· “he hasn't punished one of them--not one of them--since baby is born. Even Negrillon, who pretended to have burnt his leg that he might rest from work--he only laughed, and said Negrillon was a great scamp. Oh, mamma, I'm so happy; it frightens me.

· What Desiree said was true. Marriage, and later the birth of his son had softened Armand Aubigny's imperious and exacting nature greatly.”

·  “she loved him desperately. When he frowned she trembled, but loved him. When he smiled, she asked no greater blessing of God”

· (foreshadowing)

· “Cat in the Rain”

· “Powder”

· fear & love = mixed

TIME JUMP #2:
· (baby = 3 months old)

· MYSTERY:
· “something in the air menacing her peace” 

· (she’s too afraid to ask him – fear & loved mixed)

· 1) “mystery among the blacks”

· 2) visits from distant neighbors for no reasons
· 3) CHANGE (turning point)
· AA = strict rule
· BUT softened w/baby
· BUT hardened, worst than before

· avoids eye contact w/her & baby

· often gone from home

· no “love-light” in his eyes any more

· * cruelty (physically & verbally abusive) to slaves:  “And the very spirit of Satan seemed suddenly to take hold of him in his dealings with the slaves.” mean streak

· (foreshadowing) 

· “Désirée was miserable enough to die.”  
· (foreshadowing)
· her life & death, everything, depend upon him, his moods

· one hot afternoon…
· Désirée notices similarities between quadroon boy & her baby (realization)

· one of La Blanche’s children

· (one of La Blanche & AA’s children???)
· fanning the child (servant, too)
· C/C:  (baby & child)

· look black, physical resemblance

· half-naked, too, like baby

· C/C:  (before & after “change”)

· her bed & baby’s bed = “like a sumptuous throne”
· peacock feather

· treated like royalty
· she = speechless: “Ah!” & his name, but could only point to the door (“out”)

· AA comes in

· looking for papers on the desk (end??)

· AA’s change = inhuman:   “she called to him, in a voice which must have stabbed him, if he was human. But he did not notice.”

· she calls boy “our child”  

· claims Désirée = of mixed race
· “It means," he answered lightly, "that the child is not white; it means that you are not white.”

· Désirée denies it: (courage, takes a stand against her husband)

· “It is a lie; it is not true, I am white! Look at my hair, it is brown; and my eyes are gray, Armand, you know they are gray. And my skin is fair," seizing his wrist. "Look at my hand; whiter than yours, Armand," she laughed hysterically.”

· AA says she’s as white as La Blanche (“high yellow”, mulatto)

· Désirée writes to Madam Valmondé @ parentage 

· “I shall die. I must die. I cannot be so unhappy, and live” (foreshadowing)

· Madam V doesn’t challenge a husband’s authority

· instead she gives motherly love & offer to come home

· BUT

· She does show Désirée unconditional love:

· “My own Desiree: Come home to Valmonde; back to your mother who loves you. Come with your child.”

· Désirée lays her mother’s offer in front of AA BUT he wants nothing to do w/her 

· tells her to go & then the silent treatment

· AA feels cursed by God:

· “He thought Almighty God had dealt cruelly and unjustly with him; and felt, somehow, that he was paying Him back in kind when he stabbed thus into his wife's soul”

· Doesn’t know he’s black.

· NAME:

· “Moreover he no longer loved her, because of the unconscious injury she had brought upon his home and his name.”

· OCTOBER (picking cotton, harvest)

· Désirée takes the baby & walks across the fields & into the bayou (drowns)

· bayou = area of slow-moving water, often overgrown with reeds, leading from a river or lake
· suicide & infanticide

· “Desiree had not changed the thin white garment nor the slippers which she wore. Her hair was uncovered and the sun's rays brought a golden gleam from its brown meshes. She did not take the broad, beaten road which led to the far-off plantation of Valmonde. She walked across a deserted field, where the stubble bruised her tender feet, so delicately shod, and tore her thin gown to shreds.

· She disappeared among the reeds and willows that grew thick along the banks of the deep, sluggish bayou; and she did not come back again.”

TIME JUMP #3:
· “Some weeks later” = bonfire
· END:

· AA burning all memories & possessions of Désirée & baby
· cradle 

· layette (complete outfit of garments, toilet articles, and bedding for a new-born child)

· Désirée’s gowns, laces, embroideries, bonnets, gloves, corbeille (elegant basket)

· Désirée’s love letters 
· part of an old letter from his mother to his father – AA’s heritage = black
· “She was thanking God for the blessing of her husband's love:--

· ‘But above all,’ she wrote, ‘night and day, I thank the good God for having so arranged our lives that our dear Armand will never know that his mother, who adores him, belongs to the race that is cursed with the brand of slavery.’”

· true love

· love = blessing

· ??:
· Did he know all along?

· Did he suspect ( abuse to slaves, attraction to slaves

· Was he shocked, never expected it?

· another Kate Chopin surprise ending
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
CHARACTERS:
· Désirée
· Madam Valmondé

· Monsieur Valmondé
· Armand Aubigney  

· La Blanche (slave servant, whiter, name = white, possible mistress of AA)

· quadroon boys (offensive term for child w/ 1 black & 3 white grandparents)

· L’Abri (the shelter) AA’s plantation

· Valmondé – family’s plantation

STYLE:
· short short story

· regional

· racism

· sexism, patriarchy, female victimization

· marriage sucks for women (familiar themes)

· surprise ending

· foreshadowed

· his appearance, behavior to slaves

· sets up reader

· opening fairy-tale foundling

WHO’S BLACK:
· Désirée –

· unknown parentage (foundling)

· BUT

· she = fair-haired (“long, silky brown”) & fair skinned

· gray eyes

· AA –

· Désirée’s hand is whiter than his (when she’s accused)

· his mysterious childhood (8 yrs., in France)

· physical description of him:  AA’s dark hair & complexion

· sexual attraction to slaves (La Blanche)

· exiled wife & child from his presence (avoidance)

· physically/verbally abuses slaves (displacement)

· AA’s mother’s letter (she was black)
· more textual evidence supporting AA = black

· Does it matter who is black?

· love is love

· AA’s mother & father loved each other (in Paris) despite racial differences

· if AA truly loved her as he said he did before marriage (w/o waiting for her parentage)

· (“Say Yes”)

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
THEMES:
(Chopin’s STYLE)

· Marriage

· Is Chopin saying that marriage = patriarchal institution? slavery? 

· Racism (slavery, fear of being black, “quadroon”)
· Family (family name/pride, history/lineage)
· Love

· unconditional love (regardless of color, “love knows no color”) …. Désirée, Madam V.

· “Prodigal Son”
· fear & love = mixed
· “Cat in the Rain”

· “Powder”

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

CYCLES:
· Chopin creates cycles throughout the story – perpetuation

· Désirée “discovered” by 2 men

· Désirée = abandoned by father, husband

· La Blanche & quadroon boys = products of mixed race, pass on mixed race

· AA will do this to his next wife, too (blame her for his dark child)

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

ACTIVITIES:
· rewrite end, with a paragraph presenting Armand’s reaction to his mother’s letter

· oral report on “miscegenation” (background/history [pamphlet], laws, today,…)

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

HISTORICISM

· 19th-century marriage

· 19-century literature (male-dominated, hard for women like Kate Chopin)

PSYCHOLOGICAL

· Displacement:    (the transfer of emotion from the original focus to another less threatening person or object, or the substitution of one response or piece of behavior for another)

· takes out on others something he sees in himself 

· beats slaves

· “rapes” slave/servant La Blanche

· blames Désirée as the one who’s black

· Denial  (a state of mind marked by a refusal or an inability to recognize and deal with a serious personal problem, refusal to acknowledge something unpleasant @ ourselves, the truth)
· burns mother’s letters

· putting people on pedestals (hero-worship, fawning, idolization)

· hard fall, long way to fall

FEMINISM (anthropology)
Women = Land:

· Desiree “discovered” by 2 men

· men give women names

· men give women identity

· women, like land = passed down

· women, like land = to be ploughed (children, esp. sons)

· to serve the man’s needs, reputation

Women = Slaves:

· Desiree “discovered” by 2 men

· property

· owned by master

· days, lives, attitudes = dependent upon his mood

· abused – physically, verbally, emotionally

· (wives don’t do manual labor, though)

Broken Fairy Tale:
· (from Romance to Gothic Horror)

· abandoned baby taken in

· love at first sight (baby)

· found again at same place

· love at first sight (wife)

· fairy-tale romance & wedding & baby
· then everything changes w/baby
Broken Boundaries: 

· (humans set up these arbitrary boundaries w/which to contain, control our lives)
· (shadow lines, lines of demarcation)

· easily crossed – shows how arbitrary they truly are

· POWER:   between those who have it & those who don’t 

· patriarchal society (husband, master #1)

· man over woman
· man over slave
· gender

· roles 

· husband & wife (husband #1)

· mother & wife (wife #1)

· duty to man always #1

· racial, color line

· black & white

· slave & owner

· AA’s affair w/slave mistress La Blanche & their possible children (quadroon)

· good & evil
· life & death

· suicide & infanticide

· abandoned baby

· mother & wife

· suicide & infanticide

· civilization & bayou

· men & women

· gender, authority

· women = blank page to be written upon & read by men

· determinative power:  defines herself on the basis of how a man positions her

· sex 

· pencil/penis

· voyeurism, pornography
· writing is a male activity (literature = male-dominated field)

· Désirée = of unknown parentage

· found by Monsieur V. 

· given his last name

· Désirée = “desire” 

· = lack of
· fulfils others’ desires, others’ lack

· Madam V’s lack of child

· Monsieur V’s lack of child, please wife

· Aubigny’s love, wife, child

· only words = “Dada” = complete subjugation to the rule of the Man

· Armand Aubigney  finds her, marries her, owns her – gives her his last name

· “discovered” by 2 men
· like a country, land

· total subjugation under men (“father” & husband)

· she’s upset when husband’s upset

· accepts total blame for the baby

· blindly accepts his interpretation

· sacrifices her life & baby’s at her husband’s alter

· AA’s burning of Désirée’s possessions & his own mother’s letters 
fairy tale


cycle





Patriarchy


what will others think


can’t ruin your reputation b/c of a woman’s


his own daughter??





NAME


reputation


family name


Aubigny,  Valmondé











