ENGLISH: CAT'S EYE

Elaine must confront her past before she can embrace the present and the future.

Elaine Risley, central protagonist of Margaret Atwood's Cats Eye, is unable to be fully exonerated
from her past until she revisits Toronto and is able to deconstruct the memories that she now can so
vividly recall. Elaine's reinsertion into the past is what allows her to mould her future, this is largely
done via the revisitation of her controversial relationship with Cordelia. Elaine explicitly
acknowledges her tumultuous past with Cordelia, and in hindsight is able to fathom the destructive
nature of this relationship, leading to her ultimate salvation when the two are finally reunited. The
absolution of all guilt, and detachment from the moral principles that she had grasped onto for so
long, allow Elaine to finally conceive of a notion of self-identity. It is only when she can do this, that
she is able to triumph over adversity and overcome the longstanding turmoil that she has suffered
from, thus far in life. Ultimately, it is not until Elaine is able to reconcile with her past that she is then
able to embrace the future, sporting a greater understanding of who she is and what she stands for.

The memories triggered by Elaine's return to Toronto allow her to confront the past in which she had
previously so adamantly denied herself the freedom of reconstructing. For the most part, Elaine's
turbulent relationship with childhood bully Cordelia is pinpointed as the source of her pain and
suffering. The tempestuous nature of Elaine's resurfacing memories, trigger a complex emotional
response that pushes Elaine on a journey of self-discovery. It is on this journey that she
deconstructs, or rather reconstructs, her past, and can finally absolve herself from all guilt. Elaine's
unequivocal exploration of the nature of her relationship with Cordelia, allows her to finally put her
memories of Cordelia to rest. She later acknowledges, when attempting to reflect upon their
relationship, that she sees "only a black square, filled with nothing." This is demonstrative of
Elaine's eventual emancipation of guilt and detachment from everything that kept her emotionally
attached and connected to Cordelia. Elaine's reinsertion into her tortuous past with Cordelia is what
ultimately allows her to connect with herself on a new level, and consequently can then free herself
from the abundance of pain that she had held onto for so long.

Atwood explores Elaine's unconventional notion of expression via her career as an artist, and how it
comes to be her ultimate saviour. Throughout the novel her artwork can be noted as a recurring
motif, symbolising Elaine's only means of interpretation of her innermost emotions. Her
retrospective exhibition is symbolic of the misery and anguish she suffered for so long. This
exhibition allows for Elaine's ultimate salvation in that it allows her to re-explore the past she so
persistently denies herself the freedom of visiting. In doing this, Elaine is able to redefine her own
notion of self-identity and construct a series of paintings epitomise the passionate nature of her
feelings. It is for this reason that she so feverishly longs for Cordelia to shown up to her exhibition,
and when she doesn't show, finds herself "crying without reason, making a spectacle of [herself]."
Elaine's burning desire for Cordelia to see what she has become, to see her retrospective exhibition
as a means of showing that after all, Elaine is not the same "worthless" girl she once was. This
longing is deep-rooted and complex, deriving from the inadequacy Elaine still feels as a result of
Cordelia's ability to always be a superior figure in constant control. It is only when Elaine comes to
the realisation at the exhibition that "it was Cordelia who wanted to be loved", that she is finally
liberated from her past and redeems herself as a worthy and "normal” girl, capable of a "normal"
future.

It is through these concepts and notions that Elaine Risley is emancipated from all guilt and able to
embrace her future. The exoneration of the burden that she has so heavily been weighed down by
all her life — that of Cordelia — is what leads to her eventual acceptance of self. It is through this
absolution of guilt that Elaine is able to construct a concrete notion of self-identity, and hold onto her
place in the world - that of a successful artist.
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