
 
"Cat's Eye shows the consequences of ignoring the past. Discuss." 
 

 
Margaret Atwood's intermingling of past and present in Cat's Eye reflects the importance of memory 
to our sense of identity, and also the powerful way in which past experiences can affect our present 
lives. Central protagonist of the novel Elaine, is unable to shake the sense of inadequacy she has 
carried from childhood into adulthood, a product of the turbulent relationship she had with childhood 
bully Cordelia. It is only when she revisits Toronto for her retrospective gallery that these memories 
resurface, allowing Elaine to finally deconstruct the past that she had previously denied herself the 
freedom of revisiting. It is in doing this that Elaine is finally freed from the stranglehold of her past 
and can reconstruct her own notion of identity to understand her place in the world. It is in displaying 
negligence towards her past that Elaine Risley is consequently unable to embrace the present and 
the future. 
 
Atwood does not unfold events chronologically, allowing the reader to compare and contrast 
Elaine's behaviour and frame of mind in the past and in the present. This shows how the past 
informs her present and shapes her future. Elaine's detachment from the social principles that 
constitute a "normal" girl carry through from her childhood to adulthood, illustrating her inability to 
disengage from the past. Elaine acknowledges in earlier life that she is "not normal, not like the 
other girls", this idea again revisited in her adult life when still feels "alien"; a foreigner shunned from 
the dome of normality. This exemplifies the pivotal notion of time and its effect on Elaine's present 
life. Time is the element crucial to Elaine's healing process. It is evident that she is gradually able to 
reconcile with herself, and with her past, over the span of three decades. She begins to think of time 
as "having a shape... Like a series of liquid transparencies", coming to the realisation that she must 
be able to face the demons of her past in order to be fully exonerated from the guilt and pain she 
has carried for so long. It is through this notion of time that Atwood explores its critical nature to 
Elaine's healing process, and her eventual acceptance of the past.   
 
Atwood seems to want to awaken the reader to the deep and destructive forces unleashed in 
bullying via the exploration of Elaine's turbulent relationship with childhood bully Cordelia. Their 
tumultuous past seems to be the root of Elaine's longstanding feelings of inadequacy and inability to 
fully integrate into society as a standard, conventional girl. It is only when she can confront these 
memories that she can finally be freed from Cordelia, and her feelings of constant incompetence 
extinguished. When reflecting upon their relationship in adult life, Elaine comes to the realisation 
that "it was Cordelia who wanted to be loved", allowing her to understand that it is forgiveness 
Cordelia requires, not punishment. Elaine can no longer dwell on the past, refusing to let Cordelia 
define her. When thinking back on their relationship, she now sees only "a black square, filled with 
nothing", illustrating that Elaine has finally put her memories of Cordelia to rest, and can now 
conquer her future without the burden of her "old friend". Atwood shows that in not accepting her 
past with Cordelia, Elaine's development – both socially and emotionally – is stunted. Her 
confrontation of these memories upon her return to Toronto is what ultimately saves her, and allows 
her to embrace the present.  
 
Elaine's retrospective exhibition is her ultimate saviour, her return to Toronto giving her the 
opportunity to confront her past and redefine herself. Toronto brings forth the memories that Elaine 
has spent her life trying to escape, the retrospective exhibition an outlet for her misery and 
resentment. Elaine's paintings of Mrs.Smeath and her "black heart" and the Virgin Mary rising above 
the bridge, are symbolic of her detachment from such events in her past. Her newfound liberation 
allows her to prosper forth and develop her own self-identity, cementing her place in the world. The 
exhibition also changes Elaine's perspective on her past relationships, especially with Cordelia. She 
acknowledges that "Cordelia is there, but no longer the same", initiating her change in attitude not 
only towards Cordelia, but towards herself. Her return to Toronto for the exhibition is evidently 
responsible for Elaine's eventual emancipation of guilt. It is only during her return to the city that she  



can doubtlessly say "I am free". Through these concepts, Atwood explores the imperative nature of 
Elaine's return to Toronto, allowing her reinsertion into the past and understanding of how it has 
affected her future.  
 
Ultimately, Elaine Risley is unable to solidify her place as a conventional woman in the world, due to 
the brutality and severity of her past. It is only once she returns to Toronto and confronts these 
memories, that she is able to escape the consequences she would have continued to face 
throughout her life if she had not. This leads to her eventual liberation, and allows her to embrace 
her future rather than continuing to dwell on her past. 
 
 
  


