
 
Art is enhanced by trauma. Is this true of Cat’s Eye? 
 

 
Art depends entirely on individual interpretation and it is often the case that such interpretations do 
not align with the artist’s true intentions or inspirations, thus making it a subjective matter to discuss 
what truly enhances an artwork. Though it may be easy to identify an array of traumatic events from 
the past of Margaret Atwood’s Cat’s Eye protagonist, Elaine Risley, it is not just the painful 
memories of her past that breathes life into Elaine’s art. The distressing affairs of Elaine’s early 
childhood weigh heavily on her into adulthood, and play some part in enhancing or developing her 
artistic expression, with a number of the paintings at her retrospective directly depicting or inspired 
by such events – her brother Stephen’s death, for example. What makes Elaine’s artwork so 
intriguing, however, goes far beyond this cause and effect nature, and lies more so in the way in 
which Elaine is inspired by her understanding and perception of self, and her surroundings as she 
matures. This fascination with her perception of self and ideas of identity is highlighted in her 
infatuation with fashion throughout her life, and how clothes express identity. The idea of time and 
identity play a strong role in Elaine’s philosophical development and this is demonstrated well in her 
art. Perhaps less significantly, but also importantly, Elaine focuses on her relationships with others, 
and an unconscious desire to please them, often focussing on her understanding of relationships in 
her art. 
 
The highly distressing and painful memories of Elaine’s early childhood have a strong presence in 
her artwork, and demonstrate the unresolved nature of many of these events and associated 
relationships. Elaine’s painting One Wing, she says, was created with the function of “assuage[ing] 
[the] pain” associated with the death of her brother Stephen. As one of the most influential 
characters in Elaine’s early development, Stephen’s death, despite coming after years of little or no 
contact brings with it a significant loss for Elaine. Not only does his death leave their relationship 
forever unresolved, but her fascination for time, and the way it is formed like “a serious of liquid 
transparencies” was sparked by her brother Stephen, and inspired much of her later artwork. The 
significance of this relationship greatly enhances the traumatic nature of Stephen’s death, directly 
inspiring the painting – an idea only strengthened by Elaine’s admittance of pain associated with the 
event. However, the subjective nature of art, and gallery curator Charna’s determination to draw 
Elaine’s work into a modern, feminist context sees a vastly different interpretation of the piece, 
evidencing the fact that art is not always about the artist’s interpretation, and perhaps the individual 
interpretation of an artwork enhances it more so than what it was originally inspired by. By not 
providing an interpretation of her painting Unified Field Theory from either herself or Charna, 
Atwood, through Risley, has invited to reader to form their own interpretation of the painting. It quite 
obviously depicts a turning point in Elaine’s childhood as her tormentor Cordelia risks Elaine’s life at 
the ravine for sport. The great amount of distress that this event caused Elaine is demonstrated in 
her refusal to continue her friendship with her girlfriends, including Cordelia, and it is thus that this 
trauma has indeed enhanced the significant of this painting. However, Unified Field Theory alludes 
to the more complex nature of Elaine’s artwork, with the representation of the cat’s eye marble 
representing Elaine’s “life entire” and demonstrating her fascination with perception of self. The 
complex nature of Elaine’s attachment to the Virgin Mary also suggests that perhaps perceptions of 
reality play a more influential role in enhancing her artwork. 
 
As her art moves from naturalistic drawings of tinned peach halves in early adulthood, to highly 
expressive paintings in late adulthood, Elaine’s perceptions of self, reality and others play an 
important role in developing and enhancing her art. Perhaps one of the most influential elements of 
reality that plays an important role in Elaine’s perception of self is that of time. Her understanding of 
time as a “dimension” aids in Elaine’s understanding of life, putting certain events, emotions and 
relationships into context. Elaine’s painting Picoseconds reveals Elaine’s view of reality as 
questionable. She is able to distort perceptions of reality through her varied painting techniques 
used in the painting, however, Elaine gestures the artificiality of the past in this landscape through  



the use of “logos from old gas pumps of the forties”. In doing so, her landscape painting is 
transformed from a naturalistic presentation or interpretation of the land into a comment on the 
transient nature of life, but perhaps the everlasting nature of the land. The way in which she depicts 
her parents “realistic as a snapshot” hints at her fascination with identity – the sharp way in which 
they are painted may demonstrate Elaine’s understanding of them as having a strong identity. This 
obsession with identity is evidenced by Elaine’s obsession with fashion throughout her life. When 
she first moves to Toronto and befriends Grace and Carol, and is confounded by the necessity of 
fashion, but soon realises its potential as a tool for expression. Art school sees the first time Elaine 
is able to use her fashion to mark her conformity and assert her identity as an artist through wearing 
all black with a turtleneck. This understanding of fashion’s relationship with identity enhances 
Elaine’s artwork by building on her understanding of self, often built upon the clothes she wears. In 
her self portrait Cat’s Eye, Elaine’s perceptions of time and identity greatly enhance the piece as 
she is able to depict herself as a whole throughout time, done through the use of reflection. This 
painting expresses Elaine’s understanding of time as a whole and the presence of the three girls in 
the background highlights their permanent influence on Elaine’s adult identity. Elaine’s artwork is 
greatly enhanced by her ability to articulate the complex nature of her perceptions of self, time and 
reality, thus greatly belittling the influence of trauma on her art. However, Elaine’s art is not only for 
her own expressive benefits. 
 
Throughout her life, Elaine has both consciously and unconsciously moulded her identity around 
pleasing others – whether it was through her fashion or her hobbies – and so the tendency for 
Elaine’s work to be created for others deeply enhances its value as a personal piece of expression. 
Elaine states that her painting Three Muses is a reward for those depicted in it (Mrs Finestein, Mr 
Banerji, Miss Stuart), showing that creating art for others in important to her – even if they are 
“elsewhere”. By dedicating this work and One Wing to others, the value of these pieces as a tool for 
understanding and coming to terms with Elaine’s relationship with these figures greatly enhances 
the artwork’s personal significance. Not only this, but the obviously complex nature of the painting 
generates an also greatly enhanced interpretation from Charna, believing that this work sees “Risley 
continue her disconcerting deconstruction of perceived gender and its relationship to perceived 
power”. As Elaine’s expressive potential developed through her years at art school, her relationship 
with art teacher Josef, with the intent of spiting his other lover, and classmate of Elaine’s, Susie, 
depicts the importance Elaine sees in her influence on others. The nature of her relationship with 
Josef pleases Elaine on a simple, physical level, but enhances Elaine’s inspiration to do things for 
other by providing Josef with an alternate option to Susie. This act of perceived kindness, a theme 
that persists throughout Elaine’s artistic career, enhances her understanding of relationships, and 
thus her art. This desire to serve others provides reason for Elaine’s stint as an artist in the 
advertising industry – a career orientated solely around production for the benefit of others. By 
learning the technical skills (through art school and advertising) required for highly detailed and 
accurate artwork, Elaine’s later artwork is greatly enhanced by her ability to satisfy others by 
creating clear visual expressions. The clarity Elaine is able to achieve in her art plays an important 
role in its reception by others and their interpretations – one of the most important elements of her 
expressive career. 
 
Though the significance of trauma in Elaine’s development as an artist is evidenced in some of her 
art, it is her highly complex view of life that most greatly enhances the significance and relevance of 
her work. Elaine’s perceptions of identity, time and reality play in important role as thematic 
influences on her work, whilst her time in art school impacts her aesthetically. This combination of 
influences on her art is then strengthened by Elaine’s desire to create art for others and although 
she rejects the post-modern, feminist interpretations of her art that Charna provides, is in fact others 
interpretations of her work that perhaps play the most significant role in enhancing its value. 


