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

 
Margaret Atwood’s acclaimed novel Cat’s Eye demonstrates the way in which a troubled childhood 
may deeply affect the later life of an individual. Elaine Risley, the protagonist, is severely bullied and 
victimised as a child. She is criticised by her “best friends” and is always told that she must 
“improve”. This childhood trauma heavily impacts upon the manner in which Elaine converses and 
acts in her quotidian life, as is depicted by Atwood through her interpersonal relationships. 
Additionally, Atwood illustrates that it is not until Elaine consciously confronts her past through her 
paintings and through her odyssey to Toronto that she is able to face the future. However, it is 
equally imperative for Elaine to reassess her current circumstances in order to gain a fuller 
understanding of herself.  
 
Unresolved traumatic experiences may deeply affect a child and become irreversibly ingrained 
within the psyche. Elaine Risley is a 50 year old woman whose traumatic childhood victimisation 
continues to haunt her. She is bullied and discriminated against due both to the itinerant structure of 
her family’s past lifestyle and her social inadequacies. She has neither self -confidence nor esteem 
as a result of her “friends”, Cordelia, Grace and Carol, demeaning her and declaring that she needs 
to “improve” for “her own good”. Elaine feels that she is “always on the verge of some unforseen, 
calamitous blunder”, and her incompetence in what her friends define as learning “ladylike” 
behaviour causes her to become easy prey to Cordelia’s sadistic games and punishments. 
Furthermore, Elaine’s fear of being alone and her desperation for “friends who will be friends. Girl 
friends” causes her to submissively seek their approval and do everything she can to please them. 
This ultimately leads Elaine to the nervous reaction of peeling the skin off her hands and feet, an act 
of self-harm, as she “feel[s] sadness [and] a sense of betrayal”. She is also repeatedly punished for 
her “ineptitude”, the most severe punishment occurring when Elaine almost freezes to death trapped 
in a ravine, having been abandoned by her friends after a dare.  
 
Moreover, distressing childhood or past experiences may mar an individual’s ability to embrace the 
present. Atwood illustrates how Elaine’s childhood discrimination and severe victimisation affects 
her attitude and outlook on the present. This is depicted through Elaine’s interpersonal relationships. 
When faced with an issue in a relationship, she refuses to confront it, choosing instead to evade it, 
as she does to her bullies as a child. She feels that “this act of walking away… is like being able to 
make people appear and vanish, at will”. In her difficult marriage with Jon, she experiences a 
frightening loss of control when she discovers she is pregnant with her first child. As a result of this 
overwhelming situation, she “close[s] [her]self off… [and doesn’t] look back”. Moreover, Elaine’s self 
confidence as an artist in her adult life is heavily affected by the childhood criticism received from 
her “best friends”. Elaine lacks self-assurance from her husband Jon, and he dismisses some of her 
early work as mere “illustration”. Despite public critical acclaim, Elaine is beset with self-doubt and 
nervous about displaying her artwork to the public, for fear of judgement, as she sees herself as on 
“dubious ground”. 
  
In order to express her emotions through a visual medium, Elaine comes to art as a means of 
subconscious therapy; this begins at high school as she commences to express her feelings 
through the medium of painting. Her bullying is depicted symbolically through a painting of Mrs 
Smeath’s eyes, another of Cordelia and herself as twin figures, and her parents who are shown as 
background figures, detached from and unaware of her suffering. As an adult, Elaine seeks art as a 
profession, and is recognised for her works. Consequently, her “retrospective” enables her to 
confront and reassess experiences of her past. She learns that what she thought were the “self-
righteous eyes” of Mrs Smeath, are actually “defeated eyes, uncertain and melancholy”, and that, in 
fact, Mrs Smeath was a “displaced person, as [Elaine] was.” She further recognises Cordelia’s inner 
torment as a child who felt “wrongness, awkwardness, weakness” and projected her sense of 
inadequacy onto Elaine, a willing victim. This hindsight that Elaine gains allows her to understand 
that “an eye for an eye only leads to more blindness”, and subsequently, enables her to move on  



from the past. However, art is not a complete source of healing, as her husband’s lack of praise 
recalls those feelings of fear and diffidence that she experienced as a child. Ultimately, her odyssey 
to the scenes of her childhood trauma enable Elaine to fully exorcise her demons. 
 
However, whilst coming to terms with childhood abuse and subsequent adult self-criticism which 
needs to be confronted before Elaine can move on with her life, she also needs to re-evaluate her 
present circumstances for a full understanding of herself. Elaine, now in a committed relationship 
with her husband Ben and two children, must address her views of stability and relationships. The 
perspective she has developed about her place in the world will enable her to review her current 
and future relationships. Her cathartic exhibition of art works has seen her consider in some cases, 
a re-evaluation of those traumatic times. Cordelia’s taunting spirit is revisited in Elaine’s 
retrospective and then dismissed as a past life experience and no longer of significant impact. 
 
The denouement sees Elaine free of her childhood trauma. Although the victimisation she 
experienced as a child was detrimental to her emotional psyche, her twin odysseys - confrontation 
and deconstruction through her art, her return to Toronto - her re-evaluation of her present allows 
our protagonist to move forward. The desire to avenge her childhood tormentors is now void. Thus, 
by a combination of past and present reassessments, Elaine is able to move forward and embrace 
the future. 


