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Kate Chopin was born Katherine O'Flaherty, in St. Louis, Missouri. Her parents were from Irish and Creole backgrounds. When Chopin was widowed at 32, she began writing to support herself and her six children. She was widely accepted as a writer of local color fiction, and was generally successful until the publication of her scandalous novel The Awakening, in 1899. Perched between the social conservatism of the nineteenth century and dealing with tabooed themes too soon for the growingly open twentieth, the novel's sexually aware and shocking protagonist, Edna Pontillier, pushed Chopin into literary oblivion. Chopin, and her memorable characters and stories, finally emerged from society's morally imposed ostracization during the resurgence of women's rights in the early 1970's.

In 1904, Kate Chopin died of a brain hemorrhage at the age of fifty three. At this time, her writing career was considered scandalous and her writings were banished because of her subject matter. Kate Chopin died never knowing the praise she was to receive. She lived and died before her time. It was not until many years passed that interest in her work was revived and the spirit of her writing fully recognized for its true worth.

Even today, much of the criticism of Chopin's most famous work centers on Edna Pontillier's morals-- is she a fallen woman, a bad mother, a selfish human being? Why does the character still, in an era where sexual openness is not totally condemned, point us toward a discussion of what makes a woman "bad?" What does the novel say about constrictions and constructions of the feminine role, today and during the time it was written? What does the novel say about human consciousness, and conscience?

Chopin's most famous novel's structure and evocative natural imagery deserve more attention. Her short stories, from "A Night in Acadie" to "An Egyptian Cigarette" to "A Vocation and a Voice," are also quite interesting. Chopin was and is an accomplished writer who deserves to be discussed not only from the standpoint of one woman's "awakening" but from the position of all women and indeed, all humans, in society, today and yesterday.

When Kate Chopin's "The Storm" was written and published
The story was composed on July 19, 1898. It was first published in The Complete Works of Kate Chopin in 1969.

"The Storm" characters
Calixta; she appears also in Chopin's "At the 'Cadian Ball"
Bobinôt, husband of Calixta and father of Bibi. Bobinôt too appears in "At the 'Cadian Ball"

Bibi, four-year-old son of Calixta and Bobinôt

Alcée Laballière; he and his brothers Didier and Alphonse appear in several Chopin stories. Like Calixta and Bobinôt, Alcée appears in "At the 'Cadian Ball"
"The Storm" time and place
 

The story is set in the late nineteenth century at Friedheimer's store in Louisiana, and at the nearby house of Calixta and Bobinôt.

Questions and answers about "The Storm"
Q: The story's title says it is "A Sequel to 'The 'Cadian Ball.' " Does "The Storm" stand by itself or does it need to be read with the earlier story?

A: It stands by itself, but some scholars have argued that Chopin obviously intended for "The Storm" to be read with "At the 'Cadian Ball" and that resonance is lost when they are separated (see one of the questions below). The earlier story describes how Calixta came to marry Bobinôt and how Alcée came to marry his wife. Some anthologies print "The Storm" alone. Many print the two stories together.

Q: Isn't the phrasing of "The Storm" sexually explicit for something written in the 1890s?

A: Yes, the phrasing is way beyond what any respectable American magazine, even a comparatively advanced magazine like Vogue (in which Kate Chopin published nineteen stories), would have printed at the time. From everything we can tell, Chopin did not try to send "The Storm" out to editors. The story was not published until 1969, sixty-five years after Chopin's death.

Q: So readers at the time were uptight about explicit sex in short stories?

A: By the standards of most twenty-first-century American or European magazine readers, yes. But unlike today's countless magazines often selling to small, closely-focused segments of the population, American national magazines in the late nineteenth century usually appealed to broader, more heterogeneous audiences. Many, if not most, magazines of the time were viewed by children as well as adults, so editors needed to keep in mind the tastes and preferences of the people who bought their publications and, perhaps, shared them with their families.

Q: What kind of relationship exists between Calixta and Alcée? What can you infer from their past?

A: Much depends on whether you think of the two as characters who exist only in "The Storm" or if you see them as characters who exist also in "At The 'Cadian Ball." Assuming you are looking at both stories: as we explain on the page for the earlier story, Alcée and his wife Clarisse are Creoles, descendants of French settlers in Louisiana. Calixta and her husband Bobinôt are Acadians, descendants of French-American exiles from Acadia, Nova Scotia, Canada who were driven from their homes by the British in 1755. Most of the Creoles in Kate Chopin's stories are comparatively wealthy, usually landowners or merchants. Most of the Acadians (or 'Cajuns) in the stories are much poorer, living off the land, farming or fishing or working for the Creoles.

So on the basis of the two stories together, you could describe Calixta as coming from a different social class than Alcée, and you could say that it's in good part because of that difference in class that Calixta and Alcée are married to other people. And you could add that, unlike anyone else in either story, Calixta comes in part also from a Spanish-speaking cultural background (her mother is Cuban) and so, as Kate Chopin presents her, she has different ways of behaving, more sensual ways of expressing her sexuality--which is partly why she is so attractive for both Alcée and Bobinôt. As everyone in the earlier story understands, she's not like the other Acadian girls.

In brief, Calixta is an Acadian influenced by Cuban culture who had been attracted to Alcée--and he to her--long before either of them was married (they had some passionate moments together one summer in Assumption Parish, moments that apparently scandalized some people). Calixta married Bobinôt, the earlier story suggests, because Alcée was not available as a marriage partner--at least partly because his Creole family, and certainly Clarisse, think of him as coming from a comparatively higher social class.

Q: Would you describe what looks to me like an odd sort of connection between Chopin's short story "A Shameful Affair" and her stories "At The 'Cadian Ball" and "The Storm"? 

A: Perhaps it's not so odd a connection. "A Shameful Affair" is an earlier Chopin story, is set in Missouri rather than in Louisiana, and does not involve Creole or Acadian society. But in some ways it's similar to Chopin's two more famous works in its focus on a man and woman attracted to each other but restrained by the sexual norms of the times.

Mildred and Fred are wealthy, educated people who, because of late nineteenth-century norms, keep their sexual feelings towards others, especially others of their own class, under very tight control. It was, however, common for an upper-class man to have a "fling," as Chopin calls it in "At the 'Cadian Ball," with a woman of a lower social class. An upper-class woman would not likely have a fling with a lower-class man.

But Chopin in this story reverses those male/female roles. Until Mildred gets the letter from her friend (after she and Fred kiss) she does not realize that Fred is from her own class. But he's a handsome, sexually powerful guy, and it's nice--and, she thinks, safe--for her to flirt a little with him. 

Fred understands who Mildred is (it's not clear if he realizes that she does not know who he is), but he's on the farm precisely to get away from the norms of his class. He likes being a working-class guy at times, and he avoids contact with Mildred. But when she seeks him out him at the river, he passionately kisses her. Then, remembering himself, he flees, like Alcée Laballière flees from Calixta in Assumption. 

The articles by Joyce Dyer and Martin Simpson (in the list at the bottom of this page) may be helpful for you.

Q: What have critics said about "The Storm"?

A: Until 1969, when the Norwegian scholar Per Seyersted first published the story, critics had not heard of its existence (Daniel Rankin did not discuss it in his 1932 Chopin biography). Seyersted praises the story for its "daring," its "happy" and "healthy" treatment of sex. In the story, he says, sex "is a force as strong, inevitable, and natural as the Louisiana storm which ignites it." The work has, he adds, the "unreserved directness and supreme authenticity of truth." Later critics follow Seyersted's lead, and, although some focus on themes like isolation, gender, ethnicity, or autonomy, and a few see the story as immoral and the two lovers as sinners, others consider it one of America's great short stories. Bernard Koloski writes that Calixta and Alcée reach out impulsively "for what they want, what they need, what for them is life itself, their 'birthright'--not selfishly, not unaware of the risks and costs, not with the intention of hurting anybody, but with a lust for life itself, with an ecstatic acceptance of what the moment is offering them, with trust and peace and hope."
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