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WIT AND GRIT:  WOMEN CHARACTERS IN CONTEMPORARY FICTION

Throughout literary history, the depiction of women has varied from writer to writer, but most often these portraits suggest the sensibility of the times as well as the sensibility of the author. Although exceptions exist, today’s female characters appear more prominently and cast from reality rather than dream.  
   
In this series, women of contemporary literature face situations and decisions that would challenge a shipload of whalers. These women display the wit to think their way through obstacles, sometimes with humor, always with the grit to persist. Whether Cora deciding on a dangerous path to seek freedom from slavery, Amabelle facing losses and brutal killings, or Christina shouldering the load of a household and insights into her own shortcomings, we meet women who think, act, and engage life on their own terms in search of their freedom, and their dreams.      

A Piece of the World by Christina Baker Kline      
The protagonist of this historical novel, Christina Olson, is none other than the mysterious young woman of Andrew Wyeth's painting “Christina's World.” In the novel Christina reveals great strength and independence no matter the deprivation, hardship and thwarted dreams of her life as a principal support of her family, even though her lifelong neuromuscular disease, always debilitating, progresses to the point that she has to crawl to pick blueberries or climb the stairs. The novel, written as Christina's memoir, reveals her frailties, her strengths, and her flaws, and the importance of her friendship with Andrew Wyeth, who saw her as kindred spirit, model, and muse.

The Farming of Bones by Edwidge Danticat
The same day 8-year-old Amabelle Désir watches her parents, both herb-healers, drown in the swollen Massacre River that separates Haiti from the Dominican Republic, she is taken into the home of a prominent Dominican couple to become their servant and playmate for their daughter.  The greater part of the novel, a winner of the American Book Award, follows Amabelle as she deals with the dreams and nightmares that result from her early trauma, her love for another Haitian immigrant, Sebastian, and the terror of the 1937 slaughter of Haitian immigrants when Dominicans turn on these laborers. How Amabelle survives her losses, her servitude to her one-time childhood friend, and the senseless terror brought down upon her and her fellow immigrants is a lesson in courage.

The Underground Railroad by Colson Whitehead
It’s hard to imagine a more daunting struggle for life and sanity than what young Cora faces as the novel’s protagonist, and third generation of her family to be enslaved on a Georgia plantation. Nevertheless, Cora possesses the intelligence and tenacity of her grandmother and mother, and flees the unrelenting brutality and cruelty of the plantation to thread her way through swamp, sickness, and harrowing rides and layovers on the underground railroad in search of freedom. This winner of The National Book Award, long researched and deeply felt by a writer whose ancestors were enslaved, shows the human race at its worst and best, and portrays women of true wit and grit. 
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