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Abstract: 

Apart from serving as a picturesque back drop, images convey more than words. Gloria 
Naylor’s novel “The Women of Brewster Place” speaks more through images and symbols. 
Mattie Micheal, the title character in the first story is seduced by Butch Fuller in a sugar cane 
field. The sugar cane image becomes a symbol to represent each stage of Mattie Michael’s 
life. She yields to temptation, becomes an object of sexual exploitation and, finally matures 
into a noble soul with motherly affection. Viewed in the light of Hindu myths, sugarcane 
image lends itself to some meaningful connotations. This paper discusses the interesting 
appropriateness of the sugarcane symbol in the story “Mattie Michael”. 
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Gloria Naylor’s The Women of Brewster Place is a novel which contains seven 
stories. The Women of Brewster Place is not a feminist novel. In an interview to Sharon 
Felton and Michelle C.Lorris, Gloria Naylor states that the novel is rather ‘female centered’ 
because the novel aims ‘to see the world “gynaecologically” to see the world through the 
eyes of a woman’ (139). Being a realistic portrayal without any compromise for the sake of 
readership, the novel is packed with images and symbols that are natural and carefully 
chosen. They are natural since they are drawn from the natural world of which every reader is 
a part, and they are carefully chosen because they have to perform an extra ordinary job of 
explaining, symbolising and embodying the essence of truth that lies behind the life of each 
woman. 

The most significant and interesting symbol one comes across in the first story ‘Mattie 
Michael’ is the sugarcane. An important incident in Mattie Michael’s first stage of life where 
in she yields to temptation is set against the backdrop of sugarcane fields. The image of sugar 
cane appears throughout the first part of the story – until Mattie moves to town. Each stage 
Mattie’s life can be compared to that of sugarcane. The first stage of her life tells us about 
man’s innate temperament of yielding to temptation. It is symbolised through Mattie’s 
craving for freshly cut sugarcane. Mattie is a beautiful young girl at the prime of her youth. 
She can be compared to ripe sugarcane filled with the nectar of youth. Her father is a strict 
disciplinarian who has got good plans to see his daughter get settled with a gentleman of 
good character. However, fate has its own plans. Mattie very well knows that her father won’t 
approve of her relationship with Butch Fuller, a womaniser. Butch Fuller cheats her 
cunningly, and she succumbs to his evil designs. 

 Butch Fuller takes Mattie to the sugarcane fields in the absence of her parents. Mattie 
follows him without paying heed to the inner voice which warns her. She follows him 
because she loves cane molasses. Starting right here, Gloria Naylor uses sugarcane as a 
symbol of sensual or sexual pleasure. Butch Fuller first tells her that he has a plan ‘...to stop 
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by the Morgan’s sugarcane field....and there’s some nice fat canes left around.’ (10). His 
plans are clear. He is trying to seduce Mattie Michael and he also suggests that instead of 
taking the straight road they can take the back road to cane fields. While Mattie can legally 
get married to a gentleman and take the approved road to conjugal pleasures, she chooses the 
back road. Butch Fuller’s philosophy of life is not to ‘...stay long enough to let the good times 
turn sour’ (16).He teaches her how to eat sugarcane. He says, “You see,”... “eating cane is 
like living life. You gotta know when to stop chewing-when to stop trying to wrench every 
last bit of sweetness out of a wedge - or you find yourself with a jawful of coarse straw that 
irritates your gums and the roof of your mouth” (18). He also has a trick: 

The trick is ... to spit out while the wedges are still firm and that last bit of 
juice – the one that promises to be the sweetest of the whole mouthful- just 
escapes the tongue. It’s hard, but you gotta spit it out right then, or you gonna 
find yourself chewing on nothin’ but straw in that last round. Ya know what I 
mean, Mattie? (18) 

The point is not whether Mattie understands it or not, but she yields. 

Viewed in the light of Hindu mythology, the backdrop of sugarcane fields and the 
sugarcane image signify various philosophical thoughts of Hinduism. Sugarcane has long 
been associated with sexual and sensual pleasures and it is famous for its all pervasive 
sweetness. Kama, God of desire in Hindu mythology holds a sugarcane bow so that he can 
wield desire producing arrows. The idea is nobody could escape the temptation created by 
sweetness or sensual pleasures. People attacked by those desire producing arrows cannot 
resist temptation.  His prime aim is to tempt people with flowery arrows .Sugarcane is used as 
a symbol of pleasure even from the age of Vedas. Phil Hine, in his article ‘The Sugarcane 
Bow” describes clearly how sugarcane is associated with desire or Kama. In the later part of 
the same article he writes in detail how the same sugarcane comes to symbolise 
enlightenment. It is quite interesting when one comes to know how the same symbol 
represents two completely opposite philosophies of life. Phil Hines first refers to the 
sugarcane in the hands of Kama, the Hindu cupid. Kamadeva is the Hindu cupid, a deity of 
love .He is represented in Hindu Vedas as a young handsome man with wings who wields a 
bow and arrow. His has a bow made of sugarcane and his arrows are decorated with   flowers. 
A sweet-smelling wind blows whenever he appears. Phil Hines writes: 

The image of the bow, and the five, flower-arrows is equally ancient, with its 
primary association as the weapon of the god Kamadeva. 
Kama, as an experience, and a deva, is usually translated as “desire” or 
“pleasure” – and in particular, sexual desire (although as we will see, his remit 
it in actuality much wider). One of the origin-stories of Kama is recounted in 
the Kalika Purana, a text that has been dated to 10-11th C.E. 

 
Kama comes to exist when Brahma first experiences lust in his mind. He is produced 

from the mind of Brahma and his appearance is very attractive. In her book God of Desire, 
Catherine Benton has included the English translation of Kalika Purana. The translation runs 
thus: 

The man said to Brahma: What will I do? What work [Karma] will I be  
appointed to? (53a) 
Brahma replied: With your charming beauty, and bow and flower arrows, 
you will do (the work of) creation, eternally bewildering men and 
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women (57) 
No devas, no gandharvas, no kinnaras, no great serpents, no asuras, no  
daitvas, no vanavidyas, no raksasas (58) 
No yaksas, no pisacas, no bhutas, no vinayakas, no guhyasas, no vasiddhas, 
no mortals. no birds, (59) 
no cattle, no deer, worms, insects, or any water-born, none of all these will 
be exempt from the mark of your arrow (60). (108) 
 

 Thus there is an established link between sugarcane and desire. Kama is desire 
personified and this desire never gets satisfied. Unlike other hungers, Kama grows when 
fed. Desire, like a fire increases in force when it is fed. Nothing can satisfy a mind which has 
submitted itself to desire. Such a desire is created by Kama’s sugarcane bow. Sugarcane is 
full of sweetness.  The sweetness of sugarcane is so alluring that no human being could 
resist. Mattie Michael’s story is one of the innumerable stories of women whose lives are torn 
because of yielding to Kama (desire).  Thus, sugarcane fields and sugarcane which form the 
backdrop of the first part of the story apart from serving as a picturesque backdrop, has a 
strong symbolic undertone. 

 The appropriateness of sugarcane as a symbol doesn’t end here. An interesting point 
to be noted here is that though there is no direct reference to sugarcane in the second part of 
the story, a trained reader’s mind carries with ease the sugarcane symbol to its second part 
too. Butch Fuller after having sexual relationship with Mattie Michael spits the wedge out. 
He leaves Mattie Michael to fate. He acts according to his strange philosophy. Thereafter, the 
symbol of sugarcane becomes a symbol of sexual exploitation. What has so far been used as a 
symbol of sexual pleasure now symbolises sexual exploitation. Zora Neale Hurston in her 
novel Sweat uses the same comparison when she writes: There's plenty men dat takes a wife 
lak dey do a joint uh sugar-cane. It's round, juicy an' sweet when dey gits it. But dey squeeze 
an' grind, squeeze an' grind an' wring tell dey wring every drop uh pleasure dat's in'em out. 
When dey's satisfied dat dey is wrung dry, dey treats ’em jes’ lak dey do a cane - chew. Dey 
thows’em away" (357). 

 Hurston's story Sweatspeaks about a cruel and self-centred husband, Sykes. Deliah, 
Sykes wife suffers under him for many years. Sykes ill-treats his wife, but Deliah suffers in 
silence. Many men   treat women just as Sykes treats Deliah. Thus, sugarcane first serves as a 
symbol of sexual pleasure and then as a symbol of sexual exploitation.  

It has a third role too. It would not definitely be too farfetched if the symbol is carried further 
to denote or symbolise yet another important stage in the life of Mattie Michael- the 
transformation. Sai Baba’s Discourse at the Institute Auditorium at Brindavan runs thus:“The 
rewards of life can be got only through strenuous effort, just as sugar can be got from 
sugarcane only after crushing it and processing the juice” (4).Rewards are not always 
physical especially for people who have greater sensitivity towards life and its lessons. Life 
awards them with a greater reward-the spiritual bliss. This is what really happens in Mattie 
Michael’s life. Life crushes Mattie Michael and in that process, she emerges out as a 
motherly figure. She experiences the greatest bliss that comes to people who can sacrifice ego 
and ill will at the altar of love. Her mind is no longer controlled by ‘Kama’and, it is filled 
with love for the weak and needy. She overcomes temptation and desires. She becomes a 
noble soul and practises all the virtues that scriptures profess. Mattie understands and 
embraces people around her with love. The following scene from ‘Louselia Louise Turner’ 
stands as a testimony: 
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Mattie stood in the doorway, and an involuntary shudder went through her when she 

saw Ciel‘s eyes. Dear God, she thought, she‘s dying, and right in front of our faces. 
 
“Merciful father,no!” she bellowed. There was no prayer, no bended knee or 

sackcloth supplication in those words, but a blasphemous fireball that shot forth and went 
smashing against the gates of heaven, raging and kicking, demanding to be heard. 

. 
“No! No! No! “Like a Brahman cow, desperate to protect her young, she surged into 

the room, pushing the neighbour woman and the others out of her way. She approached the 
bed with her lips clamped shut in such force that the muscles in her aw and the back of her 
neck began to ache. 

 
She sat on the edge of the bed and enfolded the tissue -thin body in her huge ebony 

arms. And she rocked. Ciel’s body was so hot it burned Mattie when she first touched her, but 
she held on and rocked Back and forth, back and forth – she had Ciel so tightly she could feel 
her young breasts flatten against the buttons of her dress. The black mammoth gripped so 
firmly that the slightest increase of pressure would have cracked the girl’s spine. But she 
rocked. 
 

And somewhere from the bowels of her being came a moan from Ciel, so high at first 
it couldn’t be heard by anyone there, but the yard dogs began an unholy howling. And Mattie 
rocked. And then, agonizingly slow, it broke its way through the parched lips in a spaghetti -
thin column of air that could be faintly heard in the frozen room. 

 
Ciel moaned. Mattie rocked. Propelled by the sound, Mattie rocked her out of that 

bed, out of that room, into a blue vastness just underneath the sun and above time. She rocked 
her over Aegean seas so clean they shone like crystals, so clear the fresh blood of sacrificed 
babies torn from their mother’s arms and given to Neptune could be seen like pink froth on 
the water. She rocked her on and on, past Dachau, where soul-gutted Jewish mothers swept 
their children‘s entrails off laboratory floors. They flew past the spilled brains of Senegalese 
infants whose mothers had dashed them on the wooden sides of slave ships. And she rocked 
on. 

She rocked her in to her childhood and let her see murdered dreams. And she rocked 
her back, back into the womb, to the nadir of her hurt, and they found it--a slight silver 
splinter, embedded just below the surface of the skin. And Mattie rocked and pulled—and the 
splinter gave way, but its roots were deep, gigantic, ragged, and the tore up flesh with bits of 
fat and muscle tissue clinging to them. They left a huge hole, which was already starting to 
pus over, but Mattie was satisfied. It would heal. (102-104) 

 
Gloria Naylor in an interview to Michelle C. Lorris states that “In my life that means 

that there is a belief in something beyond the machinations of flesh and blood and that there 
is a belief in the intangible, be it love, or be it the creative process or be it hope” (143).Mattie 
after being crushed by life becomes spiritual.Disappointments queue up in her life to bring 
out the best in her – a selfless love towards people around her. At this stage of Mattie’s life, 
the sugarcane symbol signifies and represents a completely different idea. Phil Hine writes, 
“The image of the bow, and the flowery-arrow which pierces the heart, the primacy of desire, 
and with the sweetness of the sugarcane, can be seen as linked to the emergence of 
Kamadeva in the Vedic period. Yet the sugarcane bow, in later texts, is carried by Ganesa 
and by Lalita”. He also refers to another explanation and he further adds, “Whereas in the 
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hands of the god Kama, the arrows cause delusion, attachment, and momentary desire for the 
sensual, the bow in the hands of Lalita pierces the devotee with the arrow-desire for her 
vidya, the ‘knowledge’ of liberation”. 

 
This selfless love is the result of the enlightenment.  Having been crushed by life, 

Mattie’s mind is no more controlled by kama. It becomes the abode of Lalita- the tantric 
goddess of desire, ‘who channelizes mundane desires to spiritual aspiration’ (280) as Sally 
Kempton puts it. The result is the realisation of the inherent oneness of the God and man... If 
mind is preoccupied with sensual pleasures one could enjoy only momentary pleasures. But 
when the  mind  and heart and all the other five senses work in unison and embrace the 
bereaved hearts and give them comfort and love , one  finds great pleasure and one  could 
feel one with the divine. When Mind is allowed to be ruled by ‘Kama’, one could not feel the 
sweet divinity within. But when it is ruled by Lalita attainment of eternal happiness is 
possible. This happiness is eternal because it doesn’t arise out of any worldly enjoyment. This 
happiness is purely the result of endless love towards one’s fellow beings. This is the love 
that all scriptures profess. Mattie understands and realises the spiritual unity that exists 
between all human beings. From the enlightened mind filled with sweetness (the sugarcane 
bow), the arrows, the five senses are shot but this time with different purpose. The mind 
experiences nectar like essence of sugarcane –the spiritual bliss. 
 

Thus what appears as a symbol of sensual pleasure becomes a symbol of sexual 
exploitation later and finally it beautifully gets transformed as a symbol of spiritual 
enlightenment. Sugarcane is thus a beautiful, meaningful symbol which lends itself to various 
connotations that are apparently opposite. 
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