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‘On my desktop’, writes Amina Cain in a 2017 article, ‘are .jpgs of paintings of 
women reading books [. . .]  something in me relaxes when I look at them. The 
women are all in repose, sitting or lying down. Lost in what they are reading, deep 
in concentration. They look healthy. When we are that relaxed, we are.’ In her debut 
novel Indelicacy, which follows her two short story collections I Go To Some Hollow 
(2009) and Creature (2013), Cain revisits this constellation of art, solitude, and a 
deeply relaxed female gaze. The novel follows the path of a woman who navigates 
societal constraints in order to acquire and sustain for herself a space in which she 
can experience being according to Cain’s ideal.  

 
This narrator, whom we come to know as Vitória, lives in an unnamed and strangely 
timeless city in the United States. While she feels a powerful drive towards visual art 
and literature, which stimulate her own artistic process as a writer, she is forced to 
make a living working as a cleaner in a local art museum, spending her days silently 
facilitating the artistic experiences of others. Alone by night in her spartan 
apartment Vitória reads incessantly, and images of the museum’s paintings - The 
Trojan Women Setting Fire to Their Fleet, The Annunciation, Margaretha van 
Haexbergen - come to her ‘the way waves must appear when you close your eyes 
at night if you’ve been to the beach’. The feelings stirred inside her are such that 
can only be addressed by writing about them, and passages of ekphrasis spill from 
her notebook onto the pages of the novel. Groups of witches; a pregnant, ecstatic 
Virgin Mary; a silent maid whose turned back thwarts the viewer’s gaze. These 
passages are like dreams to be analysed, giving us another perspective on Vitória’s 
state of mind. 

  



Someone working in film once described to me the ‘sidewalk test’. It measures a 
film’s effect on us: do we see the world with different eyes when we step outside 
the cinema? Do we feel differently about ourselves and our lives? Vitória craves art 
that passes the sidewalk test for her, art that takes her beyond mundane 
experience to ‘a new way of being’.  

 
Vitória and her friend Antoinette, also a cleaner at the museum, bitterly resent their 
poverty, and the two women daydream together of a lifestyle involving luxurious 
clothes and parlours. Like the museum’s paintings, Antoinette’s  accounts of her 
desired lifestyle hold a sensuous attraction for Vitória, and she begins to describe 
them in her writing. Hearing another woman articulate her desires makes Vitória 
feel that she too is entitled to entertain needs and wants, including publishing ‘one 
book at the end of my life.’   

 
Vitória is aware that there are fates worse than being a cleaner. She has recurring 
visions of working at a glue factory (amidst a ‘mass of dead horses’). She is also 
traumatised by memories of her childhood, which seems far worse than her 
working life as an adult. Although the particulars are repressed, we learn that 
Vitória’s early life was spent in a house full of clutter, mess, ‘babies and yelling’, with 
no time or space for herself. This trauma informs her priorities as an adult, and 
Vitória’s descriptions of her sparse apartment exude relief: ‘I would clean my rooms 
with tenderness (I still couldn’t believe they were mine alone) and then sit down 
again at my table. There was nothing to block me from it.’  Only in clean, empty 
space can Vitória can conduct what she calls ‘the stalking of my own soul’. The 
whole novel showcases Cain’s preoccupation with space: the juxtaposition of 
images, empty rooms, galleries with painted landscapes that recede into darkness.  

 
Vitória eventually escapes poverty by marrying her husband, a rich young Brazilian 
she meets at the museum. They marry on the cusp of summer, and as money and 
decadence flood into Vitória’s life, so too come descriptions of lush vegetation and 
new possibilities - ballet classes, a writing desk, foreign travel. Cain’s depiction of this 
privileged life is one of the novel’s most subtle elements: wealth makes Vitória 
complicit in the wage-slavery of other women (particularly her maid Solange), but it 
also gives her time and space to grow as a writer. Vitória’s feelings about her new life 
alternate between guilt and relief - in the timeless era in which the novel is set, it is 
unclear whether the state of relaxation she craves can ever be attained without 
damage to others.  

While Vitória’s wealth gives her certain freedoms, it also ties her to her husband, a 
persistently nullifying presence. ‘I had a writing room,’ says Vitória ‘–that’s not what 
my husband called it.’ Vitória’s glazed, tired resistance to men’s patriarchal words 
and gazes is often reminiscent of Jean Rhys’ protagonists. Despite her occasional 
verbal eviscerations of obnoxious men, we fear that Vitória too will be swept along 
into a repressed life not wholly of her own choosing.  

The urge to protect her own space, however, wins out. The novel takes its title from 
poignant moments when Vitória experiences urges of ‘indelicacy’, and makes the 
rebellious decision to give in to them. She claps whenever she feels like it at the 
ballet, eats ‘like a pig’, scrapes her fork along the plate, and delivers scorching put-
downs. This behaviour, we come to realise, is closely allied to her appetite for new 
experiences. Through it, she both relishes life and shows her contempt for the 
people and conventions who would circumscribe her experiences. The novel’s 
denouement features a final, calculated act of indelicacy, the means by which Vitória 



more fully realises her freedom. Indelicacy is sparsely plotted, but the novel’s minute, 
intense chapters sustain its forward drive, a drive that emulates the narrator’s 
determination to ‘not harden, that I keep something open in myself, that I remember 
what it’s like to emerge at fourteen, twenty, and on and on.’  

A now-famous YouTube video shows a man at a festival dancing alone in a vaguely 
crazed way. People gaze on with slight alarm, but he doesn’t care - he’s enjoying 
himself. Soon, the infectuous nature of his dancing draws people in ones and twos 
to dance alongside him. Within five minutes the whole hillside is gyrating to the 
music. Vitória’s approach to life, like that of the dancing man, is liberating and 
infectuous. She just doesn’t care about self-optimizing, or exchanging her time for 
the approval of others. Her way of being feels like an outrageous dare, challenging 
us to strip away insufficient or irrelevant things, and instead relentlessly pursue that 
which makes us feel intensely alive. 

 


