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WRITING ABOUT FICTION:

THE WORLD OF THE STORY

There are only two or three human stories, and they 2o on repeat-
ing themselves as fiercely as if they had never happened before.
—Willa Cather

The narrative :'mpul.m is nlu:mj.,c with us: we couldn’t imagine our-
selves through a day without it
—Robert Coover

A novel that does not uncover a hitherto unknown segment of ex-
istence is immoral. Knowledge is the novel’s only morality.
—Milan Kundera

Fiction is nothing less than the subtlest instrument for self-
examination and self-display that mankind has yet invented.
—John Updike

PLOT AND CHARACTER

Plot has two meanings: (1) what happens, the basics of the narrative, and
2) the writer's arrangement or structuring of the material into a story.
Thus, in the first sense, all tellings of the life of Lincoln have the same
plot, but in the second sense, a writer who begins with the assassination
and then gives the earlier material is setting forth a plot that differs from
one given by a writer who begins at the beginning.
It is usual to say that a plot has an introduction, a complication,
and a resolution; that is, it gets under wav, then some &iffculty or

problem or complexity arises (usually a conflict of opposed wills or
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es), and finally, there is some sort of settling down. A somewhat
aphoric way of putting it is to say that the plot can often be seen as
tying and then the untying of a knot; the end is the dénouement
:nch for “untying”).
A closely related way of looking at the organization of the happenings
wany works of fiction is to sec the plot as a pyramid or triangle. The
man critic Gustav Freytag, in Techniques of :m:. Drema (1863), intro-
ad this conception in examining the five-act structure of _:xva.. but it
be applied to some fiction, too. In this view, we begin either with an
able situation or with an apparently stable situation that is soon dis-
ed; n_r% is. some difficulty or problem or complexity arises (usually a
_m_.mnn ol c_,.::mm& wills or forees). The early happenin gs, with their in-
sing tension, constitute a rising action, which culminates in a
1ax o crisis or turning point. (The word climer comes from a
ek ward meaning “ladder.” O riginally, the climax was the entire rising
m, U._._, the w..,c& has come to mean the high point or end of the rising
E..v What ._c:o;.m.:_m decisive moment is the falling action, which
5 in a stable situation—a situation that the reader takes to be final,
charcters need not die; the reader feels, however, that nothing
e is te he said about them.
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Here s a diagram showing Fr=ytag’s pyramid. Remember that a story
! not have this structure. Eaily fiction tends to have a good deal of
ical ation—wanderings, strange encounters, births. and deaths. But
yme fiction, little seemis to huppen. These apparently plotless stories
dly involve a mental action—a significant perception, a decision, a fail-
»f the will—and the process of this mental action is the plot. u

The s2nse of causality is in part rooted in character. Things happen,
ost good fiction, at least part!y because the people have certain per-
lities or characters (moral, intellectual, apd emotional qualities) and

n their natures, because they respond plausibly to other tﬁ.ﬁmouw:mmuw
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What their names are and what they look like may help you understand
them, but the best guide to characters is what they do. As we get to know
more about their drives and goals—especially the choices they make—
we enjoy sceing the wiiter complete the portraits, finallv presenting us
with a coherent and credible picture of people in action.

In this view, plot and character are inseparable. Plot is a series not
simply of huppenings, but of happenings that come out ol character, that
reveal character, and that influence character. Henry James (1843-1916)
puts it thus: “What is character but the determination of incident? What
is incident but the illustration of character? But, of course, characters
are not defined only by what they do. The narrator often describes them,
and the characters’ words and dress reveal aspects of themn.

You may want to set forth a character sketch, describing some person
in the story or novel. You will prol:ably plan to convey three things:

appearance,

personality, and

character—“character” here meaning not a figure in a literary work

but the figure’s moral or ethical values

In preparing a character sketch, take these points into consideration:

1. What the person says (hut remember that what he or she says
need not be taken at facs: value; the person muv be hypocritical
or self-deceived or biaseil).

2. What the person does—including, if possible, what the person
thinks.

3. What others (including the narrator of the story) say about the
person.

4. What others do (their actions may help indicate what the person
could do but does not do), including what they think about
others.

5. What the person looks like-—face, body, clothes. These details

may help convey the personality of the character, or they may in

some measure help to disguise it.

Writing about a Character

A character sketch, such as “Holden Caulfield: Adolescent Snob or Suf-
fering Saint?,” may be complex ind demanding, especially if the charac-
ter (the figure) is complex. Notice that in the example just referred to,
the writer sees that Holden, the protagonist in J. I). Salinger’s The
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Catcher in the Rye (1951), might be interpreted in two very different
ways, as & snob or as a saint. In fact, the student who virote the e say ar-

gued that Holden hus touches of the adolescent snob but is chiefly a suf-
fering saint.

You want to let your reader know early, probably in your first sen-
tence—and almost certainly by the end of your first paragraph—which
character you are writing about and what yuur overall thesis is. .

The body of your essay will be devoted to supporting your thesis. If
you have asserted that although so-and-so i cruel and domineering he or
she nevertheless is endowed with a conscience, you will go on in your es-
say to support those assertions with references to passages m_mﬁ demon-
strate theri. This support does not mean that you tell the plot of the __i.,o_e
work; an essay on a character is by no means the same as a summary of the
plot. Because you must support your gencralizations, you will hive to
make brief references to specific episodes that reveal his or her wa_.““”o:&-
ity. and almost surely you will quote an occasional word or passage.

An essay on a character may be organized in many possible ways.
Much will depend on your purpose and thesis. You may want to m._.oé
how the character develops—gains knowledge or matures or disinte-
grates. Or you may want to show what the character contributes lo the
story or play as a whole. Or, to give yet anoth er example, vou may s_,E.ﬁ to
show that the charactcr is unbelievable. Still, although no single orginiza-
tion is always right, two methods are commen and effective.

One effective wiy of organizing an essay on a character is to _:” the
organization of your essay follow closely the sequence of the ___m:.:u,.
work; you might dewviite a paragraph to the character as we first percelve
him or her and then in subsequent paragraphs go on to show that this fig-
ure is later seen to be more complex than he or she at first appears. Such
an essay may trace your changing responses.

A second effective way of organizing an essay on a character is (o set
forth, early in the essuy. the character’s chief strengths and weaknesses,
and then t6 go on to study each trait you have listed. The organization
would (in 6rder to maintain the reader’s interest) probably begin cs:r. the
most obvious points and then moye on to the less obvions, subtler jroints.
The body of your essay is devoted to offering evidence that supports your
generalizations about the character.

What about a comcluding paragraph? The concluding paragraph
ought not to begin with the obviousness of “T'hus, we see,” or “In conclu-
sion,” or “l recommernd this story hecause. .. .” m%ms.w__v, if your essay
has moved from the olvious traits to the more subtle and more impartant
traits, and if your essay is fairly short (say. fewer than 500 s.cu..__m.v. a
reader may not need a conclusion, Further, vhy blunt what you hav just
said by adding an unn:cessary and merely repetitive summary? If you do
feel that a conclusion is necessary, you may find it effective to wite a

An essay on a character is necessarily in some degree an interpretation,
and such an essay his a thesis or argument holding it together. 1sually,
however, you will want to do more than set forth your view of a chiracter,
Probably, you will discuss the character’s function or contrast him or her
with other characters or trace the development of the character’s personal-
ity. (One of the most difficult topics, the character of the narrator, will be
discussed later in this chapter, under the hea ling “Point of View.”) Yeu will
still want to keep in mind the five suggestions for getting at a character (as
well as others on page 141), but you will also want to go further, r:lating
your findings to additional matters of the sort we will examine now.

Organizing an Analysis of a Character As you read and reread,
you will highlight and annotate the text and will jot down notes,
recording (in whatever order they come to you) your thoughts about

the character you are studying. Reading with a view toward writing,
you'll want to

1. jot down traits as they come to mind (“kind,” “forgetful,”
“enthusiastic”) and

2. look back at the text, searching for supporting  evidence
(characteristi : actions, rlm.*.mc_:uc_.::m quotations), also looking

for countenwvidence so that you may modify your eurlier
impressions.

Brainstorniing leads 1o an evaluation and a shaping of your ideas. Evalu-
ating and shaping leacl to a tentative outline. A tentative outline lesds to
the search for supporting evidence—the material that will constitute the
body of your essay.

When you set out to write a first draft, review your annotations and
notes, and see if you can summarize your view of the character in ore or
two sentences:

Xis: ..

or

>=__o=mr Xis,...sheisalso. . .

That is, try to formulat:: a thesis sentence or a thesis paragraph—a propo-
sition that you will go en to support.
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summary of the character, somewhat as you did in your opening. For the
conclusion, relate the character’s character to the entire literary work;
give the reader a seuse of the role that the character plays.

A Sample Essay on a Character: “Holden’s Kid Sister”

A student decided to write about Phoebr, Holden Caulfield’s sister in
The Catcher in the Rye. Before writing, he reread the book, highlighting
certain passages about Phoebe, He then reviewed the text an:l jotted
down some key ide.s:

Phoebe Josephine Caulfield
Holden's kid sister
playful, L.EE% fun to be with
likes moviem_
Unvents [jew name (Weatherfie/d))
C dancer)
academically good ("smart"; "guod in all subjects")
Actually, Holden says this, anil as he somewhere says, he's
a terrible liar--but here he's probably telling the truth.
He wouldn’t lie about her (Does this point have to be
praved?)
good listener (that's what H. needs; it seems that almost everyune else
is trying to tell him some phoney stuf!. but P. acoepts him)
good listener but she doesn’t always agre: with him or approve of what
he’s doing.
Example: disapproves of his leaving school
BUT though she’s upset by it, sle sticks with him
Other examples needed?
She's loyal-and she loves him, Does anycie else love him?

This material provided much of the first draft, which was submitted
to peer review. The student then revised the draft, partly in aceerdance
with the suggestions offered and partly in the light of his own further
thinking. Here is the final version,

Holdan's Kid Sister
Phoebe Josephine Caulfiald, Holden s ten-year-old sister in
J. D. Salinger's Tha Catcher in the Rye, i¢ a child with a mind of har
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own. Bhe doesn't care for her middle name, and so on the first
page of one of her many notebooks she gives herself a new one:
"Phoebe Weztherfield Caulfield,” She is, we gathet, playful and
iraginative, but she is also in touch with reality, and able to ge
along well in the world. She has friencl:, and at school she is "gjood
in all subjects "' The quality that most impresses a reader, however,
is not her acar.2mic success but her levalty to Holden, and even
when she criticizes Holden ghe does 0 out of deep love for hirn.

Since Holuien is the narrator of the book, all that we know =f
Phoebe is seen through his eyes, but there is no reason to doult
his comments about her. Fairly early in the book, in Chapter 10, he
gives us a lony description, in the course of which he says that she
is "pretty and :mart," a redhead, "'skimy," and (more importatt, of
course) "affechionate.” Later Holden tells us that she shares his
taste in movies, and that she is a perfect partner when she dances
with hirn. That is, Phoebe is on Holder s wavelength; the two ¢:n
move in harmcny, and not anly when ‘hey dance. She is a gooil lis-
tener, and Hol::en desperately needs someone who can listen 1o
him, since mos: of the people in his weld are big talkers and e
trying to impcis2 their own values on him.

This is nol 1o say, however, that Pheebe approves of all of
Halden's actions. When she learns that Iie has left school, she is upset
with him, but the reader always feels that any criticism she makes oro-
ceeds from her love for Holden, She is &= loyal to him that she wants to
leave school a4 go with him when he tells her he plans to run away
from New Yorl: and hitchhike to the West. Her loyalty, her refusal o
leave him, caus2e him to abandan his desperate plan to {lee.
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Her sincerity and her love for Holden are not enough to re-

store him to menta. health (at the end of the: book we learn that he

“got sick and all" aad is now in some sort of asylum), but the

reader knows that :f any character in the book can provide the hu-

man warmth that Holden requires, that chéracter is his bright,

strong-willed, loving "kid sister."

A Brief Overview of the Essay

The title is informative and at least moderately interesting—
more interesting, for example, than “Phoebe Caulfield.”

The writer dos not cite pages becawse the instructor did not .?.r,
him to do so, but if your instructor asks you to give reference
use the form presc ribed. (On citations. s¢ e pages 310-321.)
The opening p: sragraph announces the topic, gives a brief
description of Phoebe (her age, her imaginativeness), and ends
by focusing on her most important trit, her love for Holden.
The body of the essay ( .ﬂ..zm_..ﬁr, 2 and 3) offers a few
additional mincr details, but chiefly it supports (by means of the
comment on dancing) the earlier gencralization that Phoebe is
uniquely in harnony with Holden. It <loes not summarize the:
plot, but it doe: refer to certain episodles, and it interprets them
in order to show how they reveal Phoebe’s character.

The final paragraph, the fourth, offers additional support (her
plan to run away with Holden), and it voncludes with a glance at
the conclusion of the novel. The essay more or less echoes the
chronology of the book, but these last sentences are not mere
plot telling. Rather, they solidify the writer's view of Phoebe's
character and |ier importance to Holden.

FORESHADOWING

The writer of fiction provides a coherent world in which the details work
together. Foreshadowing, which eliminates surprise or at least greatly
reduces it and thus prepares us for what will occur later, is a powsrful
tool in the hands of the writer of serious ficticn.
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James Joyce’s “Araby” (1914)—it is printed on pages 338-142—is

North Richmonc 5treet, being blind, was a«juict street except at the hour
when the Christizn Brothers' school set thi boys free. An uninhabiied
house of two stories stood at the blind end, <letached from its neighbours
in a square growid. The other houses of the street, conscious of decent
lives within them, gazed at one another with brown imperturbable faces

The former tenant of our house, a priest, had died in the back draw-
ing-room. Air, musty from having been liag enclosed, hung in all the
rooms, and the waste room behind the tchen was littered with old
useless papers. Among these T found a few paper-covered books, the
pages of which were curled and damp: The Abbot, by Walter Scott, The
Devout Communicant and The Memoirs o Vidoeq. 1 liked the last hest
because its leaves were yellow. The wild garden behind the house con-
tained a central upple-tree and a few straggling bushes under one of
which I found the late tenant's rusty bicyele puinp. He had been a very
charitable priest; in his will he had left all bis money to institutions and
the furniture of l1is house to his sister.

This story, like others, has at least three lives:

another example of a story in which the beginning is a preparation for all
that follows. Consider the first two paragraphs:

» when we read the story, sentence by sentence, trying to turn the

sequence of sentences intp a consislent whole;

* when we have finished reading the story and we think back on it

as 1 whole; and

* when we reread a story, knowing already even as we read the first

line how it will turn out at the end.

Let’s assume that you have not read the whole of “Araby.” On the ba-

blind muisty
quiet kitchen was littered
set the boys free leaves were yellow

brown imperturbable faces wildl garden . . . apple-tree

priest charitable priest

sis only of a reading of the first two paragraphs, what might you highlight
or underline? Here are the words that one student marked:

No two readers will come up with exactly the same list (if you live on
North Richmond 5treet, you will probubly underline it and put

an
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¢xclamation mark in the margin; if you attended a parochial school, you’ll
probably underline “Christian Brothers’ school”), but most readers, (le-

, €
spite their varied expericnce, would agree that Joyce is giving us a picture
¢t what he elsewhere celled the “paralysis” of 1-eland. How the story will
turn out is unknown to « first-time reader. Perhaps the paralysis will in-
arease, or perhaps it will be broken. Joyce goss on adding sentence to
sentence, trying to shape the reader’s response, and the reader goes on
reading, making meaning; out of the sentences.

As we read further, we are not surprised to learn that the boy for a
vhile manufactured quasi-religious experiences, religion being dead —
rmmember the dead pricst and his rusty bicycle pump. Shop boys si ng
“ltanies,” his girlfriend s name springs to his lips “in strange Hu_...&\m_;..,_
and his vision of her is a " chalice” that he carrie: “safely through a thre g
ol foes.” He plans to visit a bazaar, and he prumises to bring her a gift;
but after he has with sorie difficulty arrived at the bazaar, he is vast ly dis-
»pointed by the trivial conversation of the attendants. by the counting of
the day’s receipts (mon + changers in the tempile). and by the Qz_._n:”ﬁw
(‘the upper part of the hall was now completely dark”). The last line of
the story runs thus: “Gazing up into the darkness 1 saw myself as a crea-
ture driven and derided by vanity; and my eyes burned with anguish znd
anger.” Everything in the story coheres; the dead-end street, the desd
priest, the rusty pump—all are perfect preludes fo this story about a bey’s
recognition of the nothigness that surrounds him. The “vanity” th.at
drives and derides him i not only the egotism that moved him to think
he: could bring the girl a fitting gift but also the nothingness that is spoken
ol in the biblical “Vanity of vanities, all is vanity

In preparing to write: about “E«cmrﬁ_c:,_.:m.

* Reread the story; now that you know how it ends, you will be ali e
to see how certain early details are relevint to the .c:pr.:m.

* Underline or highlight these details, and perhaps jot down brie!
notes in the margins, such as “images of emptiness” or “later
turns out ironicall..”

* Ata later stage in he process of writing, you will find it useful to
jot down on a shect of paper key phrases ‘rom the text and to
annotate them with such comments as “Ihe first of many
religions images” und “Same image appeurs later.”

Organizing an Essay on Foreshadowlng

What is the best way to orzanize an essay on foreshadowing? Probably yun
will work through the eviclence chronologically, though your initial para-
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graph may discuss the end and indicate that the remainder of the essay will
e concerned with tracing the way in which the author prepares the reader
for this end and simultareously maintains the right amount of suspense.

o If the suspense it too slight, we stop reading, not caring what
comes next.

o Ifit s too great possibly we are reading a story in which the
interest depends entirely on some strange happening rather than
a story with sufliziently universal application to make it worthy of
a second reading.

Your essity may study the ways in which details gain in meaning as
the reader gets farther into the story, Or it may study the author's failure
t keep details relevan! and coherent, the tendency to introduce material
for its momentary value at the expense of the larger design. An essay on
:n uneven story may do both: It may show tha although there are unfor-
tunate irrelevancies, considerable skill is used in arousing and interest-
agly fulfilling the reader’s expectations.

If you feel that the story is fundamentally successful, the organization of
your thoughts may reflect your feelings. After ani initial paragraph stating the
averall position, you may discuss the failures and then go on at greater length
to discuss the strengths, ending strongly on your main point. If yon feel that
the story is essentially o failure, perhaps first cliscuss its _q.,aiﬁ briefly and
then go on to your main ﬁ:::l:.a unsatisfactory nature of the story.

SETTING AND ATMOSPHERE

Foreshadowing normidly makes use of setling. The setting or
snvironment in the first two paragraphs of Joyee’s “Araby” is not mer: ge-
ngraphy, not mere locale: It provides an atmosphere, an dir that the char-
acters breathe, a world in which they move. Narrowly speaking, the seiting
s the physical surroundings—the furniture. the architecture, the 'and-
scape, the climate—a~d these often are highly appropriate to the churac-
ters who are associatec with them, In Emily biront&’s Wuthering Heights
(1847), the passional:: Earnshaw family is associated with Wuth:ring
Heights, the storm-eaposed moorland, whereas the mild Linton family is
associated with Thnisheross Grange in the sheltered valley below.
Hawthorne’s “Young Goodman Brown’(1835) also has two seftings,
Salem in the daytime and a nearby forest at might. A reader of the story
probably comes to believe that Salem is associated with order, decency,
and the good, and the dark forest with chaos and evil.
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Setting includes not only the physical surronndings but a point or
several points in time. The background against wi ich we see the charac-
ters ind the happenings m:y be specified as morning or evening, spring
or fi'l, and this temporal sctting in a good story will probably be r_.:_EH
relevant; it will probably bz part of the story’s meaning, perhaps m_‘oﬂi..
ing an ironic contrast (think of the festive, carniva’ setting in Poe’s “The
Cask of Amontillado,” a story of a murder) or perhaps exerting an influ.
ence on the characters.

Mote: Although your instructor may ask you to write a paragraph
describing the setting, mort: often he or she will want something more
complicated, such as an estiy on the function of the setting. For such an
essa,. you may find it useful to begin with a paragraph or two mmmnar_am
the s=tting or settings, but be sure to go on to analvze the significance of
this material, . .

SYMBOLISM

Writers of fiction do not wi te only about things “hat have happened to
them. They write dbout things they have seen or heard, and also about
thouchts and emotions.

[nevitably, writers use symbols. Symbols are neither puzzles nor color-
ful d:tails but are among the concrete embodiments that give the story its
content. In “Ripe Figs” (pages 12-13), Maman-Nainaine tells Babette that
wher the figs are ripe Babet::: can visit her cousins. Of course Maman may
merely be setting an arbitrar, date, but as we read the story we likely feel—
becavse of the emphasis on “he ripening of the figs. which occurs in the
spring or early summer-—that the ripening of the mm... in some way suggests
the maturing of Babette. If we: do get such ideas, we will in effect be saying
that the story is not simply an anecdote about an old woman whose behavior
is odd. True, the narrator of the story, after telling us of Maman-Nainaine’s
promite, adds, “Not that the ripening of figs had the least thing to do with it,
but that is the way Maman-Nainaine was.” The namitor sees nothing spe-
cial—merely Maman-Nainaine’s eccentriojty—in the connection between
the ripening of the figs and Babette’s visit to her cousins. Readers, however,
may see more than the narritor sces or says. They inay see in Babette a
young girl maturing; they may see in Maman-Nairnaine an older woman
who, 2 most collaborating with nature, helps Babette to mature.

Writers use symbols because they want readers to perceive—at least
faintb-—that certain characters or places or seasons or happenings have
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rich implications, stand for something more than what they are on the
surface. How do writers help us to perceive these things? By emphasiz-
ing them—for instance, by describing them at some length—or by inivo-
ducing them at times wiien they might not seer. strictly necessary, o1 by
calling attention to them: repeatedly.

Consider, for example, Chopin’s treatmen! of the season in which
“The Story of an Hour” | page 24) takes place. The story has to take plice
al some time, but Chopin does not ..a:._ﬁ_w. say, “O)n a spring day,” or an su-
tumn day, and let things 7o at that. Rather, she tells us about the sky, the
trees, the rain, the twitlering sparrows—and a/l of this in an extremely
short story in which we 1might think there is no time for talk about the set-
ting. After all, none of this material is strictly necessary to a story aboul a
vooman who has heard that her husband was killed in an accident, who
grieves, then recovers, and then dies when he suddenly reappears.

Why, then, does Chopin give such emphasis to the season? Probably
because she is using the season symbolically. In this story

* the spring is not just a bit of detail added for realism. Chopin
puts considerabl:: emphasis on it, loading it with suggestions of
renewal, of the new life that Louise achieves for a moment.
But here, a cauticn. To say that the sprirg in this story is
...u_::_c:e is not to say that whenever spring appears in a story it
always stands for renewal—or that whenever winter appears it
always stands for death. Nor does it meun that since spring
recurs, Louise will be reborn. In this story Chopin uses the
season to convey certiin wm.c.zmc ::1__.0.. tions.

Is the railroad also a symbol? Probably nol—although readers may
disagree. The railroad aceident in “The Story of an Hour” may be just a
rilroad accident, essential to the plat but nol to our sense of what the
story is about. Chopin doesn’t seem to be using the railroad to say sone-
thing about modern travel, or about industrialism. The steam-prope!led
railroad train could be used symbolically, to suy something about inclis-
tralism displacing an agrarian econamy, but does Chopin give her train
any such association? 1f she had wished to do so, she would probably
Lave called attention to the enormous power of the train; she would
Fave let us hear the shrick of its whistle and let us see the smoke pouring
cut of the smokestack and the intense fire buriing in the engine, or she
vould have let us sense its indifference as it charged through the coun-
tryside, defacing the landscape and displacing farmworkers. Had she
dome so, it would be a different story. Or she might have made the truin




152  CHAPTER 10 WRITING ABOUT FICTION: THE WORLD OF THE STCty SYMBOLISM 153

"
4 symbol of fate overriding human desires, [ut. again, she does no! en-
dow her train with such suggestions. She gives virtually no emphasis to
the train, so it is reasonable to believe that it has virtually no significince
lor the reader. (Incidentally, Chopin’s father had died in a train scci- “Leuise-cpen-the-doesiLbue
__.m:_‘.m:n,w _.f.c it is a..:zo.”:\mv._m that the mm.:aoﬁ_: in the ..#ca‘. had some ipe- M elixir (near end) medicine??? :
«ial significance for Chopin, but that is a matter for a psychoanul ytic = doctors say diex:. of heart digease I
interpretation.) End with a cuotsion? Or with something about life turning to de: (h? e

Title implies Spring Comes - Mrs. Mallard
thesis, Opening

A Sample Essay on Setting as Symhiol:

"Spring Comes to Mrs. Mallard” paragraph In reading Kate Chopin's: “The Story of an Hour" a
_. | identifies avthor , )
The m.__as,m:m essay is ahout Kate Orcﬁ:_z “The Z:J. of an Hour” Am_,_ ges it and story; topic reac.ar is hardly aware of where the story is set. We
a4 0 o, - iy » E 4 (setting) is )
24-26). If you have not vet read the story, take a moment now to do so. & )t are r:ot told the country o the city, or the period, an ki
Amy Jones, a first-,car student, has kindly provided her last notes, an = i
outline that guided her while she wrote her firs! draft. Not all of the naotes so (i we think about it at all) we probably assume the: I

snded up in the final version, but they were = great help in shaping the
“hsay. .

story is set during Chopin's cwn lifetime, perhaps i

eve:. during the year in whicl she wrote it, in Chopin s

thesis: setting here 1ot place but _mdmlm_ud:_u._::m title?
Chopin and mﬁmbm own ferritory, although theré really is nothing very

Chopin's Spring

Mrs. M's Sprineg

Mrs. M's Symbolic Spring

Spring in “The Story of an Hour"

Spring Comes to Mrs. M

Setting as Symbol

Setting as Symbol: Springin . ..

sperific about Louisiana in th:s story. Nor do we lean:,
at the: very beginning of the slory, whether the action is
takin:y place indoars or outdcors. However, since thz . ,,".,,.

story begins by telling us that Mrs. Mallard's sister,

Josephine, gently breaks the news of the death of Mi |

setting in “Hour" Mall: rd, we probahly assum it is taking place at M

it

Define setting??? place and time
Chopin doesn't give date (or city); but :n a house

e e

Mall:rd's house. This assum>don is confirmed a little:

later, when we hear that Mrs. Mallard, once she has

spring:
“the tops of the trees . . . were all aquiver with the new spring” hearc. the terrible news, “wert away to her room
- 12 h
. parag. B ok alone: ' (26)
Sparrows wes: twittering in the eaves' (parag. 5)
""There were pitches of blue sky showing here and there Transition Bt if Kate Chopin doesr | tell us anything about

(“But”) leads to , ) . . .
next point (that the scziety in which the figures in the story live, she
the season is

emphasized). tells 3 quite a bit about the tie of the year during

through e clouds" (parag. 6)
why clovcis? brightness pushing tarough darkness, like
joyous new life pushing aside gnef?e?
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Quotaiiom
introduced as
suppoting
evidenct (set off
becae it is
longet than four
lines).

_m_j:.u‘.a:: tations
used as
addition:|
evideno
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which the sry takes place. The story is very short—
only about o and a half pages—but Chopin finds
space in wkich to tell us not only that the time is spring,
but also thal ‘rom a window in her room Mrs, Mallard
co.ld see the tops of tree: that were all aquiver
will: the new spring life. The delicious breath of
rait. was in the air. In the sireet below a peddler
was crying his wares. The notes of a distant song
which some one was singig finally reached her
fairlly, and countless sparrows were twittering in
the =aves. (26)
This is the full2st description of the tirme of year in the
story, but there are other shorter refiences, so we
can say thatile springtime is given cimsiderable em-
phasis, consicering how short the stcry is. For in-
stance, the qusted paragraph is folloved by a shorter
paragraph that mentions "patches of :lue sky" (27),
and in fact "klne sky" is mentioned ayain, two para-
graphs later. “here is nothing especiilly remarkable
about the sky heing blue, and so one right wonder
why Chopin bothers to tell us that the &Ky is blue when
she doesn't ev2n tell us where her stcry is set. And
then, in the next paragraph, she tells u: more about the
sky: “There wi:s something coming to her. . . What
was it? She di:l not know. . . . But she fizlt it creeping out
of the sky, reaching toward her througsh the sounds,

the scents, the volor that filled the air” (27)
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Thesiv is further Given |his emphasis on the spring air, we ¢an now
elarified . !
see that Chopin is contrasting two =spects of setting,

the season versus the place, springtime versus the _

closed roera. The spring air is invécling the room in

which Mrs. Mallard has locked herzzlf. At first Mts.

Mallard resists the mysterious invé:ion: “She was be-

ginning to recognize this thing that was approaching to

possess her, and she was striving *«: beat it back"” (27),

i,

but, the rezder comes to understand, "this thing" is the

spirit of "the new spring life" which we learned earlier

B DA

in the storv, set the tops of the trees aquiver. The trees,

FE

the swallowis, and the blue sky are signs of the spring,

PR 0

and the spring symbolizes life. The locked room,

where Mri;, Mallard goes to grieve, is a place of

mourning, of death, but Mrs, Mallard is a living crea-

ture, and though she sincerely grieves she cannot shut

out life.

Thesis is Now it is clear why Chopin di:l not bother to tell
hanv.ered home.

us in what city, or even in what kinc of house, the ac-

tion takes p:lace. It doesn't matter. What does matter is

the feeling of new life that Mrs Mallard feels, and this

can best b« shown by relating it tc springtime, a time

Concluding of new life.
parigraph
. furtlors the Even though she has confined herself to het
: arguinent
¥ ?«m,..;ﬁn about roorn, through the window Mrs, Mallard drinks the
i “eli:ir”) and also,
i 8 in #s final spring air. .n Chopin's words, "She was drinking in the

i senlinces, wraps

1§ up viay, very elixit of life through that open window" (27). An
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elixir, according to The American H:vitage Dictionary,

Fourth Editicn, is “a substance believad to maintain life
indefinitely.” This word is an effective word to de-
seribe the way Mrs, Mallard feels, as lhe sights and
sounds of spring press upon her anc! Jive her a new
sense of life. “ut of course although ¢pring renews life
indefinitely, each year bringing new vegetation, peo-
ple do not live: indefinitely. In fact Mrs Mallard will live
for less than a1 hour. Chopin does not make it clear to
areader whether Mrs. Mallard dies because she
really has “heart trouble, " as we are told in the first
paragraph, or because she has lived =n intense spring
moment as an individual and so she ¢:nnot stand the
thought of a lifetime with her husbanc. But what is per-
fectly clear is that one aspect of the sélling—spring-
time, a season full of new life—is essential to convey to
the reader a sense of Mrs, Mallard's rew (and tragi-

cally brief) fe: lings,

New [age|

Work Cited

Yocumenition Chopin, Kate. ' The Story of an Hour." fin Introduction to

Literature, ads Sylvan Barnet et al 12th ed. New York:
Longman, 2001. 26-28,
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POINT OF VIEW

The Dublin in “Araby” (338-342) is the Dublin that James Joyce
thought existed, but it must be remembered that although an author
writes a story, someone else tells it. We hear the story from a particular
point of view, and this point of view in large 1 easure determines our
response to the story. A wide variety of terms has been established tc
name differing points of view, but the following labels are among the
most common. We may begin with two categories: third-person point:
of view (in which the nairrator is not a participant in the story) and
first -person points of view [in which the “I” wha narrates the story play:
a part in it).

Third-Person Narraiors

The third-person or nonparticipant point of view itself has severi]
subclivisions. At one extreime is the omniscient narrator, who knows:
everything that is going on and can tell us the inner thoughts of all the
characters. The omnisciert narrator may editorialize, pass judgments, re-
ass.ire the reader, and so [orth, in which case he or she may sound like
the author. Here is Thomas Hardy's editorially omniscient narrator in
Tes: of the D’'Urbervilles (1391), telling the reader that Tess was mistaken
in imagining that the courtryside proclaimed her uilt:

But this encompassment of her own characterization, based upon
shreds of convention, peopled by phantoms and voices antipathetic to
her, was a sorry and mis:aken creation of Tess's fancy—a cloud of moral
hobgoblins by which she was terrified without reason.

Still, even this narrator is not quite Hardy; he does not allude to his other
books, his private life, or Lis hope that the book will sell. If he is Hardy.
he it only one aspect of Hzrdy, quite possibly a fictional Hardy, a disem-
bod:ed voice with particular characteristics.

Another type of third-person narrator, seleclive omniscient, take:
up what Henry James ca'ed a “center of consciousness,” revealing the:
thcughts of one of the characters but (for the most part) seeing the rest of
the characters from the oulside only.

Wayne Booth, in a thaughtful study of Jane Austen’s Emma (1816)
explains the effectiveness of selective omniscience in this novel. He
poirts out that Emma is intelligent, witty, beautiful, and rich. But she is
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flawed by prde, m:m..cs_; she discovers and corrects her fault she al-
most destros _Hwio: and her friends. How mity such a character be
_:mn_.ummwseﬂ_;m:_n. so the: we will hope for a “appy conclusion to the
“omedyr The sofution to the problem of maintainin; ' :

3 n € Sym il
;__::ﬁ n:.m_u___:m ?::z.s Booth says, oY ﬁm_.:.( vaﬁ: .

was prinarly to use the heroine herself as a kind of narrator, though in
third person, reporting i1 her own experience. .. By showing most of
the storythough Emmy: s eyes, the author insur: that we shall :..._E._
with Emma rather than stand against her, It is not simply that m:.::..
provides, in the tmimpesichable evidence of her cwn c::m.ﬁ.uw:nm _.cc.h
ﬁ._:: she hus many redeerming qualities that do ner appear on __.“%.::.-
face; suh evidence coul] be given with anthorial commentary :5.: h
perhaps ot with such foree and conviction, Much nore ::vo.%ﬁ: :m?.
sustained inside view leacls the reader to hope for yood fortune _.3. :__..
character vith whom he travels, quite .:.,_a_:,.x_..._,_:e of the c______:o”.
revealed ._ I
_The m?:_ul. of Fiction, 2nd ed. (Chivago, 1983), 245-246

ﬁ..,c::_ goes onto point out in a long and careful analysis that “sympath
for Emima can be heightened by ,S.:.rm__.::: inside views am.v: W ] .w
well as by grnfing them of Ler.” : x iy
._: writingshout point uf view, one tries to sugiizest what the author’s
clhoice of apaticular point ¢f view contributes to rhe story., _w.o::._ sho
bow Jane Austen's third-per::on point of view helpss ke m. &.\_:_5:_.@:@8“
character whooherwise might be less than sympathetic. Notice that Bog th
gites the puben—how to draw an intelligent but proud &oS.:._ 50 :,;
n.—_: reader wil a,_m.__ for a hapy .L_E_.:ml..,m_m& he ﬁnﬂ....#.:»:;m ..E..:em.;. ot o
wneingly, movingfrom “Tt is not simply . .. ™ to “Much more :35?5_ "
(to reverse thearder wonld c:use a drop in interest). He then Ec,” o m. :
acliscussion of the inside treatment of Emma to the o:_ﬁ.;_.L treat : 3 bwc:.*_.
the other chanders, thus suks tantiating and enlargin _:,,.” E.m.:.:o:ﬂ .
The thirdpeson narrator, then, E:S:m__ not in ‘ﬁ_:. ordina m.c:ﬁu
chiracter in the story, is an | nportant 5_..».&.” in the storv, who W_.M_. .,_ .q..,.m
shape to it. Anatler type of third-person narrator is the wc,nm—?m mwﬁnmmw
narrator, (Some critics use the term dramatic point of view
ohjective pointof view.) Th s narrator does not seem to exist, for m:n_:.,“.
the Q_:QJNE omiscient narrator) he or she does not n::_Em,i in his
her own voice md inlike the omniscient and selectve omniscient :xz,“w
tor:) does notentrany minds. It is almost improper | speak of an effaced
narrator as “he"or’he or she,” lor no evident figure is speaking, The %mm.w_,
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hears dialogue and sees only what a camera or a fly on the wall would s=z.
T e following example is ‘rom Hemingway's “The Killers” (1927):

The door of Henry's lunchroom opened and Fwo men came in. They
sat down at the counter,

“What's yours?” Gecrge asked them.

“Tdon’t know,” one of the men said. "What clo you want to eat, AI?”

“I don’t know,” said Al. “T don’t know what I vant to eat.”

But even an effaced narritor has a kind of personality. The story the nar-
rator records may seem “cold” or “scientific” ¢r “reportorial” or “obje:-
tivee,” and such a tone or voice (attitude of the narrator. as it is detected)
miy be an important part of the story, The French critic Rémy de Gouir-
memt’s remark, quoted i Ezra Pound’s Literary Essays (1954), is rele-
viat: “To be impersonal i to be personal in a special kind of way. . . . The
ol ective is one of the forms of the subjective.”

In writing about a third-person narrator, speak of “the narrator” or
“the speaker,” not of “the author.”

First-Person Narrators

T turn to first-person, or participant, points of view: The “I” who nar-
rates the story (recall that at the end of “Araby” the narrator says, T saw
mysell as a creature driven and derided by vanitv”) may be a major chr-
acter in it (as he is in “Araby,” in The Catcher in the Rye, and in Mark
Twain's Huckleberry Finn) or may be a minor character, a mere witne:s
(Ir. Watson narrates tales about Sherlock Holmes, Nick Carraway nar-
rates the story of Gatsby in The Great Gatshy). Of course, the narrator,
even when a relatively minor character, is still a character, and, therefore,
in some degree the story s about him or her. Although The Great Gatsliy
is primarily about Gatsby. it is also about Nick s changing perception of
Gutsby.

First-person narrators may not fully unde rstand their own report.
Tue Huck Finn in Adi2ntures of Huckleberry Finn. In one passag
Hi:ck describes the “astcnishing things” perfarmed at a circus he wit-
nesses, including a drunk who badgers the ringaster until he is permit-
tec to try to ride a horse. The drunk turns out to be an expert performer
and is part of the circus act, but Huck thinks the ringmaster was gen-
uinely deceived by a pertormer who “had got up that joke all out of his
own head” In using Huck as the narrator Mark Twain uses an
innocent eye, u device 11 which a good part of the effect consists in the
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discrepancy between the narrator’s imperfect awareness and the
reider’s superior awareness. Mark Twain makes much more important
us of the device in another passage, when Huck is listening to Jim, an
es:aped slave:

Jim talked out loud all the time while I was talking to myself. He was
saying how the first thirg he would do when he got to a free state he
would go to saving up i oney and never spend a single cent, and when
he got enough he woulll buy his wife, which was cwned on a farm close
to where Miss Watson |ived; and then they would both work to buy the
two children, and if their master wouldn’t sell thein, they'd get an Ab'li-
tionist to go and steal them.

It most [roze me to Liear such talk, He woulin't ever dared to talk
such talk in his life befor=. Just see what a difference it made in him the
minute he judged he was about free. It was accorling to the old saying,
“Give anigger an inch and he'll take an ell.” Thinl 1, this is what comes
of my not thinking. Here was this nigger, which I had as good as _.e_wﬁ_
to run away, coming right out flat-footed and saying he would steal his
children—children that belonged to a man 1 dica't even know; a man
that hadn’t ever done m¢ no harm.

I was sorry to hear Jim say that, it was such a lvwering of him.

We hear unconscious iron, in Huck’s words, especially in his indignaticr
that Jim “would steal his children—children that belonged to a man |
didi’t even know.” In short, Huck is an unreliable narrator. Unreliable
nayrators come in a variet. of types: Narrators may be unreliable because
(fo- example) they are naive children, or are senile. or are morally blind,
oruare caught up in a rage,

On the other hand, we sometimes feel that a first-person narrater
(Conrad’s Marlow in Hear! of Darkness [1902] und several other nove s
is an example) is a very th uly veiled substitute for the author. Neverthe-
lest, the words of a first-person narrator require the same kind of
semtiny that we give to £12 words of the other characters in a story cr
pla;. The reader must deduce the personality from what is said. For ir-
stance, the narrator of “Ar:by” never tells us that he was a good studen,
but we can deduce that he was a bookish boy until he fell in love: “I
wathed my master’s face pass from amiability to sternness; he hoped |
wat not beginning to idle.”

A first-person narrator is not likely to give us the help that an editori-
ally omniscient narrator gives. We must deduce from this passage in
“Apby” that the narrators uncle drinks too much: “At nine o'clock I

e
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heard my uncle’s latchkey in the hall-door. 1 heard him talking to himself
ad heard the hall-stand rocking when it had received the weight of his
overcoat. I could interpret these signs.” In a lirst-person narrative it is
sometimes difficult for -he reader to interpret the signs. In a sense the
athor has given the reader two stories: the stary the narrator tells and
the story of a narrator tel'ing a story.

Note: In writing about point of view in a first-person narrative, such
as Huckleberry Finn, after an introductory remark to the effect that
Huckleberry Finn narrates the story, use the character’s name or a pro-
noun (“Huck fails to see . . . ”) in speaking of the: narrator.

Caution: Essays on narrative point of view have a way of slipping into
essays on what the story is about. Point of view i relevant to the theme of
the story, but if you are writing about point of view, keep this focus in
sight, explaining, for inst:nce, how it shapes the theme.

NOTES AND A SAMPLE ESSAY ON MARRATIVE
FOINT OF VIEW IN JAMES JOYCE'S “ARABY”

Here are some of the notes—a journal entry and a rough outline—and
th final version of an essay on the narrator in Joyce’s “Araby.” The stary
it printed in Appendix A on pages 338-342. Doubtless some of the nees
were based on passages [1at the student had urclerlined or highlighted in
the text.

1st-person point of view, but what sort of person?

Several sorts

Operung % seems objec-we pount of view

Boy is sensitive to beanty: likes a book because pages are yellow
(348); plays in stable where he hears "mus.c from the buckled
harness' (346);

Boy is shy: hardly tallzs to girl: "I had never spoken to her' (347);

Here narrator 1s personal
"Al J4st she spoke to-me® (B47) npt ol jwctive es%

But he plays with cther boys; they don’t spem to regard him as
different. Typical boy? Prob. not. Wy-eyes-wers-olften-full
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oftears (307 W.MM%%IM«._.EE .2 rough tribes From the

But narrator is r.» longer a kid; grownup, looking back on

childhood; sometimes he seems alnost amused by his

childhood ("Her name gprang to n1y lips at moments in
strange prayers and praise which [ myself did not

understanc.," 347, sometimes seex1s a bit hard on his

earlier self; ‘all my foolish blood"; What innumerable

follies laid waste my waking and sleeping

So, a thurd aspect
thoughts," 347); 'Myseulluxurialud! (273) 10 narrator

Ending: very hard on self: "I saw myself as o creature The thurd
. ) . ayect
driven and derided by vanity" (349 Y
: y vanity" (848) or maybe
But opening is very different, unemotional. In fact, come to éven
" a Tourth

think of it, opening isn’t even clearly a first-person narrator.
But there 15 a spoital personality in sem:ome comment that
houses themselves were “conscous of decent lwes within them.”

[Final draft]

The Three Fi-st-Person Narrators of |oyce's “Araby"
James Joyce's “/Araby" is told by a first-person narrator, but
this point of view is not immediately eviden! "o a reader. The story
at first seems to be told by an objective thir:l-person narrator;
North Ri¢imond Street, being blind, was a quiet street
except a: the hour when the Chrisdan Brothers' School
set the boys free. An uninhabited house of two stories
stood at I:e blind end, detached [rom its neighbors in a

square ground. The other houses of the street, con-

EP0et )b e s 8
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scious ¢f decent lives within them, gazed at one another
with brown imperturbable faces.!

These words :2em objective and omniscient, but the very
next paragraph bejins by saying, "The former tenant of our
house. . . ." The word our indicates that the narrative point of view
is first-person. Onrereading the firet paracraph of the story, a
reader probably still feels that the paragra):h is chiefly objective,
but perhaps the reader now gets a little sense of an individualized
speaker in the passage about the houses being “conscious of de-
cent lives within them," and the houses havz "imperturbable
faces." Thal is, the narrator personifies the .xouses, making them
"conscious” and rivher smug. Apparently he is detached, and
somewhat amused, as he thinks back to th2 middle-class neigh-
borhood of his chil:thood.

In many passages, however, the narrilor describes his ro-
mantic childhood without any irony. For mstance, he says that when
he was in love with the gir], his "body was like a harp and hex
words and gestures were like fingers runring upon the wires”
(346). We can say 'hen, that so {ar the nar-ator has two aspects: (1,
an adult, who looks back objectively, or maybe with a little sense of
irony, and {2) an acult who looks back alm st nostalgically at him-
self when he was a child in love

But there is a third aspect to the narra:or, revealed in several

passages. For instance, he says that the gi'l s name was "like a

'Tames Joyce, hb;% An Introduction to Literature, 12th ed., Ed.
Sylvan Bamet etal (New York: Longman, 2301), 345-3489.
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surnmons to all [his] foolish blood™ (346) and “at he engaged in
"innumerable follies" (347). What may seem ¢ be the strongest
passage of this sort is it the very end of the story, and it is the
strongest partly because it is in such an emphatic place: "Gazirg
up into the darkness I zaw myself as a creaturs driven and derided
by vanity” (349), But trus passage is not exactl what it first seems
to be. The narrator is 1ot condemning himself, saying that as a
child he was "driven and derided by vanity.” He is saying, now, as

an adult, that at the time: of the experience he :aw himself as driven

and derided by vanity

The fact that he s:ys "I saw myself"' is almost a way of saying
"I saw myself, falsely as...." That is, the narrator makes it clear
that he is giving the clild's view, and the reacler understands that
the child was unusuallv sensitive. In several ‘assages the narra-
tor has distanced him:elf from the child (as i~ the "foolish blood"
passage), but the reacer does not see the ct.Id as foolish, just as
highly romantic. The vary fact that the narrater calls the child
"foolish” is enough fcr a reader mentally to ¢ome to the child's
defense, and in effect say, 'Oh, no, don't be =2 hard on
<:cam.:. -

The earlier passaces in which the narrator condemns his
childhood experience thus serve to help the reader to take the
child's part. And now, :t the end of the story, vi1en the narrator re-
ports the child's severe judgment on himself, th.e reader leaps to
the child's defense. Ifi"e narrator had not occasionally commented
negatively on his chilchood, readers might theinselves have

thought that the child was acting absurdly and also thought that the
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narrator was too plezsed with himself, but sirce the narrator occa-

sionally passes a necitive judgment on the ¢zild and ends by

telling us that the child judged himself severely, too, the reader al-

most certainly wants to reassure the child that his behavior was not

—

nearly so bad as he thought it was—and in fact it was really quite
touching.

In some ways, thin, this narrator is an unreliable narrator

T T M T A

Such a narrator is usually a naive person, wht doesn't understand

what is really going ¢n in the story, The narrator of "Araby"” is not

naive—he is obviousl a very sophisticated person—but some-
times is an unreliable guide so far as his own childhood goes.

But because the narrstor sometimes takes a vary critical view

P

of his childhood, a reader mentally defends the child. The third I

(cnitical) aspect of tha narrator, then, actually serves to make ﬁ

the reader value the ¢hild's behavior rather than judge it :

negatively.

A Brief Overview ¢l the Essay

 The title is engaping—the idea of thire¢ first-person narrators i
first sounds para:oxical. And it probably is enough if a title is
engaging and proves to be relevant. Bui keep in mind that the
best title often is one that gives the reader a hint of your thesis
Here the title m ght have been “How Beliable Is the Narrator in ;

Araby’?” or perhups “Reliable and Unr:liable Narrators in _
Joyce's “Araby.””" i

Che choice of a title is important.

* The organization is reasonable. It begins with the beginning
and it ends with the end. Such an orgariization is not a
requirement, but it is not to he shunned. Do not, however, allow
such an organizstion to turn what should be an analytic essay into
a long summary of the story. You are arguing a thesis, not writng i
a summary. | 8
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¢ The proportions are good. The thesis is that the third, or
critical, voice in the essay is important in (paradoxically) getting
sympathy for the boy, and so the third voice is given the most
space.

* Quotations are used to let the reader know exactly what the
writer is talking abcut. They are used as part of the argument, iy

as padding.

THEME: VISION OER ARGUMENT?

Because modern fiction mukes subtle use of it, point of view can scarcely
be neglected in a discussion of theme—what a story is about, Perhaps
unfairly, modern criticism is usually unhappy when the author’s voice, es.
pevially in older fiction, seems too controlling, explicit, or heavy-handed.
We would rather see thar be lectured, We are less impressed by “Tt was
the stillness of an implacable force brooding over an inscrutable inten-
tion” (from Conrad’s Heart of Darkness) than by this passage from the
sane book: )

Black shapes crouched, lay. sat between the trees, leaning aguinst the
trunks, clinging to the carth, half coming ont, half effaced within the
dim light, in all the attitudes of pain, abandonment, and despair. An-
other mine on the cliff want off. followed by a slight shudder of the soil
under my feet. The werk was going on. The work! And this was the
place where some of the helpers had withdrawn to die.

The second quotation, but not the first, gives us the sense of reality that
we have come to expect from fiction. As the nowelist Flannery O’Conno
puts it in Mystery and Manners (1957), we expect a storyteller to speak
“with character and actior, not aboul character and action” (76).

Determining and Discussing the Theme

Firs!, we can distinguish between story and theme in fiction. Story is con-
cemed with “How does it turn out? What happers?” Theme is concerned
with “What does it add up to? What motif holds the happenings together?
What does it make out of life, and, perhaps, what wisdom does it offer?”
[n a good work of fiction, the details add up, or, to use Flannery
O’Connor’s words, they ave “controlled by somi overall purpose.” In
F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby (1925), for example, there are
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may references to popular music, especially to jazz. These 3?8:..”2
contribute to our sense of the reality in Fitzgerald's depiction of America
in the 1920s, but they do more: They help comment on the shallowness
of the white middle-class characters, and they sometimes (very gently)
remind us of an alternative culture. One might study Fitzgerald's refer-
ences to music with an eye toward getting a deeper understanding of

what the novel is about.

PRELIMINARY NOTES AND A SAMPLE ESSAY
ON THE THEME OF EUDORA WELTY'S
“A WORN PATH"

Below are the notes and +he final essay of a student, Jim Wayne, who
chose to write about the theme of Eudora Welt/'s “A Worn Path.” We
recommend that you read the story first; it is printed on pages 342-348 in
Appendix A of this book.

After reading and rercading the story, Jim jatted down a set of pre-
liminary notes, Some were observations based on passages Jm. had under-
lined, and others were questions that he wanted to think further about.
The jottings include material specifically on the story, references to other
writers, and general issues that the student found relevant to his reflec-
ticns on the story’s theme. When he reviewed these notes ra_.c_”a pre-
paring an outline and stariing on a first draft, Jim deleted sohe of them,
having decided that they were not useful for this essay. Still, they were
worth jotting down, for often a writer can see $__.._: is useful and belongs
in an outline only after he has collected a range of notes.

Preliminary Notes

My response: Enjoyable, carefully written, good details. Comic in
places. Mystericus

Not much happens. What is this story really about?

"Negro," “colored": What is Welty's attitude tcward African-Americans?
What is the relaionship between the klack woman and the while
characters? Is ‘Welty making a point through the story about
blacks and whiles in the South? The publication date is 194 -—
segregation was comrmon then. "1 know you old colored people,”
the white humer says. Racial stereotypes. The gun—threat of
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violence? If the sicry is supposed to take place around the time of
* publication, Phoernix, “too old at the Surrender,” would be about

nmnety.

‘White characters: hunter, lady in town, attendant & nurse at clinic.
{Doctor's office? Eospital?)

colors: e.g., second paragraph—dark striped, bleached, "eyes were
blue with age," gclden, yellow, red, black copper.

“chains"—chains worn in slavery.

Welty's point of view? (Note: Check for biog inf> about Welty.)

Details about Phoenix Jackson—peculiar name.

# phoenix:
1. A bird in Egyodian mythology that lived in the desert for 500
years and then consumed itself by fire, later to rise renewed from
its ashes,
2. A person or thing of unsurpassed excellence or beauty; &
paragon. (American Heritage Dictionary, 4th. ed.)
—"Phoenix rose carefully "

Fandom House Unabridged Dictionary says akcut the phoetix—""often
an emblem of immortality or of idealism ¢r hope."

Jackson:

Thomas Jonathan Jacksor, known as “Stonewall.” 1824-63.

#merncan Confederate general who commanded troops at both battles
of Bull Run (1861 and 1862) and directec the Shenandosh Valley
campaign (1862). He was accidentally killed by his own troops a
Chancellorsville (1363). (Concise Columbia Encyclopedia)

Mames connected to the story's theme? Phoenix—rebirth, return
renewal.

No other character is named—not even grandson.

cignificance of the title? VWWhy not make "Phoeniy.” the title?

Descriptions of the woocis (“deep and still") reTind me of the forest in
Hawthorne's story "“Young Goodman Browr.” Scary, weird. Check
Frost's poem, the line “the woods are lovely, dark and deep."

Time of year: Decembear, cold (“frozen”), Christmas—Christianity?
Christian symbolisin (birth of Jesus).

Flaces: From country to city

Fhoenix on a journey, a quest. "Through the maze now"—labyrinth. A
traveler, a pilgrim. By herself~—no one to help her on the way. But
she is known at ths clinic, has been there before
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Humor in the story? Pheenix talks to animals; crossing log across creek.

[5 she crazy? But determination, dignity (“face very solemn'"). Does she
rick the hunter? The attendant? Clever, slvewd.

Fhoenix is poor—has to walk, even her cane irade from an umbrella
she sees the nickel, called a "charity case,” "Charity" marked in
the clinic book when she gets the medicine.

Emphasis on her old age. But makes the trip anyway—love for her
grandson. Where are the parents?

[T

FPuzzling details: "like a festival figure in some old parade,” “pearly

cloud of mistletoe."

Supematural elements--Ghost, scarecrow, spell.

' God watching me the whole time."

(Grandson is important, but not a character in the story. Why not? Or can
we say he is a cha-acter? But we don't s¢e him, except in the talk
of others.

Phoenix's reaction when asked about grandson—hard to figure out.

"We is the only two left in the world''—what does that mean?

[5 the grandson left by himself while Phoenix gces to the city? Just how
sick is the child? Hallucinations, imaginings, etc. Forgetful. Is there
really a grandson? Alive or dead?

Ending—gift of the windmill. Sigm of love between Phoenix and grandson

Assignment says "A Worn Path'" last story in Welty's collection A O:ﬁmE
of Green and Other Stories. Reasons why this story a good one for
ending a book of stories?

Interesting for a white author to end with story about a black character
Would story work if Phoenix were white?

Focus paper or main character? Phoenix J. herself as theme?—meaning
of her life as meaung of story?

Most striking thing about Phoenix: her trip—kecause she loves her
grandson.

Sounds sentimental, bu: story doesn't feel that way. How does Welty do
that?

"itles for paper?—connect to discussion of theme. Phoenix=Love.
Phoenix's Love
The Bond of Love
Flight of the Phoen:x
Rising from the Ashes
Rising into Love
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These jottings show the large amount of preliminary work that this
student did. Sometimes we imagine (or hope) that if we stare at a story
or poem long enough, we will eventually “find something to write
about.” But

» Good writers realize that a topic and outline do not appear by
magic from the pages of the assigned text.

» Writers must become engaged with the text, asking questions and
thinking about it and taking notes to make the topic and outline
begin to take shape.

In short, to write well, you lave to be both an active reader and an active,
alerl, question-asking writer.

[im Wayne
C'ritical Interpretation, Saction A

Fabruary 27, 2005

Rising into Love

In Eudora Welty's short story “A Worn Path,"” not much happens.
The main character, Phoznix Jackson, an elderly Alrican-American
vroman, takes a long and difficult walk to the city of Natchez. She
cvercomes obstacles, his encounters with animals and talks to them,
rieets a white hunter, and finally reaches her desiation, the clinic,
where she speaks briefly with an attendant and a nurse. But the point
of Welty's story is not in the plot; it is in the charagter of Phoenix Jack-
2on herself. Phoenix loves her grandson and takes this difficult jour
ey for him. In her own way, she is a moral heroine, and through her
Welty shows that love is the source of personal stength and human
connection

From the very begrning, Welty suggests that Phoenix's trip is

a challenging one for her. It is a cold December day, and Phoenix

e
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herself is “very old and sraall. "' She probably is about ninety,
sigce she was too old to 3o to schoal at the end ¢f the Civil War
(1865), and the story seerns (0 be set at about the time it was pub-
lished, in 1041, We see Phoenix “coming along a path,” her jour-
asy under way, as if Phcenix has already been walking for a long
fime. She seems not to have much or any money; she has to walk to
town though it is far away, and even her cane, we learn, is "thin"
and “small " made from :n umbrella, But Phoen is special, In-
triguing, even paradoxicil, someone whom Welty wants us to no-
t.ce and care about, She moves from side to sids somehow balanc-
ing "heaviness and lighress"; she is "neat and 7idy" but she almost
t-ips over her shoelaces (perhaps she is too old to bend over to lie
them); and she is old arc worn-out yet filled with & purpose.
Welty's desecription of her is vivid with details o zolor; Phoenix's
eyes "were blue with ags,” she has a "golden color” in her fore-
“ead, and a "yellow burning" on her cheeks.

Phoenix is more than a little eccentric. She chats with animals,
has a few words for the thorns that catch at her cress, and holds
aer cane "fiercely’ as she prepares to cross the log. These details
are comic, but Welty uses them to make Phoerix more endearing;
she is not poking fun at her character, for thesé touches show the

struggles that Phoenix fuces and her efforts to prevail against them

1A1l quotations from Euclora Welty, "A Worn Path” in An
Introduction to Literaturs, 12th ed., Ed. Sylvan Barnet et al. (New

York: Longman, 2001), 113-18.
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This is not a story ttat emphasizes race relstons or racism,
tut Welty tells us from the start that Phoenix is black, and other de-
feils reinforce this point. ' Seems like there is chuins about my
feet,” says Phoenix, a detail that brings to mind ths chains worn by
black people during slavery. Later, Phoenix refers to “the Surren-

“der,” the end of the Civi 'War, which took place when the Confed-
erate general Robert E. | 2e surrendered his forves to the Union
general Ulysses 5. Granl. Perhaps for some reaclers, the name
Jeckson evokes one of the South's greatest war keroes, the leg-
endary General Thomas ‘ Stonewall” Jackson. Prcenix is a solitary
hgure, known only to a very few people, but, I think Welty is say-
ing, Phoenix is in her own private way as brave, rasourceful, and
determined as a public ralitary hero,

Phoenix is on a joumey, a quest; she is a traveler, a solitary
pilgrim—no one accomgenies her—who is inten: upon reaching
ler goal. She fears she will not get there in time, a: one point cry-
g "thick tears," And she: suffers from dreams anc hallucinations,
believing for a moment that a boy is handing her a piece of cake
ind, shortly thereafter, she reaches toward a gheet that tumns out to
be: a scarecrow. But Welly describes the landscags in terms that
make it frightening to the reader, too: "Big dead Iraes, like black
men with one arm, were sianding in the purple stalks of the with-
erad cotton field. There gat a buzzard.” Phoenix's trip tires and
frightens her, and Welty iakes certain that we urclerstand why; we
might not be elderly or have failing eyesight or hearing (“my
g2nses is gone"'), but such a landscape—Phoenix calls it a “maze, "

alabyrnth—would unnerve us too.
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Still, Phoenix is strong and clever, Along the way, she meets a

man, a white man, a hunter with a gun and a hunling dog (the dog

13 on a chain and growls at another dog). He heps her and is not

rnean or unkind, but he treats Phoenix ag an inferior, calling her

' Granny" and saying, "l know you old colored p=ople.” She, how-

ever, is sharper than he s, tricking him to get tte nickel that falls

from his pocket, just as she later prompts the clnic attendant to

give her a nickel and nof just a “few" pennies.

At the clinic, Phoenix's strength and resolwe: continued to be

tasted. The attendant is ¢ruff and demeaning (" charity case, |

fuppose"), and the numse is only slightly more polite, asking " Aunt
Phoenix" to take a seat but saying to her, "Tell us¢ quickly about
vour grandson, and get it over."

The grandson, we 1ow learn, is the reason for Phoenix's jour-
ney to Natchez. She has made the trip to buy (or to be given) the
medicine that the child needs, and old, weary Phoenix is the orly
person who can perfonn this deed. The child's tarents are not re-
farred to; perhaps they have left or have died. For Phoenix, her
grandson is as precious as the Chrigt child, whese birth is cele-
brated this "Christmas 'ime" of year. He is sickly, but Phoenix is
certain "He going 10 last": Her love for him will .<2ep him alive.
Phoenix leaves the clinic with the medicine and a bit of money to
buy the boy a toy windinill as a Christimas present.

Welty uses Phoenix to teach a powerful lesson about selfless-
ness and love, Phoenix is the name of "a bird in Egyptian mythol-
ogy that lived in the desert for 500 years and then consumed itself

by fire, later to rise renewed from its ashes." Itis a symbol for “a
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person or thing of unsurpassed excellence or beauty; a paragon, '
Phosnix Jackson is an elderly black woman in the segregated
South: she is poor and uneducated. Yet she is, Wely implies, a fig-
ure of grandeur nonetheless, like the great phoenix of mythology.
The trip to Natchez renews Phoenix each time that she makes it, in-
tersifying yet again her boad of love to her grandson.

Southern society places Phoenix Jackson low ¢r its social
scil2, but she strikes the rezder as a better person tian anyone
she meets: She embodies Icve. If a less gifted autho: had written
the story, it might have seemed sentimental or preuchy. But
Wely's portrait—comic and poignant at the same trme—makes
thé moral lesson come alive The others in the story pay little
attention to Phoenix Jackson. but Welty makes her unforgettable

to ws.

2American Heritage Dictionary, 4th ed.

. Brief Overview of the Essay

® Jim Wayne's title is a good one because it anticipates an
important point that the paper makes; his opening paragraph
states the thesis clearly-—that Phoenix is a heroic figure. He uses
yuotations as evidence to support his generalizations, and his
final paragraph brings Ihe essay to a nice conclusion.

* We think that Jim’s paper is a good one, and we hope that you
agree. Still, could this paper be made even better? Imagine that
you were asked to read it during the class’s werk on peer review.
What suggestions, if any, would you offer?

* Are there additional details in the text that Jim could have drawn
apon? Do you think he has defined the theme of the story as well
as he could have? Has he made his argument convincing to the
reader? When you look hack over his preliminary notes, do you
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see questions and ideas that he could have included in the paper
to make it better?

* Reread the paper line by line. Can you improve the style, word
choices, sentences, anc paragraphs? Mark up and make
imsertions on the copy of the paper here.

Basing the Paper on Your Own Responses

In his preliminary work, this student made use of a dictionary, and at one
point he consulted an encyclopedia. (Notice that in the paper he footnoted
the dictionary because he qucted at length directly frem it. He did not cite
the encyclopedia because he took from it only some “common knowledge”
facts about Stonewall Jackson that are widely known and not in dispute; on
this point, see pages 307-305.) The student thus developed his ideas and
plan for the paper from his oan reading of “A Worn Path,” his reflections
on andl his feelings about it, his previous literary experiences—in a word,
from lots of thoughtful work on the assigned topic, which was to write an
essay 0 1,000 words on the theme of “A Worn Path.”

All of us have experienced moments of self-doubt when faced with a
new assignment, especially oue that represents a new challenge or that
calls on us to examine a particularly complex poem cr story. It is tempting
to head right away to the library to track down sex mdary sources. But
unless your instructor indicues otherwise, you should follow this stu-
dent’s example, basing the puper that you write on vour own response to
the litzrary work.

* Have faith in your instincts and intuitions.
* Make use of and develop your analytical skills.

Don't underestimate how much you can achieve on your own, with
just the text and two or three basic reference works for help with the
meanings of words and refer2nces to places, historical figures, characters
in myth or legend, and the like.

A Note on Secondary Sources

Somerimes an instructor will tell the class as a whole, or will state in an-
swer lo a question, that you ‘may use secondary sources if you want to.”
You may indeed want to, because the story has aroused your curiosity and
made you eager to learn all that you can about the author and the work.
Or else—this can happen on occasion—after some real effort of your
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oan, you have found that you cannot quite figure out the story and be-
lizve you would benefit from placing your responses alongside those of
other readers—scholars and critics—who know the subject well.

Be aware of the natire of the assignment, however. This assignment
on the theme of “A Waorn Path” is not a reseirch paper as such, and it
does not call for the approach that is covered extensively later in this
book (see Chapter 15).

If you choose to dc some outside reading in secondary sources for
sich an assignment, follyw these gnidelines:

* For any kind of paper, if you make use of someone else’s insights,
you need to say so and cite the source.

* Do not pull two o three books at random from the library
shelves. You might get lucky: Maybe these will be good books for
your work. But they might nat be, and the result would then be
that you have wasted your time or been misled by a book that has
not won general respect from the comnunity of scholars.

¢ Remember-that there are levels of reference material, and that
you might do best to move step-by-step through them even if you
are seeking sources in a somewhat informal way.

If, for example, you decide that you wish to consult two or three gond
surces for your study of Welty's “A Worn Path,” proceed in this fashion:

|. General works--reference, overview, bibliography.

For your point of departure, you could select The Oxford Companion
tv Women’s Writing in the United States, eds. Cathy N. Davidson and
Linda Wagner-Martin (1995). Included in this book of more than 1,000
pages is a helpful entry on Welty’s life and writings. with a paragraph of
bibliography.

Two similar books we Contemporary Notelists (1991), in the series
Contemporary Writers of the English Language, and Modern American
Women Writers (1991), whose consulting editor is Elaine Showalter und
vhiose general editors are: Lea Baechler and A, Walton Litz,

Also of use is American Women Writers. Bibliographical Essays
(1983), eds. Maurice Duke, Jackson R. Bryer, and M. Thomas Irge,
vhich includes an excelent chapter on Welty, covering primary and sec-
¢ndary sources up to 1933,

How are such books located? We give detailed advice in Chapter 15.
Here, it is sufficient to recommend that you “search” in the
enline library catalog for women writers, American women writers, con-
tzmporary authors, and similar categories. Even better: Seek out the
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reference librarians and ask them for guidance. Or your instructor may
recommend a title or two.

These general worls will assist you in identifying reference material
¢n the author or topic you have picked or been assigned.

2. Reference works and bibliographies for the author or topic.

For Welty, these include:

The Eudora Welty Newsletter (published twice a year, beginning in
Winter 1977). Stays up-to-date with coverage of primary and secondiry
sources.

McDonald, W. U., |r. “An Unworn Path: Bibliographical and Textual
Scholarship on Eudora Welty,” Southern Quarterly 20 (Summer 1952):
101-108.

McHaney, Pear] Amelia. “A Eudora Welty Checklist, 1973-1986." In
Welty: A Life in Literaiure, ed. Albert ], Devlin, 266-302. Jackson: Uni-
versity Press of Mississippi, 1987. See Polk.

Polk, Noel. “A Eudora Welty Checklist.” Mississippi Quarterly 26
(Fall 1973): 663-693, Lists both primary and secondary sources.
Reprinted in Welty: A Life in Literature, ed. Albert J. Devlin, 238-235.
Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1987. See McHaney.

Swearingen, Bethany C. Eudora Welty: A Critical Bibliography,
1936-1958. Jackson: Uriversity Press of Mississippi, 1984. A good re-
source, but note that its coverage ends in 195€.

Thompson, Victor H. Eudora Welty: A Reference Guide. Boston:
(5. K. Hall, 1976. Covers secondary studies frarn 1936 to 1975.

3. Important bocks on the author or lopic.

The reference works and bibliographies will lead you to the most im-
portant books on Welty. Since you are focusing on one of her stories, you
probably would want to consult:

Johnston, Carol Ann. Enudora Welty: A Study of the Short Fiction.
Boston: Twayne, 1997.

Schmidt, Peter. The Heart of the Story: Eudora Welty’s Short Fic-
iion. Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1991.

There are many journal articles on Welty's short fiction and on “A
Worn Path” in particular, as well as collections of book reviews and criti-
zal essays, general books on southern writing, and additional primary
sources, Use the right strategy for the task at land. It is one thing to seek
a few sources to stimulate your thinking for a short analytical paper, and
another thing to embark on a full-fledged research assignment.

Be aware, too, thet for this kind of paper, too much research may
prove a hindrance rather than a help. Locating good sources takes time.
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You might be better off if you returned to the text itself to press forward
with, and develop, your own responses. Do some pre-writing, try a rough
outline, and explicate a key passage. Your best resource is yourself.

SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER READING

E. M Forster's Aspects of the Novel (1927) remains an engaging introduc-
tion lo the art of prose fiction by an accomplished practitioner. Other
highl: readable books by story writers and novelists include: Flannery
O’'Connor, Mystery and Manners (1969); William Gass, Fiction and the
Figures of Life (1971); Eudora Welty, The Eye of the Story (1977); John
Updike, Hugging the Shore (1983), Odd Jobs (1991), and More Matter:
Essays and Criticism (1999); and John Gardner, The Art of Fiction (1983).

For academic studies, see Robert Scholes and Robert Kellogg, The
Natuve of Narrative (1966, on oral as well as written fiction); Robert Lid-
dell, Robert Liddell on the Novel (1969, a volume combining two earlier
books by Liddell—A Treative on the Novel and Scine Principles of Fie-
tion); Norman Friedman, Form and Meaning in Fiction (1975); Seymour
Chatinan, Story and Discourse (1978); and Wuvme C. Booth, The
Rhetaric of Fiction, 2nd ed. (1983).

Some of the best modern studies are included in Forms of Modemn
Fiction (1948), ed. William Van O’Connor; Critiques and Essays on
Modern Fiction, 1920-1951 '1952), ed. John W. Aldridge; Approaches to
the Novel: Materials for a Foetics, rev. ed., ed. Robert Scholes (1966);
and The Theory of the Novel: New Essays, ed. John Halperin (1974). For
essay: defining the short story and sketching its history, see Susan Lo-
hafer and Jo Ellyn Clarey, eds.. Short Story Thecry at a Crossroads
(1989). Also helpful are Valerie Shaw, The Short Story: A Criticul Intro-
ductier: (1983), and Thomas Riggs, Reference Guide to Short Fiction,
2nd el (1998).

Examples of contemporzry approaches include Susan Lanser, The
Narrative Act: Point of View in Fiction (1981); Peter Brooks, Reading
for the Flot: Design and Iniention in Narrative (1984); David Lodge,
The Art of Fiction, Hustratzd from Classic and Modemn Texts (1993);
md Understanding Narrative (1994), eds. James Phelan and Peter J.
Rabinowitz.

Among recent studies, v recommend Margaret Anne Doody, The
True Story of the Novel (1995), an important study of the genre from
ts classical sources through the eighteenth century; Cultural Institu-
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tions of the Novel, eds. Deidre Lynch and William B. Warner (1996), a
collection of essays on the novel from the perspettives of “comparative
literature and transnational cultural studies”; and Theory of the Novel:
A Historical Approach, ed. Michael McKeon (2000), an anthology of
classic essays.

Among journals devoted to narrative are Journal of Narrative Tech-
nique, Modern Fiction Stulies, Novel: A Forum, and Studies in Short

Fiction.

v A Checklist: Getting Ideas for

Wriling about Fiction

Here are some questions that may help to stimulite ideas about stories.
Not avery question is relevant to every story, but if after reading a story
and thinking about it, you then run your eye over these pages, you will
probably find some questions that will help you to think further about the
story-—in short, that will he/p you to get ideas.

[’s best to do your thirking with a pen or percil in hand. If some of
the following questions seen to you to be especially relevant to the story
you vill be writing about jot down—freely, without worrying about
%n:._:ml.,..o:.. initial responses. interrupting your writing only to glance
again at the story when you feel the need to check the evidence.

Title
1 Is the title informative? What does it mean or suggest? Did the
meaning seem to change after you read the story? Does the title
help you to formulate a theme?
1 1f you had written the story, what title would you use?

Plot

21 Does the plot grow out of the characters, or does it depend on
chance or coincidence? Did something at first strike you as irrele-
vant that later you perceived as relevant? Do some parts continue
to strike you as irrelavant?

-} Does surprise play an important role, or does foreshadowing? If
surprise is very important, can the story b read a second time
with any interest? If so, what gives it this further interest?

) What conflicts does the story include? Conflicts of one character
against another? Of one character against the setting, or against
society? Conflicts within a single character?
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[ Are the conflicts resolved? If so, how?

O Are certain episodes narrated out of chronological order? If so,
were you puzzlec? Annoyed? On reflection, does the arrangerent
of episodes seer effective? Why or why not? Are certain situalions
repeated? If so, what do you make of the repetitions?

(1 List the major structural units of the story. In a sentence or fwo
sumnarize each unit that you have listed.

2 In a sentence summarize the conclusion or resolution. Do vou
find it satisfactery? Why, or why not?

Character

[ List the traits of the main characters.

) Which character chiefly engages your nterest” Why?

(3 What purposes clo minor characters serve? Do you find some who
by their similarities and differences help lo define each other or help
to define the major character? How else is a particular character de-
fined—by his or her words, actions (including thoughts and eno-
tions), dress, sefting, narrative point of view? Do certain characters
act differently in the same, or in a similar, situation?

(1 How does the author reveal character? By explicit authorial (2di-
torial) comment. for instance, or, on the other hand, by revelation
throngh dialogne? Through depicted action? T hrough the actions
of other characters? How are the author's methods especally
suited to the whole of the story?

(J Is the behavior plausible—that is, are the characters well motivated?

2 If a character changes, why and how does he or she change? (You
may want to jol down each event that mfluences a change.) Or did
you change your attitude toward a character not because the
character changes but because you came to know the character
better?

[ Are the characters round or flat (Ferster's terms)? That is, are
they complex or, on the other hand, highly typical (for instance,
one-dimensional representatives of a social class or age)? Are you
chiefly interested in a character’s psychology, or does the charac-
ter strike you as standing for something, such as honesty or the ar-
rogance of power?

(d How has the author caused you to syn pathize with certain char-
acters? How does your response—your sympathy or lack of sym-
pathy-—contribute to your judgment ol the conflict?
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Point of View

[ Wha tells the story? How much does the narrator know? Does the

narrator strike you as reliable? What effzct is gained by using this
narrator? :

[J How does the peint of view help shape the theme? After all, ihe
basic story of Little Red Riding Hood--what happens—remains
unchanged whether told from the wolt’s point of view or ihe
girl’s, but if we hear the story from the woll’s point of view, we
may feel that the story is about terrifying yet pathetic compulsive
behavior; if from the girl’s point of view, sbout terrified innocence
and male violencz,

0 Does the narrator’s language help you to construct a picture of
the narrator’s character, class, attitude, strengths, and limitations?
(Jot down some evidence, such as colloguial or—on the other
hand—formal expressions, ironic comments, figures of speech.)
How far can you trust the narrator? Why?

Setting

2 Do you have a strong sense of the time and place? Is the story
very much about, say. New England Puritanism, or race relations
in the South in the late nineteenth century, or midwestern urhan
versus small-town life? If time and place are important, Lhow and
at what points in the story has the author conveyed this sense? If
you do not strongly feel the setting, do you think the author
should have made it more evident?

(3 What is the relation of the setting to the plot and the characters?
(For instance, do houses or rooms or their furnishings say some-
thing about thei- residents? Is the landscape important?) Would
anything be lost if the descriptions of the setting were deleted
from the story or if the setting were changed?

Symbolism
[ Do certain characters seem to you to stand for something in adii-
tion to themselv=s? Does the setting—ahether a house, a farm, a
landscape, a town, a period—have an exira dimension?
0 Do certain actions in the story—for inttance, entering a forest at
night, or shutting a door, or turning off a light—seem symbolicr If
so, symbolic of what?
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0 If you do believe that the story has symbolic elements, do you
z:.br they are adequately integrated vithin the story, or do they
strike you as being too obviously stuck in? ..

Style

2 Style may be defined as how the writer says what he or she says, It
is the writer’s manner of expression. The writer’s choice of words.
of sentence structure, and of sentenc: length are all aspects of
style. Example: “Shut the door,” and “Would you mind closing the
door, please,” differ substantially in style. Another example:
Lincoln begins the Gettysburg Address by speaking of “Four
score and seven vears ago,” that is, by using langnage that has a
biblical overtone. If he had said, “Eighty-seven years ago,” his
style would have heen different, . .

Y How would you characterize the style? Simple? Understated?
Figurative? Or what, and why? .

'3 How has the point of view shapetl or determined the style?

[ Do you think that the style is consistent? If it isn’t—for instarce
if there are shifts from simple sentences ‘o highly complex ones -
what do you make of the shifts? .

Theme

I Do certain passazes—the title, some of the dialogue, some of tlie
description, the names of certain characters—seem to vou to
point especially «oward the theme? Do you find certain repel i
tions of words or pairs of incidents highly suggestive and helpful
in directing your thoughts toward stating a theme?

U Is the meaning of the story embodied in the whole story, or does

_ itseem stuck, for example, in certain passages of editorializing?

- Suppose someone asked you to state the point—the theme—of
the story. Could you? And if you coul¢, would you say that the
theme of a particular story reinforces values you hold, or does it to
some degree challenge them? . A

v A Checklist: Getting Ideas for Writing

about a Film Basecd on a Work of Literature

Zm:..,. novels and short stories have been tumed into films, and the
B_ﬁ:m,:mr_.m between film and fiction is a popular topic for courses. If
your instructor asks you fo write about a film version of a work of ficticn,

these questions may help to bring impressions out into the open and pro-
vide topics for essays.
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Preliminaries

[ Is the title significant? If the title of the film differs from the fitle

of the published story, account for and evaluate the change.

(Consider, for example, the slight but significant difference be-

tween the title of Thomas Hardy's novel “Jude the Obscure”
[1895] and the ttle chosen for the film “Jude” [1996].)

Plot. Character, Setting. and Theme

[ Does the film closely follow its original or not? Is the use of the
camera straightforward. or highly creative? Are there, for in-
stance, shots from high or low angles, slow or fast motion that pre-
sent effectively or clse distort features of the original work?
(Robert Enrico’s An Occurrence at Owl Creck Bridge [1962] is a
close adaptatior. of Ambrose Bierce’s story, and yet it is visuzlly
interesting. )

J How faithful is the film to the story in plot and in character?
Evaluate the changes, if any. Are the additions or omissions due to
the medium or to a crude or faulty interpretation of the original?

1 Does the film d violence to the theme of the original?

2 Can film deal as effectively with inner action/mental processes as
with external, pliysical action? In a given film, how is the inner ac-
tion conveyed? By voice-over? Or by visual equivalents?

(3 How effectively does the film convey the setting or settings that
the autlior chos2 for the story?

1 Does the editing—for instance, frequent sharp juxtapositions. or
slow panoramic shots—convey qualities that the story writer con-
veyed by means of sentence length and structure?

1 Are shots and sequences adequately developed, or do they seem
(in flm terminology) jerky? (A shot may be jerky by being ex-
tremely brief or ut an odd angle; a sequence may be jerky by using
discontinuous images or fast cuts, Sometimes, of course, jerkiness
may be desirable.) If such cinematic techniques as wipes, dissolves,
and slow motion are used, are they meaningful and effective?

3 Are the actors appropriately cast? Was it a mistake to cast Robert
Redford as Gatsby in Jack Clayton’s Hlm version of The Cieat
Gatsby (1974)? Is Gwyneth Paltrow the right choice for the lead-
ing role in the film version (1996) of Jzane Austen’s novel Emina?
John Huston, in his film (1951) of Stephen Crane’s The Red Barge
of Courage (1864; a novel about cowardice and courage in the
Civil War), used Audie Murphy, one of the most highly decorated
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and best-known keroes of World War Il, as Henry Fleming, the
young soldier whe flees from battle but luer gets a second chan-e
to fight bravely. What is the effect of this casting?

Syrabolism
Q If in the story certain objects acquire symbolic meanings, are
these same objects similarly nsed in the film? Or does the film

introduce new symbols? Is the :n::nm in the film realistic o
symbolic? Both?

Soundtrack

I Does the soundtrack offer more than reslistic dialogue? In the
film adaptations of “ An Oceurrence at Owl Creek Bridge,” for in-
stance, we hear—much louder than normal— the sound of sol-
diers’ boots on rail-oad and we even hear the sound of the hang-
man’s rope rubbing on a crossheam. Is the music appre priute anl
functional? (Music may, among other things, imitate natural
sounds, give a sense of locale or of ethnic group, suggest states of
mind, provide ironic commentary, or—bhy repeated inelodjes—-
_:.:u establish connections.) Are volume, tempo, and pitch—
whether of music or of such sounds as the wind blowing or cars
moving—used to strulate emotions?

Overall Effect
=) What is your overall response to the filin? Do you find the literary
work more compelling, more stimulating, than the film, or do you
think that the film is better? What above ull defines vour experi-
ence of the literary work® And the experience of the filmP Can
one mediiim do something, or some things, that the other cannot?
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