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An Adventure in Reading

Sitting on top of my desk is a Pueblo storytelling
doll. Her legs stick straight out before her and
around her neck and flowing down into her lap are
wide-eyed children. Her mouth is open as though
she were telling the Zuni tale of the young husband
who followed his wife to the Land of the Dead, a
story strangely like the Greek myth of Orpheus and
Euridice, as both teach the dangers of youthful
impatience.

Although the Pueblo doll was created in New
Mexico, she symbolizes a universal human activity.
The pharaohs listened intently to tales of the god-
dess Isis, who traveled to foreign lands to rescue the
dismembered body of her husband Osiris. Biblical
narratives thrill the reader with stories like that of
mortal combat between David and the giant Goliath.
Greek and Roman myths immortalize the struggles
of the wandering warriors Odysseus and Aeneas. In
the Middle Ages, kings, queens and courtiers sat
spellbound in drafty halls as troubadours sang of
tragic lovers and pious pilgrims.

Around the world and down through the ages,
myths, folktales, and legends have spoken to us
about the human condition and our place in the
world of nature and of spirit. Despite its ancient
beginnings, however, there is no rigid criteria to
which a story must adhere. It is one of the most
protean literary forms. Though many scholars credit
the nineteenth-century Romantic writers Edgar

Allan Poe and Nathaniel Hawthorne with creating
the modern short story, the form refuses to be frozen
by a list of essential characteristics. Perhaps this is
one of the reasons William Faulkner called it the
“‘most demanding form after poetry.”’ Jack London
felt it should be ‘‘concrete, to the point, with snap
and go and life, crisp and crackling and interest-
ing.”” Eudora Welty wrote that each story should
reveal something new yet also contain something
“‘as old as time.”’

Below are some of the qualities you may ob-
serve as you explore the works discussed in Short
Stories for Students. These characteristics also dem-
onstrate some of the ways the short story differs
from the novel:

1. Because time is compressed or accelerated, unity
in plot, character development, tone, or mood is
essential.

2. The author has chosen to focus on one character,
event, or conflict within a limited time.

3. Poe wrote that careful craftsmanship serves uni-
ty by ensuring that every word must contribute to
the story’s design.

4. Poe also believed that reading should take place in
one sitting so that the story’s unity is not lost.

5. A character is revealed through a series of inci-
dents or a conflict. The short story generally stops
when it has achieved this purpose. A novel devel-
ops a character throughout its many chapters.
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An Adventure in Reading

Now that we have briefty explored the history
of the short story and heard from a few of its
creators, let us consider the role of the reader.
Readers are not empty vessels that wait, lids raised,
to receive a teacher’s or a critic’s interpretation.
They bring their unique life experiences to the story.
With these associations, the best readers also bring
their attention (a word that means ‘‘leaning to-
wards’’), their reading skills, and, most importantly,
their imagination to a reading of a story.

My students always challenged me to discuss,
analyze, interpret, and evaluate the stories we read
without destroying the thrill of being beamed up
into another world. For years I grappled with one
response after the other to this challenge. Then one
day I read an article by a botanist who had explored
the beauty of flowers by x-raying them. His illustra-
tions showed the rose and the lily in their external
beauty, and his x-rays presented the wonders of
their construction. I brought the article to class,
where we discussed the benefits of examining the
internal design of flowers, relationships, current
events, and short stories.

A short story, however, is not a fossil to admire.
Readers must ask questions, guess at the answers,
predict what will happen next, then read to discover.
They and the author form a partnership that brings
the story to life. Awareness of this partnership keeps
the original excitement alive through discussion,
analysis, interpretation, and evaluation. Literary
explorations allow the reader to admire the authors’
craftsmanship as well as their artistry. In fact, origi-
nal appreciation may be enhanced by this x-ray
vision. The final step is to appreciate once again the
story in its entirety—to put the pieces back together.

Now it is your turn. Form a partnership with
your author. During or following your adventure in
reading, enter into a dialogue with the published
scholars featured in Short Stories for Students.
Through this dialogue with experts you will revise,
enrich, and/or confirm your original observations
and interpretations.

During this adventure, I hope you will feel the
same awe that illuminates the faces of the listeners
that surround the neck of my Pueblo storyteller.

Nancy Rosenberger
Conestoga High School
Berwyn, Pennsylvania
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Purpose of the Book

The purpose of Short Stories for Students (SSfS) is
to provide readers with a guide to understanding,
enjoying, and studying short stories by giving them
easy access to information about the work. Part of
Gale’s “‘For Students’’ Literature line, SSfS is spe-
cifically designed to meet the curricular needs of
high school and undergraduate college students and
their teachers, as well as the interests of general
readers and researchers considering specific short
fiction. While each volume contains entries on
classic stories frequently studied in classrooms,
there are also entries containing hard-to-find
information on contemporary stories, including works
by multicultural, international, and women writers.

The information covered in each entry includes
an introduction to the story and the story’s author; a
plot summary, to help readers unravel and under-
stand the events in the work; descriptions of impor-
tant characters, including explanation of a given
character’s role in the narrative as well as discussion
about that character’s relationship to other charac-
ters in the story; analysis of important themes in the
story; and an explanation of important literary tech-
niques and movements as they are demonstrated in
the work.

In addition to this material, which helps the
readers analyze the story itself, students are also
provided with important information on the literary
and historical background informing each work.

Introduction

This includes a historical context essay, a box
comparing the time or place the story was written to
modern Western culture, a critical overview essay,
and excerpts from critical essays on the story or
author. A unique feature of SSfS is a specially
commissioned overview essay on each story by an
academic expert, targeted toward the student reader.

To further aid the student in studying and
enjoying each story, information on media adapta-
tions is provided, as well as reading suggestions for
works of fiction and nonfiction on similar themes
and topics. Classroom aids include ideas for re-
search papers and lists of critical sources that pro-
vide additional material on the work.

Selection Criteria

The titles for each volume of SSfS were selected by
surveying numerous sources on teaching literature
and analyzing course curricula for various school
districts. Some of the sources surveyed include:
literature anthologies, Reading Lists for College-
Bound Students: The Books Most Recommended by
America’s Top Colleges; Teaching the Short Story:
A Guide to Using Stories from Around the World, by
the National Council of Teachers of English (NTCE);
and “‘A Study of High School Literature Antholo-
gies,”” conducted by Arthur Applebee at the Cen-
ter for the Learning and Teaching of Literature
and sponsored by the National Endowment for the
Arts and the Office of Educational Research and
Improvement.
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Input was also solicited from our expert adviso-
ry board, as well as educators from various areas.
From these discussions, it was determined that each
volume should have a mix of ‘‘classic’” stories
(those works commonly taught in literature classes)
and contemporary stories for which information is
often hard to find. Because of the interest in expand-
ing the canon of literature, an emphasis was al-
so placed on including works by international,
multicultural, and women authors. Qur advisory
board members—current high-school teachers—
helped pare down the list for each volume. Works
not selected for the present volume were noted as
possibilities for future volumes. As always, the
editor welcomes suggestions for titles to be includ-
ed in future volumes.

How Each Entry Is Organized

Each entry, or chapter, in SSfS focuses on one story.
Each entry heading lists the title of the story, the
author’s name, and the date of the story’s publica-
tion. The following elements are contained in
each entry:

+ Introduction: a brief overview of the story
which provides information about its first ap-
pearance, its literary standing, any controversies
surrounding the work, and major conflicts or
themes within the work.

» Author Biography: this section includes basic
facts about the author’s life, and focuses on
events and times in the author’s life that may
have inspired the story in question.

* Plot Summary: a description of the events in the
story, with interpretation of how these events
help articulate the story’s themes.

» Characters: an alphabetical listing of the char-
acters who appear in the story. Each character
name is followed by a brief to an extensive
description of the character’s role in the story, as
well as discussion of the character’s actions,
relationships, and possible motivation.

Characters are listed alphabetically by last name.
If a character is unnamed—for instance, the
narrator in ‘‘The Eatonville Anthology’’—the
character is listed as ‘“The Narrator’” and alpha-
betized as ‘ ‘Narrator.”” If a character’s first name
is the only one given, the name will appear
alphabetically by that name.

* Themes: a thorough overview of how the topics,
themes, and issues are addressed within the
story. Each theme discussed appears in a sepa-

rate subhead, and is easily accessed through the
boldface entries in the Subject/Theme Index.

* Style: this section addresses important style ele-
ments of the story, such as setting, point of view,
and narration; important literary devices used,
such as imagery, foreshadowing, symbolism;
and, if applicable, genres to which the work
might have belonged, such as Gothicism or Ro-
manticism. Literary terms are explained within
the entry, but can also be found in the Glossary of
Literary Terms.

+ Historical and Cultural Context: This section
outlines the social, political, and cultural climate
in which the author lived and the work was
created. This section may include descriptions
of related historical events, pertinent aspects of
daily life in the culture, and the artistic and
literary sensibilities of the time in which the
work was written. If the story is historical in
nature, information regarding the time in which
the story is set is also included. Long sections are
broken down with helpful subheads.

e Critical Overview: this section provides back-
ground on the critical reputation of the author
and the story, including bannings or any other
public controversies surrounding the work. For
older works, this section may include a history of
how story was first received and how percep-
tions of it may have changed over the years; for
more recent works, direct quotes from early
reviews may also be included.

» Sources: an alphabetical list of critical materi-
al quoted in the entry, with bibliographical
information.

* For Further Study: an alphabetical list of other
critical sources which may prove useful for the
student. Includes full bibliographical informa-
tion and a brief annotation.

+ Criticism: an essay commissioned by SSfS which
specifically deals with the story and is written
specifically for the student audience, as well as
excerpts from previously published criticism on
the work.

In addition, each entry contains the following
highlighted sections, if applicable, set separate from
the main text:

* Media Adaptations: where applicable, a list of
film and television adaptations of the story,
including source information. The list also in-
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Introduction

cludes stage adaptations, audio recordings, mu-
sical adaptations, etc.

¢ Compare and Contrast Box: an ‘‘at-a-glance”’
comparison of the cultural and historical differ-
ences between the author’s time and culture and
late twentieth-century Western culture. This box
includes pertinent parallels between the major
scientific, political, and cultural movements of
the time or place the story was written, the time
or place the story was set (if a historical work),
and modern Western culture. Works written
after the mid-1970s may not have this box.

* What Do I Read Next?: a list of works that
might complement the featured story or serve as
a contrast to it. This includes works by the same
author and others, works of fiction and nonfic-
tion, and works from various genres, cultures,
and eras.

* Study Questions: a list of potential study ques-
tions or research topics dealing with the story.
This section includes questions related to other
disciplines the student may be studying, such as
American history, world history, science, math,
government, business, geography, economics,
psychology, etc.

Other Features

SS/S includes ‘“‘An Adventure in Reading,”” a fore-
word by Nancy Rosenberger, chair of the English
department at Conestoga High School in Berwyn,
Pennsylvania. This essay provides an enlightening
look at how readers interact with literature and how
Short Stories for Students can help students enrich
their own reading experiences.

A Cumulative Author/Title Index lists the

authors and titles covered in each volume of the
SS/S series.

A Cumulative Nationality/Ethnicity Index
breaks down the authors and titles covered in each
volume of the SSfS series by nationality and ethnicity.

A Subject/Theme Index, specific to each vol-
ume, provides easy reference for users who may be
studying a particular subject or theme rather than a
single work. Significant subjects from events to
broad themes are included, and the entries pointing
to the specific theme discussions in each entry are
indicated in boldface.

Entries may include illustrations, including an
author portrait, stills from film adaptations (when

available), maps, and/or photos of key histori-
cal events.

Citing Short Stories for Students

When writing papers, students who quote directly
from any volume of SSfS may use the following
general forms to document their source. These
examples are based on MLA style; teachers may
request that students adhere to a different style, thus,
the following examples may be adapted as needed.

When citing text from SSfS that is not attributed
to a particular author (for example, the Themes,
Style, Historical Context sections, etc.) the follow-
ing format may be used:

““The Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras Coun-

ty.”” Short Stories for Students. Ed. Kathleen Wilson.
Vol. 1. Detroit: Gale, 1997. 19-20.

When quoting the specially commissioned es-
say from SSfS (usually the first essay under the
Criticism subhead), the following format may
be used:

Korb, Rena. Essay on ‘‘Children of the Sea.”” Short

Stories for Students. Ed. Kathleen Wilson. Vol. 1.
Detroit: Gale, 1997. 42.

When quoting a journal essay that is reprinted
in a volume of Short Stories for Students, the
following form may be used:

Schmidt, Paul. ‘“The Deadpan on Simon Wheeler.”’
The Southwest Review XLI, No. 3 (Summer, 1956),
270-77; excerpted and reprinted in Short Stories for
Students, Vol. 1, ed. Kathleen Wilson (Detroit: Gale,
1997), pp. 29-31.

When quoting material from a book that is
reprinted in a volume of SSfS, the following form
may be used:

Bell-Villada, Gene H. ‘“The Master of Short Forms,”’
in Garcia Marquez: The Man and His Work (Univer-
sity of North Carolina Press, 1990); excerpted and
reprinted in Short Stories for Students, Vol. 1, ed.
Kathleen Wilson (Detroit: Gale, 1997), pp. 90-1.

We Welcome Your Suggestions

The editor of Short Stories for Students wel-
comes your comments and ideas. Readers who
wish to suggest short stories to appear in future
volumes, or who have other suggestions, are cor-
dially invited to contact the editor. You may write
to the editor at:

Editor, Short Stories for Students
Gale Research

835 Penobscot Bldg.

645 Griswold St.

Detroit, MI 48226-4094
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Literary Chronology

1776: The signing of the Declaration of Indepen-
dence signals the beginning of the American
Revolution.

1789: The French Revolution, marked by the vio-
lent Reign of Terror, shifts the balance of power
in France.

1804: Nathaniel Hawthorne is born in Salem, Mas-
sachusetts, on July 4.

1834: Frank R. Stockton is born in Philadelphia.

1836: Bret Harte is born in Albany, New York, on
August 25.

1850: The Scarler Letter, Nathaniel Hawthorne’s
novel of a minister’s involvement with a married
woman, is published.

1853: ‘‘Bartleby the Scrivener, A Tale of Wall
Street’”” by Herman Melville is published in
Putnam’s magazine.

1861: The U.S. Civil War begins when Confederate
forces capture Fort Sumter in South Carolina.

1864: Nathaniel Hawthorne dies in Plymouth, New
Hampshire, on May 19.

1865: The U.S. Civil War ends; Abraham Lincoln is
assassinated.

1866: H. G. Wells is born in England on Septem-
ber 21.

1867: John Galsworthy is born in Surrey, England,
on August 14,

1869: ‘“The Outcasts of Poker Flat’” by Bret Harte
is published in Overland Monthly magazine.

1876: Susan Glaspell is born in Davenport, lowa, on
July 1.

1882: ‘“The Lady, or the Tiger?”’ by Frank Stockton
is published in Century magazine.

1883: Franz Kafka is born in Prague, Bohemia, on
July 3.

1898: The War of the Worlds, H. G. Wells’s early
science fiction classic, is published.

1902: John Steinbeck is born in Salinas, California,
on February 27.

1902: Frank Stockton dies in Washington, DC.
1902: Bret Harte dies in Surrey, England, on May 5.

1908: Richard Wright is born near Natchez, Missis-
sippi, on September 4.

1910: “‘The Japanese Quince’’ by John Galsworthy
is published.

1911: The Door in the Wall and Other Stories by H.
G. Wells is published.

1912: The R.M.S. Titanic sinks on her maiden
voyage from Southampton, England, to
New York.

x iii



Literary Chronology

1914: Julio Cortazar is born in Brussels, Belgium,
on August 26.

1914: With the assassination of Archduke Ferdinand
of Austria, long-festering tensions in Europe
erupt into what becomes known as the Great War.

1915: The Metamorphosis, Franz Kafka’s novella
about a man who wakes up and finds that he has
been transformed into a cockroach, is published.

1917: ““A Jury of Her Peers’’ by Susan Glaspell is
published.

1918: World War I, the most deadly war in history,
ends with the signing of the Treaty of Versailles.

1919: ““‘In the Penal Colony,”” written by Franz
Kafka in 1914, is published. The first English
translation of the story does not appear un-
til 1948.

1920: The 18th Amendment, outlawing the sale,
manufacture, and transportation of alcohol—
known as Prohibition—goes into effect. This
law led to the creation of ‘‘speakeasies’’—ille-
gal bars—and an increase in organized crime.
The law is repealed in 1933.

1922: The Forsyte Saga, John Galsworthy’s novel
with characters based on his own family mem-
bers, is published.

1922: Grace Paley is born in New York City on
December 11.

1924: Franz Kafka dies in Kierling, Austria, on
June 3.

1928: Cynthia Ozick is born in New York City on
April 17.

1929: The stock market crash in October signals the
beginning of a worldwide economic depression.

1930: Chinua Achebe is born in Ogidi, Nigeria, on
November 16.

1931: Donald Barthelme is born in Philadelphia on
April 7.

1932: John Updike is born in Pennsylvania on
March 18.

1933: John Galsworthy dies in London, on Janu-
ary 31.

1937: Out of Africa, Isak Dinesen’s novel about
plantation life in Kenya, is published.

1938: ‘‘Flight”’ by John Steinbeck is published in
the collection The Long Valley.

1938: Raymond Carver is born in Oregon on May 25.

1939: World War II begins when Nazi Germany,
led by Adolf Hitler, invades Poland; England and
France declare war in response.

1939: The Grapes of Wrath, John Steinbeck’s tale
of the Joad family’s displacement from the dust
bowl of Oklahoma to the harsh farming life in
California, is published.

1939: Margaret Atwood is born in Ottawa, Ontario,
on November 18.

1940: Native Son, Richard Wright’s novel about
Bigger Thomas, a man condemned to death for
the murder of a white woman, is published.

1940: Bobbie Ann Mason is born in rural Kentucky
on May 1.

1940: Maxine Hong Kingston is born in Stockton,
California, on October 27.

1942: ““The Man Who Lived Underground’’ by
Richard Wright is published in Accent magazine.

1942: ‘‘Sorrow-Acre’’ by Isak Dinesen is pub-
lished in her collection Winter’s Tales.

1945: World War Il ends in August with the atomic
bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, Japan.

1946: H. G. Wells dies in London on August 13.
1948: Susan Glaspell dies in New York City.

1950: Senator Joseph McCarthy of Wisconsin sets
off the ‘‘Red Scare’’ that leads to government
hearings and blacklisting of suspected
COMMUNists.

1954: Sandra Cisneros is born in Chicago.

1956: ‘*‘Axolotl’’ by Julio Cortazar is published in
Final del juego.

1958: Things Fall Apart, Chinua Achebe’s classic
novel about the Ibo society of Nigeria before
British colonization, is published.

1960: Richard Wright dies in Paris on Novem-
ber 28.

1960: Rabbit, Run, John Updike’s novel of a work-
ing-class man who constantly relives his high-
school glory days, is published.

1961: “‘A & P’ by John Updike is published in the
New Yorker.
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Literary Chronology

1963: President John F. Kennedy is assassinated in
Dallas, Texas, on November 22.

1963: Hopscotch, Julio Cortazar’s ground-break-
ing novel of 155 chapters, is published.

1968: ‘‘Robert Kennedy Saved From Drowning™
by Donald Barthelme is published in his collec-
tion Unspeakable Practices, Unnatural Acts.

1968: John Steinbeck dies in New York City on
December 20.

1971: “*Vengeful Creditor’” by Chinua Achebe is
published in his journal, Okike.

1972: **A Conversation with My Father’’ by Grace
Paley is published in the New American Review.

1974: President Richard Nixon resigns following
the Watergate scandal.

1977: ‘‘Rape Fantasies’” by Margaret Atwood is
published in the Canadian edition of Dancing
Girls and Other Stories.

1980: ‘“The Shawl’’ by Cynthia Ozick is published
in the New Yorker.

1980: ‘*On Discovery’’ by Maxine Hong Kingston
is published in her book China Men.

1982: ““Where I'm Calling From™ by Raymond
Carver is published in the New Yorker.

1982: “‘Shiloh’” by Bobbie Ann Mason 1s published
in the New Yorker.

1984: Julio Cortazar dies in Paris on February 12.

1985: In Country, Bobbie Ann Mason’s novel about
the soctial effects of the Vietnam War, is published.

1986: The Handmaid’s Tale, Margaret Atwood’s
novel about the futuristic dystopian society of
Gilead, is published.

1988: Raymond Carver dies in Washington on
August 2.

1989: Donald Barthelme dies in Houston on July 23.

1990: Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev’s policy of
glasrnost results in the fracturing of the Iron
Curtain. By December the Soviet flag is lowered
from the Kremlin.

1991: ““Woman Hollering Creek’’ by Sandra Cis-
neros is published in her collection, Woman
Hollering Creek and Other Stories.
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John Updike’s short story ““A & P’ was first
published in the July 22, 1961 issue of the New
Yorker, and was published again the foliowing year
in the author’s collection Pigeon Feathers and
Other Stories. Arthur Mizener’s review of the
collection in the New York Times Book Review
exalted Updike in terms that soon became common-
place for the writer: ‘‘his natural talent is so great
that for some time it has been a positive handicap to
him.”” Almost forty years later, ‘A & P’’ remains
Updike’s most anthologized story and one of his
most popular.

Sammy’s encounter with a trio of swimsuited
girls in the grocery store where he works encom-
passes many of the themes central to adolescence,
including accepting the repercussions of one’s
choices. When Sammy quits in protest of how the
girls are treated by the store’s manager, he knows
that from now on, the world will be a more diffi-
cult place.

Critics have responded enthusiastically to
“A & P,”’ and readers’ identification with Sammy’s
predicament has contributed to the story’s populari-
ty. Though little action occurs in the story, Sammy’s
character is finely drawn in the space of a few pages,
and his brush with authority has large implications.
He has been compared to Holden Caulfield, J. D.
Salinger’s protagonist in Catcher in the Rye, and
Walter Wells has suggested that Sammy’s moment
of protest is similar to the ‘‘epiphany’” of the
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narrator in James Joyce’s story ‘‘Araby,”’ a com-
ment that places Updike in the pantheon of the most
accomplished writers of the twentieth century. Nega-
tive reactions to the story center on what some
readers perceive as Sammy’s misogynist views.
Other critics consider ‘A & P’ a slight story,
though one into which a lifetime of dignity, choices,
and consequences is compressed.

Author Biography

John Updike is one of America’s most prolific
authors. He has written novels, short stories, essays,
poetry, reviews, articles, memoirs, art criticism, and
even a play. His work has been adapted for televi-
sion and film, and he has won numerous awards,
including a National Book Award and two Pulitzer
Prizes. Since 1959 he has published nearly fif-
ty books.

Updike was born on March 18, 1932, in Read-
ing, Pennsylvania and lived in nearby Shillington
until he was thirteen. Many of Updike’s stories
exhibit autobiographical elements, and his fictional
town of Olinger is patterned after Shillington. When
he was thirteen he moved with his parents and
grandparents to a farm in Plowville, Pennsylvania,
where his mother had been born. His father was a
junior high school math teacher, and his mother a
writer who, as her son later did, wrote stories for the
New Yorker magazine. Updike did well in school,
graduated from Shillington High School as co-
valedictorian, and attended Harvard University on a
scholarship. In college, he wrote for the Harvard
Lampoon. '

In 1953 Updike married Mary Pennington, and
the couple traveled to England on a Knox Fellow-
ship. He enrolled in the Ruskin School of Drawing
and Fine Art at Oxford, and for a while he consid-
ered drawing cartoons for Walt Disney or the New
Yorker. In 1955 his daughter Elizabeth was born.
For the sake of his growing family, Updike took a
job at the New Yorker which he held for two years
before deciding to move to Ipswich, Massachusetts,
and devote himself to fiction writing as an indepen-
dent author. He and Mary eventually had four
children before the couple divorced in 1977. He
subsequently married Martha Bernhard.

The years 1958 and 1959 were productive, as
Updike published his first novel, Poorhouse Fair, a
collection of short stories, The Same Door, and a

book of poems, The Carpentered Hen and Other
Tame Creatures. The following year, the first of his
‘“Rabbit’’ books, Rabbit, Run, introduced the world
to Harry Angstrom, a man whose life peaked at
eighteen when he was a high-school basketball star.
To Harry’s continued amazement and sorrow, he
lives his life as a shadow of what he used to be.

Critics have praised the character of Harry
Angstrom highly, and Updike has won two Pulitzer
Prizes for his ‘‘Rabbit’’ books; one in 1982 for
Rabbit Is Rich, and one in 1991 for Rabbit at Rest.
Another of Updike’s most popular novels is The
Witches of Eastwick, the story of three divorced
women in New England who gain magical skills to
attract men. Their enticements backfire when a
devilish man moves into the neighborhood. The
book was made into a film in 1987 starring Jack
Nicholson, Michelle Pfeiffer, Susan Sarandon, and
Cher. Throughout the many forms Updike’s writing
takes—novels, stories, poems, and essays—the
author’s primary concerns are Protestant, middle-
class, contemporary American life, and the roles
that marriage, divorce, sexuality, and religion
play in it.

Updike told SSfS that he wrote “‘A & P*” “‘in
1961, when I was living in Ipswich, Massachusetts.
Driving past the local A & P, I asked myself, ‘Why
are there no short stories that take place inside an
A & P?" I proceeded to write one, based on a glimpse
I had had of some girls in bathing suits shopping in
the aisles. They looked strikingly naked.”” Updike
added: ‘‘Originally the story went on, past the
ending it now has: Sammy goes down to the beach
to find the girls, and never does find them. But the
story’s editor at the New Yorker thought that the
story ended where it now does, and I agreed
with him.”’

Plot Summary

Sammy, the teenaged narrator, begins the story by
describing the three girls who have walked into the
A & P grocery store where he works. They are
wearing nothing but bathing suits. He is so distract-
ed by them that he cannot remember if he rang up a
box of crackers or not. As it turns out, he did ring
them up, a fact that his customer, ‘‘a witch about
fifty,”” lets him know quickly and loudly.

He finishes ringing up the customer’s items as
the girls, who have disappeared down an aisle,
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circle back into view. He notices that they are
barefoot. He describes each: there’s a ‘‘chunky one
... and a tall one [with] a chin that was too long’’
and the ‘‘queen,”” whom he imagines is their leader.
She catches his eye for a number of reasons, not the
least of which is the fact that the straps of her
bathing suit have fallen off her shoulders.

Sammy watches the reactions of the other shop-
pers to the girls. He refers to the store’s other
customers as ‘‘sheep’” and ‘‘a few houseslaves in
pink pin curlers.”” Another clerk, Stokesie, a mar-
ried twenty-two year old with two children, trades
innuendoes with him. Sammy notes that the store, in
a town north of Boston, is five miles from the
nearest beach.

The narrator announces that he has come to
what his family deems *‘the sad part’’ of the story,
though he does not agree. The girls come to his
checkout station, and Queenie puts down a jar of
herring snacks and pulls a dollar from her bathing-
suit top, a motion that makes Sammy nearly swoon.
The store’s manager, Lengel, spots the girls and
reprimands them for their attire. Lengel further tells
them that they should be decently dressed when
they shop at the A & P.

Sammy rings up the girls’ items, carefully
handling the bill that just came from between
Queenie’s breasts. Other customers appear nervous
at the scene Lengel has made at the check-out, and
the girls are embarrassed and want to leave quickly.
Sammy, in a passionate moment, tells Lengel that
he quits. The girls, however, fail to notice his act of
chivalry and continue walking out of the store.
Lengel asks him if he said something, and Sammy
replies, “‘I'said I quit.”” Lengel, a longtime friend of
Sammy’s parents, tries to talk him out of it, but
Sammy folds his apron, puts it on the counter,
punches ‘‘No Sale’’ on the cash register, and walks
out. He realizes that the world will be a harder place
for him from now on.

Lengel

Manager of the local A & P, Lengel is a man
who spends most of his days behind the door
marked ‘‘Manager.”’ Entering the story near the
end, he represents the system: management, policy,
decency, and the way things are. But he is not a one-

John Updike

dimensional character. He has known Sammy’s
parents for a long time, and he tells Sammy that he
should, at least for his parents’ sake, not quit his job
in such a dramatic, knee-jerk way. He warns
Sammy that he will have a hard time dealing with
life from now on, should he quit. He seems truly
concerned even while he feels the need to enforce
store policy.

Queenie

“‘Queenie’’ is the name Sammy gives to the
pretty girl who leads her two friends through the
grocery store in their bathing suits. He has never
seen her before but immediately becomes infatuated
with her. He comments on her regal and tantalizing
appearance. She is somewhat objectified by nine-
teen-year-old Sammy, who notes the shape of her
body and the seductiveness of the straps which
have slipped off her shoulders. When the girls are
chastised for their attire by Lengel, Queenie, who
Sammy imagines lives in an upper-middle-class
world of backyard swimming pools and fancy hor
d’oeuvres, becomes ‘‘sore now that she remembers
her place, a place from which the crowd that runs
the A & P must look pretty crummy.”” Sammy
becomes indignant at Lengel’s treatment of the girls
and tries to help them save face by quitting his job.
Queenie, however, appears not to notice and leaves
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* ““A & P” isread by the author on the audiocassette
Couples and Pigeon Feathers, published by
Caedmon Audio Cassette. The cassette also in-
cludes the other stories from both collections.

the store promptly, diminishing the impact of Sam-
my’s gesture.

Sammy

Readers do not learn Sammy’s name until the
end of the story, even though he is the first-person
narrator of the story. He is a checkout clerk at an
A & P supermarket. His language indicates that, at
age nineteen, he is both cynical and romantic. He
notes, for instance, that there are ‘‘about twenty-
seven old freeloaders’” working on a sewer main up
the street, and he wonders what the ‘‘bum’’ in
““baggy gray pants’’ could possibly do with “‘four
giant cans of pineapple juice.”” Yet, when Queenie
approaches him at the checkout, Sammy notes that
“‘with a prim look she lifts a folded dollar bill out of
the hollow at the center of her nubbled pink top. . . .
Really, I thought that was so cute.”” He vacillates
back and forth between these extremes of opinion
during the story, calling some of his customers
““houseslaves in pin curlers,”” yet he is sensitive
enough that when Lengel makes Queenie blush, he
feels “‘scrunchy inside.”” At the end of the story, he
quits his job in an effort to be a hero to the girls and
as a way of rebelling against a strict society. In a
sudden moment of insight—an epiphany—he
realizes ‘‘how hard the world was going to be to me
hereafter’” if he refuses to follow acceptable paths.

Stokesie

Stokesie is twenty-two, married, and has two
children. He works with Sammy at the A & P
checkout. He has little to say or do in this story,
though, like Sammy, he observes the girls in the
store with interest. He is a glimpse of what Sam-

my’s future might be like; Stokesie’s family “‘is the
only difference’’ between them, Sammy comments.

Choices and Consequences

An important theme in “A & P’ is that of
choices and consequences. All of the main charac-
ters in the story must make a choice and endure the
consequences of that choice. The consequences of
these choices are not always apparent to the charac-
ters. Sammy, the cashier, makes the most obvious
and most painful choice, and on some level he is
aware of the consequences. When he chooses to quit
his job, he knows that this decision will have
ramifications in his life that will last for a long time.
His family is affected, and it causes him to recount
the situation as ‘‘sad.”’ Because he has stood up for
something on principle—he was protesting the
manager’s chastisement of the girls—he knows life
will be difficult for him. If Sammy quits his job
every time he encounters a situation he dislikes, his
life will become extremely complicated. In the short
term, the consequence of quitting is having to find
another job, and with his rash decision comes the
possibility he will be branded a troublemaker or
misfit by the community in which he lives.

The three girls must suffer the consequences of
having gone to the grocery store in their bathing
suits. It is hard to believe that they had no idea they
were improperly dressed. In the early 1960s, wom-
en still wore dresses, hats, and gloves most of the
time when they were in public. In their youthful
exuberance to push the limits of propriety, the girls
have been reprimanded by an adult. They have also
made quite an impression on two young men, Sam-
my and Stokesie, which was, perhaps unconscious-
ly, their intention in the first place. Nevertheless,
because of their choice to violate community stan-
dards, they suffer embarrassment by being repri-
manded by an authority figure. Even Sammy’s
attempt at solidarity with them is not enough to
salvage the situation; they make a hasty retreat from
the store and disappear without taking a stand,
unlike Sammy. From the girls’ meek reaction, one
can surmise that the girls will not take many more
risks of the same sort in the future. Such a brush
with authority will likely hem them in, successfully
socializing them to accept community norms. Sam-
my, however, because of his quick defiance, is less
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likely to blindly adhere to arbitrary rules for the sake
of maintaining peace.

Lengel, too, makes a choice, and for him the
consequences are entirely unforeseen. When he
comes into the store after ‘‘haggling with a truck
full of cabbages,”” he could have ignored the three
girls. They were, after all, standing in the check-out
line, and he is ‘‘about to scuttle into that door
marked MANAGER.” Instead, he makes the choice

to confront the girls in front of Sammy. If he

considers any consequences to his actions, he does
not show it. He is merely enforcing the social codes
of his time and place. He expects that the girls will
comply and that Sammy, and anyone else within
hearing, will agree with him.

The girls inevitably stop their protestations, as
Lengel expected they would, but Sammy quits—an
act that Lengel could not have imagined ahead of
time. To Lengel’s credit, in spite of his stuffiness
and self-importance, he shows Sammy patience. He
does not yell or order him immediately out of the
store, but warns him of the very real consequences
of his act. Yet, it is Lengel’s adherence to the social
code—which says that this behavior must go into
Sammy’s personnel file and dog him for the rest of
his life—that cause those consequences. It is, in a
small way, like Greek tragedy. The players in this
drama are helpless to act other than the way they do,
but it is not the gods who set the parameters of their
behavior, but society, with its written and unwritten
list of expected behaviors and consequences for
deviating from that list.

Individualism

Sammy asserts his individuality when he quits.
He knows that Lengel has every right, according to
the standards of his time, to speak to the girls as he
does. But by standing up for the girls, Sammy
questions those standards and asserts that there is a
higher standard of decency that says one should not
embarrass others. In deciding which rules of con-
duct are more important, he asserts his individuali-
ty, unlike the girls who slink away because they
know they have violated the ruies of conduct.

Sammy is the only character in this story who
asserts his individuality. Two of the girls are simply
following their leader, and Queenie is easily embar-
rassed and capitulates to Lengel. The other shoppers
in the A & P are only ‘‘sheep,”’ nervously herding
together at Stokesie’s cash register to avoid the
confrontation. Lengel is the enforcer of policy, a
term often used for rules that cannot be easily

Topics for |
Further
Study

+ Rewrite the first paragraph of this story in the
third person. Why do you think Updike wrote it
in the first person? Which version do you think is
better? Why?

o If three girls in bathing suits walked into your
local supermarket, what do you think the reac-
tion would be today? Has society’s attitude to-
wards such issues as dress changed or remained
essentially the same in the past forty years?

» If you were to make this story into a film that
takes place today, what song would you have
playing over the store’s speakers? Think of the
themes involved in both the story and the song as
you make your decision.

* At the end of the story, Sammy says “‘I felt how
hard the world was going to be to me hereafter.”’
Do you think he is insightful or naive about his
own character and the future?

explained with any degree of rationality. He blindly
follows the dictates of society, unable to articulate
the reasons for those dictates beyond saying that the
A & P ““isn’t the beach,’’ an observation so obvious
and so lacking in reason that it causes Sammy to
smile—a small, but definite step toward his rebellion.

Style

Point of View and Narration

Sammy, a checkout clerk, narrates this story in
the first person. His voice is colloquial and intimate.
His speech is informal, a factor that highlights his
individuality and propensity to question authority.
Terms of slang, like describing a dollar bill that had
“*just come from between the two smoothest scoops
of vanilla I had ever known’’ characterize him as a
fairly typical teenage boy. Using the present tense to
make the story seem immediate, he speaks as if to a
friend—"*‘I uncrease the bill, tenderly as you may
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imagine’’—drawing the reader immediately to his
side. Everything that happens, the reader sees through
his eyes. When the girls in bathing suits disappear
from his view, they disappear from the reader’s
view, as well.

Sammy’s diction indicates that he is probably
not a well-educated person. “‘In walks these three
girls,”” he says at the very beginning of the story. He
also uses a kind of wisecracking slang when talking
to Stokesie. Yet, because of the immediacy of his
voice, he seems to be a reliable narrator, telling the
truth even when it does not flatter him.

Symbolism

“A & P is rich in symbolism. The HiHo
crackers Sammy is ringing up are an exclamation.
When he rings them up the second time, he is saying
‘‘Heigh-ho! Something out of the ordinary is
happening!”> And the older woman takes him to
task for it. The other shoppers are ‘‘sheep’” who
follow blindly up and down the aisles, finally enter-
ing the chutes where they will check out. Near the
end of the story, they bunch up in Stokesie’s chute,
crowding together like the nervous sheep they are.

The girls themselves are associated with bees,
from the moment that Sammy notices one of them is
the ‘‘Queen,”” leading the others around the store.
Shortly after that, he wonders what goes on in their
minds, if itis “‘just a little buzz like a bee in a glass
jar.”” Like buzzing bees, they make everyone just a
little bit nervous. They are the catalyst in the story,
stirring things up as they buzz around the store. Of
course the girls, especially Queenie with her shoul-
der straps hanging loosely, symbolize sexual free-
dom as they walk around the store. It is a sexual
freedom that is bottled up rather quickly when
Lengel arrives. At the end, Lengel tries to talk
Sammy into staying, but Sammy cannot get the
picture of the girls’ embarrassment out of his mind,
so he rings up No Sale on the cash register. He is
not buying.

Epiphany

An epiphany is an instance of sudden truth
brought about by a mundane event. What began for
Sammy as an ordinary day results in a the realiza-
tion of an important truth: “‘I felt how hard the
world was going to be to me hereafter.’” This final
statement of ‘A & P’ is the culmination of the
fairly minor event of witnessing three inappropriately
dressed girls reprimanded for their appearance. In
presenting this epiphany, Updike illustrates how

average people grow and change. Ordinary events
become pivotal as people examine their motives and
reasons for their decisions and behavior. At nine-
teen, Sammy is ripe for experiences that will start to
define who he is going to be. He discovers, as ‘‘his
stomach kind of fell,”” that he prefers not to be a
sheep who blindly follows the dictates of society.

Another well-known literary instance of epipha-
ny occurs in James Joyce’s story ‘‘Araby.”” A boy
realizes shamefully that he has been idolizing a
friend’s sister after embarking on a quest to a church
carnival to bring her a present, a token of his
affection. Once he realizes that the carnival is
nothing but an excuse to sell people cheap trinkets,
and that his friend’s sister is merely an ordinary girl
with no special interest in him, his eyes ‘‘burned
with anguish and anger.”” The similarity between
the epiphany in ‘‘Araby,”” in which an adolescent
realizes the futility of romantic quests, and the one
in ““A & P”’ is explored by Walter Wells in his essay
““John Updike’s ‘A & P’: A Return Visitto Araby.”’
He notes that both protagonists become ‘‘smitten
... distracted, agitated, disoriented’’ by pretty, un-
attainable girls. Furthermore, ‘‘both protagonists
have come to realize that romantic gestures—in
fact, that the whole chivalric world view—are, in
modern times, counterproductive.”’

Historical Context

No Shirt, No Shoes, No Service

Today it is common for businesses to post signs
stating the rules of their premises: ‘‘No Shirt, No
Shoes, No Service,”’ or for movie theaters to con-
stantly remind people not to talk during a film.
Society has become so informal that reminders of
basic decency and courtesy are commonplace. This
is in sharp contrast to a generation or two ago, when
standards of appearance and behavior were more
rigid and more accepted. Women were required to
wear hats in church, and men were required to take
theirs off. In the office, rules were largely unwritten,
but rarely broken. Women wore dresses, nylons,
and girdles. Men wore gray, blue, or black suits and
never left home without a tie.

This era was the 1950s and early 1960s, when
conservative dress mirrored conservative social val-
ues. Conformity was the measure of popularity as
well as a measure of moral rightness. Most people,
particularly members of the middle-class, wanted
to fit in with their neighbors. Suburbs were con-
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Comparg
Contrast

* 1959: Although only 10 percent of all grocery
stores are large enough to be considered super-
markets, they account for almost 70 percent of all
food sold in the United States. (The A & P, a
long-standing concern originally called the Great
Atlantic and Pacific Tea Company, is one of
these supermarkets.) This statistic mirrors the
trend towards suburbanization, since most super-
markets are located in fast-growing suburbs.

1993: Sears Roebuck stops publishing the Sears
Catalogue, which for almost a hundred years has
enabled people to mail order everything from
groceries to prefabricated houses. In addition,
Sears closes over a hundred stores nationwide.
The decision is impacted by the rising popularity
of so-called ‘‘category killer’” stores, huge
warehouse-like structures that specialize in cer-
tain niche markets, like housewares, and can
offer the public deep discounts because of bulk
buying.

¢ 1961: FCC chairman Newton Minow declares
television ‘‘a vast wasteland’’ filled with ‘‘blood
and thunder . . . mayhem, violence, sadism, mur-

der ... more violence, and cartoons ... and,
endlessly, commercials—many screaming, ca-
joling, and offending.”

1997: Bowing to pressure from parents con-
cerned about the effects of violence and sex on
their children, television networks agree to a
system of ratings for television programs, which
will allow parents to gauge whether or not a
program’s content is suitable for their children.

* 1960s: According to Alfred Kinsey’s study of
female sexuality, one-third of all 25-year-old
unmarried women are sexually active. Other
studies claim that 75 percent of young unmarried
women are virgins. An estimated 40 percent of
unmarried men are virgins.

1990s: According to most surveys, a majority of
females are sexually active by the age of 17.
Thirty percent of all children in the United States
are born out of wedlock. Eighty percent of all
teenage mothers are unmarried, and eighty per-
cent of them go on welfare to support their
babies.

structed of identical houses, and the American dream
was to have a family, car, and the other modern
conveniences that would make them equal to others
of their social standing. Those who bucked the
trends were frequently labeled eccentric or bohemi-
an. The rebellion of many young people from the
mid-1960s onward stemmed from what they per-
ceived as the oppression of the staunch rules their
parents imposed upon them. Sammy is a good
example of this. He knows what the rules are, but he
does not admire the ‘‘sheep’” who so willingly
follow them. When he quits his job at the grocery
store, he has upset the status quo, an event that
Sammy’s parents deem ‘‘sad.”” In refusing to smooth
over his behavior and return to his job, Sammy takes
a stand that makes him aware of ‘‘how hard the
world was going to be . . . hereafter.”” In such a rigid
society, he knows he may be relegated to the status

of an outsider or troublemaker for disagreeing with
the unwritten code of acceptable behavior.

There was little positive incentive for Sammy
to act as he did. In the late 1950s, the culture had its
iconoclasts, but they were never sanctioned by the
mainstream. In Nicholas Ray’s 1955 film Rebel
Without a Cause, a teenager’s quest for love and
warmth, played by James Dean, in a cold and
loveless world turns to tragedy. All movies were
subject to censorship from the Hayes Office before
the current rating system was devised in the late
1960s. Not only was sex, obscene language, and
violence strictly curtailed, but characters of low
morals were required to suffer negative conse-
quences of their actions within the course of the
film. Jack Kerouac’s seminal novel On the Road,
published in 1957, tells of beatnik outcasts Sal

Volume 3



A & P

Paradise and Dean Moriarty who drive across the
United States listening to jazz and smoking marijua-
na while trying to find something authentic in
American culture. It was also during this era that
Allen Ginsberg’s poem Howl was published. In it,
Ginsberg condemns a conformist culture for crush-
ing the creative spirit of artists: “‘I saw the best
minds of my generation destroyed by madness,
starving hysterical naked, dragging themselves
through negro streets at dawn looking for an angry
fix.”” Such strong language was not received warm-
ly by mainstream society. The poem became the
subject of a landmark obscenity trial, and the po-
em’s publisher, Lawrence Ferlinghetti of City Lights
Books, was jailed by the San Francisco Police
Department and charged with obscenity.

Rock 'n’ roll music got its start in the 1950s. At
best, it was dismissed as a fad, at worst, it was
considered the devil’s work. The new music was
filled with a sensuality that middle America vehe-
mently condemned, if only because it was causing
young people to swoon with emotions previously
kept largely in check. Elvis Presley, Little Richard,
and Chuck Berry were considered suspicious for
their wild movements, flashy clothes, and for be-
guiling American youth away from the path of safe,
decent, sexually modest entertainment. This is the
world into which Updike introduces the three teen-
age girls in bathing suits in *‘A & P.”’

Critical Overview

Updike was only in his twenties when he wrote ‘A
& P,”” but he had already gained a reputation for his
concise and elegant prose. In a New York Times
Book Review article on Pigeon Feathers, the collec-
tion in which ““‘A & P’ was reprinted, Arthur
Mizener called him ‘‘the most talented writer of his
age in America . . . and perhaps the most serious.”
Having already published two novels and a collec-
tion each of stories and poems, Updike had familiar-
ized reviewers with his propensity for capturing
small moments in his fiction. Though many claimed
he did so with grace, others criticized Updike be-
cause the moments were small, and in their opinion,
insignificant. *“‘A & P”’ originally suffered from this
view. An anonymous reviewer in Time magazine
remarked that ‘‘this dedicated 29 year old man of
letters says very little and says it well,”” echoing the
sentiment of many of his contemporaries. The re-

viewer went on to say that ‘‘even the book’s best
story—a young A & P food checker watches three
girls in bathing suits pad through the store and quits
his job impulsively when his boss reproaches them
for their immodesty—is as forgettable as last
week’s New Yorker.”’

Yet, ‘A & P’ has become Updike’s most
popular story over the years and has appeared in
more than twenty anthologies. Young people espe-
cially seem to identify with Sammy and respond to
the way he tells his story. Robert Detweiler sur-
mised in his book, John Updike, that Sammy’s
popularity is due to his ‘‘integrity, one that divorces
him from his unthinking conservative environment.”’
M. Gilbert Porter, in an essay for English Journal,
noted that Sammy’s overreaction ‘‘does not detract
from the basic nobility of his chivalric intent, nor
does it reduce the magnitude of his personal com-
mitment.”” Ronald E. McFarland, in an essay for
Short Studies in Fiction claimed that the story’s
enduring popularity was due in part to the ambiguity
of the narrator’s actions. This sentiment was first
proposed by Suzanne Uphaus, who stated in her
book, John Updike, that Sammy’s behavior is an
attempt by Updike to reflect on his conviction that
““the heroic gesture is often meaningless and usual-
ly arises from selfish rather than unselfish impulses.”’

Other critics are similarly interested in the
character of Sammy. In an essay titled ‘‘Irony and
Innocence in John Updike’s ‘A & P’,”” Lawrence
Jay Dessner lauded the story’s ‘‘brevity and its
outrageously naive yet morally ambitious teen-age
hero,”” whom he called ‘‘boisterously inventive and
rebellious.”” Walter Wells discussed the story as a
modern interpretation of James Joyce’s classic tale
of adolescent initiation, ‘‘Araby.”” Calling Sam-
my’s ‘‘the more ambivalent epiphany,”” Wells drew
comparisons between the sudden realizations of the
narrator of ‘‘Araby’’ and that of Updike’s story, and
speculated that the author’s purpose in updating
Joyce’s story was ‘‘to contrast the spiritual value-
systems and the adolescent sexual folkways of
Joyce’s Dublin with those of suburban New Eng-
land in the Atomic Age.”” Donald J. Greiner, in The
Other John Updike: Poems, Short Stories, Prose,
Play, summarized the attraction many readers feel
to Sammy: ‘‘The end of the story suggests that all is
not self-righteousness and slang. Sammy has sym-
pathy and a sense of outrage. However ironic, his
sacrificial gesture is as refreshing as his colloquial
candor. . .. An observer of his social world, he
resolves not just to record but also to act upon his
impressions.”’
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Criticism

Robert Peltier

Peltier is an English instructor at Trinity Col-
lege and has published works of both fiction and
nonfiction. In the following essay, he argues that

Updike’s story presages the youthful rebellion of
the 1960s.

John Updike has been accused of writing ex-
tremely well about matters of very little importance.
His prose, sentence to sentence, paragraph to para-
graph, does read beautifully, perhaps more beauti-
fully than anyone writing today. Erica Jong says, in
an essay in Robert Luscher’s John Updike: A Study
of the Short Fiction, that his detractors are ‘‘trans-
parently envious’’ of him. I agree with Jong. Updike’s
prose style is not separable from the content of his
works, and that content is not trivial. The story we
are examining here, “‘A & P,”” is a fine example,
especially since many critics consider it a slight
work describing an ultimately insignificant moment
in a young man’s small life.

A reader skating along the smooth ice of
Updike’s prose might be quite content to simply
watch the approaching horizon, but the careful
reader who looks below the surface will see all sorts

of interesting, and sometimes frightening things
lurking there. In ““A & P,”’ it seems that a grocery
checkout clerk named Sammy quits his job to
impress a pretty girl in a bathing suit. But just below
the surface, we can see that Sammy has made a
conscious choice to protest his manager’s bad treat-
ment of the girl. And if we get close and look even
deeper, we can see that this story, informed by the
social and cultural currents of the times, is an early
harbinger of the youthful rebellion of the 1960s,
which was in its embryonic stage at the time Updike
wrote ‘A & P.”

The 1950s were to some extent years of con-
formity, of marching in step, and also (it is said)
years of sexual repression. Married couples por-
trayed on television and in the movies had to have
twin beds. Censors dictated that bedroom scenes
involving man and wife had to have at least one
partner with a foot on the floor at all times. On the
political front, a few influential people believed
there were communists everywhere—or so it would
seem from the headlines and speeches of the day. At
times Hollywood seemed obsessed with commu-
nists and troubled teenagers, with films like I Mar-
ried a Communist and Runaway Daughter. To be
different in any significant way was to be suspect. In
short, some Americans believed that there existed
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¥hat
Do I Read
Next®?

* Pigeon Feathers and Other Stories (1962) by
John Updike. ‘A & P’ is one of the stories in
this collection which contains stories about char-
acters making choices and living with those
choices as they grow.

* The Catcher in the Rye (1951) by J. D. Salinger,
a classic—and controversial-—coming-of-age
story. Holden Caulfield is kicked out of school—
again—and decides to take a few days vacation
before heading home

e 25 & under Fic edited by Susan Ketchin and Neil
Giordano. A collection of stories by writers who
are twenty-five years old or younger. It includes
one story about the extraordinary outcome of an
ordinary event that happens to a woman walking
away from an A & P.

* The Children of Perestroika Come of Age: Young
People of Moscow Talk about Life in the New
Russia (1994) by Deborah Adelman. What is it
like to be a teenager in Moscow? Adelman
interviews a cross-section of young people and
finds that Russian youth face many of the same
problems as their American counterparts.

* Coming of Age: Short Stories About Youth &
Adolescence (1993), edited by Bruce Emra. A
collection of short stories about coming of age.

*  Minor Characters (1983) by Joyce Johnson. In
this memoir, Johnson writes of what life was like
for a woman in the company of the Beat writers
during the 1950s.

people ‘‘out there’” who would seduce the nation’s
children, turn the country communist, and play rock
and roll music all day in order to arouse the base,
sexual longings of the populace. These people were
more afraid of being labeled outsiders than they
were afraid of the outsiders themselves.

Most people, of course, were not so dogmatic in
their thinking. Most lived productive, normal lives,
unrecognized and basically content. There were
other people who spoke out in various ways against
the uniformity of American society. But they were,
by and large, on the periphery of the culture.

Among those who spoke out, the bi-coast-
al Beat Movement, centered around Jack Kerouac,
Allen Ginsberg, Gregory Corso, William S.
Burroughs, Neal Cassady, and various friends, fans,
and hangers-on, came to the fore in the mid-1950s
with the publication of Kerouac’s On the Road and
Ginsberg’s Howl. Although neither work might
seem dangerous to us in the 1990s, they were
roundly condemned by mainstream society at the
time for being too sexually explicit, encouraging the
mixing of the races, promoting drug use, and insti-

gating a host of other immoral and illegal acts.
Combining a fear of sex, race, drugs, communism,
and freedom of dress and self-expression, society
labeled the Beats ‘‘beatniks.”” In fact, anyone who
challenged the status quo was labeled, humiliated,
criticized, and denounced everywhere, from the
Oval Office at the White House to the pulpit of the
local Congregational Church, from the halls of
Congress, to the halls of Shillington High School.

It is into this rigid world that John Updike sends
three young girls wearing nothing but bathing suits.

Youth is significant in this story. Sammy is
only nineteen, and the girls are younger than he.
Lengel and the shoppers are, one assumes, much
older. Stokesie, the other checkout clerk, has al-
ready crossed the great divide. He is twenty-two, an
age at which it is legal to vote, to drink, to marry and
to have children. He is vested in the system. It is
only the young who have not been indoctrinated,
who still have the freedom—and perhaps the cour-
age—to make choices.

The choice the girls make is to walk intoan A &
P with nothing on but their bathing suits. Make no
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mistake; this is a conscious decision. They are
young, but they are also sexual beings, proud, in that
often confused way that teenagers are, of their
sensuality. They are aware of Sammy watching
them, and they are half self-conscious and half
exhilarated by his attention.

The other shoppers nervously tend to their
shopping as the girls pass them by. There is some-
thing amiss, something out of the ordinary and
therefore frightening but, as Sammy notes, ‘I bet
you could set off dynamite in an A & P and the
people would by and large keep reaching and check-
ing oatmeal off their lists and muttering ‘Let me see,
there was a third thing, began with A, asparagus, no,
ah, yes, applesauce!” or whatever it is they do
mutter.”” Sammy sees the dogmatic, rote way peo-
ple lead their lives, alphabetizing their purchases,
buying by the letter instead of by the food itself.
What could be further apart in terms of taste and
texture than asparagus and applesauce? Yet the
shoppers force them together in their lists under the
letter “*A.”"

Sammy also knows that no matter what hap-
pens, these shoppers will not visibly react. They just
want to get along, follow the cart in front of them up
and down the aisles without incident. If dynamite
were to go off, they would ignore it, go about their
business as usual. It would have nothing to do with
them. They want only to get their shopping done
and get home. They do not want to stick out in a
crowd. It is as if they are praying, ‘‘Get me through
life without incident, Lord. Let me feel no pain and,
if taking away feeling means I'll feel no joy, so be
it.”” They have made their choices, and they are
faced with the consequences of those choices.

Lengel, too, makes a choice. He is the manager,
the person charged with enforcing policy, and so he
chooses to chastise—and embarrass—the three
girls. They are checking out when he sees them, so
he could easily let them go, but he feels deeply his
responsibilities as the representative of the Estab-
lishment. Managers, of large and small institutions
alike, are there, in large part, to make sure that the
social codes are enforced within that institution.

He brushes aside their argument that they aren’t
*‘doing any real shopping,”” but merely picking up
one item. ‘‘That makes no difference. . . . We want
you decently dressed when you come in here,”
Lengel says, and one can hear this voice spring from
our youthful memories of teachers and parents and
clergy and other grownups who knew so much
about right and wrong. But Queenie does not ad-

N I think it important

1

that students read a story
(or a poem, or essay) for
themselves, and get what they
can out of it. For a writer or a
teacher to tell students what
a story means is to clip the

story's wings."—John Updike

dress his comment directly, because he has address-
ed the wrong issue. ‘“We are decent,’” she says. She
knows the difference between appearances and a
deeper truth. Dressing decently and being decent
are different things. She knows she is a decent girl,
and to judge her by her appearance is itself indecent.

Sammy, of course, makes the most drastic
choice, a choice some critics have charged is charm-
ingly romantic, but naive. But, as it foreshadows the
choices an entire generation is about to make, I
think it is of great importance. Sammy chooses to
quit his job. He first says this to Lengel when the
girls are still in the store, and one might be tempted
to dismiss such a gesture as silly and romantic. But
Lengel, perhaps wishing to give Sammy a chance to
recant or even pretend he had said something else or
nothing at all, asks, after the girls are gone, ‘‘Did
you say something, Sammy?’” This is what raises
this story above the superficial; this simple inter-
rogative sentence changes everything, for Sammy
then says, ‘I said I quit.””

Sammy had several alternatives, but he chose
the straight and true one. He knew that he was
quitting not to impress the girls now, but in protest
over Lengel’s action. He had an epiphany that it was
an indecent thing to do to embarrass three young,
vulnerable girls in public. He saw the unyielding
“‘policy’” of the ‘‘kingpins’’ as a doctrine that was
cold and callous and amoral. He agrees with Lengel
that he’ll “‘feel this for the rest of [his] life,”” for he
knows that he has just gone against *‘policy,’” too,
and a world run by policy will not be easy on him.

By the end of the story, Updike has foretold of
the coming revolution when sex will be sprung from
its monastic cell, when the Establishment will have
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N
American society that led to

All the elements in

the free-spirited, often
naive, romanticism of the
1960s are present in Updike's
‘A & P

to justify each and every rule (and war), when
appearances will not place one outside of society’s
gates. All the elements in American society that led
to the free-spirited, often naive, romanticism of the
1960s are present in Updike’s “A & P.”’

Source: Robert Peltier, for Short Stories for Students,
Gale, 1998.

Walter Wells

Wells is Professor of English at California
State University, Dominguez Hills. As a literary
scholar, he is known primarily for his Tycoons and
Locusts: Hollywood Fiction in the 1930s and Mark
Twain’s Guide to Backgrounds in American Litera-
ture. In the following essay, Wells draws compari-
sons between Updike’s ‘A & P"’ and James Joyce’s
famous story of adolescent epiphany, ‘‘Araby.’’

John Updike’s penchant for appropriating great
works of literature and giving them contemporary
restatement in his own fiction is abundantly docu-
mented—as is the fact that, among his favorite
sources, James Joyce looms large.

With special affinity for Dubliners, Updike
has, by common acknowledgment, written at least
one short story that strongly resembles the ac-
claimed ‘‘Araby,’’ not only in plot and theme, but in
incidental detail. That story, the 1960 ‘*You’ll Nev-
er Know, Dear, How Much I Love You’’—Ilike
““‘Araby’’—tells the tale of a poor, romantically
infatuated young boy who, though obstructed by
parental slowness, journeys with innocent urgency,
coins in hand, to a seemingly magical carnival—
only to find there, behind its facades, just a sleazy,
money grasping, sexually tinged reality that frus-
trates and embitters him. Both stories draw on the
Christian imagery of Bunyan’s Vanity Fair episode
to trace a modern boy’s passage from innocence to

experience, and to expose some of the pains and
complexities of that passage. Notwithstanding
*‘Araby’’’s cachet as one of the great short stories in
the English language, at least two critics have found
“You’ll Never Know, Dear’” to be ‘‘a far more
complex story.”’

What remains unacknowledged, 1 think, is that
shortly after writing ‘“You’ll Never Know, Dear,”’
Updike made a second fictional excursion to Araby.
This time he transformed Joyce’s latter-day Vanity
Fair, not into a cheaply exotic destination for a
starry-eyed youngster, but into the richly resonant
single setting for an older adolescent’s sad tale: a
tale of the modern supermarket. The resulting story,
since its publication in 1962, has been Updike’s
most frequently anthologized: the popular “A &
P.”” Updike even signals his intention for us at the
outset, giving his story a title that metrically echoes
Joyce’s: Araby . . . A & P. (Grand Union or Safeway
would not suffice.)

Like ‘“Araby,” ‘A & P’ is told after the fact
by a young man now much the wiser, presumably,
for his frustrating infatuation with a beautiful but
inaccessible girl whose allure excites him into con-
fusing his sexual impulses for those of honor and
chivalry. The self-delusion in both cases leads
quickly to an emotional fail.

At 19, Updike’s protagonist, Sammy, is a good
bit older than Joyce’s—at the opposite end of
adolescence, it would seem. While in Joyce’s boy
we readily believe such confusion between the
gallant and profane, I think we needn’t assume that
Sammy is likewise unable to distinguish between
the two quite normal impulses. His attraction to the
girl in the aisle is certainly far more anatomically
and less ambiguously expressed than that of Joyce’s
boy to Mangan’s sister. But it is Beauty that con-
founds the issue. When human aesthetics come into
play, when the object of a young man’s carnal desire
also gratifies him aesthetically, that is when the
confusion arises. In Irish-Catholic Dublin of the
1890s, such youthful beauty not surprisingly in-
vokes analogies between Mangan’s sister and the
Queen of Heaven (though the swinging of her body
and ‘‘the soft rope of her hair toss[ing] from side to
side,”” which captivate the boy, hint at something
less spiritual than Madonna worship). And while
beauty’s benchmarks in Sammy’s more secular
mid-century America are more anatomical than
spiritual, Updike does have Sammy call his young
femme fatale ‘‘Queenie,’’ and he does make her the
center of a “‘trinity’’ of sorts, showing her two
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friends at one point ‘‘huddl[ing) against her for
relief.”’

Once smitten, both young protagonists become
distracted, agitated, disoriented. Joyce’s turns im-
patient “‘with the serious work of life.”” His teacher
accuses him of idling. His heart leaps, his thoughts
wander, his body responds ‘‘like a harp’’ to the
words and gestures of Mangan’s sister, which run
*‘like fingers . . . upon the wires.”” Similarly, Updike’s
young hero can’t remember, from the moment he
spots Queenie in the aisle, which items he has rung
up on the cash register.

Even details in the two stories are similar,
Updike clearly taking his cues from ‘‘Araby.”” Both
boys are excited by specified whiteness about the
girls—Joyce’s boy by ‘‘the white curve of her
neck’” and ‘‘the white border of [her] petticoat’” in
the glow of Dublin lamplight, Sammy by the *‘long
white prima-donna legs’’ and the white shoulders
to which he refers repeatedly. ‘‘Could [there],”” he
wonders, ‘‘have been anything whiter than those
shoulders[?].”” Joyce’s boy also observes a nimbus
surrounding Mangan’s sister, “‘her figure defined
by the light from the half-opened door.”” True,
Mangan’s sister comports herself more humbly than
her American counterpart. Queenie walks, heavy-
heeled and head high, with the haughty pride of the
affluent, secularized American upper middle class.
But her enticing whiteness, in Updike’s sly parody,
is also given a luminous, halo-like quality: ‘‘around
the top of the cloth,”” says Sammy of the bathing
suit that “*had slipped a little on her . . . there was
this shining rim.”’

Both girls, remote as they are from their ardent
admirers, also engage in some subtly seductive
posturing. In the supermarket aisle, Queenie turns
so slowly that Sammy’s stomach is made to ‘‘rub
the inside of [his] apron.”” It’s the same sensation,
we suspect, that Joyce’s protagonist feels when
Mangan’s sister ‘‘turn[s the] silver bracelet round
and round her wrist’’ and bows her head toward him
in the lamplight in front of her door. Queenie bows
to no one, but the ““clear bare plane of the top of her
chest. . . [is] like a dented sheet of metal tilted in the
light.”” Her beauty, too, like that of Mangan’s sister,
is incandescent as it inclines toward her aspiring
young knight.

Certainly one artistic motive for Updike’s sec-
ond reworking of ‘‘Araby’’ must be to contrast the
spiritual value-systems and the adolescent sexual
folkways of Joyce’s Dublin with those of suburban
New England in the Atomic Age. (The disillusion-

NN\ One artistic motive for

t

Updike's second reworking of
'Araby' must be to contrast
the spiritual value-systems
and the adolescent sexual
folkways of Joyce's Dublin
with those of suburban New
England in the Atomic Age.”

ment of little Ben, who is only ten in *“You’ll Never
Know, Dear,”’ is clearly presexual.) ‘A & P’ holds
the secular materialism of Updike’s own day up for
comparison against the slowly imploding, English-
dominated Irish Catholicism of the mid-1890s—
and, behind it, the fervor of Protestant evangelism in
Bunyan’s seventeenth century. As critics have often
noted, few non-Catholic writers in America make
issues of religious faith and doubt as important in
their fictions as does Updike. In Victorian Dublin,
redolent with the musty odor of incense, parochial
schools, and the litter of dead priests, the Araby
bazaar, a romanticized, pseudo-Oriental pavilion
created by the fund raisers of the Jervis Street
Hospital, stands incongruously pagan and tempo-
rary. It is there briefly, soon to be gone. Updike’s
supermarket, on the other hand, is permanently
planted in the light of day near Boston, precisely
where the church used to be: *‘right in the middle of
town.”” “‘[From its] front doors,”” says Sammy,
“‘you can see two banks and the Congregational
church and the newspaper store and three real estate
offices . . .”’—quite the satellites to material abun-
dance they’ve become. The temple of modern con-
sumerism has supplanted the house of worship at
the heart of things. It is also an era in which Sammy
(and hardly Sammy alone) takes for granted that the
godless communists will take control sooner or later
(as the British had long since assumed control in
Joyce’s Ireland). Sammy looks ahead quite assured-
ly to a time when the A & P (the Great Atlantic and
Pacific Tea Co., that bedrock American institution)
will be ‘‘called the Great Alexandrov and Petrooshki
Tea Company or something.”’

Updike heightens the story’s skepticism over
the destiny of American Christianity by having his
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three girls stroll through the aisles of the A & P

inappropriately clad, in reductive parody of Bun-

yan’s pilgrims in Vanity Fair:
fE]Jven as they entered into the fair, all the people in
the fair were moved, and the town it self as it were in a
Hubbub about them; and that for several reasons: For,
First, the pilgrims were cloathed with such kind of
Raiment as was diverse from the Raiment of any that
Traded in that fair. The people therefore of the fair
made a great gazing upon them. Some said they were
fools, some they were Bedlams, and some they are
Outlandish-men.

The sheep pushing their carts down the aisle—the
girls were walking against the usual traffic . . .—were
pretty hilarious. You could see them, when Queenie’s
white shoulders dawned on them, kind of jerk, or hop,
or hiccup, but their eyes snapped back to their own
baskets and on they pushed. I bet you could set off
dynamite in an A & P and the people would by and
large keep reaching and checking oatmeal off their
lists. . . . But there was no doubt this jiggled them. A
few houseslaves in pin curlers even looked around
after pushing their carts past to make sure what they
had seen was correct.
Contrast these two sets of ‘ ‘pilgrims’” in the market-
place. Bunyan’s proudly ignore exhortations that
they partake of the bounty of the fair, insisting
instead that the wares of the marketplace are noth-
ing but stimuli to vanity. They will, they say, buy
only the Truth. Queenie and her pals, on the other
hand, do buy: one jar of Kingfish Fancy Herring
Snacks in Pure Sour Cream.

Queenie’s approach to the checkout stand, Sam-
my warns us, begins ‘‘the sad part of the story.”
Lengel, the store’s manager, a self-appointed moral
policeman who also teaches Sunday school, con-
fronts the girls at the register—just as Bunyan’s
pilgrims are confronted by *‘the Great One of the
fair” (i.e., Beelzebub) *“Girls, this isn’t the beach,”
Lengel tells them, echoing the Devil’s demand in
Vanity Fair that the pilgrims account for *‘what they
did there in such an unusual Garb.”” Queenie and
her friends, like Bunyan’s pilgrims, protest that they
““weren’t ... shopping,”” only buying the snacks
that Queenie’s mother asked them to get on their
way home from the beach. Bunyan’s pilgrims ex-
plain to their inquisitor that they are just passing
through on their way to the Heavenly Jerusalem.
Sammy imagines, in fact, that the girls are returning
to their own latter-day heavenly city, the affluent
beach set where folks eat ‘‘herring snacks on tooth-
picks off a big glass plate and . . . [hold] drinks the
color of water with olives and sprigs of mint in
them’’—this by comparison to the lemonade and
Schlitz beer crowd, whence Sammy comes, where
the suds are drunk from glasses with stenciled

cartoons. In Bunyan’s world, the choice was earthly
vanity or heavenly salvation; in Updike’s, it’s just
one level of class vanity or another.

To Queenie’s protest, Lengel replies that it
“‘makes no difference. ... We want you decently
dressed when you come in here.”” Queenie snaps
back, insisting that she and her friends ‘‘are de-
cent.”” But they are nonetheless (after Lengel allows
Sammy to ring up the herring snacks) quietly ban-
ished from the store. Bunyan’s pilgrims, of course,
are more harshly persecuted, thrown in a cage and
forced to assert their dignity much more protracted-
ly than Updike’s girls. The difference, however, is
only one of degree.

At the checkout stand, Sammy witnesses
Queenie’s mortification up close with profound, if
complicated, sympathy. He tenderly unfolds the
dollar bill she hands him (*‘it just having come,”” he
says, ‘‘from between the two smoothest scoops of
vanilla I had ever known’’), puts her change ‘‘into
her narrow pink palm,’’ hands her the jar of herring
in a bag, then blurts out ‘I quit”’—quickly enough,
he hopes, for the girls to hear, so they will stop and
acknowledge ‘‘their unsuspected hero.”’

It’s pure impetuousness on Sammy’s part, a
gallant gesture, a promise of sorts. Like Joyce’s boy
in Dublin, when face to face with the object of his
adoration, not knowing what else to say or do,
Sammy offers a gift. Where the Irish boy, in his
comparatively poor working-class milieu, wants
{perhaps needs) to offer something material to
Mangan’s sister to show his adoration, Sammy, who
inhabits an affluent American world cut loose from
the consolations of Christian faith, a world of large-
ly material values, offers instead an assertion of
principle as his gift. His Queenie has been wronged,
and he will stand by her; in an age when the
supermarket has replaced the church as the commu-
nity’s central institution, ‘‘principle’’ is the nearest
equivalent one has to spiritual commitment. But
before we anoint Sammy’s act as one of pure
principle, however imprudent, we should ask our-
selves whether he would have done the same had
one of the other girls—maybe Big Tall Goony-
Goony—borne the brunt of the reprimand, with
Queenie out of the picture. [ doubt it.

The promises of both young men prove futile,
of course. Joyce’s boy gets to Araby too late, and
recognizes in the flirtatious banter there between the
salesgirl and her two English admirers, and in the
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two men counting money, something uncomfort-
ably close to the nature of his own longing: his
dream, he later sees, was actually sexual, and mon-
ey would not buy it. In the A & P, Queenie and her
friends disappear out the door. Sammy’s promise is
also in vain; but, like Joyce’s young protagonist,
he’s stuck with it. ‘‘It seems to me,”” says Sammy,
‘‘that once you begin a gesture it’s fatal not to go
through with it.”” He removes his apron and bow tie,
and leaves the market. Once outside, he looks back
woefully through the store windows and sees Lengel
replacing him behind the cash register. Business
goes on, and—as at Araby—the money must be
collected. Like Joyce’s boy peering into the dark-
ened rafters of the Araby bazaar and lamenting the
vanity of his impulsive act, Sammy says at the end
of his story, ‘*‘My stomach kind of fell as I felt how
hard the world was going to be to me hereafter.””

Hereafter . .. it’s an oddly formal word with
which to conclude for Sammy, who is otherwise a
most colloguial storyteller. Does Updike mean to
hint that Sammy’s epiphany bears intimations of
immortality?—and not very positive ones at that?
Joyce’s boy would seem simply to have matured as
a result of his insight, to have become better equipped
for life as an adult. Though convinced as a youth
that his devotion to Mangan’s sister was divinely
driven, he has come to realize—as his older, more
articulate narrative voice makes clear—that he had,
back then, been ‘‘a creature driven and derided by
vanity.”” Looking backward, Joyce’s narrator has
resolved his earlier confusion of spirit and libido,
and can recount for us, however wistfully, how that
resolution came about. Updike’s Sammy, by com-
parison, speaks less retrospectively. He is still 19 at
the end of his story, and still looking around for the
girls in the parking lot, though ‘‘they’re gone, of
course.”” Sammy looks ahead—into the life that
lies before him, even perhaps (given that including
word) at his own uncertain path to the Hereafter.
And he sees nothing very clearly, only indefiniteness.

Both protagonists have come to realize that
romantic gestures—in fact, that the whole chivalric
world view—are, in modern times, counterproduc-
tive. That there are, however, for American adoles-
cents in post-atomic, Cold War New England, any
viable alternatives is less assured. Sammy’s is the
more ambivalent epiphany.

Source: Walter Wells, “‘John Updike’s ‘A & P’: A Retumn
Visit to Araby,”’ in Studies in Shorr Fiction, Vol. 30, No. 2,
Spring, 1993, pp. 127-33.

Lawrence Jay Dessner

Dessner is Professor of English at the Universi-
ty of Toledo. He specializes in Victorian literature
and creative writing. In the following essay, Dessner
presents insight into the character of Sammy, whom
the critic believes does not realize what his real
troubles in life will be.

John Updike’s short story ‘A & P*’ first published
in The New Yorker and then in Pigeon Feathers and
Other Stories (1962), has become something of a
classic of college literature anthologies, and no
doubt the story’s brevity and its outrageously naive
yet morally ambitious teen-age hero have much to
do with that status. Part of the story’s appeal, too,
derives from the fact that the wild comedy of its
boisterously inventive and rebellious narrator modu-
lates at its end into a gentle but benign sobriety.
Moments after Sammy dramatically surrenders his
job at the cash register to protest the unchivalrous
treatment of the three girls in swim suits who have
broken the store’s unwritten dress code, we may
rejoice in the condescending yet charming irony of
his naive conclusion: ‘ ‘I felt how hard the world was
going to be to me hereafter.”” Sammy surely over-
rates the harm he has done to his prospects. We
chuckle at his groundless apprehension and at
Updike’s momentarily convincing if mischievous
pretense that the world is benign. We are gladdened
to have had our disbelief suspended.

But this analysis of the tonal satisfactions of the
ending overlooks its deeper irony and the story’s
more considerable structural design on which that
irony depends. The running theme which links the
bulk of the story’s incidents repeatedly demon-
strates Sammy’s inability to imagine himself per-
sonally at risk. The expectation this motif awakens
in us is that Sammy will continue to underrate the
world’s dangers. At the story’s end, however, he
surprises us by overrating them—although with
Iudicrous and touching selectivity.

The first of these dangers to present itself to
Sammy is either penury or a neurotic meanness of
spirit. The middle-aged customer who gives Sam-
my ‘‘hell’’ for ringing up her box of crackers twice
is in Sammy’s quick calculation, *‘about fifty,”” and
a “‘witch”” of the sort he’s learned once flourished in
nearby Salem. He notices the ‘‘rouge on her cheek-
bones and no eyebrows”” but nothing else that might
stir him in the direction of sympathy. That the
malicious intent he silently accuses her of, and the
‘‘sheep’’-like behavior, ‘‘like scared pigs in a
chute,”” of the other ‘‘houseslaves in pin curlers’’
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who draw his sarcastic ire, might have sources in
something other than the one’s motiveless maligni-
ty and the others’ dullness of character, does not
occur to Sammy. He calls the “‘pigs’” *‘scared’’ as if
he himself had never known fear, as if no one ever
had, as if “‘scared’’ were a term of opprobrium. He
blames the customers of his A & P for being
“‘houseslaves’” without any sensitivity to the mis-
fortunes of literal or metaphoric slavery the epithet
points to. The thought that his mother, or his wife to
be, might herself deserve something more generous
than loathing for having “‘varicose veins (like those]
mapping [the shoppers’] legs’” does not break the
shell of the boy’s innocence.

Nor does he know, or care about, the circum-
stances that might lead one—himself for instance-—
to a career as a laborer in the city’s Department of
Streets and Sewers. The men who have come to
such employment are to him nothing more than
“‘old freeloaders.”” Similarly, the ‘‘old party in
baggy gray pants who stumbles up [to his checkout
lane] with four giant cans of pineapple juice’
evokes in Sammy nothing more than the thoroughly
self-satisfied question, ‘‘what do these bums do
with all that pineapple juice? ['ve often asked
myself.”” There is no malice in that ‘ ‘bums,’”” mere-
ly the guileless narcissism of youth. We laugh with
Sammy more than we laugh at him. How grand it
must be to know nothing at all about marginal
employment or implacable constipation!

Sammy sneers at the store manager for ‘‘hag-
gling with a truck full of cabbages’’—and by
extension sneers at all those who grow, transport,
even eat, such mundane stuff. He is entranced and
made enviously defensive by his notion that the
underclad younger shoppers inhabit a higher social
station than his own. His reflections on this topic
permit him a kindly smirk not only at his own
family’s lower middle-class predilections but also
at their better’s sartorial usages. ‘‘Ice-cream coats’’
is his mocking name for their formal summer attire.
Of his own eventual settling into or battling to gain
or retain a standing in the social hierarchy, he is
merrily unaware.

Sammy shamelessly ogles the three girls and
reports on his sudden bodily weakness when one of
them hands him a dollar bill taken from her bodice,
but when McMahon, who works behind ‘‘the meat
counter,”’ follows them with his eyes while ‘‘pat-
ting his mouth’’ in the embarrassed simulation of
yawning boredom, Sammy watches without an iota
of masculine fellow feeling. McMahon is what

Sammy doesn’t realize he may someday consid-
er himself fortunate to have become: McMahon
is “‘old.”” To Sammy kis ogling the girls is ab-
surd, ludicrous, grotesque, even distasteful, a re-
sponse Sammy neatly expresses when he says that
McMabhon, the butcher, is ‘‘sizing up their joints.”’

Sammy’s tenure at the check-out counter at the
A & P has exposed him to a fair sampling of the
ordinary range of insult and indignity with which
adults are forced to compromise. The fact that his
observations, so marvelously acute and so precisely
and delightfully expressed, have not led him to the
slightest insight into his own membership in the
family of the sons of Adam culminates in the
surprising double irony of the story’s conclusion.
While enormously overrating the world’s subse-
quent interest in his own employment history, Sam-
my enormously underrates the range and reach of
the adult world’s terrors, those necessities which do
indeed lie in wait for him, the exhibition of which
has comprised the essential bulk of his narrative.

Sammy renounces his allegiance to the A & P
for their sake, but the girls are gone when he seeks
them on the street; and when he looks back through
the store’s *‘big windows,’” he “‘could see Lengel,”’
the offending store manager, standing in for him at
the cash register. ‘‘His face was dark gray and his
back stiff,”” says Sammy, ‘‘as if he’d just had an
injection of iron. ...”” We know that Lengel had
‘“‘been a friend of [Sammy’s] parents for years’” and
that he had asked Sammy to reconsider quitting for
their sakes. Surely the ‘‘dark gray’’ of his face is the
sign of something other than the proud obstinacy
Sammy believes it to be. But from the story’s
beginning to here at its very end, Sammy gets it
wrong. The payoff of this theme ought to be Sam-
my’s lack of concern for the consequences of his
precipitous renunciation of his job. The irony turns
in on itself when he doesn’t even get that right. Our
chuckles at his overestimation of the trials which
await him are seasoned with a soupcon of kindly
concern for him that has been prompted by his
underestimation of all those ordeals of which his
narrative has so forcefully and comically reminded
us—but not him. Sammy, like the frightened child
in Philip Levine’s poem ‘“To a Child Trapped in
Barber Shop,”’ thinks that his *‘life is over.”” The
poem’s narrator, like our story’s, reminds his pro-
tagonist with wistful affection that ““it’s just begun.”’

Source: Lawrence Jay Dessner, ‘‘Irony and Innocence in
John Updike’s ‘A & P’,”’ in Studies in Short Fiction, Vol. 25,
No. 3, Summer, 1988, pp. 315-17.
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Ronald E. McFarland

McFarland is Professor of English at the Uni-
versity of Idaho. In the following essay, he discusses
the reasons he sees for the enduring popularity of
Updike’s story and theorizes about the symbolism of
the story’s brand names.

During the twenty years since its appearance in
Pigeon Feathers (1962), “*‘A & P’’ has been estab-
lished as John Updike’s most widely read short
story. Its popularity among anthologists, as recourse
to the listings in Studies in Short Fiction demon-
strates, has made the story standard reading for
thousands of college and high school students. It has
appeared in over twenty anthologies since its inclu-
sion in Douglas and Sylvia Angus’s Contemporary
American Short Stories in 1967. What accounts for
the continuing popularity of this particular story?

The reviewers greeted Pigeon Feathers with
that peculiar damnation-by-hyperbolic-praise
which continues to plague Updike. Arthur Mizener
began his page-one review in New York Times Book
Review by hailing Updike as ‘‘the most talented
writer of his age in America (he is 30 today) and
perhaps the most serious,”” only to warn later of the
dangers of Updike’s Joycean ‘‘verbal brilliance”’
and of the sometimes awkward conflict in his work
between ‘‘wit and insight.”” He did not mention
“A & P.”” J. M. Edelstein, who made a passing
commenton ‘A & P’’ but focused on ‘‘Lifeguard,””
found Updike’s work ‘‘rewarding,”” but also ““terri-
bly frustrating.”” Along with the stories’ *‘glitter
and shine,”” occasional ‘‘dazzle,”’ their ‘‘irony”’
and ‘‘neat felicity,”” Edelstein also detected ‘‘a
cleverness and an obvious mannerism that becomes
tiresome.”” Granville Hicks did not mention the
story in his lead review for Saturday Review, though
his praise of Updike (‘‘bold, resourceful, and in-
tensely serious’’) was more unstinting than that of
other reviewers. Only the unsigned reviewer for
Time, who began, ‘‘John Updike is a brilliant writer
who has so far failed to write a brilliant book,”’
reflected upon “*A & P.”” But here, too, the damning
with exaggerated praise was evident. Lauding
““‘A & P’ as the best story in Pigeon Feathers, the
reviewer concluded that “‘it is as forgettable as last
Week’s New Yorker.”

Regardless of this indifferent reception, ‘A &
P’” has emerged as Updike’s best known story. One
reason that anthologists have embraced the story is
probably their awareness of audience. Sammy, the
19-year-old check out boy, has natural appeal to a
classroom full of 18- and 19-year-olds. His

colloquial usages make him ‘‘accessible’ to col-
lege-age readers, and the frequently remarked
similarities with J. D. Salinger’s Holden Caulfield
have probably added to his appeal.

In his instructor’s handbook, R. V. Cassill
characterizes Sammy as ‘‘a good-natured, average
boy’’ with ‘‘a vague preference for beauty, liberty,
youth, and recklessness as against the stultifying
cant of a stodgy civilization.”” This has been the
main trend of the critical response to Sammy as a
character. ‘‘He will not always be understood,”’
Rachael C. Burchard writes, ‘‘but he refuses to be
captured by conformity and monotony.”” Hailing
“A & P’ as ‘“‘one of the brilliant pieces’ in
Pigeon Feathers, Robert Detweiler finds that with
his act Sammy ‘‘achieves a new integrity, one
that divorces him from his unthinking conservative
environment.”” The most effusive admiration of
Sammy, however, is provided in M. Gilbert Por-
ter’s essay, which discovers Emersonian qualities
of various sorts in the protagonist and which ar-
gues that the ‘‘histrionic’” aspect of his gesture
““‘does not detract from the basic nobility of his
chivalric intent, nor does it reduce the magnitude of
his personal commitment.”” Sammy, Porter con-
cludes, ‘‘has chosen to live honestly and meaning-
fully.”” This decision, presumably, makes him an
Emersonian character rather than an ordinary fellow
who, one may surmise, elects to live dishonestly and
meaninglessly. Porter admits that Sammy’s view of
the adult world is “‘harsh,”” but he also finds it
“‘essentially true.”’

An important reason for the continuing attrac-
tiveness of ‘‘A & P,”” however, as is often the case
with stories which prove to be of interest to literary
critics and other serious readers, 1s its ambiguity, or,
more narrowly, the ironic doubleness with which
the protagonist is presented. Caught up in the collo-
quial comedy of Sammy’s narration, the reader
tends to view the story (and especially the protago-
nist) uncritically, thus discovering in Sammy at
least a Quixotic type of nobility. Shortly after it was
published, William Peden described the story as
““trivial rather than significant, and more dull than
delightful,”” perhaps because he could detect little
besides adolescent arrogance in the protagonist,
though he did not elaborate. More recently, Donald
J. Greiner, noting that the girls in the story, ironical-
ly, are not in need of Sammy’s help, observes:
““‘Sammy learns that no one welcomes or even
tolerates idle idealism. Rather than insist on princi-
ple, he has merely shown off.”” Suzanne Uphaus

X3

also detects the ‘‘ironic distance’” between what
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Sammy intends and what he accomplishes, ‘‘which
reflects Updike’s conviction ... that the heroic
gesture is often meaningless and usually arises from
selfish rather than unselfish impulses.”” Much of the
impact of the story, as I shall demonstrate, derives
from the ambiguity, the ironic doubleness, with
which Updike has invested his protagonist.

In order to illustrate (in a couple senses of the
word) this story, Updike creates what I will call
““brand-name symbolism.”’ From the HiHo crack-
ers to the Falcon station wagon. Updike’s brand
names are more than simply appropriate projections
of the setting. They are symbols, comical, if only
because of their nature and context, which have
meaningful associations when properly considered.
They also contribute to the ironic portraits offered
throughout the story.

Sammy associates himself at the outset with
HiHo crackers, and they are a fitting symbol for
him—an ordinary, middle-class (not Ritz crackers)
snack item. How seriously, then, ought one to take
Sammy? How seriously does he take himself? The
brand name connotes light-heartedness and high
spirits. The movement of the story, and of Sammy’s
perspective, is from the easy gaiety and freedom of
youth toward the ‘‘hard’’ realities of adult societal
judgment. As Sammy observes, his parents think
what has happened is ‘‘sad,”” but, although he sees
that life hereafter will be hard for him, he doesn’t
yet see how unfortunate is his fall from boyhood.

The girl Sammy calls ‘‘Queenie’’ is associated
with ‘‘Kingfish Fancy Herring Snacks in Pure Sour
Cream: 49¢.”” (I recently priced a similar product at
$1.98 for an 8-ounce jar.) The brand name not only
fits the imperial Queenie, but also suggests the
social class, the upper crust, to which she belongs.
The incongruity of the common HiHo crackers and
a luxury hors d’oeuvres like herring snacks antici-
pates one aspect of the hard lesson that Sammy will
learn. Queenie’s brand-name symbol represents a
world completely alien to that of Sammy, who
visualizes her parents and their stylish friends ‘‘pick-
ing up herring snacks on toothpicks off a big glass
plate.”” As X. J. Kennedy observes in his instruc-
tor’s manual, the unsophisticated Sammy °‘thinks
martinis are garnished with mint.”” The brand name
that Sammy refers to as symbolic of his own family
is Schlitz.

In the confrontation itself there are several
ironies. The A & P, after all, is the subsuming brand
name in the story. It is a democratic melting pot of
sorts, a typically American institution where, just as

the Atlantic and Pacific come together, so do crack-
ers and herring snacks, and so do the proletarian (the
“‘bum’’ in his baggy pants who buys pineapple
juice), the bourgeois, and the patrician. All are
equal, one might suppose, at the supermarket. Yet it
is here that a standard of social decorum is asserted,
so the irony cuts at the upper class girls. Sammy is
no kinder to his reflections on the proletariat (in-
cluding the streetworkers) and the bourgeoisie than
Lengel, the manager, is in his treatment of the
patricians. At the same time, the social code itself is
undercut, for though it is distinctly bourgeois in
nature, its aim is to sustain the appearance of
“‘class’’ (the patrician). The code of decorum keeps
the store from being what it would pretend to be.
The supposedly elite upper class is, in fact, very
casual, too casual, under the circumstances, for the
snobbish middle-class manager.

Some less central brand-name symbols also
figure in the story. McMahon, the butcher is men-
tioned in the context of Diet Delight peaches, an
ironic anti-product to that of his department. The
only brand name (of a sort) associated with the town
besides the A & P is the Congregational church, a
standard, Protestant, middle-class denomination,
which is virtually surrounded by such non-spiritual
businesses as two banks, a newsstand, and three real
estate offices. Finally, although the company is not
named, record albums which denote a particular
middle-class brand of music are alluded to: the
Caribbean Six and Tony Martin Sings. The com-
mon name of the popular singer contrasts with the
presumably exotic sextet.

The ironic doubleness and ambiguity are most
obvious, however, with the last brand-name symbol
in the story, the ‘‘powder-blue Falcon station
wagon.”” Associated with ‘‘some young married
screaming with her children’’ and being a station
wagon, the vehicle relates to the sheeplike custom-
ers, the women with varicose veins and six children,
and the fifty-year-old cash-register-watchers. But
the vehicle’s model name, ‘‘Falcon,”” suggests preda-
tory aggressiveness. Falconry is traditionally a sport
of aristocrats, and poetically the falcon has been
connected with the power of Christ (a sort of anti-
type to the dove). The vehicle itself, therefore, is a
sort of self-contradiction. It is small wonder that the
confused Sammy anticipates a hard life ahead. The
world which he is entering creates just such confus-
ing, ambiguous symbols for itself.

Some readers, as [ have indicated above, have
asserted confident and even dogmatic readings of
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Sammy’s character. He is commonly seen as ‘‘stand-
ing for’” youth (naive, but ‘‘right’’), beauty, sensi-
tivity, nonconformity, individualism, honesty, and
excitement. It appears that the story has been pro-
moted largely by those who read the protagonist in
that way. Like Holden Caulfield, then, the altruistic
(even chivalric) Sammy leams a hard lesson about
reality, the ‘‘sad wisdom of compromise,”” as
Detweiler calls it. But Sammy lacks several essen-
tials of the worthy hero. For one thing, he has no
perspective on his situation. He can judge the ef-
fects of his “‘gesture,”” apparently, only from a brief
passage of time. Furthermore, despite what some
readers have said, Sammy appears to have very little
sensitivity, except, of course, to the obvious nubile
beauty of Queenie and her friends (although they
respond to it differently, both Stokesie and McMahon
also perceive that beauty). Sammy’s reaction to the
angry customer early in the story and his lack of
sympathy for the varicose-veined mothers simply
indicate his immaturity and failure of compassion.
His descriptions of customers as sheep, or as “‘scared
pigs in a chute’’ may be funny, but a moment’s
reflection shows them to be simply jejune. Finally,
by his own account, Sammy’s “‘gesture’’ (the word
1s used advisedly, for it is a mere gesture) is intend-
ed to impress the girls who have, ironically, missed
the whole show.

If my antithetical portrait of Sammy were the
whole story, however, he would be no more en-
grossing as a protagonist than what I might call
“‘Sammy the altruist,”” as portrayed by other read-
ers. Sammy, in fact, achieves a certain degree of
heroism not so much by his gesture, which initially
appears to be selfishly motivated rather than a
defense of principle, but by his insistence upon
going through with it even after the girls have left.
At the end, the reader perceives Sammy as both
victor and victim. Against the many instances of his
insensitivity and immaturity, the reader finds some
signs at the end that Sammy is growing up. In short,
itis only partly correct to say that Sammy is noble or
chivalric, and it is only partly correct to say that he is
acting on selfish impulses. Much of the continued
popularity of the story derives from Updike’s refus-
al to guide the reader to an easy solution.

At this writing, [ can account for ten books or
monographs published on the works of John Updike,
a writer who, at fifty, may have his best work ahead
of him. His facility with language and what David
Thorburm describes as his ‘‘unmannerly fertility’’
may always be held against him. The charges (par-
ticularly of his facile style) are reminiscent of those

N\ The incongruity of the

common HiHo crackers and a
luxury hors d'oeuvres like
herring snacks anticipates
one aspect of the hard lesson

that Sammy will learn.”

one encounters from time to time against F. Scott
Fitzgerald. Robert E. Spiller wrote: ‘‘Fitzgerald’s
strength—and his weakness—Iay in the sincerity
of his confession and in the gift of words in which it
was expressed.”’ Like Fitzgerald, Updike concen-
trates on a specific social milieu. Updike’s subject,
Thorburn writes, ‘‘is always some variation on the
spiritual and communal enfeeblement of contempo-
rary American society, particularly among the sub-
urban middle class.”” Like Fitzgerald’s, Updike’s
reputation will have to wait a generation or two to be
properly measured, but I think he will prove to be
the major spokesman of a longer and more complex
era (the 1960’s through the 1980’s) than the Jazz Age.

Source: Ronald E. McFarland, ‘‘Updike and the Critics:
Reflections on ‘A & P, in Studies in Short Fiction, Vol. 20,
Nos. 2-3, Spring-Summer, 1983, pp. 95-100.

Donald J. Greiner

Greiner is the chair professor of English at the
University of South Carolina. He has published
extensively on the works of Updike and Robert
Frost, among other American authors. In the fol-
lowing excerpt, Greiner discusses ‘A & P, focus-
ing particularly upon the character of Sammy.

““A & P’ is one of Updike’s most popular and
anthologized tales. Told in the first person from
Sammy’s point of view, the story calls attention not
to the tone of nostalgia but the brashness of his
colloquialism. The first sentences suggest his confi-
dence: ‘‘In walks these three girls in nothing but
bathing suits. I’m in the third check-out slot, with
my back to the door, so I don’t see them until they’re
over by the bread. The one that caught my eye first
was the one in the plaid green two-piece.”” Sam-
my’s sympathy with the teeny boppers is estab-
lished immediately by the contrast between the girls
and the typical cash-register watcher, ‘‘a witch
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N Semmy initially seems so
confident that he may
irritate some readers.

Surveying the three girls as

they wander the aisles, he
assumes that his perspective
and judgment are naturally

correct.”

about fifty with rouge on her cheekbones and no
eyebrows’” who gives him a hard time for ringing
up a box of HiHo crackers twice. Admiring the three
girls for daring to enter the grocery store dressed in
bathing suits, he especially likes the one who wears
her straps down and her head high. He also enjoys
the shock on the faces of the housewives in pin
curlers who do a double take to corroborate this
breach in decorum: ‘‘these are usually women with
six children and varicose veins mapping their legs
... there’s people in this town haven’t seen the
ocean for twenty years.”’

The sketch turns on the offhand comment that
his parents think the outcome sad. We know then
that despite the colloquial immediacy of the tale,
““‘A & P’ is the record of an incident which Sammy
has already lived through but not forgotten. His
response to the situation has made an impact upon
him which he continues to ponder. When Lengel,
the store manager who teaches Sunday school,
criticizes the three girls with the comment, *‘this
isn’t the beach,”” Sammy’s sense of heroism is
aroused. Lengel utters his sarcasm as if the A & P
were a great sand dune and he the head lifeguard,
but no one is saved. Like a hero in a story by J. D.
Salinger performing a quixotic gesture, Sammy
accepts the role of the girls’ unsuspected hero and
announces to Lengel that he quits.

He does not agree with his parents that the
outcome is sad. Someone must stand up for embar-
rassed teen-agers in bathing suits with straps down.
But this quixotic gesture does him no good. The
girls never hear him declare himself their protector,
and they do not wait for him in the parking lot with
favors and thanks. Indeed, when he steps outside, he

is in the ugly world of harried housewives with
varicose veins: ‘‘There wasn’t anybody but some
young married screaming with her children about
some candy they didn’t get by the door of a powder-
blue Falcon station wagon.”” Sammy does not want
to quit his job, but he believes that he must go
through with the gesture. His protest throws him out
of the artificially ordered world of the A & P, where
the third checkout slot looks directly up the row to
the meat counter, and into the parking lot where
mothers yell at children while pretty girls in bathing
suits do not notice small acts of heroism. Worse,
they do not care.

Sammy’s brash slang covers his sentimental act
which neither the teen-agers nor the world accepts.
His sacrificial action is incongruous but neverthe-
less mildly moving. The irony is that the girls never
need his help. They stand up well under the
Victorianism of Lengel and the stares of the other
shoppers. As one of the girls retorts, ‘““We are
decent.”” Sammy leams that no one welcomes or
even tolerates idle idealism. Rather than insist on a
principle, he has merely shown off: ‘“My stomach
kind of fell as I felt how hard the world was going to
be to me hereafter.”” . ..

In both ““A & P’ and ‘‘Lifeguard,” the first-
person narrators are defined largely by their tones
and vocabularies. No one else supplies background
information or details to round out character. Updike
experiments with opposite extremes of voice, for
Sammy is casual and colloquial while the lifeguard
is pompous and pedantic. Sammy initially seems so
confident that he may irritate some readers. Survey-
ing the three girls as they wander the aisles, he
assumes that his perspective and judgment are natu-
rally correct. When he describes the girls, we won-
der if his lyrical flights of language expose the
inadequacy of his slang as he stretches to show why
these teen-agers deserve his sacrifice: Breasts, for
example, become two smooth scoops of vanilla. We
can see him longing to ring up the purchase of that
ice cream. Yet the end of the story suggests that all
is not self-righteousness and slang. Sammy has
sympathy and a sense of outrage. However ironic,
his sacrificial gesture is as refreshing as his collo-
quial candor. We finish the story sensing that he is
more than just another A & P employee with an eye
for cute behinds. An observer of his social world, he
resolves not just to record but also to act upon his
impressions.

Source: Donald J. Greiner, in his The Other John Updike:
Poems, Short Stories, Prose, Plays, Ohio University Press,
1981, 297 p.
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Julio Cortazar’s short story ‘‘Axolotl,” from his
collection Final del juego (End of the Game, and
Other Stories), has disturbed, perplexed, and de-
lighted a growing number of devoted readers and
critics since its publication in 1956. One of Cortazar’s
most famous stories, it is told by a man who has
been transformed into an axolotl, a species of sala-
mander, after spending many hours watching axolotls
in an aquarium. As an axolot], the man still sees the
human he used to be and hopes the human will write
a story about a man who becomes an axolotl. Many
critics find the axolotl’s final comment to be the
pervading theme of Cortazar’s short fiction—that
through art one can become another and communi-
cate on behalf of all creatures, so that none may feel
the terror of isolation and imprisonment.

Cortazar’s fiction unites fantastic and often
bizarre plots with everyday events and characters.
This method urges readers to look beyond the
commonly held conviction of Western thought that
life is guided by fact. Instead, Cortazar wants read-
ers to understand that reality is in the eye of the
beholder. Cortazar is one of the seminal figures of
magic realism, an movement in Latin American
literature that began in the 1950s. Cortazar’s con-
temporaries, Gabriel Garcia Marquez and Carlos
Fuentes, also combine fantastic and ordinary situa-
tions and characters in an attempt to create new
ways in which literature can represent life.
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Author Biography

Cortazar was born to an Argentinian family living in
Brussels, Belgium, in 1914. In 1918 he moved with
his parents to their native Argentina. After earning a
teaching degree, he taught high school from 1937 to
1944. During this time Cortazar began writing short
stories, and in 1938, under the pseudonym Julio
Denis, he published Presencia, a book of sonnets
exhibiting the influence of French Symbolist poet
Stephane Mallarme. In 1944 and 1945 Cortazar
taught French literature at the University of Cuyo in
Mendoza, but he resigned from his post after being
arrested for participating in demonstrations against
Argentine president Juan Peron. He then moved to
Buenos Aires, where he began working for a pub-
lishing company. In that same year he published his
first short story, “‘Casa tomada’” (‘‘House Taken
Over”’), in Los anales de Buenos Aires, an influen-
tial literary magazine edited by fellow Argentinian
Jorge Luis Borges. Between 1946 and 1948 Cortazar
studied law and languages to earn a degree as a
public translator. Cortazar has stated that the ardu-
ous task of completing this three-year course in less
than a year produced temporary neuroses that are
reflected in his fiction. One of his phobias, a fear of
eating insects hidden in his food, inspired the short
story ‘“‘Circe,”” a tale about a woman who feeds her
suitors cockroaches in the guise of candies.

In 1951 Cortazar published Bestiario, his first
collection of short stories and also received a schol-
arship to study in Paris, where he became a transla-
tor for the United Nations Educational, Scientific,
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). Paris re-
mained his base until his death. In 1953, collaborat-
ing with his wife, Aurora, Cortazar completed trans-
lations into Spanish of Edgar Allan Poe’s prose
works, which were a major influence on his work.
Like the characters in his stories and novels, Cortazar
was constantly crossing national as well as philo-
sophic boundaries. Throughout his life the author
traveled extensively—primarily between France,
Argentina, Cuba, Nicaragua, and the United States—
often lecturing for social reform in Latin America.
He believed that art and writing could bridge gaps
between different ways of seeing the world and
experiencing reality. By challenging readers to ques-
tion their individual conceptions of reality and to
think beyond them, Cortazar encouraged a bet-
ter understanding of all people as the only hope
for resolving the world’s conflicts. A number of
Cortazar’s works explicitly reflect his strong con-
cern for political and human rights causes. For

example, the novel Libro de Manuel (1973; A
Manual for Manuel) is in part an expose of the
torture of political prisoners in Latin America. Both
in his fiction and in his essays, he was an advocate
of socialism and a vocal supporter of the Cuban and
Nicaraguan revolutions. Cortazar was a poet, ama-
teur jazz musician, and movie buff. His story ‘‘Biow-
Up,”” from the coliection Las armas secretas was
the basis for Michelangelo Antonioni’s 1966 film of
the same name. Cortazar died of the combined
effects of leukemia and a heart attack in Paris
in 1984.

Plot Summary

“‘Axolotl”’ opens with a blunt summary of its own
plot: ““There was a time when I thought a great deal
about the axolotls. I went to see them in the aquari-
um at the Jardin des Plantes and stayed for hours
watching them, observing their immobility, their
faint movements. Now I am an axolotl.”” An axolotl,
the narrator later explains, is the larval stage of a
type of salamander.

The rest of the story recounts how this fantastic
transformation took place. The narrator, a man
living in Paris, has grown bored with the lions and
panthers he usually observes at the zoo, the Jardin
des Plantes. He decides to explore the aquarium and
unexpectedly *‘hits it oft with the axolotls.”” A sign
above the tank tells him they are Mexican, but he
already knows this because their pink faces remind
him of Aztecs. He begins to visit the axolotls several
times a day. He peers through the glass for hours,
studying them closely. He becomes particularly
fascinated by their golden eyes, which suggest to
him *‘the presence of a different life, of another way
of seeing.”

As time goes on he feels a growing sense of
relationship with the axolotls. One day, as he is
pressing his face against the glass, he suddenly
realizes that he is no longer looking at the face of an
axolotl inside the tank but at his own face, staring
into the tank from outside. At that instant he realizes
that it is impossible for the man to understand the
world of the axolotl: ‘‘He was outside the aquarium,
his thinking was a thinking outside the tank. Recog-
nizing him, being him himself, I was an axolot! and
in my world.”” He is initially horrified at the idea of
being ‘‘buried alive’’ in the midst of “‘unconscious
creatures,”” but his feeling of horror ends as he
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realizes that although the axolotls cannot communi-
cate, they all share his knowledge.

The man visits the tank less and less frequently,
and the axolotl-consciousness eventually realizes
that the connection between them is broken. In the
““final solitude’” to which the man ‘‘no longer
comes,”’ the axolotl offers himself the consolation
that the man may write a story that will tell *“all this
about axolotls.”’

Narrator

The unnamed narrator of ““Axolotl’” is a lonely
man who becomes so obsessed with axolotls (Mexi-
can salamanders) that he becomes one—or at least,
believes that he does. Cortazar provides few details
about the narrator, but the details he does provide
are revealing. It is a spring morning, and Paris is
‘‘spreading its peacock tail after a wintry Lent,”
when the narrator visits the Jardin des Plantes. He
remarks that he is (or ‘‘was’’) a friend of the lions
and panthers and had never before entered the
‘‘dark and humid’’ aquarium. This suggests that the
narrator is attracted to all that is beautiful and

assertive in nature: the morning, spring days, lions,
and panthers. In fact, it is only when he finds that the
lions are ‘‘ugly and sad’’ and that the panthers are
sleeping—in other words, when they do not meas-
ure up to his image of them—that he decides to go
into the aquarium. In choosing the beautiful and
assertive he has avoided another side of nature, that
represented by the dark aquarium. The narrator
desperately wants to get inside the mind of the
axolotls. He believes their golden eyes speak to him
‘‘of the presence of a different life, of another way
of seeing.”” Some critics think that the narrator
represents the modern individual in search of self-
realization and spirituality.

Change and Transformation

On one level, the narrator has been transformed
into an axolotl. On another, deeper, level he has
become a more enlightened being. The literal trans-
formation of man into animal can be understood as a
metaphor (a word, thing, or action applied to a
distinctly different kind of word, thing or action,
without asserting a direct comparison) for a kind of
spiritual transformation. In other words, the narrator
was unable to think beyond his rational conception
of himself until he entered the mind of the axolotl
and realized that there were other ways of experi-
encing existence. The transformation, however, is
not complete, since the physical man still exists
outside the tank and eventually stops visiting it and
his axolotl-self. The existence of the story, howev-
er, seems to confirm that some permanent change in
the man outside the tank has taken place, since he
has presumably retained enough of his insights to
write the story.

Consciousness

The man’s consciousness struggles against his
unconscious. Contemporary studies of human be-
havior suggest that all people have in the uncon-
scious mind a primitive and instinctual side that
they repress more and more deeply as they grow
from infancy into adulthood. In contrast, animals
never bury these forces. Many psychologists be-
lieve that accessing the unconscious can provide a
person with a more complete way of living and
perceiving the world. This is why psychologists
sometimes use hypnosis to help their patients solve
problems. For the narrator, the axolotl comes to
represent the unconscious portion of his mind. The
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narrator recalls that before his transformation he
“‘had found in no animal such a profound relation
with myself.”” He was particularly fascinated with
the creatures’ eyes, which suggested to him the
existence of ‘‘another way of seeing.”” ‘I knew that
we were linked,”” he recalls, ‘‘that something infi-
nitely lost and distant kept pulling us together.”
After his transformation, he overcomes his initial
horror at feeling ‘‘buried alive’” in an unconscious
creature as he realizes that the axolotls share an
awareness that does not need to express itself. By
becoming an axolotl, he bridges the conscious part
of his mind with the unconscious. A lasting union of
the two aspects of consciousness is, however, im-
possible. The man still exists ‘‘outside the tank,”’
while the part of his consciousness that has made
this leap in perception is inside the tank: ‘‘I was an
axolotl and in my world.”’ As time goes by, the man
outside the tank separates himself from his moment
of perception: ‘‘the bridges were broken between
him and me, because what was his obsession is now
an axolotl, alien to his human life.”” Nonetheless,
the story ends on a note of hope that the man will
carry with him some memory of his perception and
will express it in a story.

Passivity
Although the axolotls are capable of moving,
they rarely do. The narrator notes that as a rule the

only parts of their bodies to move are three small

gills on each side of the head. Occasionally a foot
moves, but just barely. By observing the axolotls in
their transparency and quietness, the narrator be-
comes aware of what he calls “‘their secret will, to
abolish space and time with an indifferent immo-
bility.”” The narrator-axolotl comments that this
immobility allows the axolotls to avoid ‘‘difficul-
ties ... fights, tiredness.”” The immobility of the
axolotls contrasts with the mobility of the man
outside the tank, who rides a bicycle, who comes
and goes, and who eventually distances himself
from the axolotls and his thoughts about them.

Time

The concept of a realm of consciousness that
exists outside of time is reinforced by the continual
shifts in the sense of time in the story. The story
begins in the past (‘‘There was a time when I
thought a great deal about the axolotls’”). The
narrator then recounts, in the past tense, the events
and thoughts leading up to his transformation, occa-
sionally breaking into the present tense to comment
from his perspective after the transformation. After

Topics for |
Further
Study

» Investigate some of the myths, legends, stories,
novels, and films in which humans turn into
animals. Have people in real life ever claimed
this has happened to them? Are there nonfiction
accounts of this phenomenon? What features do
these works have in common with *‘Axolot]”’?

¢ Research the government of Argentina during
the 1950s as led by Juan Peron. How did it treat
artists and writers? From Cortazar’s story, can
you conclude what his political opinions may
have been?

¢ What is magic realism? Could ‘*Axolotl’”” be
labeled magic realism ? Explain why or why not.
Also, some writers object to the term magic
realism; why do you think this is?

the transformation the story ends in the present as
the narrator-axolotl reflects on what has happened.
Finally, he imagines that the man will, in the future,
write a story about axolotls—presumably the story
the reader has just read. The constant shifting of
temporal planes serves to undermine the reliability
of rational thought as opposed to spiritual existence.

The Rational vs. The Spiritual

For Cortazar, the spiritual refers to a person’s
deepest self, instincts, unconscious, and soul. Hu-
mans pass most of their conscious existence grounded
in a rational mode of thinking whereby they accept
reason as the only authority in determining their
opinions and actions. The axolotls in the story are
described in a way that makes them a metaphorical
expression of a different, non-rational experience.
Immobile and inexpressive, they suggest to the
narrator, before his transformation, ‘‘the presence
of a different life, of another way of seeing.”” The
man cannot understand the axolotls; his thinking is
*‘a thinking outside the tank.”” Nonetheless, the
axolotl’s comment at the end of the story, ‘‘he’s
going to write all this about axolotls,”” suggests that
the man will not entirely lose touch with the world
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he sensed but could not understand. Through writ-
ing, the man will be able to revisit the axolotl’s
mind, or, in other words, the unconscious and
spiritual side of his nature.

Point of View

The story’s narration blurs the line between
reality and fantasy. The story is narrated by a first-
person narrator, some part of whose consciousness
or physical being is transformed into an axolotl.
This creates considerable ambiguity, because the
“I’” and “‘me’’ of the narrator may at any point refer
to the man before the transformation or to his
axolotl-self who is telling the story. The musings of
the first are juxtaposed with the insights of the
second. While the ambiguous ‘I’ emphasizes the
connection between the man and the axolotl, the
two contrasting points of view that it represents also
serves to highlight the division between the man
who remains outside the tank and that part of his
consciousness that migrates into the tank. The read-
er’s need to follow the continual shifts between the
two viewpoints may also be said to mirror the
protagonist’s own shift from a limited human per-
spective to his widened understanding after his
transformation. The constant interchange of per-
spectives undermines the reliability of rational
thought and underscores the multiplicity of reality.

Structure

The structure of ‘‘Axolotl’” is different from
that of most short stories because it is circular rather
than linear. The major events of the story take place
over a period of a few days during which the
narrator focuses on the most important phases of his
transformation. The opening paragraph is in itself a
closed circle which functions as the center of the
larger circle of the story: ‘“There was a time when I
thought a great deal about the axolotls. I went to see
them in the aquarium at the Jardin des Plantes and
stayed for hours watching them, observing their
immobility, their faint movements. Now I am
an axolotl.”’

Four distinct parts can be found in this cyclical
structure. The first involves the narrator’s gradual
approach to the fascinating but foreign world of the

axolotls. He observes and describes them from
outside the aquarium glass: *‘I saw from very close
up the face of an axolotl immobile next to the
glass.”” The second deals with the metamorphosis
process: ‘“‘No transition, no surprise,”’ says the
narrator, ‘I saw my face against the glass, I saw it
on the outside of the tank, I saw it on the other side
of the glass.”” At this point, the man believes
himself to have metamorphosed into an axolotl with
his human mind intact—*‘buried alive,’’ as he puts
it—*‘condemned to move lucidly among uncon-
scious creatures.”” In the third division, the feeling
of horror stops as he becomes so immersed in his
new world that he is able to sense what he could not
perceive on the other side: ‘‘a foot grazed my face,
when I moved just a little to one side and saw an
axolotl next to me who was looking at me.”” A
fourth part to the story is found in its last paragraph,
which functions as an epilogue. Here there is a
definite separation between two worlds. Although
the narrator had achieved a kind of unity in his
knowledge of both the man’s perspective and an
axolotl’s, he cannot communicate that understand-
ing to the man who still remains outside the glass.
There is a division between the man who became an
axolotl and the man whose visits to the aquarium
have ceased. Nonetheless, the axolotl believes ‘that
all this succeeded in communicating something to
him in those first days, when I was still he.”” The
axolotl’s hope that the man will write *“all this about
axolotls™” completes the circle, since the story the
man will write is apparently the story readers have
just read.

Symbols

Cortazar is known for employing many sym-
bols in his fiction. A symbol is a word or phrase that
suggests or stands for something else without losing
its original identity. In literature, symbols combine
their literal meaning with the suggestion of an
abstract concept. In the story ‘*Axolotl,”” the axolotl
may be interpreted as a symbol of the narrator’s
unconscious mind. His transformation—or the trans-
formation of a part of his consciousness—into an
axolotl functions on a symbolic level. This means
that Cortazar is trying to do more than simply tell a
story about a man who turns into a salamander. The
axolot] further symbolizes basic drives and appe-
tites, which include the urge for self-fulfillment.
Like the snake, the axolotl is a symbol of the
instinctual self. Struggling for understanding, the
narrator mentions ‘‘the mystery,”” ‘‘nonexistent con-
sciousness,”” “‘mysterious humanity,”” “‘secret will,”
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and ‘‘diaphanous interior mystery,”” which were all
claiming him. These references underscore the need
for symbols to communicate something that cannot
be fully expressed in rational terms.

Other prominent images in the story that can be
interpreted symbolically include the glass wall of
the aquarium, which functions at various times as a
mirror, as a barrier, and as a gateway; the golden
eyes of the axolotls, which appear to the man as both
blank and expressive; and the enclosed and watery
world of the aquarium itself.

Magic Realism

Cortazar is one of the seminal figures of magic
realism. Magic realism (sometimes called magical
realism) is a term applied to the prose fiction of Julio
Cortazar, Jorge Luis Borges (Cortazar’s mentor),
Carlos Fuentes, Gabriel Garcia Marquez, Juan Rulfo,
Mario Vargas Llosa, and many other writers who
combine the fantastic with ordinary situations in an
attempt to create new ways in which literature can
represent life. Their work violates, in a variety of
ways, standard novelistic expectations by its drastic
experiments with subject matter, form, style, tem-
poral sequence, by fusions of the everyday, the
fantastic, the mythical, and the nightmarish, and by
writings that blur traditional distinctions between
what is serious or trivial, horrible or ludicrous,
tragic or comic,

Historical Context

Existentialism’s Influence on Cortazar
““‘Axolotl’’ was first published in 1956. At that
time, Cortazar no longer lived in his native Argenti-
na, but in Paris, France. The story is set in Paris and
appears to take place in the time it was written.
Critic Terry J. Peavler says that the existentialism of
Jean-Paul Sartre, an important philosophical move-
ment of the day, influenced Cortzar’s **Axolotl.”” In
fact, existentialism, which began in France, inspired
many authors of the 1950s, including Irish play-
wright Samuel Beckett, and French authors Albert
Camus and Jean Genet. Peavler draws a comparison
between ‘‘Axolotl’’ and Sartre’s book Being and
Nothingness, which was published the same year.
Sartre felt that individuals create their own identi-
ties through their choices and actions. While people

should not think of themselves as comprised of a
fixed set of characteristics or categories, neither
should they go to the other extreme and conceive of
themselves as pure nothingness. At the conclusion
of Cortazar’s story, the axolot]l hopes the narrator
will “‘write all this about axolotis™ as a means of
finding the existential balance between being (the
rational mind idealized in most Western philoso-
phies) and nothingness (the unconscious mind, sym-
bolized by the axolot!’s primitive nature). The story
suggests that to reach this balance, one must experi-
ence both extremes, as the narrator has done, before
this kind of self-awareness becomes possible.

World War 11 and the Absurd

The horror of World War II (1939-45) left
Western culture in a state of moral confusion. In a
world gone mad, most artists found earlier norms
and traditions to be insufficient models of expres-
sion. All manner of experimentation took hold in
art, theater, philosophy, literature, and film. This
violent new world manifested itself in works of an
absurdist nature. Eugene Ionesco, a leading writer
of the drama of the absurd, states in an essay on
Franz Kafka: ‘‘Cut off from his religious, meta-
physical, and transcendental roots, man is lost; all
his actions become senseless, absurd, useless.’’
Peavler believes Ionesco’s comment could just as
well be applied to the characters in Cortazar’s
stories of the 1950s. Absurdism is an aspect of
magic realism, or the ‘‘boom,”” an innovative move-
ment in Latin and South American literature that
began in the 1950s and continues into the late
twentieth century, of which Cortazar is one of the
seminal figures. However, magic realists do not
often use the term ‘‘absurdist’ to describe their
writing; instead, they prefer the term ‘‘fantastic.”’
Both terms denote a shift in literature after World
War II toward a new definition of reality that
rejected rational, convenient, and limiting interpre-
tations of the everyday world. Cortazar uses the
word ‘“fantastic’’ in defining his fiction and his own
special way of understanding reality. By ‘‘fantas-
tic’” he means the alternative to what he calls *‘false
realism’” or the view that “‘everything can be de-
scribed and explained in line with the philosophic
and scientific optimism of the eighteenth century,
that 1s, within a world governed by a system of
laws, of principles, of causal relations, of well-
defined psychologies, of well-mapped geographies.”’
Cortazar, through his use of fantastic elements, aims
to defy the man-made formulae and simplistic
explanations of reality that give rise both to the
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Comparg
Contrast

» 1950s: Zoos are popular destinations for child-
ren and adults alike. Animals are captured in the
wild and live the rest of their lives in captivity.

1990s: Zoos commonly breed captive animals
instead of capturing them from the wild since the
U.S. Endangered Species Act was passed in
1973. Less than one percent of large mammals in
U.S. zoos are captured from the wild. In order to
encourage breeding of captive animals, most
zoos have upgraded the animals’ habitats so that
the environment more closely resembles their
natural habitats.

* 1950s: Literature by Latin American authors
following the end of World War II becomes
characterized by magic realism. The absurd or
the fantastic marks the postwar Latin American
writing, and a rational view of reality is rejected.

1997: Gabriel Garcia Marquez, considered a
master of magic realism, recieves critical atten-
tion for his new book, News of a Kidnapping,
about the Colombian drug trade of the 1980s.

repression of the unconscious, and, in a political
sense, to totalitarianism (the oppression of peopies).
When a group or nation is forced to think a certain
way by those in power, bloodshed is usually the
outcome. In 1956, Soviet troops crushed uprisings
in Poland and Hungary because these ‘‘satellite
nations’” chose to reinterpret well-defined laws of
Soviet communism. During the 1950, many artists,
Cortazar included, used absurdist or fantastic ele-
ments in their work to open up the mind, liberate
repressed thoughts and feelings, and combat restric-
tive thinking, in an effort to heighten self-aware-
ness and generate a greater tolerance of differing
viewpoints.

President Juan Peron of Argentina

Juan Domingo Peron (1895-1974) was presi-
dent (Cortazar referred to him as a dictator) of
Argentina from 1946 to 1955 and from 1973 to
1974. He was one of the most important twentieth-
century political figures in South America. When
the civilian government was overthrown in 1943,
Peron, a career military officer and leader of a
politically active military club, became head of the
labor department. Supported primarily by the work-
ing class and various labor unions, Peron was elect-
ed president in 1946 and again in 1951. The Peronist
program of economic nationalism and social justice

eventually gave way to monetary inflation and
political violence, and Peron was ousted by a mili-
tary coup in 1955. Peron, in exile, continued to be a
powerful force in Argentine politics, and he was re-
elected in 1973 by a clear majority. Cortazar, a
writer with outspoken political beliefs, was defiant-
ly anti-Peronist. In 1945 he was arrested and as a
result was forced to relinquish his academic career
in Argentina. He became a translator, and in 1951,
disgusted with Argentina’s tyrannical government,
he moved to Paris. ‘‘Axolotl”” was written in Paris
around the same time Peron was ousted by a mili-
tary coup. Some critics see Cortazar’s short story as
a symbol of rebirth, not of the spiritual self, but of a
new Argentine generation replacing a corrupt,
fascist one.

Critical Overview

Cortazar is generally acknowledged as one of the
most important authors of the mid-century literary
“‘boom’’ in Latin and Central America. A handful
of writers, among them Jorge Luis Borges (Argenti-
na), Alejo Carpentier (Cuba), Mario Vargas Llosa
(Peru), Jose Donoso (Chile), Gabriel Garcia Marquez
(Colombia), and Carlos Fuentes (Mexico), brought
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Latin American literature to international promi-
nence in a span of less than thirty years in a literary
flowering that has not been matched in Spanish
literature since the ‘‘Siglo de Oro’’ (the golden
century—the seventeenth).

The history of the critical reception of **Axolotl”’
is similar to that of Cortazar’s other stories and
novels: an immediate popular success, followed by
a delay of some years by critical success. Enrique
Anderson Imbert, a fellow Argentinian writer and
critic, thought Cortazar’s early stories, such as
“Axolotl,”” which is now considered to be one of
his best, were unsuccessful and disappointing. When
‘‘Axolot]”’ was translated and published in English
in 1967, American readers enjoyed its idiosyncratic
style and bizarre elements, but again critics were not
initially impressed. In the 1980s and 1990s, howev-
er, critical interest grew.

Like most of the other members of the ‘‘boom,”’
Cortazar was deeply involved in politics. In many
instances, politics has been as important as aesthet-
ics in determining an author’s reception in Latin
America, and Cortazar’s case is as complex as any.
In the early 1960s, Cortazar, like many Latin Ameri-
can intellectuals, became a strong supporter of Fidel
Castro’s Cuban Revolution and of other nations that
were experiencing Marxist or leftist revolutions.
Readers in these countries, however, attacked his
work for being too concerned with fantasy and not
providing ‘‘revolutionary’’ content. In rebuttal,
Cortazar argued that so long as an artist’s ideologi-
cal position has been established and is well known
(everyone was well aware of Cortazar’s avowal of
socialism), no directives and no critical dogma
should be allowed to curb his creative freedom. He
particularly stressed the need to create lasting works
of art: ‘*The most serious error we could commit as
revolutionaries would be to want to adjust literature
or art to suit immediate needs.”” Furthermore, he
insisted, any truly creative act is revolutionary, for it
advances the present state of art and works toward
the future.

Sarah Madsen Hardy
Madsen Hardy has a Ph.D. in English and is a
freelance writer. In the following essay, she consid-

ers Cortazar’s use of foreign-language words as a
way of understanding how his experience as an
expatriate may have shaped the story’s style and
its themes.

T once took a class in Latin American fiction in
which my professor described Cortazar’s book as
not the sort with which one wants to curl up in bed.
There is something cold and distant about Cortazar’s
style. Plus, one needs to be quite alert to keep up
with him. ‘‘Axolotl”” is a story that makes its
readers think hard, and such hard thinking is also the
story’s major theme. ‘‘Axolotl”’ is, after all, a story
about immobility, thus the protagonist’s action en-
tails almost nothing but the laborious processes of
his/its/their consciousness. It is this set of qualities,
I believe, that leads most readers to either love
Cortazar’s writing or to hate it. The story is named
“‘Axolotl’” and reading it, one has an experience not
unlike that of the protagonist. Zoo visitor and read-
ers alike encounter the cold, paralyzing, un-human
world of the axolotls, the imaginary world of
“*Axolotl.”” For those who love it, ‘**Axolotl’’ is an
intellectual carnival ride, a mind game, a thrill of
perspective. But other readers may feel frustrated
with the initially distant protagonist who grows
even less familiar and less accessible as the story
proceeds—or circles, as the case may be. What’s
my way into the strange world of this story, they
may wonder, and what’s at stake in understanding it
anyway?

Cortazar’s revolutionary Latin American po-
litical allies also questioned what was at stake in his
writing. They criticized it as too intellectual, too
detached from social reality. On the other hand,
scholars tend to adore Cortazar for this very same
reason. Because Cortazar’s writing is so abstract, it
is easy to apply theories to it, as theories, too, are by
nature abstract. In the few slender pages of prose
that make up ‘‘Axolotl,”” Cortazar raises questions
about myth and reality, God and man, mind and
body, death and rebirth, time and timelessness,
being and nothingness. My list is not exhaustive. It
is impressive how scholars have managed to inter-
pret ‘‘Axolotl”” by applying many of the most
important schools of philosophical thought of the
twentieth century, and it is also a little overwhelm-
ing. Just what is Cortazar saying about all of these
big philosophical questions? Many readers may
agree with Doris T. Wight’s opening claims in her
essay ‘‘Cortazar’s ‘Axolot]’; Contradiction Is All
One Can Cling to in the Short Tale,”” ‘‘deception is
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An axolotl, a type of salamander indigenous to Mexico and the western United States.
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all one can count on,”” ‘‘purposeful obfuscation is
all one can grasp,”” and ‘‘confusion is all that
appears trustworthy.”’

It is helpful, first, to acknowledge, as Wight
has, the difficulty of getting a grasp on any one
philosophical interpretation before its validity starts
to melt away, given the enigmatic nature of the
story. It is also helpful to step back from the heady
philosophizing and to focus on the concrete, de-
scriptive words on the page. Immediately, the story
starts to seem simpler. It is really quite straightfor-
ward. While the transformation he describes is
fantastical and mysterious, Cortazar goes out of his
way to describe it in the most direct and specific
way possible.

It is through Cortazar’s exquisitely precise use
of language that I can find a way into the real and
magical world of ‘‘Axolotl.”” Within the context of
Cortazar’s relationship to the various languages he
spoke and the various contexts in which he spoke
them, I will explore the use of ‘‘foreign’’ language
within the story—the non-Spanish words that
appear within what was an originally Spanish text
(Spanish being Cortazar’s native language). I am
particularly interested in how such use of different
languages can shed light on the idea of foreignness
—so extreme and abstractly symbolic in the narra-

tion of a nameless man’s transformation into a
larval salamander—as part of Cortazar's social
reality, his cultural identity, and his life story.

Cortazar’s relationship to his native land and
native language was complicated from the start.
Since he was born in French-speaking Brussels to
Argentinean parents, where he lived until age four,
Cortazar’s first home was a place where he was,
paradoxically, a foreigner. He returned with his
family to Argentina, and later, as a young adult,
became very active in Latin American politics,
identifying strongly with continental, pan-Latino
causes, particularly the struggles of the common
and poor people. But all the while Cortazar was
studying and teaching French, and he was very
much engaged with the elite European literary and
philosophical discourse associated with this lan-
guage. In both his life and in his writing, Cortazar
moved back and forth between the languages, tradi-
tions, and cultures of Europe and Latin America.
His familiarity with both gave him a new perspec-
tive on each, an ability to translate the terms of one
onto the other, such as (Latin) magic and (Europe-
an) realism. But it also left him nowhere to feel fully
at home.

In Spanish the word for foreigner, extranjero, is
derived directly from the word for strange, extrano.
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» The Metamorphosis, Franz Kafka’s 1915 novel-
la. One day a man wakes up to find that he has
been transformed into an insect.

* Labyrinths, Selected Stories and Other Writings,
Jorge Luis Borges’s 1962 collection. Recog-
nized all over the world as one of the most
original and significant figures in modern litera-
ture, Borges was also Cortazar’s mentor.

¢ Evelyn Picon Garfield’s 19735 critical study, Julio
Cortazar, begins and ends with personal inter-
views that she conducted with Cortazar at his
home in Provence, France. An invaluable guide
to Cortazar’s philosophies, his preferences, and
even his nightmares, which illuminate much of
the symbolism found in his work.

» Cortazar’s 1966 novel Hopscotch is recognized
as a modern literary classic. Its main character,
Horacio Oliveira, has an ambition: to so frag-
ment his personality that his life will become a

series of present moments, which never cohere
into a perceptible whole. He leaves Argentina to
join a floating, loose-knit circle known as “‘the
Club,”” then returns to Buenos Aires, working by
turns as a salesman, as keeper of a mathematical-
ly proficient circus cat, and as an attendant in a
mental asylum owned by his friends. His is a life
truly fragmented—a life of aloof sensuality and
empty pleasure over which he has lost control.

* Cortazar’s 1960 novel The Winners is the story
of the winners of a mystery cruise in a special
state lottery. Not long after they leave the jubi-
lant dockside cafe in Buenos Aires, tensions
emerge among the widely varying personalities.
Quarantined from a certain part of the ship,
served by a silent and forbidding crew, and
treated more like prisoners than winners, they
split into two groups: those who want to know
what’s really going on, and those who prefer to
let sleeping dogs lie.

Cortazar wrote ‘*Axolotl’” as an expatriate, a politi-
cal self-exile from his native country of Argentina.
He was fired from his job as a professor of French
Literature in Argentina because of his opposition to
the rising politician Juan Peron, after which he
undertook a rigorous, accelerated course of study to
work as a public translator. The combination of
stresses brought on a period of great emotional
instability, precipitating a move to France, where he
continued to study, write, and translate. Paris was a
place where many cosmopolitan intellectuals gath-
ered, and Cortazar stayed there until his death. But
he wrote “*Axolotl’” in Paris shortly after his arrival,
when it was probably most apparent to him that,
despite his fluency in French, he was an extranjero—
a foreigner and a “‘stranger.”” Interpreting the very
strangeness of the story as an expression of Cortazar’s
status as an expatriate illuminates a complex cultur-
al and psychological dimension. Approaching the
story as in some way autobiographical is narrower
than the philosophical interpretations, which have

the admitted appeal of addressing big, timeless
questions—but I think it warms the story up a bit.

Early in ‘‘Axolotl”’ the issue of foreign lan-
guage presents itself. The story is set in a real and
specific place, the Jardin des Plantes in the city of
Paris. In the story, French is the language of loca-
tions. Cortazar specifies that the protagonist ‘‘was
heading down the boulevard Port-Royal,”” then
“‘took Saint-Marcel and L’Hospital’’ on the day he
first decides to go into the aquarium. The library—
the only other setting of the story—is also specified
as being ‘‘at Sainte-Genevieve.”” The Paris streets—
the ‘‘real world”” of the protagonist in his human
form—are, in this way, set apart from the rest of the
fictional world of ‘*Axolotl.”” This indicates that, as
Cortazar writes in his native language, the Parisian
environment he moves through and writes of re-
mains foreign. Language creates a distance, a barri-
er, between the protagonist and the place where
he lives.
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W\ The protagonist knew,

v

before seeking out the
scientific facts, that the
salamanders were Mexican,
simply by looking at their

faces.”

A use of foreign language that is both more
striking and more subtle, is, of course, the story’s
title and main subject: axolotl. Whether one reads
the original Spanish or an English translation, the
world axoloti—a word Cortazar repeats frequent-
ly—stands out as strange and rare. It has a distinctly
different sound from any other word in the story,
and readers may be unsure how to pronounce it
(AK-seh-LOT-1). The reason for this is that axolotl
is a word from the Aztec language of Nahuatl.
While French and Spanish are closely related as
romance languages, both deriving from the ancient
European language of Latin, Nahuatl is one of the
many native languages of Latin America, predomi-
nant before its colonization in the sixteenth century.
(Confusingly, Mexico, Central, and South America
are designated Latin America, despite the fact that
there is nothing ‘‘Latin’’ about them except for the
fact that they were colonized by the Latinate Span-
iards, French and Portuguese.) Cortazar is con-
scious of how he uses this single Nahuat] word. He
offers an alternative, the Spanish ajolate—a word
that would not have stood out as “‘foreign’’ in the
original Spanish text—suggesting that, like the
French location names, the world of the axolotl is
set apart from familiar and spontaneous, ‘‘native’’
ways of thinking and perceiving. Both the real Paris
setting and the magical caged amphibians are some-
how strange. This qguality of strangeness renders
them paradoxically similar and opposite.

-Cortazar also gives the Latin name for the
salamander’s genus, Ambystoma. Latin is a ‘‘dead”’
language, no longer spoken but used in science for
purposes of categorization. Thus, it is associated
with empirical facts. Latin is also the language that
ties Cortazar, through his native Spanish, to the
continent of Europe and the language of French.
One might say that it stands for the Western/ration-

al “‘real’’ of magic realism. The Nahuatl axolotl, on
the other hand, is mysterious and magical. For the
protagonist knew, before seeking out the scientific
facts, that the salamanders were Mexican—that is,
native to his own native Latin America—simply by
looking at their faces. The foreign, set-apart quality
of the Nahuatl word is associated with the special
kinds of perception accessible only through the
salamanders’ “‘little pink Aztec faces’’: ‘‘the eyes,
two orifices wholly transparent gold, lacking any
life but looking, letting themselves be penetrated by
my look, which seemed to travel past the golden
level and lose itself in a diaphanous interior mys-
tery,”” and ‘‘the rosy stone of the head, vaguely
triangular, but with curved and irregular sides which
gave it a total likeness to a statue corroded by time.”’
It is through such looking that the protagonist finds
another sort of knowledge, not only about the ani-
mals but about himself. ‘‘After the first minute I
knew that we were linked, that something infinitely
lost and distant kept pulling us together.”” Could it
be, at least in part, Cortazar’s bond with his home-
land—the broader, pan-Latino homeland of
Cortazar’s politics—that is the ‘‘something’’ in the
axolotl’s eye that is paradoxically “‘infinitely lost
and distant’” and *‘pulling us together’’? Cortazar
never spoke Nahuatl. That, to him, is infinitely lost
and inaccessible—nothing like the streets of Paris
which he negotiates so ‘‘fluently.”” The axolotls
represent the loss of an imagined home (or, more
precisely perhaps, a feeling of being ‘‘at home’’)
that he never had and never will have. Despite being
profoundly out of place, trapped and immobile in
their tank, the axolotls are so alluring because they
represent the only possible link to that imagined
home, even through its absolute loss.

The glass at the Paris zoo that separates the
Mexican salamanders from the protagonist literally
reflects him, and reflects upon his cultural predica-
ment. “‘I saw from very close up the face of an
axolotl immobile next to the glass. No transition and
no surprise, I saw my face against the glass, I saw it
on the outside of the tank, I saw it on the other side
of the glass.”” It is the very real, concrete barrier of
the glass that makes the foreign world of Paris and
the foreign world of the tank perform this strange
translation, this contradictory melding and splitting
that is, on the one hand, a magical feat of double
perspective, and, on the other, a reflection of dis-
placement, alienation, and loneliness.

Source: Sarah Madsen Hardy, ‘ ‘Foreign Worlds and Foreign
Languages,” for Short Stories for Students, Gale, 1998.
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Doris T. Wight

In the following essay, Wight offers her view of
the theme of contradiction in ‘Axolotl,”’ focusing
on Cortazar’s narration.

Contradiction is all one can cling to in the short tale
““Axolotl,”” which takes place in the aquarium at the
Jardin des Plantes in Paris one spring after a wintry
Lent; deception is all one can count on in this story
of a tiny animal that is not yet really even an animal;
purposeful obfuscation of fact is all one can grasp in
this artistic fabrication by Julio Cortazar; confusion
is all that appears trustworthy.

Perhaps its very being is an impossibility—the
existence of this impossible object, although some
first-person narrator (Cortazar? highly unlikely)
has called the creature an ‘‘axolotl’” and has even
described it. The reader sees, thrown before him by
the magic lantern of precise, vivid description, the
little rosy translucent body six inches long that
looks rather like a lizard’s and ends in a fish’s tail of
marvelous delicacy. Along the back, a transparent
fin joins onto the tail. ‘‘Feet of the slenderest
nicety’’ end in ‘‘tiny fingers with minutely human
nails,”” and *‘eyes two orifices, like brooches, whol-
ly of transparent gold, each ringed with a very
slender black halo’’ are painted with the improbable
clarity of a Salvador Dali work. The excruciatingly
meticulous description goes on and on, its purpose
that of persuading someone of the real existence of a
tiny being. Yet, there is always something subtly
wrong somewhere, everything is too exact and
perfect, so determinedly exotic that some force
within us makes us resist the slick-glistening words,
and we grasp desperately to subterranean denial, we
cling to contradiction, we insist on deception, we
silently shout ‘‘purposeful obfuscation of fact!”’
and trust only to our sense of confusion that we
might be spared the face of the narrator, whose
madness we sense in horror from the start. For from
the very beginning we know that the narrator is
insane: how else could one interpret this opening
paragraph?

Hubo un tiempo en que yo pensaba mucho en los
axolotl. Iba a verlos al acuario del Jardin des Plantes
y me quedaba horas mirandolos, observando su

inmovilidad, sus oscuros movimientos. Ahora soy
un axolotl.

There was a time when I thought a great deal about the
axolotls. I went to see them in the aquarium at the
Jardin des Plantes and stayed for hours watching
them, observing their immobility, their faint move-
ments. Now I am an axolotl.

N Though axolotls think
like humans, humans refuse to

think like axolotls.”

Itis precisely because the narrative implies from the
very beginning that it is the raving of a lunatic that
we reject the explanation that this is but a madman’s
tale. Or perhaps one should put it this way: we never
believe a liar more than when he tells us bluntly that
he is lying. Similarly, when we are told that what we
are encountering is nothing but nonsense, meaning-
less fancy, emptily delusionary dreams, then we
become intensely, immediately convinced that be-
fore us, behind the facade, lies Truth. Thus Cortazar
captures us from the start of his tale, and never
looses his grip on our credulity and helpless curiosi-
ty about the forbidden—for we cannot help inter-
preting claims to Untruth as glorious opportunities
to find the dazzling light, the Secret!

Along with the narrator we become enchanted
immediately with the mysterious axolotl and con-
vinced of its importance to our own destinies. That
little rosy stone-headed, golden-eyed creature in
the aquarium at the Jardin des Plantes that huddles
on the floor of moss and stone in the water tank with
its eight fellows receiving visits morning after morn-
ing by the human visitor: what is it? The entranced
visitor who observes it has learned in the library at
Sainte-Genevieve, we are told, that:

los axolotl son formas larvales, provistas de branquias,
de una especie de batracios del genero amblistoma.

axofot! are the larval stage (provided with gills) of a
species of salamander of the genus Abystoma.

The visitor had already learned by reading the
placard at the top of the tank and ‘‘by looking at
them and their pink Aztec faces’’ that axolotls are
Mexican, that ‘‘specimens of them had been found
in Africa capable of living on dry land during the
periods of drought,”” etc.

Here might lie an almost inaccessible, perhaps
truly inaccessible allegory: the Aztec, slave of his
body in a world-culture that has left him behind
historically, exists as an artifact in a museum or
aquarium or library’s encyclopedia for middle-class
Europeans or Americans to visit and perhaps be-
come infatuated by. For the ‘*blind gaze, the di-
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minutive gold disc without expression and nonethe-
less terribly shining’” sends forth, the narration tells
us, a message: ‘‘Save us, save us.”” Marxists might
identify instantly the impossible object as a Third or
Fourth World victim of capitalist exploitation. . . .

But no. Even yet the analysis is not ringing
quite true to the text. The analysis, self-assured,
does not match the contradictions of the text itself.
After telling us in paragraph three, for instance, that
he has learned that axolotls are animals, the narrator
(the narration, to be more exact) denies that facile
identification in paragraph six and explicitly states,
““They were not animals,”’ for axolotls are discov-
ered to have existed much farther back in the
evolutionary chain than animals—perhaps justify-
ing their existence in the Garden of Plants. Again, in
paragraph seven the larvae are identified as ‘‘wit-
nesses of something, and at times like horrible
judges,”” but of a ‘‘something’ increasingly elu-
sive. Then the word *‘larva’’ slips away from us too,
for we are told, very pointedly, that ‘‘larva means
disguise and also phantom.”’” Meaning has slipped
away, and now contradiction is all that we can cling
to, an oxymoronic confusion that describes the tiny
Aztec faces as ‘‘withoutexpression’” but simultane-
ously ‘‘of an implacable cruelty.”” And how could
we know of that cruelty except through expres-
sion on the closely observed Aztec faces, since
axolotls cannot speak? The mystery grows and
grows, leading to the question that the narrative asks
at paragraph’s end, ‘‘What semblance was awaiting
its hour?”’

Perhaps the answer to that frightening question
comes shortly. At the conclusion of paragraph nine,
the classical ‘“‘discovery’” of narratives seems to
occur with these words: ‘‘Then my face drew back
and 1 understood.”” What the man watching the
axolotls in their tank—and one central axolotl in
particular—apparently ‘‘understands’’ becomes
clear in the next paragraph: he grasps the incredible
identification/exchange with the object before him:

Afuera mi cara volvia a acercarse al vidrio, vera mi
boca de labios apretados por el esfuerzo de comprender
a los axolotl. Yo era un axolotl y sabia ahora
instantaneamente que ninguna comprension era posible.

Outside, my face came close to the glass again, I saw
my mouth, the lips compressed with the effort of
understanding the axolotls. I was an axolotl and now I
knew instantly that no understanding was possible.

Again, contradiction. The man has just said that he
understands; but what he understands is that no
understanding is possible. Reversal and confusion
continue:

Conociendolo, siendo el mismo, yo era un axolotl y
estaba en mi mundo. El horror viia—lo supe en el
mismo momento—de creerme prisionero en un cuerpo
de axolotl, transmigrado a el con mi pensamiento de
hombre, enterrado vivo en un axolotl, condenado a
moverme lucidamente entre criaturas insensibles.

Recognizing him, being him himself, I was an axolotl
and in my world. The horror began—I learned in the
same moment—of believing myself prisoner in the
body of an axolotl, metamorphosed into him with my
human mind intact, buried alive in an axolotl, con-
demned to move lucidly among unconscious creatures.

Now consciousness seems clearly located in the
axolotl, for the narrator speaks (and here we must
repress a smile, even through our terror) from the
tank, from among other axolotls. What was told in
paragraph five as from the human-narrator’s stance
has come true, that ‘‘the eyes of the axolotls spoke
to me of the presence of a different life, of another
way of seeing.”” This other way of seeing appears to
involve contradiction as its very essence. As an
axolotl, the narrator sees another axolotl next to him
looking at him, one who understands him, the
narrator assures us, for he ‘‘can tell’”’; yet the
narration also assures us that despite that communi-
cation of understanding between these two tiny
creatures, there was ‘ ‘no communication possible.’’
All the axolotls look at the face of the man outside
the tank now, including presumably the man-turned-
axolotl himself, all these tiny brilliantly drawn
primeval forces questioning and confronting the
human condition; but the modern-day God, man,
grows less and less interested in the axolotls from
which he once sprang, and to whose species he still
belongs, since he is both down inside the tank
looking up at the exalted human, and also up above
staring hypnotically at his past self.

One must halt again. The man grows disinter-
ested in those creatures of his own primeval being,
the axolotls from which he evolved. This should
mean—though apparently it does not—a corre-
sponding lessening of interest of the axolotls in the
man since, as the man-axolotl narrator informs us,
‘‘every axolotl thinks like a man inside his rosy
stone resemblance.’”” Contradiction, contradiction.
Bafflement again.

All attempts at rational comprehension of this
tale, all efforts to make it mirror an actual, coherent,
believable world, again resist our pleas, yet the
more we deny understanding, the more we seem to
be on the verge of capturing it. For of course the
narrator was not mad at the moment of his identifi-
cation with the larval salamander, the primitive
creature who stepped out of the waters to live in a
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wholly new environment, the land, the creature that
prophesied the coming of humans in its very form:
the feet ending in tiny fingers with minutely Auman
nails, the little pink Aztec faces, the ‘‘handsome
eyes so similar to our own,”” in which the human
observer read at last ‘‘that liquid hell they were
undergoing’’ because it was his own. That moment
of identification, rather than a plunge into madness,
was the human’s one instant of enlightenment, his
realization that ‘“Thou art That”’ and ‘‘That art
Thou,”” his simultaneous grasp of Darwinian evolu-
tion and the counter-truth of the Buddhistic doc-
trine of Nothingness, that progress and regression
alike are illusory.

In the end, however, the only world this tale
agrees to present on the surface is a language world.
The situation is as if the manifest content of a dream
has been cut off from the latent content, repressed
underworlds are denied the chance to surface, and
an artistically inclined, self-indulgent dreamer busily
and engagingly works on processes of secondary
elaboration, spinning a tale of words by words
about words.

*‘I console myself by thinking that perhaps he
is going to write a story about us, that, believing he’s
making up a story, he’s going to write all this about
axolotls,”” says the forlorn object, the subject that
has gone over completely into the mirror image, the
man/axolotl. Alas, the severed subject, the man
above the tank, never thinks the desired message,
‘‘Save us, Save us’’; for though axolotls think like
humans, humans refuse to think like axolotls. The
man, having left the tank in boredom, is now too
busy analyzing his experience, rationalizing, con-
juring words, words, words, trying to describe logi-
cally, and thus contradictorily, the impossible his-
torical event that never took place in the aquarium at
the Jardin des Plantes in Paris one spring after a
wintry Lent.

Source: Doris T. Wight, “‘Cortazar’s ‘Axolotl’,”” in The
Explicator, Vol. 45, No. 2, Winter, {987, pp. 59-63.

Harry L. Rosser

Rosser is a professor at Boston University. In
the following essay, he examines the theme of trans-
Sformation in “‘Axolotl,”’ relating it to the psycholo-
gy of Carl Jung.

In the narratives of Julio Cortazar there is an intense
preoccupation with the unexplainable phenomena
which invade individual and collective experience.
This restless, self-exiled Argentine rejects the ra-

A ) The salamander in
Cortazar's story may be seen as
an archetypal representation
of basic drives and appetites
which include the urge for
self-fulfillment.”

tional, convenient, and limiting interpretations of
the every-day world. He defies man-made formu-
lae and simplistic explanations of reality. Cortazar
believes that human beings can change and act upon
their limitless potential for self-realization, for
spiritual fulfillment, for a totality of life.

Cortazar uses the word ‘‘fantastic’’ in defining
his fiction and his own special way of understanding
reality. By ‘‘fantastic’” he means the alternative to
what he calls “‘false realism’ or the view that
“‘everything can be described and explained in line
with the philosophical and scientific optimism of
the eighteenth century, that is, within a world gov-
erned by a system of laws, of principles, of causal
relations, of well-defined psychologies, of well-
mapped geographies.”” He has emphasized that for
him there exists ‘‘the suspicion of another order,
more secret and less communicable’ in which the
true study of reality is found in the exceptions to the
laws rather than in those laws themselves. For
Cortazar, the approach to this order requires a
loosening of the mind in order to make it a more
receptive instrument of knowledge to stimulate
authentic transformations in man. This approach is
evident in many of the short stories of this imagina-
tive non-conformist.

Of the several stories that reflect Cortazar’s
fascination with fantastic incursions into the ration-
al world of the self, ‘“Axolotl”” most memorably
portrays a transformation experience and raises
questions about the nature of that experience. While
the story can be read as a direct narration of novelistic
events, it lends itself to elucidation on another level
as well. The purpose here is to offer an interpreta-
tion of Cortazar’s narrative within the context of his
unusual view of reality. This first requires a brief
synthesis of the plot and an examination of the
literary techniques which make the story work.
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““‘Axolotl’’ is the autobiographical account of a
lonely man, Cortazar’s anonymous narrator-pro-
tagonist, who frequents the city zoo and one day
wanders into an aquarium where he has never been
before. There he feels a peculiar attraction toward a
group of translucent, rose colored axolotls, a species
of Mexican salamander with large golden eyes. He
returns day after day to be drawn into hypnotic
contemplation of the fishy creatures. He senses that
they are endowed with a special intelligence and
project an inexplicable power which he finds irre-
sistible. He perceives that he has some remote link
with the salamanders. Time and space disappear for
him in the presence of these beings belonging to a
different life.

Gradually a metamorphosis takes place as the
man becomes convinced that he has been trans-
formed into one of the tranquil salamanders looking
at him from inside the aquarium. He feels alarmed
but also strangely comforted. He senses that his
human mind is inside the body of the amphibian. At
the same time he feels a oneness with the other
salamanders which glide about him inside the tank.
The salamander element in the man has left him to
establish a separate kind of existence. The expanded
ego of the narrator goes from one side of the glass to
the other. The salamander is no longer simply the
object of the narrator’s observation, it now becomes
engaged in the act of observing.

The enigmatic communication between man
and salamander, it becomes clear, cannot be sustain-
ed. A rupture of sorts occurs. Silence invades the
atmosphere. By the end of the story, the narrator-
protagonist is the salamander and comments on the
man who had previously been the narrator. On one
side of the glass the man, no longer the person he
used to be, stops visiting the aquarium. On the other
side remains the salamander, consoled by the possi-
bility that the man will write a story about this
unsettling experience.

Cortazar uses a variety of literary techniques in
““‘Axolotl.”” The events of the story take place over a
period of a few days during which the narrator-
protagonist focuses on critical phases of the trans-
formation process. There is no linear sequence or
spatial constancy. There appears to be no plot
development, an impression conveyed by a circular
kind of narrative procedure. The central idea estab-
lished in the first few lines of the story is regularly
reiterated: ‘‘“There was a time when I thoughta great
deal about the axolotls. I went to see them in the
aquarium at the Jardin des Plantes and stayed for

hours watching them, observing their immobility,
their faint movements. Now I am an axolotl.”

The opening paragraph is in itself a closed
circle which, as one critic has pointed out, functions
as the center of the larger circle of the story. For
Antonio Pages Larraya [in Homenaje a Julio
Cortazar, 1972] three distinct parts can be found in
this cyclical structure. The first involves the pro-
tagonist’s gradual approach to the fascinating but
foreign world of the salamanders. He observes and
describes them from outside the aquarium glass: *‘1
saw from very close up the face of an axolotl
immobile next to the glass.”” The second deals with
the metamorphosis process: ‘‘No transition, no sur-
prise,”’ says the narrator, ‘I saw my face against the
glass, I saw it on the outside of the tank, I saw it on
the other side of the glass.”” At this point, the man
believes himself to have metamorphosed into a
salamander with his human mind intact—* ‘buried
alive,”” as he puts it, ‘‘condemned to move lucidly
among unconscious creatures.”’ In the third divi-
sion, the feeling of horror stops as he becomes so
immersed in his new world that he is able to sense
what he could not perceive on the other side: “*. . . a
foot grazed my face, when I moved just a little to
one side and saw an axolotl next to me who was
looking at me. . ..”

It should be added that a fourth part to the story
is found in its last paragraph, which functions as an
epilogue. Here there is a definite separation be-
tween two worlds. The narrator-protagonist had
achieved a kind of unity. There is now, however, a
division between the man who became a salaman-
der and the man whose visits to the aquarium have
ceased. The salamander declares: ‘‘I am an axolotl
for good now, and if I think like a man it’s only
because every axolotl thinks like a man inside his
rosy stone semblance. [ believe that all this succeed-
ed in communicating something to him in those first
days, when I was still he.”’

As in a number of Cortazar’s stories, suspense
in ‘‘Axolotl’’ is not dependent upon the element of
surprise but upon the particular experience de-
scribed and upon the atmosphere of tension in
which that experience takes place. Cortazar has
stated that it is of utmost importance to him to hold
the attention of his reader-accomplices, as he likes
to call them, and to widen their horizons. Thus he
advocates a style that, in his words, ‘‘consists of
those elements of form and expression that fit the
thematic nature of the story in a precise fashion,
elements that give it its most penetrating and origi-
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nal visual and auditory form, that make it unique,
unforgettable, that fix it forever in its time, in its
atmosphere and in its most primordial sense.”’
‘“Axolotl’” is typical of Cortazar in other ways: it
introduces a protagonist in a situation characterized
by a routine existence; it recounts the way in which
an alien presence interrupts that routine; and it
reveals—at least partially—the consequences of
that intervention.

““‘Axolotl’’ is a story in which the line between
reality and fantasy gradually blurs in the reader’s
mind. It is narrated from several different perspec-
tives that shift unpredictably and whose sources are
somewhat ambiguous. Intentional confusion is caused
by the skillful use of personal pronouns, verbal
suffixes, and several verb tenses that are associated
with the varying points of view. The fact that
pronouns can be readily abandoned in Spanish in
favor of implications carried by the verb makes for
even more subtle variations in perspective (e. g.,
“‘era’’ can mean ‘I was,”” ‘‘you were’’ [formal
singular], “‘he was,”” “‘she was,”” or ‘“‘it was’’). In
addition to this, the reader must keep track of to
whom the first person singular refers as well as of
the function of the first person plural and the third
person singular and plural. There is the “‘ego I* of
the man before and after the metamorphosis; there is
the collective ‘‘we’” of the man and the salaman-
ders, and of the salamanders as a group; there is the
use of the third person singular ‘‘he’’ and plural
“‘they’” by the man, both before and after the
change, as well as by a kind of omniscient narrator.

LR

The multiple perspectives established through
the use of various pronouns and verbal suffixes are
developed even further by a constant change in the
temporal context. Several verb tenses appear in the
same short paragraph or even in the same sentence:
““The axolotls huddled on the wretched, narrow
(only I can know how narrow and wretched) floor of
stone and moss.”” The story begins in the past
(*‘There was a time when I thought a great deal
about the axolotls.’’), skips back and forth in time
and then draws to a close in the present. The use of
the present tense imbues the account with a sense of
open-endedness. The last words of the salamander
are: ‘‘And in this final solitude, to which he no
longer comes, 1 console myself by thinking that
perhaps he is going to write a story about us, that,
believing he’s making up a story, he’s going to write
all this about axolotls.”’

Taken together, these literary techniques un-
derscore the multiplicity of reality which Cortazar is

so intent upon conveying through his fiction. The
constant interchange of perspectives and temporal
planes that the techniques create undermines the
reliability of rational thought. Cortazar’s innovative
methods are meant to revitalize language as well as
people. “‘I’ve always found it absurd,”” he says, *‘to
talk about transforming man if man doesn’t simulta-
neously, or previously, transform his instruments of
knowledge. How to transform oneself if oneself
continues to use the same language Plato used?”’

In ““Axolotl’”” Cortazar has sought to express
something for which there is no verbal concept
within the realist mode of writing. He rejects writ-
ing on the basis of logical conceptualizations, for
the mode he refers to as *“fantastic’” is not practiced
from an intellectual standpoint. In fact, he has
explained that, for the most part, writing just hap-
pens to him. It is a kind of literary exorcism. By his
own admission it is a process by which he attempts
to deal with the products of his own imagination
which resist control and upset a carefully, albeit
precariously, established way of life. On occasion it
is as though he were a medium receiving a force
over which he has no conscious control. The story
under analysis, therefore, can be seen as a metaphor
because it clearly has that mysterious quality of
suggesting meaning beyond the mere anecdote of
the narrative.

The meanings implied in the transformation
may be numerous. The interpretation offered here is
that the significance of the event described in
“‘Axolotl’’ closely coincides with Carl Gustav Jung’s
views on the dynamics and development of the self.
Indeed, the similarities are remarkable between
Cortazar and the Swiss psychologist, particularly in
regard to the concept of reality. ““The distinc-
tive thing about real facts,”” writes Jung [in The
Undiscovered Self, tr. R. F. C. Hall, 1958], *“is their
individuality. Not to put too fine a point on it, one
could say that the real picture consists of nothing but
exceptions to the rule, and that, in consequence,
absolute reality has predominantly the character of
irregularity.”” What happens in “*Axolot]l’” strongly
suggests that Cortazar means to represent an ego-
conscious personality striving for wholeness, or
what Jung describes [in ‘*On the Nature of Dreams’’]
as ‘‘the ultimate integration of conscious and un-
conscious, or better, the assimilation of the ego to a
wider personality.”’

Throughout the narrative it is suggested that
Cortazar is actually portraying aspects of a process
of self-realization. The solitary, routine existence in
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which the protagonist is mired is interrupted by an
unexpected obsession for the salamanders. He is
unable to think of anything else. Through the func-
tion of intuition he senses the attractive power of a
collective image: ‘I knew that we were linked, that
something infinitely lost and distant kept pulling us,
together.”” In Jungian terms the unconscious com-
ponent of the self—that is, those personal psychic
activities and contents which are ‘‘forgotten, re-
pressed or subliminally perceived, thought, and
felt”’—erupts into consciousness. It does this on its
own accord, requiring the ego somehow to assimi-
late the new content. [Jung, ‘‘Psychological Types’’].
Cortazar’s protagonist describes psychic associa-
tions which suggest that the activity originates in the
unconscious, not only on a personal but on a collec-
tive level as well. In the unconscious, as Jung
explains, there is interaction between ‘‘the acquisi-
tions of the personal existence’’ and ‘‘the inherited
possibility of psychic functioning in general, name-
ly, in the inherited brain structure.”” Being the base
of the psyche of every individual, the collective
unconscious is a kind of heritage passed on to all
human beings, and maybe even to all animals as well.

With these concepts in mind, the salamander in
Cortazar’s story may be seen as an archetypal
representation of basic drives and appetites which
include the urge for self-fulfillment. Like the snake,
the salamander is a symbol of what Jung calls ‘‘the
undifferentiated instinctual world in man’’ [Jolande
Jacobi, The Psychology of C. G. Jung, 1975]. Strug-
gling for understanding, the protagonist makes men-
tion of ‘‘a diaphanous interior mystery,”’ “‘a secret
will,”” “*a mysterious humanity,”’ ‘‘nonexistent con-
sciousness,”” ‘‘the mystery,”” etc. which were all
claiming him. Such references underscore the need
for symbols to communicate something that cannot
be fully expressed in rational terms.

LX)

The narrator-protagonist gives even more weight
to the primordial image that amphibians convey by
his persistent attention to the eyes of the salaman-
ders: “‘Above all else, their eyes obsessed me,”” he
reveals. They are referred to as ‘‘eyes of gold,”’
“‘golden eyes,”” and ‘‘diminutive golden discs.”’
Apart from the hypnotic effect that is suggested
through the man’s reaction to the eyes, they may be
understood to have psychological meaning as well.
The eye is traditionally considered to be a window
to the soul. Like sparks and stars, it is an artistic
motif associated with the illumination of conscious-
ness. Indeed, consciousness has commonly been
described in terms related to light. With regard to
““‘Axolotl’’ it is worth noting that references to

fishes’ eyes can be found readily in medieval texts.
Apparently they are meant to represent the intro-
spective intuitions which in some way apprehend
the state of the unconscious. Clearly, the eyes of the
salamanders serve a similar purpose and evoke
analogous associations in Cortazar’s text.

There is further and more telling evidence that
the metamorphosis in this story has to do with a
creative transformation, reflecting the archetypal
experience of an inner rebirth. The protagonist
overcomes his initial horror at feeling submerged in
unconscious creatures. He conveys the idea of achiev-
ing a kind of complete unity, at least temporarily, in
such statements as: ‘It would seem easy, almost
obvious, to fall into mythology. I began seeing in
the axolotls a metamorphosis which did not succeed
in revoking a mysterious humanity. . . . They were
not human beings, but I had found in no animal such
a profound relation with myself.”” The man’s con-
sciousness had been struggling against the primitive
unconsciousness of unmitigated instinctuality. Jung
eloquently describes this kind of conflict: ‘“The
closer one comes to the instinct world, the more
violent is the urge to shy away from the murks of the
sultry abyss. Psychologically, however, the arche-
type as an image of instinct is a spiritual goal toward
which the whole nature of man strives; it is the sea to
which all rivers wend their way, the prize which the
hero wrests from the fight with the dragon. *’ [Jung,
““‘On the Nature of the Psyche’’].

It is understood that what the man in *‘Axolot]’’
has undergone is not only fantastic but primitive and
symbolic as well. The more primordial the experi-
ence seems, the more it represents the potentiality of
being. The contents of the unconscious can provide
a more complete way of living and perceiving. The
salamanders’ eyes speak to the man ‘‘of the pres-
ence of a different life, of another way of seeing.”’
Such subjective perception and introverted sensa-
tion have been discussed at length by Jung. He
believes that primordial images, in their totality,
constitute a ‘“psychic mirror world’’ that represents
the present contents of consciousness, not in their
familiar form but in the way a million-year old
consciousness might see them. {Jung, ‘ ‘Psychologi-
cal Types’’].

More primordial imagery can be found in
*“‘Axolotl.”” The narrator protagonist reiterates that
to his way of thinking the salamanders are not
human beings, but that they are not animals either.
In comparing the two, he insists on the positive
value of the animal. This is a recurring theme in
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Cortazar’s fiction. “*The intention is not to degrade
man,’” as [Antonio Pages Larraya] has put it, ‘‘but
to do away with certain ill-founded pretensions
regarding the nature of mankind.”” The protago-
nist’s sense of a superior perceptive faculty is
alluded to at the end of the story. The transformed
protagonist asserts that the salamander next to him
‘‘knew also, no communication possible, but very
clearly knew.”” This observation seems to point to
the idea of a world-soul which pervades all living
creatures, enabling them to have a special sense of
things, including those that are yet to be.

Jung’s psychology of the unconscious provides
for the specific kinds of instinctual patterns in
human biology. The existence of these patterns,
however, is difficult to establish through the empiri-
cal approach to knowledge. Cortazar deals with this
very point in ‘*Axolotl.”” He develops the idea that
the ways for apprehending these patterns in man are
characterized by an inherent duality. This kind of
duality has been discussed by Jung, who explains
that consciousness itself is a transformation of the
original instinctual image while at the same time it
is the transformer of that image. The man in
Cortazar’s story feels conflicts between conscious
and unconscious contents, between knowledge and
faith, and between spirit and nature. His psychic
situation has disrupted him to the point where he
admits, on the one hand, that he is frightened by a
compulsive force within him. On the other hand, he
implies that his consciousness has deepened and
broadened, allowing him to deal with the instincts
which he feared would make him a prisoner within
the salamander.

Cortazar’s protagonist, then, has been caught
up in an unsettling development process which
leads to a kind of synthesis of conscious and uncon-
scious elements. As it is explained in the story
“‘what was his obsession is now an axolotl.”” In
other words, the narrator’s momentous transforma-
tion signifies that he has become consciously aware
of the effects of an instinctual side that he had
neglected or suppressed. He has now integrated its
valuable elements into his being. He no longer
yields entirely to his rational conception of himself.
He has discovered that he has a larger capacity for
self-awareness. The details of what the hidden
mind and spirit reveal to the narrator-protagonist
are not disclosed specifically to the reader, but it is
suggested that he has gained a deeper understanding
of life. In relating to the amphibious creatures of the
aquarium he acquires the insights, the means of
comparison, that he needed for self-knowledge and

for a sense of continuity as a living being. *‘Only the
person who can consciously assent to the power of
the inner voice becomes a personality,”” Jung has
written [Jacobi, The Psychology of Jung]. The man
in ““Axolotl’” has heard that voice in the salamander
and has gained the psychological advantage of a
larger sense of life and of a reaffirmation of the
spirit. He is now a changed, more complete being.

There may be disagreement over whether or not
the transformation experience depicted in “*Axolotl”’
has positive connotations. Some readers are of the
opinion that Cortazar has told a story about a
personal failure, about a defeat. The argument is
that the salamander abandons the man, that a lack of
communication ensues, and that at the end the man
is left impoverished by the experience. ‘“The ‘I’ is
denied the possibility of living on two planes,”
concludes one critic [Malva Filer in Homenaje a
Julio Cortazar]. The interpretation that has been
presented here views the transformation as positive.
The conflicts over the matter arise from the enig-
matic qualities of Cortazar’s fiction, which reflects
the inherent ambiguities of reality itself. Most like-
ly, debate over the issue will go on. In any event,
what is clear is that the readers of Cortazar’s
“‘Axolotl’’ are left with a heightened sense of awe
regarding the potentialities of biological, spiritual
and, most of all, literary realities.

Seurce: Harry L. Rosser, ‘‘The Voice of the Salamander:
Cortazar’s ‘Axolotl’” and the Transformation of the Self,”” in
Kentucky Romance Quarterly, Vol. 30, No. 4, 1983, pp.
419-27.

Daniel R. Reedy

Reedy is a professor at the University of Ken-
tucky. Inthe following excerpt, he presents his views
on the mythic structure of “‘Axolotl,”’ focusing on
its theme of rebirth.

One of the threads common to the fabric of Rayuela
[Hopscorch] and several of Cortazar’s short stories
is the looking-glass image which functions sym-
bolically as the aperture through which the author
reveals a recurrent mythic process involving many
of his characters. These moments of revelation,
which allow the perception of the essential nature of
something or the intuitive grasp of a hidden reality,
are akin to [James] Joyce’s epiphanies which have
been described as ‘the single word that tells the
whole story ... the simple gesture that reveals a
complex set of relationships. What seem trivial
details to others may be portentous symbols to him’
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N The unanswered
questions in this work relate
to the circumstances of how,
by metamorphosis,
transmigration, or some other
transformation, he has become

an axolotl.”

[Henry Levin, James Joyce: A Critical Introduc-
tion, 1941].

In one of the Expendable Chapters of Rayuela,
Cortazar’s alter ego, Morelli, describes the genetic
archetype of the mirror image:

No podre renunciar jamas al sentimiento de que ahi,
pegado a mi cara, entrelazado en mis dedos, hay como
una deslumbrante explosion hacia la luz, irrupcion de
mi hacia lo otro o de 1o otro en mi, algo infinitamente
cristalino que podria cuajar y resolverse en luz total
sin tiempo ni espacio. Como una puerta de opalo y
diamante desde la cual se empieza a ser eso que
verdaderamente se €s y que no se quiere y no se sabe y
no se puede ser.

This crystalline door appears in Cortazar’s early
works in several related forms, as a crystal ball,
the porthole of an airplane, the glass wall of a
formicarium, the lens of a camera, or the refracted
glass of a kaleidoscope. Each image has its own
unique qualities, yet collectively their symbolic
function is to shed light on the more recondite
significance of the works in which they appear. It is
worth while observing, as well, that they all share a
certain kinship in form and substance with the
mirror which may symbolize ‘. . . the mythic form
of a door through which the soul may free itself
‘“‘passing’’ to the other side....” [J. E. Cirlot, A
Dictionary of Symbols, translated by Jack Sage,
1962]. Such is the case of the mirror-door, for
example, in [Lewis] Carroll’s Through the Look-
ing-Glass. . . .

The emphatic statement by the protagonist of
‘Axolotl’ (Final del juego, 1964) in the first line of
the work—‘Ahora soy un axolotl’—leaves little
mystery about his physical form. The unanswered
questions in this work relate to the circumstances of
how, by metamorphosis, transmigration, or some

other transformation, he has become an axolotl. The
protagonist’s dual nature (man/axolotl) is further
accentuated by his use of the first person plural, not
as an editorial ‘we,” but to denote his oneness with
all axolotls. Yet he continues to describe them from
a third-person objective, albeit emphatic point
of view.

The inordinate attraction of these larval, em-
bryonic creatures for the protagonist-narrator
prompts his daily visits to the aquarium in the Jardin
des Plantes. He is motivated in part by intellectual
curiosity, by a desire to understand their voluntal
secreta, and by what one critic [Antonio Pages
Larraya, in Homenaje a Julio Cortazar, 1972] calls
‘la busqueda de solidaridad y comprension’—sen-
timents which he appears not to have found in his
own world. Each day he takes his station at the glass
pane of the aquarium which separates, yet serves to
join him to the captive axolotls which in their
silence seem to communicate the promise of a world
where temporal and spatial limitations do not exist.
His problem is to find the passageway which will
lead him into their midst.

Finally, as the protagonist contemplates the
reflection of his own face in the glass of the aquari-
um with his axolotl counterpart on the other side, his
spirit transmigrates into the body of the axolotl:

Mi cara estaba pegada al vidrio del acuario, mis ojos
trataban una vez mas de penetrar el misterio de esos
ojos de oro sin iris y sin pupila. Veia de muy cerca la
cara de un axolotl inmovil junto al vidrio. Sin transicion,
sin sorpresa, vi mi cara contra el vidrio, en vez del
axolotl vi mi cara contra el vidrio. Entonces mi cara se
aparto y yo comprendi.

Solo una cosa era extrana: seguir pensando como
antes, saber. Darme cuenta de eso fue en el primer
momento como el horror del enterrado vivo que
despierta a su destino. Afuera, mi cara volvia a
acercarse al vidrio, veia mi boca de labios apretados
por el esfuerzo de comprender a los axolotl. Yo eraun
axolotl y sabia ahora instantancamente que ninguna
comprension era posible.

The glass pane functions both as a reflector of his
physical state as a man and as the doorway leading
to the other side, to the reality of the axolotls. Dr
Pages Larraya’s observation is pertinent that ‘La
insistencia en el uso de la palabra ““‘vidrio’’ subraya
a la vez la transferencia de planos que separa
realidad e irrealidad.’” The glass becomes an avenue
of transcendence through which the protagonist
passes into another reality.

While he does not bring the fact to the fore,
Cortazar obviously had in mind a structure based on
Aztec myth when he chose the axolotl as a counter-
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part of the protagonist of this work. One of the
earliest versions of the transformation myth of the
god Xolotl is recorded by Padre Bernardino Sahagun
[in Historia general de las cosas de Nueva Espana,
1938], who points out that Xolotl was one of the
twin brothers of the god Quetzalcoatl and a deity of
dual phenomena, having existed in several du-
al forms:

. . .dicese que uno llamado Xolotl rehusaba la muerte,
y dijo a los dioses: ‘;Oh dioses! {No muera yo!” Y
lloraba en gran manera, de suerte que se le hincharon
los ojos de llorar; y cuando llego a el el que mataba
echo a huir, y escondiose entre los maizales, y
convirtiose en pie de maiz que tiene dos canas, y los
labradores le llaman xolotl; y fue visto y hallado entre
los pies del maiz; otra vez echo a huir, y se escondio
entre los magueyes, y convirtiose en maguey que
tiene dos cuerpos que se llama mexolotl; otra vez fue
visto, y se echo a huir y metiose en el agua, y hizose
pez que se llama axolotl, y de alli le tomaron y
le mataron.

Of particular importance in the myth is the fact that
the god Xolotl was the larval form assumed by
Quetzalcoatl in the Land of the Dead, out of which
he was born as spirit. For the protagonist of ‘Axolotl,’
the material, corporal state remains outside the
aquarium glass as the spiritual self transmigrates
through the glass medium to take its place within an
axolotl where a sense of eternal entrapment results;
nonetheless, the myth of Xolotl and the spiritual
rebirth of his twin Quetzalcoatl suggest the promise
of rebirth in a spiritual sense for the protagonist, as
well, even though he is unaware of the fact.

There is an appropriate correspondence be-
tween the function of the aquarium glass as the
medium through which the transmigration occurs
and the water-filled aquarium with the embryonic
axolotls representing the womb from which rebirth
may take place. In his discussion of this type of
myth, Mircea Eliade explains [in Myth and Reality,
tr. Willard R. Trask, 1963] that ‘the regressus ad
uterum is accomplished in order that the beneficiary
shall be born into a new mode of being or be
regenerated. From the structural point of view, the
return to the womb corresponds to the reversion of
the Universe to the ‘‘chaotic’’ or embryonic state.’
And he explains further the spiritual significance of
the process: ‘the ‘‘return to the origin’’ prepares a
new birth, but the new birth is not a repetition of the
first, physical birth. There is properly speaking a
mystical rebirth, spiritual in nature. . . .’

The significance of mythic structure in ‘Axolot!’
15 found in the culmination of the protagonist’s
search which imitates the pattern of search for

spiritual rebirth. His apparent fate as a prisoner in
the body of an axolotl does not suggest necessarily a
negative destiny for the central character; rather, his
transformation promises a new state of being in-
stead of the solitude and isolation of the aquarium.
Like Quetzalcoatl, he must await the time of spiritu-
al rebirth which will come from his present chrysolic
form. Laurette Sejourne’s observation that ‘Xolotl
. is simply the seed of the spirit enclosed in
matter, the dark region of Death’ reinforces the idea
that the protagonist’s ultimate fate is not an eternal
hell, but the promise of rebirth out of matter into
spirit. In fact, this concept is at the centre of Man’s
desire to attain the paradisiacal state. Even though
his protagonist seems unaware of his final destiny,
Cortazar knows that passage to the other side awaits.

Source: Daniel R. Reedy, ‘‘Through the Looking-Glass:
Aspects of Cortazar’s Epiphanies of Reality,”” in Bulletin of
Hispanic Studies, Vol. LIV, No. 2, April, 1977, pp. 125-34.
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Nueva De Ediciones, 1979, pp. 54-60.
Discusses ‘‘Axolotl” in the framework of Latin-Ameri-
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Peavler, Terry J. Julio Cortazar, pp. 1-23. Boston: Twayne
Publishers, 1990.
Peavler argues that analyzing Cortazar’s works as
““psychological’” or “‘political”’ produces a superfi-
cial understanding of his intent, which is to study the
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study.
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Bartleby the Scrivener, A Tale of

‘“‘Bartleby the Scrivener’” was written by Herman
Melville in 1853 and was first published in Putnam’s
Magazine in the November/December issue of that
year. The plot involves one man’s difficulty in
coping with his employee’s peculiar form of passive
resistance. One day, Bartleby the scrivener an-
nounces that he ““would prefer not to’” follow his
employer’s orders or even to be ‘‘a little reason-
able.”” The resulting tragedy follows from Bartleby’s
inability or unwillingness to articulate the reasons
for his rebellion and from his employer’s inability to
comprehend Bartleby’s reasons for resisting and
ultimate unwillingness to accommodate him. The
story has been interpreted by critics in numerous
ways. Most have viewed it as a work of social
criticism dealing with the psychological effects of
capitalism as it existed in the 1850s. Others have
viewed it as a philosophical meditation on the
human condition, or as a religious parable on relig-
ion itself. However one interprets its ultimate mean-
ing, the story provides an exploration into such
universal issues of the human experience as aliena-
tion, passivity, nonconformity, and psychological
imprisonment. The story’s enduring appeal largely
stems from its well-crafted ambiguity. It is highly
admired for its remarkable ability to accommodate
multiple interpretations.
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Herman Melville
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Author Biography

Herman Melville was bomn in New York City on
August 1, 1819. He was the son of Allan Melville, a
successful merchant, and Maria Gansevoort Mel-
ville, who came from an old New York family of
distinction and wealth. Although their family name
was well respected, the Melvilles went bankrupt in
1830. Allan Melville tried to re-establish his busi-
ness in Albany, New York, but his financial burdens
drove him to a mental and physical breakdown. In
1832, when Herman was twelve, his father died,
leaving the Melville family heavily burdened by
debt. The experience of his father’s financial ruin
and mental collapse left a deep impression on the
young Melville, who later explored issues of sanity
and the pressures of capitalism in such stories as
‘‘Bartleby the Scrivener.”’

After his father’s death, Melville left school
and worked odd jobs. Melville briefly considered
becoming a legal scrivener but was unable to secure
a job. In 1839 he signed on as a sailor and spent the
next five years at sea. In 1842 he jumped ship in the
Marquesas Islands of the South Pacific during a
whaling voyage and spent several months living
among a tribe of cannibals in the Taipi Valley.
While traveling en route to Tahiti after being picked
up by an Australian whaler, Melville was impris-
oned by the British Consul for refusing duty on the
ship. He then escaped from Tahiti and made his way
on various whaling ships to Honolulu, Hawaii,
where he was mustered into the United States Naval
Service. In 1844 Melville was discharged from the
Navy and returned to New York, where he soon
embarked on a literary career.

In the 1840s, Melville began writing novels
based on his sea adventures, and his books proved to
be extremely popular with readers and critics. Titles
included Typee (1846), Omoo (1847), Redburn
(1849), and White-Jacker (1850). In 1847, at the
height of his popular success, he married Elizabeth
Shaw, the daughter of Massachusetts Chief Justice
Lemuel Shaw. As Melville’s literary ambitions grew,
he soon resented the reputation he had earned as
“‘the man who lived among the cannibals.”* Encour-
aged by his friendship with writer Nathaniel Haw-
thome, Melville began to publish more serious and
philosophical novels, including Mardi (1849) and
his greatest achieverment, Moby Dick (1851). While
disheartened by the poor reception of these novels,
Melville stubbornly persisted in challenging the
public with experimental works like Pierre (1852)

and The Confidence Man (1857). To sustain an
income, he published short stories in monthly peri-
odicals. Unfortunately, the harsh criticism and com-
mercial failure of his later novels forced a severely
depressed Melville to abandon his literary career by
the late 1850s. At the urging of Justice Shaw,
Melville traveled to Europe and the Near East to
restore his mental health and then returned to New
York in 1866 to become a customs inspector—a job
he held for the next twenty years. Adding to the
tragedy of his later years, Melville’s oldest son,
Malcolm, committed suicide in 1867. On Septem-
ber 28, 1891, Herman Melville died a bitter and
forgotten writer at the age of seventy-two. An
unpublished story, ‘‘Billy Budd,”” was found among
his personal papers and published to critical acclaim
in 1924.

Plot Summary

The Law Office on Wall Street

The narrator of ‘‘Bartleby the Scrivener’’ be-
gins the story by introducing the reader to the law
office on Wall Street of which he was the manager
when he first met Bartleby. The narrator describes
himself as an unambitious, elderly lawyer who has
enjoyed a comfortable tenure as Master in Chan-
cery. Before hiring Bartleby, the narrator—hence-
forth referred to as the lawyer—employed two law-
copyists, or scriveners, and one office boy. The
lawyer describes each of his employees in turn. The
elder scrivener, nicknamed Turkey, is nearing sixty
and it is implied that he drinks heavily on his lunch
hour. The other scrivener, who goes by the nick-
name Nippers, is younger and considered overly
ambitious by the narrator. The office boy is called
Ginger Nut after the cakes which he brings to the
two scriveners.

Bartleby’s Peculiar Resistance

Because of an increased work load at his office,
the lawyer is forced to hire a third scrivener. He
hires Bartleby mostly on account of his sedate and
respectable demeanor, which he hopes will temper
the manners of his other two scriveners. The lawyer
situates Bartleby behind a high folding screen and in
front of a window that looks out upon a wall.
Bartleby is quietly industrious in his work until the
third day, when he is asked to proofread some
documents. To the lawyer’s astonishment, Bartleby
responds to his request with the simple reply, ‘I
would prefer not to.”” The lawyer feels the urge to
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dismiss Bartleby instantly, but he finds himself
unnerved by Bartleby’s perfect composure. A few
days later, the lawyer asks Bartleby again to proof-
read some documents with the other scriveners.
Once again, Bartleby declines with the curt refusal,
*“I would prefer not to.”” This time the narrator
attempts to reason with Bartleby and demands a
fuller explanation of his unwillingness. When
Bartleby will not respond, the lawyer points to
the reasonableness of his request and appeals to
Bartleby’s common sense. Failing to sway him, the
lawyer entreats Turkey, Nippers, and even Ginger
Nut to attest to the reasonableness of the request.
They comply, but Bartleby remains unmoved. Vexed
by Bartleby’s resistance, the lawyer catries on with
business, unwilling to take any action. The next day,
Bartleby again refuses to proofread and also refuses
to run an errand, each time explaining softly, ‘I
would prefer not to.”” While Turkey offers to ‘‘black
his eyes,”” the lawyer instead chooses to tolerate
Bartleby’s disobedience without punishment.

The lawyer stops by the office on a Sunday on
his way to church. To his surprise, he discovers that
Bartleby has been living in the office, apparently
because he has no other home. At first the lawyer
pities Bartleby’s state of loneliness, but upon reflec-
tion his feelings turn to fear and repulsion. He
observes that Bartleby does not read or converse
with people and sometimes stands for long periods
staring blankly out at the walls. Finally, the lawyer
resolves to ask Bartleby about his history and his
life and to dismiss him if he will not answer.

The Lawyer Attempts to Rid Himself of
Bartleby

The next morning, the lawyer questions Bartleby
about his personal life. Bartleby replies that he
prefers not to answer. The lawyer begs Bartleby to
cooperate and be reasonable, but Bartleby responds
that he prefers not to be reasonable. The lawyer
resolves that he must rid himself of Bartleby before
the rebellion spreads to the other scriveners—who,
he notes, have begun to use the expression *‘prefer”’
for the first time—but he takes no immediate
action. The next day, Bartleby informs the lawyer
that he has given up copying—the one task that he
had been willing to perform previously. Several
more days pass. Finally, the lawyer is satisfied that
Bartleby will never resume his work. He tells Bartleby
that he must vacate the premises by the end of six
days. At the end of the sixth day, the lawyer reminds
Bartleby that he must leave, gives him his wages
plus twenty dollars, and tells him goodbye. The next

Herman Melville

day Bartleby is still there. Exasperated, the lawyer
decides that he will not use physical force or call the
police, remembering the Bible’s injunction ‘‘that ye
love one another.”” Instead, he attempts to conduct
his business as usual, ignoring the fact that Bartleby
inhabits his office without working and refuses to
leave. This state of affairs lasts until the lawyer
becomes aware that Bartleby’s presence in his of-
fice has become the subject of much gossip which
has jeopardized his professional reputation. Unable
to convince Bartleby to leave and unwilling to bear
the whispers about him, the lawyer decides to move
his office to a new location. When a new office
space has been secured, the lawyer removes all of
his possessions from the old office, leaving Bartleby
standing in an empty room. He again gives Bartleby
money and abandons him with some regret. A few
days later, a stranger visits the lawyer’s new office
and insists that he come and get Bartleby. The
lawyer refuses. Several days later a small crowd
entreats him to do something about Bartleby, who is
still inhabiting the old office. Fearing exposure in
the papers, the lawyer speaks to Bartleby and tries to
induce him to leave. He interrogates Bartleby as to
what he would like to do and suggests several
occupations. Finally, the lawyer invites Bartleby to
come home with him and live there until he can
decide what he would like to do. Bartleby declines
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this offer, and the lawyer flees from the scene,
telling himself that there is nothing more he can do
to help. After a short vacation, the lawyer returns to
work to find a note from his previous landlord
stating that Bartleby has been taken to prison. This
decisive action satisfies the lawyer, who agrees in
retrospect that there was no other alternative.

Bartleby Dies in Prison

The lawyer visits the prison, where he makes a
sympathetic report about Bartleby to the police and
asks that Bartleby be removed to the poor house.
The lawyer then visits Bartleby, who is unwilling to
speak with him and stares blankly at the prison wall.
When he discovers that Bartleby has not been
eating, the lawyer tips the grub-man a few dollars to
be sure that Bartleby gets dinner. The lawyer returns
to the prison a few days later and finds Bartleby
lying dead in the prison courtyard. Apparently hav-
ing starved himself to death, Bartleby’s withered
body is found curled up, eyes open, facing the
prison wall. To conclude his tale, the lawyer offers
the reader a vague rumor about Bartleby as a possi-
ble explanation of his behavior. This famous pas-
sage concludes the story: ‘‘Ah, Bartleby! Ah,
humanity!”’

Bartleby

The title character of the story, Bartleby, is
hired by the lawyer as a scrivener, whose job is to
copy out legal documents by hand. Bartleby is
described as neat, pale, and forlorn. Although
Bartleby’s demeanor suggests sadness or discon-
tent, he never expresses any emotion in the story
and is described by the lawyer as ‘‘mechanical’’ in
his actions. The plot of the story revolves around
Bartleby’s enigmatic refusal to carry out his em-
ployer’s orders. When asked to perform a task,
Bartleby frequently responds, ‘I would prefer not
to.”” This peculiarly passive form of resistance
causes his employer much consternation. Eventual-
ly, Bartleby refuses to do anything at all and simply
stares vacantly at the wall. Bartleby is finally car-
ried off to prison, where he starves himself to death.
The reason for Bartleby’s disturbed state of mind is
never revealed, although the lawyer believes it may
have something to do with a previous job that

Bartleby may had held in the dead letter office of the
U.S. Post Office. Because so little is learned about
Bartleby in the story, critics have tended to interpret
him in purely symbolic terms.

Ginger Nut

Ginger Nut is the nickname of the twelve-year-
old boy hired to run small errands around the law
office for a dollar a week. His name is derived from
the ginger nut cakes that he brings every day to the
two scriveners, Turkey and Nippers. Ginger Nut’s
father hopes that his job will one day help him
enter a legal career. The lawyer describes him as
quick-witted.

Lawyer

Although he is not the title character, the law-
yer, who narrates the story, is arguably the key
figure in ‘‘Bartleby the Scrivener.”” He is approxi-
mately sixty years old and holds the prestigious
position of Master in Chancery. His job is widely
viewed as a sinecure—a profitable position requir-
ing little actual work that is given to relatives or
friends of the very powerful. The lawyer describes
himself as a ‘‘safe’” and ‘‘unambitious’” man. He
seems to pride himself on his even temper, pru-
dence, and gentility. Because the story is told from
his point of view, determining the lawyer’s preju-
dices and social outlook is crucial to an interpreta-
tion of the story. The narrative revolves around the
lawyer’s reactions to Bartleby’s behavior. Some
critics contend that the lawyer empathizes on some
level with Bartleby’s despair and find his intentions
toward Bartleby generally admirable. Others view
him as a pathetic figure whose supposedly *‘liber-
al”” outlook only serves to mask (even from him-
self) his self-interest in exploiting and controlling
the Bartlebys of the world.

Nippers

Nippers is the nickname of the younger scriv-
ener in the law office. Nippers is described as a
well-dressed young man about twenty-five years of
age. The lawyer believes that Nippers suffers from
indigestion in the momings, which causes him to be
restless and discontented. In the afternoon, his work
is more steady. Nippers seems dissatisfied with his
position as a scrivener. The lawyer believes him to
be overly ambitious because he displays an unusual
interest in the lawyer’s business affairs, and he is
often visited by suspicious-looking men to whom
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Media
Adaptations &

* Bartleby is a 1970 film adaptation of Melville’s
story starring Paul Scofield, John McEnery,
Thorly Walters, and Colin Jeavons, and directed
by Anthony Friedman. The film was produced
by Pantheon, distributed by British Lion, and is
78 minutes.

e The film A Discussion of Herman Melville’s
Bartleby was produced by Encyclopaedia Bri-
tannica Educational Corp. in 1969, and accom-
panies the film Bartleby by Herman Melville,
produced by the company that same year.

* Bartleby, a motion picture by Audio-Visual
Services, 1962, is also based on Melville’s story.

* Bartleby the Scrivener is available on audio-
cassette read by Milton R. Stern as part of the
Everett Edwards 1971 series, 19th-Century
American Writers. 39 minutes.

* A filmstrip and cassette of Bartleby the Scriven-
er was produced by Prentice-Hall Media in 1977.

he refers as ‘‘clients”” but who appear to be bill
collectors.

Turkey

Turkey is the nickname of the elder scrivener in
the law office. He is identified as an Englishman of
approximately sixty years of age who wears dirty
clothes. In the momings, Turkey is industrious and
able to ingratiate himself with his employer with his
charming manners. In the afternoons, Turkey be-
comes irritable and insolent and his work becomes
very sloppy. It is implied, but never stated, that
Turkey’s lunch hour is spent drinking alcohol.

Individualism/Peer Pressure

One of the primary themes of the story involves
the pressure toward conformity in American busi-
ness life that inhibits the creative development of
the individual. It is not coincidental that the story is
set on Wall Street, which is the center of American
financial and business affairs. By choosing legal
scriveners as his subject, Melville emphasizes the
intellectually stultifying atmosphere of the business

world, since scriveners create nothing of their own
but instead mechanically copy the ideas and work of
others. In fact, the lawyer is initially attracted to
Bartleby because he seems to lack a strong person-
ality and independent will, making him seem like a
model employee. Significantly, when Bartleby re-
sists, he is either unable or unwilling to explain the
reason for his discontent. Perhaps Bartleby’s ability
to think independently has been so damaged that he
does not even have the words to express his own
vague desires. In keeping with this theme, the
lawyer himself fears nonconformity so much that he
is moved to take action regarding Bartleby only
when he hears that people are gossiping about his
office arrangements.

Freedom and Imprisonment

Related to the theme of individualism in
“‘Bartleby the Scrivener” is the issue of freedom.
Walls are pervasive in the story. Symbolically, the
office is located on Wall Street, and the office’s
windows look out onto walls on all sides. Bartleby
has a tendency to stare blankly at the wall, lost in
what the lawyer calls ‘‘a dead-wall reverie.”” Bartleby
seems to feel imprisoned in his life, and it is
significant that he eventually dies in prison. Through
the character of Bartleby, Melville seems to be
questioning the nature of human freedom. In a
historical sense, it could be argued that Bartleby is
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Topics for |
Further
Study

* Because of Bartleby’s obvious maladjustment to
society, many critics have used the character as a
case study for psychoanalysis. How would you
diagnose Bartleby’s behavior? How would you
diagnose the behavior of the lawyer?

* Investigate the social conditions of New York
City during the 1850s. How did class conflict
play a role in the day-to-day life of most New
Yorkers? What were conditions like for office
workers on Wall Street?

e Melville is considered by many to be a deep-

ly philosophical novelist. Using the story of
‘‘Bartleby the Scrivener,”’ examine Melville’s
attitude toward one of the following philosophi-
cal movements: the Enlightenment, transcenden-
talism, Romanticism, idealism, nihilism.

* Research attitudes about conformity in Ameri-
can business life by relying on sociological stud-
ies or literary works. How have such attitudes
changed over time?

trapped by the emerging capitalist economy which
demands that he sell his time and labor in exchange
for low wages. At the time, capitalism was often
condemned by those suspicious of economic inde-
pendence and referred to as ‘‘wage-slavery.”” In a
philosophical sense, Bartleby may be trapped by the
inability to grasp with certainty the underlying
reason or meaning of existence.

Apathy and Passivity

Another theme of the story involves the apathy
and passivity of both Bartleby and the lawyer.
Bartleby’s rebellion is one of inaction. He passively
resists his employer’s instructions and chooses in-
stead to do nothing. Bartleby displays a disturbing
degree of apathy about his own fate. When ques-
tioned by the lawyer as to what he would prefer to
do if given the choice, Bartleby responds that he is
not particular. In fact, nothing appeals to him.
Eventually, Bartleby’s inaction leads to his own
death by starvation, which seems to be less the
result of self-hatred than of a most profound indif-
ference toward his own life. The lawyer in turn finds
himself unable to take decisive action regarding
Bartleby’s behavior, opting to procrastinate in hopes
that the problem will solve itself. This attitude may
indicate a level of coldness to Bartleby’s suffering,
since the lawyer appears to be concerned primarily
with Bartleby’s performance at work. In their own

way, both characters are seized by an overpowering
apathy towards their fellow men that paralyzes them.

Class Conflict

One of the primary tensions in the story in-
volves the conflict of interest between the lawyer
and his three scriveners. As an employer and the
holder of a distinguished legal position, the law-
yer inhabits a very different social world from
the scriveners. Since the story is told through his
eyes, part of the irony of ‘‘Bartleby the Scrivener”’
stems from the lawyer’s inadvertent revelation of
his class prejudices through his narration. For in-
stance, at one point the lawyer describes his annoy-
ance at Turkey’s ragged wardrobe. He remarks
condescendingly that he supposed one of ‘‘so small
an income”’ probably could not afford a new coat,
yet it never occurs to him that if he wished him to
appear more respectable he could simply raise Tur-
key’s wages. Also, the lawyer never considers the
mind-numbing monotony of copying legal docu-
ments as a cause of his scriveners’ eccentricities.
Instead, he continually focuses on improving the
productivity of his office at the expense of consider-
ing the well-being of his employees. The lawyer’s
insensitivity to the suffering of his employees fore-
shadows his inability to fathom Bartleby’s discon-
tent with his job.
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Setting

The setting of ‘‘Bartleby the Scrivener’ is a
crucial element in the story because it underscores
Melville’s concern about the effects of capitalism
on American society. Significantly, the story is set
on Wall Street in New York City, which had be-
come the center of American financial and business
life by the 1850s. The values of Wall Street are
central to the story. The lawyer, who serves as the
narrator, has an unabashed reverence for ‘‘the late
John Jacob Astor,”” who was regarded as the most
successful businessman of his time. The lawyer also
reflects the values of Wall Street in his concern over
such relatively superficial aspects of his employees
as their appearance and dress. The work-oriented
atmosphere of the office is devoid of friendliness
and a sense of community. Indeed, the environment
of Wall Street itself, Melville points out, is so
business-oriented that after working hours it is
reduced to an empty space ‘entirely unhallowed by
humanizing domestic associations.”” Melville’s de-
scriptions of Wall Street convey a cold and alienat-
ing setting where the forging of close human ties is
difficult.

Point of View

Melville’s use of an unreliable narrator is the
stylistic technique most remarked upon by literary
scholars who have examined ‘‘Bartleby the Scriv-
ener.”” By relating the narrative from the lawyer’s
point of view, Melville adds a level of complexity to
the story that greatly enhances the number of ways it
can be interpreted. As a narrator, the lawyer is
unreliable because the reader cannot always trust
his interpretation of events. The lawyer, as he
himself admits, is a man of ‘‘assumptions,’” and his
prejudices often prevent him from offering an accu-
rate view of the situation. This becomes clear early
in the story when the lawyer’s description of Tur-
key’s unpredictable behavior in the afternoons begs
the obvious conclusion that he drinks during his
lunch hour. Yet the lawyer is evasive about the
matter, perhaps intentionally so. Thus, when the
lawyer interprets Bartleby’s behavior, the reader
must decide carefully whether or not the lawyer is
accurately perceiving events. The story is full of
ironic scenes, among them when the lawyer compli-
ments himself on his deft handling of Bartleby’s
dismissal after it has become clear to the reader that
his efforts have been futile. Some critics argue that

the story is really more about the lawyer than about
Bartleby. Certainly the narrator’s clouded perspec-
tive makes it all the more difficult to unlock the
mystery of Bartleby’s behavior.

Symbolism

The two most significant symbols in ‘‘Bartleby
the Scrivener’’ are walls and dead letters. Walls are
pervasive in the story. The office is located on Wall
Street, and its windows look out onto walls on all
sides. Bartleby has a tendency to stare blankly at the
wall, lost in what the lawyer calls ‘‘a dead-wall
reverie.”” The walls symbolize Bartleby’s psycho-
logical imprisonment. Significantly, his fate is to
die in prison. Why does Bartleby feel trapped, or
“‘walled off”” from society? There are perhaps many
answers to this question, but one is suggested by the
intriguing symbol of ‘‘dead letters’’ which the law-
yer offers at the end of the story. The lawyer
believes that the depressing experience of having
worked in the United States Dead Letter Office may
have affected Bartleby’s state of mind. To the
lawyer, the ‘‘dead letters’” represent words of com-
fort or charity that arrived too late to serve their
purpose; as he puts it, *‘pardon for those who died
despairing; hope for those who died unhoping.”’
These symbols of failed communication reflect
Bartleby’s sense of isolation from society and the
failure of the lawyer, or anyone else, to reach him.

Ambiguity

The works of Herman Melville are famous for
being deliberately ambiguous, or unclear. Once
considered a stylistic flaw, ambiguity is now recog-
nized as a literary device in which the author
employs words, symbols, or plot constructions that
have two or more distinct meanings. By construct-
mg multiple layers of possible meaning within his
story, Melville frustrates those readers who seek an
obvious message. Typically, Melville forces his
readers to consider his characters and events from
more than one perspective. For instance, not only is
Bartleby’s behavior never fully explained, but it is
filtered through the distorted perspective of the
lawyer, whose own behavior is somewhat mysteri-
ous. Moreover, the lawyer’s unexpected concluding
words, in which he compares the plight of Bartleby
to the plight of all humankind, offers another possi-
ble meaning to the events that have passed and
causes the reader to reevaluate the entire story. The
result is a narrative that remains open to many
interpretations.
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Historical Context

The Triumph of Capitalism

At the time Melville wrote ‘Bartleby the Scriv-
ener,”” New York City was firmly entrenched as the
financial center of the United States’s economy. It
had been the nation’s leading port during the coloni-
al era, and by the mid-nineteenth century, New
York overflowed with banks, credit institutions,
insurance companies, brokerage houses, and a thriv-
ing stock exchange—all of which put its business
community at the forefront of the ‘‘organizational
revolution’’ in American economic institutions. By
the 1850s, the development of capitalism in New
York had matured to the extent that open conflict
emerged between wage laborers and capitalists in
the form of strikes and street violence. As early as
the 1830s, artisans and skilled workers formed trade
unions to resist the methods of factory production
and wage labor. These craftspeople resented being
run out of business by rich capitalists who undercut
their trade by selling cheap, mass-produced goods.
In addition, wage workers lamented the disappear-
ance of the old relationship between master crafts-
men and apprentices. Before the advent of factory
production, most skilled workers learned their trade
under a master craftsman, who usually took them in
and paid for their room, board, and education. This
close bond between employer and employee be-
came defunct when machine-oriented factory pro-
duction eliminated the need for skilled workers,
requiring instead a large supply of hourly paid,
unskilled laborers. Whereas they had once inhabit-
ed the same quarters, now an immense social divide
had arisen between laborers and their capitalist
employers. New York’s merchants and financiers
formed the most conspicuous aristocracy of wealth
in the country. These businessmen, like the famous
John Jacob Astor and Andrew Carnegie, dominated
the city’s political and social life and became notori-
ous for their opulence. In ‘‘Bartleby the Scrivener,”’
Melville’s narrator comments wistfully on how the
very name John Jacob Astor ‘‘rings like unto bul-
lion.”” Melville’s intimate legal office, with its three
scriveners (who can be classified as semi-skilled
workers), contains elements of both the old and new
€Conomic systems,

The Coming of the Civil War

The most pressing political concern of the
United States in the 1850s involved the growing
conflict between the North and the South, which
culminated in 1861 into the Civil War. The Com-

promise of 1850 had not only failed to settle funda-
mental disputes over slavery but had worsened
them. Uncle Tom’s Cabin by Harriet Beecher Stowe
was published in 1853, one year before ‘‘Bartleby
the Scrivener’’ appeared in Putnam’s Magazine.
Stowe’s immensely popular novel expressed the
deep repulsion that many Northerners felt toward
the institution of slavery and implicitly celebrated
the “‘free’” society of the North. Southern politi-
cians responded to Stowe’s attack by condemning
what they referred to as the ‘‘wage slavery’” of the
Northern factory system. These Southerners claimed
that the condition of a wage laborer was worse than
enslavement on a Southern plantation. In debates
over slavery, politicians and intellectuals were often
faced with the difficult task of defining the meaning
of freedom in America. Melville addressed the
theme of freedom vs. slavery in several works,
including Benito Cereno, ‘‘The Paradise of Bache-
lors and the Tartarus of Maids,”’ and “‘Bartleby the
Scrivener.”” Abraham Lincoln suggested that free-
dom meant the ‘‘right to rise and better [one’s]
conditions in life.”” By 1856, pitched battles had
broken out in Kansas between slaveholders and
non-slaveholders, which increased the likelihood
of a full-scale civil war. This fate was sealed when a
reputed abolitionist, Abraham Lincoln, was elected
President in 1860.

Philosophical Trends

In April of 1853, a few months before Melville
wrote ‘‘Bartleby the Scrivener,”’ the first English
translation of the works of German philosopher
Arthur Schopenhauer appeared in a respected Eng-
lish periodical. Schopenhauer believed that the hu-
man will is superior to knowledge. He suggested,
however, that the only way for the will to free itself
from society and human law is to practice an asceti-
cism that demanded a total withdrawal from socie-
ty. Schopenhauer imagined that the ideal man de-
stroys life’s illusions through inaction. Only by
gradually extinguishing all connection with the
world around him can Schopenhauer’s hero per-
form the supreme act of individual will. It is un-
known whether Melville was acquainted with
this idea.

Critical Ovexview

‘‘Bartleby the Scrivener’” was first published in
Putmam’s Magazine in the November and Decem-
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Comparg
Contrast

» 1850s: Conflicts between labor and management
are not uncommon. The U.S. economy is grow-
ing rapidly, largely at the expense of unskilled
and semi-skilled laborers. Unions are beginning
to form on the national level. Local unions also
gain more power and represent workers from a
variety of crafts and trades. During this period of
development, labor organizers begin to make
distinctions between skilled and unskilled workers.

1990s: Though not as powerful as they were in
previous decades, labor unions continue to exert
their power in order to improve working condi-
tions and wages for their members. In 1997,
United Parcel Service (UPS) goes on strike and
cripples many other industries that rely on UPS
for delivery of their products. Teamsters Presi-
dent Ron Carey describes the strike’s settlement
as ‘‘a victory over corporate greed.”’

* 1850s: The narrator states that Ginger Nut, the
office boy, earns one dollar a week. Wages
during this time are quite low. In 1860, the
average farmer makes 88 cents per day and
works 66 hours a week.

1990s: While the position of law copyist held by
Bartleby, Turkey, and Nippers no longer exists,
similar modern professions include legal secre-
taries and paralegals. A legal secretary helps
prepare legal documents for lawyers and earns
between $16,400 and $36,000 a year. Paralegals
do much of the background work for lawyers,
including legal research, and earn between
$14,000 and $39,000 a year.

ber issue of 1853. It was republished three years
later in Melville’s collection of short stories titled
The Piazza Tales. Written during Melville’s de-
cline in popularity, ‘‘Bartleby the Scrivener’’ at-
tracted little attention when it first appeared. Since
the rebirth of Melville scholarship in the twentieth
century, however, this story has become widely
considered a great work of short fiction.

Although contemporary critics have been unani-
mous in their praise of ‘‘Bartleby the Scrivener’” as
a work of genius, there has been little agreement
about the meaning of the story. Leo Marx’s 1953
article ‘‘Melville’s Parable of the Wall’’ argues that
the character of Bartleby was autobiographical in
nature. In Marx’s opinion, Melville saw himself as a
nonconformist who preferred not to copy the con-
ventional fiction of his day, much as Bartleby
refused to copy legal documents. Alternatively, in
his 1962 essay, ‘‘Melville’s Bartleby as Psycho-
logical Double,”” Mordecai Marcus suggests that
the character of Bartleby functions to remind the
lawyer of his repressed hatred of his own life.
Marcus believes that the story was meant as a

devastating criticism of the sterile and monotonous
business world inhabited by men like the lawyer,
who responds with horror to witnessing his *‘psy-
chological double’’ act out his hidden desires.

Many critics of ‘‘Bartleby the Scrivener’” have
attempted to psychoanalyze the title character.
Bartleby has been interpreted variously as schizo-
phrenic, neurotic, manic depressive, and autistic.
Bartleby has also been compared to Jesus Christ.
Donald M. Fiene’s 1970 essay ‘‘Bartleby the Christ™
suggests that Bartleby is a Christ figure because his
death results from the lawyer’s failure to extend
Christian charity to him. In ‘‘Dead Letters and Dead
Men: Narrative Purpose in ‘Bartleby the Scriven-
er’,”” (1990) Thomas Mitchell argues that the story
is really about the lawyer. Mitchell offers an inter-
pretation that is sympathetic to the lawyer’s point of
view and suggests that the lawyer ultimately rejects
Bartleby’s nihilism, or belief in nothing. Finally,
David Kuebrich’s 1996 article, ‘‘Melville’s Doc-
trine of Assumptions: The Hidden Ideology of
Capitalist Production in ‘Bartleby’,”” argues that the
story is about class conflict and demonstrates the
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Photograph of Wall Street, New York City, in the 1860s.

inhumane attitude of the capitalist class in New
York in the 1850s.

Criticism

Mark Elliott

Elliot is a Ph.D. student in history at New York
University and a former editor of ‘‘New England
Puritan Literature’’ for the Cambridge History of
American Literature. In the essay that follows, he
examines the multiple meanings and interpretations

that can be applied to the title character of *‘Bartleby
the Scrivener.”’

Almost one hundred and fifty years since it was
first published, Herman Melville’s ‘‘Bartleby the
Scrivener’” remains one of the most elusive short
stories in all of American literature. What is the
reason for Bartleby’s strange behavior in the story?
This is the question that plagues the story’s narrator,
and it has plagued the readers of ‘‘Bartleby the
Scrivener’’ as well. While many intriguing hy-
potheses have been offered over the years, no single
interpretation dominates critical opinion or seems to
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What
Do I Read
Next®?

Nathaniel Hawthorne’s short story ‘‘The Celes-
tial Railroad’” (1843) is a nineteenth-century
retelling of John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress.
Hawthorne parodies Americans’ self-confident
belief in progress without moral consequences.
Hawthorne’s work had a significant influence on
Herman Melville and dealt with many similar
themes.

Melville’s 1855 story *“The Paradise of Bache-
lors and The Tartarus of Maids’’ takes another
look at the social effects of capitalism, emphasiz-
ing shifting gender roles. Melville’s repulsion
toward the New England paper factories is ex-
plicit, and his descriptions of dehumanized fac-
tory workers can be compared to his descriptions
of Bartleby.

Tom Wolfe’s 1987 novel Bonfire of the Vanities
concerns greed and moral corruption on Wall
Street in the prosperous 1980s. In recounting the
protagonist’s downfall, Wolfe examines the class
structure and justice system of New York City.

Melville’s 1857 novel The Confidence-Man:
His Masquerade explores the psychological and
philosophical aspects of human relations in a
heterogeneous,  capitalist  society.  Like
“‘Bartleby,”” this highly experimental work pre-
sents numerous difficulties to the reader but
remains a powerful meditation on American
society in the 1850s.

Karen Halttunen’s historical study Confidence
Men and Painted Women: A Study of Middle-
Class Culture in America, 1830-1870 exam-
ines the fears of middle-class Americans about
the dangers of a capitalist society. Using Mel-
ville’s ‘‘Confidence-Man’’ as her central model,
Halttunen shows how American attitudes toward
honesty and deception have changed over time.

See especially her chapter “‘The Confidence-
Man in Corporate America’’ for an interpreta-
tion of American business culture.

David Riesman, Nathan Glazer, and Reuel Den-
ny’s The Lonely Crowd: A Study of the Changing
American Character (1950) is a sociological
study of the complex relationship between econo-
mics and personality development. This work
traces the ‘‘dominant personality types’’ that
have corresponded to the three major phases of
American economic history. The issue of con-
formity vs. character development in business
life is central to their analysis of American
history.

In his prize-winning study Chants Democratic:
New York City and the Rise of the American
Working Class, 1788-1850 (1984), Sean Wilentz
traces the rise of capitalism and the creation of an
industrial working class in New York City. He
examines of the role of working-class radicals
and their resistance to the capitalist system in the
early years of the Industrial Revolution.

““The Beast in the Jungle,”” a 1903 story by
American writer Henry James, provides an in-
teresting comparison to Melville’s literary tech-
niques in ‘‘Bartleby the Scrivener.”” The sto-
ry presents a psychological drama from the
viewpoint of an unusually unreliable narrator
who attempts to interpret the actions of those
around him.

*“The Secret Sharer’” (1909) by Joseph Conrad is
the story of a sea captain who harbors a possibly
murderous stowaway on his ship. The story
concerns the theme of the *‘doppelganger,”” or
psychological double, that some critics have
suggested is evident in Melville’s work.

fully explain the author’s intention. Indeed, part of
‘‘Bartleby’s’’ enduring appeal comes from its well-

crafted ambiguity and denial of easy interpretation.
Such an enigmatic story by one of America’s great-

Volume 3



Bartleby the Scrivener, A

Tale

of Wall Street

N\ In Bartleby Melville

created a highly ambiguous
symbol that cannot be reduced
to a single meaning or

interpretation.”

est writers has proved an irresistible challenge to
scholars in numerous fields, including literature,
history, philosophy, psychology, and religion. These
various approaches to ‘‘Bartleby’” have deepened
our understanding of the issues in the story, even if
they have not solved the riddle of Bartleby’s behav-
ior. Perhaps to understand the story one must first
accept that there is no single meaning to the charac-
ter of Bartleby. This essay will consider Bartleby’s
actions in light of the possibility that his ultimate
meaning is not meant to be understood by the reader.

Let us briefly examine one of the most influen-
tial interpretations of ‘‘Bartleby the Scrivener.”” In
a 1953 essay Leo Marx argued that the character of
Bartleby symbolically represents Melville himself,
who resisted the pressure to write the kind of
unoriginal, formulaic fiction that could provide him
with a comfortable living. Marx believed that
‘‘Bartleby’’ was Melville’s testament to the misun-
derstood artist who refuses to ‘‘copy’’ popular
forms—as Bartleby refused to copy legal docu-
ments—and who suffers rejection and alienation
from society on account of his independence. It is
tempting to interpret the story in this fashion be-
cause, undoubtedly, Melville was something of a
Bartleby. Throughout his life, Melville felt himself
an outcast from society and looked askance at
America’s self-confident republic. His innocence
was shaken by his father’s financial ruin and early
death, which led to Melville’s years of aimlessness
as a sailor. Even after he obtained a good reputation
and a steady income as a writer, Melville remained
unfulfilled. He constantly challenged his readers
with difficult works -that betrayed an unpopular
degree of pessimism about the state of humanity.
Melville refused to change his message despite the
consequences, as he complained to author Nathani-
el Hawthorne: ‘‘Dollars damn me. . . . What I feel
most moved to write, that is banned—it will not

pay. Yet ... write the other way I cannot.”” Or, as
Marx would have it, Melville would prefer not.

Like many who have interpreted ‘‘Bartleby,”
Marx sheds some important light on the story, but
he does not explain enough. Unlike Melville’s,
Bartleby’s resistance is entirely passive. Bartleby
takes no action and offers no overt criticism of
society or even a reason for his actions. Bartleby
cannot communicate his ideas or feelings in any
form except the inadequate statement, ‘I prefer not
to.”” Bartleby’s strange unwillingness to articulate
his feelings casts serious doubt on the argument that
he represents the uncompromising artist. Bartleby is
described as eerily ‘‘mechanical’’ and ‘‘inhuman.”
Unlike Bastleby, Melville never became mentally
or socially paralyzed. Moreover, his feelings of
pessimism about society never reached the tragic
depths that appear to affect Bartleby. The effort it
took to create Melville’s works of fiction demon-
strate that he must have had at least a glimmer of
hope that they could somehow make a difference to
the world. Bartleby’s alienation seems somewhat
greater and more universal than Melville’s, yet his
silence ensures that the meaning of his resistance
will remain ambiguous to the end. Considering
Melville’s ability as a writer, it is fair to say that the
difficulties presented by the character of Bartleby
are there for a reason. Why did Melville create this
inscrutable character? Some clues can be gathered
from a recognition of Melville’s own philosophical
angst and his use of symbolism.

Bartleby functions in the story not as a charac-
ter but as a symbol. It may be useful to compare
Bartleby the symbol to another highly ambiguous
creation of Melville’s imagination—Moby Dick.
Of all of Melville’s characters, only the white
whale, Moby Dick, presents the same interpretive
difficulties as Bartleby and has been construed in as
many different ways. In the novel Moby Dick, each
of Melville’s characters interprets the white whale
differently, and its ultimate meaning seems both
awesome and unknowable. The inscrutability of the
white whale reflects Melville’s own skepticism
about the inability of human beings to fully compre-
hend and control the forces in the universe at a time
when faith in science and human reason were rarely
questioned. Ahab, who accepts no limits on man’s
ability to know, sums up the white whale’s elusive
meaning when he explains his hatred of the whale:
‘‘How can a prisoner reach outside except by thrust-
ing through the wall? To me, the white whale is that
wall, shoved near to me. Sometimes I think there is
naught beyond. But ’tis enough. . . . That inscruta-
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ble thing is chiefly what I hate; and be that white
whale agent, or be that white whale principal, I will
wreak that hate upon him.”” It is significant that
Ahab compares Moby Dick to a wall. Ahab desires
to know the ultimate meaning of all things, but he is
frustrated because he cannot penetrate beyond the
surfaces of the tangible world. For Ahab, existence
in this world is but a prison because he cannot know,
and sometimes doubts, that any deeper meaning
exists. Thus, all that is left to Ahab is to attack and
destroy the inscrutable surfaces which he has per-
sonified in the white whale.

In ‘‘Bartleby the Scrivener,”” Melville explores
similar philosophical issues in a different kind of
setting. In a striking parallel with Ahab, Bartleby is
also transfixed by walls, a pervasive symbol in the
story. The office is located on Wall Street, and its
windows look out onto walls on all sides. Bartleby
has a tendency to stare blankly at the wall, lost in
what the lawyer calls ‘‘a dead-wall reverie,”” and
his fate is to eventually die in prison, his face turned
to the wall. It could be argued that, like Ahab, the
walls symbolize Bartleby’s sense of imprisonment
within the limits of human knowledge, but we can
never know this for sure. Like Moby Dick, Bartleby
himself is also a kind of wall. To others he presents
an inscrutable facade beyond which ultimate mean-
ing is unknown. Bartleby, in fact, assumes the same
symbolic function as Moby Dick, and the drama
unfolds in the narration of the lawyer, who tries to
comprehend him. No grand egotist like Ahab, the
lawyer confronts the inscrutable Bartleby from the
perspective of a typical genteel American whose
comfortable existence has given him no reason for
philosophical angst. As Bartleby’s behavior causes
his ordinary world of routine and unshaken ‘‘as-
sumptions’’ to collapse, the lawyer is forced to
confront issues about the human condition from
which he had been previously sheltered.

LX3

All the reader knows about Bartleby is learned
through the point of view of the lawyer. Thus, it may
be worth considering that what Bartleby ‘‘really
means’’ is not as important as what he means to the
lawyer. At first, the lawyer is miffed at Bartleby’s
refusal to proofread documents, and he attempts to
make him aware of the traditional practices and
“‘common usages’’ of the office. Throughout the
story, the lawyer continually attempts to explain
Bartleby’s behavior within a rational framework.
The lawyer supposes in turn that Bartleby does not
understand the rules of the office; Bartleby’s resist-
ance is just a minor eccentricity that can be con-

trolled like Turkey’s and Nipper’s; Bartleby ails
physically from a poor diet or bad light; and, finally,
Bartleby has been deeply affected by a previous job
experience. None of his explanations are satisfacto-
ry, however. The lawyer himself reacts with grow-
ing horror and confusion as the seriousness of the
problem becomes clear, especially when consider-
ing Bartleby’s total solitude. At this point, it be-
comes evident that Bartleby’s behavior has begun to
take on deeper symbolic significance for the lawyer.
““‘How can a person exist without communication
with others?”” he wonders when he realizes that
Bartleby neither converses with other people nor
reads. “‘Is it possible to be so utterly alone in the
universe?’’ Bartleby’s actions and demeanor sug-
gest to the lawyer, perhaps for the first time, that
existence has no meaning or purpose and it is
possible that we live in a cold and indifferent
universe.

Once the lawyer has contemplated the meaning
of Bartleby, he begins to make an effort to dispel the
mystery and establish some human connection that
will restore confidence in his optimistic view of life.
He begins by trying to discover something about
Bartleby’s past, assuring Bartleby that he “‘feels
friendly’’ towards him. This fails, but later in the
story the lawyer tries again to reach Bartleby when
he points out that life offers him choices and ques-
tions him as to what he would *‘prefer’’ to do with
his life. Yet this tactic also fails, as Bartleby refuses
to differentiate between the ‘‘choices’” he is of-
fered, saying with indifference that he is not particu-
lar. Finally, the lawyer offers to take Bartleby in and
care for him. Again, this offer of kindness and
human sympathy fails to impress Bartleby, who
would rather remain in the doorway. In these scenes
a conflict emerges between the lawyer’s optimistic
and reassuring view of the universe and what he
perceives as Bartleby’s nihilism. The fact that the
lawyer perceives a profound meaninglessness and
existential despair in Bartleby’s actions may sug-
gest that buried deep within his own optimistic and
superficial world view there exists (at least) a lin-
gering doubt.

Many critics have regarded Melville’s lawyer
as a buffoonish parody of the American middle
class. Yet if the philosophical conflict between the
lawyer and Bartleby is taken seriously, then one
must reconsider whether Melville really views his
lawyer with contempt. Melville, as I have argued,
never totally succumbed to his pessimism, as Bartleby
seems to. Is there something of value, then, in the
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lawyer’s critique of Bartleby? In one of the most
significant passages in the story, the lawyer visits
Bartleby at the prison. He finds Bartleby standing
alone in the prison courtyard, staring intently at the
stone wall. The lawyer attempts to tear Bartleby’s
attention from the wall, stating, ‘‘see, it is not so sad
a place as one might think. Look, there is the sky,
and here is the grass.”” Without looking, Bartleby
responds, ‘‘I know where 1 am.”” The contrast
between their value systems is made clear: even if it
is true that the human condition is a prison, the
lawyer will optimistically focus his attention on the
sky and the grass, while all Bartleby can think of are
the walls that shut him in. Unable to accept what he
perceives as Bartleby’s point of view, the lawyer
eventually decides that Bartleby must have been
adversely affected by an experience which forced
him to constantly contemplate the hopelessness and
sad ironies of life. By ‘‘assorting for the flames”’
those dead letters which lawyer imagines would
bring ‘‘hope to the unhoping’’ and comfort for the
‘‘despairing,’”” Bartleby somehow lost faith. This
conclusion suggests that the lawyer will carry on
believing in something, however superficial, de-
spite his contact with Bartleby.

In Bartleby Melville created a highly ambigu-
ous symbol that cannot be reduced to a single
meaning or interpretation. Melville thus places the
reader in much the same position as the lawyer in
the story. It is somewhat ironic that most critics of
the story have dismissed the lawyer’s interpretation
of Bartleby as inaccurate while advancing their own
as correct. It may be that the lawyer’s interpretation
is the only one that matters. When confronted with
an experience that shakes his comfortable world
view, the lawyer becomes anxious and fearful but
finally regards Bartleby sentimentally as a fellow
“‘son of Adam’’ who has mysteriously lost his way.
It is not unlikely that Melville had some sympathy
for the lawyer’s resolution of the matter. By finally
leaving questions of ultimate meaning unresolved,
the lawyer restores his own faith through a simple
expression of empathy for Bartleby’s suffering. It is
not philosophically profound, but it is undeniably
human.

Source: Mark Elliott, ‘‘An Overview of ‘Bartleby the Scriv-
ener’,”’ in Short Stories for Students, Gale, 1998.

R. K. Gupta

In the following excerpt, Gupta concludes that
itwas Melville’s intention in ‘‘Bartleby the Scriven-

er’’ to show the limits of reason and to emphasize
the importance of imagination and intuition.

“‘Say now, that in a day or two you will begin to be a
lintle reasonable:—say so, Bartleby.”’

““‘At present [ would prefer not to be a little reason-
able,”’ was his mildly cadaverous reply.

The unnamed narrator of ‘‘Bartleby’’ is an apostle
of reason. His outlook on life is clear, unambiguous,
and uncluttered by mysticism or imagination. Rea-
son and common sense are his deities, and he looks
upon them as infallible guides to human conduct.

All goes well with the narrator until he decides
to engage as his new scrivener an inscrutable and
“‘motionless’” young man named Bartleby. For two
days, Bartleby diligently does ‘‘an extraordinary
quantity of writing.”” But on the third day, when the
narrator calls him to compare a copy sheet, Bartleby,
““in a singularly mild, firm voice,”” replies: *‘I
would prefer not to.”” The narrator is stunned by
what he considers to be the unreasonableness of
Bartleby’s conduct and briefly argues with him. But
Bartleby remains unmoved.

A few days later, the narrator again solicits
Bartleby’s help, and Bartleby again replies: “‘I
would prefer not to.”” This time, the narrator is so
amazed at Bartleby’s intransigence that for a few
moments he is ‘‘turned into a pillar of salt.”” The
first thing he does on recovering his composure is to
ask the “‘reason’’ for it: “‘Why do you refuse?”’
(italics Melville’s). When Bartleby simply repeats
the refrain: ‘I would prefer not to,”” the narrator
begins to ‘‘reason with him.”” His appeal is to
“‘common usage and common sense.”” But even
this appeal goes unheeded and Bartleby tells him
that his decision—or shall 1 say preference—is
irreversible. This greatly upsets the narrator, par-
ticularly because Bartleby’s refusal is ‘‘unprece-
dented’’ and ‘‘unreasonable.”’

Several days pass. But Bartleby shows no sign
of relenting, and continues in his course of passive
resistance. Again and again, the narrator asks him to
do something ‘‘perfectly reasonable,”” and again
and again his only reply is: ‘‘I would prefer not to.”’
The narrator is not so much annoyed at the incon-
venience that Bartleby’s conduct causes him as he is
flabbergasted by its ‘‘perverseness’’ and ‘‘unrea-
sonableness.”” He has spent his whole life shutting
out whatever is unpleasant or inconvenient. His
mind has, therefore, fallen into a groove it cannot
easily get out of. Bartleby’s advent, however, cre-
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ates a situation with which he can cope effectively
only if he can break out of his routine and think in
unaccustomed ways. Since nothing in his life and
experience has prepared him for such an eventuali-
ty, he feels helpless and lost. The story dramatizes
how tragically the narrator fails to deal with Bartleby
in an effective manner and how Bartleby’s steady
and compulsive refusal gradually undermines the
norms by which he has lived so far.

In course of time, the narrator becomes suffi-
ciently interested in Bartleby to want to know the
details of his life and the source of his malady. But
even here he is frustrated, and Bartleby prefers not
to tell him anything about himself. The narrator is
now completely nonplussed: what ‘‘reasonable ob-
jection,”” he wonders, can Bartleby have to speak to
him. After all, he feels ‘‘friendly’’ towards him.
Even now, he clings tenaciously, although some-
what precariously, to his hope that given time,
Bartleby may be brought round to see reason, and in
a highly significant scene, he addresses Bartleby thus:

‘‘Bartleby, never mind, then, about revealing your
history; but let me entreat you, as a friend, to comply
as far as may be with the usages of this office. Say
now you will help to examine papers to-morrow or
next day: in short, say now that in a day or two you
will begin to be a little reasonable—say so, Bartleby.””

‘At present I would prefer not to be a little reason-
able,”” was his mildly cadaverous reply.

Critics have shown great ingenuity trying to
determine the cause of Bartleby’s malady. But to
look for a rational explanation of Bartleby’s con-
duct is to repeat the narrator’s mistake and to miss
the whole point of the story. The most significant
aspect of Bartleby’s behavior is that it is not only
unexplained but also inexplicable, and that it is
therefore futile to invoke reason and common sense
in dealing with it or in trying to understand it.
Melville carefully refrains from identifying the source
of Bartleby’s problem, because Bartleby’s very
irrationality is the point of his story. In ‘‘Bartleby’’
Melville clearly suggests what is confirmed by
modern psychology: that men are not primarily
creatures of reason, but are controlled by dimly
perceived instinctual drives and obscure impulsions,
and that this being so, one needs much more than
reason and common sense to deal effectively with
human problems.

Herein, I think, lies the failure—or should we
call it the limitation of the narrator. He pitches
reason’s claims exceptionally high and over-esti-
mates the range of the results that can be achieved

‘\ ) The situation calls for
more than reason; it calls
for intuition and
imagination, which the
narrator has eschewed all his
life.”

by an exclusive reliance on it. He has too much
confidence in the efficacy of intellectual processes.
Unaware of the merits of unreflecting spontaneity,
he has committed himself to the slow pace, the
qualifications and hedging of rational thought. For a
long time, critics have debated what the narrator
could or should have done, and some have gone to
the extent of showing annoyance with Bartleby and
considerable respect for the narrator. That the narra-
tor is benevolent and well-intentioned is undoubt-
edly true, but it is also completely irrelevant. What
is relevant is his flatulence and evasion, and his
application of only compromises and half-meas-
ures to what is an extreme malady—*‘innate and
incurable disorder’” as he himself calls it. But the
‘“‘disorder’” is ‘‘incurable’’ only in terms of the
palliatives that the narrator, with his limited vision,
can think of. Because he has boundless faith in the
efficacy of unaided reason as an instrument of
action, he is totally helpless when exposed to a
reason-defying sttuation. When faced with Bartleby’s
unreasonable wilfulness, the best that he cando is to
try to reason him out of it through appeals to
tradition, authority, and common usage. . . . But the
situation calls for more than reason; it calls for
intuition and imagination, which the narrator has
eschewed all his life. Henri Bergson remarks that
the surest way to attain the truth is by perception and
intuition, by reasoning to a certain point, then by
taking a ‘‘mortal leap.”’ The narrator, however, can
go only so far as reason takes him. Not being gifted
with imagination and intuition, he is incapable of
taking the ‘‘mortal leap”” that might have enabled
him to cope with his problem successfully.

From the standpoint of conventional morality,
of course, no guilt attaches to the narrator. His guilt,
as Maurice Friedman points out [in his ‘‘‘Bartleby’
and the Modern Exile’’], is ‘‘existential guilt,”” the
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guilt of “‘human existence itself, the guilt that every
man feels when his responsibility for another is
unlimited while his resources are limited.”” He is, to
be sure, more tolerant than most people would have
been in his situation, and he was constitutionally
incapable of the kind of sympathy that was re-
quired. But the narrator in ‘‘Bartleby’’ is not judged
from the viewpoint of conventional morality. He is
judged from the viewpoint of idealistic Christian
morality, from standards which, to use Plotinus
Plinlimmon’s phrase in Pierre, are ‘‘chronometrical’
rather than ‘‘horological.”” The attorney in Mur-
ray’s [‘“‘Bartleby’ and I'’] complains thus:

But my profoundest, all-embracing grievance comes
from an uneasy feeling, or suspicion, that Mr. Mel-
ville was out to flog me with the Sermon on the
Mount, as if to say, you should have given the full
measure of your love to Bartleby, all of it, every
atom’s atom of it, without reservations, qualifica-
tions, or reflections as to the consequences of so
selfless a commitment of compassion. You should
have sacrificed your profession, deserted your clients,
set aside your duties to the High Court of Chancery,
and taken Bartleby to live with you at home. [s not the
author implying this and nothing less? If he is, I'd like
to ask, what right has he to judge me from that
unearthly and inhuman pinnacle of ethics?

The narrator’s morality, however, is firmly
rooted in expediency, and his self-interest tends to
supplant altruistic considerations. Even his kind-
ness is not entirely a product of compassion but is
often motivated by prudence. When faced with
spiritual crises, he responds with his usual stance of
reason and common sense, a stance admirably suit-
ed to his own utilitarian world, but hopelessly
ineffectual in relation to Bartleby’s situation. As an
apostle of reason, he so desperately seeks rational
explanations for Bartleby’s conduct that he is driven
to read ‘‘Edwards on the Will’” and ‘‘Priestley on
Necessity’’ in the vain hope that these writers might
shed light on it. The rumored explanation of
Bartleby’s conduct that he offers in the epilogue is
again an attempt on his part to account in a tidy and
rational manner, for what is essentially above and
beyond reason. Even after having undergone the
experience, the narrator has not understood its full
purport. Although he has had glimpses into hitherto
unexplored aspects of life, he has not assimilated his
experience fully. In fact, he is still bewildered by it,
and his recounting of the experience might well be
the result of his compulsive need to rationalize it,
and thus to exorcise it out of his system where it has
for long festered as a sore, upsetting his precise and
measured ways of life.

In the final analysis then, the story focuses on
the narrator’s failure of perception and judgment.
His unswerving faith in reason and common sense
renders him unfit for dealing effectively with
Bartleby’s situation. He tries to cure Bartleby’s
spiritual paralysis by tentative acts of charity, and
fails to realize that Bartleby’s problem could not be
fathomed by logic but only by imaginative under-
standing. He is thus one of those mundane men who
reduce everything to what Carlyle’s Teufelsdrockh
calls ‘*Attorney-Logic.”” Spiritual insight is not
granted to such as he. Ministering utilitarian so-
lutions to spiritual problems, he becomes what
Teufelsdrockh calls a ‘‘sandblind pedant’’:

whoso recognizes the unfathomable, all-pervading
domain of Mystery, which is everywhere under out
feet and among our hands; to whom the Universe is an
Oracle and Temple, as well as a Kitchen and Cattle
stall,—he shall be a delirious Mystic; to him thou
with sniffing charity, wilt protrusively proffer thy
handlamp, and shriek, as one injured, when he kicks
his foot through it—Armer Teufel ... Retire into
private places with thy foolish cackle; or what were
better, give it up, and weep, not that thy reign of
wonder is done, and God’s world all disembellished
and prosaic, but that thou hitherto art a Dilettante and
sandblind pedant.

Thus in ‘“‘Bartleby’’ Melville brings out the
limits of reason as a guide to human conduct and as
a controlling factor in human behavior and stresses
the need for understanding and imagination. He
shows in unmistakable terms that intellectual and
analytical processes are not the most decisive deter-
minants of the beliefs and conduct of men, and that
human behavior, therefore, cannot be fully grasped
by reason but only by imagination. Although Mel-
ville did not share the Transcendentalist belief in the
supremacy and infallibility of intuition, he recog-
nized its need and its value in establishing meaning-
ful human relationships. The need for human inter-
dependence is, after all, a recurrent theme in
Melville’s fiction, and in “‘Bartleby’” Melville shows
a full awareness of how lack of insight and in-
tuition and an exclusive reliance on reason can
block channels of communication. No wonder, then,
that the story should seem teasingly modern in
rhythm, idiom, and controlling vision, and that
critics should seek—and find—its analogues, not
in Melville’s contemporaries, but in such Russian
masters as Gogol, Goncharov, and Dostoievsky,
and in the modern existentialists such as Sartre,
Camus, and Kafka.

Source: R. K. Gupta, ‘“‘Bartleby’: Melville’s Critique of
Reason,”” in Indian Journal of American Studies, Vol. 4,
Nos. 1-2, June and December, 1974, pp. 66-71.
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Mordecai Marcus

In the following essay, Marcus argues that
Bartleby is a psychological double for the lawyer-
narrator of *‘Bartleby the Scrivener.’’

Most interpreters of Melville’s haunting story
“‘Bartleby the Scrivener’” (1853) have seen it as a
somewhat allegorical comment on Melville’s plight
as a writer after the publication of Moby-Dick and

Pierre. Others have suggested that the story drama-
tizes the conflict between absolutism and free will
in its protagonist, that it shows the destructive
power of irrationality or that it criticizes the sterility
and impersonality of a business society. The last of
these interpretations seems to me the most accurate,
and the others suffer either from an inability to
adjust the parts of the story to Melville’s experience
(or that of any serious writer), or to adjust the parts
to one another.

I believe that the character of Bartleby is a
psychological double for the story’s nameless law-
yer-narrator, and that the story’s criticism of a
sterile and impersonal society can best be clarified
by investigation of this role. Melville’s use of
psychological doubles in Mardi, Moby-Dick, and
Pierre has been widely and convincingly discussed.
Probably Melville’s most effective double is Fedallah,
Ahab’s shadowy, compulsive, and despairing coun-
terpart. Bartleby’s role and significance as a double
remain less evident than Fedallah’s, for the lawyer
is less clearly a divided person than is Ahab, and
Bartleby’s role as double involves a complex ambi-
guity. Bartleby appears to the lawyer chiefly to
remind him of the inadequacies, the sterile routine,
of his world.

Evidence that Bartleby is a psychological dou-
ble for the lawyer-narrator is diffused throughout
the story, in details about Bartleby and in the
lawyer’s obsessive concern with and for Bartleby.
The fact that Bartleby has no history, as we learn at
the beginning of the story and in a later dialogue,
suggests that he has emerged from the lawyer’s
mind. He never leaves the lawyer’s offices and he
subsists on virtually nothing. After he refuses to
work any longer, he becomes a kind of parasite on
the lawyer, but the exact nature of his dependence
on the lawyer remains mysteriously vague. His
persistent refusal to leave despite all inducements
and threats implies that he cannot leave, that it is his
role in life not to leave the lawyer’s establishment.
Bartleby’s compulsive way of life, calm determina-

‘\ ) Bartleby's role as a
psychological double is to
criticize the sterility,
impersonality, and
mechanical adjustments of
the world which the lawyer
inhabits."

tion, and otherwise inexplicable tenacity suggest
that he is an embodiment of the kind of perverse
determination we might expect to flower in the
rather gentle and humane lawyer should he give
over to an unyielding passivity as a protest against
his way of life.

The behavior of the lawyer gives stronger evi-
dence that Bartleby is his psychological double. The
screen which the lawyer places around Bartleby’s
desk to “‘isolate Bartleby from my sight, though not
remove him from my voice’’ so that “‘privacy and
society were conjoined’ symbolizes the lawyer’s
compartmentalization of the unconscious forces
which Bartleby represents. Nevertheless, Bartleby’s
power over the lawyer quickly grows as the story
progresses, and it grows at least partially in propor-
tion to Bartleby’s increasingly infuriating behavior.
Towards the beginning of the story the lawyer feels
vaguely that ‘‘all the justice and all the reason’’ may
lie with Bartleby’s astonishing refusal to check his
copy. Later the lawyer confesses to being ‘‘almost
sorry for my brilliant success’” when he thinks he
has succeeded in evicting the now wholly passive
Bartleby; and when he finds that he is mistaken, he
admits that Bartleby has a *‘wondrous ascendancy’’
over him. Growing used to Bartleby’s amazing
tenacity, he feels that Bartleby has been *‘billeted
upon me for some mysterious purpose of an all-
wise Providence,”’ and he muses about Bartleby: “‘I
never feel so private as when [ know you are here.”’

The lawyer finally accepts Bartleby’s presence
as a natural part of his world, and he admits that
without outside interference their strange relation-
ship might have continued indefinitely. But the
crisis of the story arrives when his professional
friends criticize him for harboring Bartleby and thus
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lead him to his various struggles to be rid of him.
The professional friends represent the rationality of
the ‘‘normal’’ social world, an external force which
recalls the lawyer from his tentative acceptance of
the voice of apparent unreason represented by
Bartleby. When he finally resorts to moving out of
his offices in order to leave Bartleby behind, he
declares ‘‘Strange to say—I tore myself from him
whom I had so longed to be rid of.”’

The lawyer’s intermittently vindictive respons-
es to Bartleby’s passivity, which are combined with
acceptance of and submission to Bartleby, suggest
an anger against a force which has invaded himself.
The last action which suggests identification of the
two occurs when in the prison yard Bartleby be-
haves as if the lawyer is responsible for his impris-
onment and perhaps for his hopeless human situa-
tion as well.

Bartleby’s role as a psychological double is to
criticize the sterility, impersonality, and mechanical
adjustments of the world which the lawyer inhabits.
The setting on Wall Street indicates that the charac-
ters are in a kind of prison, walled off from the
world. The lawyer’s position as Master of Chancery
suggests the endless routine of courts of equity and
the difficulty of finding equity in life. The lawyer’s
easygoing detachment—he calls himself an *‘emi-
nently safe man’’—represents an attempt at a calm
adjustment to the Wall Street world, an adjustment
which is threatened by Bartleby’s implicit, and also
calm, criticism of its endless and sterile routine.
Although the humaneness of the lawyer may weak-
en his symbolic role as a man of Wall Street, it does
make him a person to whom the unconscious in-
sights represented by Bartleby might arrive, and
who would sympathize with and almost, in a limited
sense, yield to Bartleby.

The frustrating sterility and monotony of the
world which Bartleby enters is further shown in the
portraits of the lawyer’s two eccentric scriveners,
Turkey and Nippers. These men display grotesque
adjustments to and comically eccentric protests
against the Wall Street world. Both of them are
frustrated by their existences. Turkey spends most
of his money for liquor, imbibing heavily at lunch-
time, presumably to induce a false blaze of life
which will help him to endure but which makes him
useless for work during each afternoon. Nippers, on
the other hand, needs no artificial stimulant; he
possesses a crude radiance of his own, and in the
mornings is ‘‘charged . . . with an irritable brandy-

like disposition,”’ but at this time of day his work is
poor. Nippers can get through life in the office only
with the aid of endless re-adjustments of his writing
table; no matter how he places it, he is still uncom-
fortable. Both of these men are least serviceable
when they are, in a sense, most alive. Turkey and
Nippers combine automaton behavior, self-nar-
cosis, and awkward attempts to preserve their
individuality.

Entering this world of mildly smug self-satis-
faction and mechanical behavior, Bartleby begins
his work eagerly, ‘‘as if long famishing for some-
thing to copy.” This action probably represents
both a hunger for life and a desperate attempt to
deaden his sensibilities among such sterile sur-
roundings. Very soon, however, Bartleby evinces
the first of his many refusals: he will not help to
verify his copy against the original. Apparently
Bartleby is willing to act within the lawyer’s world,
but he refuses all personal contact because it is
spurious. His refusal is paradoxical, for he rejects
the illusion of personality in an impersonal world by
retreating to another kind of impersonality which
alone makes that world endurable. His insistence
that he “‘prefers not’’ to conform reflects both his
gentleness and the profundity of his rejection of
impersonality masking itself as personal contact. As
such, it appropriately represents a voice deep within
the lawyer himself, a desire to give up his way of
life. As the story progresses, Bartleby rejects all
activity and refuses to leave; he has discovered that
impersonality is not enough to help him endure this
world. Bartleby clings to the lawyer because he
represents a continuing protest within the lawyer’s
mind, whom he makes *‘stagger in his own plain-
est faith.”

As Bartleby’s passivity picks up momentum,
he moves from the impersonality of copying to the
impersonality of contemplating the dead, blind wall
which fronts the window near his desk. This wall,
and the prison walls ‘‘of amazing thickness’’ at the
base of which Bartleby finally lies dead, parallel the
images of the whale as *‘that wall shoved near to
me’’ (Chapter 36) and of the whale’s head as a
‘‘dead, blind wall’’ (Chapters 76 and 125) in Moby-
Dick. Noting this parallel [in his ‘‘Melville’s Par-
able of the Walls’’], Leo Marx takes these images to
represent the wall of death. I believe, however, that
in both story and novel, they represent chiefly the
terror and implacability of existence, against which
Ahab actively and Bartleby passively revolt. Both
men suggest that, in Ahab’s words, ‘‘The dead,
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blind wall butts all inquiring heads atlast’’ (Chapter
125). The wall may also symbolize those limitations
which give every individual his personal identity,
for Ahab’s unwillingness to accept his limitations as
a suffering man motivates his vindictive drive to
pierce the wall.

The parallel between another image in
‘‘Bartleby’’ and a significant symbol in Moby-Dick
adds to the likelihood that Bartleby represents a
force in the lawyer’s unconscious mind: Bartleby,
“‘like the last column of some ruined temple . ..
remained standing mute and solitary in the middle
of the otherwise deserted room.”” This passage
resembles a series of remarkable images which
symbolize the unconscious part of Ahab: ‘‘those
vast Roman halls of Thermes,”” where man’s ‘‘aw-
ful essence sits . . . like a Caryatid . . . upholding on
his frozen brow the piled entablature of ages”
(Chapter 41).

The wall in “‘Bartleby’’ symbolizes the human
condition in the society within which Bartleby feels
trapped, and by extension the burden of his own
identity within the limitations of such a society. The
lawyer’s establishment on Wall Street, and the wall
which is ten feet from his window (Bartleby’s is
three feet from his), suggest his slighter awareness
of his trapped human condition. When at the end
Bartleby lies dead within the prison walls “‘of
amazing thickness,”” he has succumbed to the im-
personality of his society and to his inability to resist
it actively. His assuming the foetal position in death,
*‘his knees drawn up, and lying on his side, his head
touching the cold stones,”’ suggesting a passive
retreat to the womb, seems the opposite of Ahab’s
desire to be a superman who will pierce the wall of
limitations and identity.

However, the symbol of the prison walls is
complicated by the appearance within them of a
green turf and by the lawyer’s exclamation to
Bartleby, within the prison, ‘‘There is the sky, and
here is the grass.”” These images of grass symbolize
the creative possibilities of life. Bartleby’s response
to the lawyer’s declaration is, ‘I know where 1
am,” which is an accusation that the lawyer is
responsible for Bartleby’s incarceration in the pris-
on of the world. The lawyer’s sensitivity to both the
validity of Bartleby’s general protest and to the
creative possibilities which it neglects indicates, [
believe, that Bartleby represents a protest within the
lawyer which has at least partially taken the form of
a death drive. Paralle! to this paradox is the fact that
Bartleby’s protest also resembles the protests of

Turkey and Nippers, who combine self-effacement,
self-assertion, and self-narcosis.

The concluding section of the story in which
the lawyer seeks for a rational explanation of
Bartleby’s actions by reporting a rumor that he had
worked in the dead letter office in Washington and
so had become obsessed with human loneliness
seems to me an artificial conclusion tacked on as a
concession to popular taste. The lawyer’s otherwise
final statement that Bartleby lies asleep ‘‘with kings
and counselors’’ is probably the story’s authen-
tic conclusion, for—despite the hopelessness of
Bartleby’s position—it attributes profundity and
dignity to Bartieby’s protest against the sterility of a
spiritless society.

Melville, however, appears to intend further
metaphysical speculation. The embodiment of a
protest against sterility and impersonality in the
passive and finally death-seeking Bartleby may
suggest that man is hopelessly trapped by the human
condition in an acquisitive society. Thus the lawyer
may feel wisdom in Bartleby’s final resignation as
well as in his protest. The situation, however, is
complicated by the likelihood that Bartleby appears
as a protest within the lawyer’s mind against his
way of life, but this protest leads to death, and only
the lawyer perceives the creative possibilities that
Bartleby ignores.

1 do not believe, however, that Melville was
suggesting that the lawyer’s way of life contained
promises of creativity which Bartleby could not see.
Rather he was suggesting the negative course which
impulses represented by Bartleby might take, par-
ticularly when they emerge in a rather thoroughly
sterile environment. Thus the story lacks a thematic
resolution. Its conclusion creates not so much a
counter-criticism of Bartleby’s passivity as an
expression of quiet despair about the human pre-
dicament. The lawyer is not visibly changed after a
struggle with his double, as are Dostoyevsky’s
Raskolnikov or Conrad’s young sea captain in ‘“The
Secret Sharer.”” Neither does he succumb to an
intense and destructive despair, although Bartleby
has partially represented a subliminal death drive
within him. However, the standstill to which the
lawyer’s insights have brought him does show
Melville’s imagination moving in the direction of
the intense despair found in much contemporary
literature.

Source: Mordecai Marcus, ‘‘Melville’s Bartleby as Psycho-
logical Double,”” in College English, Vol. 23, No. 5, Febru-
ary, 1962, pp. 365-68.
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A Conversation with My Father

Grace Paley’s ‘A Conversation with My Father”  @Gyace Paley
was originally published in the New American Re-

view in 1972. It was subsequently included in Paley’s 197 2
second collection of short stories, Enormous Changes
at the Last Minute, published in 1974. On one level,
the story is about women’s relationships with their
fathers and sons. Paley recounts a visit between a
middle-aged woman and her elderly, bedridden
father, who suffers from heart disease. The father
reproaches his daughter, a writer, for not construct-
ing straightforward narratives. He encourages her to
emulate the nineteenth-century writers Anton
Chekhov and Guy de Maupassant, who wrote sparse-
ly realistic tragedies. The daughter attempts to do
so, telling him a story about some neighbors, a drug-
addicted mother and son. She does not write a tragic
ending, but ultimately both mother and son over-
come their addictions. Her father rejects her ending,
stating that she is unable to face tragedy in life and
in fiction. On another level, the story is about
storytelling. Within the larger story of the father and
daughter, Paley includes two versions of another
story, the story about the drug-addicted family. The
presence of two stories, the portrayal of a writer
writing a story, and the conversation about fiction
between the narrator and her father make ‘A Con-
versation with My Father’’ a metafictional work, a
story about stories and story-writing.

One of Paley’s most critically acclaimed sto-
ries, ‘‘A Conversation with My Father’” exempli-
fies Paley’s efforts to combine realism with experi-
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mentation. The similarities between Paley and her
protagonist highlight the story’s self-reflexive com-
mentary on the author’s own narrative techniques.
A further connection between Paley’s own life and
writing and her fiction is found in the disclaimer
included in the beginning of Enormous Changes at
the Last Minute: ‘‘Everyone in this book is imag-
ined into life except the father. No matter what story
he has to live in, he’s my father, I. Goodside, M.D.,
artist, and storyteller—G. P.”” A Conversation
with My Father’’ not only deals with the possibili-
ties of fiction, but it also explains Paley’s own
fictional processes and aims.

Author Biography

Grace Paley was born in New York City in 1922.
Her parents, Isaac and Mary Goodside, were Rus-
sian Jewish immigrants who supported socialist and
Zionist causes. Paley credits her parents’ intellectu-
al interests and political activism for encouraging
her own feminist and leftist beliefs. The predomi-
nately Jewish area of the Bronx in which she grew
up and the immigrant experiences of her parents
also influenced Paley’s concern with Jewish pro-
tagonists and Jewish-American life.

Paley attended Hunter College in New York
City but dropped out without receiving a degree. In
1942, at the age of twenty, she married a photogra-
pher and cameraman, Jess Paley, with whom she
had two children, a son and a daughter. Paley
separated from Jess three years later and subse-
quently married the poet and playwright Robert
Nichols. In 1942, Paley studied poetry with W. H.
Auden at the New School for Social Research.
During her early career as a writer, Paley wrote only
poetry. At age thirty-three, she turned to writing
short stories. Many of her short stories can be found
in her collections The Little Disturbances of Man
(1959), Enormous Changes at the Last Minute
(1974), Later the Same Day (1985), and The Col-
lected Stories (1995).

Today, Paley is known for her innovative short
stories that combine realism with experimentation
and reflect her political commitments. Her stories
often deal with feminist and political themes, such
as the oppression of women, the working-class
lives of New Yorkers, and relationships between
generations. These same issues motivate her public
activism: Paley has been an outspoken supporter of
the feminist movement, and during the 1960s and

1970s was arrested for her involvement in anti-
Vietnam War demonstrations. A mother of two, an
activist, and a professor of creative writing at Sarah
Lawrence College, Paley’s full life has limited her
literary output. Of her relatively small body of work
and her decision not to write a novel, Paley has
commented: ‘‘Art is too long and life is too short.
There is a lot more to do in life than just writing.”’

Paley told S57S, ‘I don’t like to write about my
stories. On the other hand, I am glad to demystify
their sources and meanings.”’ She further comment-
ed on the story ‘‘A Conversation with My Father’’:
‘‘My father and I often talked about books, not so
frequently about my stories. We also argued about
my life, my ideas about my friends’ lives. The truth
is that I had said good night to my father, kissed him,
placed his pills by his bedside, saw him insert the
oxygen tubes into his nostrils, closed the apartment
door, settled into the long subway trip from the
north Bronx to my home downtown in Greenwich
Village and began, in my head, a paragraph, ‘My
father is 86 and in bed. . . > When I reached home
(my kitchen table), I wrote much of the rest of what
is now the first page of that story, maybe the second
as well. So you see, I had no grand theme in mind, in
fact no story—only a dreamed and imagined conver-
sation with my father that is true but not a fact.

Plot Summary

““A Conversation with My Father’” recounts a dis-
cussion between the narrator and her bedridden
father, who is eighty-six years old and dying. He
asks his daughter to write a ‘‘simple story,”’ the
kind that Maupassant or Chekhov wrote, ‘‘Just
recognizable people and then write down what
happened to them next.”” The daughter says yes
because she wants to make him happy. She does not
like stories that follow a plot line from start to finish
because they remove all hope—there is no room for
something different to happen.

She tells her father this story: A woman had a
son. The son became a junkie, and to preserve their
relationship, the woman became a junkie, too. After
awhile, the son gave up heroin and broke with his
mother, who now disgusted him. The woman
missed her son.
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Her father is not happy with the story. He
claims that she left out all the important details, such
as descriptions, occupations, and family. The daugh-
ter tells the story a second time, adding more details.
But the father is still unhappy with the story, but he
is pleased that she put the words The End in it,
because, he says, it is the end of the woman as a
person. The daughter protests, saying that her pro-
tagonist is only forty and still has lots of things she
could do with her life. Her father disagrees, saying
that his daughter simply chooses not to recognize
the tragedy of her protagonist’s life. *“No hope,”” he
says. ‘‘The end.”” The daughter has promised her
family to let her father have the last word, so she
only revises the end of the story: The woman’s son
never comes home again, but the woman finds a job
as areceptionist in a clinic in a neighborhood with a
lot of drug users. The doctors tell her that her
experiences are a great asset for this job.

The father does not believe this new ending and
insists that the woman will slide back to her bad
habits since she has no character. The daughter then
says that her new ending is the end, that the woman
will stay working as a receptionist. The story ends
with the father wondering out loud how long the
woman will last in her job and how long it will take
his daughter to accept that life is inherently tragic.

Daughter

See Narrator

Father

As the title makes clear, the story recounts a
conversation between the protagonist, the daughter,
and the antagonist, her father. The father is de-
scribed in the story’s opening as an eighty-six year
old man who is confined to his bed. Despite his
heaith problems, he is mentally alert. A former
doctor who became an artist in retirement, he is still
interested in ‘‘details, crafts, [and] technique.”” He
asks his daughter to write a ‘‘simple story’’ about
“‘recognizable people,”’ like the stories written by
Guy de Maupassant and Anton Chekhov, nine-
teenth-century European writers whose stories were

Grace Paley

realistic and often tragic. The narrator tries to com-
ply, but her father is critical of both versions of the
story she made up for him. In the story’s final line,
he asks his daughter how long it will be before she
faces up to the tragedy in life. According to a note
included in Enormous Changes at the Last Minute,a
collection in which this story appeared, the father
in the story represents Paley’s real-life father,
Isaac Goodside.

Narrator

The narrator is a writer who is visiting her
elderly, bedridden father. She talks with him about
fiction and attempts to create a simple, direct story
of the sort her father admires. While the narrator
wants to please her father, she cannot fulfill his
request to compose a straightforward, tragic story.
The narrator believes that in both literature and life,
a plot that follows ‘‘the absolute line between two
points . . . takes all hope away.”” In the story she
recounts to her father, she leaves open a possibility
for change at the end. Her dying father wonders
when she will face up to the tragic realities of
fiction and life.

Pa
See Father
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Media JL
Adaptations &

» Enormous Changes at the Last Minute is a 1983
film based on the short story collection in which
““A Conversation with My Father’’ appeared.
The film was directed by Mirra Bank and stars
Kevin Bacon, Ellen Barkin, and Maria Tucci.
The script was written by John Sayles and Su-
san Rice.

* An audiocassette from American Audio Prose
Library, Grace Paley Reads ‘‘A Conversation
with My Father’’ and ‘‘Friends,”’ was released
in 1987.

Art and Experience

The substance of the conversation between the
daughter and her father concerns the way real life
should be represented in fiction. The major conflict
between the two resides in their different experi-
ences of life and, therefore, different expectations
for fiction. The father wishes his daughter would
write stories like those of Guy de Maupassant and
Anton Chekhov, nineteenth-century European writ-
ers whose works reflect more structured societies
and whose characters struggle within those socie-
ties’ limited opportunities. The father, as Paley
explains in a note accompanying Enormous Changes
at the Last Minute, represents her real father, a
Russian who immigrated to the United States at the
age of twenty. His experience leads him to desire
and appropriate stories about the tragic events of
‘‘recognizable people.”” In an interview with Joan
Lidoff published in Shenandoah, Paley states that
her father ‘‘came from a world where there was no
choice, where you couldn’t really decide to change
careers when you were forty-one years old.”” The
father is expressing his ‘‘own time in history.”

The narrator, though, comes from another his-
torical era, and thus her fiction differs from that of
Maupassant and Chekhov. As Paley says in the

same interview, ‘‘she really lives at a time when
things have more open possibility.”” The narrator
believes that the drug-addicted mother in her story
might change. She refuses to ‘‘leave her there in that
house crying.”” So the narrator has her character get
off drugs and become a receptionist in a clinic for
drug addicts. For the narrator, a child of post-World
War II America, fiction should reflect the opportu-
nities of life not available to previous generations.

Limitations and Opportunities

Closely related to the theme of art and experi-
ence is the theme of opportunity. The daughter
abhors the kind of story her father wants because it
is limiting. For this reason, she hates ‘‘plot, the
absolute line between two points.”” Her hatred of
plot stems not from “* literary reasons, but because it
takes all hope away. Everyone, real or invented,
deserves the open destiny of life.”” While her father
believes that the woman has no ‘‘character’’ and is
destined to a tragic end, the daughter believes that a
happy ending might very well ensue. She says of her
invention: ‘‘She’s only about forty. She could be a
hundred different things in this world as time goes
on.”” The different attitudes of the two towards the
possibility of opportunities and change, fictional or
real, stem from their different world views and
experiences. As Paley says in the Shenandoah inter-
view, the story is ‘‘about generational attitudes
towards life, and it’s about history. . . . [The narra-
tor] was really speaking for people who had more
open chances. And so she brought that into litera-
ture, because we just don’t hop out of our time
so easy.”’

There are two stories contained within ‘A Conver-
sation with My Father.”” One story is about a visit
between a middle-aged woman and her sick, elder-
ly father. Together, they discuss fiction and the
daughter’s attitude toward tragedy in literature and,
by implication, in life. The second story is the
narrative the daughter tells her father. This story is
about a mother who, to be close to her drug-
addicted son, becomes a drug-addict herself, only
to be abandoned by the son when he overcomes
the habit,
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Metafiction

““A Conversation with My Father” is a
metafictional story; that is, a fiction about fiction.
The inclusion of a story within a story, the descrip-
tions of the narrator writing that story, and the
narrator and her father’s conversation about fiction
are all elements of metafiction. Metafictional sto-
ries prompt the reader to think about how stories are
structured, why writers develop their stories as they
do, and what expectations readers might bring to
stories. These issues make up the content of the
discussion between the narrator and her father.
Why, the father asks, does the narrator not write
simple narratives about people who are familiar to
us, rather than writing about ‘‘people sitting in
trees talking senselessly, voices from who knows
where?’’—a reference to one of the narrator’s (and
Paley’s) earlier stories. But to the narrator, fiction
should reflect one’s experience in life, and the two
versions of the story she writes reflect her less
conventional views both of narrative and of life
experience. The overall narrative of ‘‘A Conversa-
tion with My Father’’ also invites a consideration of
these two viewpoints. [s it itself a simple, tragic
story, as her father would like it to be, or an open-
ended story without a straightforward plot, as the
narrator prefers? Paley’s metafictional technique
causes readers to reflect not only on the story’s theme
and structure, but also on the themes and structures
of all fiction—and, by extension, on the themes and
the structure that people perceive in their own lives.

Plot

One of the major elements of metafiction in ‘A
Conversation with My Father’” is the way Paley
plays with the concept of plot. Near the beginning of
the story, the narrator states her opinion about plot.
Although she wants to please her father, she feels
passionately about the constraints of plot, ‘‘the
absolute line between two points which I've always
despised. Not for literary reasons, but because it
takes all hope away. Everyone, real or invented,
deserves the open destiny of life.”” The two plots in
Paley’s story, then, are open-ended. The story of
the drug-addicted mother and son is left hanging.
After finishing one version with the words ‘‘The
End,”” the narrator revises the story to extend the
ending, and ellipses, three dots signifying uncertain
continuation, ambiguously conclude the story. The
story of the conversation between the narrator and
her father is also incomplete, ending with a ques-
tion. Finally, taken together, the two stories which
comprise ‘A Conversation with My Father’” frus-
trate attempts to identify with certainty specific plot

Topics for |
Further o~
Study |

* The narrator’s attitudes and the events in her
story-within-a-story reflect the mood of the
early 1970s in the United States, particularly the
issue of generational differences and the *‘gen-
eration gap.”” For example, the mother in the
story wants to be part of ‘‘youth culture.”” Re-
search youth culture in the 1960s and 1970s and
compare your findings with the attitudes ex-
pressed by the narrator and the events recounted
in her story.

» Paley calls herself ‘‘a feminist and a writer.”’
How are her feminist beliefs and concerns evi-
dent in this story?

* Compare both stories within ‘A Conversation
with My Father’” with a short story by Anton
Chekhov or Guy de Maupassant. How do the
differences between their stories and Paley’s
relate to the different attitudes towards fiction
expressed by the daughter and her father?

* One topic of conversation within the story is
tragedy. Do you think *“A Conversation with My
Father’’ is a tragic story?

elements of the story, such as the rising action, the
climax, or the denouement.

Historical Context

Political Upheaval Leads to
Generation Gap

The early 1970s followed a time of great social
upheaval in the United States. In the 1960s, the
country was divided over issues that affected nearly
everyone in some capacity: civil rights, the Vietnam
War and the women’s movement were among the
most important. The broad-based civil rights move-
ment of the early 1960s gave way, in the wake of the
deaths of Nation of Islam leader Malcolm X in 1965
and civil rights activist Martin Luther King Jr. in
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Comparg
Contrast

* 1970s: The Equal Rights Amendment, a propos-
al to change the constitution to guarantee wom-
en’s rights, particularly equal pay for equal work,
becomes a central issue of political debate.

1990s: Although efforts to ratify the Equal Rights
Amendment failed in 1982, women have earned
greater political, social and cultural authority in
the United States. In 1988, more than 56 percent
of women held jobs. On the other hand, govern-
ment guarantees of equal access and treatment to
public and private occupations have increasingly
been challenged in an era of shrinking govern-
ment. For instance, in 1996, the largest universi-
ty system in the country, the University of Cali-
fornia, ended an affirmative action program for
student admissions and faculty hiring.

* 1970s: The broadly based civil rights movement
of the early 1960s gives way to the more radical
politics of a younger generation of activists. The
militant Black Power organizations fade from
prominence when it is revealed that government
agencies infiltrated and pursued the leaders of
these groups.

1990s: The Nation of Islam claims millions of
followers, and its leader, Louis Farrakhan, de-

spite his controversial views, speaks to a gather-
ing of hundreds of thousands of men at the
Million Man March in Washington, DC, in 1995.

* 1970s: A full range of government guaranteed
services to the poor, known as entitlements, are
instituted to guarantee a minimum standard of
living for all U. S. citizens, continuing reforms of
the 1960s.

1996: President Clinton signs the Welfare Re-
form Bill, limiting recipients to five years of
benefits and ending a federal guarantee of a
sustainable income through the use of food stamps,
medical assistance and cash grants.

* 1970s: Judges begin interpreting Civil Rights
legislation as requiring full racial integration of
public school systems. Many efforts to integrate
schools result in violence.

1990s: Debates over the quality and equity of
education continue. Many school districts re-
main segregated, despite twenty years of efforts
at integration. New proposals for education re-
form include school choice, school vouchers,
home schooling, charter schools, and a federal
guarantee of access to higher education.

1968, to the more radical politics of a younger
generation of activists epitomized by the Black
Power movement associated with Angela Davis, the
Black Panthers, and others. Likewise, protests over
the United States’s role in Vietnam (Paley was
arrested in several antiwar demonstrations) became
more acrimonious as the war continued. In 1970,
four students were killed by the National Guard on
the campus of Kent State University in Ohio during
a peaceful protest. During this period of protest,
many women assumed public roles of leadership.
As a consequence, the women’s movement revived
a century-long attempt to gain an Equal Rights
Amendment to the U. S. Constitution. Conscious-
ness-raising groups, the legalization of birth control

and abortion, and affirmative action laws fueled
their progress, though the Equal Rights Amend-
ment, passed by Congress, eventually failed to be
ratified.

In many ways, these conflicts were played out
within families as a struggle between generations.
Children fought with their more conservative, De-
pression-era parents over issues of race, politics,
and morality. Throughout this period, college cam-
puses became centers of protest and spawned what
Paley and others called ‘‘youth culture.”” In “‘A
Conversation with My Father,”” the mother and son
become addicted to drugs and their kitchen becomes
a center for ‘‘intellectual addicts,”” many of whom
follow the teachings of Timothy Leary, a psycholo-

Short Stories Students

for



A Conversation

with My Father

gy professor who advocated the use of the halluci-
nogenic drug LSD. The mother and son in the
daughter’s story reflect the widespread experimen-
tation with drugs during the 1960s and 1970s, which
was often seen as part of a social revolution involv-
ing the development of a new consciousness and
freedom from the constraints of tradition.

Critical Overview

‘A Conversation with My Father’” is Paley’s most
critically discussed work, perhaps because it is also
her most overtly metafictional one. When it was
first published in 1972, critics hailed it as one of the
best stories about storytelling ever, since it is a story
which reflects the complexities of life through the
complexities of fiction. It has also been commended
for its articulation of feminist themes.

The question of Paley’s relationship to her
characters has been a matter of critical debate. The
disclaimer at the beginning of Enormous Changes
at the Last Minute states that ‘‘Everyone in this
book is imagined into life except the father. No
matter what story he has to live in, he’s my father, 1.
Goodside, M.D., artist, and storyteller.”” This state-
ment leads one to assume that the unnamed narrator
is Paley herself. Further proof is Paley’s discussion
elsewhere about visiting her father when he was
terminally ill, and the reference within the story to
Paley’s other fiction, namely the comment her fa-
ther makes about people talking in trees which
refers to the short story, ‘‘Faith in the Trees.”” But,
as Neil Isaacs notes in a study of Paley’s short
fiction, readers should refer to the narrator as Paley
only ‘‘as long as we understand that we are talking
about a Grace imagined into life as the Paley
storytelling persona.”” According to Isaacs, critics
such as Rose Kamel, who refer to the narrator as
Faith (a central character in many of Paley’s stories)
are mistaken. Marianne DeKoven, writing in the
Partisan Review, distinguishes between the narrator
and Paley. She argues that Paley the writer is
committed to a political and moral role for the
storyteller, in ‘‘not only ... a nonlinear vision of
life’s events, but also, ultimately, in a profound
commitment to freedom as a primary value.”’

In an essay published in Delta, Nicholas Peter
Humy agrees that responsibility for one’s creative
writing is a central theme of the story. For Humy,
the conversation is a struggle over patriarchal de-
mands upon language. The narrator, by refusing to

tell the story her father wants to hear, refuses to alter
““the lives of her inventions to his given end and
meaning, to his law.”” D. S. Neff, writing in Litera-
ture and Medicine, offers a very different reading of
the story. For him, the physician-father is strug-
gling to make his daughter accept his impending
death. He wants her to write, as a sort of therapy, a
traditional tragedy with an unambiguous conclu-
sion, The narrator, by refusing to end her stories, is
trying to overcome death.

In Grace Paley: Illuminating the Dark Lives,
Jacqueline Taylor argues that one reason critics
misread Paley is due to their failure to recognize her
“‘boldly female’” voice. Paley, Taylor argues, ‘‘mani-
fests a willingness to speak the unspeakable; she is
irreverent, comic, compassionate and wise.”” Tay-
lor argues that *“A Conversation with My Father™’
might be titled ‘A Conversation with the (Literary)
Patriarchs,”” because it serves as a meditation on
Paley’s subversion of male narrative conventions.
The narrator’s decision to write a new, hopeful
ending to the drug-addicted mother’s story reveals
her “‘recognition of the fluidity of life and her
resistance to narrative resolutions.”” While the fa-
ther might protest, the narrator-daughter has, none-
theless, written her own story.

Criticism

Rena Korb

Korb has a master’s degree in English litera-
ture and creative writing and has written for a wide
variety of educational publishers. In the following
overview of Paley’s ‘A Conversation with My Fa-
ther,”’ she focuses on the relationship between life
and fiction in the story.

Known as an innovative, ‘‘one-of-a-kind’’ writer,
Grace Paley writes stories that are deceptively sim-
ple. At first they seem uncomplicated, but a closer
reading reveals Paley’s careful craftsmanship. She
began her writing life as a poet but came to find that
she could not express in poetry the ideas that she and
her women friends were discussing, so she turned to
fiction. Many of her stories center on the specific
concerns of women and the roles society places
upon them. Paley’s stories, while relating everyday
matters, always have social or political motives, yet
they never moralize. Paley simply presents a world
filled with people who, like herself, are aware of the
world around them.
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Do I Read
Next?

¢ The themes of ‘A Conversation with My Fa-
ther’” also figure in the other pieces of short
fiction in the collection in which the story was
first published in 1974, Paley’s FEnormous
Changes at the Last Minute.

* Metafiction, or fiction about writing fiction, was
an innovative form in the 1970s, and Paley’s
fiction is part of this interest in experimentation.
Another metafictional collection of short stories
is Robert Coover’s Pricksongs and Descants
{1969).

* Another feminist writer who published during
the 1970s, Marge Piercy explores women’s lives,
patriarchal structures, and the Jewish-American
experience in her novels and poetry. Small
Changes (1973) and Woman on the Edge of
Time (1976) offer illuminating comparisons with
Grace Paley’s works.

* Todd Gitlin’s The Sixties is a cultural history
written by a participant in the social upheavals of
the decade.

““A Conversation with My Father’’ is one of
Paley’s best-known and most critically discussed
stories. It is trademark Paley, not only in its concern
for issues of female identity, but in its use of a
narrative technique that has strong elements of
postmodernism. The narrator in ‘‘A Conversation
with My Father’” is also a writer. She relates the
story of a conversation with her father during which
she tells him two versions of another story. She is a
self-aware, self-referential narrator, placing herself
in the story she tells her father, continually com-
menting on her relationship with the stories she has
created. The narrator presents her own—and
Paley’s—view of what constitutes a story. The
story itself defies traditional literary conventions
such as a linear plot; there is no ‘“‘end,”’ just the
assertion that life will continue with unknown twists
and turns. Because the story so clearly merges
Paley’s beliefs with those of her narrator, some
critics have pointed to the narrator’s dismissal of a
linear plot in ‘A Conversation with My Father’” as
evidence that nothing happens in Paley’s fiction.
Paley, however, maintains, ‘‘Plot is nothing. Plot is
only movement in time. If you move in time, you
have a plot.”’

In many ways, ‘A Conversation with My Fa-
ther’’ is a comment on both the open-endedness of
life and the freedom a writer has in narration. The
story relates a conversation between a middle-aged

woman and her father, who, breathing from an
oxygen tank and giving ‘‘last minute advice,”” pre-
sumably is dying. The father wants his daughter to
tell him a ‘*simple story . . . the kind de Maupassant
wrote, or Chekhov.”” Though the woman wants to
please her father, she finds it impossible to tell him
what he wants to hear. Paley’s narrator has ‘‘always
despised’’ stories in which there is an ‘‘absolute line
between two points,”” for such a fixed line “‘takes
all hope away.”” When the narrator vocalizes these
beliefs to her father, however, he asserts that by
maintaining a belief in hope, she is simply trying to
deny the tragedy that exists in life—the tragedy of
the character she creates for him and, by implica-
tion, the tragedy of his own imminent death.

Paley has acknowledged the autobiographical
slant of much of her fiction—her narrator shares
many similarities with Paley—so it is no surprise to
find that the narrator also echoes many of Paley’s
own beliefs about writing. The narrator of the story,
like Paley’s authorial voice, constantly merges fact
and fiction. In keeping with this, the narrator chooses
to tell a story that ‘*had been happening for a couple
of years right across the street,”” of a woman who
became a junkie to keep her teenage son company.
The son kicked his habit and left his mother alone
and grieving. The narrator’s father accuses his daugh-
ter of having “‘left everything out’” and asks for
such details as the mother’s appearance, her family
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background, and her marital status. In her book
Grace Paley: llluminating the Dark Lives, Jacque-
line Taylor notes, ‘“The questions are notable for
their preoccupation with defining the woman of the
story according to key patriarchal categories for
women: looks, social status, and marital status.”’ In
an article published in Delta, Nicholas Humy points
out that the father’s choices ‘‘happen to be the
traditional ones, those that are usually made inad-
vertently by writers of fiction, and so seem not to be
choices at all, but necessary to the form which will
convey what the work is about.”” Though these
critics differ in their reasons why the father needs
the answers to these questions, their positions are
not in reality contradictory; their insights show how
questions of what defines a woman are intertwined
with traditional viewpoints, even on seemingly un-
related matters.

The narrator’s response to her father also high-
lights this connection. Her protest—*‘Oh, Pa, this is
a simple story about a smart woman who came to
N.Y.C. full of interest love trust excitement very up
to date. ... Married or not, it’s of small conse-
quence’’—shows that what is important to the
narrator is the woman’s /ife, not her definition
through appearance or relationships. The narrator
does answer her father’s questions but makes sure
that any inclusion of these details in the revised
story does not enrich it. The woman in the story
changes from being simply ‘‘a woman’’ to being a
‘‘fine handsome woman,”’ yet neither her behavior
nor her outcome changes. The narrator is deter-
mined to appease her father because he is ill, but still
not give up her own set of beliefs, both about
women and about writing. She remains true to her
own artistic vision. It is interesting to note, as well,
that in her fiction Paley does not generally provide
details of appearances or relationships. So in “‘A
Conversation with My Father” there is another
connection: one between author and narrator. Paley’s
narrator asserts Paley’s own social and literary
beliefs.

In the revised story, the narrator keeps the same
sequence of events but fleshes them out with details.
These details border on the absurd, however—
““I'The woman] had a son whom she loved because
she’d known him since birth (in helpless chubby
infancy, and in the wrestling, hugging ages, seven to
ten, as well as earlier and later).”” Her father knows
that these details are added only for the sake of his
ideas of what should be included in a story—they
are not sincere—and only comments that his daughter
has “‘a nice sense of humor.”” The narrator allows

A ) The daughter and father
embark on another debate, not
on what constitutes good
writing but, by implication,
on how she is or is not
accepting the fact that he is

going to die soon.”

her own character to intrude further, mentioning
neighbors who also witness the woman’s fall into
drug addiction and grief; the opening ‘‘Once in my
time’” becomes ‘‘Once, across the street from uvs.”’
Through inclusion of the neighbors, the narrator
subtly reminds the listener that the story of this
woman is, in fact, based on a real one, thus admon-
ishing against adding extra or glamorous details
simply to make a story more exciting or fulfilling.
The ending of the revised story also alludes to
another falsity—it finishes with those dramatic
words that really only signify that the telling of the
story is over, The End. Her father, while expressing
his continuing dissatisfaction that his daughter has
failed to tell a “‘plain story,”” approves at least of
one thing: *“The end. The end. You were right to put
that down. The end,’” he says.

Thus the daughter and father embark on anoth-
er debate, not on what constitutes good writing but,
by implication, on how she is or is not accepting the
fact that he is going to die soon. They continue to
couch their dialogue in a discussion of the life of the
woman in the story. When her father declares that
his daughter has depicted a tragedy, or ‘‘the end of a
person,’’ she protests, ‘“‘No, Pa,” I begged him. ‘It
doesn’t have to be. She’s only about forty. She
could be a hundred different things in this world as
time goes on.””” The woman feels it is her duty to
interact with her story. After all she has a responsi-
bility because ‘ ‘that woman lives across the street,”’
and she changes the story again, giving the woman a
job in a community clinic in the drug-ridden East
Village where her experience as a junkie makes her
invaluable. The daughter fully believes that her
feelings should influence her creation, which is
really an extension of her beliefs. She does not
acknowledge, however, that her father also allows
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his own feelings to influence his interpretation of
the creation, and that at eighty-six, it makes utter
sense that his feelings may differ from her own. Her
father believes some things already to be fixed, like
the fact of his death. He asks his daughter, ‘‘Trage-
dy! You too. When will you look it in the face?’” He
is not referring only to what becomes of the woman
in the story, crying her ‘‘terrible, face-scarring,
time-consuming tears’’-—he is referring to his
own death.

Victoria Aarons has noted, in an article in
Studies in Short Fiction, that ‘‘the line between
fiction and reality is precarious [in Paley’s prose]. . .
for her characters, identity is a continual process.”
Aarons also states that dialogues in Paley’s fiction
are a source of power because they give the charac-
ters possibilities for the future by preventing any
one resolution. Her analysis could very well have
been written for ‘*‘A Conversation with My Fa-
ther.”” The line, always difficult to draw, becomes
invisible by the end as the two stories merge into
one. The narrator’s story blends into the story of her
dialogue with her father. The revised ending is not
set apart from the rest of the text as were the two
previous versions of the story, and the woman
works at the clinic in the present tense; in fact ‘‘right
now, she’s the receptionist.”” The narrator, in her
retelling of the life of her neighbor, shows the
infinite number of things that can happen in a life,
the choices and the opportunities; instead of work-
ing at the community clinic, she could have been a
“‘teacher or a social worker. An ex-junkie! Some-
times it’s better than having a master’s in educa-
tion!”” The narrator also implies that the meaning of
a life is not simply to be summed up at its end, for
every person will indeed die. She refuses to accept
her father’s belief that what is most important in his
future is his death. By changing the woman’s story
at the end, she asserts a powerful statement—that
most important is the living, and in the mere fact of
living rests renewed hope for a future.

Source: Rena Korb, ¢‘Overview of ‘A Conversation with My
Father’,”” in Short Stories for Students, Gale, 1998.

Nicholas Peter Humy

In the following essay, Humy discusses the
disagreement between the narrator and her father
about what a story should be, and how this disa-
greement relates to their differing views of freedom
and predetermination.

““l would like you to write a simple story just
once more. . ..”

It seems a straightforward request to the narra-
tor’s aging father, although he does ask specific
qualities of his story: ‘‘the kind de Maupassant
wrote, or Chekhov, the kind you used to write. Just
recognizable people and then write down what
happened to them next.”’

This request is made in the second paragraph of
““A Conversation with My Father,”” but we are
already aware of the difference between the sort of
story the father wants to hear and that which the
narrator is in the process of telling. The father, like
all aging fathers, is concerned with the past. His
request is for a story like those of the past, like those
the narrator ‘‘used to write.”” His story is to be
peopled with ‘‘recognizable’’ characters, those he
is familiar with, and is to tell ‘‘what happened to
them next.”” The narrator’s story, ‘A Conversation
with My Father,”’ [exists] not in the past, but in the
present. Its events and characters do not exist prior
to the writing of their story.

My father is eighty-six years old and in bed. His heart,
that bloody motor, is equally old and will not do
certain jobs any more. It still floods his head with
brainy light. But it won’t carry the weight of his body
around the house. Despite my metaphors, this muscle
failure is not due to his old heart, he says, but to a
potassium shortage.

In these first five sentences we are shown how
the narrator wishes to tell her father’s story. He and
his condition are not described with language, but
created in it. The metaphors which the narrator uses
do not help to make her father ‘‘recognizable’’ to
the reader, rather, they call attention to the language
and testify that the act of writing will intrude upon
the tale. The father protests. It is a description of
him, after all, and, ‘‘despite [her] metaphors,”” he
and his ‘‘potassium shortage,”” would like to be
found within it. It would seem to the father that
his daughter has forgotten the responsibilities of
the writer.

These responsibilities seem to be derived from
Aristotle’s theory of tragedy as it appears in Poetics,
which is to say that, whether or not the father has
read Poetics, he is one of those who have been made
to expect, by the various wrappings which are used
to package art in our culture, that literature will
provide a purgative arousal of fear and pity brought
about by the description or imitation of an action,
culminating in the demise of the flawed hero. The
father also asks that the story be neatly contained
within its bounds consisting of beginning, middle,
and end, and, in order to ensure its status as bearer of
truth, that the protagonist be faceless enough to be
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universal (‘‘recognizable’’), while maintaining con-
sistent enough character to go from one action to the
next according to the laws of probable cause.

When she agrees to tell her father his story, one
“‘that begins: ‘“There was a woman. . .” followed by
plot, the absolute line between two points,”” the
narrator agrees to repress those intrusions which her
writing makes on the tale, to take ‘‘all hope away,”’
denying her own beliefs that ‘‘everyone, real or
invented, deserves the open destiny of life.”” At this
point, as though to close the lid on the matter, ‘A
Conversation with My Father’” switches from the
present to the past tense.

But the lid is not quite closed, for the narrator
has “‘misunderstood [her father] on purpose.”” She
chooses as the center figure of her story a woman,
who cannot properly be a *‘tragic’’ character, and,
while claiming to simply write down the story she
has thought of, implying that the roles of writer and
writing are no more than the chroniclers of the
action, she *‘lays bare’’ the arbitrary nature of the
elements of a causal progression in any fiction.

Her ‘“‘unadorned and miserable tale’” does seem
to move in ‘‘an absolute line between two points,”’
and yet the narrator demonstrates that the line exists
only as her creation, and that, as William Gass
points out, “‘its telling is a record of the choices,
inadvertent or deliberate, the author has made from
all possibilities of language’” [Fiction and the Fig-
ures of Life, (1971)].

It is precisely those choices to which she makes
her father attend. By maintaining her claim on the
tale (“‘Once in my time. . .”"), by failing to give it a
proper end, allowing it to seep into the present
(““We all visit her’”), by describing neither compell-
ing causes (‘‘which is not unusual,”” “*for a number
of reasons’’), nor ‘‘recognizable’’ characters, she
forces her father to ask her to fill in what he feels is
absent. ““You know there’s a lot more to it. You
know that. You left everything out.”’

His main concern is for a more complete knowl-
edge of the woman’s character, for he knows, as do
all Aristotelians, that character is the servant of
dramatic action, that without it the action will not
reveal the moral purpose of its agents, and hence,
the meaning of the tale.

The greater part of any character in a given
fiction is always left unstated. The reader of ‘A
Conversation with My Father’’ is comfortable in
attributing to the character of the father a certain
life-in-words, though he has almost none of the

A ; Thispieceisthestoryofa
conversation and it traces for
us the struggle that we all
encounter when we acquire
language, the tool of the
father, and use it with, for,

or against him.”

necessary organs for life-on-earth, as it were, with
only his legs, heart/motor, and brain somewhat
resembling a lightbulb. What of his bowels? to say
nothing of his nose, throat and ears. In the narrator’s
‘‘unadorned and miserable tale’’ the mother and her
son are not described physically, historically, or
emotionally at all. When the father asks for details
of the woman’s hair and heritage, he is making
choices, his choices, of what is “‘of consequence.”’
His choices happen to be the traditional ones, those
that are usually made inadvertently by writers of
fiction, and so seem to him not to be choices at all,
but necessary to the form which will convey what
the work is about.

Harold Bloom, in ‘‘The Breaking of Form,”
reminds us that the word ‘‘about’” means ‘‘to be on
the outside of’” something. ‘*All that a poem can be
about, or what a poem is other than trope, is the skill
or faculty of invention or discovery, the heuristic
gift.”” The narrator shares this sense of her work,
and does not see herself as relating to her father his
story, history, but as relling a story. She wants him
to see the process of storytelling anew, to see how,
in the telling, the story becomes defamiliarized,
becomes, not what it is about, but what it is. And
what it is is a form which, according to Shklovsky,
reveals the experience of its making.

What the father sees as unmotivated events in
the narrator’s first attempt are unmotivated only in
the referential sense of what the story is about. They
are perfectly motivated in the technical sense of
calling attention to the telling of the tale.

But the telling of the tale is not of primary
interest to the father, for the creation of ‘‘telling”’
subverts the disclosure of ‘‘told.”” The daughter is
aware that a story is no more and no less than the
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language in which it is created, and the desire by
which it is formed. The father’s demands for disclo-
sure of what went before the telling of the tale are
attempts to halt the free flow of desire, to reentangle
his daughter in the incestuous net of Oedipus, where
her telling would become told, would become the
law of the father. And the narrator’s father invokes
law when he demands disclosure of what was not
spoken of the woman:

“‘For Godsakes, doesn’t anyone in your stories get
married? Doesn’t anyone have the time to run down to
City Hall before they jump into bed?”’

““No,” I said. “‘In real life, yes. But in my stories, no.”
“Why do you answer me like that?”’

In order to explain her choices the narrator, in
exasperation, steps outside of the tale and tells her
father what her fiction is ‘‘about,”” and in so doing,
undercuts to a certain extent, the very freedom, the
very hope and desire, she had maintained in its telling.

“‘Oh, Pa, this is a simple story about a smart wornan
who came to N.Y.C. full of interest love trust excite-
ment very up to date, and about her son, what a hard
time she had in this world. Married or not, it’s of small
consequence.”’

But to the father, it is ‘‘of great consequence,”’
for he senses the woman in the story as though she
were flesh, as though he has somehow reached
through the artifice of fiction to shake the hand of
this person ‘‘with heavy braids, as though she were
a girl or a foreigner,”” and wants better to under-
stand her, understand the character, not the artifice:
‘... but listen. I believe you that she’s good-
looking, but I don’t think she was so smart.”
Character and action do not correspond as the rules
state they should. Intelligence would have prevent-
ed her from acting as she did.

And, in a sense, the narrator agrees with her
father that the woman she has created has a life,
though not one of flesh. As an invention in language
the woman is alive and responsive to language, to its
intrusions, to its metaphors. The narrator has al-
ready expressed her dislike for any portion of a
fiction which is predetermined, outside of language,
for such predetermination ‘‘takes all hope away,”’
and, in agreeing with her father that her explanation
of what the story was ‘‘about’’ may have precluded
aportion of her character’s “‘life,”” she reiterates her
sense of the relation between character and lan-
guage in fiction.

Actually that’s the trouble with stories. People start
out fantastic.

You think they’re extraordinary, but it turns out as the
work goes along, they’re just average with a good

education. Sometimes the other way around, the per-
son’s a kind of dumb innocent, but he outwits you and
you can’t even think of an ending good enough.

The father, <‘still interested in details, craft and
technique,”” accuses his daughter of ‘‘talking silly”’
when she explains that sometimes the end is not
predetermined by traits attributed to the character
and wholly controlled by the author. She suggests
that sometimes it is reached in ‘‘some agreement’’
between the writer and the invention, mediated by
the language.

In the second attempt to please her father, the
narrator begins her story as though to include her
father. Instead of ‘‘Once in ' my time...”” the new
story opens, ‘‘Once, across the street fromus. . ..”"
She has also kept the story entirely in the past tense
and given it an end (‘“The End’’), in capital letters,
closing the tale from any reverberation into the
present. It is at this point that we are presented with
the most marked contrast between written text and
speech. It is here that we see the tension in the
concessions the narrator makes in this text within a
conversation. The narrator has provided her father
with an end, has filled out the causal relationships
between one event and the next, has even given her
character a hint of a tragic flaw (‘‘She would rather
be with the young, it was an honor, than with her
own generation’’), and yet her father is not entirely
satisfied. He has three comments.

“‘Number One: You have a nice sense of hu-
mor.”” Here he is referring to the way in which his
daughter chose to explain the juxtaposition of vari-
ous events. The story exposes probable cause for
what it is—a convention—by using irony to
systematically undo our understanding and belief in
causality. The mother becomes a junkie like her son
“‘in order to keep him from feeling guilty.”” She
wants to prevent him from feeling guilty ‘‘because
guilt is the stony heart of nine tenths of all clinically
diagnosed cancers in America today.”” And in dou-
ble irony, she explains that the mother loved her son
““because she’d known him since birth (in helpless
chubby infancy and in the wrestling, hugging ages,
seven to ten, as well as earlier and later). ‘‘The
father, by insisting on determining factors for all
events in the fiction, is given an explanation for
drug addiction and mother love which seems to him
to be a joke.

““‘Number Two: I see you can’t tell a plain story.
So don’t waste time.”” This comment echoes the
conclusion of the second story, (*“she would cry out,
My baby! My baby! and burst into terrible face-
scarring, time-consuming tears’’), and comments
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upon the different demands father and daughter
make on a story. The daughter wishes her father to
hear her story. Instead he discounts the tale as
unrecognizable, unwilling to listen to that which is
new.The narrator shares with Shklovsky the belief
that *‘the purpose of art is to impart the sensation of
things as they are perceived and not as they are
known’’ [*‘Art as Technique,”’ in Russian Formalist
Criticism, edited by Paul A. Olson, (1965)]. She
does not feel that failure to arrive at an anticipated
end is a waste of time, but that it is rather an exercise
in the process of perception, which ‘is an aesthetic
end in itself and must be prolonged.”’

But the father still desires an end to the story,
both in the sense of conclusion and purpose. A
*‘plain story’” would provide this but his daughter’s
tale, while seeming to come to a proper end, has
already undermined, through irony, the means she
has used to arrive there. Nonetheless, the father will
try to salvage that which he so desires.

“‘Number Three: I suppose that means she was left
like that, his mother. Alone. Probably sick?”’

1 said, “‘Yes.””

“‘Poor woman. Poor girl, to be born in a time of fools,
to live among fools. The end. The end. You were right
to put that down. The end.””

But the narrator knows that the telling of a story
is the creating of a story is the creating of a form,
and she will not let her father impose the end which
the tragic form dictates.

Ididn’t want to argue, but I had to say, *Well, it is not
necessarily the end, Pa.”

Her father is insistent. ‘“You don’t want to
recognize it. Tragedy! Plain tragedy! Historical
tragedy! No hope. The end.”” He feels that the form
of tragedy is a given truth, just as he feels his
eventual death to be. He urges his daughter to face
the dictates of form just as we are told to brave
death. His daughter’s life, like his, will teach the
lesson of death. ‘‘In your own life, too, you have to
look it in the face.”” And, in speaking those words,
he demonstrates his own desire to delay that end,
while still entrenching himself in the conviction of
its meaning.

He took a couple of nitroglycerin. ““Turn to five,”” he
said, pointing to the dial on the oxygen tank. He

inserted the tubes into his nostrils and breathed deep.
He closed his eyes and said, ‘‘No.””

Though the narrator ‘‘had promised the family
to always let him have the last word when arguing,”’
she recognizes *‘a different responsibility’’ towards
him. She will demonstrate to him that it is not in the
end that meaning is found by changing the ending of

the woman’s story. Believing that form dictates the
limits of perception, the father is convinced that
meaning resides in the end, in death, in the summing
up of life. His daughter, believing that perception
gives rise to the possibilities of form, and knowing
that all stories and lives must eventually come to an
end of some kind, at some point, plays Scheherazade
to her father, dislocating the end from the tale,
trying to save her father’s death from meaning. Life
might have no pity; it does not commute the sen-
tence of death, but that sentence is only the last of
the tale, and its connection to the body of the story is
no more secure than that between the creation and
its conception. The woman in the story exists for the
telling, fathers for the living. The daughter knows
this, and, as she moves her tale out of the stasis of
the end, as she shifts the story of the woman out of
the past and into the present tense, she reminds us
that she has also played Scheherazade to the reader.
She begins her new ending as she did the second
version of the story, with a colon. But the addition
has the same spacing as the body of ‘A Conversa-
tion with My Father’” has had and is not indented.
The father has closed his eyes; the narrator is
addressing the reader. The doctor’s speech is pre-
sented in quotation marks, which have appeared
before only in dialogue between the father and his
daughter, so that the two stories merge into one.
When the father breaks in, ‘“The doctor said that?*’
we are made aware of the play between past and
present tense, made aware of the weaving together
of the two stories. The intrusion of the father’s voice
at this point lays bare the device of the contrasting
forms of the stories within a story, and transfers our
perception of the father’s story ‘‘into the sphere of a
new perception,”’ where, ironically, written text
becomes speech, speech a written text. This piece is
the story of a conversation and it traces for us the
struggle that we all encounter when we acquire
language, the tool of the father, and use it with, for,
or against him. Grace Paley is perfectly aware of the
relationship she is entering into with the father when
she is telling a story. On the page facing the table of
contents of the collection in which the story ap-
pears, she informs us: “‘Everyone in this book is
imagined into life except the father.”” The father
cannot be imagined into life in words for he dwells
in them already. The narrator, by telling the stories
within the father’s story, has demonstrated what the
responsibility of the storyteller is not. She has not
formed the lives of her inventions to his given end
and meaning, to his law. And, in the telling of her
father’s story, she has commuted the sentence, and,
like the narrator of ‘“‘Debts,”” fulfilled her true
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responsibility: ‘“That is, to tell their stories as sim-
ply as possible in order, you might say, to save a
few lives.””. ..

Source: Nicholas Peter Humy, ‘‘A Different Responsibility:
Form and Technique in G. Paley’s ‘A Conversation with My
Father’,”” in Delta, May, 1982, pp. 87-92.

Marianne DeKoven

In the following excerpt, DeKoven examines
the reconciliation of postmodern form with tradi-
tional subjects in Paley’s works, particularly in “*A
Conversation with My Father'’ and ‘‘Faith in the
Afternoon.”’

... Though Paley has published only two collec-
tions of stories, The Little Disturbances of Man and
Enormous Changes at the Last Minute, she is none-
theless an important writer—important in the sig-
nificance of the fictional possibilities she realizes
rather than in the uniform merit of her published
work. She is not always at her best. But when she is,
Paley reconciles the demands of avant-garde or
postmodern form for structural openness and the
primacy of the surface with the seemingly incom-
patible demands of traditional realist material for
orchestrated meaning and cathartic emotion.

3

‘A Conversation with My Father,”” in Enor-
mous Changes, makes of this seeming incompati-
bility an argument between father and daughter,
from which emerges the statement, crucial to Paley’s
work, that traditional themes can no longer be
treated zruthfully by formally traditional fiction:
formal inventiveness and structural open-endedness
not only make fiction interesting, they make it
“‘true-to-life.”” Paley’s concern is not mimesis or
verisimilitude, but rather the problem of creating a
literary form which does not strike one as artificial;
which is adequate to the complexity of what we
know. Her narrator in ‘A Conversation with My
Father,”” calls traditional plot ‘‘the absolute line
between two points which I’ve always despised.
Not for literary reasons, but because it takes away
all hope. Everyone, real or invented, deserves the
open destiny of life.”” Her father, arguing that plot is
the truth of tragedy, wants her to write like Chekhov
or Maupassant: ‘ “Tragedy! Plain tragedy! Historical
tragedy! No hope. The end.”” Paley’s narrator-
surrogate, arguing for open-ended hope and change,
clearly bests her father in the conversation. But in
the story, Paley gives him the last word: the setting
is his hospital room, and he speaks from what we
may assume is his deathbed. His lecture on writing
is ‘‘last-minute advice,”” and the closing speech,

from father’s pain to daughter’s guilt, is his: *“‘How
long will it be?” he asked. ‘Tragedy! You too. When
will you look it in the face?”’

The assertion of hope through change and open-
endedness is therefore neither easy nor unambigu-
ous. As the literary father sees, an inevitable compo-
nent of optimistic belief in saving the situation
through ‘‘enormous changes at the last minute’’ is
evasion of genuine and unavoidable horror, the
father’s tragedy. As Faith herself says in ‘‘Living”’
(Enormous Changes), ‘“You have to be cockeyed to
love, and blind in order to look out the window at
your own ice-cold street.””. . .

The people Paley’s narrator in ‘‘A Conversa-
tion with My Father,”” would accuse of having
merely “‘literary reasons’ for rejecting traditional
plot might explain the ‘‘enormous change’’ as an
interesting substitute for outworn, tedious literary
convention (linear plots are stale and boring), infus-
ing new life into fiction. But Paley’s structures are
more than that. They are rooted not only in an
assertion of open-endedness and possibility, and in
a nonlinear vision of life’s events, but also, ulti-
mately, in a profound commitment to freedom as a
primary value (nonlinearity is not as alien to Paley’s
politics as it might appear). For many postmodernists,
that freedom is problematic; tangled with fear of
chaos on one hand and of authority on the other. . . .
But the freedom implied for Paley by ‘‘enormous
changes,’’ the freedom from inevitability or plot, is
synonymous with hope; hence her larger assertion
that open-endedness in fiction is the locus of ‘‘the
open destiny of life,”” to which everyone is “‘enti-
tled’>—a strongly political statement. . .. Tenta-
tively and comically, Paley offers fiction’s ‘‘enor-
mous changes’’ as a warbling counter-note to the
tragic gong, even in twentieth century political life,
that notoriously unredeemed domain.

The tragic subject matter of Paley’s work reaches
the reader emotionally as pathos, a tricky entity
because it so easily becomes sentimental. However,
pathos remains pathos in Paley’s work: she jerks no
tears but neither does she freeze them. Instead, she
distracts the reader from pathos at dangerous mo-
ments, when sentimentality threatens, by calling
attention to her wildly inventive, comic language
and imagery. In those moments when her language
takes on the burden of simultaneously communicat-
ing and distracting from pathos, Paley creates a
unique and fascinating literary object. . . .

At the heart of Paley’s engagement with every-
day life is her deep empathy with her characters.
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Even the deserters and betrayers she allows their
‘“‘reasons,”’ as she might say, and the rest she
actively likes—a stance even more unusual in
serious postmodern fiction than her assertions of
hope in the face of our despair. It is not surprising
that this uncommon empathy, which is really the
condition of adherence to subjects of everyday life,
is the province of a woman. Empathy and compas-
sion are legacies of sexism that women do well to
assert as privileged values rather than reject as
stigmata of oppression. Uncomfortable as it makes
her to write in such a predominantly male tradition,
as a woman in the avant-garde, Paley is in an
especially propitious position to unite interesting
forms with important themes. She uses innovative
form much as she uses innovative activism, to make
new the endlessly dreary and shameful moral-po-
litical world we inhabit. . . .

Source: Marianne DeKoven, ‘‘Mrs. Hegel-Shtein’s Tears,””
in Partisan Review, Vol. XLVIIL, No. 2, 1981, pp. 217-23.

Joan Lidoff and Grace Paley

Lidoff was an American educator and critic
who wrote extensively on women writers. The inter-
view excerpted below is a composite of private
conversations and classroom discussions held while
Paley visited the University of Texas in 1981. In the
excerpted portion of the interview, Paley discusses
storytelling, ‘A Conversation with My Father,”’
and her feelings regarding feminism.

[Lidoff): At your reading last night, you said that all
story tellers are story hearers. Would you tell us
some more about that?

[Paley]: If you're a person who doesn’t pay atten-
tion, and who isn’t listening, you won’t be a writer,
you won’t even be a story teller. Those of you who
are writers from the very beginning of your lives
were probably unusually attentive children. You
heard things that the other kids on the block really
weren’t listening to. You may not have known it;
you didn’t go around when you were six years old
saying ‘‘Oh, what I heard today!”’ but you probably
did tend to come home from school with more
stories for your mother or for whoever your after-
noon-listener was. If they were there, if there were
people to listen, you tended to be a very talkative
child. You were an extremely good listener also,
which everybody doubted, always saying to you,

NN\ At the heart of Paley's

engagement with everyday
life is her deep empathy with
her characters. Even the
deserters and betrayers she
allows their 'reasons,’ as she
might say, and the rest she
actively likes."

“‘Will you listen?’” when you knew that you heard
four times as much as anybody. If there was no one
to listen to you, you probably heard anyway. You
were a listener and you felt crummy because you
were storing up all this information all the time.
There’s an example in that really wonderful story in
Chekhov where the son dies and the father is a
coachman and he keeps going around looking for
people to tell ‘‘My son, my boy died’’ to, to tell
them what happened. And nobody is listening to
him at all. Finally he just takes his horse and tells the
story to the horse. I think there are a lot of story
hearers that nobody listens to. I think the world is
full of people that nobody listens to who have a lot
to say. And then I think there are people who aren’t
saying anything, who are storing it all up for some
moment.

Is there anyone in particular in your family who
was a story teller who influenced you?

When I say a story hearer, that doesn’t mean
that you just listen to people tell stories. Sometimes
you really are extracting them from people. You
say, ‘“Well, what happened?’” And they say ‘‘Noth-
ing.”” That happens in a lot of families. And it takes
you years sometimes to extract stories from people
in your family. But no, my father was a very good
talker. And my mother as a result was somewhat
more quiet. But he really was a good talker, and he
spoke well about lots of things. A lot of people told
stories: my grandmother, aunts, mother, sister. I
don’t think they thought of themselves as storytell-
ers, but neither do most people. But almost every-
body in this room, in this school, is a story teller.
You tell stories all the time. So it’s really one of the

Volume 3



A Conversation with My

Father

W\ A Conversation with My

1

Father' is about story telling,
but it's also really about
generational attitudes
towards life, and it's about

history."

things that almost anybody can do. It’s something
that’s natural. I have a little grandchild and I just
know that from the first time she can put half a
sentence together she’s going to tell me some little
story. She’s already telling jokes. People tell stories
everywhere in the world. When you and I were
sitting around having coffee we must have told each
other fourteen stories. . . .

In your story ‘A Conversation with My Fa-
ther,”’ the characters discuss the problem of plot.
People are sometimes critical of your stories, and
say nothing happens in them, there is no plot. 1
wonder if perhaps that’s a peculiarly woman’s form
of story, where a lot happens, but it’s not always
what’s called plot.

Well, 1 think by writing that story I sort of
screwed myself up, because people really don’t
read. I mean, a great deal happens in almost any one
of those stories, really sometimes more than in lots
of other peoples’, enough to make a novel or some-
thing. When people say, well, she really doesn’t
care much about plot, all they’re doing is repeating
what I said in my story. Plot is nothing. Plot is only
movement in time. If you move in time you have a
plot, if you don’t move in time, you don’t have a
plot, you just have a stand-still, a painting maybe,
or you have something else. But if you move in time
you have a plot.

Your stories move around in time—almost
Einsteinian time; there’s long time and short time.
Do you intentionally compress time and spread it out?

That’s the way I think. I say it has to move in
time but that doesn’t mean it moves dead ahead in
time. It can curl around on itself, it can just fall down
and slip out through one of the spirals and go back

again. That’s the way I see. I see us all in a great big
bathtub of time just swimming around; everything’s
in this ocean called time and it’s a place. . . .

Going back to ‘‘A Conversation with My
Father,”’. . .

Well, actually the story’s about a couple of
things. It’s about story telling, but it’s also real-
ly about generational attitudes towards life, and
it’s about history. 1 tend not to look at things
psychologically so much, but historically, I think.
And for him, he was quite right, from his point of
view. He came from a world where there was no
choice, where you couldn’t really decide to change
careers when you were forty-one years old, you
know. You couldn’t decide to do things like that.
Once you were a junkie, that was the end of every-
thing. Once you were anything, that was it. Who
you were was what you were. And she was speaking
really from her own particular historical moment,
and in another country besides, where things were
more open. So it wasn’t that she was giving some
philosophical attitude, or some attitude close to her
own optimistic disposition, although both of those
things were true. That’s also true, but she was also
really (although neither of them knew it, only the
writer knew this), they were really speaking from
their own latitude and longitude, and from their own
time in history when they spoke about these things.
So that’s really, I think, what was happening there.
And her feeling which she talked about in terms of
stories was pretty much exactly the same. I mean
she really lives at a time when things have more
open possibility, and for a group or a class that had
more possibilities and a generation in that line,
because he was an immigrant and he just about got
here and did all right by the skin of his teeth. So she
was really speaking for people who had more open
chances. And so she brought that into literature,
because we just don’t hop out of our time so easy. . . .

Did you ever look for women writers, in par-
ticular, or look to find your own experience in
your reading?

No, not when I was very young. It’s not so
much that I looked for women writers, but I had
sense enough to know that, like Henry Miller, he
wasn’t writing for me. That’s as far as I went. I knew
that these guys, even the Beats—I thought they
were nice, nice to see all those boys, and nice to see
all the sexual feelings, but I knew it really wasn’t
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written for me at all. It’s not so much that I looked
for women writers, as that I understood certain
much admired writers, like Burroughs, weren’t talk-
ing to me. There was nothing to get from them.
Though at the same time I did get stuff from Proust.
That talked to me, but all those ballsy American
heroes had nothing to say to me, though my friends
thought they were just hot shit, excuse me. . . .

Do you consider yourself a feminist writer?

I’m a feminist and a writer. Whatever is in here
comes from the facts of my life. To leave them out
would be false. I do write a lot about women and the
men they know. That’s who the people are and what
they think about. . . .

Source: Grace Paley with Joan Lidoff, in an interview in
Shenandoah, Vol. XXXII, No. 3, 1981, pp. 3-26.
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H. G. Wells’s short story *“The Door in the Wall”’
was first published in 1911 as part of a collection
titled The Door in the Wall, and Other Stories. The
conflict between science and imagination is the
major theme of the story, which was enormously
popular when it first appeared. Today Wells’s repu-
tation rests almost entirely upon his science fiction
novels, which include The Time Machine (1895),
The Island of Dr. Moreau (1896), The Invisible Man
(1897), and The War of the Worlds (1898), all of
which are acknowledged classics of the science
fiction genre and continue to be widely read and
adapted into other media. ‘“The Door in the Wali”’
is considered by both readers and critics to be
Wells’s finest short story.

*“The Door in the Wall’* examines an issue to
which Wells returned repeatedly in his writing: the
contrast between aesthetics and science and the
difficulty of choosing between them. The protago-
nist, Lionel Wallace, possesses a vivid imagination
but goes into politics, where he is considered ex-
tremely rational. Wells himself was both a trained
scientist and a writer of fiction, and this theme
recurs in several guises in Wells’s work. The story
suggests both the magic and the danger of a nostal-
gia for a buried time. It is a story about politician
Wallace who, while growing up in a joyless home,
discovers a door in a wall leading to an enchanted
garden. Wells’s recurrent theme of science versus
art is part of a wider contrast between the rational
and the imaginative elements of experience. Wells
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has often been seen as being caught on an intellectu-
al battleground between his scientific training in
rational thought and his gift of a vivid imagination.
Wallace’s inability to bridge the gap between his
imagination and his rational, scientific side leads to
his death.

Author Biography

H. G. Wells was a scientific visionary and social
prophet. One of the most widely read British writers
of his generation, he explored the new territory of
science fiction and crusaded for a new social order
in more than forty-four novels and social and
historical books.

Herbert George Wells was born into a poor
family in Bromley, Kent, a suburb of London, on
September 21, 1866. He sought to escape poverty
by receiving an education at London University and
the Royal College of Science, where he studied
zoology. One of his professors, the noted biologist
T. H. Huxley, instilled in Wells the belief in social
and biological evolution that Wells later cited as the
single most influential aspect of his education. After
graduating, Wells wrote a biology textbook and
began submitting fiction to various magazines, de-
termined to fulfill his dream of being an author. His
childhood fascination with science, coupled with
his science education, found expression in The Time
Machine, the first of several enormously popular
novels of scientific mythmaking, which was fol-
lowed by The Island of Dr. Moreau, The Invisible
Man, The War of the Worlds, and The First Men in
the Moon.

Fame brought Wells an invitation to join the
socialist Fabian Society, an alliance that later turned
sour despite Wells’s great enthusiasm for the social-
ist cause. In his personal life, he sought the ideal
woman, one who would combine passion and intel-
lect, and this led to a stormy ten-year love affair
with the young English author Rebecca West. (Their
union resulted in a son, Anthony West, who grew up
to become a distinguished writer himself.) Wells’s
ambivalence about the benefits of science and tech-
nology contained in his earlier novels increasingly
gave way to a sense of himself as a social architect
and cautionary prophet. Throughout the 1930s he
took center stage in warning that humankind was on
the brink of disaster, while zealously planning the
reconstruction of society. Throughout this time his
fiction took on an instructional tone, reflecting the

author’s increasingly bitterness about humanity and
its prospects for perfectibility. Wells died in 1946 at
the age of eighty.

Plot Summary

Confiding to his friend Redmond who narrates
“The Door in the Wall,”’ Lionel Wallace relates
that a preoccupation is gradually coming to domi-
nate his life, one that is even affecting his career as a
successful politician. Long ago as a lonely child of
five he had wandered out of his home into the streets
of West Kensington in London, where he noticed a
green door set in a white wall. It was very attractive
to him, and he wanted to open it, but at the same
time he felt that his father would be very angry if he
did. Wallace’s father is described as ‘‘a stern preoc-
cupied lawyer, who gave him little attention and
expected great things of him.”” Wallace’s mother
was dead, and he was being raised by a governess.
Nevertheless, the young Wallace gives in to the
temptation and finds himself in an enchanted gar-
den. Wallace describes the garden as a children’s
paradise with an inspiring atmosphere. The gar-
den’s colors are clean and bright, and the child is
filled with happiness. There are various animals,
including two tame panthers, beautiful flowers, and
shady trees. Wallace meets a tall, fair girl who
‘‘came to meet me, smiling, and said ‘Well?’ to me,
and lifted me and kissed me, and put me down and
led me by the hand.”” He meets other children and
they play games together, although he cannot re-
member the games, a fact which later causes him
much distress.

A woman begins to read a book to the boy, and
soon it becomes apparent that the story she is telling
is that of his own life. When the book reaches the
point in his life at which Wallace finds himself
outside the green door, the enchanted world vanish-
es, and the boy finds himself once more on the
dismal West Kensington street in London.

Wallace tells his father about the garden—and
is punished for telling what his father assumes is a
lie. In time, and as a result of this punishment,
Wallace succeeds in suppressing the memory. But
he can never quite forget it completely and often
dreams of revisiting the garden. Throughout his life
he unexpectedly comes upon the door in the wall in
different parts of London, but each time he is
rushing to an important commitment of one sort or
another and does not stop to open it.
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Wallace tells his friend Redmond that three
times in the past year he has seen the door, and on
each occasion he has passed it by: once because he
was on his way to a vital division in the House of
Commons; once, significantly, because he was hur-
rying to his father’s deathbed and once because he
wished, for reasons of personal ambition, to contin-
ue a discussion with a colleague. Now his soul ‘‘is
full of unappeasable regrets,”” and he is barely
capable of working. One morning a few months
later, Wallace is found dead, having apparently
mistaken a door at a dangerous construction sight
for the elusive door in the wall.

Redmond

Redmond, the narrator of ‘“The Door in the
Wall,”” meets his old friend Wallace for a dinner
one night. Wallace tells Redmond the story of the
door in the wall. At first, Redmond does not know if
he should or should not believe his friend’s wild
tale: ‘‘But whether he himself saw, or only thought
he saw, whether he himself was the possessor of an
inestimable privilege, or the victim of a fantastic

dream, I cannot pretend to guess.”’ This unwilling-
ness to judge his friend displays his sense of sympa-
thy. Redmond represents the voice of reason, mak-
ing Wallace’s story more believable because it is
told by what readers assume is a reliable narrator.
Furthermore, because Redmond is relating the tale,
readers also learn of Wallace’s strange death, which
seems to verify the tale Wallace tells him at dinner.
Redmond’s account of the story also lends it a tragic
tone because it is related after Wallace’s death—a
feat not possible if Wallace himself was the narrator.

Lionel Wallace

Politician Lionel Wallace is the protagonist of
““The Door in the Wall.”” As a child living in a
joyless home, he discovers a door to a visionary
garden of happiness. His cautious nature is shown
by his trepidation upon encountering the door, be-
cause he knows his father will be angry if he opens
it. A child of a strict, Victorian upbringing, Wallace
has been conditioned to deny his imagination and
put all his effort into becoming successful. Never-
theless, the young Wallace gives in to the tempta-
tion—not yet having mastered self-control—and

.opens the door in the wall, and finds himself in an

enchanted garden filled with beautiful flowers, tamed
panthers, and friendly children. When Wallace tells
his father about the garden, his father punishes him
for lying, causing Wallace to suppress the memory
of the garden.

Throughout his life, Wallace sees a similar door
a few times, but he is too driven by his ambition for
worldly success to stop and open it. Now, at age 39
and very successful, Wallace regrets passing up the
garden and vows to stop the next time he sees the
door. This regret illustrates his desire to give in to
imagination and to break free from his rational life.
Wallace’s inability to distinguish between reality
and fantasy, however, is demonstrated at the story’s
end when he is found dead at a construction site,
having apparently mistaken a workmen’s door for
the door to his garden.

Alienation and Loneliness
Whether Wallace’s fantastic tale about the gar-
den is true is of less significance than the fact that it
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Topics for |
Further
Study

» Research three scientific advances of the first
decade of the twentieth century, when Wells was
at the peak of his popularity. How did these
advances affect people’s everyday life? Write
about other scientific advances that have been
made since Wells’s time.

* Wells is regarded as one of the most prominent
champions of the early twentieth-century spirit
of British liberal optimism. Find out what British
liberal optimism was. You may want to consult
David Daiches’s New Literary Values, (1936),
specifically the chapter *‘Literature and Belief’’;

G. K. Chesterton’s The Victorian Age in Litera-
ture (1912), especially the chapter ‘‘The Break-
up of the Compromise’’; or William H. Mar-
shall’s The World of the Victorian Novel (1967).
What events have taken place since the early
1900s that have eroded British liberal optimism?

* Do some biographical research on Wells. You
may want to consult your school’s encyclopedi-
as, H. G.: The History of Mr. Wells, by Michael
Foot (1995), or The Importance of H. G. Wells,
by Don Nardo (1992). How did Queen Victoria’s
political views influence Wells?

is a metaphor for his alienation and loneliness.
Wallace’s mother died when he was born, and his
father was stern and expected great things of him.
The treatment Wallace received as a child forced
him to retreat into a private world of imagination.
The only place where he could find love and atten-
tion was through the door in the wall. Wallace was
forced as a child to repress his imagination: ‘I tried
to tell them, and my father gave me my first thrash-
ing for telling lies. When afterwards I tried to tell
my aunt, she punished me again for my wicked
persistence. Then ... everyone was forbidden to
listen to me, to hear a word about it.”” Because he had
to retreat into a private world just so he could use his
imagination, alienation and loneliness became fa-
miliar feelings for Wallace. These feelings persist
throughout his life and make it difficult for him to
connect with other people.

Sanity and Insanity

At first, Redmond does not know if he should
believe his friend’s wild tale: “‘But whether he
himself saw, or only thought he saw, whether he
himself was the possessor of an inestimable privi-
lege, or the victim of a fantastic dream, I cannot
pretend to guess.”” The reader is more willing to
believe Wallace’s fantastic story because it is fil-
tered through the sensible, ‘‘sane’” voice of the

narrator. Redmond fits the preconceived notion of a
sane person in that he seems to have a normal,
healthy mind, makes sound, rational judgments, and
shows good sense. Wallace seems just as sane at
first; he does not fit the stereotype of an insane
person because he holds a prestigious job and seems
successful. Wells’s intention was not to develop an
insane character but to show the consequences of
having to separate the various components of one’s
personality. As a child, Wallace is forced to sup-
press his imagination, and he carries this into adult-
hood. He has been made to think that imagination is
a terrible thing. Therefore, Wallace begins to view
his childhood experience not as imaginary but as
real, and this is the only way Wallace can accept this
part of himself. In a Freudian interpretation, he no
longer has the ability to differentiate between real
and imaginary, since the imaginary is off limits to
him. In the end, it may seem that Wallace has gone
insane—mistaking a door at a railway construction
site for the magical door in the wall—but he is
merely trying to return to that brief time in the
garden when he was allowed to be himself.

Public vs. Private Life

In his public life, Wallace is an extremely
successful Cabinet Minister in the British govern-
ment. He is trusted and respected. Redmond, the
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narrator, holds Wallace in the highest esteem. The
morning after Wallace tells Redmond the fantastic
story, Redmond says, ‘‘I lay in bed and recalled the
things he had told me, stripped of the glamour of his
earnest slow voice, denuded of the focused shaded
table light, the shadowy atmosphere that wrapped
about him.”” Because Wallace is a politician, he is
skillful at speaking and presenting himself, which is
why Redmond believes him. It is not until Redmond
is alone that he begins to question the tale. In
private, Wallace is not so competent; he longs for
the enchanted garden, that special place behind the
wall that he has never known in his public life. His
father has raised him to be rational and dull, cold
and interested only in his career. Redmond says
‘“‘what a woman once said of him—a woman who
had loved him greatly. ‘Suddenly,” she said, ‘the
interest goes out of him. He forgets you. He doesn’t
care a rap for you—under his very nose.””” Wallace,
like many people raised in such repressive environ-
ments as Victorian England, is unable to unite his
public and private selves into one balanced person.

Science and Technology

*“The Door in the Wall’’ poses an issue which
Wells returned to repeatedly in his writing: the
conflict between aesthetics and science. Wells him-
self was both a scientist and a writer of fiction;
similarly, Wallace possesses a vivid imagination
but goes into politics, where he is considered ex-
tremely rational. This theme recurs in Wells’s work
and is part of a wider contrast between tangible and
imaginative elements of experience. Wells has of-
ten been considered a participant in the debate
between the virtues of science and the necessity of
imagination. Wallace’s inability to bridge the gap
between his imagination and his rational, scientific
side leads to his death.

Point of View

““The Door in the Wall’’ is told from the point
of view of Redmond, Wallace’s friend. Redmond
speaks in the first person (*‘I’’) as he relates Wal-
lace’s story. At first, Redmond does not know if he
should believe his friend’s wild tale: ‘‘But whether
he himself saw, or only thought he saw, whether he
himself was the possessor of an inestimable privi-

lege, or the victim of a fantastic dream, I cannot
pretend to guess.”’ The reader is more willing to
believe Wallace’s fantastic story because it is fil-
tered through the sensible, trustworthy voice of
Redmond, the narrator. This particular point of view
also allows the reader to find out about Wallace’s
demise, something that would not have been possi-
ble if Wallace told the story himself, although it
prevents readers from knowing what Wallace’s
final thoughts were.

Symbols

““The Door in the Wall’’ relies heavily on
symbols. A symbol is something that is used to
represent or refer to something else. Many of Wells’s
symbols are dreamlike and represent masculine and
feminine forces: ‘‘‘There was,’ he said, ‘a crimson
Virginia creeper—all one bright uniform crimson,
in a clear amber sunshine against a white wall. That
came into the impression somehow . .. and there
were horse-chestnut leaves upon the clean pave-
ment outside the green door. They were blotched
yellow and green, you know, not brown nor dirty, so
that they must have been new fallen.””” The white
wall is a feminine symbol representing Wallace’s
desire for nurturing, which he has repressed since
the death of his mother. The white wall is contrasted
with the “‘clear amber sunshine,”” a symbol for the
masculine ego—for the dominant and logical as
opposed to the passive and emotional. The symbolic
colors in this passage reinforce the contrasting
masculine/feminine symbols on which so much of
the story hinges. The amber sunshine and red creep-
er (masculine, virile, dominant) is juxtaposed with
the whiteness of the wall (moon, feminine). The
green door symbolizes fertility; it is the color asso-
ciated with the Roman and Greek goddesses of love,
Venus and Aphrodite. In opening the door and
entering the world beyond his father’s domain,
Wallace passes into the feminine realm of imagina-
tion and sympathy. The door itself is a common
literary symbol that represents the passageway be-
tween the conscious and the unconscious.

Psychologists who study dreams note that leaves
are a symbol of happiness. The leaves Wallace
describes are ‘‘blotched yellow and green,”” sug-
gesting that his happiness is short-lived. Although
Wallace is exceptionally happy inside the garden,
he never regains his sense of delight outside of it,
and for the remainder of his life he is tormented with
‘‘the haunting memory of a beauty and happiness

that filled his heart with insatiable longings, that
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made all the interests and spectacle of worldly life
seem full and tedious and vain to him.”’

Metaphor

It is irrelevant whether or not Wallace’s fantas-
tic tale is true; more importantly, the tale serves as a
metaphor for Wallace’s alienation and loneliness.
Wallace spends his life longing to return to the
enchanted garden, where he knew love and the joy
that comes with using one’s imagination. In his
everyday life, these things were frowned upon.
Therefore, the story is a metaphor for Wallace’s
desire to return to an innocent, beautiful time
and place.

Fantasy

Fantasy literature is intended to leave the
reader in a state of uncertainty as to whether events
are due to natural or supernatural forces. This is the
case in “‘The Door in the Wall,”” in which five-
year-old Wallace visits an enchanted garden. He
has utmost confidence in his story’s truth. His friend
Redmond is not so sure. Fantasy literature usually
begins in an unremarkable, everyday setting. In
Wells’s story, the men meet for dinner and conver-
sation. Readers are slowly pulled into the fantastic
story. By gradually easing them into it, readers are
more apt to believe the fantasy. In *“The Door in the
Wall,”’ readers are never quite sure if Wallace really
did visit the magical garden or if it was purely a
fantasy invented by his imagination.

Historical Context

Optimism in the Edwardian Age

Wells is regarded as one of the most prominent
champions of the early twentieth-century spirit of
British liberal optimism—the belief that scientific
advances have made life almost perfect and that
there is nothing left to discover. At the Royal
College of Science, Wells studied zoology with
noted biologist T. H. Huxley, who instilled in the
young scientist the belief in social as well as bio-
logical evolution that Wells later cited as the single
most influential aspect of his education. His works
are ranked with those of playwright Bernard Shaw
as exemplary of the era’s exuberant sense of release
from strict Victorian convention and the belief in
the escalating benefits of scientific progress.

A photograph by Alvin Langdon Coburn,
taken to illustrate a recent edition of
Wells’s A Door in the Wall and Other
Stories.

““The Door in the Wall’’ was published at a
time of great change in England; rapid cultural
change had been taking place since the death of
Queen Victoria in 1901. Victoria had ruled Great
Britain since 1837, and her reign was known for its
conservative outlook on sex, politics, and the arts.
In the years following Victoria’s death, the Eng-
lish people embraced the possibilities of a new,
modern era.

The Schism between Art and Science
Great strides in art and science were taking
place at the turn of the century. As inventions such
as the automobile, the airplane, and motion pictures
began to transform everyday life, the unsettling
pace of progress began to affect the arts, which
questioned the wisdom of such unbridled growth.
Wells, who was both an artist and a scientist,
however, was excited by both imagination and
technology. Some of the scientific advances that
sparked Wells’s imagination during these years
were Orville and Wilbur Wright's first airplane
flight in 1903, the discovery of gamma rays by Paul
Villard in 1900, Max Planck’s proposition of the
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Comparg
Contrast

* 1900s: ‘“The Door in the Wall’’ is written in a
time when the British are concerned with domes-
tic matters. King Edward VII begins his reign
following the death of Queen Victoriain 1901. In
Parliament, the Conservatives are divided on
several issues and the general election of 1906
puts the Liberals in power by a significant ma-
jority. As the ruling party, the Liberals create
Britain’s early welfare program. The Labour
Party is formed during this time as well, with 29
original members.

1997: In May, after eighteen years of Conserva-
tive rule, the Labour Party wins the majority of
seats in the House of Commons, and the Party’s
leader, Tony Blair, becomes Britain’s youngest
prime minister since 1812. The Conservatives,
or Tories, suffer their worst defeat since 1906.
Blair is said to represent a new Britain, a more
liberal, multicultural society.

* 1900s: A prevalent attitude in Britain is one of
liberal optimism, the belief that scientific ad-
vancements have vastly improved the quality of
life, and that there is little, if anything, left to
discover. In 1905, Albert Einstein publishes a
paper that outlines his theory of relativity. The
incandescent electric light bulb, invented by
Thomas Edison in 1879, proves to have an
enormous impact on how people spend their time
by the turn of the century.

1990s: Scientific advancements are made in a
number of fields, most notably in medical re-
search dealing with cancer and AIDS, and in
space exploration. In 1996, scientists successful-
ly clone a sheep, causing great debate concerning
bioethics. In 1997, the plutonium-powered
Cassini space probe is launched to explore Saturn.

quantum theory, and the theory of relativity pub-
lished in 1905 by Albert Einstein.

At the same time, new ideas about art were
gaining popularity. Wells was influenced by these
as well. For example, he read Creative Evolution
(1907), a book by French philosopher Henri Bergson
that stressed the importance of change through a
creative life force, in opposition to a scientific view
of nature. This view stresses intuition as superior to
scientific or intellectual perception. Wells was also
interested in the visual arts; he saw that the tradi-
tional forms and concepts of art were starting to
break down dramatically after 1900 as a variety of
alternative aesthetic principles, particularly Cub-
ism, began to develop. Cubism began in 1907 with
Pablo Picasso’s painting Demoiselles d’Avignon
and attempted to break away from the conventions
of perspective that had ruled European art since the
Renaissance.

The first decade of the twentieth century saw
enormous changes, and Wells reacted to much of it

in his writing. It was the conflict between art and
science, however, that Wells primarily explored in
his fiction. The contrast between imagination and
science and the difficulty of choosing between them
is dramatically illustrated in ‘“The Door in the Wall.”

Critical Overview

Since its first publication, ‘‘The Door in the Wall”’
has been recognized by critics as one of Wells’s
most accomplished stories. In 1924, Alfred C. Ward
published a short interpretation of the symbolism of
the garden in his Aspects of the Modern Short Story,
paying particular attention to the theme of the
deceptive natures of time and happiness. Among
other critics, Bernard Bergonzi, in his The Early H.
G. Wells (1961), has also examined the symbolism
of ““The Door in the Wall.”’ Such critics as Roslynn
D. Haynes and J. R. Hammond have studied the
story’s themes, focusing on the conflict between
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science and the imagination, and between reality
and the projections of the imagination—noting that
the difference between them is often hard to distin-
guish. Jerome Hamilton Buckley, in an essay in his
The Triumph of Time (1969), has suggested that the
story’s ending is open to interpretation by the read-
er. Because of its ambiguity, ‘‘The Door in the
Wall”’ remains a much-examined and widely read
short story.

Criticism

Deborah Williams

Williams was previously an instructor at Rutgers
University and is currently a freelance writer. In the
Sfollowing essay, she offers an overview of the psy-
choanalytic interpretations of Wells’s *“The Door in
the Wall,”’ suggesting that Wells warns of the
dangers of ignoring the value of imagination.

In ““The Door in the Wall,”” H. G. Wells explores
what Roslynn D. Haynes has called a characteristi-
cally Wellsian concern: the relationship between
imagination and reason, or between the aesthetic
and the practical. As a boy, Lionel Wallace, now a
prominent politician and man of the world, stum-
bled across a green door in a white wall. Entering,
even though he felt certain ‘‘his father would be
very angry,”” Wallace found a fantastic garden. He
sees the green door several more times during his
life, but always at times when stopping to enter the
garden would mean sacrificing worldly success.

The symbolic garden at the center of this diffi-
cult story has been read differently by critics through-
out the years. Early in this century, critics such as
Alfred C. Ward, writing in Aspects of the Modern
Short Story: English and American, saw the garden
simply as an emblem of ‘‘any one of those fine
aspirations by which men are moved and from
which they are debarred by the fret and wear and
tear of the workaday world.”” In other words, this is
a story about the many beautiful dreams we neglect
because of our mundane preoccupation with our
jobs. Later psychoanalytical critics, such as the
Freudian critic Bernard Bergonzi and the Jungian
critic J. R. Hammond, read the garden and its
imagery and symbolism as part of a complex psy-

chological drama enacted between the conscious
and unconscious elements of Wallace’s psyche.

Psychoanalytic literary criticism first became
popular in the 1940s, and it remains a strong influ-
ence on many critics today. Sigmund Freud set forth
the basic tenets of what he called psychoanalysis in
his Introduction to Psychoanalysis in 1920. He
continued to expand upon his original ideas until his
death in 1939, creating the tenets of what is today
known as classical psychoanalytic criticism—a
methodology for interpreting literature by seeing it
as wish-fulfillment. For a classical Freudian, litera-
ture (like dreams, according to Freud) acts as an
arena for playing out unconscious (often sexual)
wishes that cannot be realized in everyday life
because of our social standards. These wishes are
often hidden (or sublimated) in the story. For a
psychoanalytic critic, then, the story has both its
obvious content (what the story seems to be about),
and the suppressed, hidden meanings that can be
revealed by examining and translating the story’s
language, imagery, and symbolism.

In his book The Early H. G. Wells: A Study of
the Scientific Romances, Bergonzi argued that the
green door through which Wallace enters the garden
is ‘‘an obvious womb symbol’’ and that Wallace’s
trip to the garden is ‘‘a return in fantasy to a prenatal
state.”” Wallace never knew his mother, so the tall
fair girl and the somber woman in the garden are,
according to Bergonzi, stand-ins for his real moth-
er. Wallace’s trip to the garden and his long-cher-
ished wish to return are aspects of a revolt against
his father and his father’s authority. Bergonzi reads
““The Door in the Wall’’ as a classic Oedipal myth.

Oedipus, a character from Greek mythology,
kills his father and marries his mother. Freud coined
the phrase ‘‘Oedipal complex’’ to represent what he
felt was a unconscious desire in young boys to
compete with the father for the mother’s affection,
and their wish to dispose of their fathers in order to
be the sole object of their mothers’ attention, like
Oedipus. Because these desires are repressed in
order for the boys to exist successfully within
society, the desires appear instead in literature,
dreams, and other acceptable forms. One stumbling
block for this interpretation of ‘“The Door in the
Wall,”” however, is that fact that, since his mother is
already dead, Wallace cannot be said to be in
competition, in any meaningful way, with his father
for his mother’s love (though it does seem clear that
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What
Do I Read
Next?

+ Wells’s 1895 novel The Time Machine gives a
glimpse of the distant future, suggesting that the
evolution of humankind is not necessarily pro-
gressing toward a more refined species.

* Wells’s nonfiction book A Modern Utopia (1905)
established him as a leading proponent of social-
ism, world government, free thought, and free
love, and as an enemy of the entrenched English
establishment.

¢ Charles Darwin’s monumentally important study,
The Origin of Species (1859), was a huge influ-
ence on Wells. The book asserts that Homo
Sapiens have evolved from other creatures.

» Edward Bellamy’s classic novel Looking Back-
ward (1888) describes an ideal social and indus-
trial system of the future. Wells was ambivalent
about such notions of progress, at times embrac-
ing them and at other times suspecting that
Bellamy’s embrace of the concept of scientism—
progress driven by science—was shallow and
not in balance with human nature.

s

¢ ““The Bungalow House,”” a story by Thomas

Ligotti, published by Carroll & Graf in The
Nightmare Factory (1996), concerns the fractur-
ing of a man’s mind and his preoccupation with a
house he sees every day while riding the bus.

+ William Morris’s famous novel News from No-
where (1890) describes an idyllic utopia of

" social and ethical progress. Wells felt the same
way about this book as he did about Bellamy’s.

* Prances Hodgson Bumett’s The Secret Garden
(1909) tells the story of ten-year-old orphan,
Mary Lennox, who gains the key to a mysterious
walled rose garden at her uncle’s mansion. The
book is considered the first modern novel for
children.

» Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland (1865) is a
story of a logical girl who falls down a rabbit
hole into a strange land. It is considered a pre-
mier example of fantasy literature by an au-
thor who also had an extensive background in
mathematics.

he has an unconscious desire to rebel against his
father’s wishes). Bergonzi recognizes this, remark-
ing that the *‘picture is not exclusively Freudian in
its implications.”’

Carl G. Jung, originaily a student of Freud’s,
broke with Freud and developed his own theories of
psychology. Jung’s work has had as great an impact
on literature and anthropology as that of his teacher
and mentor. For Jung, the collective unconscious—
unconscious elements shared by all humans—con-
tains primordial images and patterns of experience
he calls archetypes. Because they are universal,
these archetypes appear again and again in litera-
ture, religious stories, and mythology—in all cul-
tures and in all times. Jung felt that truly great
writers are able to tap into the experiences of the
collective unconscious and create literature that, by

using archetypes, revitalizes us by *‘integrating’’ or
bringing into balance, different warring aspects of
the psyche.

The work of a Jungian critic such as Hammond,
then, consists of identifying the archetypal elements
in a given work of literature and determining wheth-
er (or how) integration occurs. Hammond, in *‘Lost
Orientations’’ in H. G. Wells and the Short Story,
reads the garden Wallace enters as a symbol for the
unconscious, and argues that the door is a ‘‘familiar
psychological metaphor for the threshold between
conscious and unconscious.”” Wallace’s conflict is
between the masculine, rational world represented
by his father and his career and the feminine,
imaginative realm represented by the garden; but it
is also a conflict between the two sides of his
psyche—the masculine persona and the feminine
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anima, a Jungian term that represents the uncon-
scious feminine aspect of any given man. To achieve
psychic wholeness, Wallace needs to integrate the
two. Because he cannot, he becomes miserable.
Whether or not Wallace finally succeeds in integrat-
ing these two warring aspects of his psyche is a
matter still open to the interpretation of the indi-
vidual reader. He does come to recognize and value
the world the garden represents; but we never really
know for sure if he succeeds in returning to the garden.

The conflict between aesthetic and practical or
scientific concerns was one that Wells knew from
firsthand experience. Throughout his life, he felt the
pull of competing interests. Wells escaped the low-
er-middle-class life of his parents by winning a
scholarship to the London University, where he
studied biology. While writing his first book—a
biology textbook—Wells was already writing fic-
tion and publishing short stories. At the time he
wrote ‘“The Door in the Wall,”” Wells was deeply
involved in politics himself and had just finished a
nonfiction book called A Modern Utopia. Wells
returned to the conflict between imagination and
reason repeatedly in his writing. On the one hand,
Wells had a profound faith in scientific progress to
create an ever-better society. On the other, he was
well-aware of the dangers of divorcing progress
from social responsibility. His famous novel, The
Island of Dr. Moreau, published in 1896, depicts a
misguided exponent of scientific progress who tries
to turn beasts into humans. In The Invisible Man,
Wells again raises the question of whether science
and humane interests are compatible. An outcast
scientist discovers a way to make himself invisible
and plans to use the knowledge to terrorize the world.

Of course, Wells was neither the first nor the
only writer to take up the conflict between the
aesthetic/imaginative side of human nature and the
rational/scientific side. These are age-old con-
cerns. In his Republic (upon which Wells based his
A Modern Utopia), Plato derided all artists, espe-
cially writers, because he thought they served no
purpose other than to inflame emotions and make
people unreasonable. What is remarkable about the
different ways writers have approached this con-
flict, from Plato to Wells, is that they all see these
two ‘‘worlds™ as irreconcilable opposites. Wells
poses the problem as an either/or question. There
seems to be no possibility to have both worlds; no
chance, for example, that Wallace might leave the
garden door ajar and mix the two worlds together.
This is odd because in our everyday lives we mix the
two, just as Wells himself most certainly did in his

NN\ Wallace does come to

recognize and value the world
the garden represents; but we
never really know for sure if
he succeeds in returning to

the garden.”

time. Insisting on seeing the garden as irreconcilably
opposed to the everyday practical world makes for a
more dramatic story, but it means there is no possi-
ble ending to this story that is not pessimistic.
Wallace must choose one world or the other; he
cannot have both. In the end he has either escaped
the rational, practical world of his father and politics
by returning to the garden, or he has been killed by
the dream of it.

So what are we to make of this story? Lionel
Wallace has worked hard, has done good things, and
has tried to serve his country honorably. At least
twice when he turns away from the green door it is
in service to others; and he has frequently sacrificed
his own desires to please his father and others. The
work of people like Wallace is indispensable; it
builds societies. And yet the garden appears in his
life because it is something Wallace needs. Whether
we read it as Freudian manifestation of a desire to
rebel against his father or Jungian need to integrate
the masculine and feminine aspects of his psyche, it
seems clear that the garden represents something
necessary to Wallace, even if the value of the garden
can never be measured by the standards of the
practical world. And perhaps that is the point. Plato
banished the artists out of his ideal Republic; per-
haps Wells warns us that we do so at our own peril.

Source: Deborah Williams, ‘“‘An Overview of ‘The Door in
the Wall’,”” in Short Stories for Students, Gale, 1998.

J. R. Hammond

“I have been greatly influenced in my life,
work, and attitudes by the writings of H. G. Wells,”’
Hammonds has written. An English writer, he has
published several important works about Wells. In
the following excerpt, Hammond analyzes the im-
agery in ““The Door in the Wall’’ and illustrates
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W\ If one takes the garden

b

as a metaphor for the
imagination, the theme of the
story can be read as Wallace's
recognition of his true

nature."

how it contributes to the theme of opposition be-
tween reality and imagination.

“The Door in the Wall,” one of Wells’s most deserv-
edly familiar short stories, is the story of a promi-
nent politician, Lionel Wallace, who is haunted
by the vision of an enchanted garden glimpsed
in childhood. The story makes extensive use of
archetypal and dream imagery and interweaves
within its narrative a pattern of leitmotivs character-
istic of Wells as man and writer.

The door and the wall are described in such
unforgettably vivid terms that the image is fixed
indelibly on the imagination:

‘There was,” he said, ‘a crimson Virginia creeper in
it—all one bright uniform crimson, in a clear amber
sunshine against a white wall. That came into the
impression somehow . . . and there were horse-chest-
nut leaves upon the clean pavement outside the green
door. They were blotched yellow and green, you
know, not brown nor dirty, so that they must have
been new fallen.’

The imagery of this passage becomes clearer when
it is expressed in the following form:

white wall

fallen leaves

red creeper

green door
amber sunshine.

The white wall is a feminine symbol, representing
the gentle, motherly aspects of Wallace’s (and, by
implication, Wells’s) nature. This is contrasted with
the ‘clear amber sunshine’, a symbol for the mascu-
line ego, for the dominant and logical as opposed to
the passive and emotional. The door is a familiar
psychological metaphor for the threshold between
conscious and unconscious. In passing through the
door and entering the enchanted garden Wallace
leaves behind him the conscious, rational world of

his daily life and enters the domain of imagination
and dreams, a world in which the longings of his
innermost self come to the fore. In the language of
dreams leaves are an allegory for happiness. The
leaves Wallace describes are ‘blotched yellow and
green’, suggesting that his happiness is transitory.
Though Wallace is blissfully happy inside the gar-
den he never regains his sense of delight outside it
and for the remainder of his life is tormented with
‘the haunting memory of a beauty and happiness
that filled his heart with insatiable longings, that
made all the interests and spectacle of worldly life
seem full and tedious and vain to him’. The symbol-
ism of colour in this passage reinforces the contrast-
ing masculine/feminine imagery on which so much
of the story hinges. The whiteness of the wall ( =
moon, feminine, the anima) is juxtaposed against
the amber sunshine and red creeper ( = masculine,
virile, dominant). The green door suggests femi-
ninity, the colour of Venus and Aphrodite. In open-
ing the door and entering the domain beyond, Wal-
lace passes into the feminine realm of imagination
and sympathy, leaving behind him the worlds of
duty, career and ambition. . . .

And it is at the moment when he returns to his
moment of hesitation—‘so at last I came to myself
hovering and hesitating outside the green door in the
long white wall’—that he loses sight of the beauti-
ful garden. This element of ambiguity recurs through-
out the narrative. At each crucial stage in the story
Wallace is torn between conflicting desires.

This dichotomy is aptly symbolized by the
contrasting female figures who befriend him in the
garden. The first is described as ‘a tall, fair girl” who
takes him by the hand and fills him with ‘an
impression of delightful rightness, of being remind-
ed of happy things that had in some strange way
been overlooked’. This girl with her ‘sweet kind
face’, pleasant voice and classical features is
recognisably an anima figure, the embodiment of
those qualities of femininity, allurement and mys-
tery which haunt so much of English literature (cf.
Estella in Dickens’s Great Expectations, Beatrice
Normandy in Wells’s Tono-Bungay and Sarah
Woodruff in John Fowles’s The French Lieuten-
ant’s Woman). It is she who initiates Wallace into
the enchanted garden, who leads him into conversa-
tion and guides him through the paradisal domain.
She is contrasted with ‘a sombre dark woman, with
a grave, pale face and dreamy eyes . .. wearing a
soft Jong robe of pale purple’. This enigmatic figure
shows him a book containing scenes from his life up
until the moment of entering the garden. When, in
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his eagerness to learn what happens next, he at-
tempts to turn the pages Wallace remembers that
‘she bent down upon me like a shadow and kissed
my brow (my italics)’. This dark woman with a
grave bearing and sombre expression can be seen as
the Shadow, a personification of the unconscious,
instinctive aspects of his make-up. It is she who
looks at him sadly while he follows the story of his
life and she who resists his fingers while he strug-
gles to look into the future. She recognises his
nature and is aware that, though fascinated by the
garden, he is destined to leave it behind him in his
quest for career and influence. The two figures
symbolise the contradictory drives which pull him
throughout his life: the one happy, beckoning, mys-
terious; the other austere, emotionless, dutiful. The
dichotomy haunts him throughout his career. When,
later in life, he suddenly catches sight of the door in
the wall he experiences ‘a queer moment, a double
and divergent movement of my will (my italics)’. He
is filled with a sense of ‘unforgettable and still
unattainable things’:

Those dear friends and that clear atmosphere seemed
very sweet to me, very fine but remote. My grip was
fixing now upon the world. I saw another door open-
ing—the door of my career.

It is significant that when he looks back to the
moment of first seeing the door, he remarks: ‘I
forgot the sort of gravitional pull back to the disci-
pline and obedience of home, I forgot all hesitations
and fear, forgot discretion, forgot all the intimate
realities of this life.” Discipline, obedience, discre-
tion, reality—it is these which are momentarily laid
aside in the quest for beauty and enchantment.

‘The Door in the Wall’ is built up on this pattern
of opposites, a very characteristic feature of Wells’s
fiction. The enchanted garden with its beautiful
people and aura of peace and happiness is continual-
ly contrasted with the ‘grey world’ outside the
wall—with the bullying at school, the tawdry world
of politics, the demands of career and ambition. The
garden is described in terms which convey an
unmistakable echo of the Garden of Eden:

There was something in the very air of it that exhila-
rated, that gave one a sense of lightness and good
happening and well-being; there was something in
the sight of it that made all its colour clean and perfect
and subtly luminous. In the instant of coming into it
one was exquisitely glad—as only in rare moments,
and when one is young and joyful one can be glad in
this world. And everything was beautiful there. . . .

What is so striking about these descriptive
passages is the extensive use of contrasting image-
ry: masculine—feminine; conscious—unconscious;

life——death; inner—outer; immortality—tran-
sience. Itis as if Wells is deliberately posing a series
of contradictions. The hard, masculine spikes and
the gentle doves; the cold marbie and the brightly
coloured paraquets. The broad red steps and the
great avenue of trees symbolise Wallace’s journey
through life, his progression to higher levels of
consciousness. At the climax of his journey he
arrives at a spacious palace filled with fountains, an
apt metaphor for the unconscious, for the centre of
his imaginative life: full of the promise of beauty
and desire. The ‘grass-covered court’ suggests the
enclosed quality of Wallace’s life, the fact that the
only real happiness he ever knows takes place
within the confines of the garden. But the delightful
games with his companions are played against a
backcloth of ‘very old trees’, and a sun-dial sur-
rounded by flowers. Always one is reminded of
time, of the transience of beautiful things. In the
‘marble seats of honour and statuary’ can be detect-
ed a precognition of his worldly ambitions, his
successful political career. But what are we to make
of the ‘old man musing among laurels’? The laurel
is traditionally an emblem of victory, of a triumph
over odds. The venerable figure musing among
these symbols of conquest reinforces the ambiguity
of Wells’s parable: which is Wallace to conquer—
his ambitions or his dreams? It is this element of
doubt which pervades the story to the end.

If one takes the garden as a metaphor for the
imagination, the theme of the story can be read as
Wallace’s recognition of his true nature. On the one
hand, imagination and wonder (‘I became in a
moment a very glad and wonder-happy little boy’);
on the other hand, reality and conformity. These are
the competing drives which pull him in opposite
directions throughout his life.

Source: J. R. Hammond, ‘‘Lost Orientations,”” in H. G.
Wells and the Short Story, St. Martin’s Press, 1992, pp.
125-31.

Roslynn D. Haynes

In the following excerpt, Haynes examines
Wells’s depiction of the conflict between science
and imagination in ‘‘The Door in the Wall.”’

‘The Door in the Wall’ . . . partakes very largely of
the aura of fairy tale, even of myth, albeit one that is
psychologically valid. It concerns the politician
Lionel Wallace, who once, as a child of a joyless,
inhibiting home, discovered a door to a visionary
garden of happiness. This door presented itself to
him as simultaneously attractive and illicit, and it
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N
seen as being caught on an

intellectual battle-ground

b

Wells has often been

between his scientific
training in rational thought
and his native gift of a viviad
imagination. Be himself was
apparently aware of this
conflict.”

has reappeared temptingly at critical moments
throughout his distinguished public career. Hitherto
he has remained true to the latter, passing by ‘the
door that goes into peace, into delight, into a beauty
beyond dreaming, a kindness no man on earth can
know.” Wallace is subsequently found dead in an
excavation, having one night apparently mistaken
the workmen’s door in the hoarding for the door in
the wall of his garden. The story poses a question to
which Wells returned repeatedly in his writing—
the contrast between the aesthetic and the practical,
scientific inclinations of man and the difficulty of
choosing between them.

I'am more than half convinced that he had, in truth, an
abnormal gift, and a sense, something—I know not
what—that in the guise of wall and door offered him
an outlet, a secret and peculiar passage of escape into
another and altogether more beautiful world. At any
rate, you will say, it betrayed him in the end. But did it
betray him? There you touch the inmost mystery of
these dreamers, these men of vision and the imagina-
tion. We see our world fair and common, the hoarding
and the pit. By our daylight standard he walked out of
security into darkness, danger and death.

But did he see like that?

This theme recurs in several guises in Wells’s
work, being part of a wider contrast between tangi-
ble and imaginative elements of experience, or
between science and aesthetics, a conflict which
was all too pertinent to Wells’s own experience.
Wells has often been seen as being caught on an
intellectual battle-ground between his scientific
training in rational thought and his native gift of a
vivid imagination. He himself was apparently aware
of this conflict intermittently during his science

course at South Kensington, when poetry seduced
attention from geology practical work, [Experiment
in Autobiography] and he portrayed a similar strug-
gle in several student characters—in Lewisham and
in William Hill of ‘A Slip Under the Microscope’—
and at greater length in George Ponderevo’s dalli-
ance with art. Thus even in a manifest fairy story,
“The Door in the Wall,” Wells is preoccupied with a
question, partly psychological, partly sociological,
raised by his own experiences as a science student.
It is certainly conceivable that this divided intellec-
tual allegiance still beset Wells in the literary field—
how far was his imagination justified in leaping
beyond the limits of the scientifically acceptable
postulates of his day? Or alternatively, how far did a
desire to put forward a point of view as scientifically
as possible emasculate his potential literary gifts?

Source: Roslynn D. Haynes, ““Scientific Method and Wells’s
Credentials,”” in H. G. Wells: Discoverer of the Future: The
Influence of Science on His Thought, New York University
Press, 1980, pp. 49-50.

Jerome Hamilton Buckley

Buckley is a distinguished American educator
and literary scholar whose studies focus primarily
upon Victorian literature. In the following excerpt,
he briefly outlines Wells’s ‘‘The Door in the Wall”’
and suggests that the ending is open to interpretation.
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Source: Jerome Hamilton Buckley, ‘‘The Passion of the
Past,”” in The Triumph of Time: A Study of Victorian Con-
cepts of Time, History, Progress, and Decadence, Cam-
bridge, MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard University, 1966,
pp. 113-14.

Bernard Bergonzi

Bergonzi is an English literary critic and writer
of fiction and poetry who has written full-length
critical studies on the works of H. G. Wells, T. S.
Eliot, and Gerard Manley Hopkins. In the following
excerpt, he provides an overview of Wells’s “‘The
Door inthe Wall,”’ offering his interpretation of the
symbolism of the door.

The politician Lionel Wallace is, in the eyes of the
world, a successful man; but, as he confides to the
friend who tells the story, he has a ‘preoccupation’
that is gradually dominating his life and even affect-
ing his efficiency. As a child of five he had wan-
dered out of his home and through the streets of
West Kensington, where he had noticed a green
door set in a white wall. It was immensely attractive
to him, and he had a very strong desire to open it and
pass through (he somehow knew that it would be
unfastened), but at the same time he felt an equally
strong conviction that this would be wrong or
unwise: in particular he felt his father would be very
angry if he did so. Nevertheless, he yields to the
temptation and finds himself in a beautiful garden.
(One is reminded here of the garden which Alice
sees through the little door in Chapter I of Alice in
Wonderland.) Wells’s account of the garden tries to
give the sense of a child’s paradise but is scarcely
satisfactory; nevertheless, it can be accepted as
shorthand for a type of locus amoenus. It has a rare
and exhilarating atmosphere, its colours are clean
and bright, and the child is filled with joy. There are
rich flower-beds and shady trees, and various
animals, including two splendid tame panthers. He
meets a tall fair girl who ‘came to meet me, smiling,
and said ‘‘Well?’ to me, and lifted me and kissed
me, and put me down, and led me by the hand. ...’

A ) It remains a question
whether the dream of a lost
peace and security has
ultimately released

Lionel Wallace from

the distractions of the world
or merely betrayed him."

He meets other children and they play games to-
gether, though he cannot remember the games (a
fact which later causes him much distress).

Then presently came a sombre dark woman, with a
grave, pale face and dreamy eyes, a sombre woman,
wearing a soft long robe of pale purple who carried a
book, and beckoned and took me aside with her into a
gallery above a hall—though my playmates were loth
to have me go, and ceased their game and stood
watching as I was carried away. ‘Come back to us!’
they cried. ‘Come back to us soon!’ I looked up at her
face, but she heeded them not at all. Her face was very
gentle and grave. She took me to a seat in the gallery,
and I stood beside her, ready to look at her book as she
opened it upon her knee. The pages fell open. She
pointed, and [ looked, marvelling, for in the living
pages of that book I saw myself; it was a story about
myself, and in it were all the things that had happened
to me since ever I was born. . . .

When the record of the book reaches the point
at which he had found himself outside the green
door, the whole enchanted world vanishes, and the
little boy is once more in the dismal West Kensington
street. Throughout his later life he dreams of revisiting
the garden, and at long intervals he has unexpected
glimpses of the door in the wall, in different parts of
London, but always when the exigencies of his
immediate circumstances make it impossible—or
at least, highly inconvenient—for him to stop and
open the door. The child’s vision, as Wells presents
it, has all the marks of a return in fantasy to a
prenatal state: the door is an obvious womb-sym-
bol. This suggestion is emphasized when we recall
that Wallace’s mother had died when he was two:
the tall fair girl who greets him when he arrives in
the garden, and the sombre dark woman who initi-
ates him into the events of his life after birth (and
who is referred to as ‘the grave mother’) can both be
taken as aspects of the mother he had scarcely
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‘\ ) The child's vision, as
Wells presents it, has all the
marks of a return in fantasy

to a prenatal state: the door

is an obvious womb-symbol.”

known. Yet Wells’s picture is not exclusively Freudi-
an in its implications; it also has elements of an
older mode of regarding prenatal existence—the
Wordsworthian. This is apparent in the reference to
the children with whom the little boy plays, and who
call him back when the dark lady draws him aside:

Hence in a season of calm weather

Though inland far we be,

Our Souls have sight of that immortal sea
Which brought us hither,

Can in a moment travel thither,

And see the Children sport upon the shore. . . .

After his mother died Wallace had been brought
up by a governess; his father is described as ‘a stern
preoccupied lawyer, who gave him little attention
and expected great things of him’. In the sphere of
public life his father’s expectations are fulfilled, for
Wallace has an unusually successful career. Yet his
constantly cherished secret desire to return to the
garden represents a potential revolt against his
father’s authority; had he not, as a boy of five, felt
that his father would be very angry if he went
through the green door? We have here the elements
of an Oedipus situation: ultimately Wallace de-
stroys himself in daring to risk, for the second time,
his father’s displeasure, by opening the door and
returning to the delectable world which he identi-
fied with his dead mother.

This fate is, in a sense, predictable, but on the
narrative level the way in which Wells brings it
about is extremely adroit. Wallace tells his friend
that three times in the past year he has seen the door,
and on each occasion he has passed it by: once
because he was on his way to a vital division in the
House of Commons, once, significantly, because he
was hurrying to his father’s death-bed, and once
because he wished, for reasons of personal ambi-
tion, to continue a discussion with a colleague. And
now his soul ‘is full of unappeasable regrets’, and he
is barely capable of working.

A few months later he is dead:

They found his body very early yesterday moming in
a deep excavation near East Kensington Station. It is
one of two shafts that have been made in connection
with an extension of the railway southward. It is
protected from the intrusion of the public by a hoard-
ing upon the high road, in which a small doorway has
been cut for the convenience of some of the workmen
who live in that direction. The doorway was left
unfastened through a misunderstanding between two
gangers, and through it he made his way.

On the next apparition of the door, we may
assume, Wallace resolved, at whatever cost, to open
it and rediscover his garden; this represented a
virtual and perhaps an actual abandonment of his
career (and so struck, symbolically, at his father). At
this point Wallace’s visions—or hallucinations, if
we prefer it—and the physical world around him
were in fatal conjunction. There is a certain grim
irony in the fact that the deep pit into which Wallace
fell can be seen as just as much of a womb-symbol
as the enclosed garden he was seeking.

Source: Bernard Bergonzi, ‘‘“The Short Stories,”” in The
Early H. G. Wells: A Study of the Scientific Romances,
University of Toronto Press, 1961, pp. 84-7.

Alfred C. Ward

In the following excerpt, Ward offers his inter-
pretation of the symbolism of the garden in Wells’s
““The Door in the Wall,”’ paying particular atten-
tion to the deceiving nature of time and happiness.

Turning to the Parables in The Country of the Blind,
we find three stories that can be thus designated:
““The Door in the Wall,”” ‘“The Beautiful Suit,”” and
““The Country of the Blind.”” The first describes
how Lionel Wallace, when a little fellow between
five and six years old, wandered through West
Kensington streets one day, and came to a green
door set in a white wall. The door attracted the child,
as it were magnetically, so that he opened it and
discovered a wonderful and beautiful garden stretch-
ing far and wide, with distant hills. He found
delightful playmates there; and, afterwards, a grave
and sombre woman who took him to a seat and
showed him a book:

The pages fell open. She pointed, and 1 looked,
marvelling, for in the living pages of that book I saw
myself; it was a story about myself, and in it were all
the things that had happened to me since ever I was born.

In a while the grave woman stooped to kiss the
boy’s brow, and at that moment he found himself
crying in a long grey street in Kensington. He
thought he would be able to find that door again
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whenever he went to look for it; but he could not. He
did see it again, several times in his life, but it was
always in some different locality; and Wallace was
always prevented by some immediately urgent world-
ly call from passing again through the door. A time
came when he determined that nothing whatever
should keep him away from the wonderful garden
whenever next he should see the green door in the
white wall; and one morning his body was found in
a railway excavation near East Kensington Station,
beyond a hoarding in which a small doorway was
cut. . . . The advantage of both this story and ‘“The
Beautiful Suit”’ is that they may be interpreted
according to the temper of the individual mind.
Wallace’s mysterious garden might be any one of
those fine aspirations by which men are moved, and
from which they are debarred by the fret and wear
and tear of the workaday world. Men cry: ‘“We have
no time for the beauty that lies beyond the door in
life’s wall. We are too busy to-day; let our time for
rest and the sweet things of life be to-morrow.”’
And when that remote to-morrow dawns at last, the
wonderful garden of which they had the freedom in
childhood, eludes them after all, and in the hour of
delusion they walk behind a hoarding—into the pit
beyond.Yet that is not all, maybe. H. G. Wells says
of Lionel Wallace:

[ am more than half convinced that he had, in truth, an
abnormal gift, and in sense, something—I know not
what—that in the guise of wall and door offered him
an outlet, a secret and peculiar passage of escape into

another and altogether more beautiful world. At any
rate, you will say, it betrayed him in the end. But did it
betray him? . . . By our daylight standard he walked
out of security into darkness, danger, and death.

But did he see like that?

Source: Alfred C. Ward, ‘‘H. G. Wells,”” in Aspects of the
Modern Short Story: English and American, University of
London Press, Ltd., 1924, pp. 139-41.

Further Reading

Batchelor, John. H. G. Wells, pp. 4-107. Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1985.
Provides an overview of Wells’s ‘“The Door in the
Wall,”” offering an interpretation of the door’s sym-
bolism and commenting on the narrative style of the
story.

Huntington, John. The Logic of Fantasy: H. G. Wells and
Science Fiction, pp. 50-91. New York: Columbia University
Press, 1982.
Analyzes the imagery in Wells’s ““The Door in the
Wall” and illustrates how the imagery contributes
to the theme of opposition between reality and
imagination.

Wood, James Playsted. I Told You So! A Life of H. G. Wells,
pp. 109-22. New York: Pantheon, 1969.
Examines Wells’s style of depicting the conflict be-
tween science and imagination, and contends that the
theme of conflict between the two is paramount in
““The Door in the Wall.”’
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John Steinbeck
1938

John Steinbeck’s short story ‘‘Flight”” was pub-
lished in 1938 in The Long Valley, a collection of
stories set in the Salinas Valley in California. The
book appeared just three years after Steinbeck first
received critical acclaim for his novel Tortilla Flat
and one year before the publication of what many
consider his greatest work, The Grapes of Wrath.
“‘Flight’’ is generally considered one of Steinbeck’s
best works of short fiction, written at the height of
his career. It is the story of young Pepe Torres, an
unsophisticated youth from an isolated farm along
the California coast. He wants very much to be
considered a man. On his first trip alone to town, he
kills a drunken man in an argument and flees to the
mountains, only to succumb to thirst, infection, and
the bullets of his pursuers. Critics have interpreted
the story as a parable of the journey from youth to
manhood. In writing the story, Steinbeck drew on
his own experiences growing up in the Salinas
Valley to give a vivid portrayal of the arid, rocky
mountains east of the valley, which are filled with
wild animals and danger. His energetic narrative
style gives ‘‘Flight’’ its suspense and dramatic
power. Steinbeck’s sympathy for the struggles of
the peasant against the forces of nature and wealthy
landowners, which forms the basis for The Grapes
of Wrath and many of his other works, is apparent in
this story.




Flight

Author Biography

Winner of the 1940 Pulitzer Prize in literature for
his novel The Grapes of Wrath, the 1937 New York
Drama Critics Circle Award for his theatrical adap-
tation of his novella Of Mice and Men, and the 1962
Nobel Prize for literature, Steinbeck enjoyed popu-
lar as well as critical success during his lifetime and
beyond. Although Steinbeck’s romantic portrayals
of dignified and noble common folk are now seen
by some as simplistic, his works continue to appeal
to critics and readers of the present day, supporting
Steinbeck’s enduring reputation as one of the most
important twentieth-century American writers.

John Ernst Steinbeck was born on February 27,
1902, in Salinas, California. He grew up in the
Salinas Valley and used it as the setting for many of
his works, including *‘Flight.”” He used this familiar
terrain as a setting in which to test his characters’
relationship to their environment. Peter Shaw com-
ments that *“‘[T]lhe features of the valley at once
determined the physical fate of his characters and
made symbolic comment on them.”” Steinbeck’s
studies at Stanford University in California, where
he became interested in biology, led him to take an
evolutionary view of human society. He referred to
this as his “‘biological’’ approach to understanding
and writing about human behavior. This placed him
in philosophical alignment with other naturalist
writers who were influenced by Charles Darwin’s
theories of evolution and natural selection. In natu-
ralistic works, the characters are products of their
heredity as it acts upon their environment. Such
stories end usually with the destruction of the main
character, who by acting in response to his impulses
and instincts, is crushed by the forces of the envi-
ronment. However, Steinbeck is not strictly natural-
istic, as he frequently casts his stories in mythic
frameworks, giving them romantic or spiritual di-
mensions lacking in much naturalistic fiction.

Steinbeck’s greatest achievement was The
Grapes of Wrath, published in 1939. It is the story of
the migration of an Oklahoma family during the
Great Depression of the 1930s from their drought-
destroyed farm to the dream of prosperity in Cali-
fornia. When the Joad family reaches California,
they find many others like them, all competing for
low wages to pick fruit on corporate-owned farms.
Steinbeck’s epic and sympathetic presentation of
this story led to charges that he was a communist. In
the resulting controversy, the book was both banned
and praised. Steinbeck continued to write, in 1952

publishing East of Eden, a novel paralieling the
biblical story of Cain and Abel. He also served
briefly as a war correspondent during the Vietnam
conflict. Steinbeck died in New York City on De-
cember 20, 1968.

Plot Summaxry

““‘Flight’” opens at an unspecified time, probably in
the 1930s, on the Torres farm on the California
coast, fifteen miles south of Monterey. Nineteen-
year-old Pepe Torres is amusing his younger broth-
er and sister, Emilio and Rosy, by skillfully throw-
ing his switchblade at a post. The knife is his
inheritance from his father, who died ten years
earlier after being bitten by a rattlesnake. Their
mother scolds Pepe for his laziness and tells him he
must ride into Monterey to buy salt and medicine.
He is to spend the night in Monterey at the home of a
family friend, Mrs. Rodriguez. Pepe is surprised
that he will be allowed to go alone, and he asks to
wear his father’s hat, hatband, and green silk hand-
kerchief. He tells his mother that he will be careful,
saying, ‘'l am a man.”” His mother responds that he
is “‘a peanut’” and ‘‘a foolish chicken.”’

Before sunrise the next morning, Pepe returns
unexpectedly to the farm. He tells his mother he
must go away to the mountains. He tells his mother
that he had drunk wine at Mrs. Rodriguez’s, and that
a few other people had shown up as well. He tells
her about a quarrel he had with a man. His knife
seemed to fly on its own, and the man was stabbed.
Pepe concludes by saying, ‘I am a man now,
Mama. The man said names to me [ could not
allow.””

Mama Torres agrees that Pepe is now a man,
but she also has her doubts. She has worried about
Pepe’s knife-play and where it might lead him. She
gives him his father’s black coat and rifle, as well as
a water bag and some provisions. Dressed in his
father’s garments, Pepe hurries off to the moun-
tains. Mama Torres starts the formai wail of mourn-
ing for the dead. Emilio asks Rosy if Pepe is dead,
and Rosy replies, ‘‘He is not dead. . . . Not yet.”’

Pepe rides into the mountains, and as he climbs,
the trail changes from soft black dirt beside a stream
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to redwood forest to rough, dry, rocky open country.
He avoids a mounted man on the trail. As he rides
higher toward the pass, he glimpses a dark figure on
the ridge ahead, then looks quickly away. He stops
in the evening by a small stream, tying the horse. A
wildcat comes to the stream and stares at Pepe, who
does not use the rifle for fear of revealing his
location to his pursuers. He sleeps, then wakes
suddenly in the night when his horse whinnies to
another horse on the trail. After hastily saddling his
horse and going up the hill, he realizes that he has
left his hat behind.

He continues riding into the dry waste country.
Then, without warning, his horse is shot dead from
under him. Pepe, under fire, crawls up the hill,
moving ‘“with the instinctive care of an animal.”
He worms his way up, running only when there is
cover, otherwise ‘‘wriggling forward on his stom-
ach.”” He waits as wild animals go about their
business, the buzzards already circling over his
dead horse below. When he sees a flash below him,
he aims and fires. In the return fire, a chip of granite
embeds itself in his right hand. Pepe takes the stone
out and the cut bleeds. He stuffs a dusty spider web
into the wound to stop the bleeding, then slides and
crawls slowly up the hill. He is almost bitten by a
rattlesnake, and lizards scatter before him as he

crawls upward. He sleeps in the bushes until night.
His arm is infected and swollen tight inside the
sleeve of his father’s coat. He leaves the coat
behind. He is very thirsty and his tongue is swollen.

That night he comes to a damp stream bed and
digs frantically for water. Exhausted, he falls asleep
until late the next afternoon. He awakens to find a
large mountain lion staring at him. The big cat
moves away at the sound of horses and a dog. Pepe
crouches behind a rock until dark, then moves up
the slope before he realizes he has left his rifle
behind. He sleeps, then awakens to find his wound
swollen and gangrenous. He clumsily lances the
wound with a sharp rock and tries to drain the
infection from his hand. He climbs near the top of a
ridge only to see ‘‘a deep canyon exactly like the
last, waterless and desolate.”’

He sleeps again in the daylight, awakening to
the sound of pursiuing hounds. He tries to speak,
“‘but only a thick hiss came to his lips.”” He makes
the sign of the cross with his left hand and struggles
to his feet. Standing tall, he allows his pursuers to
take aim. Two shots ring out and Pepe falls forward
down the rocky cliff, his body causing a ‘‘little
avalanche.”’

Mama
See Mrs. Torres

Papa

See Mr. Torres

Mrs. Rodriguez

Mrs. Rodriguez lives in Monterey and is a
friend of the Torres family. Although she does not
appear in the story, it is at her home that Pepe
becomes drunk and stabs the drunken stranger. Her
home is the only location of social gathering in
the story.

Mr. Torres

Mr. Torres is Pepe’s father who, ten years prior
to the time of the story, died when he tripped over a
stone and fell on a rattlesnake. The switchblade
Pepe now owns was inherited from his father.
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Although the story says nothing about the father
other than his manner of death, his presence is
constantly felt.

Mrs. Torres

Mrs. Torres is Pepe’s widowed mother. She
lives on the family’s seaside farm with her two sons
and her daughter and is determined to maintain her
home without the help of a man. She keeps the two
younger children home from school so they can fish
and bring in food for the family. She believes that
Pepe is ‘‘fine and brave,” though there is little
evidence to substantiate her opinion. In fact, she
constantly tells Pepe how lazy he is, and says that he
is foolish when he asserts that he is a man.

When Pepe returns from an errand in Monterey
and tells his mother he must flee, she helps him
pack, admitting that she had been worried about his
quick reflexes with the knife. Despite the fact that
he has failed to stay out of trouble while on his
errand, she believes that Pepe’s experience in
Monterey has made him ‘‘a man now,”” for ‘‘[h]e
has a man’s thing to do.”’

Pepe Torres

Nineteen-year-old Pepe Torres is the main
character in ‘‘Flight.”” He is tall, thin, gangly, and
lives on the family farm with his widowed mother
and a younger brother and sister. While his mother
believes that he is ‘‘fine and brave,”’ there is no
indication that he is anything but lazy. He is very
skilled in throwing his father’s switchblade, howev-
er, and wants to prove that he is a man.

In Monterey, Pepe gets drunk and knifes a man
who quarrels with him. He tries to explain to his
mother how much of a man he is now, but refuses to
accept full responsibility for his actions. He even
claims that, at one point, “‘[Tlhe knife—it went
almost by itself.”” Pepe then flees to the mountains,
taking only his father’s coat, rifle, and a few provi-
sions. In his flight, he loses the hat, the provisions,
the rifle, and his horse—everything he needs to
survive. Such carelessness shows how much Pepe
still has to learn about being a responsible adult.

With no skills to aid him and with an infected
hand becoming gangrenous, Pepe becomes exhaust-
ed, hungry, thirsty, and is reduced to crawling away
from his pursuers like an animal. His parched mouth
can no longer form words. In his degradation, he is
able to stand up—Ilike a man—to his pursuers, and
face his death.

Media
Adaptations

* “‘Flight”” was adapted as a film by Barnaby
Conrad, starring Efrain Ramirez and Ester Cor-
tez and produced by Columbia Pictures in 1960.

Growth and Development

At the beginning of ‘‘Flight’’ Pepe Torres is a
nineteen-year-old youth living on an isolated farm
with his mother and two younger siblings. He keeps
insisting to his mother that he is a man, but she
dismisses him with belittling names. Pepe does not
understand what it means to be a man. When he is
given the responsibility of riding to town to buy
medicine and salt for the family, like a child he
excitedly asks if he can wear his father’s hatband
and handkerchief. The clothing makes him appear
to be an adult, but his idea of maturity is very
superficial. In town he gets drunk and argues with a

- drunken man who insults him. He does not accept

responsibility for knifing the man. He tells his
mother that ‘‘the man started toward [him] and then
the knife—it went almost by itself. It flew, it darted
before [he] knew it.”” He insists that because he is
now a man he cannot allow himself to be insulted.
While Pepe does appear changed—his eyes are
sharp and bright and purposeful, with no laughter or
bashfulness in them anymore—he is not mature.
When his mother tells his brother and sister he is a
man now, Pepe’s appearance changes “‘until he
looked very much like Mama.”’

The ride into the wilderness is a test of Pepe’s
maturity. However, he loses his hat, his horse, his
father’s coat, his father’s rifle, and his water supply.
These are all necessary to protect him from the heat
of the sun and the cold nights as well as the dry
desert mountains while he tries to escape punish-
ment for his crime. Injured by a chip of granite
which his pursuers’ bullet drove into his right hand,
Pepe becomes more and more debilitated as the
infection spreads. He is described as an animal, as
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Topics for |
Further
Study |

» Based on what Mama Torres says to Pepe in the
story, what do you think she believes about his
level of maturity at the beginning of the story?
Does her opinion of him change when he returns
from Monterey, or just her expectations of him?

» Before going to Monterey, Pepe is eager to wear
the black hat with the leather hatband and the
green silk handkerchief. How does he look and
feel while wearing these? How does he look
when he puts on his father’s black coat before he
rides into the mountains? What is the signifi-
cance of his losing the hat, the coat, and the tools
and supplies his mother sends with him?

e Who or what are the ‘‘dark watchers’’? What
does their presence add to the atmosphere and
feeling of the story?

+ Think of some other folk tales you have read or
heard. How is this story similar to them? How is
it different?

+ Explain how Steinbeck’s biological view of hu-
man nature can be applied to the character of Pepe.

he crawls on his stomach, wriggling and worming
toward the top of the next ridge. Because he is so
thirsty, he loses the ability to talk. At the end of the
story, he manages to stand on his two legs again at
the top of the ridge and face his pursuers. Most
critics see this stand as proof that Pepe has finally
matured and now, like a man, is able to accept the
consequences of his actions.

Change and Transformation

The central idea of ‘‘Flight”’ is Pepe’s transi-
tion from boy to man. In the course of running from
his crime, Pepe starts as a youth fleeing responsi-
bility. As he loses the tools that define his humanity,
he is reduced to crawling on the ground like an
animal, wriggling like a snake and ‘‘worming”’ his
way along. This recalls his father’s death ten years
earlier from a rattlesnake bite. Pepe first changes not

from boy to man but from human to animal. He even
loses the most distinctive trait of his humanity—the
ability to speak. After suffering with thirst, a wound
which becomes gangrenous, and the effects of being
without shade in the hot sun, Pepe pulls himself to
his feet to face his pursuers. Most critics see this as
the point where Pepe becomes a man. Maturity is
not a condition which comes at a certain age; it must
be learned and earned through suffering. It is this
suffering which changes Pepe into a man. Other
critics, however, maintain that Pepe fails in his
quest for manhood.

Individual versus Nature

When Pepe flees to the wilderness to escape
from the consequences of his crime, he also flees
from his humanity. The wilderness tests not just his
maturity but also his place in the natural world. It is
no longer just a question of whether he will become
an adult but whether he will become human. He
loses the marks of his humanity when he loses his
tools and the ability to speak. He is just one animal
among others in the natural world. He is reduced to
digging for water and struggling to find shelter from
the hot sun. But instead of dying like an animal
among animals, Pepe stands up like a man in both
senses of the word to face his punishment for
his crime.

Narrator and Point of View

“Flight’” is told from a third-person point of
view. The narrator, the person telling the story, is
outside the story and relates events as an observer
would see them. For most of the story, the narrator is
not omniscient, or ‘‘all-knowing,”” about the char-
acters in the story. When a narrator’s point of view
is limited, the reader is not told a character’s thoughts
or feelings during the course of the story. Instead,
the reader must determine what a character is think-
ing or feeling from what the character does or says.
One exception to this limited point of view appears
near the beginning of the story, when the narrator
says, ‘‘Mama thought [Pepe] fine and brave, but she
never told him so.”” The narrator is stepping into
Mrs. Torres’ mind and telling readers what she
thinks. For most of the story, however, the reader
can tell what a character is thinking or feeling only
from the external clues which the narrator gives
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provides. For example, when Pepe is dressed up in
his father’s hat and green silk handkerchief, readers
know he is feeling proud and happy because the
narrator says that ‘‘Pepe grinned with pride and
gladness’” as he rode off to Monterey. As Pepe
crawls up the mountain, thirsty and without his hat
or horse, the narrator does not say that Pepe is
feeling uneasy. Instead, the narrator says, ‘‘[hlis
eyes were uneasy and suspicious,”’ and this descrip-
tion of Pepe provides a clue to readers about how he
is feeling.

The use of the limited third-person point of
view in this story puts the reader in the same
position as an observer. This makes the reader infer
Pepe’s motives from what he says and does. If the
narrator were all-knowing, the reader would be told
the reason why Pepe stands up on the ridge at the
end of the story. Because the narrator does not know
what Pepe is thinking, readers do not have access to
Pepe’s thoughts. Consequently, the reader can nev-
er be sure why Pepe stands up to certain death. The
limited point of view contributes to the story’s
ambiguity.

Setting

“‘Flight’’ is set in an indeterminate time on the
coast of central California as well as further inland
in the coastal mountains. The story could have taken
place any time between the late 1800s and the mid-
1900s. The Torres farm is located on the cliffs
overlooking the Pacific coast, at the edge of the
continent. The country to the east, toward which
Pepe flees, is a wilderness first of redwood forest
and then dry, rocky hills and mountains. It is the
ideal setting for the confrontation of man against
nature.

Imagery

Animal imagery dominates ‘‘Flight.”” Pepe’s
mother compares him to a big coyote, a foolish
chicken, a descendant of ‘‘some lazy cow,”” and a
big sheep. He is described as grinning *‘sheepish-
ly.”” His wrist flicks like the head of a snake. After
his horse is shot underneath him, Pepe crawls,
worms his way, wriggles, darts, and flashes like an
animal. As he is crawling away after his hand is cut,
he slides ‘‘into the brush on his stomach’ and
crawls close to a rattlesnake. His movements are
those of a rattlesnake. These images evoke his
father’s death as a result of falling onto a rattle-
snake. On his final day, Pepe moves toward the top
of the ridge ‘‘with the effort of a hurt beast.”” He

tries to speak, but can only make a *‘thick hissing
noise.”” When he lances and drains his infected
hand, he whines ‘‘like a dog’’ at the pain. He again
tries to speak, but can produce only a ‘‘thick hiss.”’
Only at the very end is he able to stand erect on his
feet, like a human.

Structure

““Flight’’ is a short story which can almost be
read as a folktale. It is set in an indeterminate time,
almost a “‘once upon a time.”’ Pepe is the hero who
is sent out into the world on an errand, much as Jack
of “‘Jack and the Beanstalk’ was sent to sell the
cow. Pepe encounters a problem, and he must flee
for his life. His mother is his helper, and she gives
him his father’s coat and rifle for warmth and
protection on the journey, as well as advice on how
to survive. Pepe is, like many folktale heroes, a
peasant. He passes into the wilderness and is tested.
However, Pepe loses his horse and his father’s rifle.
He loses his power of speech and is reduced to the
level of an animal. The ‘*dark watchers’’ provide an
element of the supernatural; it is never explained
whether they are some type of imaginary power or
just the men pursuing Pepe.

Naturalism

Although ““Flight’’ is similar in tone and form
to a folktale, it is written in a highly naturalistic
style. Naturalism is a style of fiction which devel-
oped from the ideas of Charles Darwin’s mid-
nineteenth century theories of evolution and natural
selection. Naturalist writers, according to M. H.
Abrams’s Glossary of Literary Terms, ‘‘held that a
human being belongs entirely in the order of nature
and does not have a soul or any other mode of
participation in a religious or spiritual world beyond
nature; that such a being is therefore merely a
higher-order animal whose character and fortunes
are determined by two kinds of forces, heredity and
environment.’’

Steinbeck was influenced by such naturalist
writers as Theodore Dreiser, as well as by his study
of biology at Stanford. ‘‘Flight’’ is considered a
masterpiece of naturalist writing. This story is a
combination of a folktale form and a scientific
attitude toward the human condition. The folktale
and naturalistic short story are conflicting forms and
styles, and this conflict emphasizes the ambiguity of
the story’s ending. Did Pepe simply die, as a failure
and an animal, or did he succeed in his quest for
manhood by standing up before his enemies?
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Historical Context

California Geography

Steinbeck’s ‘‘Flight’’ is set on the mid-Califor-
nia coast about fifteen miles south of Monterey and
in the coastal mountains to the east. This was
familiar terrain to Steinbeck, who was born and
raised in Salinas. The Salinas Valley is the valley to
which the title The Long Valley refers. As an adult,
Steinbeck lived in Pacific Grove, a short distance
from Monterey. He was very familiar with the
terrain, from the rocky cliffs above the Pacific south
of Monterey to the redwood forest inland to the dry,
saw-tooth mountains to the east, then to the fertile
Salinas Valley further east. This is the country
through which Pepe passes on his flight from his
pursuers.

In the 1930s, when Steinbeck was writing many
of his works, the valley was a fertile farming region.
During the Great Depression, however, many of the
area’s inhabitants were forced to sell their land to
wealthy industrialists, who compelled those who
worked the land to work hard for little in return. The
people in the area who had farmed for generations
were often Mexicans or descendants of the pioneers
who had settled the land in the mid-nineteenth
century. Pepe’s Indian features could be attributed
to earlier intermarriage between Mexican settlers
and Native Americans from the area.

The dialogue in the story highlights the area’s
Spanish influences. Not only do specific phrases in
Spanish appear in the dialogue, but the family uses
the familiar form of the personal pronouns, ‘‘thee”’
and “‘thou,”” instead of the formal *‘you” when
speaking with each other. Spoken English no longer
makes these distinctions, unlike other languages.
The resulting archaic feeling to the language helps
place the characters in another, mythical time, or the
indeterminate era in which folktales take place.

The Labor Movement

Steinbeck studied biology at Stanford in the
1920s. He developed a biological view of the hu-
man condition based on Darwinian ideas of evolu-
tion, natural selection, and adaptation. He liked to
set man against nature in his writing, as he does in
“‘Flight,”” and to examine how well man can sur-
vive in the wild. In addition, he was sympathetic to
the poor and the exploited, who often became the
central characters in his writings. He supported the
labor movement, and he despised the exploitation of
workers by corporate farms and large ranches. In

novels like The Grapes of Wrath and In Dubious
Battle, his clear sympathy for dispossessed farmers
and striking workers led to accusations from some
critics that he was a communist. Steinbeck address-
ed the political and economic stresses of the 1930s
by writing of the effects on the poor, but he did not
subscribe to a specific ideology.

“‘Flight’”’ was written during the Great Depres-
sion, which began in 1929 and lasted through the
1930s. During that time, many people lost their
jobs, homes, and became itinerant, often moving
their entire families westward in hopes of finding
work on farms that had not become part of the
Midwestern ‘‘dustbowl’’ region. The poor became
a viable political group because they had very little
to lose. In this atmosphere, many labor unions, both
in the industrialized North and the agricultural
West, formed and became powerful. By exerting
their political clout, and with the assistance of
President Franklin Roosevelt’s activist relief agen-
da, unions were able to compel Congress to enact
laws establishing a minimum wage, worker’s rights
to organize and bargain collectively, and safe prac-
tices in the workplace.

Critical Overview

Well received by critics and the reading public
when published in The Long Valley in 1938, ‘‘Flight”’
is considered one of Steinbeck’s best stories. It was
written at the height of his powers and published a
year before The Grapes of Wrath. However, Stein-
beck’s views have declined in popularity in the
decades since he first published these works. His
romantic portrayals of dignified and noble common
men are now seen by some as simplistic. In spite of
this, his forceful and energetic writing style contin-
ues to earn him readers.

Critics still debate the meaning of ‘‘Flight.”’
Most see it as a parable of what it means to be
human, or in terms of the story, a man. Some see the
story as showing how Pepe earns the right to call
himself a man by suffering on his flight from his
crime. Edward J. Piacentino in Studies in Short
Fiction, catalogs the many animal references in the
story and concludes that ‘‘the patterns they form
give ‘Flight’ arichly suggestive texture that is often
characteristic of some of the more artistically im-
pressive short stories of twentieth-century litera-
ture.”” He notes that while Pepe is still at home on
the farm, his mother refers to him in the imagery of

Short Stories Students

for



Flight

Comparg
Contrast

* 1930s: Many street gangs that arose during the
1920s in order to take advantage of Prohibition
move on to other illegal ventures. The romanti-
cized ‘‘Dead End Kids’’ (also known as the East
Side Kids and the Bowery Boys) star in a number
of movies during this time.

1990s: Gang members range from grade-school
children to adults. Drug dealing and related
crimes are a major activity and means of profit
for gangs. In Los Angeles alone, there are an
estimated 70,000 gang members. In 1997, a new
California program attempts to curtail gang vio-
lence by bringing criminal charges against par-
ents of gang members. The program makes use
of a 90-year-old law requiring the reasonable
care and supervision of children.

* 1930s: During the Great Depression, murder
rates are considered high. They peak in 1933 at
9.7 murders per 100,000 people annually.

1990s: Murder rates begin to fall in urban areas
after skyrocketing in the 1970s and 1980s. In
1996, the murder rate hovers near 10 per 100,000
people.

* 1930s: During the Great Depression, many farm-
ers lose their farms because they are unable to
pay their mortgages. Part of the problem is that
farmers produce more than people are able to
buy. President Roosevelt creates the Agricultural
Adjustment Agency in 1933 to address this prob-
lem. The agency is declared unconstitutional
in 1936 but is redeveloped and reinstated in
1939. Other programs developed by the govern-
ment during the same time seek to protect farm-
land from being misused or overused. These
are eventually taken up by the Farm Security
Administration.

1990s: Many farmers in the 1980s and 1990s go
bankrupt. Musicians such as John Mellencamp
and Willie Nelson organize the Farm Aid con-
certs to assist families who have lost their liveli-
hood. Other farmers struggle to remain profitable
and become increasingly involved in environ-
mental land issues, including prevention of soil
erosion and runoff and contamination of crops
from insecticide and herbicide residues.

domestic animals. For example, an ancestor of his
must have been ‘‘a lazy cow,”” and Pepe is ‘‘a big
sheep,”” and a ‘‘foolish chicken.”” Twice she also
refers to him or his ancestors as having the traits of a
‘‘lazy coyote.”” This and several references to his
skill with the knife as being *‘snakelike,”” are indi-
cations of his ‘‘primitive animalism’’ underneath
his domesticity.

Piacentino finds that this use of domestic ani-
mal imagery in the first part of the story is in
contrast to the imagery of wild animals used to
describe Pepe’s predicament and behavior in the
mountains. Doves and quail are stalked by a wildcat
‘‘creeping toward the spring, belly to the ground.”’
Lizards on the trail slither away from Pepe and his
horse. At night owls hunt rabbits. After his horse is
shot out from under him, Pepe himself must act like
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an animal, ‘‘worming,”’ ‘‘wriggling,”” ‘‘crawling,”’
“slithering,”” and ‘‘hissing.”” At the end, Pepe
climbs to the top of the ridge ‘‘with the effort of a
hurt beast,”” and though unable to speak, stands like
aman. His fall is not just a fall from grace; it is also
the fall from youthful innocence in attaining maturity.

John H. Timmerman sees *‘Flight’’ as a story of
‘‘an exploration of one individual’s flight into un-
known regions—a spiritual odyssey into the high,
arid regions far from the nurturing sea.”” Timmerman
uses letters written by Steinbeck and selections
from Steinbeck’s notebooks and other published
works to supply a background to Steinbeck’s phi-
losophy of life. Steinbeck’s passionate interest in
marine biology and the sea was, in the 1930s, a
strong influence on his work. The metaphor of the
sea as a nurturing mother is evidenced in ‘‘Flight”’
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as the secluded Torres farm by the sea. Pepe’s flight
from this protected environment for the dry, un-
known mountains is not only, as Timmerman says, a
story of ‘‘a modern man in search of his manhood
and finding the animal within,”” it is also ‘‘a
devolution, paced by a divestment of civilized tools
and in incrementally intensifying animal imagery.”’
In a notebook entry about the humanity’s evolution-
ary development from lower forms which lived in
the sea to an organism able to stand on dry land,
Steinbeck had written, ‘‘Oh man who in climbing
up has become lower. ... What nobility except
from pain, what strength except out of anger, what
change except from discomfort.”” When Pepe loses
his tools, his water, and his protective clothing, he is
stripped down to himself alone. As his thirst takes
away his human speech, his movements are de-
scribed as those of a snake. Although Pepe has
lowered himself to the level of a snake, he finally
regains his humanity. In standing up to his responsi-
bility, he becomes a man.

Dan Vogel, in an article in College English,
finds that ‘‘Flight’” shows characteristics of myth
and tragedy. Pepe’s flight is an ‘‘ordeal of transfor-
mation from innocence to experience, from purity
to defilement.”” The physical pain of the festering
cut to his right hand and the psychological pain of
being the hunted are the components of his ordeal.
Pepe must separate himself from the mother and
lose the knife, gun, hat, and coat of the father before
he can stand alone. Vogel sees ‘‘Flight’” as telling
the myth ‘‘of the natural miracle of entering
manhood.”’

In contrast to most critics, Walter K. Gordon
asserts that Pepe’s flight is not the story of a youth
leaving behind his mother and the tools of the father
to become a man, but rather the opposite. In Studies
in Short Fiction, Gordon argues that the story shows
“man’s moral deterioration and regression that
inevitably results when he abandons responsibility
for his actions.”” While Pepe and his family believe
that the experience in Monterey has made him a
man, the story demonstrates that he is unable to
utilize the tools he has been given to help him
succeed in his flight. He does not learn and grow
and attain a sense of maturity from his experiences.
For Gordon, ‘“‘Flight”’ is a journey away from
manhood.

As these various critical interpretations show,
the ambiguity of the story itself lends it to conflict-
ing interpretations of what it means. The value of

“‘Flight”’ is that it is complex and does not yield
easy answers to the human condition.

Criticism

Joyce Munro

Munro is an lawyer who works for UAW—
Ford Legal Services. She is pursuing a doctorate in
British and American literature at Wayne State
University. In the following essay, she provides an
overview of several critical interpretations of
“‘Flight,”’ but gives special focus to it as a work in
which Steinbeck combines a naturalistic outlook
with what could almost be called a folktale, with
Pepe featured in the role of a Trickster.

Most of the criticism of Steinbeck’s *‘Flight”” dis-
cusses the story as Pepe Torres’s journey from
childhood to maturity. Nineteen-year-old Pepe
wants very much to be considered a man and not a
child. However, when he is given the responsibility
of going to Monterey alone, he is unable to com-
plete his errand without getting into trouble. He
drinks too much wine, then knifes a drunken man
who insults him. His flight into the mountains and
the hardships he endures reduce him to the level of
an animal. At the very end, Pepe stands up on the
ridge to face his pursuers. He is shot and falls. To
Edward J. Piacentino, Pepe’s fall from the ridge is a
fall from childhood into maturity. By standing up to
his pursuers, Pepe finally faces responsibility for his
actions in Monterey. Dan Vogel, in an essay in
College English, sees the story as mythic and tragic.
Pepe’s flight is an ordeal taking him from innocence
to experience, and Pepe’s death is the death and
burial of childhood. John H. Timmerman suggests
that the central theme of ‘‘Flight’’ is that Pepe
discovers, tragically, ‘‘that indomitable, spiritual
consciousness of himself as human that separates
him from the animals.”’

Other critics also see a spiritual dimension in
Pepe’s journey. Not only does Pepe move from
childhood to maturity, he also grows from reacting
like an unthinking animal to acting like a responsi-
ble human. John Antico writes of the animal-like,
crawling Pepe that ‘‘[i]t is only by standing up on
two feet and facing death that the sub-human Pepe
can give birth to Man.”” In an article on ‘‘Flight’’ in
the Explicator, William M. Jones sees Pepe’s major
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* The Red Pony, also by Steinbeck, was first
published in 1937 and revised in 1945. It is the
story of a boy’s confrontation with death and his
resulting maturation.

e The Pearl, Steinbeck’s last work of short fiction,
was published in 1947. It is a parable of a poor
fisherman who discovers a pearl of great value
which brings evil to his family. Like ‘‘Flight,”” it
is told in almost the tone and form of a folktale.

* ‘““The Bear,”’ by William Faulkner, is included in
Go Down, Moses, first published in 1940. This
story is really a novella in a collection of short
stories, all set in a particular place, Faulkner’s
fictional Yoknapatawpha County, Mississippi,
and featuring characters who appear in more
than one story. ‘‘The Bear’’ is the story of a
sixteen-year-old boy who is finally allowed to
hunt with the men. The main character seeks *‘to
earn for himself the name and state of hunter.”’
The novella displays the complex interrelation-
ships among different races and social classes
when a group of men go into the wilderness
to hunt.

* The Old Man and the Sea by Emest Hemingway
was published in 1952. This novella is told in the
form of a fable that chronicles an old fisherman’s
struggle to land a legendary fish. The tone, like
that of “‘Flight,”” is almost mythic.

* Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye, first published
in 1970, is the chilling tale of a young girl’s flight
from her own identity in response to the pres-
sures of racism, poverty, and brutality.

* Ceremony by Leslie Marmon Silko was pub-
lished in 1977. It traces the efforts of Tayo, a
young Native American soldier released from a
Japanese prisoner-of-war camp after World
War I, to evade the memories and nightmares of
his captivity. As he realizes that the country he
fought for during the war has no place for him
and that he has no role in his home pueblo, he is
compelled to begin a quest to find—and heal—
himself.

flaw as being the sin of pride. ‘“The details of Pepe’s
flight show how Pepe gradually conquered the
family pride that caused his original sin and how
through suffering he expiated that sin.”” By under-
going the hardships in the mountains and by being
reduced to the level of an animal, Pepe makes
amends both for his own impulsive action of stab-
bing a man who insulted him and for his condition
of being born with original sin.

However much the reader wants a satisfying
ending to this dramatic story, ‘‘Flight’’ refuses to
give one. Walter K. Gordon argues in Studies in
Short Fiction that Pepe actually flees from maturity.
Pepe is first broken down in the story ‘‘from boy to
animal, then from animal to an inanimate part of
nature.”” How can one story generate such different
interpretations?

Because the story itself refuses to give Pepe
either a clear triumph or a defeat at the end, it
remains open to interpretation. This lack of closure
at the end keeps the reader thinking about what the
story means long after it has been read. The critics
who interpret Pepe’s stand at the end of the story as
redemptive overlook the particular features of the
story itself. Perhaps this is why their arguments do
not explain the story satisfactorily. The story is
more ambiguous than these readings suggest.

Another look at the animal imagery in the story
opens up further interpretations of ‘‘Flight.”” The
narrator describes Pepe as having ‘‘sharp Indian
cheek bones and an eagle nose.”” As he throws the
switchblade, ‘‘Pepe’s wrist flicks like the head of a
snake.”” The comparisons of Pepe to wild animals
and the reference to his Indian heritage invite the
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N\ The folktale and the
naturalistic story are very
different, almost opposite,

styles. For Steinbeck to
superimpose them in the same
story is for him to write a
story which is based on a

built-in contradiction.”

reader to consider the significance of the coyote in
Native American folklore. The fact that Mrs. Torres
makes two references to the coyote suggests that the
coyote has a special meaning in the story. The
coyote is not just a wild animal or a sly, lazy animal,
but a form of the Trickster in some Native American
traditions. A Trickster is a ‘‘disruptive character
appearing in various forms in the folklore of many
cultures,”” according to Merriam Webster's Tenth
Collegiate Dictionary. The Trickster is part divine
and part animal. He has a skill or magic power
which he uses sometimes to benefit humankind but
which sometimes backfires on him. Often he can
change his shape. He freely crosses the boundaries
both between human and animal and between the
divine and the human.

During both his nights on the mountain, Pepe
hears a coyote. Like Coyote the Trickster, Pepe has
a dual nature. Mama Torres is certainly aware of
this. Her son is both boy and man, and human but
with potential to act with animal-like instinctive
reflexes. Each time he asserts to her that he is a
‘‘man,”’ she refuses to acknowledge it, responding
thathe is a ‘‘peanut’’ or ‘‘a foolish chicken.”” At the
same time, she thinks of him as ‘‘fine and brave.”’
After Pepe rides off to Monterey, her younger son
Emilio asks her, ‘‘Did Pepe come to be a man
today?’” She replies, ‘‘A boy gets to be a man when
aman is needed.”” She thinks Pepe is ‘‘nearly a man
now.”” When Pepe returns from Monterey changed,
he again asserts, ‘I am a man now, Mama,”” and
this time she nods and says, ‘‘Yes, thou art a man,
my poor little Pepe. Thou art a man. I have seen it
coming on thee. I have watched you throwing the
knife into the post, and I have been afraid.”” For her,
Pepe is at the same time both a man and her ‘ ‘poor

little Pepe.”” But the man she acknowledges is the
one who too easily throws the knife, the one she has
feared he might become. The distinction between

“man’’ versus ‘‘child’’ and ‘‘man’’ versus ‘‘ani-
mal’’ is made early in the story.

When Pepe begins his flight to the mountains,
“‘his face was stern, relentless and manly.”” But as
he goes on, he is gradually reduced from riding to
walking to crawling like an animal up the dry
mountains. Pepe, the man-boy and the man-animal
slides on his stomach, wriggles, and squirms his
way forward, much like the rattlesnake he encoun-
ters. He gets up on his feet “‘[w]ith the effort of a
hurt beast.”” When he tries to speak, he can only
make ‘‘thick hissing’’ sounds. When he drains his
infected hand, ‘‘he threw back his head and whined
like a dog.””

The terrain itself almost seems to take on hu-
man characteristics. The trail ‘‘staggers’” down.
The granite is ‘‘tortured.”” The oak trees ‘‘whis-
per.”” The mountain has *‘jagged rotten teeth’’ and
‘“‘granite teeth.”” Pepe begins by observing the ani-
mals, but later, they are observing him. After the
mountain lion watches him for hours, then slinks
away into the brush, ‘‘Pepe took his rifle in his left
hand and he glided into the brush almost as quietly
as the lion had. Only when the dark came did he
stand up.”’ Pepe has become more animal than man.

As the plot of the story resembles a folktale
concerning a Trickster, other aspects of the story
also resemble a folktale. The story is set in an
indeterminate time, almost a “‘once upon a time.”’
Pepe rides to Monterey like a youth in search of his
fortune or his manhood. When his manhood is
challenged, he reacts unthinkingly and with fatal
results, and he must flee for his life. His mother
gives him talismans of his dead father, the coat and
the rifle, and he rides into the wilderness. ‘“The dark
watchers’” in the wilderness add a supernatural
element to the story. In the folktale, anything can
happen. Frogs change into princes and men into
toads. On his flight, Pepe is ‘‘changed’’ into an
animal who crawls, wriggles, and worms his way
along. At the end, he seems to change back into a
man, depending on how the reader interprets his
stand against his pursuers.

But while the story has some elements of a
folktale, it is at the same time a naturalist work of
fiction. Naturalism refers to a style of writing fiction
which is almost scientific in its attempt to portray
characters and how they react to their environment.
This approach to fiction is, according to M. H.
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Abrams in A Glossary of Literary Terms, *‘a prod-
uct of post-Darwinian biology in the mid-nine-
teenth century,”” which holds that ‘‘a human being
belongs entirely in the order of nature and does not
have a soul or any other mode of participation in a
religious or spiritual world beyond nature; that such
a being is therefore merely a higher-order animal
whose character and fortunes are determined by two
kinds of forces, heredity and environment.”” The
folktale and the naturalistic story are very different,
almost opposite, styles. For Steinbeck to superim-
pose them in the same story is for him to write a
story which is based on a built-in contradiction.

This type of contradiction may be the story’s
major strength. It helps to explain why the ending is
ambiguous. Is Pepe a man or an animal? Or, like the
Trickster, is he two things at once, animal and
divine? Perhaps the story resolves this question by
refusing to resolve it. This leaves the reader to draw
his or her own conclusions as to whether Pepe
succeeds in becoming a man.
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Source: Joyce Munro, ““Overview of ‘Flight’,
Stories for Students, Gale, 1998,

in Short

John H. Timmerman

Timmerman is affiliated with the Department of
English at Calvin College. In the following excerpt,
he discusses how Steinbeck’s use of thematic pat-
terns and images in ‘‘Flight’’ effectively portrays
the main protagonist as a person ‘‘in search of his
manhood,’’ whose powerful and enduring spirit
enables him to rise above ‘‘the animal in man.”’

Steinbeck’s interest in marine biology was inflamed
to a passion in the early 1930s. The sea, with its
endless surgings and its proliferation of life, would
remain a powerful influence upon his life and art
throughout his career. We can acknowledge the
homing quiet and clashing of dubious battles in his
valleys; we can celebrate the high, sun-splashed
reaches of his mountains; but we must return over
and over to the timeless swell of life and death in the
sea as a metaphorical pattern as well as a geographi-
cal place in his work.

The sea represents, at once, life and death. For
Steinbeck it is the mother: the bringer of life in
swarming generation. It is also, beneath its unruly
and deceptive surface, a place of primeval violence.
That uneasy juxtaposition is captured superbly in
Cannery Row. In chapter six, Doc surveys the sea,
from quiet tidal pools to the deep reaches. His vision

N\ While the story has some
elements of a folktale, it is
at the same time a naturalist

work of fiction.”

moves from the serene grace of the shallows to the
primeval undertows. There a chaotic world of fe-
rocity reigns, a feral world. For Steinbeck, probing
into the sea is a probing into the origins of life itself,
a descent into the mythic subconsciousness of hu-
man nature. From The Log from the Sea of Cortez to
The Winter of Our Discontent, the sea functions
powerfully in Steinbeck’s prose.

The sea also functions metaphorically in
“‘Flight’’—by its absence. In one of his notebooks
of the early 1930s, during one of his frequent breaks
from writing stories to pen personal reflections,
Steinbeck turned his attention to the sea. ‘*‘Man is so
little removed from the water,”” he observes. ‘“When
he is near to the sea near the shore where the full life
is, he feels terror and nostalgia.”” There we find our
evolutionary predecessors, our lost memory: ‘‘Come
down to the tide pool, when the sea is out and let us
look into our old houses, let us avoid our old
enemies.”’

Having paused to look into the tidal pools,
Steinbeck recounts the course of humanity:

We came up out of the water to the barren dry, the
desert dry. It’s so hard to get used to the land. It is a
deep cry. Oh man who in climbing up has become
lower. What good thing but comes out of the depths.
What nobility except from pain, what strength except
out of anger, what change except from discomfort.
We are a cross race so filled with anger that if we do
not use it all in fighting for a warm full body, we fight
among ourselves. Animals fight nature for the privi-
lege of living but man having robbed nature of some
of its authority must fight man for the same right.

It is precisely that movement into the dry reach-
es, where we fight like animals ‘‘for the privilege of
living,”” that marks the thematic pattern of *‘Flight.””
The story is a fictionalization of the idea Steinbeck
expressed in this notebook entry; Pepe is very much
modern man in search of his manhood and finding
the animal within. But, as Steinbeck discovered
in telling the story, Pepe also discovers some-
thing more, a human spirit that is inviolable and
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The story changes from a
simple narration of a posse's
manhunt to an exploration of
one individual's flight into
unknown regions—a spiritual

odyssey into the high, arid
regions far from the

nurturing sea.”

undefeatable, possessing an enduring power that
lies below and rises above the animal in man.

The change in the title of the story from ‘‘Man-
hunt”” to ““Flight’’ is in itself significant. The story
changes from a simple narration of a posse’s man-
hunt to an exploration of one individual’s flight into
unknown regions—a spiritual odyssey into the
high, arid regions far from the nurturing sea. Like
the change in title, the story itself changed dramati-
cally in the writing. As it first developed, far more
attention was given to the knifing itself. After
buying the necessary things in Monterey, Pepe
stops at a church to light a candle for his father and
then visits the house of Mrs. Rodriguez and her two
daughters. After affirming that Pepe has grown to
be a man, Mrs. Rodriguez tells him that the surly
Carlos is drunk in the kitchen. Pepe, avowing that he
is a man, says he will send the troublesome Carlos
away. He enters the kitchen to confront him.

The passage that follows, from the Long Valley
notebook, amplifies the scene. In a fashion he
adopted to conserve ink and paper during this
penurious time, Steinbeck did not pause in his
writing to observe minor paragraph breaks:

‘‘Awaken!’’ said Pepe. He shook a pan. A big black
face arose from the table, and sullen sleepy eyes
looked at him. ‘“Who are you?’’ *‘I am Pepe Torres.
Mrs. Rodriguez wants you to go away now.”” Behind
him, Mrs. Rodriguez said helplessly, ‘“This is the son
of Jose Torres. You know him, Carlos.”” The sullen
eyes looked at her and then back at Pepe. “‘I know
Jose Torres. He was a thief.”” The sentence was
uttered as an insult, was meant to be insulting. Pepe
stepped back. ‘‘Tam a man.”’ He looked inquiringly at
Mirs. Rodriguez. She shook her head. Pepe’s stomach
was sad and then ice got into his stomach and then the
ice grew up to his beard. His hand went into his pocket

and came out and hung listlessly in front of him. He
was surprised at the sound of his voice. ‘“Thou art a
liar and a pig.”” Carlos stood up. ‘‘Dirty naked Indian.
You say that to me?’” Then Pepe’s hand flashed. The
blade seemed to bloom from the black knife in
midflight. It thudded into the man’s chest to the
handle. Carlos” mouth was open in amazement. His
two black hands came up and found the knife and half
pulled it out. And then he coughed, fell forward on the
table and drove itin again. Pepe looked slowly around
at the woman. His sweet girlish mouth was quizzical,
“I am a man,”” he said. “‘I will go now.”’

While Steinbeck conveyed the entire scene
indirectly in the final version, having Pepe report
what happened in several quick sentences, the ex-
cised portion shows that the act of killing is allied
with Pepe’s manhood, and death itself is attended
by blackness, both of the knife and of Carlos.

The opening line of the next paragraph in the
first draft, inked out in a heavy line, indicates one
direction the story might have taken: ‘‘They found
him in the church sitting in a pew and looking at the
lights on the altar. He had said many [undecipherable
word] Ave Marias.”” After the crossed-out line,
Steinbeck wrote, ‘‘Pepe’s movements were swift
but unhurried.”” He heads back to his house, cover-
ing the same route through Point Lobos that he had
taken earlier. From here the final version follows
with a few exceptions. In the first draft, Pepe shoots
one of the trackers; in the final version he does not.
Most of the revisions were the ones Steinbeck
typically made, changing passive verbs to active
constructions and sharpening details. The materials
included in the two-page notebook entry, ‘‘Adden-
da to Flight,”” written several days after the first
draft, are incorporated into the conclusion of the
final version.

With its riveting power as a story, its feral
imagery that stalks nearly every paragraph, and its
mystical ambiguity, ‘‘Flight’” has both enchanted
and puzzled critics. It has occasioned some of the
very best literary criticism of Steinbeck’s work as
scholars match their wits against a compelling dra-
ma. For its sheer, evocative power, few of Stein-
beck’s short stories match it.

Artistically, the tale is a tour de force, with
layer upon layer of craftsmanship revealed in close
reading. The ostensible plot and conflict—Pepe’s
quest for manhood against intractable odds of hu-
manity and nature—appear simple enough. Since
his father’s death from a rattlesnake bite, Pepe
inherits the place of manhood in the family. The one
legacy from his father is the black-handled knife,

Short Stories Students

for



Flight

with which Pepe demonstrates a fluid grace. But
Mama Torres is reluctant to allow Pepe the place of
manhood, berating him incessantly as a ‘‘peanut,”’
“‘lazy coyote,”” or ‘‘big sheep.”” Nonetheless, she
“‘thought him fine and brave, but she never told
him so.”’

As Pepe leaves for Monterey to buy some
medicine, his parting words are, ‘I will be careful.
am aman.”’ The trip is allied with his manhood, and
indeed he will acquire the adult knowledge of death
on the trip. When a drunken man at Mrs. Rodri-
guez’s house calls him a name—in the first draft he
called Jose Torres a thief—Pepe’s sense of manly
honor will not permit it. The knife, says Pepe,
“‘went almost by itself.”’

Many readers have focused exclusively upon
that action and the subsequent flight to the exclusion
of suggestive imagery patterns undergirding the
tale. Thus, Dan Vogel sees the tale as ‘‘the ordeal of
transformation from innocence to experience, from
purity to defilement.”” In a brief note on the story
[““Steinbeck’s ‘Flight,””” Explicator 18 (Nov. 1959)],
William M. Jones suggests,

The details of Pepe’s flight show how Pepe gradually
conquered the family pride that caused his original sin
and how through suffering he expiated that sin. Not
only does he subdue the proud flesh ... but in so
doing he regained a place in nature that his family,
scratching away to get what they could out of the
world, had failed to find. This progress seems to be
Steinbeck’s explanation of the maturing process.

Walter K. Gordon argues, ‘‘What is important
in ‘Flight’ is not the crime itself but Pepe’s mental
and physical response to it, how he deports himself
when the circumstances are propitious for a boy to
become a man,’”’ an effort at which, in Gordon’s
view, Pepe ultimately fails. Like Steinbeck’s note in
the Tortilla Flat notebook, detailing humanity’s
trek from the sea to the arid heights, however, the
story bears a yet more supple richness and probing
of what it means to be human than these views
suggest.

In Flannery O’Connor’s ‘“The Life You Save
May Be Your Own,”” Mr. Shiftlet, spellbound by
his own empty phrases, asks Mrs. Lucynell Crater,
““What is a man?’’ The answer comes some time
later: ‘‘a moral intelligence.”” The same question
puzzled John Steinbeck. Is humanity the product
of evolutionary eons, the offspring of the dark
sea’s surging?

The Log from the Sea of Cortez suggests
as much:

A \ A third pattern is woven
into the loss of civilized
tools and the heavy use of
animal imagery—the
increasing images of

darkness."”

There is tied up to the most primitive and powerful
racial or collective instinct a rhythm sense or ‘‘memo-
ry”’ which affects everything and which in the past
was probably more potent than it is now. It would at
least be more plausible to attribute these profound
effects to devastating and instinct-searing tidal influ-
ences during the formative times of the early race
history of organisms.

Or, in Steinbeck’s view, is humanity also a
moral intelligence? His answer unfolded steadily

throughout his literary career. In The Grapes of
Wrath, he speculates,

For man, unlike any other thing organic or inorganic
in the universe, grows beyond his work, walks up the
stairs of his concepts, emerges ahead of his accom-
plishments. This you may say of man—when theories
change and crash, when schools, philosophies, when
narrow dark alleys of thought, national, religious,
economic, grow and disintegrate, man reaches, stum-
bles forward, painfully mistakenly sometimes. Hav-
ing stepped forward, he may slip back, but only half a
step, never the full step back.

And in a letter to John O’Hara written a decade
later, he asserted,
The great change in the last 2,000 years was the
Christian idea that the individual soul was very pre-
cious. Unless we can preserve and foster the principle
of the preciousness of the individual mind, the world
of men will either disintegrate into a screaming chaos
or will go into a grey slavery. And that fostering and
preservation seem to me our greatest job.
Steinbeck’s own answer to the question is that
humanity is unique by virtue of mind and spirit.

In the hot, sun-blasted world of ‘Flight,”’
however, when a lazy boy asserts his manhood with
a knife, when civilization’s code of conduct is
violated and the posse mounts, man is very much
reduced to an animal. One recalls Steinbeck’s re-
flection in his notebook: ‘*Oh man who in climbing
up has become lower.”” Pepe’s flight into the moun-
tains is also a devolution, paced by a divestment of
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civilized tools and in incrementally intensifying
animal imagery. He loses gun and knife, saddle,
horse, and food. John Ditsky notes the pattern of
loss [in ‘‘Steinbeck’s ‘Flight’: The Ambiguity of
Manhood’’]:

Beyond the simple deterioration of his possessions—
as when his clothing tears away or his flesh is ripped—
leading to a contemplation of man’s naked state like
that in King Lear, there is the importance of the fact
that the objects just named are Pepe’s from his father;
they are, as the knife is in fact described, ‘‘his
inheritance.”” Pepe’s attempt to sustain the manhood
he has claimed in a single violent act—by means of
the tools which were his father’s badge of manhood
and his estate—fails; he is finally stripped down to
what he brings with him within himself: his own gifts,
his own courage.

Stripped of civilized tools, Pepe’s movements
are increasingly described in verbs that suggest a
primordial or serpentine creature. Pepe ‘‘crawled,””
““wormed,”” ‘‘wriggled,”’ ‘‘darted,”” ‘‘flashed,”
“slid,”” “‘writhed,”” and ‘‘squirmed’’ in the final
stages. Furthermore, his paralyzing thirst strips him
of the one thing that separates humanity from ani-
mals—speech: ‘‘His tongue tried to make words,
but only a thick hissing came from between his
lips.”” Even his tongue becomes infected with black-
ness—* ‘Between his lips the tip of his black tongue
showed’’—and the only sound of which he is
capable is a “‘thick hiss.””

As several critics have mentioned, a third pat-
tern is woven into the loss of civilized tools and the
heavy use of animal imagery—the increasing im-
ages of darkness. From his early fascination with
the lights on the altar and the sun-swept cliffs of his
home, Pepe’s world is subsumed by blackness,
culminating in the Dark Watchers. He leaves for his
ftight on a morning when ‘‘Moonlight and daylight
fought with each other, and the two warring quali-
ties made it difficult to see.”” Louis Owens observes,

The theme of death is woven on a thread of blackness
through the story. It is Pepe’s black knife which
initiates the cycle of death. When Pepe flees he wears
his dead father’s black coat and black hat. It is the two
“‘black ones,”” Rosy and Emilio, who prophesy Pepe’s
death. The line of gangrene running the length of
Pepe’s arm is black, foreshadowing his death, and it is
the ‘‘dark watchers’® who finally symbolize death
itself. From the beginning of the story, Pepe grows
increasingly dark, until in the end he will be black like
the watchers.

The climactic final portrait is thick with dark-
ness, and even as a new morning breaks the sky, the
eagle, which has been present from the start, is
replaced by predatory black vultures.

Yet that progression is incomplete. Too many
readers confine their attention to that stripping and
figurative pattern. At his moment of most profound
abnegation, wandering a black wasteland, stripped
of civilized tools, an animal contending with ani-
mals, Pepe reclaims a uniquely human attribute, the
power at once to defy and to submit to his own
death. It is the conscious decision of a human, not an
animal, and it is accompanied by spiritual aware-
ness: ‘‘Pepe bowed his head quickly. He tried to
speak rapid words but only a thick hiss came from
his lips. He drew a shaky cross on his breast with his
left hand.”” When the first bullet misses him, Pepe
hauls his broken body straighter still to receive the
death blow.

John Antico is one of the few scholars to pay
attention to that scene and the story’s religious
dimension. He observes [in ‘‘A Reading of Stein-
beck’s ¢ Flight’,”” Modern Fiction Studies 11 (Spring
1965)], ‘It is only by standing up on two feet and
facing death that the sub-human Pepe can give birth
to Man. An animal does not face death; death
happens to it. A man is aware of what he is facing,
and it is this awareness that makes him aman.’’ Yet,
Antico wonders what exactly enables Pepe to get up
and face death. What is this quality of manhood that
he has discovered? It is not a miracle in response to
his sign of the cross. Rather, it arises from an
indomitable power within Pepe himself:

Indeed it was a long struggle for Man to emerge, and
what prompts this sub-human to get up from all fours
and stand on two feet is the inexpressible quality
within him which later developed into what we call
religion. To attempt to name or define this quality
would, however, falsify it. It is not God or religion as
civilized man knows them, but that inner quality

which eventually leads to religion and the con-
cept of God.

Many have read the story as a supreme docu-
ment of literary naturalism—as indeed it is. Stripped
of all civilized customs and tools, man engages in an
animalistic struggle for survival. In the naturalist
tradition, ‘‘Flight’’ ranks with London’s ‘“To Light
aFire’’ and Crane’s Maggie: A Girl of the Streets as
among the best of a kind. But the story is not only
that. It is a discovery of what separates humankind
from the animals.

In the article “‘Cutting Loose,”” Michael Rat-
cliffe provides a narrative account of an interview
with Steinbeck in 1962 on the occasion of his
receiving the Nobel Prize. Steinbeck reflected on
the Nobel speech he had made, pointing out, ‘‘A
story is a parable; putting in terms of human action
the morals—and immorals—that society needs at
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the time. Everyone leaves the bullfight a little
braver because one man stood up to a bull. Isaiah
wrote to meet the needs of his people, to inspire
them. It is a meeting of needs.”” Ratcliffe asked
what kinds of needs, and Steinbeck responded,
“‘Needs of beauty, courage, reform—sometimes
just pure pride.”’ [t may well be that Pepe’s response
in “‘Flight’’ is pure, indomitable pride. His standing
to receive the fatal bullet is the asseveration his
speechless tongue can no longer make: I am a man!
Butitis signaled by religious signs, and that too is a
pattern of the story. Antico correctly notes, how-
ever, that

One hesitates to mention the numerous triads with all
their Biblical overtones throughout the story, for then
one is tempted to find or seek out strict Biblical
parallels or a rigid sort of symbolism or religious
allegory which twists the significance of these details
all out of proportion. Steinbeck’s method is not sym-
bolism or allegory; he merely suggests religion and
Biblical overtones; he actually seems to blur the edges
of his analogies so that one feels a religious atmos-
phere but not a strict and limited Christian reference.

Antico’s caution is well observed. The relig-
ious references do not suggest that the story is a
parable, a modem crucifixion of a saintly man.
Rather, the imagery supports the central premise—
that Pepe, finally, is not an animal but a man
discovering, albeit tragically, that indomitable, spiri-
tual consciousness of himself as human that sepa-
rates him from the animals.

While Steinbeck changed the title of his story
from ‘‘Manhunt’’ to ‘‘Flight”’ to draw attention
from the civilization that pursues to the individual
that flees, there is an applicable irony in the first
title. Pepe also hunts his manhood, and in his act of
knowing acceptance, he finds it. While the story
bears all the trappings of a naturalistic document, or
to use the terminology Steinbeck was becoming
fond of, a nonteleological telling, the flight of Pepe
does arrive at a goal.

Source: John H. Timmerman, ‘*‘Flight’: What Is Man That
Thou Art Mindful of Him?"” in The Dramatic Landscape of
Steinbeck’s Short Stories, University of Oklahoma Press,
1990, pp. 189-98.

Edward ]. Piacentino

Piacentino is an Associate Professor of English
at High Point College. In the following essay, he
“‘attempt(s] to demonstrate [that] there are a sig-
nificant number of animal references which seem to
function either to define features of Pepe Torres’
character or to accent some of the physical chal-
lenges he experiences during his flight for survival

W\ Dubbed a sheep, a cow,

and then a chicken, Pepe, at
least in his mother's eyes, is,
at this stage of his innocent
life, much like a domesticated
farm animal that needs to be
fed, sheltered, and generally

watched over by others.”

and the resulting psychological traumas of this
ordeal.”’

Published initially in The Long Valley (1938),
“‘Flight,”” a work that one of Steinbeck’s most
discerning critics [Warren French, in John Stein-
beck, 1975] has called a tale of ‘‘frustrated young
manhood,”” a ‘‘depressing account of an unpre-
pared youth’s failure to achieve maturity,”” has
often been regarded as one of John Steinbeck’s best
stories. Peter Lisca, in his analysis of the story [in
The Wide World of John Steinbeck, 1958], sees Pepe
Torres’ flight as reflecting two levels of meaning.
“‘On the physical level,”” Lisca observes, ‘‘Pepe’s
penetration into the desert mountains is directly
proportional to his increasing separation from civi-
lized man and reduction to the state of a wild
animal. . . . The symbolic meaning of Pepe’s flight
moves in the opposite direction. On this level, the
whole action of the story goes to show how man,
even when stripped of all his civilized accouter-
ments. . ., is still something more than an animal.”

Other critics have also given notice to the
story’s animal references. Joseph Fontenrose, for
instance, in correcting an erroneous comment made
by Edmund Wilson about The Long Valley, general-
ly interprets the plants and animals of the stories in
this collection as having a ‘‘symbolic function,
helping us to understand the human characters who
are really central and really human.”” John M.
Ditsky, who sees the meaning of Pepe’s manhood as
ambivalent—*‘the contradictions inherent in a situa-
tion in which a man gains his life only to lose it”’—
generally perceives that Pepe must revert to brute
animalism as an essential stage in becoming a man,
or at any rate must use animal mannerisms to
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“‘preserve his manhood.”” Ditsky goes on to offer
only brief support for this claim by citing in the last
part of the story Pepe’s movements, his primitive
way of treating his wounded hand, his lancing of his
infection, and his desperate digging in an attempt to
find water.

The most cogent and perceptive treatment of
animal references in ‘‘Flight’’ yet to appear is a
brief article by Hilton Anderson, which persuasive-
ly demonstrates that ‘‘by repeated references to
snakes, by the use of such words as crawl, wiggle,
wriggle, zig-zag, and hiss, and by his physical
descriptions of Pepe, Steinbeck has suggested a
rather strong kinship between Pepe and a snake.”’
Anderson’s interpretation of Pepe as exhibiting
snake-like traits is, however, too reductive, for
it fails to take into account the diversity and
suggestiveness of the other animal references in the
story. In other words, some of the characteristics
Anderson cites seem to be more related to animal-
like behavior generally than to the mannerisms of a
snake exclusively. But more will be said about
this later.

Animal imagery abounds in *‘Flight,”” from the
reference in the first sentence to ‘‘hissing white
waters’” of the Pacific Ocean to the ‘‘thick hiss”
that comes from Pepe’s lips as he tries desperately
to speak just before he is shot and killed at the end.
In characterizing Pepe near the outset, Steinbeck
points out his ‘‘sharp Indian cheek bones’’ and his
‘“‘eagle nose,’” the latter a suggestive image which
serves to establish Pepe’s primitive, animal-like
nature. Mama Torres, Pepe’s mother, likewise uses
animal imagery in describing her son’s laziness. As
she tells Pepe, ‘‘‘Some lazy cow must have got into
thy father’s family, else how could I have a son like
thee’.”” And at an earlier time, while she was
pregnant with Pepe, she playfully and simplistically
points out to him, “““... a sneaking lazy coyote
came out of the brush and looked at me one day.
That must have made thee so’.”” The coyote men-
tioned here is, of course, a wild animal, an appropri-
ate reference to highlight Pepe’s primitive animalism.

Pepe’s animal-like nature is further empha-
sized by the repetition of his somewhat snake-like
appearance (He has a ‘‘tall head, pointed at the
top.””), and also as he throws his big black knife into
a redwood post, his wrist, it is noted, ‘‘flicked like
the head of a snake.”’ This last image, while rein-
forcing Pepe’s quick, seemingly instinctive manner
of reacting, should perhaps also be viewed in the
broader context in which the snake is a universal

emblem of evil. In this context, the snakelike quick-
ness that Pepe displays in this basically carefree
activity of knife throwing importantly reflects his
impetuous nature and foreshadows the ease with
which he succumbs to evil in murdering a man in
Monterey. As Steinbeck describes Pepe’s rash, seem-
ingly instinctive action during the quarrel scene that
leads to the murder, one can see a first-hand
manifestation of the youth’s latent animalism: **. . .
the man started toward Pepe and then the knife—it
went almost by itself. It flew, it darted before Pepe
knew it.”” From the apparent noncommittal manner
with which Steinbeck recounts Pepe’s spontaneous,
unthinking action, one may get the distinct impres-
sion that the author does not wish to call the reader’s
attention to the fact that the youth is morally culpa-
ble, anymore than any cornered, enraged animal
would be under similar perilous circumstances.

Another way of interpreting the snake in the
image used to describe Pepe’s wrist action when he
throws his knife, particularly if one is willing to
think in terms of the snake as being poisonous, is to
see it as a force potentially destructive to human
life. This is especially true when the snake senses
his security is in jeopardy. After all, a snake, wheth-
er it be poisonous or not, will, by its very nature,
usually attack potentially threatening elements that
come within its striking range. And in fact this is
almost precisely what Pepe, who exhibits snake-
like traits, seems to do in Monterey in the fatal
quarrel scene. In this scene, which Pepe himself
describes to his mother after the fact, he strikes out
to defend himself when, in the kitchen of Mrs.
Rodriquez, a man, whom he senses to be his adver-
sary, starts toward him in anger, threatening his
security. Thus the affinity between the quick move-
ment of Pepe’s wrist and the defensive reaction of a
distracted snake becomes functionally appropriate
in the quarrel scene for defining another significant
facet of Pepe’s character.

There are other animal references in the first
part of the story that accent Pepe’s primitive animal-
ism. When Mama Torres orders Pepe to go to
Monterey to have the medicine bottle refilled, she
calls him a ‘‘big sheep,”” which by conventional
association can be interpreted as an established
symbol of primitive, gentle innocence (the lamb
being a universal symbol of innocence). Yet, in
retrospect, this reference becomes ironic, for Pepe’s
nature, as his murderous behavior forthrightly dem-
onstrates, is not that of any submissive domesticat-
ed farm animal but rather that of a wild beast. Also,
before he begins his journey to the town, Mama
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Torres calls him a “*big coyote,”’ that will probably
sit, she tells him, in the church in Monterey, ‘‘flap-
ping . .. [his] mouth over Aves all day while ...
[he] looked at the candles and the holy pictures.”’
The coyote reference here seems to take on a
different meaning from that discussed previously.
Initially, it should be remembered, Mama Torres
had seen the appearance of a coyote as a sign
prefiguring Pepe’s laziness. In this later scene,
however, the coyote Mama Torres uses to charac-
terize her son suggests Pepe’s primitive animalism
as reflected in the fact that he has been conditioned
to respond through very basic, repetitive, mechani-
cal behavioral patterns—which in this instance are
evidenced in prayer by rote. Finally, just before
Pepe, who claims at this time to be a man, departs,
Mama Torres—who is not as convinced of Pepe’s
manhood as he himself is—calls him a ‘‘foolish
chicken,”” an apt and degrading metaphor to desig-
nate Pepe’s weakness, instability, and immaturity.
Dubbed a sheep, a cow, and then a chicken, Pepe, at
least in his mother’s eyes, is, at this stage of his
innocent life, much like a domesticated farm animal
that needs to be fed, sheltered, and generally watched
over by others.

The sheep reference is reintroduced soon after
Pepe’s departure for Monterey in the description of
Emilio and Rosy, his younger brother and sister
who remain at home in the relatively safe, secluded
environment of their farm home, sleeping, we are
told, in boxes ‘‘full of straw and sheepskins.”” This
reference to sheepskins is thematically functional as
a counterpoint, for it serves to recall by symbolic
association the primitive, innocent, and largely pro-
tected environment which the boy Pepe has left. As
far as we know Mama Torres does not tell Emilio
and Rosy specifically why Pepe will have to flee to
the mountains after his return from Monterey, and if
this conjecture is correct then most of the animal
references which have been employed up to this
point in describing Pepe, who as a carefree and lazy
youth remained on the farm, reinforce the notion of
the Torres’ home as a place mainly of sheltered
innocence. Yet this innocence, Steinbeck implies, is
only for children.

The second part of the story which focuses on
Pepe’s flight to the mountains in an effort to escape
his mysterious pursuers also contains numerous
suggestive animal references. In fact, an important
pattern emerges here when late on the first day of his
flight, Pepe moves farther and farther away from
sheltered domesticity into the unpredictable and

unprotected realm of primitive nature. As Pepe’s
horse makes his way slowly and cautiously along a
steep mountain trail of broken rock, it is pointed out
that lizards ‘‘scampered away into the brush as the
horse rattled over the little stones.”” This seemingly
incidental event may actually be viewed as a micro-
cosm of Pepe’s repeated response to his predica-
ment: that is, the lizards flee the potential and
uncertain danger of the large and intruding horse as
Pepe himself flees his inimical pursuers.

This pattern of using animals to accent Pepe’s
flight is repeated several other times. As Pepe’s
horse continues to proceed along the trail, the sound
of his hooves also frightens vigilant birds and
rabbits that sense the danger. Moreover, on the
evening of the first day of Pepe’s flight, doves and
quail that gather near a spring are stalked by a
wildcat that ‘‘was creeping toward the spring, belly
to the ground ... . This situation, like the two
previously cited, parallels Pepe’s own and provides
another illustration of withdrawal from danger as
fitting behavior when the circumstances of survival
depend on man’s ability to resort to strategies of
primitive animalism. And finally on the night of the
first day, the pursuit and flight pattern is further
illustrated when the owls hunt the slopes, looking
for rabbits. This incident like the others recreates
through remarkably similar animal actions the tre-
mendous fear and tension that Pepe’s flight from
danger has caused him. In short, the similarly pat-
terned behavior of the animals in this series of
scenes serves to reinforce quite blatantly the primi-
tive animalism of Pepe Torres.

As Pepe progresses farther into the mountains,
an environment of uncertainty and hostility, he
seems to feel even more compelled to act in the
manner of a hunted wild beast. When his horse is
shot by one of his pursuers, Pepe, Steinbeck ob-
serves in the scene that follows, moves with the
“‘instinctive care of an animal,”” ‘‘worming”’ and
““wriggling’’ his way to safety behind a rock. The
point Steinbeck seems to be making here is certainly
not vague, for he emphasizes it throughout the
story—namely, the naturalistic view that man must
resort to behaving like a brute animal in his struggle
to survive. Even though Pepe spots a single eagle
flying overhead, free and unencumbered, just be-
fore his horse is shot, this eagle becomes ironic
when viewed in retrospect and within the context of
Pepe’s own greatly restricted and reduced mobility,
the result of the untimely loss of his horse and a
painful, near maiming injury to his right hand.
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Other animal references also serve a functional
thematic purpose during the period of Pepe’s flight.
In fact, it might be argued that nearly every succes-
sive animal image becomes more threatening and
sinister than the ones that preceded it. Soon after the
injury to his hand, Pepe views a number of wild
animals in the following order of appearance: a
small brown bird, a high-soaring eagle that “‘stepped
daintily out on the trail and crossed it and disap-
peared into the brush again,”” a brown doe, a rattle-
snake, grey lizards, a ‘‘big tawny mountain lion,”’
that sits watching him, and last circling black birds,
presumably buzzards, a universal portentous sign of
disaster, in this case Pepe’s own approaching death.

It is curious and perhaps significant to note that
Pepe displays an almost animal-like cautiousness
and vigilance during this time. Though he crawls
very near to a rattlesnake before actually seeing it,
he, nevertheless, manages to avoid its deadly fangs
(unlike his father, who tripped over a stone and fell
on a rattlesnake which fatally bit him). Though the
grey lizards may not be as formidable a threat as a
poisonous rattlesnake, still Pepe, in his animal-like
urge to survive, does not want to take any chances
and consequently crushes one of these unsuspecting
lizards with a stone as it creeps near him. Interest-
ingly, this action seems to anticipate Pepe’s own
sudden destruction at the end of the story. The
mountain lion, the largest and possibly the most
dangerous of the animals Pepe observes during his
ordeal, watches Pepe for a long time and in turn is
viewed by Pepe at a safe distance before it finally
slinks away into the thick brush.

Just after the lion departs, Pepe, hearing the
sounds of horses’ hooves pounding loudly on the
rocks and the sharp yelp of a dog, and sensing
danger to be near, instinctively glides quickly into a
nearby brush ‘‘almost as quietly as the lion had”’
and then crouches ‘‘up the hill toward the next
ridge,”” where he stays until dark. Pepe’s withdraw-
al for self-preservation and the emphasis on his
distinct crawling and crouching movements aptly
complement his many other previously observed
animal-like mannerisms. Then, a short time later,
when greatly bothered by the excruciating pain in
his infected arm and very much dismayed by having
carelessly lost his gun, Pepe, whose state again
resembles that of a wild animal, climbs to the top of
a ridge ‘‘with the effort of a hurt beast.”” And
finding he cannot speak, the only sound that he
utters from his lips is an unintelligible hissing noise,
an utterance that is another striking manifestation of
his transformation into animalism, a sound, more-

over, that he repeats on the next day, the final day of
his life, when he realizes that his pursuers (he hears
the “‘crying yelp’’ of their hounds) are still follow-
ing his trail.

In observing Pepe’s hissing and crawling and
several other of his mannerisms, one may be in-
clined to accept the view of Hilton Anderson, cited
previously, that Steinbeck seems to be consciously
emphasizing close affinities between Pepe and a
snake. To draw such a connection seems quite
logical, except that Anderson tries to push his
analogy too far outside the bounds of reasonable
credibility. When Pepe crosses himself with his left
hand just before the start of the final scene in the
story, Anderson, recalling the always readily acces-
sible Edenic myth, sees Pepe’s action as an exor-
cism of his ‘‘serpent qualities.”” This observation,
though ingenious, is not entirely accurate, however;
for as noted earlier in this essay, Pepe is portrayed in
the last section of the story as exhibiting several
other animal-like traits, such as the dog-like whine
he makes when he scrapes his infected arm with a
sharp stone or his withdrawing into the brush as the
mountain lion had done, neither of which relates to
the snake analogy or to the Edenic archetype.

Furthermore, though Pepe Torres stands erect,
apparently transcending his animalism in exhibiting
some degree of manliness at the story’s conclusion,
the sense of his fall or loss must not be interpreted
exclusively within the limited context of the Edenic
myth but in the more general sense of a human
being’s loss of youthful innocence as represented
here in Pepe’s death.

The final animal reference that should be com-
mented on is the circling, scavenging buzzards, a
foreboding reminder that the end of Pepe’s flight is
inevitable death. As the ending of ‘ ‘Flight™’ clearly
indicates, Pepe can flee no farther (He finally reach-
es the top of the big rock on the ridge’s peak), and
importantly his subsequent stoicism and courage,
reliable indicators of his maturity, reveal he realizes
this: ‘‘Once there, he arose slowly, swaying to his
feet, and stood erect’”’—this time as a man, but a
man on the verge of losing the precious sense of
living he has only recently acquired through the
dual acts of murder and the ordeal of flight.

Thus in “‘Flight,”” as I have attempted to dem-
onstrate, there are a significant number of animal
references which seem to function either to define
features of Pepe Torres’ character or to accent some
of the physical challenges he experiences during his
flight for survival and the resulting psychological
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traumas of this ordeal. One set of these references
establishes a readily discernible pattern wherein
before his journey to Monterey Pepe’s innocence is
complemented through descriptions of selected do-
mestic farm animals while later his frenzied flight,
which, as we have seen, becomes a jungle-like
struggle for survival, is complemented through de-
scriptions of wild, potentially dangerous animals. In
the mannerisms of these wild, predatory animals,
moreover, a second pattern emerges as they become
imposing threats to weaker, smaller animals, which
at the sign of danger are compelled to withdraw to
safety. This pattern, it should be noted, can be
conveniently viewed as a close parallel to Pepe’s
own precarious predicament after he commits mur-
der in Monterey. In addition, there are references in
which animals seem to be consciously employed as
ominous signs, prefiguring Pepe’s inevitable doom.
Viewed within the context of the story, then, the
various animal references and the patterns they
form give “‘Flight’’ a richly suggestive texture that
is often characteristic of some of the more artistical-
ly impressive short stories of twentieth-century
literature.

Source: Edward J. Piacentino, ‘ ‘Patterns of Animal Imagery
in Steinbeck’s ‘Flight’,” in Studies in Short Fiction, Vol. 17,
No. 4, Fall, 1980, pp. 437-43.

Walter K. Gordon

Gordon is affiliated with Rutgers University in
New Brunswick, New Jersey. In the following essay,
he discusses Pepe’s moral deterioration in “‘Flight.”’

Critics have generally agreed with Peter Lisca’s
contention [in The Wide World of John Steinbeck,
1958] that *‘Flight’’ describes * ‘the growth of a boy
to manhood and the meaning of that manhood,”’
thereby identifying Pepe Torres’ experience with
that of Huck Finn, Henry Fleming, George Willard,
and Eugene Gant in one of the most familiar intel-
lectual odysseys in American literature. I should
like to suggest, however, that Steinbeck’s short
story is not really in the Bildungsroman tradition at
all; for rather than depicting the spiritual evolution
of an adolescent developing and struggling toward
manhood, the story, I think, portrays just the oppo-
site—man’s moral deterioration and regression that
inevitably results when he abandons responsibility
for his actions. Pepe, then, begins as a child and
becomes by running away less than an animal rather
than a man.

Steinbeck’s parable of crime and punishment is
not vitally concerned with either but merely em-

N ; Rather than depicting
the spiritual evolution of an
adolescent developing and
struggling toward manhood,
the story, I think, portrays
Jjust the opposite—man's moral
deterioration and regression
that inevitably results when
he abandons responsibility

for his actions."

ploys the archetypal pattern of the chase as a frame-
work for psychological delineation of character.
Steinbeck, for instance, never explicitly tells us that
Pepe did kill his victim, nor do we know the specific
circumstances out of which the crime evolved.
What is important in *‘Flight’” is not the crime itself
but Pepe’s mental and physical response to it, how
he deports himself when the circumstances are
propitious for a boy to become a man. It is true that
Pepe, his mother, brother, and sister all think that his
drunken quarrel in Mrs. Rodriguez’ kitchen initiates
him into manhood. Mrs. Torres even says in this
connection, ‘‘Pepe goes on a journey. Pepe is a man
now.”” But it is patently evident that Steinbeck does
not accept this primitive ethic, for at no time there-
after does he portray Pepe as an adult with any of the
duties, obligations, or responsibilities that adult-
hood implies. Nor does Steinbeck show any growth
or intellectual change in his protagonist-—no en-
lightenment, no increased perception of his world—
which normally accompany the process of growing
up. Indeed, we can measure Pepe’s intellectual,
physical, and moral deterioration from that night
when he returns from Monterey to tell his mother of
his decision to escape retribution for his crime by
fleeing into the mountains.

Steinbeck attempts to illustrate this deterioration on
the symbolic as well as the narrative level and
incorporates into his story several objects associat-
ed with Pepe’s father—the long, black-handled
knife, the black coat, and the saddle. It is significant
that each of these symbols of adulthood is lost or
abandoned in Pepe’s flight from responsibility. Dan
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N Only when having been

separated from his mother and
having ¢leansed himself of
all the accoutrements and
artifacts of his father, can

the youth stand alone.”

Vogel interprets this as a divesting of the artifacts of
the father because the youth, now a man and able to
stand alone, no longer needs them. But is not the
point here precisely that Pepe is not able to stand
alone? Does he not sorely need these objects to
survive, their loss putting him at the mercy of a
hostile environment that makes of him more a thing
than an adult?

Also supporting this view of Pepe’s flight is its
structure, which is oriented around the two-stage
dehumanization of the protagonist, first from boy to
animal, then from animal to inanimate part of na-
ture, an indistinguishable part of the barren land-
scape. Pepe begins the first stage of his regression
by shunning humankind in his avoidance of the red-
cheeked fat man on the trail, then by later losing the
outer trappings (his hat and the tear in his jeans) that
distinguish him from the animals. When his horse is
shot, he is forced to walk, then crawl, then wriggle
forward on his stomach. Steinbeck describes him at
this point as moving ‘ ‘with the instinctive care of an
animal.”’

The second stage of his retrogression, his pro-
gressive identification with a physical waste land
that symbolizes his increasing moral and spiritual
degeneration, begins when one of the posse’s bul-
lets slivers a piece of granite that pierces Pepe’s
hand. At this point Pepe becomes one with the
setting of the story. Here the union is only tempo-
rary, and he is able to remove the sliver of stone
from his hand. In order to stop the bleeding, howev-
er, he gathers spider webs on two occasions and
presses them into his wound. Later, in order to
assuage his thirst, he eats mud; and as he retreats
further, those faculties which separate man from
lower forms of nature disappear, and Pepe loses the
power of speech, his tongue being unable to articu-
late words and giving rise to hissing sounds only.

The final degradation takes place when after being
struck by two bullets, he rolls down a hill, starting a
small avalanche that covers only his head, an action
symbolic of the obliteration of all reasoning powers.
The identification with nature and the journey from
manhood and its compelling responsibilities are
complete!

Source: Walter K. Gordon, ‘‘Steinbeck’s ‘Flight’: Journey
to or from Maturity?’” in Studies in Short Fiction, Vol. 3, No.
4, Summer, 1966, pp. 453-55.

Dan Vogel

Vogel is chairman of the Department of Eng-
lish at the Jerusalem College for Women in Is-
rael. He is the author of The Three Masks of
American Tragedy (1974) and a critical biography
of poet Emma Lazarus. In the following excerpt,
Vogel examines the mythical elements of Stein-
beck’s “‘Flight.”’

More than a mere allegory, ‘‘Flight’’ reveals char-
acteristics of myth and tragedy. A myth is a story
that tries to explain some practice, belief, institu-
tion, or natural phenomenon, and is especially asso-
ciated with religious rites and beliefs. The natural
phenomenon, for Steinbeck, is not the facts of
nature, with which historical myths deal; rather, it is

. the development of innocent childhood into
disillusioned manhood. The myth that Steinbeck
wrought also contains another quality of myth, the
rite. The plot of ‘“Flight’’ narrates symbolically the
ritual: the escape from the Mother, the divestiture of
the Father, and the death and burial of Childhood.
To discern these mythic symbols, it is necessary to
review the narrative facts.

At the beginning of the story, Pepe, though 19
years of age, has all the innocence of the ‘‘toy-
baby’’ his mother calls him. . . .

When his rather domineering mother—who
constantly taunts him with his inability to be *‘a
man’’—asks him to go to Monterey, ‘‘a revolution
took place in the relaxed figure of Pepe.”’. . . He is
asked, surprisingly, to go alone; he is permitted to
wear his father’s hat and his father’s hatband and to
ride in his father’s saddle. . . .

When Pepe returns, he has killed a man with his
father’s knife, left behind him at the scene of the
crime. The look of innocence is gone; he has been
shocked by a fact of life, an extreme independent
act. His mother quickly understands and helps him
outfit himself for the flight into the mountains. She
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gives him especially his father’s black coat and
rifle. Weighted down by the accoutrements of his
father, Pepe separates himself from his mother. She
recognizes the change. She tells the little boy,
‘‘Pepe is a man now. He has a man’s thing to do.”
.. . Logically, however, this is not necessarily so. A
man might possibly have been expected to give
himself up and pay for his crime. It seems to me,
then, that Pepe’s mother perceived that her son is
entering manhood and must stand alone. This
he must do.

The ordeal of transformation from innocence to
experience, from purity to defilement begins. There
is the physical pain of the ordeal, symbolized by a
cut hand that soon becomes gangrenous. There is
the psychological pain—the recognition of a strange-
ness in this life that is omnipresent, silent, watchful
and dark—the sense of Evil, or Tragedy, or Ret-
ribution. This realization is symbolized by the
narratively gratuitous, unrealistic presence of the
black figures, the ‘‘dark watchers’’ who are seen for
a moment on the tops of ridges and then disap-
pear. . .. These are the silent inscrutable watchers
from above, the universal Nemesis, the recognition
of which signals a further step into manhood. . . .

Only [when] having been separated from his
mother and having cleansed himself of all the
accoutrements and artifacts of his father, can the
youth stand alone. But to Steinbeck this is far from a
joyous or victorious occasion. It is sad and painful
and tragic. Pepe rises to his feet, ‘‘black against the
morning sky,”” ... astride a ridge. He is a perfect
target and the narrative ends with the man against
the sky shot down. The body rolls down the hillside,
creating a little avalanche, which follows him in his
descent and covers up his head. Thus innocence
is killed and buried in the moment that Man
stands alone.

Thus the myth ends, as so many myths do, with
violence and melodrama. What the myth described
is the natural miracle of entering manhood. When
serenity of childhood is lost, there is pain and
misery. Yet there is nevertheless a sense of gain and
heroism which are more interesting and dramatic. It
is a story that has fascinated many from [William]
Wordsworth to [Ernest] Hemingway, and what Stein-
beck has written is a myth that describes in symbols
what has happened to each of us.

Source: Dan Vogel, ‘‘Steinbeck’s ‘Flight’: The Myth of
Manhood,”” in College English, Vol. 23, No. 3, December,
1961, pp. 225-26.
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Franz Kafka

1919

Franz Kafka wrote the novella-length story ‘‘In the
Penal Colony’” while he was writing his novel The
Trialin 1914, and it was first published in 1919. The
story of an explorer’s tour of an island known for its
unusual capital punishment machine, ‘‘In the Penal
Colony’’ took just two weeks to complete, although
Kafka was dissatisfied with the ending and rewrote
it several times in later years. Since the story’s
publication in English translation in 1948, it has
come to be seen, along with The Metamorphosis, as
one of Kafka’s most significant shorter works.
Critical responses to the story have largely been
concerned with interpreting its allegorical aspects,
and with placing such interpretations in the context
of Kafka’s other writings and of certain biographi-
cal issues, such as his relationship with his father.
There has been no agreement on the allegory it
presents, and recent criticism has come to accept
this fact. There is agreement, however, that the
story’s theme is religious, and that it is a story which
sets out to examine a shift in the relationship be-
tween human existence and divine law. According-
ly, Kafka’s Jewish heritage, and in particular the
Jewish traditions of the parable and kabbala, have
been considered important issues in interpreting the
story. Kafka’s detached narrative style—in which
character description is minimal and the author’s pres-
ence unobtrusive—is one of the admired qualities
of this story, and it is a strong factor in its haunting
effect. “‘In the Penal Colony’’ is considered by
many critics to be an allegory comparing the Old
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and New Testaments of the Bible, with the officer’s
willing sacrifice serving as an analogy to Jesus
Christ’s suffering and death. Others have viewed
the story as prophetic of the Nazi death camps of
World War I1.

Author Biography

Franz Kafka’s father was a successful businessman
in Prague, Czechoslovakia. The city’s elite was
German-speaking, and for this reason the young
Kafka was educated at German rather than Czech
schools. He eventually graduated with a law degree
from the German University in Prague in 1906. He
took a position in a workers’ accident insurance
firm which he held for fifteen years. Diagnosed as
suffering from tuberculosis in 1917, Kafka contin-
ued working at the company until ill health forced
him to retire in 1922. He died two years later at a
sanatorium in Vienna.

These brief facts of Kafka’s life conceal much
of the emotional turmoil he suffered. His diaries and
correspondence show that he was obsessed with a
perceived conflict between family life and artistic
integrity. A diary entry from 1912 reads: ‘‘When it
became clear in my organism that writing was the
most productive direction for my being to take,
everything rushed in that direction and left empty all
those abilities which were directed towards the joys
of sex, eating, drinking, philosophical reflection,
and above all music.”’ Nine years later he was still
reflecting, fatalistically, on marriage: ‘I do not
envy particular married couples, I simply envy all
married couples together; and even when I do envy
one couple only, it is the happiness of married life in
general, in all its infinite variety, that I envy—the
happiness to be found in any one marriage, even in
the likeliest case, would probably plunge me into
despair.”” Kafka was twice engaged to Felice Bauer,
and the start to his failed relationship with her
coincided with the writing of The Judgment, consid-
ered by most critics to mark the beginning of his
writing career. He had already completed several
impressionistic sketches, but The Judgment, written
in 1912, established both a key theme (a troubled
father-son relationship) and what was to be a
characteristic narrative technique for Kafka: writing
from the point of view of an unreliable narrator.
Both The Metamorphosis, a story in which the
central character wakes up to find that he has turned

into an insect, and Amerika, his first novel, were
written in the same year.

Kafka’s second novel, The Trial, and the story
“‘In the Penal Colony’” were written in 1914. The
works share common themes, both being medita-
tions on guilt and punishment. In 1917 Kafka fin-
ished a series of stories known as the ‘‘Country
Doctor Cycle.”” These are surreal tales told in a low-
key, realistic style . His third novel, The Castle, was
published in 1922, the year in which Kafka retired
from the insurance office. The last book to be
published before his death was A Hunger-Artist,
which contained stories about extreme cases of
alienation, one of his most common themes.

Plot Summary

*‘In the Penal Colony’’ opens with an officer show-
ing an explorer a remarkable apparatus, a capital
punishment machine. The explorer has been invited
to witness an execution due to take place in a dry
and desolate valley on a remote island. Four charac-
ters are present: the officer, the explorer, the con-
demned man, and a soldier. Also mentioned is a
fifth character, a Commandant, who is responsible
for inviting the explorer to witness the execution.

Although he has accepted the invitation, the
explorer is unenthusiastic about the apparatus and
initially indifferent to the plight of the condemned
man. The officer busies himself making last minute
adjustments to the machine. He is dressed in a heavy
uniform, which the explorer considers quite unsuit-
able for the tropical climate. The officer agrees but
explains that the uniform reminds him of home. He
is a serving officer in a colonial military.

The officer explains the machine in great detail
to the explorer. He also discusses that the present
Commandant’s predecessor was the machine’s in-
ventor. The plans, which he shows to the explorer,
consist of an unintelligible ‘‘labyrinth of lines cross-
ing and recrossing each other.”” The former Com-
mandant is responsible for more than the execution
apparatus. ‘‘The organization of the whole penal
colony is his work,”” the officer tells the explorer.
This is the first time, apart from in the story’s title,
that readers are made aware that this is a penal
colony. The explorer has a hard time listening to the
officer, who is speaking in French, a language
which neither the soldier nor the prisoner under-
stand. In this foreign tongue the principle parts of
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the machine—the Bed, the Designer and the Har-
row—and their actions are explained. The Designer
contains the cogs which drive the machine. The
Harrow, made of glass, is set with needles designed
to pierce the condemned man’s skin in such a way
that they write on his body the nature of his crime.
The Bed, layered with cotton wool, is where the
condemned man lies.

In the course of explaining the workings of the
machine, the officer relates his dissatisfaction with
the new Commandant, who shows little interest in
the execution process and seems intent on seeing the
machine slip slowly into disuse. No spare parts have
been ordered for some time. However, the officer
claims to have been appointed the penal colony’s
sole judge. ‘‘My guiding principle is this: Guilt is
never to be doubted.”” In the case of the present
prisoner, the reported crime is that he was found
asleep on duty while in the employment of a captain.

The time comes for the prisoner to be placed
upon the machine. By now the explorer, knowing
the extraordinary nature of the machine, feels some
impulse to intervene on the condemned man’s be-
half. However, he thinks to himself: “‘It’s always a
ticklish matter to intervene decisively in other peo-
ple’s affairs.”” He is further inhibited by the fact that
he is a foreigner. Nevertheless, the officer sees the

explorer as a potential ally. He continues to criticize
the present Commandant, a man who surrounds
himself with women and ignores the executions. In
previous times, an execution was a great public
spectacle, and children were given a place in the
viewing gallery. He seems to think that the sight of
the present execution will persuade the explorer to
lobby the Commandant for the machine’s preserva-
tion. ‘“‘Help me against the Commandant!’’ the
officer implores.

The explorer eventually declares his disapprov-
al of the procedure but also states, ‘“Your sincere
conviction has touched me, even though it cannot
influence my judgement.”” The officer, having failed
to procure an ally, abruptly releases the prisoner and
takes his place on the bed after readjusting the
machine to inscribe the sentence ‘‘BEJUST’ on his
body. The officer’s self-execution does not go
according to plan. Cogwheels begin tumbling from
the machine, and the needles, rather than writing
with slow but repeated pricking, jab uncontrollably,
and soon the officer is dead.

When the explorer sees the face of the dead
officer, ‘‘no sign was visible of the promised re-
demption.’”” Leaving the valley with the soldier and
the prisoner, the explorer is brought to a teahouse,
one of many dilapidated buildings in the town. The
soldier shows him the grave of the old Comman-
dant, under a teahouse table. The patrons of the
teahouse, poor laborers, move away to let the for-
eigner view the grave. An inscription speaks of a
prophecy that the old Commandant will rise again.
Having read this, the explorer passes out a few coins
and then boards a ferry that takes him back to his
steamship. The soldier and prisoner stand on the
harbor steps, but the explorer refuses to let them
board with him.

Colonel
See Officer

Condemned man
See Prisoner

Explorer

The narrative of ‘‘In the Penal Colony’’ prima-
rily recounts the explorer’s experiences. Typical of
Kafka’s protagonists, the explorer is a somewhat
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tenuous character, with little will of his own.The
explorer has accepted an invitation to view an
execution. Initially, he is a disinterested bystander,
but the means of execution and the officer’s behav-
ior lead the explorer to question the present Com-
mandant’s motives in issuing the invitation. He
wonders if he is expected to play a decisive role in
the execution process. The ambiguity of his role
unsettles him.

The explorer is a foreigner, that is, he does not
share the nationality of those who live in the penal
colony. He may be French: French is the language
in which he speaks to the officer. The explorer
arrives at the penal colony with ‘‘recommendations
from high quarters’” and is known there as ‘‘a
famous Western investigator.”” With this reputation
preceding him, it is startling to observe how ineffec-
tual he is. Ultimately, the injustice and inhumanity
of what he witnesses compel him to voice his
disapproval. He is ‘‘fundamentally honorable and
unafraid,”” but he does not intervene during the
execution or when the officer takes his own life.
After viewing the grave of the old Commandant, he
leaves the colony without comment and without
offering assistance to the prisoner and the soldier
who run after him to the water’s edge, apparently
hoping to leave with him.

New Commandant

Though he does not appear in the story, the new
Commandant’s presence is felt because he has
invited the explorer to the island and because the
officer speaks of him to the explorer. The new
Commandant has inherited the penal colony’s or-
ganizational structure and execution machine from
the former Commandant, who originated the sys-
tem. The new Commandant, however, shows signs
of wanting to institute reform and has allowed the
machine to fall into a state of disrepair. Unlike the
old Commandant, the new Commandant rarely at-
tends the colony’s executions and never explains
the torture devices to visitors. According to the
officer, the new Commandant has jeopardized the
system of law and justice established by his prede-
cessor. Critics who interpret the story as a religious
allegory often surmise that the new Commandant
represents religious reform or the New Testament.

Officer

The officer was the technical assistant of the
penal colony’s previous Commandant, who was
responsible for designing the execution machine—
a ‘‘remarkable apparatus.”’ Serving under the new

Commandant, the officer continues to oversee the
machine, but he also acts as the colony’s judge,
taking as his guiding principle the belief that **Guilt
is never to be doubted.”” The officer tries to turn the
presence of a foreign visitor to his own advantage,
asking the explorer to make a public statement in
defense of the execution machine. Much of the early
part of the story is taken up with the officer’s loving
description of the machine’s working parts. His
devotion to this mechanical instrument of death
is total.

After he fails to enlist the explorer’s support in
his desire to have the machine properly fixed and its
continued use endorsed, the officer frees the prison-
er, straps himself to the machine. and is killed
quickly as the machine malfunctions. His self-
chosen sentence, ‘‘BE JUST,”’ is not properly in-
scribed on his body. Although he dies with a “‘calm
and convinced’” expression on his face, there is no
trace of the ‘“‘promised redemption’’ that other
victims of the machine’s justice have purportedly
experienced.

Old Commandant

The old Commandant invented the execution
machine as well as the organizational structure of
the penal colony. During his time, he had many
supporters and the colony seemed to thrive. The
officer claims that the few remaining supporters of
the old Commandant’s ways are afraid to declare
themselves; it is possible that the officer is the only
one remaining. The old Commandant’s gravestone
lies under a table in a teahouse. The grave’s un-
signed inscription holds out the promise of his
triumphant return. Critics who interpret the story as
areligious allegory often surmise that the old Com-
mandant represents orthodox religious tradition or
the Old Testament.

Prisoner

The prisoner, or condemned man, is described
in the story as being stupid and bewildered. He is
entirely submissive and does not resist his impend-
ing execution. He cannot understand the explana-
tion of the machine that the officer gives to the
explorer in French, but is sufficiently curious to
direct his gaze ‘‘wherever the officer pointed a
finger.”” The prisoner has been arrested for disobey-
ing and insulting an officer. After he fell asleep on
duty, his captain lashed him across the face with a
riding whip. When the prisoner fought back, the
captain reported the incident to the officer. The
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machine has been programmed to engrave in his
body the words: ‘‘HONOR THY SUPERIORS!”’

When the officer realizes that the explorer does
not intend to commend the method of execution to
the new Commandant, he releases the prisoner from
the machine and grants his freedom. The prisoner
subsequently engages in horseplay with the soldier
who had been guarding him, demonstrating his own
ridiculous appearance in the clothing that the soldier
had earlier cut from his body with a knife to prepare
him for execution. After taking the explorer to the
tea room beneath which the old Commandant is
buried, and chatting there with some friends, he and
the soldier chase after the explorer, apparently want-
ing to leave the island on his boat, but they make
only a half-hearted attempt to escape and are left
behind as the explorer is ferried to his steamship.

Scientist
See Explorer

Soldier

The soldier’s role is to guard the prisoner and
strap him onto the machine. He appears, however,
to be somewhat incompetent. At one point, half-
asleep, he allows the prisoner to lean too close to the
machine during the officer’s explanation and gets a
handful of dirt thrown at him. The dexterity with
which he slashes the prisoner’s shirt and trousers so
that they instantly fall off suggests he has been the
officer’s assistant for some time. The soldier does
not understand the French spoken by the officer and
the explorer, nor does he speak the same language
as the condemned man. Nevertheless, he and the
prisoner share a moment of joviality when he re-
trieves the prisoner’s torn clothing from the pit with
the point of his bayonet. Their relationship is further
established when they spend time together at the
teahouse after the prisoner is released and then both
run after the explorer as he is ferried to his ship.

Traveller
See Explorer

Justice and Injustice

The story concerns the administration of justice
in a penal colony. A time has recently passed when
the operation of the colony’s judicial system re-
ceived popular support and approval. But this ap-

proval was gained by the popularity of the architect
of the justice system and the execution machine, the
Commandant. The new Commandant shows no
enthusiasm for his predecessor’s social order. Rath-
er than trying to actively reform the system, it
appears he is hoping to change things through
benign neglect. In the meantime the old judicial
system still operates, thanks to the dedication of the
old Commandant’s assistant, an officer who sees it
as his duty to preserve the machine which inflicts
the same fatal punishment on all who are charged,
regardless of their crime. The colony’s judicial
system does not recognize the concept of injustice.
Prisoners are not allowed to defend themselves.
They are accused by word of mouth—in the case of
the condemned man in the story, by his superior
officer—and then executed without a judicial hear-
ing or any chance to defend themselves. It is signifi-
cant, and an example of irony, that when the guardi-
an of the machine gives up his own life at the end of
the story, the sentence which was supposed to have
been inscribed on his body, had the machine worked
properly, was *‘BE JUST.”

Guilt and Innocence

The officer who oversees the execution ma-
chine considers one of the main merits of the
colony’s judicial system to be the fact that guilt is
never questioned. ‘‘My guiding principle is this:
Guilt is never to be doubted. Other courts cannot
follow that principle, for they consist of several
opinions and have higher courts to scrutinize them.
This is not the case here.”” If the story were merely
about the methods of dealing with isolated acts of
criminal behavior—petty theft, for example—the
plot could be read as an exaggerated comment on
the harsh and inhumane punitive methods of funda-
mentalist systems of law. However, the condemned
man’s crime is a fairly minor one: he fell asleep on
duty and shouted back at his captain. His death
sentence suggests that a point is being made about
the inherent sinfulness of human nature. The execu-
tion machine becomes a symbol for the judgement
that all people must eventually face. Due to the
machine’s twelve-hour cycle, victims become con-
scious of their sinfulness before the end comes.
Guilt is written on the body while the body clings to
life, and in the time remaining the prisoner must
face his loss of innocence.

Punishment
Another feature of the colony’s judicial system
is that there is no gradation of punishment. The
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punishment—death—is the same no matter what
the crime, except in one regard. The Harrow’s
needles inscribe a different sentence on the body of
each condemned person. The words comprise both
a linguistic sentence (a series of words) and a penal
sentence (the condemned person’s punishment).
This sentence is programmed into the machine at
the start of the execution process by the operating
officer. The prisoner is not told what it is before the
machine is switched on. ‘‘He’ll learn it on his
body.”’ The sentence is directly related to whichev-
er commandment has been broken. Readers are
given two examples. The prisoner who fell asleep
on duty and shouted at his captain ‘‘will have
written on his body: HONOR THY SUPERIORS!”’
The officer, in a bizarre act of sudden self-condem-
nation, selects his own sentence: ‘*‘BE JUST.”

Choices and Consequences

The explorer and the officer are the only char-
acters in the story who act decisively, in accordance
with their own beliefs. The soldier and the con-
demned man are submissive and merely play the
roles assigned to them by the judicial process. They
make a half-hearted attempt to take control of their
lives at the end of the story, but they do not strongly
assert their desire to leave the colony enough to
make it happen. The explorer, as an outsider, is
placed in the position of critical commentator. He
knows this, and likewise the officer seeks his help
because he sees the explorer’s presence as one more
ploy of the new Commandant in his efforts to
destabilize the old order. The explorer’s Western
European background is repeatedly emphasized.
The explorer chooses to declare his position to the
officer, but also chooses not to report his views to
the new Commandant. The officer, realizing that
even without a formal and public declaration of
criticism from the explorer that his efforts to prop up
the old system of justice are doomed to failure. In
light of this, he chooses to accept the consequences
of his own system and throws himself at the mercy
of the machine.

Science and Technology

The execution machine is a grotesque torture
apparatus. Its workings are described in great detail
in the story. Though it is not highly technical, it
emphasizes the mechanical, no-room-for-error
nature of the punishment process, as meted out by
its operator, the officer. The explorer, who comes
from a more enlightened background, seems at first
uninterested in the machine. The officer, so proud of

Topics for |
Further
Study

« In literature, irony refers to an instance of some-
thing happening that is the opposite of what is
expected. How is the official’s death an example
of irony?

* From information in the story, produce a dia-
gram of the execution machine.

* Gershom Scholem, historian of Jewish mysti-
cism, has identified Kafka as a neo-kabbalist.
Find out what you can about kabbalah and
identify two ways in which it could relate to
Kafka’s story.

» Imagine that in his old age the explorer writes his
memoirs and looks back at his own behavior at
the penal colony. Which, if any, of his actions
does he affirm or regret?

* Why do you think Kafka was dissatisfied with
the ending to the story? How might it be improved?

the old Commandant’s invention, is apparently una-
ware that the machine, although horrifically effi-
cient in its execution, is also comically grotesque. It
is like the brainchild of a mad professor, as might be
found in a traditional horror story, and Kafka pro-
vides it with the conventional demise for such
machines. It breaks apart while in the process of
dispatching its last victim, possibly symbolizing
humankind’s misplaced reliance on machines to
perform perfectly. At the end of the story the
explorer leaves the island by rowing to his steamer,
another technical invention of the modem age, but
one without the punitive overtones of the killing
machine.

Style |

Setting
The island colony is supervised by uniformed
soldiers of various ranks. Although their heavy,
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ornate uniforms are unsuitable for the tropical cli-
mate of the colony, they are worn as reminders of
home. ‘“We don’t want to forget about home,’’ the
officer explains to the explorer. The geographical
and the political setting are only hinted at by Kafka.
Readers know that the valley in which the execution
machine is located is a hot and sandy place, sur-
rounded by ‘‘naked crags.”’ Readers know that the
colonial force is probably not European, but that the
officer is able to communicate with the explorer in
French. However, there is much that is unexplained.
Strictly speaking, a penal colony would be an out-
post used by a governing country for the expulsion
of criminals. The luxury of exiling wrong-doers to a
faraway place is only an option for a great power.
This particular colony seems to have an indigenous
population. The women who surround the new
Commandant and the dock laborers who sit at the
teahouse tables may also have been imported by the
colonial power. But their presence makes the island
much more than simply a storehouse for convicts. It
is a mixed society requiring its own codes of social
behavior and own system of law and order. There is
no reference to the customs and way of life of the
home country, other than that they are not European
and the Commandant is not bound by them. Indeed,
the old Commandant set up the penal colony ac-
cording to his own plan. ‘“The organization of the
whole colony is his work,”” the official tells the
explorer.

Point of View

Kafka employs a detached, neutral narrative
technique in which each character acts without
comment from the narrator. The point of view,
though third person, tends to be closely aligned with
the explorer’s experience. The story opens in the
valley because that is where the explorer is. Readers
accompany him to the teahouse at the end of the
story, and it ends as he departs the island for his
steamship. Because of this relationship between the
point of view and the explorer, readers identify with
his intellectual and emotional predicament. Does
he, as a guest of the colony, speak his mind about the
execution process? Should he make a report to the
new Commandant, or should he say nothing? The
officer has the most to say, and spends much time
trying to read the new Commandant’s intentions.
Until the very end of the story readers know about
the old and the new Commandants from what the
officer has said, and he cannot be considered a
wholly reliable source of information. He claims to
be ‘‘the sole advocate of the old Commandant’s
tradition.”” Others, called ‘‘adherents,’” he despises

for their mealy-mouthed ambiguities and unwill-
ingness to be open about their loyalties. Neverthe-
less, this “‘objective’” point of view does not clarify
the author’s intentions. Kafka detaches himself from
his characters in order to prevent being too obvious
in his message.

Symbols and Symbolism

It is generally agreed that *‘In the Penal Colo-
ny’’ is a parable with meanings beyond the literal
episodes described. Kafka was Jewish, and there is
strong consensus among critics for interpreting the
story as a commentary on orthodox versus reformed
Judaism. The officer represents the traditional or-
thodox wing of Judaism. The former Comman-
dant’s guiding plans—*‘my most precious posses-
sions’’—consist of ‘‘a labyrinth of lines crossing
and recrossing each other’” and symbolize the script
in which the Commandments were written. The
officer does not speak of laws being broken. He
speaks of Commandments disobeyed. The number
of biblical images that crop up throughout the story
makes it impossible to determine a precise allegori-
cal reading. Although the method is very different,
the setting and the duration of the execution process
certainly invite the reader to think about the cruci-
fixion of Jesus Christ. This comparison is made
more compelling by the imagery used—the blood
and water being washed into the pit and the rice pap
fed to the dying man. Finally, the officer sacrifices
himself to the machine, and in doing so causes it to
fall apart. By dying he destroys the very symbol of
law and order he had purported to conserve.

Historical Context

World War I Gives Rise to
Expressionism

The psychological discord evident in Kafka’s
writing was influenced in part by the chaos in
Europe prior to World War 1. Nowhere were the
period’s social, religious, and nationalistic conflicts
greater than in his birthplace, Prague. By 1914 the
Austro-Hungarian empire was coming to an end
and World War I engulfed all of Europe. The war,
which had been brewing for years, began when
Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife, members
of the ruling Habsburg family of the Austro-Hun-
garian empire, were killed by a Serbian assassin
protesting the Austro-Hungarian empire’s claim
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Compare
&

Contrast

¢ 1914: World War I begins in eastern Europe with
the assassination of Archduke Ferdinand and his
wife, members of the ruling family of the Austro-
Hungarian empire. Following the assassination
by a Serb, Austro-Hungarians declare war on
Bosnia.

1990s: Bosnia is torn by war between Muslims,
Croats, and Serbs. Turmoil continues following
the 1992-95 war in Bosnia, with the country
divided between Serbian and Muslim-Croat
Zones.

* 1900s: A penal colony is essentially a prison. In
the early 1900s, prison rates in the United States
range from a rate of 121.2 per 100,000 people in
1910 to 99.7 people per 100,000 people in 1923.

1990s: In the United States, the prison rateis 311
per 100,000 people in 1990 and 429 per 100,000

people in 1995. Rates vary among European
nations. For example, in Austria in 1990, 68,092
adults and 3,630 are convicted. In 1997, the
prison rate for the Russian Federation, 700 per
100,00 people, is considered to be the highest in
the world.

¢ 1919: The gulag, the Soviet system of forced
labor camps, is established in Siberia. Prisoners
include common criminals, thieves, murders, as
well as political and religious dissidents. Death
rates are high, due to the prisoners’ lack of
clothing, food, warmth, and shelter.

1998: Following glasnost, Mikhail Gorbachev’s
new policy of openness, the gulag system is
dismantled. After the collapse of the Soviet
Union, all remaining prisoners are freed and the
camps are destroyed.

over his country. The Austro-Hungarians declared
war on Bosnia after they failed to comply with their
demands for an investigation into the murders. This
war’s brutality was unlike anything the world had
ever seen, and millions of casualties were caused by
technical advances such as poison gas, guns mount-
ed on airplanes, and trench warfare. Militarism,
hedonism, and nationalism reflected the attitudes of
Kafka’s day. The cruelty and futility of these events
fueled Expressionism in art and increased Kafka’s
own anxiety and dread.

The key characteristic of Expressionism—a
literary movement which spanned approximately
fifteen years (1910-1925), the same period as
Kafka ’s productive life—is said to be the shriek, an
“‘expression’’ of interior terror. Kafka is not, strict-
ly speaking, an Expressionist writer, but his work
shares many Expressionist themes: hatred of au-
thority and the father-figure; a belief that the
universe and natural world are hostile to mankind;
the knowledge, made graphic by the outbreak of
World War I, that an old order was passing. Max
Brod’s autobiographical novel, The Kingdom of

Love, includes a portrayal of his friend Kafka as an
Expressionist saint.

Prague, A Divided City

Kafka was a German-speaking Jew. For centu-
ries, Jews had lived in a ghettoized area of Prague.
As aresult, the tight-knit community gave rise to its
own legends, the most famous being that of the
Golem, a man made of clay who comes to life to
destroy the enemies of the city’s Jewish citizens.
Living in Prague, Kafka thus felt doubly different
from the Czech-speaking, non-Jewish population.
His diaries and letters reveal a personality that was
deeply neurotic and self-analytical. His family and
personal relationships were difficult. Internalizing
much of his surroundings, Kafka began to write his
own tales of horror in which the monsters were
modernity, bureaucracy, and the alienation caused
by an industrial, mechanized age. Martin Seymour-
Smith wrote, ‘‘Kafka was above all a realist: the
most precise realist of his century. Of course he is a
symbolist. But those who cannot find their unhappi-
ly true selves in the not unaggressive bewilderments
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of his protagonists are insensitive indeed.”” Kafka’s
dying wish was that his work be destroyed. The
image of the self-destructing and disintegrating
execution machine in “‘In the Penal Colony”’ is
therefore suggestive of both a toppling social order
evident in the destruction caused by World War 1
and Kafka’s own will to destroy his legacy.

Critical Overview

Although Kafka wrote ‘‘In the Penal Colony’” in
1914, and it was published in German in 1919, there
was no English translation until 1948. Accordingly,
little criticism in English appeared before the 1950s.
Austin Warren, in ‘‘An Exegetical Note on ‘In the
Penal Colony’,”” published in the Southern Review
was one of the first critics to identify the allegory in
the story as dealing with religion in the modern
world. He theorized that the penal colony represents
the whole earth where all people await judgement.
In times past there was a systematic theology which
meant that everyone knew his place. There was no
question or argument about the fact that men and
women were sinners and in due course they would
be judged. The machine in the story stands for the
religious framework that once held sway. The offi-
cial is still faithful to this system, and he represents
an orthodox theologian. The explorer represents
secular humanitarianism. ‘‘In its tone,”” Warren
wrote, ‘‘the story is a matter-of-fact description of
an elaborate method of punishment, no longer be-
lieved in by the ‘enlightened’.”” His reading of the
story sees Kafka as sympathetic towards the ma-
chine, wanting to support the place of religion in the
modern world. The machine is cruel, costly, and
difficult to maintain, but these are prices which have
to be paid if the religion is to survive.

In his 1962 book Franz Kafka, Parable and
Paradox, Heinz Politzer agreed that the story is
supposed to represent a universal view of life. ““The
lunar landscape surrounding [the machine] and the
sea cutting off the island from the civilized world
fortify this impression.”’ Politzer was more inclined
than Warren to see social and political resonances as
well as religious ones in the story. ‘‘The machine
...1is Kafka’s prime symbol during these years. If
his purpose was to concentrate in one universally
valid image the process of dehumanization charac-
teristic of the time of the First World War, then he
found it here in this symbol of man’s self-destruc-

tive ingenuity.”” Politzer’s reading differs from War-
ren’s especially in its application of the religious
allegory. For Politzer the machine does not repre-
sent some highly developed religious structure but:
“‘In its primitiveness the torture machine points to
an archaic stage of religious development. . . . The
Bed of the torture machine is an altar, on which a
man is slaughtered in honor of the monstrous idol. . . .
In spite of its mechanical sophistication the appara-
tus seems to be a relic from the times of primordial
savagery.”’

Kurt J. Fickert, in a 1965 essay on this short
story, took issue with Warren’s tightly allegorical
interpretation. For Fickert *‘In the Penal Colony’’ is
an existential story following the same pattern of
presentation of a crisis and dilemma followed by a
decision, which is to be found in Kafka’s other
work. ‘“The machine’s function in the story is to
precipitate a crisis, to lure the mind into a trap, a
decision.”” An existential reading focuses attention
on the explorer and his predicament and provides a
commentary for the characters’ speedy departure
from the island. ‘‘The traveller flees, like all man-
kind, with the instinct of self-preservation,”” in
response to a fear-and-flight syndrome brought on
by a perceived hostility in the environment.

Wilhelm Emrich, in his critical study of Kaf-
ka’s writings published in translation in 1968, gives
a reading which is more in tune with Warren’s
tightly allegorical interpretation. He believes the
story is about the ‘“‘total guilt of existence,”” not
about a crucial moment when a decision is called
for. Like Warren he sees the story as being critical
of the new order. ‘“The new law is the law of the
Devil. The old order, for the sake of redemption,
sacrificed man; the new order, for the sake of man,
has sacrificed redemption.”’

In The Terror of Art, Kafka and Modern Litera-
ture, Martin Greenberg argued that the story is
essentially about the conflict between morality and
spirituality. The story is disturbing because of the
central character’s flight from the conflict. ‘‘Before
this conflict between the moral and the spiritual, the
explorer retreats into a neutrality which has nothing
to do with his old scientific detachment. His neu-
trality now expresses the troubled state of mind of
someone who has had a glimpse into hitherto
undiscerned depths.”’

Kafka was dissatisfied with the ending of the
story, and his papers contained variant endings
which have been taken into account by some critics.
These critics have written about how such variant
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endings might affect the basic allegorical meaning
of the story.

Criticism

Michael Thorn

Thorn is the author of Tennyson (1993), a
biography of the English poet, and a reviewer for
the Times Educational Supplement. In the following
essay, he examines ‘‘In the Penal Colony’’ and
asserts that *‘first and foremost the story is a dream
or a parable.”

For most of his life as a writer Kafka was employed
at a workers’ accident insurance company. He wrote
at night, on weekends, and on the holidays. It was a
routine which made the writing of a novel an
arduous business. He did not enjoy writing novels.
Indeed, he never succeeded in finishing one. But he
did enjoy writing short stories. In 1912 he confided
to his diary, having just completed a story called
““The Judgment’’ in a single sitting, writing from
ten o’clock at night to six o’clock in the morning:
“with my novel-writing I am in the shameful
lowlands of writing. Only in this way can writing be
done, only with such coherence, with such a com-
plete opening out of the body and the soul.”” It was a
similar opening out of body and soul, two years
later, that produced *‘In the Penal Colony,’” written
quickly during a two-week holiday while he was in
the middle of writing The Trial.

““In the Penal Colony’’ has the ghoulish inten-
sity and enigmatic atmosphere of a dream. Immedi-
ately before Kafka wrote the passage quoted above
in his diary, he stopped to consider the appearance
of his undisturbed bed, ‘‘as though it had just been
broughtin.”” It is as if all the tossing and turning, all
the normally secret brain activity of the night, has
found an outlet onto the written page. By *‘coher-
ence’’ he means a creative coherence, a flow of
ideas, which he found it nearly impossible to achieve
in the stop-start nature of novel-writing.

“‘In the Penal Colony’’ has been considered a
difficult story. Some have argued that it is too
difficult to teach, and that its underlying meanings
are either too arcane or too incoherently presented
to make them accessible to anyone but the most
sophisticated reader. This may well be the case if
one approaches the story in a stern endeavor to
unravel its secret and establish the key to its alle-

gorical meaning. Those who read Kafka in the
original language have been more inclined to con-
sider him a comic writer than those who read him in
translation. Probably a degree of wit and wordplay
is lost in translation, but there are surely sufficient
comic touches, even in a story such as “‘In the Penal
Colony”’ to make us aware that we are not dealing
with a dry, message-oriented allegorist.

First and foremost the story is a dream or a
parable. A parable is always open to a number of
interpretations, and a dream does not follow human
logic. The beings which people dream about are
sometimes recognizable as people they know, but
they are rarely fully rounded characters, and they do
not behave as if they inhabit the real world. Their
motives are inexplicable, or barely explicable. In
the final paragraph of this story the soldier and the
condemned man, having been chatting away to
some people that they each know at the teahouse,
suddenly decide to run along to the harbor in pursuit
of the explorer. ‘ ‘Probably they wanted to force him
at the last minute to take them with him.”” Kafka’s
use of the word “‘probably’’ in this sentence indi-
cates a double meaning to the story. The sentence
describes what is going through the explorer’s mind
as he sees them coming after him. *“Now, what do
those two want?”’ But the sentence can also be read
to mean that Kafka, the author, is unsure why they
are pursuing the explorer. He compounds this narra-
tive uncertainty by writing: ‘‘the two of them came
headlong down the steps, in silence, for they did not
dare to shout.”” Similarly, the explorer does not call
out to them, but he lifts a ‘‘heavy knotted rope from
the floor boards, threatened them with it and so kept
them from attempting the leap.’” There is something
uncanny about this noiseless denouement. Some-
thing which makes the blood run cold more than any
of the blood-thirsty machine descriptions which
have filled the earlier part of the story. In just such a
silent tableau do many dreams and nightmares end,
on a note of narrow escape.

The atmosphere of dreams is evoked by a good
number of short story writers. What makes ‘‘In the
Penal Colony’’ so unsettling is its air of menace—
that quality which has become known as ‘‘Kafka-
esque,”’” having a nightmarishly complex, bizarre,
or illogical quality. Several years after the original
draft of the story was finished, Kafka began to play
around with the ending, particularly with the role of
the explorer. Of several experimental paragraphs
which he wrote into his 1917 diaries, the following
pose certain questions for those who interpret the
story as an allegory:
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Machines in an early twentieth-century printing plant, which bear some resemblance
to the capital punishment machine in ‘‘In the Penal Colony.”” Through his job with a
workers’ accident insurance company, Kafka had some familiarity with the
increasingly large and complex machines being used in factories of the time.

The explorer felt too tired to give commands or to do
anything. He merely took a handkerchief from his
pocket, gestured as if he were dipping it in the distant
bucket, pressed it to his brow, and lay down beside the
pit. He was found in this position by the two men the
Commandant had set out to fetch him. He jumped up
when they spoke to him as if revived. With his hand
on his heart he said, “‘I am a cur if I allow that to
happen.’’ But then he took his own words literally and
began to run around on all fours. From time to time,
however, he leaped erect, shook the fit off, so to
speak, threw his arms around the neck of one of the

men, and tearfully exclaimed, ‘“Why does all this
happen to me!”” and then hurried to his post.

As though all this were making the explorer aware
that what was still to follow was solely his and the
dead man’s affair, he dismissed the soldier and the
condemned man with a gesture of his hand; they
hesitated, he threw a stone at them, and when they still
deliberated, he ran up to them and struck them
with his fists.

““What?”’ the explorer suddenly said. Had something
been forgotten. A last word? A turn? An adjustment?
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What
Do I Read
Next?

¢ The Trial, the novel Kafka was working on in the
same year that ‘‘In the Penal Colony” was
written, concerns a man, Josef K., who is arrest-
ed, tried, convicted, and executed, though he
never learns what his crime is.

» Jewish Folk Tales (1989), selected and retold by
Pinhas Sadeh, contains over two hundred stories
which document the Jewish tradition of humor
and magic in fiction. ‘

* The Book of Lights by Chaim Potok (1981) is a
contemporary novel which concerns the conflict
between age-old secrets of Jewish mysticism
and the new scientific horizon of nuclear physics.

* The Unbearable Lightness of Being (1984) by

Milan Kundera, a Czechoslovakian writer based
in Prague during the 1960s and influenced by
Kafka, concemns the hardships and limitations
that can result from commitment and the mean-
ingless of life without responsibility.

e The Collected Stories of Isaac Bashevis Singer
(1982) contains stories colored by an East Euro-
pean tradition, all originally composed in Yid-
dish. Kafka and Singer are, on first considera-
tion, very different writers. Examining the nature
of their differences will help clarify the charac-
teristics of Kafka’s work which stem from his
Jewishness and those that stem form his indi-
vidual personality.

Who can penetrate the confusion? Damned, miasmal
tropical air, what are you doing to me? I don’t know
what is happening. My judgement has been left back
at home in the north.

In the story as it was published the explorer is
simply ‘‘greatly troubled”’ when the machine be-
gins to go to pieces. ‘‘Almost against his will’’ he
has to force himself to look into the face of the
corpse, while putting the soldier and the prisoner
into position, ready to lift the officer’s dead body off
the needles of the Harrow. It is clear from the above
alternatives that Kafka thought the explorer’s agita-
tion needed greater emphasis. The story is much
better for not being altered. The explorer’s coolness
is in keeping with his character in the earlier part of
the story. Would a man who can say plainly, and
without any high-handedness or sense of bluster, ‘1
do not approve of your procedure,’” later run around
on all fours, or even throw stones and punches?

The explorer is consistently humorless and
colorless. Earlier in the story when the officer is in
full flight about the glory days of the former com-
mandant the reader is treated to a typical example of
Kafka’s ironic black humor. Speaking about the
public executions, and the previous clamor for good
viewing positions, the officer explains: “‘The Com-

mandant in his wisdom ordained that the children
should have the preference; I, of course, because of
my office had the privilege of always being at hand;
often enough I would be squatting there with a small
child in either arm.”” At the end of this effusion,
creepily amusing in its ‘‘suffer the little children to
come unto me’’ connotations, the officer ‘‘had
embraced the explorer and laid his head on his
shoulder.”” The explorer, embarrassed, does noth-
ing but stare straight over the officer’s head. Kaf-
ka’s sense of humor as expressed in this passage has
its roots in Jewish lore.

Kafka’s fiction examines the fate of individual
characters subjected to humiliating, embarrassing,
bewildering, or sinister situations. The explorer is
the quintessentially Kafkaesque character in ‘‘In the
Penal Colony.”” Hence, the author’s later altera-
tions. It is the explorer who is discomforted, who is
made to feel he has lost his senses. It is the explorer
who takes flight.

Many of the essential ingredients of this story
are lifted from horror tales of the nineteenth centu-
ry, but stripped of Gothic trappings and placed in a
sun-scorched dreamscape, they are reinvented by
Kafka and injected with a sense of anxiety and
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anxiety and alienation.”

alienation. ‘‘In the Penal Colony’’ has few trap-
pings which tie it to a particular historical period,
and those that there are—the steamer, for exam-
ple—can be used to date it at least half a century
earlier than 1914. Yet it is clearly a twentieth-
century story, one which asks questions that have
not been resolved in the last decades of the century.

Who stands in judgement over us? If it is to be
neither God nor machine, are we to judge one
another? If left to judge ourselves, might not the
verdict, as it was in Kafka’s own case, be merciless-
ly harsh?

Source: Michael Thorn, “‘Overview of ‘In the Penal Colo-
ny’,”” in Short Stories for Students, Gale, 1998.

Martin Greenberg

In the following excerpt, Greenberg offers his
interpretation of Kafka’s ‘‘In the Penal Colony,”’
claiming that the story, although powerful, is not
successful due to its lack of subjectivity and inability
to reach the truth.

Kafka failed in Amerika for lack of a suitable
narrative mode, the subjective mode of the dream
story. In the short novel ‘‘In the Penal Colony,”
which he wrote in the fall of 1914, about the same
time he began The Trial, again he seems to me to fail
to master his material. Now, however, the failure is
not due to artistic immaturity—now it is the failure
of the mature artist to stick with sure instinct to the
formal requirements of his own vision. Failure
however is too strong a word he