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DISCLAIMER: Si tratta di riassunti del programma. Le mie risposte alle discussion questions non garantisco 

siano tutte corrette. Manca la parte del programma di grammatica. Consiglio vivamente di vedere le 

spiegazioni dei testi del professor Becce, in quanto, a me personalmente, hanno aiutato molto e soprattutto da 

molto materiale utile per l’orale. Buono studio!  

 

STRUCTURE OF THE STORY 

Structure, The Organization of Stories 

Structure refers to the ways in which writers arrange materials in accord with the general purposes of their 

works, it defines the layouts of works. In addition to plot, which is concerned with conflict or conflicts, 

structure defines the layouts of works—the ways the story, play, or poem is shaped. A work might be divided 

in two sections or parts, it might begin in a countryside and conclude in a city, or it might develop a 

relationship between two people from their first meeting to their falling in love.  

Formal categories of structure 

Many aspects of structure are common to all genres of literature, but particularly for stories and plays the 

following aspects form a skeleton, a pattern of development. 

The exposition: it provides the materials necessary to put the plot into operation. It is the laying out (the 

putting forth) of the materials of the story where the main characters, the background and their characteristics 

are presented. Whenever something new arises, to the degree that it is new it is a part of exposition.  

The complication: it marks the beginning and the development of the major conflict. The major participants 

are the protagonist and the antagonist. 

The crisis: it is a turning point. It marks the part where the conflict reaches its greatest tension. The crisis is 

the point where the tension and the curiosity are greatest. 

The climax: it is the conclusion of the conflict. It is a consequence of the crisis; it is the story’s high point. It is 

the logical conclusion of the preceding actions; no new developments follow it. 

The resolution: it is where the tension is released and the completing of the story. Often in this part the 

denouement rapidly brings the story to an end; most authors conclude quickly to avoid losing their readers' 

interest. 

Formal and actual structure 

The structure just described is a formal one but there are many other possible variants, one of these is called 

flashback, or selective recollection, in which present circumstances are explained by the selective introduction 

of past events. It might lead the reader into a moment of climax. Each narrative or drama has its own unique 

structure. The possible variations in literary structures are infinite.  

CHARACTERS 

A character is a verbal representation of a person. Through action, speech and descriptions authors portray 

characters who are worth caring about.  

Character traits 

A trait is a quality of mind or habitual mode of behavior that is evident in both active and passive ways. 

Sometimes the traits we encounter are minor and therefor negligible, but often a trait may be a person’s 

primary characteristic. By analyzing the thoughts, actions, and speeches of the literary characters you 

encounter, you can also draw conclusions about their nature and qualities. We must distinguish between 

circumstances and character traits. When reading about characters we should look beyond circumstances or 
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actions, and attempt to determine what these things show about them. For example, winning the lottery is 

not a trait, while making the effort to win is a character trait. 

How authors disclose character in literature 

Authors rely on five ways of bringing characters to life: 1. The action of characters reveal their qualities, what 

they do is our best clue to understand what they are, their actions express their characters (The strong inner 

conflict experienced by the two women in Glaspell's "A Jury of Her Peers" brings out their character 

strength). 2. The author’s descriptions tell us about characters, descriptions of appearance and environment 

reveal about their social and economic status. 3. What characters say reveals what they are like, their speeches 

suggest what they think and their inner side. 4. What others say tells us about a character, by studying what 

characters say about each other we can discover more about their personality (Minnie never appears as a 

character, and we learn about her only through the conversations between Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters). 5. The 

author speaking as a storyteller may present judgments about characters, when the authorial voice interprets 

actions and characteristics they could assume the role of a critic. For this reason, authors frequently avoid 

interpretations and devote their skill to arranging events and speeches so that readers can draw their own 

conclusions. 

Round Characters 

Round characters are three-dimensional, rounded, authentic, original, and true to life. They are dynamic and 

they develop as the story goes on. The reverse side of this coin is that circumstances may also bring a dynamic 

character to ruin. Because a round character plays a major role, he or she is often called the hero or the 

heroine. Some round characters, however, are not particularly heroic, so, it is preferable to use the word 

“protagonist” or “antagonist”.  

Flat Characters 

Flat characters are not complex but are simple and one-dimensional. Often they end where the begin. We 

may think of them as static. Usually flat characters are minor, but not all minor characters are necessarily flat. 

They are also called stock characters because they have common traits, they are representative of their class or 

group; they represent the stereotype of the society.  

In sum, the ability to grow and develop and adjust to changing circumstances makes characters round and 

dynamic. Absence of these traits makes the characters flat and static. 

Reality and probability: verisimilitude 

Characters in fiction should be true to life, their actions must be what humans are likely to do. This is the 

standard of verisimilitude, but we might also encounter supernatural characters. 

POINT OF VIEW 

The Point of View refers to the speaker, narrator or voice created by authors to tell stories, present arguments, 

and express judgments. It involves the way in which the speaker’s social, political, and mental circumstances 

affect the narrative. Point of view is considered as the centralizing or guiding intelligence in a work, the mind 

that filters the fictional experience and presents only the most important details to create the maximum 

impact. It may be compared to the perspective utilized by painters.  

Point of view depends on two major factors: the physical situation of the narrator (how close to the action is 

the speaker? Is the speaker a major participant or no more than a witness?), and the speaker’s intellectual an 

emotional position (does he or she have any persuasive purpose?) 

To determine the point of view we have to determine the work’s grammatical voice (first, second or third 

person). 

First person point of view: the narrator tells us about events he or she has personally witnessed (minor 

participant), experience, discovered, etc. Sometimes the first-person can be a first-person plural point of view, 

as the Author uses “we” instead of “I”. Such a first-person plural point of view lends reliability to the 
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narrative. In fact, sometimes first-person speakers are unreliable because they may have interests or limitations 

that lead them to mislead, distort, or even lie.  

Second person point of view: The least common point of view. The author tells a listener what he or she has 

done and said in the past time. It occurs when the speaker knows more about the character’s action than the 

character himself (ex.: a parent with a child). “You” can also be used by the author to refer at himself. In this 

use of point of view, the “you” refers not to a specific listener but rather to anyone at all.  

Third person point of view: the speaker emphasizes the actions of others. There are three variants of the third 

person point of view: dramatic or objective, omniscient and limited omniscient. 

o Dramatic: an unidentified speaker reports only what can be seen and heard. The thoughts of 

characters are included only if they are spoken or written. The writer does not overtly draw 

conclusions or make interpretations.  

o Omniscient: the omniscient speaker knows all, sees all, reports all and reveals the inner workings of 

the mind of any characters. 

o Limited omniscient: the focus is on the actions, responses, thoughts, and feelings for a single major 

character. Although the narration may concentrate on the character’s actions.  

SETTING 

The setting of a work of fiction establishes its historical, geographical, and physical context. Setting 

encompasses a wide variety of physical and cultural elements. In some stories, no particularly time or place is 

specified, the writer wishes the story’s events to seem timeless and universal.  

Historical setting is very important because the period and events can be useful to understand the story. The 

historical setting establishes a story’s social, cultural, economic, and political environment. Knowing the 

approximate year or historical period can help readers to better understand characters and events. This 

knowledge can explain forces that act on characters and their behavior. 

Geographical setting is also important. The readers need to know where the story takes place because it helps 

to explain anything from why language and customs are unfamiliar to us to why characters act in surprising 

ways. A story may not have a recognizable geographical setting: its location may not be specified, or it may be 

set in a fantasy world. Choosing unusual settings may free writers from the constraints placed on them by 

familiar environments. 

Physical setting is important because it can influence a story’s mood as well as its development. Many stories 

move through several time periods. For example, the approach of evening can signal the end of a crisis in the 

plot. Whether a story is set a primarily indoors or outdoors may be significant: characters may be physically 

constrained by a closed-in-setting. Some interior settings may be physiologically limiting. In other stories, 

interior setting may have a symbolic function, and a building may represent society with its rules and 

limitations. Weather can be another important aspect of setting; a storm could mean danger. 

The various physical attributes of setting help to create a story’s atmosphere or mood, and a story’s atmosphere 

can also influence the character’s state of mind. 

STYLE 

Style means the way writers assemble words to tell the story, develop the argument, dramatize the play, or 

compose the poem. Style is best considered as the choice of words in the service of a content.  

Diction: the writer’s choice 

Diction refers to the qualities of the writer’s word choices. The selection should be accurate and explicit, so 

that all actions, scenes, and ideas are clear. If a passage is effective, if it conveys an idea well, we can say that 

the words are right. There are three levels of diction: Formal, Neutral, and Informal. 

FORMAL (or high) diction consists of standard as well as “elegant” words. Even though the sentences are 

brief and simple, the words are more elegant than those that most of us normally use. 
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NEUTRAL (or middle) diction is ordinary, everyday standard vocabulary, shunning longer words and using 

contractions when necessary. The words are centered directly on the subject and do not draw attention to 

themselves.  

INFORMAL (or low) diction can range from colloquial to the level of slang expressions. A person speaking 

to a close friend uses words that would not be appropriate in public and in formal situations. It is also a natural 

choice for stories told in the first-person point of view as though the speaker is talking directly to sympathetic 

and relaxed close friends. 

Authors use specific-general and concrete-abstract diction to guide readers to perceptions of numbers and 

qualities. Another aspect of language is its degree of explicitness. 

Specific refers to words that bring real and genuine situations to mind. 

General statements refer to broad classes. While specific-general refers to categories, concrete-abstract refers to 

qualities or conditions. 

Concrete words describe qualities of immediate perception.  

Abstract words refer to broader, less palpable qualities; they can therefore apply to many things. Usually, 

writers of stories make most of their words specific and concrete to make us readily perceive actions, 

situations, objects, and scenes. 

Authors use denotation and connotation to control meaning and suggestion. Denotation refers to what a word 

means, connotation to what the word suggests. Through the careful choice of words, not only for denotation 

but also for connotation, authors create unique effects even though they might be describing similar situations. 

Rhetoric, the writer’s choice of effective arrangements and forms 

Rhetoric refers to the art of effective and persuasive writing in general. Some basic approaches are counting 

various elements in a passage and analyzing the types of sentences. 

Counting permits conclusions about brevity or expansiveness. 

The use of particular sentence types may give clues in defining and describing an author’s style. 

Simple sentences contain one subject and one verb, with complements. They are appropriate for actions and 

declarations.  

Compound sentences contain two simple sentences joined by a conjunction and a comma or by a semicolon 

without a conjunction. They are appropriate for actions and declarations too.  

Complex sentences contain a main clause and a subordinate clause. It is suitable for describing cause-and-

effect relationships in narrative and for analysis and reflection. 

Compound-complex sentences contain two main clauses and a subordinate clause. 

Parallelism is one of the most popular rhetorical devices. It refers to the repetition of the same grammatical 

form to balance expressions, conserve words and build climaxes. 

Style in general 

The study of style can help you discover and appreciate the author’s achievement. As long as you relate words 

to content, your analysis of style will be fruitful. The more you consider stories for style, the more you will 

discover your own analytical power. 

SYMBOLYSM AND ALLEGORY 

A symbol is a person, object, action, place, or event that suggests a more complex meaning or range of 

meanings. Universal or archetypal symbols. Conventional symbols are also likely to suggest the same thing to 

most people, for example the Mother. A conventional symbol can evoke powerful feelings of pride in a group 

of people who share certain cultural assumptions, they can help to construct particular emotions. Many 

symbols suggest different things to different people, and different cultures may react differently to the same 

symbol.  

Literary symbols 
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Both universal and conventional symbols can function as literary symbols; for example, a watch or a clock 

denotes time, it suggests the passing of time and the character’s inability to recapture the past of the idea of 

time running out. If a character waiting for a friend glances once at a watch to check the time, there is 

nothing symbolic, if however, the watch keeps appearing again and again it surely has a symbolic meaning. 

Symbols expand the possible meanings of a story, thereby heightening interest and actively involving readers 

in the tex. In Shirley Jackson’s “The Lottery” the mysterious black box has a symbolic significance. It 

functions as a key component of the lottery. But the box ha other associations as well, and it is these 

associations that suggest what its symbolic significance might be. It represents tradition, mystery and 

uncertainty.  

Recognize Allegory 

An allegory communicates a doctrine, message, or moral principle by making it into a narrative in which the 

characters personify ideas, concepts, qualities, etc. It is a story with two parallel and consistent levels of 

meaning, one literal a one figurative. The allegorical figures are significant only because they represent 

something beyond their literal meaning in a fixed system. The purpose allegory is to communicate a particular 

lesson. 

One type of allegory, called beast fable, is a short tale, including a moral, in which animals assume human 

characteristics. Some works contain both symbolic and allegorical elements, and other stories work entirely on 

a symbolic level and contain no allegorical figures. “The Lottery”, despite its moral overtones, is not an 

allegory because its characters, events, and objects are not arranged to serve one rigid, didactic purpose.  

Recognize Myth 

Throughout history, human beings have been makers of myths. A myth is a story that is central to a culture, it 

embodies the values on which a culture or society is built. They are stories that contain ideas that inform a 

culture and that give that culture a meaning. Myths explain everything from natural phenomena -such as the 

creation of the world- to the existence of humans. 

The importance of myths rests on their ability to embody a set of beliefs that unifies both individuals and 

society. By examining myths, we can learn much about our own origins. 

The influence of mythology on literature is profound, and our contemporary understanding of narrative 

fiction owes a great deal to mythology. In fact, many short stories contain allusions to myth. Consider, for 

example, in “The Lottery”, the importance of myth for the characters’ behavior, sensibility, and 

understanding of the world in which they live.  

THEME 

The theme of a piece of fiction is its controlling idea or its central insight. It is the unifying generalization 

about life stated by the story. To drive the theme of a story, we must determine what its central purpose is: 

what view of life it supports or what insight into life it reveals. Not all stories have a significant theme, the 

purpose of an adventure story may be simply to carry readers through a series of exciting escapades. The 

purpose of others could be to provide suspense or to make readers laugh or to surprise them. 

Theme exists only when an author has seriously attempted to record life accurately or to reveal some truth 

about it or when an author has deliberately introduced as a unifying element, some concept or theory of life 

that the story illuminates. We can state the theme in a single sentence. In stating the theme in a sentence, we 

must pick the central insight.  

Sometimes the theme of a story is explicitly stated somewhere in the story, either by the author or by one of 

the characters. More often, however, the theme is implied. Good writers do not ordinarily write a story for 

the sole purpose of “illustrating” a theme, as do writers of fables. They write to bring alive some segment of 

human existence and give us a greater awareness of life.  

There is no right way to discover the theme of a story, sometimes we can get at it by asking ourselves in what 

way the main character has changed throughout the story. Sometimes the title will provide an important clue. 

We should keep in mind the following principles: 
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1. Theme should be expressible in the form of a statement with a subject and predicate. We cannot just say 

that the theme is “motherhood”, but “motherhood sometimes has more frustrations than rewards”. 

2.  The theme should be stated as a generalization about life. 

3. We must be careful not to make the generalization larger than is justified by the terms of the story.  

4. Theme is the central and unifying concept of a story. It accounts for all the major details of the story. The 

theme is not contradicted by any detail of the story. It exists inside, not outside, the story.  

5. There is no one way of stating the theme of a story. 

6. We should avoid any statement that reduces the theme to some familiar saying that we have heard all our 

lives such as “You can’t judge a book by its cover”.  

 RICHARD RODRIGUEZ 

Rodriguez’s life 

He grew up in San Francisco. He was a child of a Spanish-speaking Mexican Americans and received his 

education in a language that was not spoken at home. This selection from his autobiography, Hunger of 

Memory, recalls the origin of his passion reading.  

Reading for success 

QUESTIONS 

1) Where did Richard Rodriguez grow up?  

He grew up in San Francisco (California). California: a place with a lot of Spanish-speaking people, however 

it seems like a discriminatory society (not a multicultural context).  

2) When growing up, what sorts of reading did Rodriguez see his parents do? Why is it important? 

Richard's parents read work manuals, prayer books, recipes, or newspaper, so reading was something done out 

of necessity. That is important because, as a child, Richard could not think of reading as something enjoyable. 

3) Why was Rodriguez assigned to “remedial reading classes?” What does “remedial” mean? 

Rodriguez had some difficulties reading, so the school provided remedial reading classes for him to overcome 

these difficulties (which is exactly what remedial means). 

4) What does Rodriguez mean when he writes, “whatever I read I read for extra credit?” 

He reads because he enjoys the compliments and the praises, he receives from his teachers afterwards. 

5) What do you think Rodriguez means by, “Merely bookish, I lacked a point of view when I read. Rather, I 

read to acquire a point of view”? 

He could not judge a book until he read it. Richard is trying to tell us that when he starts reading, he is 

acquiring something that he did not have before, that something is a point of view in a new particular topic. 

6) What do you think Rodriguez’s purpose was in writing this piece (which is a small excerpt from a book he 

wrote)? Who is his audience? 

Rodriguez's purpose is to tell his audience, people who had the same experience or children who are reluctant 

to start reading, that they are not alone and that what started as a remedial class became his success, so he is 

trying to encourage children not to give up.  

7) What were the reasons Rodriguez did not enjoy his early reading? What do you think was the greatest 

single barrier to his enjoyment? What leads you to this conclusion? 
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He did not believe that books could be friends. He saw reading as a chore. The first book he had to read was 

cold and too formal for a child. Besides, he believed, thanks to his parents, that reading was something done 

exclusively out of necessity. The biggest barrier was the isolation reading required. This bothered Richard, as 

he writes in the third paragraph. 

8) How did Rodriguez learn to read so much in English, which was his second language? 

Richard's second language is Spanish, but he learned to read so much in English after the school provided him 

with remedial reading classes that challenged him in reading more and more. 

EDGAR ALLAN POE 

Poe’s life 

Edgar Allan Poe was born in Boston, in 1809. Her mother died when he was 3 and he was adopted by John 

and Frances Allan of Richmond. He studied in England and in America. He left the college because of the 

relationship with Frances, and he moved to Boston when he published his first work. He wrote reviews, 

criticism, poetry, and fiction. He struggled with poverty and alcoholism. He married Sissy in 1836 and when 

she died, he remarried Sarah Elmira Royster. When he was starting a new life with his wife and out of 

alcoholism he was found in a drunken and misery state, he died on the 7th of October 1849 after five days of 

recovery. Poe is the first theorist of the short story as a literary form. One of his essential qualities is his 

profound need to give a semblance of rationality to the strange and irrational creations of his artistic 

imagination. Poe’s great topic in his short stories is horror, a dark vision of the irrational side of the human 

mind and its tendency to self-destruction.  

In his lifetime Poe was not highly regarded in the United States. Perhaps his lack of recognition resulted from 

his own combativeness, for he regularly alienated people who might have supported him. His work therefore 

fell into relative obscurity except in France, where he was considered a brilliant and creative though eccentric 

visionary.  

The tell-tale heart 

The Tell-Tale Heart is a short story first published in 1843. It is related by an unnamed narrator who tries to 

convince the reader of the narrator’s sanity while simultaneously describing a murder the narrator committed. 

The victim was an old man with a "vulture-eye. The narrator emphasizes the careful calculation of the 

murder, attempting the perfect crime, complete with dismembering and hiding the body under the 

floorboards. Ultimately, the narrator's feelings of guilt, or a mental disturbance, result in hearing a thumping 

sound, which the narrator interprets as the dead man's beating heart. 

The specific motivation for murder (aside from the narrator's dislike of the old man's eye), the relationship 

between narrator and old man, the gender of the narrator and other details are left unclear. The narrator 

denies having any feelings of hatred or resentment for the man who had, as stated, never wronged the 

narrator. It has been speculated that the old man is a father figure, the narrator's landlord, or that the narrator 

works for the old man as a servant, and that perhaps his "vulture-eye" represents some sort of veiled secret, or 

power. The eye may also represent secrecy: only when the eye is found open on the final night, penetrating 

the veil of secrecy, is the murder carried out. 

The ambiguity and lack of details about the two main characters stand in stark contrast to the specific plot 

details leading up to the murder. 

ANALYSIS 

The way the narrator describes the murder of the old man reveals their paranoia. The story starts in medias 

res, it opens with a conversation already in progress between the narrator and another person who is not 

identified in any way. It has been speculated that the narrator is confessing to a prison warden, a judge, a 

reporter, a doctor. In any case, the narrator tells the story in detail. 

The first word of the story, "True!", is an admission of their guilt, as well as an assurance of reliability. This 

introduction also serves to gain the reader's attention. 

The story is driven not by the narrator's insistence upon their "innocence", but by their insistence on their 
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sanity. This is self-destructive, because in attempting to prove their sanity, they fully admit that they are guilty 

of murder. The story's final scene shows the result of the narrator's feelings of guilt. He allows his nerves to 

dictate his nature. Despite his best efforts at defending themself, is evidence that he is truly mad. The beating 

could be the sound of the narrator's own heart. Alternatively, if the beating is really a product of the narrator's 

imagination, it is that uncontrolled imagination that leads to their own destruction. 

QUESTIONS 

1) What is "The Tell-Tale Heart" about? 

The short story is about the murder of an old men with a "vulture-eye", committed by the narrator, who 

closely describes everything.  

2) How would you describe the narrator of the story? How does your description compare or contrast with 

what the narrator wants you to believe? 

The narrator of the story is very nervous and paranoic throughout all the narration, even though he wants us 

to believe that he is not insane. In the beginning, he seems calm ("observe how healthily how calmly I can tell 

you the whole story" l.6). He is trying to convince us he is not the killer. However, in the end madness takes 

over. We can easily understand that he is mentally ill when, at the very end of the story, he gets very paranoid 

and begins to feel uncomfortable noting a ringing in his ears, so when he concludes that it is the heartbeat of 

the old man coming from under the floorboards, he confesses the murder. 

3) What is the relationship between the narrator and the old man? 

Poe does not clarify what kind of relationship there is between the narrator and the old man. 

4) Carefully read the description of the old man’s eye, then answer the following question: Why do you think 

the narrator is so obsessed with the eye? 

"I loved the old man. He had never wronged me. (...) I think it was his eye! Yes, it was this! One of his eyes 

resembled that of a vulture (...) I made up my mind to take the life of the old man and thus rid myself of the 

eye forever." This passage makes it clear that the narrator did not intend to kill the man for any reason, it was 

the eye that drove him mad, and he needed to get rid of it. So, the eye is important because it triggers the 

narrator's urge to murder.  

5) Why does the narrator confess? Whose heart does the narrator hear? 

The narrator confesses because he starts hearing the violent heartbeat of the old man coming from under the 

floorboards, which is nothing but his own heart. Driven mad by the acute ringing, he finds himself compelled 

to confess the deed. "It is the beating of his hideous heart!" he cries. He can no longer ignore the louder 

sound of his guilt.  

6) How does the structure of short stories usually work? Can you find the structure of Poe’s “The Tell-Tale 

Heart”? a) Exposition b) Complication c) Crisis d) Climax e) Resolution.  

The structure of a short story usually is divided in five components: "The Tell-Tale Heart", I think, fully 

complies with this pattern. The first element, the exposition, can be found in the initial part of the story when 

the narrator introduces himself and the homicide he is going to commit. Then, the complication (when the 

major conflict is developed) starts on the eighth night, the crucial night, and includes the wide and meticulous 

description of the preparation of the homicide. It lasts until the narrator decides to commit the murder, which 

is the point of greatest tension (the crisis' part). The next element, the climax, begins with the entrance of the 

three police officers; from now on the story proceeds to the resolution, which occurs when the narrator 

confesses. 

7) “The Tell-Tale Heart” was written more than 170 years ago. Why do you think it is still widely read 

today? 
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Maybe because some weird, grim, and macabre aspects put the story somehow close to the reality. It can 

capture and hold the reader's attention by creating suspense. 

8) Identify the mood Poe creates throughout this story, then cite two passages from the text to support your 

answer. 

The narrator shares his obsession with the old man's eye, comparing it to the eye of a vulture. His obsession is 

shown in the detailed description he gives us. By mentioning this Evil Eye several times (“a pale blue eye, 

with a film over it” ... “for it was not the old man who vexed me, but his Evil Eye” etc.) in the story, he adds 

to the story suspense and creates a terrifying and horror mood. Also, the narrator underlines too many times 

that he is not mad, he even asks the reader, but this only contributes to setting a creepy mood.  

9) Choose any sentence from the short story that seems to you particularly significant and explain the reasons 

for your choice. 

"[...] because Death, in approaching him, had stalked with his black shadow before him, and enveloped the 

victim." The narrator-killer identifies himself with the Death.  

"The old man's terror must have been extreme! It grew louder, I say, louder every moment! - do you mark 

me well? I have told you that I am nervous: so, I am." It creates the general mood of suspense and mystery. 

"(...)but why will you say that I am mad?" (...) "how, then, am I mad?" Hearken! and observe how healthily, 

how calmly I can tell you the whole story". These sentences are particularly significant because the narrator is 

already establishing a relationship with the reader by asking him questions and revealing his twisted mind. 

KATE CHOPIN 

Kate Chopin’s life 

Kate was born in 1851, in St. Louis. Her father died when she was four and she was raised by her mother’s 

family. She married Oscar Chopin and they had 6 children. She published novels, poems, and hundreds of 

stories. In her works she wrote about women’s emotions in their relationship with men, children or they own 

sexuality. After her mother’s death she stopped being a practicing Catholic and accepted the Darwinian view 

of human evolution. She wrote freely about sex and love, but it was not conventional, so editors turned down 

her works. Another topic she was concerned about were the repercussions of racial prejudice.  

Desiree’s baby 

It is an American short story. It takes place in Louisiana before the American Civil War. The first paragraphs 

of Kate Chopin’s ‘‘Désirée’s Baby’’ read like a fairy tale. The wealthy Monsieur Valmondé discovers a 

foundling sleeping in his gateway and presents her to his wife, who loves her like the child she has never had. 

Désirée is the adopted daughter of Monsieur and Madame Valmondé. She is courted by the son of another 

wealthy, well-known and respected French Creole family, Armand. They marry and have a child. At this 

point Chopin works a turn on the fairy tale, moving from romance to Gothic horror. People who see the 

baby have the sense it is different. Eventually they realize that the baby's skin is the same color as a quadroon, 

so they understand the baby has African ancestry. Because of Désirée's unknown parents, Armand immediately 

assumes that she is part black. Désirée denies the accusation. Désirée sends Madame Valmondé a letter in need 

of help which Madame Valmondé responds telling her that she can come back to her estate. Armand rejects 

her and insists that she leaves. She takes their child and walks off. Armand burns all Désirée's belongings, even 

the child's cradle, as well as all the letters that she had sent him during their courtship. With this bundle of 

letters is also one written from his mother to his father, revealing that Armand is the one who is part black, by 

his mother's ancestry. His mother thanks God that Aubigny ‘‘will never know that his mother, who adores 

him, belongs to the race that is cursed with the brand of slavery.’’ 

ANALYSIS 

The story raises important issues that plagued Chopin's South, particularly the pervasive and destructive, yet 

ambiguous nature of racism, especially given the numerous people of color in the society. In her portrayal of 
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Désirée, a woman whose self-worth and self-exploration is intrinsically linked to that of her husband, Chopin 

opened the door to her lifelong query into a woman's struggle for a place where she could fully belong. This 

story focuses on themes of hypocrisy and gender equality. Désirée's Baby deals with racism, love, and 

prejudices. Racism is the defining element of the societies of the American South in the 19th century. We 

could find this theme in Armand Aubigny who is violent and cheeky not only with his slaves, but also with 

his family, in fact when he discovers that his son is probably not entirely white, he falls into a terrible rage, for 

this reason he decides to throw out Désirée and the baby. The final lines of ‘‘Désirée’s Baby’’ take on a 

peculiarly horrific irony given the story’s insistent positioning of men as interpretive authorities over women. 

Anna Shannon Elfenbein on the story: Aubigny imposes rigid categories on experience and Désirée acquiesces 

to these categories. The product of a patriarchal and racist culture, this husband insists upon a wide gap 

between positions of power and powerlessness; he assumes determinative power over his wife and children, 

deciding who bears his name, who belongs to his family. Désirée, meanwhile, accedes to Aubigny’s 

determinations; she defines herself on the basis of how he positions her. 

QUESTIONS 

1) What is the story about? 

This story is about a woman who does not know her origins. She marries a rich man, who dismisses her when 

he finds out that maybe she has black blood in her veins. It is a story of racism and discrimination. Armand 

does not care that Desirée's origins are unknown until he notices that his son's skin is turning a darker color. 

He refuses to have anything to do with his wife and son and forces them to leave. 

2) Can you find the structure of Chopin’s short story? 

In the first part of the story, we have an exposition. We learn who Desirée is and a summary of her love life 

with Armand. However, a complication arises when Armand notices that his son's skin is getting darker. This 

leads to a crisis: he no longer wants Desirée and the baby until we assist to a climax: Armand wants Desiré and 

the baby to disappear forever. In the end, we find out that Armand himself is everything he hates the most. 

3) What is the relationship between Désirée and Armand? 

Armand seems to be really in love with Désirée. They are happily married. Desirée had made Armand a better 

man, he was completely fascinated by her and was happier when she gave him a child. But when Armand 

learns of Désirée's origins, his racism and sense of superiority prevail. The great love would prove to be less 

strength than the racism and prejudice of that society. 

4) Who is La Blanche? What is her role in the story? 

She is one of Armand's slaves. La Blanche is mentioned in the short story in a way that makes us understand 

that there might be a sexual relationship between her and Armand. The resemblance of her child to Desirée's 

son makes the protagonist realize his black origins.  

5) Why did Désirée ask Armand if he wanted her to go? And why does she do as he says? 

I think she wanted to make sure that the man she loved did not want to be with her. When he told her to 

leave, she did not see any other chances for their relationship. Desirée does not have a personality, she entirely 

depends on her husband happiness. 

6) Where does Désirée go when she leaves? Why is it important? 

It is not stated where she is going. The author leaves it to the reader to imagine. However, at the end, we 

read: "She disappeared among the reeds and willows that grew thick along the banks of the deep, sluggish 

bayou; and she did not come back again". This sentence gives me a sad feeling and makes me not believe that 

she went to a safe place. Probably she committed suicide.  

7) What would have happened if Désirée had decided to go back to Valmondé? 
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Desirée would have probably lived a peaceful life in her childhood house with the parents who chose to love 

her from the beginning. She would have found the love of her mother, appreciation, and protection. 

8) What could happen to Armand and the plantation if his African ancestry were discovered? 

Armand would lose his property, his title, the consideration of the other plantation owners and he would 

probably lose his freedom. Probably a sense of revenge would grow in the minds of the slaves, and they 

would be more likely to choose not to work for him and to obey him since he is "one of them". 

9) Choose any sentence from the short story that seems to you particularly significant and explain the reasons 

for your choice.  

"Marriage, and later the birth of his son had softened Armand Aubigny's imperious and exacting nature 

greatly. This was what made the gentle Desiree so happy, for she loved him desperately. When he frowned, 

she trembled, but loved him. When he smiled, she asked no greater blessing of God". Desirée knew deep 

down that her husband was not as kind as she wanted to believe. She, too, trembled when he was not in a 

good mood, but she would not recognize those red flags. 

SUSAN GLASPELL 

Susan’s life 

She was born in Davenport in 1876, her father taught her independence, integrity, and idealism. After her 

graduation she started working as a reporter and she also publishes some short stories on magazines. In 1907 

she met George Cook, who revolted against the provincialism. They worked together in the theatre and 

produced some plays. They married in 1913 and moved to Provincetown where Susan became the most 

prolific playwright. Her plays fostered new forms of dramatic expression and helped bring about a radical shift 

in the direction of American drama. She wrote about the new woman striving to fulfill her dreams in a hostile 

and insensitive world. She brought together European expressionism with American realism, showing an 

extraordinary diversity of dramatic techniques. Her novels are rarely read today, but her plays still speak to 

audiences the world over. To appreciate the full resonance of her novels requires by now an act of historical 

reconstruction. 

A Jury of Her Peers 

A Jury of Her Peers is a short story by Susan Glaspell, based on the 1900 murder of John, which Glaspell 

covered while working as a journalist. It is seen as an example of early feminist literature because two female 

characters can solve a mystery that the male characters cannot. They are aided by their knowledge of women's 

psychology. "A Jury of Her Peers" is about the discovery and the investigation of John Wright's murder. 

The story begins on a cold, windy day in Dickson County with Martha Hale's being called to ride to a crime 

scene. In the buggy is Lewis Hale, her husband, Sheriff Peters, the county sheriff, and Mrs. Peters. 

They arrive at the crime scene: The Wrights' lonesome-looking house. Once the group is inside the house, 

Mr. Hale is asked to describe to the county attorney what he had seen and experienced the day prior. Despite 

the serious circumstances, he delivers his story in a long- winded and poorly thought-out manner. Upon 

entering the house, he finds Mrs. Wright in a delirious state and comes to learn that Mr. Wright has been 

strangled. The women's curious natures and their peculiar attention to details allow them to find evidence of 

Mrs. Wright's guilt and her motives. Meanwhile, the men are unable to procure any evidence. The women 

find the one usable piece of evidence: the dead bird in the box. It is stated that Minnie used to love to sing, 

and her husband took that away from her. But now finding her bird is dead, with a broken neck, it is evident 

Mrs. Wright killed her husband. Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters use their knowledge and experience to understand 

Mrs. Wright's suffering. The women find justification in Mrs. Wright’s actions and go about hiding what they 

find from the men. In the end, their obstruction of evidence will seemingly prevent a conviction. The story 

ends here and does not move into the occurrences after they leave the house.  

ANALYSIS 
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“A Jury of her Peers” is by now a small feminist classic. For Lee Edwards and Arlyn Diamond in 1973 it 

introduced us to the work of one of the important but forgotten women writers who were then being 

rediscovered. Glaspell’s story was significant for its challenge to prevailing images or stereotypes of women 

and for its celebration of female sorority, of the power of sisterhood. Through her brief opening description of 

the landscape Glaspell establishes the physical context for the loneliness and isolation, an isolation Minnie 

inherited from and shared with generations of pioneer and farm women before her. The work as, as one 

historian has said, “almost endless,” and over the course of a lifetime usually consisted of tasks “more arduous 

and demanding than those performed by men.” Indoors and out, the division of labor “favored men” and 

“exploited women.” The first annual report of the Department of Agriculture in 1862 included a study of the 

situation of farm women which concluded that they worked harder than men but were neither treated with 

respect as a result nor given full authority within their domestic sphere. Lacking decent clothes, Minnie 

doesn’t travel into town. What she turns to in her isolation is a bird, a canary bought from a travelling 

peddler. Here again Glaspell’s story reflects a larger truth about the lives of rural women. Their isolation 

induced madness in many. The rate of insanity in rural areas, especially for women, was a much-discussed 

subject in the second half of the 19th century. An article in 1882 noted that farmer’s wives comprised the 

largest percentage of those in lunatic asylums.  

The flash of recognition between the two women, a moment of communication the more intense for being 

wordless, is, as one critic has said, “the metamorphizing spark of the story.” It presages Mrs. Peter’s eventual 

revolt against male authority.  

QUESTIONS 

1) Which characters in “A Jury of Her Peers” are round, flat, static, and dynamic? 

The female characters are round: for example, Mrs Hale and Mrs Peters develop a sense of mercy toward 

Minnie, and they become more independent of men. Mrs Hale understands that she had to be more present 

for Minnie: indeed, she is a three-dimensional character. Also, Minnie Foster/Wright is a dynamic character 

because she changes during her all life: at the beginning, she is a serene woman, she enjoys singing and she is 

happy with her life. During the twenty years of marriage, she turns off like a candle: she is lonely, she cannot 

sing anymore because of her husband. She kills him in a moment of refund pride: an act of violence that signs 

her return to control her life. Male characters are flat and static: they do not have any development during the 

story. Men are the flat and static characters, as they do not change throughout history. Women, on the other 

hand, represent the dynamic characters, with strong personalities, filled with feelings and emotions. 

2) Who is the central character in the story? 

The central character of the whole story is Mrs Wright because it is in her kitchen that the story takes place, 

and she is considered the main suspect in the murder of her husband. Although she is not physically present, 

we all know about her. She is the central character because she is both her husband's murderer and the victim 

of the dead man who was aggressive and violent toward her. Moreover, Mrs Hale and Mrs Peters appear as 

her helpers, investigating as true detectives and discovering the real motive of the murder. 

3) Who are Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters? How are they similar, and how are they different? 

These characters are similar in terms of their empathy towards Minnie Foster and towards themselves as 

women. On the other hand, they are different in terms of personality: Mrs Hale seems more emancipated 

than Mrs Peters, who seems dependent on her husband.  

4) While staying in the kitchen, Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters find important information about Mrs. 

Wright/Minnie Foster. Why do the men decide to conduct the investigation without paying close attention 

to the kitchen? 

The men are not emphatic nor sensitive enough to understand that to find the crucial clues you should look 

in the killer's room and in her habits. Moreover, they think that the kitchen is women's prerogative, and they 

prefer to focus on the crime scene, much more masculine and revealing in their opinion. The men, because of 

their shallowness, did not even stop to interpret Minnie's last gestures or her reaction in front of Mr. Hale. 
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5) What do the women tell the men about their conclusions related to the murder? Why? 

The women never mention their opinion or discoveries about the murder, they decide to cover Minnie up as 

much as possible, to free her once and for all from her suffocating existence. 

6) Where is the story set? Why is it important? 

The story is set into Minnie's kitchen. That is fundamental because thanks to what is inside the kitchen, the 

two women can start a dialogue with Minnie, even if she is not physically there, and they find out what type 

of life she was living inside that house. 

7) What do the men in the story think about women in general? 

They are clearly sexist: they belittle the two women's conversations and think that they just talk about stupid 

things. Women are seen as inferiors. The men are searching for evidences, so in a sexist vision, they are doing 

the hard job, while the sensitive women are doing nothing useful. 

8) What does the title of the story mean? 

The meaning of "a jury of her peers" is "una giuria di suoi pari”. The title of Glaspell's work points to the true 

core of the story. The judgment takes place between people who are "on the same level", women who share 

the same condition of supposed inferiority. While judging Ms. Wright, they choose to understand her 

condition and hide evidence.  

9) What do you think is the main message of this short story? 

I think the main message of this story is that it is important to support each other, especially if you can relate 

to what the other is going through. It is a story of women who understand sexism and patriarchy and are 

willing to fight that system. The story wants also to condemn the social system of the time, characterized by 

the domination of the man and the subjugation of the woman. 

10) Choose any sentence from the short story that seems to you particularly significant and explain the reasons 

for your choice. 

"If they are going to find any evidence, I wish they'd be about it. I don't like this place." 

"But I'm awful glad you came with me, Mrs. Hale." Mrs. Peters put the birdcage on the table and sat down. 

"It would be lonesome for me--sitting here alone." 

"Yes, it would, wouldn't it?" 

This is the moment the female characters start relating with the murderer. 

 

JOYCE CAROL OATES 

 
Joyce’s life 

She was born in Lockport NY, in 1938. She became interested in reading when she was very young, and she 

started writing herself after she graduated. The Vanguard Press published Oates' first novel, With Shuddering 

Fall (1964), when she was 26 years old. She was one of the most prolific writers, she has published many 

books and stories. She also wrote poetry and literary criticism. In 1966, she published "Where Are You 

Going, Where Have You Been?”. Oates has said that this story has been “constantly misunderstood by one 

generation, and intuitively understood by another”. She sees the story as dealing with human being struggling 

heroically to define personal identity in the face of incredible opposition, even in the face of death itself.  

Where are you going, where have you been? 

It is short story written by Joyce Carol Oates. The story first appeared in the Fall 1966 edition of Epoch 

magazine. Oates said that she dedicated the story to Bob Dylan because she was inspired to write it after 

listening to his song "It's All Over Now, Baby Blue". The story was originally named "Death and the 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/With_Shuddering_Fall
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/With_Shuddering_Fall
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Where_Are_You_Going%2C_Where_Have_You_Been%3F
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Where_Are_You_Going%2C_Where_Have_You_Been%3F
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Where_Are_You_Going%2C_Where_Have_You_Been%3F
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Maiden". The main character of Oates' story is Connie, a beautiful, self-absorbed 15-year-old girl, who is at 

odds with her mother and with her dutiful, "steady", and homely older sister. Without her parents' 

knowledge, she spends most of her evenings picking up boys at a Big Boy restaurant, and one evening 

captures the attention of a stranger in a gold convertible covered with cryptic writing. While her parents are 

away at her aunt's barbecue, two men pull up in front of Connie's house and call her out. She recognizes the 

driver, Arnold Friend, as the man from the drive-in restaurant, and is initially charmed by the smooth-talking, 

charismatic stranger. He tells Connie he is 18 and has come to take her for a ride in his car with his sidekick 

Ellie. Connie slowly realizes that he is much older and grows afraid. When she refuses to go with them, 

Friend becomes more forceful and threatening, saying that he will harm her family, while at the same time 

appealing to her vanity, saying that she is too good for them. Connie is compelled to leave with him and do 

what he demands of her. 

Connie: A beautiful girl who is caught up in trying to date boys. She gets in an argument with her mother 

and older sister and so she rebels against her family and events that they do together. She loves listening to 

music. 

Arnold Friend: A man that claims he is 18 yet looks like he may be older. He is smooth talking yet 

threatening which makes Connie uneasy and scared to be with him. 

Ellie: Arnold's friend who is very strange and sits in Arnold's car when they go to Connie's house. He listens 

to music and mostly stays back as Arnold tries to smooth talk his way to get Connie in the car with them. 

Connie's Mother: Was once very beautiful when she was younger and is now a frustrating figure in Connie's 

life. They are arguing and fighting with one another causing many issues to arise between them. 

June: The older sister of Connie who is basically the opposite of her Connie. She does everything that her 

family asks of her which in turn allows her to go out at night. 

ANALYSIS 

Oates has stated that she wrote "Where Are You Going, Where Have You Been?" after reading an article in 

the March 4, 1966. a psychopathic young man in his early twenties named Charles Howard Schmid Jr. who 

wore elaborate face make up, stuffed rags in his boots to make himself taller, and was impervious to feelings of 

guilt or remorse. Schmid, nicknamed "Smitty," was suspected of murdering three teenage girls.  

QUESTIONS 

1) What is this short story about? What does the title mean? 

"Where Are You Going, Where Have You Been?" are questions that are usually asked by worried parents to 

their children, yet, in this short story, they are never mentioned, simply because her parents do not worry 

about her. Her father does not care about Connie, and her mother only cares about comparing her to June 

and criticizing her. It will be the detachment from her family to be the theme of the first part of the story, and 

this detachment will make it easy for two men to kidnap Connie. 

2) How does the description of Connie change during the story? Is she a round character? 

Connie is at first described only as a pretty but rebel teenager but, as the end of the story approaches, we 

notice that she starts thinking about her poor life decisions and her contempt for her mother, realizing her 

mistakes and regretting them because she senses that once she passes through her porch door, she is never 

going to see her family, house, or friends ever again. At first, she seems like an obnoxious, self-centered 

teenager. Slowly, however, we understand that she is a sensitive girl and suffering from detachment from her 

family. So, we could say she is a dynamic character. 

3) What kind of relationship does Connie have with her family? 

Connie has a terrible relationship with her mother. Her mother is constantly trying to tear her down, and she 

is probably jealous of her daughter's beauty. Because she was once pretty too, and now she is not. I do not 

think Connie hates her sister June. However, they do not have the best relationship two sisters could have, 

and that is because of their mother's constant comparing of the two girls. Connie's father, instead, seems to be 

absent from her life. He works a lot, eats supper and sleeps, that is all. 
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4) Who is Arnold Friend? Where did the author find inspiration for this character? Starting from his name, 

what do the features of Arnold Friend (body, language) and his objects (clothes, car etc.) represent? 

Joyce Carol Oates was inspired by the case of Charles Schmid, a charming young man who murdered three 

teenage girls and buried them in the Arizona desert. His friends knew about the murders but kept his secret. 

Arnold himself seems charming; at first, he compliments Connie and, just as Schmid, has an accomplice, Ellie. 

Arnold Friend is a man who, despite his last name, cannot be described as friendly, though he tries everything 

to get into Connie's good graces. To convince her of his age, he wears common teenage clothes, probably 

wears a wig, and has painted the car a bright gold to, I suspect, impress the young girl.  

5) Why does Arnold speak “as if he were reciting the words to a song”? Moreover, why does he sound like 

Bobby King? 

His aim is to gain her trust and impress her by forcing her to believe that he is just as old as her and that they 

have much in common, so he starts acting like a teenager and tries to sound like Bobby King. He has been 

stalking her for a while, and he knows King's her favorite singer. 

6) How does Arnold know so much about Connie, her family, and her friends? For example, how is it 

possible that he knows exactly what is happening at the barbecue? 

Arnold is a stalker and a killer. We perceive this because as he confesses all the details that he had discovered 

about Connie since their first encounter we understand that he had been following her and her family and 

asking her friends about her until he found her alone in the house. He has probably stalked her, and whoever 

is close to her. I suppose this is not the first time he tries to kidnap a girl, so he is an expert. 

7) How does the story ends? Why? 

The author chooses not to give us the ending of the story. But everything suggests the worst. She will 

probably be raped and killed. 

8) Why does Arnold talk about a neighbor of Connie’s who died? 

While reading the story, I had the impression that he was telling her about her dead neighbor to make her 

understand that he was involved with that murder and so he was trying to scare her. He is probably warning 

her that she could end up the same if she does not obey. 

9) According to Joyce Carol Oates, “People frequently misunderstand serious art because it is often violent 

and unattractive. I wish the world were a prettier place, but I wouldn’t be honest as a writer if I ignored the 

actual conditions around me.” How do you think these words might apply to “Where Are You Going, 

Where Have You Been?” 

Oates feels the need to narrate this dreadful news story to expose the fatal attraction to death which is pursued 

especially by young girls who wants to be thrilled by the danger of a sexual intercourse with a sexy yet creepy 

man. The author does not want to tell fairy tales, but real problems that surround us. Child trafficking, 

kidnapping, pedophilia are violent issues that people prefer to avoid, yet they are real, and Joyce wants to 

open her readers' eyes. 

AMBROSE BIERCE 

Ambrose’s life 

Ambrose Bierce was born in 1842, in Ohio. He enlisted with the Ninth Indiana Infantry during the civil war. 

When he left the army, in 1864, he began his career as a newspaper writer. In the 1880s he became very 

influential in his profession. In his seventies Bierce supervised publication of the twelve volumes of his 

Collected Works, revisited the Civil War battlefields of his youth, and then disappeared across the Mexican 

border. He is considered a notable forerunner of American realists. Bierce preferred the short story to novel, 

defining the novel as a “short story padded”. He modeled his creation of suspense leading up to a dramatic 

crisis after the stories of Edgar Allan Poe, but Bierce described more realistic situations in his fiction.  
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An occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge 

It is a short story set during the American Civil War. It is known for its irregular time sequence and twist 

ending. Bierce's abandonment of strict linear narration in favor of the internal mind of the protagonist is an 

early example of the stream of consciousness narrative mode. 

Peyton Farquhar, a civilian and plantation owner, is being prepared for execution by hanging from an 

Alabama railroad bridge during the American Civil War. Six military men and a company of infantrymen are 

present, guarding the bridge and carrying out the sentence. Farquhar thinks of his wife and children and is 

then distracted by a noise that sounds like an unbearably loud clanging; it is the ticking of his watch. He 

considers the possibility of jumping off the bridge and swimming to safety if he can free his tied hands, but the 

soldiers drop him from the bridge before he can act on the idea. 

In a flashback, Farquhar and his wife are relaxing at home one evening when a soldier rides up to the gate. 

Farquhar, a supporter of the Confederacy, learns from him that Union troops have seized the Owl Creek 

railroad bridge and repaired it. The soldier suggests that Farquhar might be able to burn the bridge down if he 

can slip past its guards. The soldier is actually a disguised Union scout who has lured Farquhar into a trap as 

any civilian caught interfering with the railroads will be hanged. 

The story returns to the present, and the rope around Farquhar's neck breaks when he falls from the bridge 

into the creek. He frees his hands, pulls the noose away, and rises to the surface to begin his escape. His senses 

now greatly sharpened, he dives and swims downstream to avoid rifle and cannon fire. Once he is out of 

range, he leaves the creek to begin the journey to his home, 30 miles away. Farquhar walks all day long 

through a seemingly endless forest, and that night he begins to hallucinate, seeing strange constellations and 

hearing whispered voices in an unknown language. He travels on, urged by the thought of his wife and 

children despite the pains caused by his ordeal. The next morning, after having apparently fallen asleep while 

walking, he finds himself at the gate to his plantation. He rushes to embrace his wife, but before he can do so, 

he feels a heavy blow upon the back of his neck; there is a loud noise and a flash of white, and "then all is 

darkness and silence". It is revealed that Farquhar never escaped at all; he imagined the entire third part of the 

story during the time between falling through the bridge and the noose breaking his neck. 

ANALYSIS  

More than any other work, this is the story for which Bierce is most remembered. The story concludes with 

one of the most famous sentences in American literature: "Peyton Farquhar was dead; his body, with a broken 

neck, swung gently from side to side beneath the timbers of the Owl Creek bridge." The escape had been an 

illusive dream. Careless readers have misinterpreted the story. The so-called trick ending throws them off. A 

more careful reading of this most carefully written story reveals that the ending is no trick— except on the 

unfortunate and dull-witted Farquhar. Everywhere along the way, Bierce prepares the reader for the story's 

only possible conclusion. Actually, "An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge" ends twice, and both times the 

same way. The third and final section of the story opens with a remarkably graphic and convincing account of 

Farquhar's death by hanging.” At this point, Farquhar is dead, and the story is over, but it is Bierce's brilliant 

achievement to show how a dying man might, in the split second of life remaining to him, mistake the 

sensation of falling, being strangled, and being yanked skyward again for a saving plunge into deep water. 

Impossible feats of hearing and seeing are combined with equally marvelous physical feats. Several critics have 

pointed out that Farquhar's emergence from the water mimics the act of being born.  

QUESTIONS 

1) What were your first impressions of Bierce’s short story? 

At first, I did not understand what was going on. As I was reading, the suspense was growing. Soon I started 

rooting for Farquhar, so at the end when I realized he was dead and that he was just imagining, I felt kind of 

sad. I think that is exactly what the author wanted, we are not only reading the story, but we are also 

participating in it. 

2) Why is the short story divided in three sections? 
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The first part goes directly to the main moment of the story, Farquhar is going to be hanged, but we know 

nothing about what happened before, that is why in the second part we have a flashback. In the end, we go 

back to the Bridge where Farquhar is being condemned. So, the story is divided into three sections, to make 

the reader distinguish the flashback from the present moment. 

3) What do you think “the ticking of [Farquhar’s] watch” (p. 127) might represent? 

I think that Farquhar's watch symbolically marks the painful time until his death. The ticking of his watch is 

counting the time Farquhar has left. It contributes to increase the suspense and his anxiety. He was going mad 

(“the delays were maddening”). He wanted to get over with it and not wait any longer. 

4) How long does Farquhar’s escape last? 

I am not sure I can say how long it lasted since we cannot really say a real escape ever happened. But if we 

think of an imaginary ("mental") escape, in Farquhar's mind it lasted a whole day, in real life a few minutes or 

probably a few seconds before he was dead. 

5) Why is it appropriate that the execution takes place on a bridge over a river? 

Because it is a symbolic point: the bridge represents a strategic communication route, the connection between 

the Confederate and the Union-controlled territory and marks the maximum advance of the Union Army. It 

is a hidden place. Nothing can go wrong. Symbolically, the bridge connects Farquhar’s present life with his 

after-death life. 

6) Who is the soldier described at the end of section II? 

The soldier is a Federal Scout. He belongs to the Northern's vanguard and has been sent to the South. He has 

the duty of infiltrating the enemy's lines and reporting information to his commanders. However, he is 

wearing a Confederate uniform, that's why Farquhar mistakes him for a member of the Southern troop. 

7) Read the following description from section III (p. 129). What do you think it might suggest? 

"He was now in full possession of his physical senses. They were, indeed, preternaturally keen and alert . . . 

they made record of things never perceived… He looked at the forest on the bank of the stream, saw the 

individual trees, the leaves, and the veining of each leaf—he saw the very insects upon them: the locusts, the 

brilliant, bodied flies, the gray spiders stretching their webs from twig to twig. He noted the prismatic colors 

in all the dewdrops upon a million blades of grass." 

This is the moment we should have understood he was dreaming. It was too unreal to be true. Also, I would 

like to say that reading this part a second time, after having realized he was hanged, made me sad: before 

dying he connected with Nature, he felt and noticed thing never felt and noticed before. 

8) What point of view does the writer use in Part III of the story? Why is the point of view adopted 

particularly appropriate? 

In part III, it is used a limited third-person narrator, objective and omniscient. He seems to be right there, and 

he tells us exactly what happens and what he sees, making everything seem real and increasing the suspense. 

9) Why does this story not follow a regular chronological order? How would the effect of the story change if 

the events were described in order? 

Because it is functional to the purpose of the author of mixing reality (the first and the second section) and 

imagination (the third section) and making the border between them indistinct. The use of flashback and 

hallucinations provides to increase the suspense. It makes participate the reader since it requires more 

concentration. I would say it makes the story effort-taking and not flat. Probably if the narrator had followed 

the chronological order, the reader would have lost any interest in the story. 



 

Susan Aly a.a. 2020-2021 

10) While the background of this short story is the Civil War, Bierce is particularly interested in examining 

the psychology of someone who is going to die. How is human psychology described in such a life-

threatening situation? 

The writer does not forget the basic human reactions, like fear and apprehension. Farquhar is desperate. He 

wants that moment to end. He tries to think of the ones he loves the most: his beautiful wife and his children. 

He is going mad, and he thinks so intensely that he starts dreaming and believing that he really got free. 

RALPH ELLISON 

Ralph’s life 

Ralph Ellison was an African American writer born in Oklahoma in 1914. His mother worked as a domestic 

servant to support her family. Ellison credited her, who recruited black votes for the Socialist Party, for 

turning him into an activist. She also brought home discarded books from the white households where she 

worked. He published his bestselling, acclaimed first novel Invisible Man in 1952 (award- winning novel). 

Ellison's unfinished novel Juneteenth was published posthumously in 1999. Ellison travelled throughout 

Europe and lived in Rome for two years after becoming an American Academy fellow. Ellison died from 

pancreatic cancer in New York City on April 16, 1994. The novel that he had been working on prior to his 

death was released posthumously in 1999 and titled Juneteenth.  

Battle Royal 

“Battle Royal,” the first chapter of Ralph Ellison’s novel Invisible Man, is about a young black man who 

participates in a staged brawl for the entertainment of rich white men. The narrator is invited to a party, 

where he is blindfolded and forced to fight other boys from his school. His "reward" turns out to be worthless 

coins. After the battle royal, the narrator delivers a speech about how black men should defer to white men in 

all matters. For this speech, he is awarded a scholarship to an African American college. The battle royal itself 

can be read as a reflection of the intra-racial conflicts imposed by the white townsmen. Blindfolded, the 

students inflict pain upon each other in the same way the event is set up to inflict pain on the black students 

present.  

CULTURAL CONTEXT OF INVISIBLE MAN 

1947: Ralph Ellison’s “Battle Royal” was published; 1952: Invisible Man was published; 1951-1954: Brown 

vs. Board of Education → schools for black children were not equal to white schools; 1955: Rosa Parks 

refused to give up her seat on a bus in Alabama; 1964: Civil Rights Act; 1965: Voting Rights Act.  

Segregation, prejudices and discriminations, and their social concomitants potentially damage the personality 

of all children. As minority group children learn the inferior status to which they are assigned, as they observe 

the fact that they are always kept apart from others who are treated with more respect by the society as a 

whole, they often react with feeling of inferiority and a sense of personal humiliation. Segregation leads to a 

blockage in the communications and interaction between the two groups. Such blockages tend to increase 

mutual suspicion, distrust, and hostility.  

Sir was it your intention to include any protest in the novel? I would think that implicitly the novel protests. 

It protests the agonies of growing up. It protests the problem of trying to find a way into a complex, 

intricately structured society. 

Ellison: «there is an old saying amongst Negroes: if you’re black, stay back; if you’re brown, stick around; if 

you’re white, you’re right». 

QUESTIONS 

1) What were your first impressions of Ellison’s short story? 

I immediately felt sad and angry at the same time for the protagonist's condition. This well-detailed short story 

makes us understand how a black guy could be treated back in the days due to the stereotypes and racial 

prejudices of white men. A black person was nothing but entrainment for American society. 
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2) Describe the narrator. For example, what is his name, and how old is he? 

The author uses a first-person narrator, but we never get to know his name. We do not have a lot of 

information about him. He is a black man who narrates an episode of his life that happened 20 years before. I 

believe he must be in his 40s since from his story I understood that he was in his 20s when the episode took 

place. 

3) Why is the story told in first person? 

By going for a first-person narrator, the author forces the reader to put themselves in the shoes of a young 

black man in those years, and in this way, they must empathize with all the violence, fear, and humiliation 

that the protagonist has to go through. We can understand what he has been feeling, and we can have a 

clearer view of what he was going through. 

4) Is the narrator of the story reliable? How could the story change if told from a different point of view? For 

example, how do Tatlock and the stripper experience the same events? 

I think that the narrator is reliable, but of course, he is only describing what happened from his own point of 

view, so as on any occasion someone else's point of view might be completely different and change the whole 

story. Everyone has their own beliefs. Tatlock is a white guy who shows racist behavior toward our narrator 

and considers him an enemy. So, if he were the narrator, we would have had racist comments and we would 

have felt his anger. Then we have the stripper, who simply sees just a bunch of men trying to sexualize her. 

5) At the beginning of the story the narrator says, “I was naïve.” What does he mean? 

He blames himself for not having followed his grandfather's advices. He is trying to say that back then he was 

too innocent to understand in what kind of society he lived. He was convinced that it would take just hard 

work to get great results, it did not matter if he was a black man. When he was invited to a hotel ballroom, he 

genuinely thought he was there for his merits, instead, he was just there to entertain white men. He did not 

understand how society really worked, how much prejudice and cruelty he would have experienced because 

he "was naive". 

6) What is the role of the stripper in the story? How is her situation similar or different from the boys? Why 

are both the fighters and the stripper part of the same show? 

The stripper and the black guys are both considered inferiors. She is a victim forced to sell her body for 

money and please white men's sexual instincts. Both the fighters and the strippers are there because their job is 

to entertain the racist and sexist society they live in. 

7) Why does the narrator worry about his speech even during the battle? Why doesn’t he leave? 

Because he shows another time his compliance towards white people's desire: the narrator believes that only if 

he resists the fighting, he will gain a kind of "authority" allowing him to do his speech. As he says in the 

beginning, he is naive, so he believes that those white men will really listen to him, praise him, and reward 

him, regardless of his skin color. 

8) Why does the school superintendent believe that the “boy” will “someday lead his people in the proper 

paths”? 

The superintendent considers the narrator as someone submissive; he passively accepts everything. He thinks 

that the narrator could convince other black guys to be just like him and submit to the racist society. By 

"proper paths" the superintendent means "their own place in society", so he trying to underline the difference 

between white (superior) and black men (inferior and submissive). So, it is a white man's task to do everything 

possible to preserve his status. 

9) What does the grandfather’s dying-speech mean? Why does he describe himself as a traitor and a spy? 

I think that he understands the damage he made to the whole black community while he was accepting the 

racial segregation and all the humiliations, he regrets for his complacency: so, he not to imitate him, but to 
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oppose the current social environment by adopting what seems to be the strategy of the nonviolent resistance. 

He thinks black people should fight for justice and against prejudice. He considers himself as a traitor for 

having stopped fighting and instead, becoming a "spy", he allied with white men, he spent all his life serving 

them and accepting their orders. 

10) What are the possible meanings of this quote? “To Whom It May Concern… Keep This Nigger-Boy 

Running.” 

The protagonist must keep on going, regardless of whatever humiliation he must face, he must never stop 

running towards his goals. But it can be read in an ironic way "Let this Nigger-Boy running, he can 

accomplish some results but, despite the effort, he will never be on our level".  

11) What do you think about the ending of the story? Has the narrator learned anything about what happened 

to him? 

I liked the symbolic ending of the story because it reminds the narrator of his grandfather's remarks: being 

conscious of the situation takes but I think that the narrator "of the future" is on the right way, as we see from 

the judgements he expresses. The dream makes him realize what truly happened to him and how white 

people made fun of him. He understood that something was wrong, but probably he was not ready to fully 

understand his position and the mistakes he did. As he said in the beginning he was "naive". He will fully 

understand as he grows up.  

ALICE WALKER 

Alice’s life 

Alice Walker was born in 1944 in Georgia. She attended Spelman College and then she studied in New 

York, where she began her writing career. She published several novels, poems, and short stories. She 

published her best-known novel in 1988, The Color Purple, that made her the first woman to win the 

Pulitzer Prize. Walker’s work expresses her commitment to the idea of radical social change. She was an 

activist for the civil rights movement in Mississippi. Walker asserts that the creativity of black women is a 

measure of the health of the entire American society. She calls herself a “womanist”, her term for a feminist of 

color (part of our tradition as black women is that we are universalists). In 1981 she wrote the collection 

“You can’t keep a Good Woman Down”. Walker has said “Writing really helps you heal yourself”.  

Everyday Use 

Her short story "Everyday Use" originally appeared in her 1973 collection, "In Love & Trouble: Stories of 

Black Women". The story is narrated in the first-person point of view by a mother who lives with her shy 

and unattractive daughter Maggie, who was scarred in a house fire as a child. They are nervously waiting for a 

visit from Maggie’s sister Dee to whom life has always come easy. Dee and her boyfriend arrive with 

unfamiliar clothing and hairstyles, greeting Maggie and the narrator with Muslim and African phrases. Dee 

announces that she has changed her name to Wangero Lewanika Kemanjo, saying that she could not stand to 

use a name from oppressors. This decision hurts her mother, who named her after a lineage of family 

members. During the visit, Dee lays claim to certain family heirlooms, such as the top and dasher of a butter 

churn, whittled by relatives. But unlike Maggie, who uses the butter churn to make butter, Dee wants to treat 

them like antiques or artwork. Dee also tries to claim some handmade quilts and assumes she will be able to 

have them because she is the only one who can "appreciate" them. Dee even treats her own family members 

as curiosities, taking numerous photos of them. What Dee fails to understand is that the heritage of the items 

she wants come precisely from their "everyday use". Part of the beauty of the object is that it has been so 

frequently used, and by so many hands in the family, suggesting a communal family history that Dee seems 

unaware of. The quilts, made from scraps of clothing and sewn by multiple hands, epitomize this "lived 

experience." They even include a small scrap from "Great Grandpa Ezra's uniform that he wore in the Civil 

War," which reveals that members of Dee's family were working against "the people who oppress[ed]" them 

long before Dee decided to change her name. Maggie knows how to quilt, they are reminders of specific 

people, not of some abstract notion of heritage.  
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The mother informs Dee that she has already promised the quilts to Maggie, and intends for the quilts to be 

used, not simply admired. Maggie says Dee can have them, but the mother takes the quilts out of Dee's hands 

and gives them to Maggie. "I can 'member Grandma Dee without the quilts," Maggie says to her mother 

when she moves to give them up. It is this statement that prompts her mother to take the quilts away from 

Dee and hand them to Maggie because Maggie understands their history and value so much more deeply than 

Dee does. Dee then leaves, chiding the mother for not understanding her own heritage and encouraging 

Maggie to "make something of yourself." After Dee is gone, Maggie and the narrator relax contentedly in the 

backyard. At the end Mama combines Maggie’s respect for tradition with Dee’s pride and refusal to back 

down.  

ANALYSIS 

Commentaries on Alice Walker’s “Everyday Use” typically center on Mama’s awakening to one daughter’s 

superficiality and to the other’s deep seated understanding of heritage. This story is distinctive, however, in 

that Walker stresses not only the importance of language but also the destructive effects of its misuse. Clearly, 

Dee privileges language over silence, as she demonstrates in her determination to be educated and in the 

importance she places on her name. Mama’s actions, not her words, silence the daughter who has, up to this 

point, used language to control others and separate herself from the community: Mama tells us that Dee turns 

and leaves the room “without a word.” Just before taking the quilts out of Dee’s hands, Mama tells us, “I did 

something I never had done before.” The “something” to which she refers is essentially two actions: Mama 

embraces Maggie and says “no” to Dee for the first time. 

The story shifts abruptly to the past tense immediately after Dee declares that she has changed her name. Up 

until now, Mama has been caught in the tension between her annoyance with Dee and her instinctive desire 

to be “the way my daughter would want me to be.” Yet when Dee goes so far as to disown her family 

identity, Mama reaches a watershed. Mama has previously been unable to express her anger at Dee, but now 

her older daughter has pushed her too far; now she is able to objectify the situation, to distance herself from it. 

The use of present-tense verbs in the first half of the story suggests less narrative authority: if Mama is telling 

the events as they happen, she is merely reacting. By shifting to the past tense, Walker strengthens Mama’s 

voice, giving her more control. In the final paragraph of the story, Dee is not mentioned by name at all. 

Instead, Mama mentions only “the sunglasses,”, and the “car dust”. Maggie, on the other hand, is mentioned 

twice by name and is referred to a third time when Mama describes the two of them sitting together on the 

porch. Dee’s absence in the final lines contrasts with her overbearing presence in the beginning of Mama’s 

story. Dee’s oppressive voice is mute, for Mama has narrated her out of the story altogether. 

While Dee is certainly insensitive and selfish to a certain degree, she nevertheless offers a view of heritage and 

a strategy for contemporary African Americans to cope with an oppressive society that is, in some ways, more 

valid than that offered by Mama and Maggie. Most critics see Dee's education and her insistence on reading to 

Mama and Maggie as further evidence of her separation from and lack of understanding for her family identity 

and heritage.  

QUESTIONS 

1) What were your first impressions of Walker’s short story? 

It is a complex story, especially regarding the feelings among a mother and her two daughters, but also about 

the emancipation and a heavy heritage. What I liked the most about this story is how Dee, after having had 

the opportunity to have a better education, acknowledges her heritage and culture. She seems a strong, 

independent woman who does not want to be ashamed of who she is anymore.  

 

2) Describe the narrator. Who is she? What is she like? Where and how does she live? What kind of life has 

she had? How do you think the story would change if narrated by one of the other characters? 

The narrator is an African American woman, "Mama". She lives in the countryside where she has always 

lived. She says that she is satisfied with her simple life. The story is seen from the point of view of a humble 

woman who has no intention to change her life since she is used to it. She is a mother who tries to 
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understand her older daughter new way of thinking. If the story were told by Dee, the narrator would have 

stormed off at the end and we could sense her disappointment when her family did not quite understand her. 

I think that if the story had been narrated from one of the two daughters' point of view, it would have been 

unbalanced and misrepresented: Mama, at the end, succeeds in founding a balance. 

3) Describe Maggie and Dee. How did they grow up? How are they different? 

Maggie is described as a quiet girl. She lacks self-confidence, is very shy and often stands apart when other 

people are around. She has a simple life with her mother while her sister Dee was sent away for a better 

education because unlike her sister Maggie, she does not have limited reading skills. 

Dee is very different from her sister: she a determined African American. She is strong and self-confident. 

According to Maggie, she had an easier life. Thanks to the money raised by her mother and the church, Dee 

went to school, unlike Maggie. 

4) Why did Dee change her name? How is this change important, and how is it reflected in her attitude 

toward the family artifacts? 

Dee refuses her name, a name given to honor many women in her family. She breaks the chain that linked 

her with her family and creates a new personal identity. Her new name is Wangero Lewanika Kemanjo to 

protest oppression. 

5) Describe the setting. How is it important for the story? Moreover, how do the characters feel about the 

house and the yard? 

The story is set in Mama and Maggie's house: it is a poor house with only three rooms and with windows like 

the round holes of a ship; I think that the lack of "real" windows may be considered as the metaphor of the 

black people's condition of that time, the impossibility of having a whole vision of the world, with limited 

future perspectives. Mama is proud of her yard, and Maggie likes it too, but Dee seems to be embarrassed of 

her house: it is true that once Dee texted to her mother that "no matter where we "choose" to live, she [Dee] 

will manage to come see us", but she never brought her friends there. 

6) What do the quilts symbolize? Why does the story revolve around them? 

The quilts symbolize family tradition. The different ways each character handles them shows their different 

attitudes toward their roots. Mama and Maggie care for them, but in a sentimental way. Dee on the other 

hand cares for them in a materialistic way, she wants to display them in her house and let people see her 

African heritage. But her roots have no meaning to her now.  

7) What does the title of the story refer to? What does it mean? 

At the end of the story, Dee becomes angry with her mom because she understands that she left the quilts to 

Maggie, who she thinks is too simple to understand their value, they are not for everyday use but special 

occasions. Mom, however, is happy for her daughter to use them every day, even if she ruins them because 

they are a family tradition and if they were left at home, the tradition would be broken. 

8) Read the following paragraph. "When I looked at her like that something hit me in the top of my head 

and ran down to the soles of my feet. Just like when I am in church and the spirit of God touches me, and I 

get happy and shout. I did something I never had done before: hugged Maggie to me, then dragged her on 

into the 

room, snatched the quilts out of Miss Wangero’s hands and dumped them into Maggie’s lap. Maggie just sat 

there on my bed with her mouth open." What do you think happens to Mama? 

Mama at this point realizes how she was letting Maggie feel less than her sister. She feels as if God has touched 

her and made her see clearer. She has always undervalued Maggie, however, she is the one who can bring on 

her family traditions.  
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9) At the end of the story, Dee kisses Maggie, and then tells her, “You ought to try to make something of 

yourself, too, Maggie. It is really a new day for us. But from the way you and Mama still live you’d never 

know it” (pp. 13-18). What does Dee mean? How do Maggie and Mama respond? 

Dee loves her sister and tells her to "wake up", her life could change for the best if she stops living the way 

she is living with her mother. She needs to be part of the change and fight. Maggie responds with a smile, 

while Mama stays in silence. They continue their life as usual.  

10) What is your opinion about Dee at the end of the story? Do you sympathize with her? If so, why? If not, 

why not? 

I do appreciate her growth and I also do sympathize with her. She has been ashamed her whole life of herself, 

because of a closed-minded society, so now that she understands her value, she wants respect. However, on 

the other hand, she has lost respect for her family and that is sad because they are part of her heritage too. 

RAY BRADBURY 

Ray’s life 

He was born in 1920, Illinois. While still in high school, Bradbury decided to become a professional writer. In 

his twenties he started selling newspapers for an income while he developed his literary style and began to 

place his stories in magazines. His style, as the critic Highet has realized, is a “curious mixture of poetry and 

colloquialism”. Upon his death in 2012, The New York Times called Bradbury "the writer most responsible 

for bringing modern science fiction into the literary mainstream". Bradbury uses the glittering language of 

romanticism, rich in simile and metaphor. Bradbury’s critics have argued that his extraordinary gift for 

language is not matched by sufficient originality of thought; but in his finest stories he demonstrates an ability 

to see the fantastic in the ordinary. A predominant Bradbury theme is a nostalgic reverie for small town life. 

He is most compelling in his prophetic stories, which are foreboding glimpses of times to come. The robot, 

the archetypal symbol of futurism, is, as constructed by Bradbury, occasionally benign but more probably 

malignant. In more life-affirming stories Bradbury expresses the conviction that humankind can be taught to 

save civilization, or possibly be tricked into doing so. 

August 2026: There Will Come Soft Rains 

“There Will Come Soft Rains” tells the story of a house that has survived a nuclear blast in the year 2026. 

The house has automated systems. The story narrates the last day of life of the house. Thanks to the 

technology of 21st century the house continues to go on with its daily business, despite the total absence of 

human life. Mechanical voice boxes hidden in the house’s walls announce the date and the weather. A clock 

sings out the passing hours. The family dog, the only remaining living creature, starves to death outside the 

kitchen door. At ten o’clock, the house starts to die. A falling branch breaks a window and sends a bottle of 

cleaning solvent shattering across the kitchen stove. Fire races through the rooms as the house fights 

desperately to save itself. Voice boxes scream out, chemical foam gushes from the attic, and mechanical rain 

showers down from the walls. When the reserve water supply is used up, the fire rages out of control. The 

house starts to shrivel and burn. When the house finally comes crashing down, from the one wall still standing 

a voice can be heard and it repeats over and over, “Today is August 5, 2026, today is August 5, 2026, today 

is…”. 

What is uncommon about this story is its view of the technology that made such a disaster possible. 

Technology can offer the promise of a future paradise in which mechanization sets humans free from labor, 

hunger, and disease. Or technology threatens to eliminate humans completely by making them, quite simply, 

obsolete. Bradbury offers the house an emotional life of sorts by giving it a maternal voice. The story 

chronicles the last day in the life of the house, August 4, 2026, almost 81 years to the day after the first atomic 

bombs were used against a civilian population in Japan. Humans have abdicated their position as the dominant 

species.  

QUESTIONS 
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1) What were your first impressions of Bradbury’s short story? 

I felt some kind of anxiety because Bradbury wanted us to portray a world where technological progress 

overcomes and destroys our world. The story seems to have no human characters however we assist to the 

consequences of their actions. 

2) Describe the setting. How is it important for the story? 

We are in Allendale, California. The story is set in a house that survived the atomic war, the only ones living 

there are robotic automatize systems (a result of human progress) that continue to work as the humans are still 

alive doing their daily house works. The setting is very important because it lets the reader understand the 

consequences of the bomb. 

3) What happened to the city of Allendale and the family living in the house? And why is the dog so thin and 

covered with sores? 

The city of Allendale was destroyed by a nuclear war, and the family was killed by the nuclear war. The house 

described in the story has miraculously survived and so did the dog. The dog was once healthy, but now he is 

exposed to radiations, and he is thin and covered with sores because no human takes care of him and he finds 

no food.  

4) Who is the narrator? And who are the main characters in the story? 

The narrator is an omniscient third-person narrator. The main character is a non-human character: the house 

animated by technological things and the dog that dies inside of it.  

5) What do you think about the house? Does it have a “personality”? For example, is it aware of what 

happened to the city and its people?  

The house has no personality. It is not aware of what is going on and that is why her technological system 

keeps doing its tasks as if someone were still living there. It simply keeps counting the days and keeps the 

usual routine on going. 

6) How is the fire described? 

The fire is the enemy, it is the reason for the house's death. When it comes, the house's system responds with 

water pumps, but they are not enough. It is like a battle between Nature and Human progress, at the end, 

Nature wins. 

7) What does the following paragraph mean? Who are the gods? "The house was an altar with ten thousand 

attendants, big, small, servicing, attending, in choirs. But the gods had gone away, and the ritual of the 

religion continued senselessly, uselessly." 

The house is seen as an altar, managed by several unanimated technological things that keep running the 

house and take care of it without its owners (the Gods). They have been killed by the atomic war, but the 

house does not know so it keeps honoring them and do what the humans once ordered. 

8) Why are the times of the day called out so often? What is the effect on the story? 

Because the house was programmed to serve the human beings, to remind them their task and the important 

dates. This reveals a highly organized, maybe strictly divided, life: so, the reader is fully immersed in a usual 

day of the family. It gives chronological order and, most importantly, it creates tension and suspense. 

9) What does the title of the story refer to? 

The title of the story corresponds to the title of Mrs. McClellan’s favorite poem that the voice of the house 

reads at nine o'clock at night. This poem describes a beautiful country scene in a post-apocalyptic world, 

where humanity no longer exists. It does not matter what human cruelty does, if it destroys everything with 

nuclear wars, Nature will prevail and continue as if nothing happened. Nature is stronger than men and if 

they had realized this sooner, probably they would not have died.  
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10) The story begins and ends with a mechanical voice telling the time. What do you think this might 

suggest?  

It may suggest that, despite the disappearance of the mankind, the time (and the life, in other forms) keeps 

flowing. At the end, the machine will eventually not work anymore, because with no human it will not have 

any meaning, but the world will continue to exist. 

11) While the story is set in 2026, it was originally written in 1950. Why do you think it is still widely read 

today? 

It is still widely read today because unfortunately humanity still takes this world for granted and does not 

really think of the possible consequences of its actions. It also reflects people's worries and fears, still today, of 

a nuclear destruction. 

ERNEST HEMINGWAY 

The Killers 

The story takes place in Summit, Illinois, during the 1920s, during Prohibition. Two hit men, Max, and Al, 

walk into Henry's lunchroom, which is run by George. They order something off the menu that is not 

available and have to settle for bacon and eggs. Al goes into the kitchen and ties up Nick Adams who is a 

recurring character in Hemingway's stories, and Sam the black cook. Max and George soon have a 

conversation, which reveals that the two men are there to kill Ole Andreson, a Swedish boxer, for a "friend." 

Andreson never shows, so the two men leave. George sends Nick to Hirsch's boarding house, run by Mrs. 

Bell, to warn Andreson about the two men. Nick finds Andreson lying in his bed with all his clothes on. He 

tells Andreson what has happened. Andreson does not react, except to tell Nick not to do anything, as there is 

nothing that can be done. Nick leaves, goes back to the lunchroom, and informs George about Ole 

Andreson's reaction. When George no longer seems concerned, Nick decides to leave town. 

QUESTIONS 

1) What were your first impressions of Hemingway’s short story? 

The story is full of suspense, so I liked it. It is a complicated story. I found it easy to read because of the 

dialogues. I was asking myself questions all the time trying to understand what was going to happen and why. 

However, the ending made me feel as if I missed something. 

2) Describe the setting. How is it important for the story? 

The story is set mainly at a lunchroom, an American restaurant, in Summit, a small town. Ole Anderson, the 

former boxer sought by the two men, usually dines in this restaurant, so that is why the main scenes happen 

here. 

3) Who is the narrator of “The Killers”? 

We do not know who the narrator is, it is not a character of the story. The author uses a third-person 

narrator. We do not really know anything about what the characters think or feel like, so that we have to 

interpret what they say and sometimes do. However, one thing I appreciated is that most of the story is 

characterized by dialogues. 

4) Who is the main character in the story? In other words, and as an important author and critic once stated, 

“To whom does ‘The Killers’ belong?” 

The killers are Al and Max; however, I do not believe them to be the main characters since it is Nick the real 

protagonist. Nick takes the lead; he decides to warn Anderson even if it will put his life at stake as well. The 

killers instead are just the element that leads him to action. 

5) What are the characteristics of “The Killers” in terms of style? Do you think the style chosen by 

Hemingway is appropriate to the story? If so, how? If not, why not? 
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The author uses a very simple, minimalistic, and linear language. The story has a lot of dialogues. This style 

makes the story easy to read and gives it a very quick rhythm. It is effective because it catches the reader 

attention as dialogues flow easily and make the story kind of theatrical.  

6) Why are the times of the day called out so often? What is the effect on the story? 

The passing of time builds the tension, as it should represent Andreson final hours. It builds up the tension 

and increases the suspense. However, in the end we do not really if Ole will be killed or not, and in the end, 

what happens to him is unknown.  

7) Why does Ole Andreson stare the wall instead of looking at Nick? 

Ole has accepted his destiny, he does not see a way out and so he is depressed. So, he does not look at Nick, 

because he does not find helpful what he is telling him. He is ready for whatever is going to happen. 

Andreson simply cannot see a way out, and he is completely resigned to die. 

8) Hemingway wrote, in a book titled “Death in the Afternoon,” that: "If a writer of prose knows enough 

about what he is writing about he may omit things that he knows and the reader, if the writer is writing truly 

enough, will have a feeling of those things as strongly as though the writer had stated them. The dignity of 

movement of an iceberg is due to only one-eighth of it being above water.” 

Please explain how this quote might be related to “The Killers.” 

The author thinks that a good writer does not need to fill the page with a lot of details and that simple 

language is more effective in making the message. This quote might be related to "The Killers" because in 

fact, the author in this story leaves out many aspects, such as what Ole Andreson did in Chicago, who Max 

and Al really are. These unsolved questions remain deeply imprinted in the reader's mind and stimulate his 

imagination. 

9) Read this passage, then answer the following questions: 

[“Listen,” George said to Nick. “You better go see Ole Andreson.” “All right.” “You better not have 

anything to do with it at all,” Sam, the cook, said. “You better stay way out of it.” “Don’t go if you don’t 

want to,” George said. “Mixing up in this ain’t going to get you anywhere,” the cook said. “You stay out of 

it.” “I’ll go see him,” Nick said to George. “Where does he live?” The cook turned away. “Little boys always 

know what they want to do,” he said. 

a. Why is this an important passage in the story? The significance of the passage lies in the revelation of 

some character traits; George is worried, Nick is brave and willing to risk anything, and Sam is concerned. All 

of them, I think, care for Ole. 

b. What does the cook mean with his words? Sam fears the possible consequences, so, he wants to be 

unaware of every affair.  

c. Why do you think Nick decides to go see Ole? I see it as a genuine concern for Ole's life, he 

probably is not a simple client, he is probably their friend. 

10) The story ends without letting readers know what happens to Ole Andreson. What effect does this have 

on the story? Moreover, do you think he will die? 

Leaving the finale open encourages the reader to imagine possible ending scenarios. I think Ole died because 

the two men were dangerous and determined. 

11) What do you think will happen to Nick? Why do you think he says he wants to leave the town? 

Nick is disappointed by Ole's reaction and he will probably leave the town and look for a better life. 

However, he must hurry if he does not want to be added to the two men's list of people to kill. 

CHARLOTTE PERKINS GILMAN 

Charlotte’s life 
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Charlotte Perkins Gilman was born in 1860, in Connecticut. Her father had abandoned her and the rest of 

the family, for this reason Charlotte’s mother tried to train her to do without affection and tried to curb her 

imagination and ambition (she was forbidden to read novels and write poetry). In her girlhood years, her most 

intense relationship was with a girlfriend, Martha Luther, and when Martha married, she was heartbroken. 

She was concerned at an early age with social injustice and wrote poetry about the hardship of women’s lives. 

Suffering extreme depression after the birth of a daughter, she left her husband and moved to California in 

1888. In the 1890s Gilman established her reputation as novelist, writer of feminist tracts and short stories, 

poetry and nonfiction, and a lecturer for social reform. She was a utopian feminist and served as a role model 

for future generations of feminists because of her unorthodox concepts and lifestyle. In setting the story 

Gilman used elements of the conventional gothic romances. She committed suicide in 1935. Her best 

remembered work today is her semi-autobiographical short story "The Yellow Wallpaper", which she wrote 

after a severe bout of postpartum psychosis.  

The Yellow Wallpaper  

It was written around 1890 and it is an imaginative account of her suffering and treatment by the physician. In 

setting the story Gilman used elements of the conventional gothic romances that were a staple in women’s 

popular fiction. The story details the deterioration of a woman's mental health while she is on a "rest cure" on 

a rented summer country estate with her family. Her obsession with the yellow wallpaper in her bedroom 

marks her descent into psychosis from her depression throughout the story. The narrator begins the story by 

discussing her move to a beautiful estate for the summer. Her husband, John, is also her doctor, and the move 

is meant in part to help the narrator overcome her “illness,” which she explains as nervous depression, or 

nervousness, following the birth of their baby. John’s sister, Jennie, also lives with them and works as their 

housekeeper. Though her husband believes she will get better with rest and by not worrying about anything. 

He discourages her wonder about the house and dismisses her interests. 

They move into a large room that has ugly, yellow wallpaper that the narrator criticizes. She asks her husband 

if they can change rooms and move downstairs, and he refuses. The more she stays in the room, the more the 

narrator’s fascination with the hideous wallpaper grows. 

After hosting family for July 4th, the narrator expresses feeling even worse and more exhausted. She struggles 

to do daily activities, and her mental state is deteriorating. 

In the time between July 4th and their departure, the narrator is driven insane by the yellow wallpaper; she 

sleeps all day and stays up all night to stare at it, believing that it comes alive, and the patterns change and 

move. Then, she begins to believe that there is a woman in the wallpaper who alters the patterns and is 

watching her. A few weeks before their departure, John stays overnight in town and the narrator wants to 

sleep in the room by herself so she can stare at the wallpaper uninterrupted. She locks out Jennie and believes 

that she can see the woman in the wallpaper. John returns and frantically tries to be let in, and the narrator 

refuses; John can enter the room and finds the narrator crawling on the floor. She claims that the woman in 

the wallpaper has finally exited, and John faints, much to her surprise. 

When the story first came out, a Boston physician made protest saying that such a story ought not to be 

written, he said; it was enough to drive anyone mad to read it. For many years Gilman suffered from a severe 

and continuous nervous breakdown. Dr. Mitchell was the leading American specialist on female depression 

and had developed a famous “rest cure” for its treatment. However, for depressed men, he recommended the 

“West cure” (a vacation on the frontier). Gilman turned to Mitchell in desperation, and he ordered to “live as 

domestic a life as possible” and “have your child with you all the time” and never “to touch pen, brush, or 

pencil as long as you live”, Gilman had a complete breakdown. So, she decided that what she really needed 

was the “West Cure” and this was a rebirth to her. Gilman said that she had also sent the story to Weir 

Mitchell, who never acknowledged it.  

QUESTIONS 

1) What were your first impressions of Gilman’s story? 

I really enjoyed this story. It is a complex but realistic story dealing with mental illness and I appreciated how 

this topic was handled by the author. 
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2) Describe the setting. How is it important for the story? 

The story is set in an isolated countryside mansion. However, the focus of the plot is in one room, the one in 

which the main character lives. It was chosen by her husband, despite the narrator's wishes, because it is 

ventilated and so is supposed to help her heal; it is where the narrator is supposed to recover from a nervous 

depression. It has barred windows, a scratched floor, and yellow wallpaper that afflicts the narrator. Slowly, it 

feels more and more like a prison. 

3) Who is the narrator of “The Yellow Wallpaper”? What do we know about her? 

The first-person narrator is the main character. She is married to a doctor, John, recently a mother, who 

appears to be suffering from post-partum depression (falsely identified as hysteria). She is overcontrolled by her 

husband who does not let her do a lot of things.  

4) How is the story written? What does the writing style tell us about the main character? Moreover, does the 

style change during the story? 

The story is told in the first person and is written as a diary that the protagonist keeps, so she uses informal 

language. However, the style changes as the story progresses. She begins to speak less to her husband because 

she feels judged by him and as her mental illness worsens, her style also becomes more detail-oriented and full 

of confusion. 

5) About her husband, the narrator states that his profession is “perhaps… one reason I don’t get well faster” 

(p. 533). Why does she think so? What is her husband’s job, and how is it related to the story? 

He is a doctor and believes that he can easily treat his wife's illness himself. Because of his profession, he is 

unwilling to listen to her, and he is sure that whatever he decides is the best thing to do. The wife feels that 

she does not really have a husband, a lover, someone who understands her, by her side; she perceives him as a 

simple, cold, insensitive doctor. The lack of affection is probably one of the reasons why she cannot get well. 

6) Apart from the narrator’s husband, who are the other male characters in the story? What do all the male 

characters in the story have in common? How does this affect the story? 

In addition to the husband, other male characters are mentioned in the story: the protagonist's brother, a 

physician, and Weir Mitchell. All of them suggest resting alone to the protagonist. They are all responsible for 

silencing the main character. None of the male characters cares about her opinion, none validate her feelings. 

She keeps trying to speak to John, but each time she is invalidated by him. They are all men who want 

control over women and undervalue them. 

7) Why does the narrator say: “what can one do?”? (p. 533). What does it mean? 

Even if she disagrees with the diagnosis, she cannot oppose it because she is aware that women's opinions will 

not be taken into account. She knows she cannot fight against men. It does not matter how hard she tries; 

they just refuse to give her any validation. 

8) Why can’t the narrator write? How does she feel about writing? 

Her husband forbids her any activity that might exhaust her, saying that it is not good for her illness. The 

narrator, however, disobeys because she says that writing makes her feel better and freer.  

9) Consider all the passages in which the wallpaper is described. How (and how often) does the narrator 

describe it? What do these descriptions suggest about the narrator? 

The wallpaper is described several times, obsessively, over, and over. Each time the narrator emphasizes 

different aspects: first its color, then its pattern, then its "peculiar" smell, then the particular shape that it takes, 

similar to a woman. These frequent descriptions confirm the narrator's obsession with the wallpaper; the 

narrator cannot stop thinking about it.  
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10) Read the passage and answer the following questions: "[…] I've caught [John] several times looking at the 

paper! And Jennie too. I caught Jennie with her hand on it once. She didn't know I was in the room, and 

when I asked her in a quiet, a very quiet voice, with the most restrained manner possible, what she was doing 

with the paper—she turned around as if she had been caught stealing and looked quite angry—asked me why 

I should frighten her so!" (P. 540) 

a. What happens between Jenny and the narrator? When the narrator catches Jennie staring at the wallpaper, 

she gets almost jealous of its secrets, and that is why she is angry with her. This is another piece of evidence of 

her obsession with the wallpaper. 

b. Why is Jenny described as “angry” and “frightened”? Jennie probably reacted angrily because she got 

scared, she did not know that the narrator was there, and she felt threatened by her sister-in-law's attitude. 

11) What does the narrator see in the wallpaper? What do you think it might represent? 

She sees a woman trapped inside the wallpaper, a woman who is "stooping down" and "creeping", and who 

only comes out during the day. By the end of the story, the narrator identifies with her and believes herself to 

have become the woman trapped behind the yellow wallpaper.  

12) How does the story end? What does the last paragraph suggest? 

The protagonist loses her identity and now believes she is the woman in the wallpaper. She decides to free 

herself from her husband's oppression and her own sense of submission. It is mentioned many times at the end 

of the story that she got a rope, so probably she committed suicide, and this might explain why her husband 

faints when he comes into the room. He has just found the body of his dead wife. The cure proposed by her 

husband has failed and her illness was not a "temporary nervous depression". The resting she was prescribed 

only made things worse. 

13) Why do you think Charlotte Perkins Gilman wrote “The Yellow Wallpaper”? 

According to the biography of Charlotte Perkins Gilman, the author had a very similar experience with her 

first husband. Gilman realized that writing was one of the only forms of existence for women in a time when 

they had very few rights. She decided to disagree with her diagnosis and treatment methods and began writing 

again. This story is a condemnation of male control of the 19th-century medical profession.  

JAMES THURBER 

The Secret Life of Walter Witty 

This is James Thurber’s most famous short story, first appeared in 1939. His standard character is an 

ineffectual, urban man whose ineptitude makes mundane tasks insurmountable. His domineering wife 

humiliates him at every turn. Mitty finds it difficult to drive a car and he is not able to earn the approval of his 

spouse. His compensatory fantasy world gives him the courage and satisfaction that reality denies him, and the 

five brief daydreams in which he imagines himself in heroic circumstances are all derived from stereotypes of 

film and the popular culture of the 1930s. 

Thurber’s story has its roots in American cultural tradition. Mitty’s occupation is not specified, but the 

suggestion generated by his lifestyle is that he is some type of clerk. The story is about craving for power by 

the powerless. Thurber’s Mitty is placed in circumstances that permit him to enjoy power only in fantasy and 

offer him no avenue of achieving it in real life. Mitty typifies the male whom critics have called “the Thurber 

man”, while his wife represents the female characterized as “the Thurber woman”. Thurber’s view of the 

battle of the sexes in the 20th century America is that the women have won it. In depicting Mitty’s fantasies 

Thurber uses deceptive terms that are really nonexistent (the “streptothricosis” during the operation) or 

inaccurate (“coreopsis” is not a medical term). These subtly highlight Mitty’s complete ignorance of heroic 

experience.  

QUESTIONS 
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1) What were your first impressions of Thurber’s story? 

I found the story interesting. I felt sad for Mr. Mitty because he seems an unhappy man who tries to find 

happiness in a non-existing world, he refugees in his dreams and fantasies. 

2) Why does Thurber often use ellipsis points in the story? What do they mean? 

Thurber decides to often use ellipsis so that the reader can distinguish Mitty's fantasies from Mitty's real life. 

3) Describe the setting. How is it important for the story? 

This short story is set in Waterbury, Connecticut. It is interesting to underline the contrast between this urban 

setting, where life is simple, almost boring -causing the character's dissatisfaction- and then the adventurous 

worlds created by Mitty's imagination. 

4) What is the point of view in which the story is narrated? 

The story is told from a third-person point of view. The narration focuses mostly on Mitty and his activities 

and dreams. 

5) Who are Walter Mitty and his wife? How is the relationship between them? Are they flat or round 

characters? 

They are two simple persons; however, they do not have a good wife-husband relationship. We do not know 

anything about Mitty's wife, not even her name. All we know is that she always bosses him around and 

mistreats him. I would consider theirs a toxic relationship. I can say for sure that Walter's wife is a flat 

character because she does not develop through the story. Regarding Mitty, I am not sure if I would consider 

him a flat character. Because if on one hand in his real life, Mitty always stays the "boring" and simple man, 

on the other hand, in the whole story he always shifts between his dream and real personalities. 

6) List the different characters that Walter Mitty imagines himself to be, then answer the following questions: 

a. What kinds of characters are they? He imagines himself as a plane commander, a surgeon, a criminal on a 

trial and a captain. 

b. How are these characters different from the “real” Walter Mitty? These characters and the real Walter 

Mitty are very different. Mitty's life is simple, boring, and unhappy. His dream characters, on the other hand, 

have lives full of experiences. 

c. Do these imaginary characters have anything in common? They share some items, such as a gun. They all 

amaze everyone and always save the day. 

7) How is the “real” Walter Mitty treated by people compared to the way he is treated in his daydreams? 

Mitty seems to be a clumsy man and because of that people makes fun of him. He is treated badly by his wife 

who bosses him around. On the other hand, in his daydreams, he is always appreciated, everyone loves him 

and depends on him. 

8) What do you think the overshoes and the puppy biscuits symbolize in the story? And what about the 

fountain pen and the Webley-Vickers 50.80 gun? 

The overshoes and the puppy biscuits are simple tasks that Mrs Mitty demands of her husband; they represent 

his submission and his weakness. Everything he does is done out of compulsion. The fountain pen and the 

pistol represent how Mitty would like to be. He wishes to be a brave hero who has infinite power, and 

everyone respects him. 

9) Why do you think the character of Walter Mitty is so popular that his name has become synonymous with 

daydreamer? 

Everyone can understand, in some way, Walter. Who has not thought at least once about their life and how 

boring and monotonous it is? Who has not wished for a second to have a different life and tried to escape 
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from problems and try to get from dreams what lacks in real life? To deny that is difficult, so we all have 

something in common with Walter. 

10) Choose any sentence from the short story that seems to you particularly significant and explain the reasons 

for your choice.  

"Does it ever occur to you that I am sometimes thinking?". This sentence shows us how Walter is feeling. He 

is not taken seriously; people do not care about him.  

SHIRLEY JACKSON 

Shirley’s life 

She was an American writer, known primarily for her works of horror and mystery. During her career she 

composed six novels, two memoirs, and more than 200 short stories. She was Born in San Francisco1916, 

California, Jackson later attended Syracuse University in New York, where she met her future husband 

Stanley Edgar Hyman. After publishing her debut novel, The Road Through the Wall (1948), a semi- 

autobiographical account of her childhood in California, Jackson gained significant public attention for her 

short story "The Lottery", which details a sinister underside to a bucolic American village. She continued to 

publish numerous short stories in literary journals and magazines throughout the 1950s, some of which were 

assembled and reissued in her 1953 memoir Life Among the Savages. She died in 1965. 

The Lottery 

On a clear morning, June 27th, the townspeople, starting with the children, begin to assemble for the lottery 

While the girls chat to one side, the boys, including Bobby Martin, Harry Jones, and Dickie Delacroix, begin 

to pocket stones. The lottery is conducted by Mr. Summers, who has no children and whose wife is 

unpleasant. He is assisted by Mr. Graves, who follows him to bring the stool upon which Mr. Summers places 

a very worn black box. The black box used for the lottery is even older than the oldest town citizen, Old 

Man Warner. Mr. Summers stirs the slips of paper inside the black box. 

Before commencing the lottery, several lists had to be made→ heads of households, heads of families, and 

members of each family. Mr. Summers efficiently tends to all of the details and prepares to start the lottery. 

Mrs. Tess Hutchinson is nearly late, but she arrives just in time to join her family in the crowd. She stands 

next to her husband, Bill, and their children. Mr. Summers makes sure that everyone who needs to be at the 

lottery is present and accounts for those who are unable to attend. Then, the lottery begins. Mr. Summers 

begins to call the names of each family alphabetically, and each head of the household, usually the husband 

and father, comes forward to take a slip of paper from the black box. Once all the heads of households receive 

slips, they simultaneously check them. Bill Hutchinson has selected the special slip, and his family is singled 

out. Tess Hutchinson expresses her discontent and accuses Mrs. Summers of not giving her husband enough 

time to select his slip. Nonetheless, Mr. Summers rearranges the box so that it holds only five slips for the 

Hutchinson family. The family comes forth, and each of them, Mr., and Mrs. Hutchinson and their three 

children, select one of the five slips in the box. One by one, the children, then Mr. Hutchinson, reveal that 

their slips of paper are blank. The town realizes that Tess holds the remaining piece of paper with the black 

dot. The villagers start to collect stones, Mrs. Delacroix selecting one that is so large she can hardly carry it. As 

Tess Hutchinson protests, everyone, even her own children and husband, descend upon her and stone her to 

death. 

Critical views on “The Lottery” 

❖ “The Lottery” deals indeed with live issues and issues relevant to our time. If we hesitate to specify a 

particular “point” that the story makes, it is because its web of observation about human nature is too 

subtle and too complex to be stated in one or two brief maxims.  

❖ One of the ancient practices that modern man deplores as inhumanly evil is the annual sacrifice of a 

scapegoat or a god-figure for the benefit of the community. Modern man considers such practices 

barbaric to his civilized behavior. For this reason, many persons were shocked by the story.  
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❖ “The Lottery” seems such a transparent attack on blind obedience to tradition that little or no 

exegesis in necessary. 

❖ Old Man Warner is usually taken to be the most allegorically evil devotee of custom, but he is merely 

the most honest. He is also the only villager who seems to believe in the supposed original purpose of 

the sacrifice.  

❖ Many were confused by the possible meaning of the story, for example: Alfred Kroeber, an 

anthropologist→ “If Jackson’s intent was to symbolize into complete mystification, and at the same 

time be gratuitously disagreeable, she certainly succeeded” Kroeber’s daughter recalled her father 

reaction: “my memory is that my father was indignant at Jackson’s story because as a social 

anthropologist he felt that she didn’t and couldn’t, tell us how the lottery come to be an accepted 

social institution”.  

❖ The largest proportion of the respondents admired “The Lottery” even if they did not believe they 

understood it. Shirley would receive letters demanding an explanation.  

❖ This story takes classic theme of man’s inhumanity to man and five it an additional twist: the 

randomness inherent in brutality. It anticipates the way we would come to understand the 20th 

century’s unique lessons about capacity of ordinary citizens to do evil (ex: Nazi camps). 

QUESTIONS 

1) What were your first impressions of Jackson’s story? 

I did not really enjoy this story as much as I did with others. At first, I was trying to understand what was 

going on, then a sense of anxiety and disturb prevailed. 

2) Describe the setting. How is it important for the story? 

The story is set in a small village; however, we do not know exactly which small village. It is important 

because it is spontaneous to think that everyone has a good relationship in a small village, you know everyone 

and so you know who to trust. Something like a lottery should be an occasion to have fun. Instead, 

everything turns out to be the complete opposite. So, I think the setting is important because the author 

wanted us to give a calm and great impression at the beginning and then shock us. 

3) What is the point of view in which the story is narrated? How does it affect the story itself? 

The story is narrated in the third omniscient person, so we have an objective point of view. This helps us to 

understand what is going on and have our real opinion without focalizing on a particular character's story. 

4) How do you think the title affects the readers’ expectations toward the story? 

I was expecting a completely different story. In my mind, I thought that it could have been the story of how 

winning the lottery changed (in positive or in negative) someone's life. But for some reason, I was ready for a 

great and happy story. I think that the author wanted us to believe that so that the sense of shock would be 

bigger. 

5) Who are the characters in the story? What do they do while they are waiting for the lottery to start? Are 

they flat or round characters? 

As I said in a previous answer, the author does not really focus on a specific character. However, he gives us 

an overview of the villagers. As they wait for the lottery to start, they all enjoy their company. It seems that 

they have a great relationship, they talk, they laugh and meanwhile, the children collect stones. Everything 

seems pretty normal. I am not sure if I would say that they are flat characters, because they are simple people, 

they are all in a good relationship, however this "sweet" and happy image changes all of a sudden when they 

turn out to be cruel and violent. So, there is a change.  

6) What is the role of the character named Old Man Warner? 

Old Man Warner is the village's oldest man and for this reason. He is blinded by superstition; he is attached to 

the traditions of the village. Being a tradition, the lottery is strongly defended by him. He defends the 
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continuation of the lottery because he believes that ending it would bring troubles and if the village does not 

want that to happen, it must refuse progress. 

7) How does the lottery work? What do you think about the draw system? Is it fair? If so, how? If not, why 

not? 

The lottery works by drawing pieces of cards from an old black box and whoever finds the card with the 

black circle is the winner, while everyone else will have a blank card. I think it is difficult to say if it is fair or 

not because I found the whole system pretty confusing. However, if I had to give an answer, I would say that 

is fair because the winner is chosen randomly, and everyone has the same probability to get the dotted card. 

8) What do we know about the history of the lottery? Why do you think it is held? 

We do not know much. It is a ritual that has been held for the longest time not just in this village, but also 

nearby, and it has often changed a little bit, as there once was a part where people would sing, then one 

where there was a recital, and so on. It occurs every 27th of June and its meaning relies in the fact that it is 

considered as propitiatory for the fertility of the earth. It is Mr. Summer that conducts the lottery every year. 

The fact that no one really knows why it is held underlines how violence can often be based upon literally no 

rational reason. As Old Man Warner shows, it is now something that people believe in blindly. 

9) Find the part of the story in which you realize what is really going to happen. How does the style of the 

story change from the beginning to the end? 

The calm and happy atmosphere changes at the end of the story. Everyone starts being distant and the 

reaction of Ms. Tessie makes the reader realize that the joyful moment of finding out who is going to win the 

lottery (as we thought at the beginning) is never going to happen. A crime is coming. I did not really notice 

the style changing while reading the story, however, I did read an answer of one of my colleagues and I do 

have to agree when she says that the sentences become shorter and more incisive. This creates suspense and 

sets a creepy mood. 

10) Do you think that Shirley Jackson’s short story has a message for its readers? If so, which one? 

I think the message of this story is to underline how senseless and random violence is, and how humans are 

capable of such cruelty based on only superstitions and traditions. The story shows the impassibility and 

selfishness of people towards such savagery. 

11) Why do you think this short story has become so popular? 

I think it has become popular because it is well written. I did not enjoy how it ended, but I do have to admit 

that the author has been good at making us believe something completely different in the beginning and in 

creating a sense of suspense at the end. The shock was real and unexpected. 

TIM O’BRIEN 

Tim’s life 

Tim O’Brien was born in Minnesota, 1946. He attended Harvard University and then was drafted into the 

army during the Vietnam War. O’Brien’s first book, If I die in a combat zone, Box Me Up and Ship Me 

Home (1973) is an account of a combat experience, a mixture of autobiography and fiction. Dreams play an 

important role in O’Brien’s fiction, yet the note they sound in a story such as “The Things They Carried” is 

not surrealistic. The dream is always rooted so firmly in reality that it survives, paradoxically, as the most vital 

element in an O’Brien story. His concerns as a writer resonate beyond the battlefield: the subjective nature of 

experience, the life of imagination, the grip of the past, control and its loss, love, betrayal, obsession, guilt, 

death, moral ambiguity, mental and emotional instability, and storytelling as a means of coping with it all.  

The Things They Carried 

Lieutenant Jimmy Cross, of the Alpha Company, carries various reminders of his love for Martha, a girl from 

his college in New Jersey who has given no indication of returning his love. Cross carries her letters in his 
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backpack. After a long day’s march, he unwraps her letters and imagines the prospect of her returning his love 

someday. Though the letters are signed “Love, Martha” Cross understands that this gesture should not give 

him false hope. He carries her photographs, including one of her playing volleyballs. They went on a single 

date, to see the movie Bonnie and Clyde. When Cross touched Martha’s knee during the final scene, Martha 

looked at him and made him pull his hand back. Now, in Vietnam, Cross wishes that he had carried her up 

the stairs, tied her to the bed, and touched her knee all night long. He is haunted by the cutting knowledge 

that his affection will most likely never be returned. The narrator, Tim O’Brien, describes the things all the 

men of the company carry. They are things in the most physical sense—mosquito repellent and marijuana, 

pocketknives and chewing gum. The things they carry depend on several factors, including the men’s 

priorities and their constitutions. Because the machine gunner Henry Dobbins is exceptionally large, for 

example, he carries extra rations; because he is superstitious, he carries his girlfriend’s pantyhose around his 

neck. Nervous Ted Lavender carries marijuana and tranquilizers to calm himself down, and the religious 

Kiowa carries an illustrated New Testament, a gift from his father. 

Some things the men carry are universal, like a compress in case of fatal injuries and a two-pound poncho that 

can be used as a raincoat, groundsheet, or tent. Most of the men are common, low-ranking soldiers and carry 

a standard M-16 assault rifle and several magazines of ammunition. All men carry the figurative weight of 

memory and the literal weight of one another. The things they carry are also determined by their rank or 

specialty. As leader, for example, Lieutenant Jimmy Cross carries the maps, the compasses, and the 

responsibility for his men’s lives. The medic, Rat Kiley, carries morphine, malaria tablets, and supplies for 

serious wounds. One day, when the company outside the Than Khe area is on a mission to destroy tunnel 

complexes, Cross imagines the tunnels collapsing on him and Martha. He becomes distracted by wondering 

whether she is a virgin. On the way back from going to the bathroom, Lavender is shot, falling especially hard 

under the burden of his loaded backpack. Still, Cross can think of nothing but Martha. He thinks about her 

love of poetry and her smooth skin. While the soldiers wait for the helicopter to carry Lavender’s body away, 

they smoke his marijuana. They make jokes about Lavender’s tranquilizer abuse and rationalize that he 

probably was too numb to feel pain when he was shot. Cross leads his men to the village of Than Khe. When 

they stop for the evening, Cross digs a foxhole in the ground and sits at the bottom of it, crying. In the 

ensuing silence, Kiowa marvels at how Lavender fell so quickly and how he was zipping up his pants one 

second and dead the next. He finds something unchristian about the lack of drama surrounding this type of 

death and wonders why he cannot openly lament it like Cross does. The morning after Lavender’s death, 

Cross burns Martha’s letters and two photographs. He plans the day’s march and concludes that he will never 

again have fantasies. He plans to call the men together and assume the blame for Lavender’s death. He 

reminds himself that, his job is not to be loved but to lead. 

The story behind the story 

Tim O’Brien’s The Things They Carried was both an instant smash and a long-haul classic of Vietnam War 

Era literature. The Things They Carried plays what constituted “true” experience in war. In an interview for 

the New York Times, Tim stated that every aspect of the novel was invented and not based on his 

experience. By the time the story was published, O’Brien had already made a name for himself as a stylist and 

an important writer and witness to the Vietnam War. But, despite the eyewitness reality conveyed by many of 

the pieces, little was actually written in Vietnam. Tim said he didn’t write much in the field because “words 

didn’t seem adequate to the experience”.  

A Vietnamese perspective on O’Brien’s work. 

Tran Ngoc Hieu, a lecturer at Hanoi’s Pedagogical University said: “Vietnamese authors should learn to tell 

their war stories the way O’Brien does, with parody, nonlinear plot. The fusion of reality and dreams”.  

Almost none of the major American novels about the war are known to Vietnamese readers; they have not 

been translated and published here. For the most part Vietnamese are simply unfamiliar with American fiction 

about the war. To some extent, the lack of familiarity stems from censorship. But censorship is only part of 

the story. Vietnamese also seem largely uninterested in foreign accounts of the war.  

QUESTIONS 
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1) What were your first impressions of O’Brien’s story? 

I liked reading this story because even though it is not about something happy and joyful, I was interested in 

keep reading it. I think it is a well-written story that shows us something we are all uncomfortable to think 

about, such as a war. 

2) Describe the setting. How is it important for the story? 

We are in Vietnam, specifically near the village of Than Khe. It is important because it is based on real events. 

Knowing that the story is about the Vietnamese war allows a reader to be closer to what is happening. It is 

not an invented story. Anyone who has studied 20th-century history knows how this war not only affected 

Vietnam, but also had real consequences on the American economy, politic, and society. 

3) What is the point of view in which the story is narrated? How does it affect the story itself? 

The point of view is third-person omniscient which allows O’Brien to share the thoughts and the emotions of 

the main character, Jimmy (to whom O'Brien mostly puts his attention), but he also makes sure to show us 

what others are feeling and how in general everyone is reacting to the war. So, I do agree with my colleagues 

who said that he gives us a whole overview of what people were feeling and, in that way,, we sense that 

feeling too. He gave us a complete image of what war was like for the people who were living it. 

4) What does the title mean? How do you think the title affects the readers’ expectations toward the story? 

I was not expecting a story of a soldier, however, I did immediately think of someone leaving a place and 

moving. Everyone who moves away knows that you are not only carrying with your clothes and personal 

items, your carrying memories and the feeling you had for what you are leaving. So, after reading the whole 

story, I would say that the soldier carried his weapons and clothes, but also the memory of his before-the-war 

life, fear, and uncertainty of what was the future to be like. These are the things they (the soldiers) carried. 

5) Who are the characters in the story? How does the narrator describe them? 

Along with Jimmy Cross, we encounter other soldiers (Norman, Henry, Ted, Rat, Dave...). However, Tim 

does not really focus on who they are, we do not have a lot of information. I would not have thought of her 

immediately, but I have noticed some of my colleagues did, so I do agree that it is worth mentioning Martha. 

She is the woman Jimmy loves, he frequently thinks of her and for this reason, she somehow affects how he 

feels during the war. 

6) Why is the weight of the things that the soldiers carry with them so often specified in the story? Do the 

soldiers carry only war-related objects, or they also carry personal and abstract things? 

I believe we have to think about the "weight" of the thing in a metaphorical way. They left everything, their 

family, their loved ones, a normal life. Do we think is easy to do that? Of course not. It leaves you painful, 

anxious, and depressed. Most people, who experience that kind of feeling, describe it as a weight in the chest, 

something that they carry around constantly. 

7) Why does the story seem so repetitive? What effect do you think is the author trying to achieve? 

The story seems so repetitive because the lives of the soldiers are repetitive. They suffer daily. The author 

keeps listing what soldiers carried, giving us more and more details of what the war was like. 

8) What kind of story is “The Things They Carried”? Is it a war story, a love story, or what? 

I do not think it is so easy to define a category for this story. It is indeed both. It is the story of young men 

who had to leave everything and go fighting a war that stole their lives. It was described by most of the 

American people as a "dirty war", that USA did not have to get involved. So, it is more of a war or love story. 

9) Why do you think Lieutenant Jimmy Cross feels guilty about Ted Lavender’s death? How do the thoughts 

and memories related to Martha affect the way Lieutenant Jimmy Cross behaves as a soldier? 



 

Susan Aly a.a. 2020-2021 

He feels guilty because he knows that by thinking so much about Martha in that exact moment, he lost 

attention to the situation and this leads Lavander to death, because he forgot to provide Ted Lavender the 

needed security. 

10) Do you think that Tim O’Brien’s short story has a message for its readers about the Vietnam War? If so, 

which one? 

Tim O'Brien condemns the War and its effects on an entire generation that could not live a normal life just 

because of a so-called "dirty" and useless war. 

11) Why do you think this story became so popular? 

The American society protested against this war, which happened not too much ago. So, a lot of readers can 

still remember how they fought in the war or against the war. In addition, to young readers like me, it is 

interesting to have such a point of view of something that happened recently, but that the new generations 

did not experience. 


