I liked A&P because it so accurately portrayed the main character.

1. Sammy's language is very naturalistic.

2. Sammy's observations of the girls seems typical of a young man his age.

3. Sammy's description of himself and his circumstances accurately depict a working class person.

Updike takes great care to accurately depict a young man from the working class who wishes to be part of a better class.


“Realism is a literary technique that attempts to create the appearance of life as it is actually experienced” (Meyer 1252).  John Updike fulfills this requirement remarkably well in his short story "A & P."  His protagonist, Sammy, comes to life through his distinctive first person point of view.   The reader comes to know him as a frustrated, idealistic, yet typical nineteen year old young man of the early 1960's.  These characteristics are demonstrated by his naturalistic language, his girl-watching, and his attitude towards his circumstances.


First of all,  Sammy expresses himself naturalistically and the reader hears his frustration.


The reader also sees Sammy as a typical nineteen year old in his observations of the girls who enter the store. Sammy immediately notices their physical characteristics.  For example, he comments on the first girl who captures his attention. “She was a chunky kid, with a good tan and a sweet broad soft-looking can with those two crescents  of white just under it, where the sun never seems to hit, at the top of the backs of her legs” (560).  Sammy as many young men of his age tends to assess the girls by their body parts. He notices “her belly was still pretty pale, “and of the one he designates “Queenie,” he describes her in part as having “these long white prima-donna legs” (561). Updike in an interview where he discussed his fiction stated that “I’ve not ventured far from what I could verify with my own eyes” (“Showing Ordinary Life...  94).  Perhaps growing up male a small town like the one Sammy inhabits has provided the material for this character that speaks so authentically.  As Corey Evans has written in his critique of “A & P,” “As the girls enter the store, Sammy solely views them at sex objects” (104). 


Perhaps most interestingly, Sammy's description of the himself and his place in society reveal

an idealism perhaps only present in someone his age.


The reader also sees Sammy as a typical nineteen year old in his observations of the girls who enter the store. 
Explanation: Sammy immediately notices their physical characteristics.  For example, he comments on the first girl who captures his attention. 
Example:” She was a chunky kid, with a good tan and a sweet broad soft-looking can with those two crescents  of white just under it, where the sun never seems to hit, at the top of the backs of her legs” (560).  
Explanation: Sammy as many young men of his age tends to assess the girls by their body parts. 
Example: He notices “her belly was still pretty pale, “and of the one he designates “Queenie,” he describes her as having “these long white prima-donna legs” (561). 
Use of outside source for support: Updike in an interview where he discussed his fiction stated that “I’ve not ventured far from what I could verify with my own eyes” (“Showing Ordinary Life...  94).  
Rationale of use of outside source and connection to point of the body paragraph: Perhaps growing up male a small town like the one Sammy inhabits has provided the material for this character that speaks so authentically.  
Use of outside source for support: As Corey Evans has written in his critique of “A & P,” “As the girls enter the store, Sammy solely views them at sex objects” (104). 
Perhaps, "Boys and Girls" is about the limited lives of women and the difficulties some "girls"

    have in accepting those limitations.  You might use this idea to indicate how "Girl" by Jamaica

    Kincaid and  "Boys and Girls" by Alice Munro represents this idea.  You could also limit your

   analysis to "Boys and Girls."

Alice Munroe's short story "Boys and Girls" illustrates how gender roles can sometimes dampen the free spirit of an individuals when they mature and finds themselves bound by the restrictions and requirements of gender.  The female narrator in "Boys and Girls" demonstrates this dilemma as she begins to move from girlhood into adolescence.

The beginning of the short story finds the young narrator preferring the freedom in the life of men over the drudgery of woman's work.  
Explanation:  The narrator relishes working with her father where she feels real pride in her

accomplishments.   

Example: For example, she describes with pride the jobs she does for her father such as giving water to the foxes which her father raises in order to sell the pelts.  Even though her younger brother helps, she states that she "...had the real watering can"(243).   She makes clear that she is the "real" worker, the one who is capable and responsible.  Furthermore, she lists all the chores she does side by side with her father such as cutting grass and raking.   As she says, "Nevertheless, I worked willingly under his eyes and with a feeling of pride" (243).
Explanation:  However, she views the life and work of her mother as restricted and confined, a life
she does not embrace but actively rejects.  
Example: After the narrator describes helping her mother in the kitchen, she states, "As soon as I was done I ran out of the house, trying to get out of earshot before my mother thought of what she wanted me to do" (244).  She goes on to say, "I hated the dark, hot kitchen in summer..." (244).  All the narrator wants to do is to be free, outdoors, with work that to her is of more value.  She admits."...work done out of doors, and in my father's service was ritualistically important" (244).  

Explanation. Munro makes clear that for this girl, the outdoors, the work of her father is where she is most comfortable, where she is  her true self.
Outside source support:  As Carol Dell'Amico says in her analysis of "Boys and Girls" "Desiring a 
traditional role is often the result of training or socialization, and not necessarily the result of nature" (81).  

Explanation: Perhaps the narrator given the opportunity would make a better farmer than a housewife. 


As she and her younger brother grow, the narrator finds herself relegated to being "just a girl" that is not as valued as a man and perhaps not respected.


Although she resists the changes being pushed on her by her parents and others, eventually she finds herself pressed by outside forces towards the interests and obligations of young woman which will mean restrictions on her personal freedom and self expression.
In-class Writing   Spring 2007
Both of Alice Munro's stories seem to focus on the roles of men and women and the relationship between the sexes.  Choose one of the stories assigned, that is,  "Boys and Girls" or "The Children Stay," and discuss what point the writer seem to be making about the either gender roles or the relationship between men and women.  Support your ideas with examples from the short story.

The Things They Carried  uses alternative narrators, alternative versions of the same story, and observations about writing to demonstrate that fiction is a truth that can enlighten and inform the reader by creating a many sided experience.  

One important way, O'Brien shows that fiction reveals truth is in his use of alternative narrators.  He achieves this goal by having important episodes in the novel, that is stories, told by different characters.  Consequently, the reader comes to know the episode or the event through the lens of theses various platoon members, that is, experiencing the event differently each time it is told.  The reader is not limited to one vision but is exposed to several.  The result is a deeper understanding, a more realistic participation in the event so that the knowledge of that experience is more authentic, more truthful.  An example of multiple narrators leading to as O'Brien says, "story-truth," is the death of Curt Lemon, a member of the platoon, and the best friend of the medic, Rat Kiley.  The reader first encounters Curt Lemon's death through the eyes of Rat Kiley who is writing a letter of condolence to Lemon's sister.  Kiley begins the letter telling his sister what a good soldier Lemon was, but some of examples Riley shares with her contradict that assessment.  For example, he dresses up on Halloween and went trick or treating in a nearby village, funny but dangerous.  As Riley writes, "...her brother made the war seem almost fun, always raising hell and lighting up villes and bringing smoke to bear every which way" (68).  Since Rat Kiley also deals with the war through humor, that aspect of Lemon's personality is one that is prominent to him.  The reader can join Rat Kiley chuckling and smiling wryly at Lemon's irreverence towards war. Catherine Calloway in her article on O'Brien's use of metafiction says about the novel that it "demonstrate(s) well the impossibility of knowing the reality of war in absolute terms."  Curt Lemon's version of the war is one of black humor.

Another view of Curt Lemon comes from Tim O'Brien, the character, who sees his death as the result of immaturity: "Right away, Lemon and Rat Kiley start goofing" (69). Instead of paying attention to the danger around them, they engage in what becomes a deadly game.  Later, O'Brien recalls the death, this time, a grotesque death where parts of Curt Lemon are hanging off the tree where he was blown up.  As O'Brien writes, "The gore was horrible, stays with me" (83).  The death stays with the reader also who is made to feel anger at Lemon's disregard for the dangers of war, to participate in the black humor of Dave Jensen's singing "Lemon Tree" as the platoon removes his body parts from the tree,  and to experience the visceral horror of his death and anger again at the waste of a young life.  Finally, O'Brien the writer attempts to come to terms with Lemon's death as he tries to create an elegy, a poem of his final moments, redeeming Lemon as a human being entitled to be mourned:  



But if I could ever get the story right, how the sun seemed to gather around him and

            pick him up and lift him high into a tree, if I could somehow re-create the fatal

                        whiteness of that light, the quick glare, the obvious cause and effect, then you would 
                        believe the last thing Curt Lemon believed, which for him must've been the final truth.
                        (84)
As Minka Paraskevova writes about the use of the word love in The Things They Carried "The author makes a verbal play of words like true, truth, believe, war, peace and love. Not the love of lovers, but common human love, the love of life,...."   All the narrators contribute to the readers' understanding of this young man in Vietnam. They are left to put the parts together and reach their own notion of truth which since it is the reader's own, is more visceral and meaningful.

Having alternative versions of the events in the novel also brings the reader to a kind of truthfulness that would not happen if the reader only had what O'Brien calls "happening-truth"(179), that is, facts without invention.  A good example of this approach is the death of Kiowa,  a native American member of the platoon, and perhaps seen by the other men as their spiritual center.  Three or four versions are given of who might have been responsible for his death allowing the reader to recognize that in war, not one particular person is responsible for loss of life, or even atrocities, such as the destruction of a village filled with innocent people or the killing of a water buffalo.
Finally, the use of meta-fiction, that is O'Brien's observations about writing lead the reader to understand that real truth comes from stories that attempt to get at the "heart-truth."  Several sections of the book address story-telling helping the reader to recognize the truth, such as "How to Tell A True War Story," "Notes,"  and "Good Form."

In the novel, The Virgin Suicides, Jeffrey Eugenides presents a world that is coming apart, the middle class world of suburban Detroit.   In the beginning of the novel, that world is made up of lovely homes, private schools, streets filled with a golden light, and a few beautiful characters.  By the end of the novel, the neighborhood consists of a decayed home, a polluted lake, a tree denuded street, and five Lisbon sisters dead by suicide.  The superficial and protected world of the novel has fallen into decay. The residents of this neighborhood adhere to a code of behavior and appearance which they think will protect them.  They have difficulty understanding or accepting anything or anybody that is different and fear those differences such as the black community that serves them as maids but may become neighbors.  Similarly, the Lisbon sisters of this privileged neighborhood and the focus of the novel and the film are viewed as unique, as strange, as troublesome.  In the novel, Eugenides reveals that when a person, a community can not accept “the other,” that is, a person that does not conform to a particular societal standard, the result is isolation and misunderstanding, leading to decay and destruction of the very life or lifestyle that society intended to protect.  In the novel, the consequences of isolation is strongly represented in the rotting environment of the Lisbon home; whereas in the film, the house seems barely transformed and like the neighborhood, the film stays too close the surface robbing the viewer of the tragic consequences of the novel. 


First of all, the film introduces the viewer to an almost mythically perfect neighborhood leaving out any of the decay presented in the beginning of the novel.  Although the voice over narrator states that the “Everyone dates the demise of our neighborhood from the suicides of the Lisbon girls,” the neighborhood of the film is filled with golden light.  The opening scene moves down a sun-dappled street. The viewer sees a man watering his expansive beautiful lawn, young men playing basketball next to their large, comfortable house, exquisitely landscaped mansions bordering each side of the street. Then, the camera swings up for a shot through the trees with the sun glinting through, and soon, the viewer is led to the attractive home and lawn of the Lisbons, lit in warm yellow overtones.  Although the first and unsuccessful suicide attempt by Cecelia, the youngest daughter, occurs, the film does not support the horror of this action as well as the novel does.  The novel gives readers powerful images of death and decay through the description of the yearly invasion of the fish-flies and alerting readers to decay beyond the neighborhood. “Rising in clouds from the algae in the polluted lake, they blacken windows, coat cars and street lamps, plaster the municipal docks and festoon the rigging of sailboats, always in the same brown ubiquity of flying scum” (Eugenides 4) This sentence creates a powerful image of rot from which the reader intuitively recoils.  Furthermore, Cecelia is linked to this rot and death when in the novel, she writes her initials on her family car window covered with the dead insects.  “And with that, she stuck her hand into the foamy layer of bugs and cleared her initials. C.L.” (Eugenides 4).  Readers sense the fearlessness of Cecelia in her willingness to plunge herself into that turmoil of death and later, feel doubly the horror of her death, when she is impaled on the fence next to her house, the sound of her body described as “the moist thud jolted us, the sound of a watermelon breaking open” (Eugenides 30).   No such images and no such sounds exist in the film, protecting the viewer from the true horror of losing Cecelia, who no one seemed to really know and whose death touches only the surface of the viewer’s feelings.  As Jeffrey Eugenides stated: “I always knew that the film would be Sofia’s vision of my book. What else could it be?  Some translation had to take place.  The book was never written to be a movie” (qtd. in Fuller 64).  Sophia Coppola’s translation seems a bit “lost.”


An additional “loss” in Coppola’s adaptation continues after the death of Cecelia.  The novel and film follow the community’s and the family’s reaction to her suicide, but unlike the novel, the film does not adequately convey the deterioration of the daily life of the Lisbon family, the consequences of loss and isolation. 


Finally, by the time the remaining four Lisbon sisters commit suicide, their home is in ruins, at least it is in the novel: the same isn’t true for the film.  This decay reaches the reader through the description of the house as it transforms into a gothic horror.  Not only do readers experience the shock of the four sisters’ suicides, they feel it viscerally through the description of the deteriorating environment. HERE INCLUDE EXAMPLES FROM THE TEXT WITH CONTRASTS TO THE FILM. THEN END THE PARAGRAPH WITH THIS QUOTE.

According to Bree Hoskins in Film Quarterly, “... like contemporary Gothic literary and filmic culture that regularly uses suburbia to turn everyday, relatable events into terror, the use of setting in Coppola's film is an integral component in that it gives a haunting immediacy to its concern with both remembering childhood and mourning its loss” (52).  He would be accurate if he were referring to the novel; however, the viewer of the film has no such experience. 
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