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Reading Fiction

The short story makes a modest appeal

for attention . . . itslips up on your

blind side and wrassles you to the mat

before you know what’s grabbed you.
—TONI CADE BAMBARA

To seek the source, the impulse of a
story is like tearing a flower to pieces for
wantonness.

— KATE CHOPIN

READING FICTION RESPONSIVELY

Reading a literary work responsively can be an intensely demanding activ-
ity. Henry David Thoreau—about as intense and demanding a reader and
writer as they come—insists that “books must be read as deliberately
and reservedly as they were written.” Thoreau is right about the necessity
for a conscious, sustained involvement with a literary work. Imaginative
literature does demand more from us than, say, browsing through People
magazine in a dentist’s waiting room, but Thoreau makes the process
sound a little more daunting than it really is. For when we respond to the
demands of responsive reading, our efforts are usually rewarded with plea-
sure as well as understanding. Careful, deliberate reading— the kind that .
engages a reader’s imagination as it calls forth the writer’s—is a means
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of exploration that can take a reader outside whatever circumstance or
experience previously defined his or her world. Just as we respond moment
by moment to people and situations in our lives, we also respond to liter-
ary works as we read them, though we may not be fully aware of how we are
affected at each point along the way. The more conscious we are of how
and why we respond to works in particular ways, the more likely we are to
be imaginatively engaged in our reading.

In a very real sense both the reader and the author create the literary
work. How a reader responds to a story, poem, or play will help to deter-
mine its meaning. The author arranges the various elements that consti-
tute his or her craft—élements such as plot, character, setting, point of
view, symbolism, theme, and style, which you will be examining in subse-

quent chapters and which are defined in the Glossary of Literary Terms

(p- 2173) —but the author cannot completely control the reader’s response
any more than a person can absolutely predict how a remark or action will
be received by a stranger, a friend, or even a family member. Few authors zell
readers how to respond. Our sympathy, anger, confusion, laughter, sad-
ness, or whatever the feeling might be is left up to us to experience. Writers
may have the talent to evoke such feelings, but they don’t have the power
and authority to enforce them. Because of the range of possible responses
produced by imaginative literature, there is no single, correct, definitive
response or interpretation. There can be readings that are wrongheaded or
foolish, and some readings are better than others— that is, more responsive
to a work’s details and more persuasive —but that doesn’t mean there is only
one possible reading of a work (see Chapter 2, “Writing about Fiction”).

Experience tells us that different people respond differently to the
same work. Consider, for example, how often you’ve heard Melville’s Moby-
Dick described as one of the greatest American novels. This, however, is
how a reviewer in New Monthly Magazine described the book when it was
published in 185t: it is “a huge dose of hyperbolical slang, maudlin senti-
mentalism and tragic-comic bubble and squeak.” Melville surely did not
intend or desire this response; but there it is, and it was not a singular, iso-
lated reaction. This reading— like any reading —was influenced by the val-
ues, assumptions, and expectations that the readers brought to the novel
from both previous readings and life experiences. The reviewer’s refusal to
take the book seriously may have caused him to miss the boat from the
perspective of many other readers of Moby-Dick, but it indicates that even
“classics” (perhaps especially those kinds of works) can generate disparate
readings.

Consider the following brief story by Kate Chopin, .
a writer whose fiction (like Melville’s) sometimes met Explore
with indifference or hostility in her own time. As you S for Kate

Chopin and ap-
read, keep track of your responses to the central char-  Proaches o this story.

N K on LiterActive orat
acter, Mrs. Mallard. Write down your feelings about her bedfo?istmarrlns-com/
. . . meyerlit,
in a substantial paragraph when you finish the story, oo
Think, for example, about how you respond to the emotions she expresses

concerning news of her husband’s death. What do you think of her feelings



Chopin/ The Story of an Hour

about marriage? Do you think you would react the way she does under
similar circumstances?

KATE CHOPIN (1851-1904)
The Story of an Hour 1894

Knowing that Mrs. Mallard was afflicted with a heart
trouble, great care was taken to break to her as gently as
possible the news of her husband’s death.

It was her sister Josephine who told her, in broken
sentences; veiled hints that revealed in half concealing.
Her husband’s friend Richards was there, too, near her. It
was he who had been in the newspaper office when intelli-
gence of the railroad disaster was received, with Brently Mallard’s name lead-
ing the list of “killed.” He had only taken the time to assure himself of its truth
by a second telegram, and had hastened to forestall any less careful, less tender
friend in bearing the sad message.

She did not hear the story as many women have heard the same, with a
paralyzed inability to accept its significance. She wept at once, with sudden,
wild abandonment, in her sister’s arms. When the storm of grief had spent
itself she went away to her room alone. She would have no one follow her.

There stood, facing the open window, a comfortable, roomy armchair.
Into this she sank, pressed down by a physical exhaustion that haunted her
body and seemed to reach into her soul.

She could see in the open square before her house the tops of trees that s

were all aquiver with the new spring life. The delicious breath of rain was in the
air. In the street below a peddler was crying his wares. The notes of a distant
song which some one was singing reached her faintly, and countless sparrows
were twittering in the eaves.

There were patches of blue sky showing here and there through the clouds
that had met and piled one above the other in the west facing her window.

She sat with her head thrown back upon the cushion of the chair, quite
motionless, except when a sob came up into her throat and shook her, as a
child who has cried itself to sleep continues to sob in its dreams.

She was young, with a fair, calm face, whose lines bespoke repression and
even a certain strength. But now there was a dull stare in her eyes, whose gaze
was fixed away off yonder on one of those patches of blue sky. It was not a
glance of reflection, but rather indicated a suspension of intelligent thought.

There was something coming to her and she was waiting for it, fearfully.
What was it? She did not know; it was too subtle and elusive to name. But she
felt it, creeping out of the sky, reaching toward her through the sounds, the
scents, the color that filled the air.

I5

Now her bosom rose and fell tumultuously. She was beginning to recog- 10

nize this thing that was approaching to possess her, and she was striving to
beat it back with her will —as powerless as her two white slender hands would
have been.

When she abandoned herself a little whispered word escaped her slightly
parted lips. She said it over and over under her breath: “free, free, free!” The
vacant stare and the look of terror that had followed it went from her eyes.
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They stayed keen and bright. Her pulses beat fast, and the coursing blood
warmed and relaxed every inch of her body.

She did not stop to ask if it were or were not a monstrous joy that held her.
A clear and exalted perception enabled her to dismiss the suggestion as trivial.

She knew that she would weep again when she saw the kind, tender hands
folded in death; the face that had never looked save with love upon her, fixed
and gray and dead. But she saw beyond that bitter moment a long procession
of years to come that would belong to her absolutely. And she opened and
spread her arms out to them in welcome. '

There would be no one to live for her during those coming years; she
would live for herself. There would be no powerful will bending hers in that
blind persistence with which men and women believe they have a right to
impose a private will upon a fellow-creature. A kind intention or a cruel inten-
tion made the act seem no less a cfime as she looked upon it in that brief
moment of illumination. ,

And yet she had loved him— sometimes. Often she had not. What did it
matter! What could love, the unsolved mystery, count for in face of this posses-
sion of self-assertion which she suddenly recognized as the strongest impulse
of her being! '

“Free! Body and soul free!l” she kept whispering.

Josephine was kneeling before the closed door with her lips to the keyhole,
imploring for admission. “Louise, open the door! I beg; open the door— you will
make yourself ill. What are you doing, Louise? For heaven’s sake open the door.”

“Go away. I am not making myselfill.” No; she was drinking in a very elixir
of life through that open window.

Her fancy was running riot along those days ahead of her. Spring days,
and summer days, and all sorts of days that would be her own. She breathed a
quick prayer that life might be long. It was only yesterday she had thought
with a shudder that life might be long.

She arose at length and opened the door to her sister’s importunities.
There was a feverish triumph in her eyes, and she carried herself unwittingly
like 2 goddess of Victory. She clasped her sister’s waist, and together they de-
scended the stairs. Richards stood waiting for them at the bottom. .

Some one was opening the front door with a latchkey. It was Brently Mal-
lard who entered, a little travel-stained, composedly carrying his gripsack and
umbrella. He had been far from the scene of accident, and did not even know
there had been one. He stood amazed at Josephine’s piercing cry; at Richards’
quick motion to screen him from the view of his wife.

But Richards was too late.

When the doctors came they said she had died of heart disease — of joy
that kills.

A SAMPLE CLOSE READING

An Annotated Section of “The Story of an Hour”

Even as you read a story for the first time, you can highlight passages, circle
or undetline words, and write responses in the margins. Subsequent read-
ings will yield more insights once you begin to understand how various ele-
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A Sample Close Reading

ments such as plot, characterization, and wording build toward the con-
clusion and what you perceive to be the story’s central ideas. The following
annotations for the first eleven paragraphs of “The Story of an Hour” pro-
vide a perspective written by someone who had read the work several times.
Your own approach might, of course, be quite different—as the sample

paper that follows the annotated passage amply demonstrates.

KATE CHOPIN (1851-1904)

The Story of an Hour 1894

Knowing that Mrs. Mallard was afflicted with a heart trouble,
great care was taken to break to her as gently as possible the
news of her husband’s death. '

It was her sister Josephine who told her, in broken sen-
tences; veiled hints that revealed in half concealing. Her hus-
band’s friend Richards was there, too, near her. It was he who
had been in the newspaper office when intelligence of the rail-
road disaster was received, with Brently Mallard’s name lead-
ing the list of “killed.” He had only taken the time to assure
himself of its truth by a second telegram, and had hastened to
forestall any less careful, less tender friend in bearing the sad
message. :

She did not hear the story as many women have heard the
same, with a paralyzed inability to accept its significance. She
wept at once, with sudden, wild abandonment, in her sister’s
arms. When the storm of grief had spent itself she went away.
to her room alone. She would have no one follow her.

There stood, facing the open window, a comfortable,
roomy armchair. Into this she sank, pressed down by a physi-
cal exhaustion that haunted her body and seemed to reach
into her soul.

She could see in the open squate before her house the
tops of trees that were all aquiver with the new spring life. The
deliciotis breath of rain was in the air. In the street below a
peddler was crying his wares. The notes of a distant song
which some one was singing reached her faintly, and count-
less sparrows were twittering in the eaves.

There were patches of blue sky showing here and there
through the clouds that had met and piled one above the
other in the west facing her window.

She sat with her head thrown back upon the cushion of
the chair, quite motionless, except when a sob came up into
her throat and shook her, as a child who has cried itself to
sleep continues to sob in its dreams.

She was young, with a fair, calm face, whose lines bespoke
repression and even a certain strength. But now there was a
dull stare in het eyes, whose gaze was fixed away off yonder on

—

The title could point
to the brevity of the
story—only 23 short
paragraphs—orto
the decisive nature
of what happens in
a very short period
of time. Or both.

Mrs. Mallard’s first
name (Louise) is
not given until para-
graph 17, yet her
sister Josephine is
named immediately.
This emphasizes
Mrs. Mallard’s
married identity.

Given the nature
of the cause of Mrs.
Mallard’s death at
the story’s end, it’s
worth noting the
ambiguous descrip-
tion that she “was
afflicted with a
heart trouble.” Is
this one of Chopin’s
(rather than Jose-
Ehine’s) “veiled
ints”?

When Mrs. Mallard
weeps with “wild
abandonment,” the
reader is again con-
fronted with an am-
biguous phrase: she
grieves in an over-
whelming manner
yet seems to express
relief at being aban-
doned by Brently’s
death.

These 3 paragraphs
create an increas-
ingly “open” atmo-
sphere that leads to
the “delicious”
outside where there
are inviting sounds
and “patches of
blue sky.” There’s a
definite tension be-
tween the inside and
outside worlds.

Though still stunned
by grief, Mrs. Mal-
lard begins to feel a
change come over
her owing to her
growing awareness
of a world outside
her room.
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What that change one of those patches of blue sky. It was not a glance of re-
is remains “too
bl and elogive flection, but rather indicated a suspensmn of intelligent

to name.” thought
There was something coming to her and she was waiting

M, J¥inliand:s for it, fearfully. What was it? She did not know; it was too
conflicted struggle Y-
is descrlbehd inpas\ L subtle and elusive to name. But she felt it, creeping out of the
sioriars, physica ~ sky, reaching toward her through the sounds, the scents, the
[Eocamsslac” by color that filled the air.

ver sne Is ower- = . s
(B gy i Now her bosom rose and fell tumultuously She was
Onesshahustabais beginning to recognize this thmg that was approaching to
doned” herself (see | possess het, and she was striving to beat it back. with her
the “abandonment”
in paragraph three), ~ — Will—as powerless as her two white slender hands would have
erschrieiies || been.
be “free, free, free” When she abandoned: herself a little whlspered word
Her recognition
gl e susrgh escaped her shghtly parted lips. ’She said it over and over
“coursing blogd g under her breath: “free, free, free!” The vacant stare and the
[tiz] W avery inch | look of terror that had followed it went from her eyes. They
of her body.” stayed keen and bright. Her pulses beat fast, and the coursmg

blood warmed and relaxed every inch of her body

Did you find Mrs. Mallard a sympathetic character? Some readers think
that she is callous, selfish, and unnatural —even monstrous—because she
ecstatically revels in her newly discovered sense of freedom so soon after
learning of her husband’s presumed death. Others read her as a victim of
her inability to control her own life in a repressive, male-dominated society.
Is it possible to hold both views simultaneously, or are they mutually exclu-
sive? Are your views in any way influenced by your being male or female?
Does your age affect your perception? What about your social and eco-
nomic background? Does your nationality, race, or religion in any way
shape your attitudes? Do you have particular views about the institution of
marriage that inform your assessment of Mrs. Mallard’s character? Have
other reading experiences — perhaps a familiarity with some of Chopin’s
other stories — predisposed you one way or another to Mrs. Mallard?

Understanding potential influences might be useful in determining
whether a particular response to Mrs. Mallard is based primarily on the
story’s details and their arrangement or on an overt or subtle bias that is
brought to the story. If you unconsciously project your beliefs and assump-
tions onto a literary work, you run the risk of distorting it to accommo-
date your prejudice. Your feelings can be a reliable guide to interpretation,
but you should be aware of what those feelings are based on.

Often specific questions about literary works cannot be answered
definitively. For example, Chopin does not explain why Mrs. Mallard suf- -
fers a heart attack at the end of this story. Is the shock of seeing her “dead”
husband simply too much for this woman “afflicted with a heart trouble”?
Does she die of what the doctors call a “joy that kills” because she is so glad
to see her husband? Is she so profoundly guilty about feeling “free” at her
husband’s expense that she has a heart attack? Is her death a kind of willed
suicide in reaction to her loss of freedom? Your answers to these questions
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will depend on which details you emphasize in your interpretatign of the
story and the kinds of perspectives and values you bring to it. If, for
example, you read the story from a feminist perspective, you wo.uld l?e
likely to pay close attention to Chopin’s comments about marriage in
paragraph 14. Or if you read the story as an oblique attack on the insensi-
tivity of physicians of the period, you might want to find out whether
Chopin wrote elsewhere about doctors (she did) and compare her com-
ments with historic sources. (A number of critical strategies for reading,
including feminist and historical approaches, appear in Chapter 51.)

Reading responsively makes you an active participant in the process of
creating meaning in a literary work. The experience that you and the
author create will most likely not be identical to another reader’s en-
counter with the same work, but then that’s true of nearly any experience
you'll have, and it is part of the pleasure of reading. Indeed, talking and
writing about literature is a way of sharing responses so that they can be
enriched and deepened.

/

Mallard perceived by the people around her? }é their percep-
tions of her accusate? Explain. /

Think about ° y

* how people expect her to react and the special precautions they take
* the doctor’s diagnesis of the cause of.Her death

4. How does Mrs. Mallard initially teactt6 the news of her husband's death?
How and why does her reaction cffar

Think about
® her feelings about

e long. It was only
she had thought with a shudder that life mightbe long.” Explain
me of the story as expressed by these sentences. N

: Lite ry Concept: Irony

.  The contrast between what is stated and what is meant, or between What is
expected to happen and what actually happens, is called irony. What is iron
about Mrs. Mallard’s death? about the doctor’s diagnosis of its cause as
summed up in the final sentence?



The Story of an Hour

1. Atthe beginning of the story, when Chopin states that Mrs. Mallard “was afflicted with heart
trouble,” she seems to be referring to a medical condition. How else could you interpret this
phrase? '

2. What is the significance of the details Mrs. Mallard views out her window?
3. What has Mrs. Mallard apparently resented about her marriage?

4. Why do you think Chopin chooses to reveal little about Mrs. Mallard’s personality aside from
her feelings concerning her marriage, her husband, and her independence?

5. What do you think is the actual reason for Mrs. Mallard’s death?
6. What do you think is the significance of the story’s title?

Irony is a contrast between what is stated and what is meant, or between what is expected to happen
and what actually happens. Situational and dramatic irony are two of the types of irony used in
literature. An example of situational irony occurs in “The Story of an Hour,” when, after you have been
led to expect that Mrs. Mallard will be deeply disturbed by the news of her husband’s death, she is
actually overcome by a sense of joy.

7. Why is Mrs. Mallard’s sudden death also an example of situational irony?
8. Why is the diagnosis of the cause of Mrs. Mallard’s death an example of dramatic irony?

A writer creates situational irony by including details that create certain expectations. For example, in
“The Story of an Hour,” Chopin leads you to expect that Mrs: Mallard will be upset by the news of her
husband’s death by mentioning that Josephine and Richards take great care to break the news to her as
gently as possible.

9. Find two details that help create the situational irony of Mrs. Mallard’s death (and explain).



