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Weekly 2


Stories and Ways of Telling Them

1.
June 16 is Bloomsday, celebrated around the world in honor of the author James Joyce and his groundbreaking novel Ulysses.  You can read the Argentine writer Borges’ poem “Invocation to Joyce” to marvel at the long reach of art across time, space, language, and culture.  What are some of the things that Borges thanks Joyce for?  Take a look at some of the celebrations that goes on and see if any inspires you to do anything for our last day of class (sample link: http://www.nytimes.com/2010/06/11/books/11bloom.html).  Write down your suggestions.

2.
The third-person limited point of view that allows us occasional peeps into the girl’s feelings in Saroyan’s “Gaston” (ex. “he was kind of funny”) restricts us from entering the father’s head (ex. “The man bought a kilo of peaches but found no flawed peaches among them, so he bought another kilo at another store”).  Why does learning about the father’s emotions without direct access into his mind a more poignant way of experiencing the story?

3.
What use is telling the story of a broken family through the allegory of Gaston’s “broken house” and the symbolic peach with “a break that went straight down into the heart of the seed”?

4.
What does the contrast between the father-daughter dialog throughout the afternoon and the later mother-daughter phone conversation reveal about the father-mother relationship?

5.
“I want you to be where you want to be,” is the important thing the father gives his daughter but the six-year-old gives an emphatic “I want a peach with people” at one point in the story and an equally absolute “I don’t want a peach anymore” toward the end.  How are we to understand what the girl wants and her father’s gift to her?

6.
Look up the word “story” in your electronic or desk dictionary and then go to a good literary dictionary like The Bedford Glossary of Critical and Literary Terms and M. H. Abrams’s A Glossary of Literary Terms.  What difference in the definition of “story” and “plot” do you find between the general dictionary and the literary dictionary?

7.
When Alexie got his first book auctioned to be published he felt “I was rich, rich, rich.  Okay, to be more accurate, I was middle-class, middle-class, middle-class” (xviii).  In Saroyan’s “Gaston,” the little girl similarly overstates a fact and immediately modifies it with reality: “They had been together again…for almost a hundred years now, or was it only since day before yesterday?”  Juliet’s eyes are described as stars but they are not really stars.  Beauty does not literally “make you the center of the universe” (1249).  Do you see other cases of saying something other than the truth as more accurately conveying truth?  Focus on one instance in a work we’ve read and explain what you mean.  Some literary terms that may be useful in your discussion are given below.

metaphor               hyperbole               litotes               synecdoche               metonymy

allegory               symbol              irony               euphemism               personification

8.
The Aristotelian tradition that Le Guin adds to in her essay “What Makes a Story” divides the structure of a narrative, like that of a play, into something like Freytag’s pyramid: a beginning exposition where the characters, setting and conflict are introduced, a middle which consists of rising action, climax and falling action, and an end or denouement which resolves conflict and wraps up the story.  What do you think of Sherman Alexie’s “A Good Story” which seems to suggest that the beginning of a story is, rather, its very basic inception: a story begins when someone wants to hear a story?  The body of the story is the tale being told.  And the ending of the story is the result of the telling—how it has affected the listener and teller.

9.
In Saroyan’s “Gaston,” when the father tells his daughter who mentions throwing a flawed peach away that he “can’t imagine why.  It’s a perfectly good peach,” what does he mean by “good”?  Is this the same “good” as Junior’s mother’s request that he “write a story about something good, a real good story” (140)?

10.
At first glance, Kincaid’s “Girl” may look like a litany of commands to a teenage Antiguan girl but a large part of the story is not telling the girl to do or not do something but showing her how to do it, for instance, “this is how to sew on a button” (346) and “this is how to spit up in the air if you feel like it” (347).  Does this latter, especially, seem at odds with the earlier injunction “don’t squat down to play marbles—you are not a boy” (346)?  If this is a story as Le Guin defines it, where one bit “leads you to the next one,” what movement do you see from beginning to end?  Consider changes in the older woman’s speech, shifts in the girl’s interjections, and any development in their exchange and relationship.

