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Willa Cather, “The Namesake” 

Willa Cather (1873-1947) was a noted American writer, best known for the novels 

O Pioneers! and My Antonia. 

“The Namesake” was published in McClure's Magazine in 1907. "For the first 

time I felt the pull of race and blood and kindred, and felt beating within me things 

that had not begun with me. It was as if the earth under my feet had grasped and 

rooted me, and were pouring its essence into me."  

 

SEVEN of us, students, sat one evening in Hartwell's studio on the Boulevard St. 

Michel [one of the two main streets in the Latin Quarter of Paris]. We were all 

fellow-countrymen; one from New Hampshire, one from Colorado, another from 

Nevada, several from the farm lands of the Middle West, and I myself from 



California. Lyon Hartwell, though born abroad, was simply, as everyone knew, 

"from America." He seemed, almost more than any other one living man, to mean 

all of it—from ocean to ocean. When he was in Paris, his studio was always open 

to the seven of us who were there that evening, and we intruded upon his leisure as 

often as we thought permissible. 

Although we were within the terms of the easiest of all intimacies, and although 

the great sculptor, even when he was more than usually silent, was at all times the 

most gravely cordial of hosts, yet, on that long remembered evening, as the 

sunlight died on the burnished brown of the horse-chestnuts below the windows, a 

perceptible dullness yawned through our conversation. 

We were, indeed, somewhat low in spirit, for one of our number, Charley Bentley, 

was leaving us indefinitely, in response to an imperative summons from home. To-

morrow his studio, just across the hall from Hartwell's, was to pass into other 

hands, and Bentley's luggage was even now piled in discouraged resignation before 

his door. The various bales and boxes seemed literally to weigh upon us as we sat 

in his neighbor's hospitable rooms, drearily putting in the time until he should 

leave us to catch the ten o'clock express for Dieppe [on the Normandy coast of 

northern France]. 

The day we had got through very comfortably, for Bentley made it the occasion of 

a somewhat pretentious luncheon at Maxim's. There had been twelve of us at table, 

and the two young Poles were so thirsty, the Gascon [from the region of Gascony 

in southwestern France] so fabulously entertaining, that it was near upon five 

o'clock when we put down our liqueur glasses for the last time, and the red, 

perspiring waiter, having pocketed the reward of his arduous and protracted 

services, bowed us affably to the door, flourishing his napkin and brushing back 

the streaks of wet, black hair from his rosy forehead. Our guests having betaken 

themselves belated to their respective engagements, the rest of us returned with 

Bentley—only to be confronted by the depressing array before his door. A glance 

about his denuded rooms had sufficed to chill the glow of the afternoon, and we 

fled across the hall in a body and begged Lyon Hartwell to take us in. 

Bentley had said very little about it, but we all knew what it meant to him to be 

called home. Each of us knew what it would mean to himself, and each had felt 

something of that quickened sense of opportunity which comes at seeing another 

man in any way counted out of the race. Never had the game seemed so 

enchanting, the chance to play it such a piece of unmerited, unbelievable good 

fortune. 



It must have been, I think, about the middle of October, for I remember that the 

sycamores were almost bare in the Luxembourg Gardens that morning, and the 

terraces about the queens of France were strewn with crackling brown leaves. The 

fat red roses, out the summer long on the stand of the old flower woman at the 

corner, had given place to dahlias and purple asters. First glimpses of autumn 

toilettes flashed from the carriages; wonderful little bonnets nodded at one along 

the Champs-Elysées; and in the Quarter an occasional feather boa, red or black or 

white, brushed one's coat sleeve in the gay twilight of the early evening. The crisp, 

sunny autumn air was all day full of the stir of people and carriages and of the 

cheer of salutations; greetings of the students, returned brown and bearded from 

their holiday, gossip of people come back from Trouville, from St. Valery, from 

Dieppe, from all over Brittany and the Norman coast. Everywhere was the 

joyousness of return, the taking up again of life and work and play. 

I had felt ever since early morning that this was the saddest of all possible seasons 

for saying good-by to that old, old city of youth, and to that little corner of it on the 

south shore which since the Dark Ages themselves—yes, and before—has been so 

peculiarly the land of the young. 

I can recall our very postures as we lounged about Hartwell's rooms that evening, 

with Bentley making occasional hurried trips to his desolated workrooms across 

the hall—as if haunted by a feeling of having forgotten something—or stopping to 

poke nervously at his perroquets [parrots], which he had bequeathed to Hartwell, 

gilt cage and all. Our host himself sat on the couch, his big, bronze-like shoulders 

backed up against the window, his shaggy head, beaked nose, and long chin cut 

clean against the gray light. 

Our drowsing interest, in so far as it could be said to be fixed upon anything, was 

centered upon Hartwell's new figure, which stood on the block ready to be cast in 

bronze, intended as a monument for some American battlefield. He called it "The 

Color Sergeant." It was the figure of a young soldier running, clutching the folds of 

a flag, the staff of which had been shot away. We had known it in all the stages of 

its growth, and the splendid action and feeling of the thing had come to have a kind 

of special significance for the half dozen of us who often gathered at Hartwell's 

rooms—though, in truth, there was as much to dishearten one as to inflame, in the 

case of a man who had done so much in a field so amazingly difficult; who had 

thrown up in bronze all the restless, teeming force of that adventurous wave still 

climbing westward in our own land across the waters. We recalled his "Scout," his 

"Pioneer," his "Gold Seekers," and those monuments in which he had invested one 



and another of the heroes of the Civil War with such convincing dignity and 

power. 

"Where in the world does he get the heat to make an idea like that carry?" Bentley 

remarked morosely, scowling at the clay figure. "Hang me, Hartwell, if I don't 

think it's just because you're not really an American at all, that you can look at it 

like that." 

The big man shifted uneasily against the window. "Yes," he replied smiling, 

"perhaps there is something in that. My citizenship was somewhat belated and 

emotional in its flowering. I've half a mind to tell you about it, Bentley." He rose 

uncertainly, and, after hesitating a moment, went back into his workroom, where 

he began fumbling among the litter in the corners. 

At the prospect of any sort of personal expression from Hartwell, we glanced 

questioningly at one another; for although he made us feel that he liked to have us 

about, we were always held at a distance by a certain diffidence of his. There were 

rare occasions—when he was in the heat of work or of ideas—when he forgot to be 

shy, but they were so exceptional that no flattery was quite so seductive as being 

taken for a moment into Hartwell's confidence. Even in the matter of opinions—the 

commonest of currency in our circle—he was niggardly and prone to qualify. No 

man ever guarded his mystery more effectually. There was a singular, intense spell, 

therefore, about those few evenings when he had broken through this excessive 

modesty, or shyness, or melancholy, and had, as it were, committed himself. 

When Hartwell returned from the back room, he brought with him an unframed 

canvas which he put on an easel near his clay figure. We drew close about it, for 

the darkness was rapidly coming on. Despite the dullness of the light, we instantly 

recognized the boy of Hartwell's "Color Sergeant." It was the portrait of a very 

handsome lad in uniform, standing beside a charger impossibly rearing. Not only 

in his radiant countenance and flashing eyes, but in every line of his young body 

there was an energy, a gallantry, a joy of life, that arrested and challenged one. 

"Yes, that's where I got the notion," Hartwell remarked, wandering back to his seat 

in the window. "I've wanted to do it for years, but I've never felt quite sure of 

myself. I was afraid of missing it. He was an uncle of mine, my father's half-

brother, and I was named for him. He was killed in one of the big battles of Sixty-

four, when I was a child. I never saw him—never knew him until he had been dead 

for twenty years. And then, one night, I came to know him as we sometimes do 

living persons—intimately, in a single moment." 



He paused to knock the ashes out of his short pipe, refilled it, and puffed at it 

thoughtfully for a few moments with his hands on his knees. Then, settling back 

heavily among the cushions and looking absently out of the window, he began his 

story. As he proceeded further and further into the experience which he was trying 

to convey to us, his voice sank so low and was sometimes so charged with feeling, 

that I almost thought he had forgotten our presence and was remembering aloud. 

Even Bentley forgot his nervousness in astonishment and sat breathless under the 

spell of the man's thus breathing his memories out into the dusk. 

"It was just fifteen years ago this last spring that I first went home, and Bentley's 

having to cut away like this brings it all back to me. 

"I was born, you know, in Italy. My father was a sculptor, though I dare say you've 

not heard of him. He was one of those first fellows who went over after Story and 

Powers [nineteenth-century American sculptors William Wetmore Story and 

Hiram Powers],—went to Italy for 'Art,' quite simply; to lift from its native bough 

the willing, iridescent bird. Their story is told, informingly enough, by some of 

those ingenuous marble things at the Metropolitan. My father came over some time 

before the outbreak of the Civil War, and was regarded as a renegade by his family 

because he did not go home to enter the army. His half-brother, the only child of 

my grandfather's second marriage, enlisted at fifteen and was killed the next year. I 

was ten years old when the news of his death reached us. My mother died the 

following winter, and I was sent away to a Jesuit school, while my father, already 

ill himself, stayed on at Rome, chipping away at his Indian maidens and marble 

goddesses, still gloomily seeking the thing for which he had made himself the most 

unhappy of exiles. 

"He died when I was fourteen, but even before that I had been put to work under an 

Italian sculptor. He had an almost morbid desire that I should carry on his work, 

under, as he often pointed out to me, conditions so much more auspicious. He left 

me in the charge of his one intimate friend, an American gentleman in the 

consulate at Rome, and his instructions were that I was to be educated there and to 

live there until I was twenty-one. After I was of age, I came to Paris and studied 

under one master after another until I was nearly thirty. Then, almost for the first 

time, I was confronted by a duty which was not my pleasure. 

"My grandfather's death, at an advanced age, left an invalid maiden sister of my 

father's quite alone in the world. She had suffered for years from a cerebral disease, 

a slow decay of the faculties which rendered her almost helpless. I decided to go to 



America and, if possible, bring her back to Paris, where I seemed on my way 

toward what my poor father had wished for me. 

"On my arrival at my father's birthplace, however, I found that this was not to be 

thought of. To tear this timid, feeble, shrinking creature, doubly aged by years and 

illness, from the spot where she had been rooted for a lifetime, would have been 

little short of brutality. To leave her to the care of strangers seemed equally 

heartless. There was clearly nothing for me to do but to remain and wait for that 

slow and painless malady to run its course. I was there something over two years. 

"My grandfather's home, his father's homestead before him, lay on the high banks 

of a river in Western Pennsylvania. The little town twelve miles down the stream, 

whither my great-grandfather used to drive his ox-wagon on market days, had 

become, in two generations, one of the largest manufacturing cities in the world. 

For hundreds of miles about us the gentle hill slopes were honey-combed with gas 

wells and coal shafts; oil derricks creaked in every valley and meadow; the brooks 

were sluggish and discolored with crude petroleum, and the air was impregnated 

by its searching odor. The great glass and iron manufactories had come up and up 

the river almost to our very door; their smoky exhalations brooded over us, and 

their crashing was always in our ears. I was plunged into the very incandescence of 

human energy. But, though my nerves tingled with the feverish, passionate 

endeavor which snapped in the very air about me, none of these great arteries 

seemed to feed me; this tumultuous life did not warm me. On every side were the 

great muddy rivers, the ragged mountains from which the timber was being 

ruthlessly torn away, the vast tracts of wild country, and the gulches that were like 

wounds in the earth; everywhere the glare of that relentless energy which followed 

me like a searchlight and seemed to scorch and consume me. I could only hide 

myself in the tangled garden, where the dropping of a leaf or the whistle of a bird 

was the only incident. 

"The Hartwell homestead had been sold away little by little, until all that remained 

of it was garden and orchard. The house, a square brick structure, stood in the 

midst of a great garden which sloped toward the river, ending in a grassy bank 

which fell some forty feet to the water's edge. The garden was now little more than 

a tangle of neglected shrubbery; damp, rank, and of that intense blue-green 

peculiar to vegetation in smoky places where the sun shines but rarely, and the 

mists form early in the evening and hang late in the morning. 

"I shall never forget it as I saw it first, when I arrived there in the chill of a 

backward June. The long, rank grass, thick and soft and falling in billows, was 



always wet until midday. The gravel walks were bordered with great lilac-bushes, 

mock-orange, and bridal-wreath. Back of the house was a neglected rose garden, 

surrounded by a low stone wall over which the long suckers trailed and matted. 

They had wound their pink, thorny tentacles, layer upon layer, about the lock and 

the hinges of the rusty iron gate. Even the porches of the house, and the very 

windows, were damp and heavy with growth: wistaria, clematis, honeysuckle, and 

trumpet vine. The garden was grown up with trees, especially that part of it which 

lay above the river. The bark of the old locusts was blackened by the smoke that 

crept continually up the valley, and their feathery foliage, so merry in its 

movement and so yellow and joyous in its color, seemed peculiarly precious under 

that somber sky. There were sycamores and copper beeches; gnarled apple-trees, 

too old to bear; and fall pear-trees, hung with a sharp, hard fruit in October; all 

with a leafage singularly rich and luxuriant, and peculiarly vivid in color. The oaks 

about the house had been old trees when my great-grandfather built his cabin there, 

more than a century before, and this garden was almost the only spot for miles 

along the river where any of the original forest growth still survived. The smoke 

from the mills was fatal to trees of the larger sort, and even these had the look of 

doomed things—bent a little toward the town and seemed to wait with head 

inclined before that on-coming, shrieking force. 

"About the river, too, there was a strange hush, a tragic submission—it was so 

leaden and sullen in its color, and it flowed so soundlessly forever past our door. 

"I sat there every evening, on the high veranda overlooking it, watching the dim 

outlines of the steep hills on the other shore, the flicker of the lights on the island, 

where there was a boat-house, and listening to the call of the boatmen through the 

mist. The mist came as certainly as night, whitened by moonshine or starshine. The 

tin water-pipes went splash, splash, with it all evening, and the wind, when it rose 

at all, was little more than a sighing of the old boughs and a troubled breath in the 

heavy grasses. 

"At first it was to think of my distant friends and my old life that I used to sit there; 

but after awhile it was simply to watch the days and weeks go by, like the river 

which seemed to carry them away. 

"Within the house I was never at home. Month followed month, and yet I could 

feel no sense of kinship with anything there. Under the roof where my father and 

grandfather were born, I remained utterly detached. The somber rooms never spoke 

to me, the old furniture never seemed tinctured with race. This portrait of my boy 



uncle was the only thing to which I could draw near, the only link with anything I 

had ever known before. 

"There is a good deal of my father in the face, but it is my father transformed and 

glorified; his hesitating discontent drowned in a kind of triumph. From my first day 

in that house, I continually turned to this handsome kinsman of mine, wondering in 

what terms he had lived and had his hope; what he had found there to look like 

that, to bound at one, after all those years, so joyously out of the canvas. 

"From the timid, clouded old woman over whose life I had come to watch, I 

learned that in the backyard, near the old rose garden, there was a locust-tree which 

my uncle had planted. After his death, while it was still a slender sapling, his 

mother had a seat built round it, and she used to sit there on summer evenings. His 

grave was under the apple-trees in the old orchard. 

"My aunt could tell me little more than this. There were days when she seemed not 

to remember him at all. 

"It was from an old soldier in the village that I learned the boy's story. Lyon was, 

the old man told me, but fourteen when the first enlistment occurred, but was even 

then eager to go. He was in the court-house square every evening to watch the 

recruits at their drill, and when the home company was ordered off he rode into the 

city on his pony to see the men board the train and to wave them good-by. The 

next year he spent at home with a tutor, but when he was fifteen he held his parents 

to their promise and went into the army. He was color sergeant of his regiment and 

fell in a charge upon the breastworks [parapet, protective wall] of a fort about a 

year after his enlistment. 

"The veteran showed me an account of this charge which had been written for the 

village paper by one of my uncle's comrades who had seen his part in the 

engagement, it seems that as his company were running at full speed across the 

bottom lands toward the fortified hill, a shell burst over them. This comrade, 

running beside my uncle, saw the colors waver and sink as if falling, and looked to 

see that the boy's hand and forearm had been torn away by the exploding shrapnel. 

The boy, he thought, did not realize the extent of his injury, for he laughed, 

shouted something which his comrade did not catch, caught the flag in his left 

hand, and ran on up the hill. They went splendidly up over the breastworks, but 

just as my uncle, his colors flying, reached the top of the embankment, a second 

shell carried away his left arm at the arm-pit, and he fell over the wall with the flag 

settling about him. 



"It was because this story was ever present with me, because I was unable to shake 

it off, that I began to read such books as my grandfather had collected upon the 

Civil War. I found that this war was fought largely by boys, that more men enlisted 

at eighteen than at any other age. When I thought of those battlefields—and I 

thought of them much in those days—there was always that glory of youth above 

them, that impetuous, generous passion stirring the long lines on the march, the 

blue battalions in the plain. The bugle, whenever I have heard it since, has always 

seemed to me the very golden throat of that boyhood which spent itself so gaily, so 

incredibly. 

"I used often to wonder how it was that this uncle of mine, who seemed to have 

possessed all the charm and brilliancy allotted to his family and to have lived up its 

vitality in one splendid hour, had left so little trace in the house where he was born 

and where he had awaited his destiny. Look as I would, I could find no letters from 

him, no clothing or books that might have been his. He had been dead but twenty 

years, and yet nothing seemed to have survived except the tree he had planted. It 

seemed incredible and cruel that no physical memory of him should linger to be 

cherished among his kindred,—nothing but the dull image in the brain of that aged 

sister. I used to pace the garden walks in the evening, wondering that no breath of 

his, no echo of his laugh, of his call to his pony or his whistle to his dogs, should 

linger about those shaded paths where the pale roses exhaled their dewy, country 

smell. Sometimes, in the dim starlight, I have thought that I heard on the grasses 

beside me the stir of a footfall lighter than my own, and under the black arch of the 

lilacs I have fancied that he bore me company. 

"There was, I found, one day in the year for which my old aunt waited, and which 

stood out from the months that were all of a sameness to her. On the thirtieth of 

May she insisted that I should bring down the big flag from the attic and run it up 

upon the tall flagstaff beside Lyon's tree in the garden. Later in the morning she 

went with me to carry some of the garden flowers to the grave in the orchard,—a 

grave scarcely larger than a child's. 

"I had noticed, when I was hunting for the flag in the attic, a leather trunk with my 

own name stamped upon it, but was unable to find the key. My aunt was all day 

less apathetic than usual; she seemed to realize more clearly who I was, and to 

wish me to be with her. I did not have an opportunity to return to the attic until 

after dinner that evening, when I carried a lamp up-stairs and easily forced the lock 

of the trunk. I found all the things that I had looked for; put away, doubtless, by his 

mother, and still smelling faintly of lavender and rose leaves; his clothes, his 

exercise books, his letters from the army, his first boots, his riding-whip, some of 



his toys, even. I took them out and replaced them gently. As I was about to shut the 

lid, I picked up a copy of the Æneid, on the fly-leaf of which was written in a 

slanting, boyish hand, 

Lyon Hartwell, January, 1862. 

He had gone to the wars in Sixty-three, I remembered. 

"My uncle, I gathered, was none too apt at his Latin, for the pages were dog-eared 

and rubbed and interlined, the margins mottled with pencil sketches—bugles, 

stacked bayonets, and artillery carriages. In the act of putting the book down, I 

happened to run over the pages to the end, and on the fly-leaf at the back I saw his 

name again, and a drawing—with his initials and a date—of the Federal flag; 

above it, written in a kind of arch and in the same unformed: 

"Oh, say, can you see by the dawn's early light What so proudly we hailed at the 

twilight's last gleaming?" 

It was a stiff, wooden sketch, not unlike a detail from some Egyptian inscription, 

but, the moment I saw it, wind and color seemed to touch it. I caught up the book, 

blew out the lamp, and rushed down into the garden. 

"I seemed, somehow, at last to have known him; to have been with him in that 

careless, unconscious moment and to have known him as he was then. 

"As I sat there in the rush of this realization, the wind began to rise, stirring the 

light foliage of the locust over my head and bringing, fresher than before, the 

woody odor of the pale roses that overran the little neglected garden. Then, as it 

grew stronger, it brought the sound of something sighing and stirring over my head 

in the perfumed darkness. 

"I thought of that sad one of the Destinies who, as the Greeks believed, watched 

from birth over those marked for a violent or untimely death. Oh, I could see him, 

there in the shine of the morning, his book idly on his knee, his flashing eyes 

looking straight before him, and at his side that grave figure, hidden in her 

draperies, her eyes following his, but seeing so much farther—seeing what he 

never saw, that great moment at the end, when he swayed above his comrades on 

the earthen wall. 

"All the while, the bunting [cloth from which flags are made] I had run up in the 

morning flapped fold against fold, heaving and tossing softly in the dark—against 



a sky so black with rain clouds that I could see above me only the blur of 

something in soft, troubled motion. 

"The experience of that night, coming so overwhelmingly to a man so dead, almost 

rent me in pieces. It was the same feeling that artists know when we, rarely, 

achieve truth in our work; the feeling of union with some great force, of purpose 

and security, of being glad that we have lived. For the first time I felt the pull of 

race and blood and kindred, and felt beating within me things that had not begun 

with me. It was as if the earth under my feet had grasped and rooted me, and were 

pouring its essence into me. I sat there until the dawn of morning, and all night 

long my life seemed to be pouring out of me and running into the ground." 

Hartwell drew a long breath that lifted his heavy shoulders, and then let them fall 

again. He shifted a little and faced more squarely the scattered, silent company 

before him. The darkness had made us almost invisible to each other, and, except 

for the occasional red circuit of a cigarette end traveling upward from the arm of a 

chair, he might have supposed us all asleep. 

"And so," Hartwell added thoughtfully, "I naturally feel an interest in fellows who 

are going home. It's always an experience." 

No one said anything, and in a moment there was a loud rap at the door,—the 

concierge, come to take down Bentley's luggage and to announce that the cab was 

below. Bentley got his hat and coat, enjoined Hartwell to take good care of his 

perroquets, gave each of us a grip of the hand, and went briskly down the long 

flights of stairs. We followed him into the street, calling our good wishes, and saw 

him start on his drive across the lighted city to the Gare St. Lazare. 

1. How is the story constructed? 

2. How does Willa Cather work with the relationships among characters? 

3. What is the significance of the title of the story? 

4. What are the themes and messages of “The Namesake”? 

5. What are key features of Cather’s narrative technique? 

 

 



Margaret Atwood, "Happy Endings" 

Margaret Atwood (b. 1939) is the author of The Handmaid’s Tale. 

 

John and Mary meet. 

What happens next? 

If you want a happy ending, try A. 

A. 

John and Mary fall in love and get married. They both have worthwhile and 

remunerative jobs which they find stimulating and challenging. They buy a 

charming house. Real estate values go up. Eventually, when they can afford live-in 

help, they have two children, to whom they are devoted. The children turn out 

well. John and Mary have a stimulating and challenging sex life and worthwhile 

friends They go on fun vacations together. They retire. They both have hobbies 

which they find stimulating and challenging. Eventually they die. This is the end of 

the story. 

B. 

Mary falls in love with John but John doesn't fall in love with Mary. He merely 

uses her body for selfish pleasure and ego gratification of a tepid kind. He comes 

to her apartment twice a week and she cooks him dinner, you'll notice that he 

doesn't even consider her worth the price of a dinner out, and after he's eaten 

dinner he fucks her and after that he falls asleep, while she does the dishes so he 

won't think she's untidy, having all those dirty dishes lying around, and puts on 

fresh lipstick so she'll look good when he wakes up, but when he wakes up he 

doesn't even notice, he puts on his socks and his shorts and his pants and his shirt 

and his tie and his shoes, the reverse order from the one in which he took them off. 

He doesn't take off Mary's clothes, she takes them off herself, she acts as if she's 

dying for it every time, not because she likes sex exactly, she doesn't, but she 

wants John to think she does because if they do it often enough surely he'll get 

used to her, he'll come to depend on her and they will get married, but John goes 

out the door with hardly so much as a good-night and three days later he turns up at 



six o'clock and they do the whole thing over again. 

Mary gets run-down. Crying is bad for your face, everyone knows that and so does 

Mary but she can't stop. People at work notice. Her friends tell her John is a rat, a 

pig, a dog, he isn't good enough for her, but she can't believe it. Inside John, she 

thinks, is another John, who is much nicer. This other John will emerge like a 

butterfly from a cocoon, a Jack from a box, a pit from a prune, if the first John is 

only squeezed enough. One evening John complains about the food. He has never 

complained about her food before. Mary is hurt. 

Her friends tell her they've seen him in a restaurant with another woman, whose 

name is Madge. It's not even Madge that finally gets to Mary: it's the restaurant. 

John has never taken Mary to a restaurant. Mary collects all the sleeping pills and 

aspirins she can find, and takes them and a half a bottle of sherry. You can see 

what kind of a woman she is by the fact that it's not even whiskey. She leaves a 

note for John. She hopes he'll discover her and get her to the hospital in time and 

repent and then they can get married, but this fails to happen and she dies.  

John marries Madge and everything continues as in A. 

C. 

John, who is an older man, falls in love with Mary, and Mary, who is only twenty-

two, feels sorry for him because he's worried about his hair falling out. She sleeps 

with him even though she's not in love with him. She met him at work. She's in 

love with someone called James, who is twenty-two also and not yet ready to settle 

down. 

John on the contrary settled down long ago: this is what is bothering him. John has 

a steady, respectable job and is getting ahead in his field, but Mary isn't impressed 

by him, she's impressed by James, who has a motorcycle and a fabulous record 

collection. But James is often away on his motorcycle, being free. Freedom isn't 

the same for girls, so in the meantime Mary spends Thursday evenings with John. 

Thursdays are the only days John can get away. 

John is married to a woman called Madge and they have two children, a charming 

house which they bought just before the real estate values went up, and hobbies 

which they find stimulating and challenging, when they have the time. John tells 



Mary how important she is to him, but of course he can't leave his wife because a 

commitment is a commitment. He goes on about this more than is necessary and 

Mary finds it boring, but older men can keep it up longer so on the whole she has a 

fairly good time. 

One day James breezes in on his motorcycle with some top-grade California hybrid 

and James and Mary get higher than you'd believe possible and they climb into 

bed. Everything becomes very underwater, but along comes John, who has a key to 

Mary's apartment. He finds them stoned and entwined. He's hardly in any position 

to be jealous, considering Madge, but nevertheless he's overcome with despair. 

Finally he's middle-aged, in two years he'll be as bald as an egg and he can't stand 

it. He purchases a handgun, saying he needs it for target practice--this is the thin 

part of the plot, but it can be dealt with later--and shoots the two of them and 

himself. Madge, after a suitable period of mourning, marries an understanding man 

called Fred and everything continues as in A, but under different names. 

D. 

Fred and Madge have no problems. They get along exceptionally well and are 

good at working out any little difficulties that may arise. But their charming house 

is by the seashore and one day a giant tidal wave approaches. Real estate values go 

down. The rest of the story is about what caused the tidal wave and how they 

escape from it. They do, though thousands drown, but Fred and Madge are virtuous 

and grateful, and continue as in A. 

E. 

Yes, but Fred has a bad heart. The rest of the story is about how kind and 

understanding they both are until Fred dies. Then Madge devotes herself to charity 

work until the end of A. If you like, it can be "Madge," "cancer," "guilty and 

confused," and "bird watching." 

F. 

If you think this is all too bourgeois, make John a revolutionary and Mary a 



counterespionage agent and see how far that gets you. Remember, this is Canada. 

You'll still end up with A, though in between you may get a lustful brawling saga 

of passionate involvement, a chronicle of our times, sort of. 

You'll have to face it, the endings are the same however you slice it. Don't be 

deluded by any other endings, they're all fake, either deliberately fake, with 

malicious intent to deceive, or just motivated by excessive optimism if not by 

downright sentimentality. 

The only authentic ending is the one provided here: 

John and Mary die. John and Mary die. John and Mary die. 

So much for endings. Beginnings are always more fun. True connoisseurs, 

however, are known to favor the stretch in between, since it's the hardest to do 

anything with. 

That's about all that can be said for plots, which anyway are just one thing after 

another, a what and a what and a what. 

Now try How and Why. 

 

1. How is the story structured? 

2. What does the structure signify? 

3. What is the point made in this story? 

4. What impression might the reader have on reflection of this story? 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Clarice Lispector, “The Fifth Story”  
 
Clarice Lispector (born 1920, Chechelnyk, Ukraine, Russian Empire—died 1977, 

Rio de Janeiro, Brazil), novelist and short-story writer, one of Brazil’s most 

important literary figures, who is considered to be among the greatest women 

writers of the 20th century. One of her most notable novels in A hora da estela 

[The Hour of the Star]. “The Fifth Story” was first published in 1964.  

 
This story could be called “The Statues.” Another possible title would be “The 

Killing.” Or even “How to Kill Cockroaches.” So I shall tell at least three stories, 

all of them true, because none of the three will contradict the others. Although they 

constitute one story, they could become a thousand and one, were I to be granted a 

thousand and one nights. The first story, “How to Kill Cockroaches,” begins like 

this: I was complaining about the cockroaches. A woman heard me complain. She 

gave me a recipe for killing them. I was to mix together equal quantities of sugar, 

flour and gypsum. The flour and sugar would attract the cockroaches, the gypsum 

would dry up their insides. I followed her advice. The cockroaches died. The next 

story is really the first, and it is called “The Killing.” It begins like this: I was 

complaining about the cockroaches. A woman heard me complain. The recipe 

follows. And then the killing takes place. The truth is that I had only complained in 

abstract terms about the cockroaches, for they were not even mine: they belonged 

to the ground floor and climbed up the pipes in the building into our apartment. It 

was only when I prepared the mixture that they also became mine. On our behalf, 

therefore, I began to measure and weigh ingredients with greater concentration. A 

vague loathing had taken possession of me, a sense of outrage. By day, the 

cockroaches were invisible, and no one would believe in the evil secret which 

eroded such a tranquil household. But if the cockroaches, like evil secrets, slept by 

day, there I was preparing their nightly poison. Meticulous, eager, I prepared the 

elixir of prolonged death. An angry fear and my own evil secret guided me. Now I 

coldly wanted one thing only: to kill every cockroach in existence. Cockroaches 

climb up the pipes while weary people sleep. And now the recipe was ready, 

looking so white. As if I were dealing with cockroaches as cunning as myself, I 

carefully spread the powder until it looked like part of the surface dust. From my 

bed, in the silence of the apartment, I imagined them climbing up one by one into 

the kitchen where darkness slept, a solitary towel alert on the clothes-line. I awoke 

hours later, startled at having overslept. It was beginning to grow light. I walked 

across the kitchen. There they lay on the floor of the scullery, huge and brittle. 

During the night I had killed them. On our behalf, it was beginning to grow light. 

On a nearby hill, a cockerel crowed. The third story which now begins is called 

“The Statues.” It begins by saying that I had been complaining about the 
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cockroaches . Then the same woman appears on the scene. And so it goes on to the 

point where I awake as it is beginning to grow light, and I awake still feeling 

sleepy and I walk across the kitchen. Even more sleepy is the scullery floor with its 

tiled perspective. And in the shadows of dawn, there is a purplish hue which 

distances everything; at my feet, I perceive patches of light and shade, scores of 

rigid statues scattered everywhere. The cockroaches that have hardened from core 

to shell. Some are lying upside down. Others arrested in the midst of some 

movement that will never be completed. In the mouths of some of the cockroaches, 

there are traces of white powder. I am the first to observe the dawn breaking over 

Pompei. I know what this night has been, I know about the orgy in the dark. In 

some, the gypsum has hardened as slowly as in some organic process, and the 

cockroaches, with ever more tortuous movements, have greedily intensified the 

night’s pleasures, trying to escape from their insides. Until they turn to stone, in 

innocent terror and with such, but such an expression of pained reproach. Others—

suddenly assailed by their own core, without even having perceived that their inner 

form was turning to stone!—these are suddenly crystallized, just like a word 

arrested on someone’s lips: I love . . . The cockroaches, invoking the name of love 

in vain, sang on a summer’s night. While the cockroach over there, the one with 

the brown antennae smeared with white, must have realized too late that it had 

become mummified precisely because it did not know how to use things with the 

gratuitous grace of the in vain: “It is just that I looked too closely inside myself! it 

is just that I looked too closely inside . . .”—from my frigid height as a human 

being, I watch the destruction of a world. Dawn breaks. Here and there, the 

parched antennae of dead cockroaches quiver in the breeze. The cockerel from the 

previous story crows. The fourth story opens a new era in the household. The story 

begins as usual: I was complaining about the cockroaches. It goes on up to the 

point when I see the statues in plaster of Paris. Inevitably dead. I look towards the 

pipes where this same night an infestation will reappear, swarming slowly upwards 

in Indian file. Should I renew the lethal sugar every night? like someone who no 

longer sleeps without the avidity of some rite. And should I take myself 

somnambulant out to the terrace early each morning ? in my craving to encounter 

the statues which my perspiring night has erected. I trembled with depraved 

pleasure at the vision of my double existence as a witch. I also trembled at the sight 

of that hardening gypsum, the depravity of existence which would shatter my 

internal form. The grim moment of choosing between two paths, which I thought 

would separate, convinced that any choice would mean sacrificing either myself or 

my soul. I chose. And today I secretly carry a plaque of virtue in my heart: “This 

house has been disinfected.” The fifth story is called “Leibnitz and The 

Transcendence of Love in Polynesia”. . . It begins like this: I was complaining 

about the cockroaches. 



1. How does the narrating “I” present the story? 

2. What seems to be the message of the story? 

3. What is the tone of the story? 

4. Are there point of contact between Clarice Lispector’s story and Margaret 

Atwood’s “Happy Endings”? 

 

 

 

Nadine, Gordimer, “The Train From Rhodesia” 

Nadine Gordimer (1923-2014) was a South African writer who won  the Nobel 

Prize in Literature in 1991. A number of her works deal with the theme of 

apartheid. 

The train came out of the red horizon and bore down towards them over the single 

straight track. 

The stationmaster came out of his little brick station with its pointed chalet roof, 

feeling the creases in his serge uniform in his legs as well. A stir of preparedness 

rippled through the squatting native venders waiting in the dust; the face of a 

carved wooden animal, eternally surprised, stuck out of a sack. The stationmaster’s 

barefoot children wandered over. From the grey mud huts with the untidy heads 

that stood within a decorated mud wall, chickens, and dogs with their skin 

stretched like parchment over their bones, followed the piccanins down to the 

track. The flushed and perspiring west cast a reflection, faint, without heat, upon 

the station, upon the tin shed marked “Goods,” upon the walled kraal, upon the 

grey tin house of the stationmaster and upon the sand, that lapped all around, from 

sky to sky, cast little rhythmical cups of shadow, so that the sand became the sea, 

and closed over the children’s black feet softly and without imprint. 

The stationmaster’s wife sat behind the mesh of her veranda. Above her head the 

hunk of a sheep’s carcass moved slightly, dangling in a current of air. 

They waited. 



The train called out, along the sky; but there was no answer; and the cry hung on: 

I’m coming…I’m coming… 

The engine flared out now, big, whisking a dwindling body behind it; the track 

flared out to let it in. 

Creaking, jerking, jostling, gasping, the train filled the station. 

 

Here, let me see that one—the young woman curved her body farther out of the 

corridor window. Missus? smiled the old man, looking at the creatures he held in 

his hand. From a piece of string on his grey finger hung a tiny woven basket; he 

lifted it, questioning. No, no, she urged, leaning down towards him, across the 

height of the train towards the man in the piece of old rug; that one, that one, her 

hand commanded. It was a lion, carved out of soft, dry wood that looked like 

spongecake; heraldic, black and white, with impressionistic detail burnt in. The old 

man held it up to her still smiling, not from the heart, but at the customer. Between 

its vandyke teeth, in the mouth opened in an endless roar too terrible to be heard, it 

had a black tongue. Look, said the young husband, if you don’t mind! And round 

the neck of the thing, a piece of fur (rat? rabbit? meerkat?); a real mane, majestic, 

telling you somehow that the artist had delight in the lion. 

All up and down the length of the train in the dust the artists sprang, walking bent, 

like performing animals, the better to exhibit the fantasy held towards the faces on 

the train. Buck, startled and stiff, staring with round black and white eyes. More 

lions, standing erect, grappling with strange, thin, elongated warriors who clutched 

spears and showed no fear in their slits of eyes. How much, they asked from the 

train, how much? 

Give me penny, said the little ones with nothing to sell. The dogs went and sat, 

quite still, under the dining car, where the train breathed out the smell of meat 

cooking with onion. 

A man passed beneath the arch of reaching arms meeting grey-black and white in 

the exchange of money for the staring wooden eyes, the stiff wooden legs sticking 

up in the air; went along under the voices and the bargaining, interrogating the 

wheels. Past the dogs; glancing up at the dining car where he could stare at the 

faces, behind glass, drinking beer, two by two, on either side of a uniform railway 

vase with its pale dead flower. Right to the end, to the guard’s van, where the 

stationmaster’s children had just collected their mother’s two loaves of bread; to 

the engine itself, where the stationmaster and the driver stood talking against the 

steaming complaint of the resting beast. 



The man called out to them, something loud and joking. They turned to laugh, in a 

twirl of steam. The two children careered over the sand, clutching the bread, and 

burst through the iron gate and up the path through the garden in which nothing 

grew. 

Passengers drew themselves in at the corridor windows and turned into 

compartments to fetch money, to call someone to look. Those sitting inside looked 

up: suddenly different, caged faced, boxed in, cut off after the contact of the 

outside. There was an orange a piccanin would like…. What about that chocolate? 

It wasn’t very nice…. 

A girl had collected a handful of the hard kind, that no one liked, out of the 

chocolate box, and was throwing them to the dogs, over at the dining car. But the 

hens darted in and swallowed the chocolates, incredibly quick and accurate, before 

they had even dropped in the dust, and the dogs, a little bewildered, looked up with 

their brown eyes, not expecting anything.REPORT THIS AD 

—No, leave it, said the young woman, don’t take it…. 

Too expensive, too much, she shook her head and raised her voice to the old man, 

giving up the lion. He held it high where she had handed it to him. No, she said, 

shaking her head. Three-and-six? insisted her husband, loudly. Yes baas! laughed 

the old man. Three-and-six?—the young man was incredulous. Oh leave it—she 

said. The young man stopped. Don’t you want it? he said, keeping his face closed 

to the old man. No, never mind, she said, leave it. The old native kept his head on 

one side, looking at them sideways, holding the lion. Three-and-six, he murmured, 

as old people repeat things to themselves. 

The young woman drew her head in. She went into the coupe and sat down. Out of 

the window, on the other side, there was nothing; sand and bush; and thorn tree. 

Back through the open doorway, past the figure of her husband in the corridor, 

there was the station, the voices, wooden animals waving, running feet. Her eye 

followed the funny little valance of scrolled wood that outlined the chalet roof of 

the station; she thought of the lion and smiled. That bit of fur round the neck. But 

the wooden buck, the hippos, the elephants, the baskets that already bulked out of 

their brown paper under the seat and on the luggage rack! How will they look at 

home? Where will you put them? What will they mean away from the places you 

found them? Away from the unreality of the last few weeks? The young man 

outside. But he is not part of the unreality; he is for good now. Odd…somewhere 



there was an idea that he, that living with him, was part of the holiday, the strange 

places. 

Outside, a bell rang. The stationmaster was leaning against the end of the train, 

green flag rolled in readiness. A few men who had got down to stretch their legs 

sprang on to the train, clinging to the observation platforms, or perhaps merely 

standing on the iron step, holding the rail; but on the train, safe from the one dusty 

platform, the one tin house, the empty sand. 

There was a grunt. The train jerked. Through the glass the beer drinkers looked 

out, as if they could not see beyond it. Behind the flyscreen, the stationmaster’s 

wife sat facing back at them beneath the darkening hunk of meat. 

There was a shout. The flag drooped out. Joints not yet coordinated, the segmented 

body of the train heaved and bumped back against itself. It began to move; slowly 

the scrolled chalet moved past it, the yells of the natives, running alongside, jetted 

up into the air, fell back at different levels. Staring wooden faces waved drunkenly, 

there, then gone, questioning for the last time at the windows. Here, one-and-six 

baas!—As one automatically opens a hand to catch a thrown ball, a man fumbled 

wildly down his pocket, brought up the shilling and sixpence and threw them out; 

the old native, gasping, his skinny toes splaying the sand, flung the lion. 

The piccanins were waving, the dogs stood, tails uncertain, watching the train go: 

past the mud huts, where a woman turned to look up from the smoke of the fire, 

her hand pausing on her hip. 

 

The stationmaster went slowly in under the chalet. 

The old native stood, breath blowing out the skin between his ribs, feet tense, 

balanced in the sand, smiling and shaking his head. In his opened palm, held in the 

attitude of receiving, was the retrieved shilling and sixpence. 

The blind end of the train was being pulled helplessly out of the station. 

The young man swung in from the corridor, breathless. He was shaking his head 

with laughter and triumph. Here! he said. And waggled the lion at her. One-and-

six! 

What? she said. 

He laughed. I was arguing with him for fun, bargaining—when the train had pulled 

out already, he came tearing after…One-and-six Baas! So there’s your lion. 



She was holding it away from her, the head with the open jaws, the pointed teeth, 

the black tongue, the wonderful ruff of fur facing her. She was looking at it with an 

expression of not seeing, of seeing something different. Her face was drawn up, 

wryly, like the face of a discomforted child. Her mouth lifted nervously at the 

corner. Very slowly, cautious, she lifted her finger and touched the mane, where it 

was joined to the wood. 

But how could you, she said. He was shocked by the dismay of her face. 

Good Lord, he said, what’s the matter? 

If you want the thing, she said, her voice rising and breaking with the shrill 

impotence of anger, why didn’t you buy it in the first place? If you wanted it, why 

didn’t you pay for it? Why didn’t you take it decently, when he offered it? Why did 

you have to wait for him to run after the train with it, and give him one-and-six? 

One and six! 

She was pushing it at him, trying to force him to take the lion. He stood astonished, 

his hands hanging at his sides. 

But you wanted it! You liked it so much? 

—It’s a beautiful piece of work, she said fiercely, as if to protect it from him. 

You liked it so much! You said yourself it was too expensive— 

Oh you—she said, hopeless and furious. You…She threw the lion onto the seat. 

He stood looking at her. 

She sat down again in the corner and, her face slumped in her hands, stared out of 

her window. Everything was turning round inside her. One-and-six. One-and-six. 

One-and-six for the wood and the carving and the sinews of the legs and the switch 

of the tail. The mouth open like that and the teeth. The black tongue, rolling, like a 

wave. The man round the neck. To give one-and-six for that. The heat of shame 

mounted through her legs and body and sounded in her ears like the sound of sand 

pouring. Pouring, pouring. She sat there, sick. A weariness, a tastelessness, the 

discovery of a void made her hands slacken their grip, atrophy emptily, as if the 

hour was not worth their grasp. She was feeling like this again. She had thought it 

was something to do with singleness, with being alone and belonging too much to 

oneself. 



She sat there not wanting to move or speak, or to look at anything even; so that the 

mood should be associated with nothing, no object, word, or sight that might recur 

and so recall the feeling again….Smuts blew in grittily, settled on her hands. Her 

back remained at exactly the same angle, turned against the young man sitting with 

his hands drooping between his sprawled legs, and the lion, fallen on its side in the 

corner. 

  

The train had cast the station like a skin. It called out to the sky, I’m coming, I’m 

coming; and again, there was no answer. 
 

1. What are the major themes and messages of the story? 

2. How does Gordimer organize the story events? 

3. How does Gordimer deal will characterization? 

4. In what sense is the story a social document? 

 

 


