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UNIT – I 

BUSHED - EARLE BIRNEY 

Text 

He invented a rainbow but lightning struck it 

shattered it into the lake-lap of a mountain 

so big his mind slowed when he looked at it 

 

Yet he built a shack on the shore 

learned to roast porcupine belly and 

wore the quills on his hatband 

 

At first he was out with the dawn 

whether it yellowed bright as wood-columbine 

or was only a fuzzed moth in a flannel of storm 

But he found the mountain was clearly alive 

sent messages whizzing down every hot morning 

boomed proclamations at noon and spread out 

a white guard of goat 

before falling asleep on its feet at sundown 

 

When he tried his eyes on the lake, ospreys 

would fall like valkyries 

choosing the cut-throat 

He took then to waiting 

till the night smoke rose from the boil of the sunset 

 

But the moon carved unknown totems 

out of the lakeshore 

owls in the beardusky woods derided him 

moosehorned cedars circled his swamps and tossed 

their antlers up to the stars 

Then he knew though the mountain slept, the winds 

were shaping its peak to an arrowhead 

poised 

 

But by now he could only 

bar himself in and wait 

for the great flint to come singing into his heart 

 

 

 

 

 



About the Author 

Alfred Earle Birney was born on May 13, 1904 - September 3, 1995. In 1974, Al Purdy 

called Earle Birney as "one of the two best poets in Canada". The other was Irvine Layton. (Al 

Purdy, "The Man Who Killed David") Born in Alberta, and brought up in the rural British 

Columbia Alfred Earle Birney is a famous Canadian author who is better known as a poet and 

novelist. For his poetry, he twice won The Governor General’s Award which is considered as the 

top literary award in Canada. Neil Besner writes in Canadian Encyclopedia that, "Beginning with 

David, and other poems (1942), Birney’s poetry consistently explored the resources of language 

with passionate and playful curiosity Throughout his career, Birney was an experimental poet, 

publishing over 20 books of verse that vary as widely in form and voice as they do in subject. His 

poems reveal his constant concern to render his encyclopedic experience - be it of Canada’s 

geographical or cultural reaches, of nature, of travels or of the trials of love by time - into a 

language marvellously dexterous and supple, always seriously at play."(Neil Besner). Birney’s 

typography became increasingly more experimental during the 1960s, and in his 1966 Selected 

Poems he revised many of his older poems, dropping punctuation and sentence structure. 

 Our intricate system of speckles between words evolved comparatively recently and merely 

to ensure that prose became beautifully unambiguous -- Instant Communication. For a while the 

poets went along with this, even though what they were shooting at was the art of indefinitely 

delayed communication -- Indefinite Ambiguity. Belatedly but willingly influenced by 

contemporary trends, I’ve come to surround my pauses with space rather than with typographical 

spatter, and to take advantage of the new printing processes to free my work occasionally from the 

tyranny of one-direction linotype. (Earle, Birney ‘Preface’) 

Bushed – Central Points 

1. The poem is written from the perspective of an observer who tells the story with emotional 

intensity and philosophical detachment. It begins with an observation which foreshadows a 

situation of calamity. 

2. The central figure (mentioned in the poem as “He”), “invented a rainbow” and saw in it 

divine assurance that nature would not ultimately destroy human life. 

3. “He” may connote “humankind”. 

4. Then nature’s power, through lightning, turned that dream into cold comfort by smashing 

the rainbow into a mountain lake. 

 

 



5. At the edge of that lake, far from civilization, a solitary trapper builds himself a shack. 

6. He has “learned to roast porcupine belly” and puts on the “quills on his hatband.” 

7. In due course, “he” learns that he has invaded enemy region. 

8. It conveys the experience of a man who succumbs to nature’s intimidating force. 

9. The denotations and connotations of the title are all pertinent to the poem’s meaning. In the 

first place, the title indicates location- the “bush,” which in Canada refers to the vast areas 

of wilderness remote from human settlement. 

10. To be “bushed” is to be exhausted, to be bereft of strength, and, therefore, incapable of 

countering force with force or even cunning. 

11. It also refers to the mal impact of the “bush”, i.e. the wilderness that, in the man’s mind, 

seems to lie in wait for its prey and at the moment of greatest vulnerability makes its 

ambush without mercy. 

12. The poem may be read from the perspective of the reception of new writings. 

13. Sometimes the whole poem sounds like a metaphor. 

14. The narration seems to be telling a short story about a man stranded on a beach. 

15. The man (the central character) arises early in the morning, with full blooming enthusiasm 

and active spirit. He goes to sleep feeling secure. He learns how to survive by eating 

porcupine bellies and keeping their quills as a prize for his hunting and survival skills. 

16. Taken on the metaphorical level it is all about a man who created a perfect life for himself, 

a rainbow as Earle Birney put it. 

17. His perfect life was ruined by some unknown disaster, but lightning struck it and shattered 

it into the lake-lap. 

18. The lake-lap suggests the calm life he was leading. 

19. The man is full of courage, and finds this as a new beginning. He emerges as the survivor. 

20. The roasting of the porcupine bellies is a symbol of his facing the difficult situations that 

faced him in stride. He uses those situations to his advantage and takes pride in the way he 

handles them.  The reference to keeping the quills in his hat refers to it. 

21. In the third stanza of the poem, the poet shows us through a series of metaphorical actions 

22. This rally of metaphor offers a note on the character evolution a propos to his attitude 

towards the entire situation. 

23. In a guard of goat, the goat is used as a metaphor for security as a goat does not slip from 

the mountain tops. 



24. In the last stanzas the poem changes tone. It goes from a happy survival to a loss of 

security. 

25. the man starts getting scared from everything around, as “unknown totems” 

26. There is fear of unknown. 

27. The poem offers various shades of the personality of the character in question. 

28. It may be read as a poem of developing emotions. 

29. We can see the patterns of Man Nature and Environment. 

Summary 

This poem is abstract, written about an unlucky man living on a mountain who has 

turned nature against him. In the opening of the poem, a narrator tells us that the man who is 

the protagonist of the poem has invented the rainbow, only to have it destroyed by lightning 

and shatter into a mountain lake. Undeterred, the man builds a house on the shore of the lake 

and commits to surviving there, eating porcupine and living off the land. Initially the man 

goes out at dawn, however the mountain turns against him, making it impossible for him to 

go out in the day. He continues to go out at night until the moon and creatures of the night 

deride and turn against him too. The winds begin sharpening the tip of the mountain into an 

arrowhead, and the man knows there is nothing to do but wait for it to pierce his heart. 

Critical Analysis: 

Many people think that Earle Birney is one of Canada’s best writers. His writings are 

about a lot of different things, and one of them is how people connect with nature. Many 

Canadian writers and poets before Birney wrote romantic poems about the Canadian 

wilderness. Birney, on the other hand, was more interested in the power of nature and how it 

could overwhelm any human attempts to control it. Birney tries to show in "Bushed" and 

other works that nature doesn’t care about people’s survival. People must treat the wild with 

respect and humility if they want to stay alive there. 

"Bushed" came out in the middle of the 20th century, a time when Canada was having 

trouble figuring out who it was as a country. The poem’s look at the connection between 

people and nature can be seen as a mirror of this ongoing search for who we are. Also, the 

poem is in the style of Canadian bush writing, which often deals with loneliness, surviving, 

and trying to figure out what life is all about. 

"Bushed" is full of signs and vivid pictures. For example, a broken rainbow represents 

how the unpredictable forces of nature can crush human hopes. It reminds me of how the 



Bible talks about the rainbow as a promise between God and people. People have called 

ospreys "valkyries," which are warrior women from Norse mythology. They reflect the 

relentless and predatory sides of nature. The mountain comes to life on its own, representing 

the wild and its power to affect the main character. 

Also, the word "Bushed" means a lot. "Bush" can also mean the huge, empty land 

between people. Sometimes being "bushed" means that you are too tired to do anything else. 

The hunter may have grown tired of living in town and now wants to live in the wild. It could 

also mean that the desert has worn him down to the point where he will give up. It’s also 

implied by the title that the man is surrounded by the "bush," which is the wild natural 

landscape that doesn’t care about his life. 

Birney also uses a number of other literary methods in "Bushed." A lot of 

personification is used in the poem, which means that things that aren’t human are given 

human traits. The wilderness is personified as a dangerous and unsympathetic force, yet also 

full of majestic wonder. The rock is most importantly given a personality. It was "Sent 

messages whizzing down every hot morning" along with "Boomed proclamations at noon." 

These personifications humanize and animate nature’s elements, creating a vivid and dynamic 

relationship between the trapper and his wild surroundings. By attributing human qualities 

and actions to the mountain, the moon, the owls, and other elements, the poem deepens the 

sense of the wilderness as a living conscious force. These personifications evoke a feeling of 

both connection and, at times, antagonism between the man and his natural environment, 

enhancing the poem’s exploration of humanity’s complex relationship with the wild. 

"Bushed" is written in free verse, a style that lacks a regular rhyme scheme or metrical 

pattern. Instead, Birney relies on the natural rhythms of speech and the demands of the 

narrative to convey the poem’s themes. This flexible approach reflects the organic and 

untamed qualities of the wilderness central to the poem and Birney’s preference for 

experimentation in his writing. 

The absence of a fixed meter and verse allows Birney to play around with different 

line lengths and structures, giving the poem a more fluid and spontaneous quality, which 

enhances the poem’s portrayal of nature as a dynamic and ever-changing force. This force 

aligns with the themes of adaptability and the ever-shifting relationship between humanity 

and the natural world, reinforcing the poem’s exploration of the human experience in the 

wilderness. 



HABITATION – MARGARET ATWOOD 

Text 

Marriage is not 

a house or even a tent 

it is before that, and colder: 

the edge of the forest, the edge 

of the desert  

the unpainted stairs  

at the back where we squat  

outside, eating popcorn 

the edge of the receding glacier 

where painfully and with wonder 

at having survived even 

this far 

we are learning to make fire 

About the Author 

Margaret Atwood (born November 18, 1939, Ottawa, Ontario, Canada) is a Canadian 

writer best known for her prose fiction and for her feminist perspective. As an adolescent, 

Atwood divided her time between Toronto, her family’s primary residence, and the sparsely 

settled bush country in northern Canada, where her father, an entomologist, conducted 

research. She began writing at age five and resumed her efforts, more seriously, a decade 

later. After completing her university studies at Victoria College at the University of Toronto, 

Atwood earned a master’s degree in English literature from Radcliffe College, Cambridge, 

Massachusetts, in 1962. Dust jacket for the first American edition of The Handmaid’s Tale by 

Margaret Atwood, illustration by Fred Marcellino, published by Houghton Mifflin Company, 

1986. 

In her early poetry collections, Double Persephone (1961), The Circle Game (1964, 

revised in 1966), and The Animals in That Country (1968), Atwood ponders human 

behaviour, celebrates the natural world, and condemns materialism. Role reversal and new 

beginnings are recurrent themes in her novels, all of them centred on women seeking their 



relationship to the world and the individuals around them. The Handmaid’s Tale (1985; film 

1990; opera 2000) is constructed around the written record of a woman living in sexual 

slavery in a repressive Christian theocracy of the future that has seized power in the wake of 

an ecological upheaval; a TV series based on the novel premiered in 2017 and was cowritten 

by Atwood. The Booker Prize-winning The Blind Assassin (2000) is an intricately constructed 

narrative centring on the memoir of an elderly Canadian woman ostensibly writing in order to 

dispel confusion about both her sister’s suicide and her own role in the posthumous 

publication of a novel supposedly written by her sister. 

Other novels by Atwood include the surreal The Edible Woman (1969); Surfacing 

(1972; film 1981), an exploration of the relationship between nature and culture that centres 

on a woman’s return to her childhood home in the northern wilderness of Quebec; Lady 

Oracle (1976); Cat’s Eye (1988); The Robber Bride (1993; television film 2007); and Alias 

Grace (1996), a fictionalized account of a real-life Canadian girl who was convicted of two 

murders in a sensationalist 1843 trial; a TV miniseries based on the latter work aired in 2017, 

written by Atwood and Sarah Polley. Atwood’s 2005 novel, The Penelopiad: The Myth of 

Penelope and Odysseus, was inspired by Homer’s Odyssey. 

In Oryx and Crake (2003), Atwood describes a plague-induced apocalypse in the near 

future through the observations and flashbacks of a protagonist who is possibly the event’s 

sole survivor. Minor characters from that book retell the dystopian tale from their 

perspectives in The Year of the Flood (2009). Madd Addam (2013), which continues to pluck 

at the biblical, eschatological, and anticorporate threads running through the previous novels, 

brings the satirical trilogy to a denouement. The novel The Heart Goes Last (2015), originally 

published as a serial e-book (2012–13), imagines a dystopian America in which a couple is 

compelled to join a community that functions like a prison. Hag-Seed (2016), a retelling of 

William Shakespeare’s The Tempest, was written for the Hogarth Shakespeare series. In 2019 

The Testaments, a sequel to The Handmaid’s Tale, was published to critical acclaim and was 

a cowinner (with Bernardine Evaristo’s Girl, Woman, Other) of the Booker Prize. 

Atwood also writes short stories, collected in such volumes as Dancing Girls (1977), 

Bluebeard’s Egg (1983), Wilderness Tips (1991), Moral Disorder (2006), Stone Mattress 

(2014), and Old Babes in the Wood: Stories (2023). In addition, she continues to write poetry. 

Her 16th collection, Dearly, was published in 2020. Atwood’s nonfiction includes Negotiating 

with the Dead: A Writer on Writing (2002), which grew out of a series of lectures she gave at 



the University of Cambridge; Payback (2008; film 2012), an impassioned essay that treats 

debt—both personal and governmental—as a cultural issue rather than as a political or an 

economic one; In Other Worlds: SF and the Human Imagination (2011), in which she 

illuminates her relationship to science fiction; and Burning Questions: Essays and Occasional 

Pieces, 2004 to 2021 (2022), a collection of diverse writings as well as several speeches. 

Atwood also penned the libretto for the opera Pauline, about Pauline Johnson, a Canadian 

poet-performer of Mohawk and English heritage; it premiered at the York Theatre in 

Vancouver in 2014. 

Summary 

Margaret Atwood is a Canadian novelist and poet who’s writing usually treats 

contemporary issues, such as feminism, sexual politics, and the intrusive nature of mass 

society. While she is best known for her works as a novelist, her poetry is also noteworthy. 

One of her notable poems, “Habitation,” discusses the seriousness of marriage. The speaker 

basically gives a message that the marriage is not a game or a play; rather, it is a serious, 

unstable condition that calls for a lot of effort and attention to maintain harmony. In 

“Habitation,” Atwood uses simple, basic images such as the forest, desert, unpainted stairs, 

and fire to give a realistic view of marriage. In addition, these images give the poem 

optimism about unstable conditions of the marriage that can be improved to a happy marriage 

as a result of effort and attention between couple. 

First, images the speaker uses while he or she is talking are about the reality of 

marriage: the “forest,” (4) “desert,” (5) “unpainted stairs,” (6) “glacier,” (9) and “fire.” (13) 

These images imply harsh conditions of marriage and interestingly have a connection to the 

title of the poem, “Habitation,” because the imagery shows a reality of marriage as 

“Habitation” describes the form of the realistic marriage. In other words, images are the tool 

and the title of the poem is the form to describe the reality of marriage. When Atwood 

introduces simple images, she uses the word “edge of” before each image: “the edge of the 

forest,” (4) “the edge of the desert,” (5) “the edge of the receding glacier.” (9) Usually, the 

“edge” of somewhere is not a good place to stay and sounds dangerous, so all these “edge” 

images represent the volatility between newlyweds at the beginning of marriage. Therefore, 

the newlyweds adjust their view on marriage according to the reality, and this adjustment 

represents the “fire” in the last line of poem. These two approaches to interpret “fire” show 

the optimistic outcome of marriage while the image also describes the reality of marriage. 



In “Habitation”, Atwood uses simple images such as the “forest,” “desert,” “unpainted 

stairs,” and “fire” to refer to the reality of marriage, but yet, she delivers an optimistic 

message about the unstable relationship or problems between the newlyweds by showing 

hopeful interpretations. Therefore, the poem implies the marriage is like building a house 

because it starts with very simple things, but as times goes by, couple can learn how to deal 

with all problems and maintains a happy marriage. 

Critical Analysis  

"Habitation," a poem by Margaret Atwood, is about the hard parts of being married. 

The main idea of the poem is that the idea of marriage is still very basic, something that 

people need to work on understanding. It’s not normal for people. She also says that marriage 

is hard work that needs to be built from the ground up. Habitation also talks about the core of 

a marriage. Atwood is saying that love is the only thing that makes a marriage work, not 

material things. People don’t get married because they want a house with a white picket 

fence. 

In Habitation, Atwood uses a lot of mathematical shapes. The poem is written almost 

backwards, to begin with. It starts with a house and then moves on to ice, the edge of a desert, 

and making fire. This makes my point that a marriage is built from the ground up even 

stronger. The most basic thought in the poem is in the last line, which is about making fire. It 

goes all the way up to "A marriage/is not a house or even a tent" (lines 1-2). This literary trick 

tells the reader that marriage takes a long time and needs a strong base to grow on. Many of 

the things that make our world better and bigger today were made possible by the discovery 

of fire. Building a fire in the poem stands for the idea that relationships need to be based on 

something strong, like love, that can keep two people together. Fire stands for desire, which is 

what keeps a relationship going and helps a couple stay strong through marriage. 

Atwood also uses repeat of the word "edge" to make Habitation look better. She says 

the phrase three times: first, "the edge of a forest," then "the edge of a desert," and finally, 

"the edge of a glacier melting." One of the three places could be where a relationship is 

going. I think what Atwood means is that people who decide to get married might not fully 

understand what they are signing up for. At the edge of a desert, a couple could be about to 

face a situation that could kill them, and Atwood is saying that marriage is like that. When a 

glacier’s edge moves away, it can make two people feel stuck and like they have nowhere to 

go but down. They may drown while trying so hard to make their relationship work. The use 



of the word "edge" over and over again could also mean that happiness in a marriage is 

always on the edge; fights are always possible over small issues. 

 Atwood’s last critical shape is the way she breaks up the poem. The first part of the 

poem pretty much sets the tone for the rest of it. Each part is split up by thought. "We are 

learning to make fire" is the only line in the last part that really makes a marriage strong, 

which is what fire stands for. Many artistic methods are used in Atwood’s poem to show that 

love is the most important thing in a marriage. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



ON THE DAY THE WORLD BEGINS AGAIN – ARMAND GARNET RUFFO 

On the day the world begins again 

will it be the strongest animal 

the swiftest bird 

or the tiniest insect 

that carries the news to humankind 

announces rebirth in a roar 

in a squeak or maybe in silence? 

On the day the world begins again 

will luminous light 

rise from parting clouds 

in unquestionable power 

and refract a miraculous prism of colour 

while the tallest white pine announces 

peace 

in a sprinkling of communion?  

On the day the world begins again 

will those suspended behind bars 

in and between grey ugliness 

in their deadened shouts of protest 

float beyond their circle of cigarette burns 

and crude tattoos 

beyond their sharp cries of where 

they are and wish they were? 

On the day the world begins again 

will their re/imagined selves 

the shape of thought 

the shape of prayer 

bend like molten steel 

in the fire at the centre of the human heart 

Will they rise beyond themselves 

and find their way home 

On the day the world begins again 

will the cages open for them? 

About the Author 

 Armand Garnet Ruffo is a poet, writer, filmmaker, and scholar. His books Norval 

Morrisseau: Man Changing Into Thunderbird (creative non-fiction) and Treaty (poetry) were 

both shortlisted for Governor General’s Literary Awards.  His feature film A Windigo Tale 

screened internationally and won Best Film at both the Native American Film Awards in San 

Francisco and the Dream speaker’s Film Festival in Edmonton.  A new book of poetry, The 

Dialogues: the Song of Francis Pegahmagabow will be published in 2024. 

 “My research and writing intersect creatively with my Ojibwe heritage.  In this 

regard, I have co-edited The Oxford Anthology of Indigenous Literature and An Anthology of 

Indigenous Literary Criticism in Canada. I have also published a wide range of creative texts, 

and my poetry has been included in over thirty anthologies, including The Best Canadian 

Poetry (2023) and The Best of the Best Canadian Poetry in English (2017). 

 Because I work in both scholarly and creative fields, I strive to bring both of these 

elements into the classroom, especially as it relates to teaching creative writing.  I believe that 



students who combine critical thinking with creative writing are much more likely to write 

meaningfully.  Whatever the genre, the one criterion that holds true is to tell your story well, 

and to this end writers have to be fully committed to their work.  This is the kind of inquiry 

that I enjoy bringing into the classroom.” 

Awards and Recognition 

 Latner Writers’ Trust of Canada Poetry Prize, Writers’ Trust of Canada (2020). 

 Queen’s Teaching Award, Queen’s University (2020). 

 The Pavlick Prize for Poetry, runner-up, The League of Canadian Poets (2020). 

 Raymond Souster Poetry Award, nominated for Treaty #, The League of Canadian 

Poets (2020). 

 The Governor General’s Literary Awards, finalist for Treaty #, poetry (2019). 

 Insight Grant, Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council (2018) 

 Creator Award, Inaugural Mayor’s Arts Awards, City of Kingston (2017) 

 REVEAL Indigenous Art Award, The Hnatyshyn Foundation, (2017) 

 Honourary Life Member Award, The National Council of the League of Canadian 

Poets (2016). 

 The Governor General’s Literary Awards, finalist for Norval Morrisseau Man 

Changing Into Thunderbird (2015) 

 Best Film Award, The American Indian Film Festival, San Francisco, USA (2010) 

 Best Feature Film, The Dreamspeaker’s International Film Festival, Edmonton 

(2010). 

Summary 

The poem begins with a description of dawn breaking over the land, signaling the 

start of a new day. The speaker observes the world awakening around them, with birds 

singing and the earth coming to life. This imagery of renewal and rebirth suggests a sense of 

hope and optimism. 

As the poem progresses, the speaker reflects on their connection to the natural world. 

They feel a deep sense of belonging and unity with the land, recognizing that they are part of 

a larger, interconnected web of life. This connection brings them comfort and a feeling of 

being at home in the world. 

The poem also touches on themes of resilience and survival. The speaker 

acknowledges the challenges and hardships they have faced, but they also find strength in the 



knowledge that life continues to renew itself. This resilience is mirrored in the natural world, 

where plants grow again after being dormant and animals adapt to changing seasons. 

"On the way the world begins again" is a contemplative and reflective poem that 

celebrates the cyclical nature of life and the enduring power of renewal and regeneration. It 

invites readers to reconnect with the natural world and find solace in its rhythms and patterns. 

Armand Garnet Ruffo’s poem "On the way the world begins again" is a rich 

exploration of themes such as renewal, connection to nature, resilience, and the cyclical 

nature of life. A Critical Analysis of the poem delves into its structure, imagery, language, and 

underlying messages. 

1. Structure:  

The poem is structured in free verse, without a specific rhyme scheme or meter. This 

free-flowing structure mirrors the natural world it describes, where life unfolds in its 

own rhythm and pattern. The lack of strict structure also allows for a sense of 

openness and fluidity, inviting readers to interpret the poem in their own way. 

2. Imagery: 

Ruffo employs vivid imagery throughout the poem to evoke the beauty and vitality of 

the natural world. Descriptions of dawn breaking, birds singing, and the earth coming 

to life create a sensory experience for the reader, immersing them in the scene of 

renewal and rebirth. The imagery is often symbolic, representing themes of hope, 

growth, and transformation. 

3. Language: 

The language in the poem is simple yet evocative, using everyday words to convey 

profound ideas. Ruffo’s use of metaphor and personification adds depth to the poem, 

giving voice to the natural elements and exploring the human connection to the 

environment. The language is also rhythmic, enhancing the musicality of the piece 

and reinforcing its themes of continuity and change. 

4. Themes: 

The central theme of the poem is the cyclical nature of life, where endings are 

followed by new beginnings. Ruffo celebrates this cycle of renewal, suggesting that it 

brings hope and resilience in the face of adversity. The poem also emphasizes the 

interconnectedness of all living beings and the importance of our relationship with the 

natural world. 



5. Message: 

Through "On the way the world begins again," Ruffo encourages readers to reconnect 

with nature and appreciate its inherent wisdom and healing power. The poem reminds 

us that despite life’s challenges, there is always the possibility of starting anew and 

finding beauty in the ongoing process of growth and change. 

 Thus, Armand Garnet Ruffo’s poem "On the way the world begins again" is a lyrical 

and introspective exploration of renewal and connection to nature. Its rich imagery, language, 

and themes make it a timeless piece that invites readers to reflect on their place in the world 

and the enduring cycles of life. 

Critical Analysis 

 "On the way the world begins again" by Armand Garnet Ruffo is a poem that delves 

deep into the themes of renewal, connection to nature, resilience, and the cyclical nature of 

life. Through its vivid imagery, evocative language, and profound messages, the poem invites 

readers on a contemplative journey that celebrates the beauty and resilience found in the 

natural world. 

 At the outset, Ruffo sets the tone with a powerful image of dawn breaking over the 

land, signaling the start of a new day. This moment of sunrise symbolizes not just the literal 

beginning of a day but also the metaphorical renewal and rebirth that are central to the 

poem’s themes. The speaker observes the world awakening around them, with birds singing 

and the earth coming to life, painting a vivid picture of a vibrant and thriving environment. 

 Throughout the poem, Ruffo skillfully weaves together imagery and language to 

create a sensory experience for the reader. Descriptions of "a thin blue line on the horizon" 

and "the leaves green out" evoke a sense of visual beauty, while phrases like "birds wing their 

song" and "newly molted" appeal to the auditory and tactile senses. This multisensory 

approach not only immerses the reader in the scene but also reinforces the themes of growth, 

change, and regeneration. 

 One of the poem’s most striking features is its exploration of the interconnectedness 

of all living beings and the human connection to the natural world. The speaker feels a deep 

sense of belonging and unity with the land, recognizing that they are part of a larger web of 

life. This theme is beautifully encapsulated in lines such as "the creek bed gives up new 

forms" and "leaves fall to earth to nourish seeds." Here, Ruffo highlights the cyclical nature 



of life, where endings and beginnings are intertwined, and each element plays a crucial role 

in sustaining the ecosystem. 

 Moreover, "On the way the world begins again" conveys a message of resilience and 

hope in the face of adversity. The speaker acknowledges the challenges and hardships they 

have faced, yet they find strength in the knowledge that life continues to renew itself. This 

resilience is mirrored in the natural world, where plants grow again after being dormant and 

animals adapt to changing seasons. The poem thus becomes a reflection of human resilience, 

urging readers to find solace in the ongoing process of growth and change. 

 In essence, Ruffo’s poem is a lyrical ode to the beauty, interconnectedness, and 

resilience of the natural world. It invites readers to rekindle their connection with nature, 

appreciate its wisdom, and find hope in the cyclical rhythms of life. Through its rich imagery, 

evocative language, and profound themes, "On the way the world begins again" reminds us of 

the enduring power of renewal and the constant possibility of starting anew. 

 

SPEAKING TO YOU (FROM ROCK BOTTOM) – MICHAEL ONDAATJE 

Speaking to you 

this hour 

these days when 

I have lost the feather of poetry 

and the rains 

of separation 

surround us tock 

tock like Go tablets 

Everyone has learned 

to move carefully 

‘Dancing’ ‘laughing’ ‘bad taste’ 

is a memory 

a tableau behind trees of law 

In the midst of love for you 

my wife’s suffering 

anger in every direction 

and the children wise 

as tough shrubs 

but they are not tough 

--so I fear 

how anything can grow from this 

all the wise blood 

poured from little cuts 

down into the sink 

this hour it is not 

your body I want 

but your quiet company 

About the Author 

 Michael Ondaatje (born September 12, 1943, Colombo, Ceylon [now Sri Lanka]), 

Canadian novelist and poet whose musical prose and poetry were created from a blend of 

myth, history, jazz, memoirs, and other forms. 



 Ondaatje immigrated to Montreal when he was 19 and received a B.A. in English 

from the University of Toronto in 1965 and an M.A. from Queen’s University in 1967. His 

first collection of poetry, The Dainty Monsters (1967), is a series of lyrics that juxtapose 

everyday life with mythology. It was praised for its unique blend of primitive and domestic 

imagery. Ondaatje’s fascination with the lore of the American West led to one of his most 

celebrated works, the 1970 pastiche The Collected Works of Billy the Kid: Left-Handed 

Poems. Often called a parable of the artist as outlaw, the work contains poems, prose, 

photographs, interviews, and even comic books, which combined create a meditation on the 

nature of heroism and violence. His collection titled Secular Love (1984) contains poetry 

about the breakup of his marriage. His other poetry collections include The Cinnamon Peeler 

(1989) and Handwriting: Poems (1998). 

 Ondaatje’s prose works, better known than his poetry, included Coming Through 

Slaughter (1976), a novel about the descent into insanity of the New Orleans jazz musician 

Buddy Bolden; Running in the Family (1982), his memoirs about life in Ceylon; and In the 

Skin of a Lion (1987), a novel about the clash between rich and poor in early 20th-century 

Toronto. Two characters from this novel, Hana and Caravaggio, also appear in The English 

Patient (1992; film 1996), which takes place in an Italian villa that is being used as a hospital 

during World War II. Noted for the richly described interior lives of its characters,  

The English Patient was cowinner of the Booker Prize in 1992. Subsequent novels 

included Anil’s Ghost (2000), set in Sri Lanka amid the political violence of the 1980s and 

‘90s, and Divisadero (2007). The Cat’s Table (2011)—its title referencing the table farthest 

from the captain’s table on a cruise ship—chronicles a voyage from Sri Lanka to England in 

the 1950s from the perspective of an 11-year-old boy and his two comrades. In Warlight 

(2018) a teenage boy and his sister are left with two mysterious men when their parents move 

to Singapore after World War II. 

Summary 

 Michael Ondaatje is a Canadian poet, novelist, and literary critic who has been widely 

recognized for his contributions to contemporary literature. His works often explore themes 

of identity, memory, and the complexities of human relationships. One of his most celebrated 

poems, Speaking To You (From Rock Bottom), is a powerful and evocative piece that 

captures the essence of human suffering and the struggle for redemption. 



 The poem begins with a stark and haunting image of a man standing on the edge of a 

cliff, contemplating his own mortality. The speaker addresses the reader directly, as if 

reaching out from the depths of despair to make a connection. The opening lines set the tone 

for the rest of the poem, which is filled with vivid and visceral imagery that draws the reader 

into the speaker’s world. 

The first stanza of the poem reads: 

"I am standing on the edge of a cliff, looking down into the abyss below. The wind is 

howling, tearing at my clothes, threatening to push me over the edge." 

 This opening stanza sets the scene for the rest of the poem, establishing the speaker’s 

sense of isolation and despair. The image of the cliff is a powerful metaphor for the speaker’s 

emotional state, suggesting that he is teetering on the brink of collapse. The wind, which is 

described as "howling" and "tearing," adds to the sense of danger and instability. The 

speaker’s vulnerability is emphasized by the fact that his clothes are being "threatened" by 

the wind, as if he is being stripped bare. 

The second stanza of the poem reads: 

"But I am not afraid. I have been to the bottom of the abyss before. I have seen the darkness 

that lies within, and I have emerged stronger for it." 

 This stanza reveals that the speaker has been to "the bottom of the abyss" before, 

suggesting that he has experienced some kind of trauma or hardship in his life. However, he 

is not afraid of the darkness that lies within him, because he has emerged "stronger for it." 

This suggests that the speaker has found a way to overcome his past struggles and has 

become more resilient as a result. 

The third stanza of the poem reads: 

"I am speaking to you from rock bottom, from the depths of my soul. I am reaching out, 

hoping that you will hear me, that you will understand the pain that I have felt." 

 This stanza is the heart of the poem, as the speaker addresses the reader directly and 

reveals his true purpose. He is "speaking to you from rock bottom," which suggests that he is 

at his lowest point and is reaching out for help. The phrase "the depths of my soul" 

emphasizes the speaker’s emotional state, suggesting that he is baring his innermost thoughts 

and feelings to the reader. The speaker is "reaching out, hoping that you will hear me," which 

suggests that he is seeking connection and understanding. 



The fourth stanza of the poem reads: 

"I know that you have felt it too, the pain that comes from living, the ache that never goes 

away. But I want you to know that there is hope, that there is a way out of the darkness." 

 This stanza is a message of hope and encouragement, as the speaker acknowledges 

that the reader has also experienced pain and suffering. However, he wants the reader to 

know that there is hope and that there is a way out of the darkness. This suggests that the 

speaker has found a way to overcome his own struggles and wants to share his wisdom with 

others. 

The fifth stanza of the poem reads: 

"Listen to the wind, to the sound of the waves crashing against the shore. They are telling you 

that life is a journey, that there are ups and downs, but that the journey is worth it." 

 This stanza is a metaphor for the journey of life, as the speaker encourages the reader 

to "listen to the wind" and "the sound of the waves." These natural elements are symbolic of 

the ebb and flow of life, with its ups and downs. The speaker suggests that life is a journey 

that is worth taking, despite the hardships that may be encountered along the way. 

The final stanza of the poem reads: 

"So take my hand, and let us walk together into the light. Let us leave the darkness behind, 

and embrace the beauty that lies ahead." 

 This stanza is a call to action, as the speaker invites the reader to "take my hand" and 

"walk together into the light." This suggests that the speaker is offering his support and 

guidance to the reader, and that they can overcome their struggles together. The final lines of 

the poem, "Let us leave the darkness behind, and embrace the beauty that lies ahead," are a 

powerful message of hope and optimism, suggesting that there is a brighter future ahead for 

those who are willing to take the journey. 

 In conclusion, “Speaking To You” (From Rock Bottom) is a powerful and evocative 

poem that captures the essence of human suffering and the struggle for redemption. Through 

vivid and visceral imagery, Michael Ondaatje creates a sense of isolation and despair that is 

ultimately overcome by hope and optimism. The poem is a message of encouragement and 

support, inviting the reader to take the journey of life together and to embrace the beauty that 

lies ahead. 

 



Critical Analysis 

 "Speaking To You (From Rock Bottom)" is a love letter from someone who is going 

through the worst time in their life, which is why it’s called "Rock Bottom." This reading is 

based on the first line, which talks about the narrator being on the edge of a cliff with an open 

wound sky above them. This language and images make it sound like the narrator is in a lot 

of emotional pain, maybe from a broken heart or a loss. Hawks are often linked to death and 

grief, so the fact that the hawk is burning rings into the air adds to this idea. 

 In the second line, the storyteller is seen drinking from a flask of the addressee’s hair 

and wearing a coat made of their kisses. This is a strong metaphor for how the narrator is 

losing themselves in the memory of the addressee and using their physical presence as a way 

to escape their mental pain. Rock Bottom is also mentioned in this stanza, and the title of the 

song makes that point even stronger. The person telling the story is very sad and is holding on 

to memories of the person being written to as a crutch. 

 With the canyon breeze and the storm building in the west in the third verse, nature is 

brought into the poem. This use of natural imagery adds to the idea of emotional turmoil. The 

storm is a metaphor for the narrator’s inner battles. "I am standing on the edge of the world" 

is a very strong line that makes the storyteller seem like they are about to face something 

huge. In different ways of reading the poem, this could mean either a failure or a 

breakthrough. 

 Finally, the fourth stanza returns the attention to the person being spoken to. The 

narrator says they miss the sound of their voice and the way their eyes show the world. This 

is a strong metaphor for how the person being addressed is the narrator’s world and how they 

would be lost without them. The line "that I am wandering through" is very interesting 

because it makes it sound like the narrator is lost in their own feelings and thoughts and is 

just wandering aimlessly through the addressee’s eyes. 

The Techniques 

 So, the readers can explore the meaning of the poem, as well as the techniques used 

by Ondaatje to create such a powerful work. One of the most striking aspects of "Speaking To 

You (From Rock Bottom)" is the use of imagery. Ondaatje paints a vivid picture of the 

narrator’s emotional state through the use of natural imagery, such as the hawk burning 

circles into the air and the storm gathering in the west. This imagery not only creates a 

powerful mood but also serves as a metaphor for the narrator’s emotional struggles. Another 



technique used by Ondaatje is the use of metaphor. The flask of hair and coat of kisses are 

both powerful metaphors for the way in which the narrator is using memories of the 

addressee to keep them afloat. These metaphors serve to reinforce the theme of emotional 

turmoil and the idea of Rock Bottom. 

 Finally, the use of repetition is a powerful technique used by Ondaatje to create a 

sense of rhythm and flow within the poem. The repetition of "I miss" in the final stanza 

serves to emphasise the narrator’s longing for the addressee, and the repetition of "from Rock 

Bottom" throughout the poem creates a sense of continuity and serves as a reminder of the 

emotional state of the narrator. Hence, "Speaking to You (From Rock Bottom)" is a powerful 

and emotive poem that explores the theme of emotional turmoil and the idea of Rock Bottom. 

Through the use of vivid imagery, powerful metaphors, and repetition, Ondaatje creates a 

work that is both beautiful and haunting. This poem serves as a reminder of the power of 

language and the incredible ability of poetry to capture the essence of human emotion. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



UNIT – II 

THE CONJURER’S REVENGE - STEPHEN LEACOCK 

Text 

 “Now, ladies and gentlemen,” said the conjurer, “having shown you that the cloth is 

absolutely empty, I will proceed to take from it a bowl of goldfish. Presto!” All around the 

hall people were saying, “Oh, how wonderful! How does he do it?” But the Quick Man on 

the front seat said in a big whisper to the people near him, “He-had-it-up-his-sleeve.” Then 

the people nodded brightly at the Quick Man and said, “Oh, of course”; and everybody 

whispered round the hall, “He-had-it-up-his-sleeve.” “My next trick,” said the conjurer, “is 

the famous Hindostanee rings. You will notice that the rings are apparently separate; at a 

blow they all join (clang, clang, clang) ¬Presto!” There was a general buzz of stupefaction till 

the Quick Man was heard to whisper, “He-must-have-had-another-lot-up-his-sleeve.” Again 

everybody nodded and whispered, “The-rings-were-up-his-sleeve.” The brow of the conjurer 

was clouded with a gathering frown. “I will now,” he continued, “show you a most amusing 

trick by which I am enabled to take any number of eggs from a hat. Will some gentleman 

kindly lend me his hat? Ah, thank you ¬Presto!” He extracted seventeen eggs, and for thirty-

five seconds the audience began to think that he was wonderful. Then the Quick Man 

whispered along the front bench, “He-has-a-hen-up-his-sleeve,” and all the people whispered 

it on. “He-has-a-lot-of-hens-up-his-sleeve.” The egg trick was ruined. It went on like that all 

through. It transpired from the whispers of the Quick Man that the conjurer must have 

concealed up his sleeve, in addition to the rings, hens, and fish, several packs of cards, a loaf 

of bread, a doll’s cradle, a live guinea-pig, a fifty-cent piece, and a rocking-chair. The 

reputation of the conjurer was rapidly sinking below zero. At the close of the evening he 

rallied for a final effort. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he said, “I will present to you, in 

conclusion, the famous Japanese trick recently invented by the natives of Tipperary. Will you, 

sir,” he continued turning toward the Quick Man, “will you kindly hand me your gold 

watch?” It was passed to him. “Have I your permission to put it into this mortar and pound it 

to pieces?” he asked savagely. The Quick Man nodded and smiled. The conjurer threw the 

watch into the mortar and grasped a sledge hammer from the table. There was a sound of 

violent smashing, “He’s-slipped-it-up-his-sleeve,” whispered the Quick Man. “Now, sir,” 

continued the conjurer, “will you allow me to take your handkerchief and punch holes in it? 

Thank you. You see, ladies and gentlemen, there is no deception; the holes are visible to the 

eye.” The face of the Quick Man beamed. This time the real mystery of the thing fascinated 



him. “And now, sir, will you kindly pass me your silk hat and allow me to dance on it? Thank 

you.” The conjurer made a few rapid passes with his feet and exhibited the hat crushed 

beyond recognition. “And will you now, sir, take off your celluloid collar and permit me to 

burn it in the candle? Thank you, sir. And will you allow me to smash your spectacles for you 

with my hammer? Thank you.” By this time the features of the Quick Man were assuming a 

puzzled expression. “This thing beats me,” he whispered, “I don’t see through it a bit.” There 

was a great hush upon the audience. 

Then the conjurer drew himself up to his full height and, with a withering look at the Quick 

Man, he concluded: “Ladies and gentlemen, you will observe that I have, with this 

gentleman’s permission, broken his watch, burnt his collar, smashed his spectacles, and 

danced on his hat. If he will give me the further permission to paint green stripes on his 

overcoat, or to tie his suspenders in a knot, I shall be delighted to entertain you. If not, the 

performance is at an end.” And amid a glorious burst of music from the orchestra the curtain 

fell, and the audience dispersed, convinced that there are some tricks, at any rate, that are not 

done up the conjurer’s sleeve. 

About the Author 

 Stephen Leacock was a Canadian humorist, teacher, speaker, and author of more than 

30 books of funny sketches and essays. He was born on December 30, 1869, in Swanmore, 

Hampshire, England, and died March 28, 1944, in Toronto, Ontario, Canada. 

 Leacock moved to Canada with his parents when he was six years old. From 1882 to 

1887, he went to Upper Canada College. Later, he got his B.A. from the University of 

Toronto. He taught at Upper Canada College for eight years before going to the University of 

Chicago and getting his Ph.D. in 1903. He joined the staff of Montreal’s McGill University 

that same year and became head of the department of economics and political science in 

1908. He held that position until he retired in 1936. Leacock wrote almost 20 books about 

history and political economy, but his true calling was jokes, which he did as a speaker and as 

an author. 

 His name now rests safely on the work he started with Literary Lapses (1910) and 

Nonsense Novels (1911), which were both dreamy books. Most of the time, Leacock’s humor 

comes from finding the funny side of social awkwardness and the way people act when they 

don’t mean to, and his work is known for creating fun situations. His best-known works are 

Sunshine Sketches of a Little Town (1912), a gentle spoof of life in the made-up town of 



Mariposa, Ontario, and Arcadian Adventures with the Idle Rich (1914). In 1935, he wrote 

Humour: Its Theory and Technique, which was about his humor. In 1946, he started writing 

an unfinished autobiography called The Boy I Left Behind Me. 

Summary 

 This story is about a Conjurer who takes revenge against a man from his audience 

who spoiled his every trick in the show and ridiculed him. He is known as Quick Man 

because in the story this man quickly debunked the trick of the conjurer. Thus the conjurer 

lost his reputation. The conjurer got very upset and decided to take revenge and he 

manipulated and engaged the Quick Man into his tricks and in the end the Quick Man came 

to know that the conjurer played the trick and fooled him. 

The Conjurer Performed the following Tricks: 

 The first trick was he took bowl of goldfish from an empty cloth. The second trick 

was the famous Hindostanee rings tricks. The rings are separated initially but at the blow of 

the conjurer they all join. The third trick was extracting 17 eggs from the hat. The audience 

were astonished for 35 seconds and thought it was a wonderful magic. The next tricks he 

performed was several packs of card, a loaf of bread, a dolls cradle, alive guinea-pig, a fifty-

cent piece and a rocking chair. 

 The quick man after every trick used to say ‘He-had-it-up-in-his-sleeves’ The quick 

man’s comments convinced the audience that it was no magic and the conjurer got upset. The 

Quick man spoiled each and every trick of the conjurer and the audience started losing 

interest in the tricks. So, the conjurer decided to take revenge of the quick man. 

Revenge by the Conjurer 

 Every trick of the conjurer was spoiled by the Quick Man’s witty comment. This 

made the conjurer upset and he decided to take revenge. He made a bold announcement that 

he was going to present the famous Japanese trick invented by the people of Tipperary. With 

the permission of the quick man, he borrowed his gold watch. He smashed the watch in the 

mortar with a hammer. Then he borrowed his handkerchief and made holes in it. The next 

thing is he took his celluloid collar and burnt it in the candle. He took the spectacle of the 

Quick man and smashed it.  The quick man initially thought that the conjurer was playing 

trick and he would get his things back. By this time the quick man realized that all these were 

not tricks and it was actual destruction of the items. The conjurer maintained patience and did 

not let the audience know that he was taking revenge. At the end he ended up with a big bang 



since the quick man was no longer ready to give any of his items. This way the conjurer 

fooled the quick man and took revenge. 

 At the end of the story,  the Quick Man realized that the conjurer had fooled him and 

all his things were destroyed and damaged under the pretext of tricks. He could have felt sad 

that he was beaten up by the conjurer. He could no longer say ‘He-did-it-with-his-sleeves-

up’. I think the quick man would have felt very upset and nervous as he was fooled by the 

conjurer and he could no nothing. 

 In the story ‘The Conjurer’s Revenge’ the element of humour is the main element. 

From the beginning of the story the Quick Man brings humour in the story by commenting 

after each trick that the conjurer had kept all the things in his sleeves. This adds comic and 

fun to the tricks and the audience are convinced that the conjurer is doing the tricks keeping 

things in his sleeves. This reduces the excitement of the show and the audience the conjurer is 

upset with the Quick Man and finally he plays trick with the things of the Quick Man. The 

Conjurer keeps it suspense that he is no longer playing trick but taking revenge. The Quick 

Man 

 The element of mystery created suspense in the story of ‘The Conjurer’s Revenge’. 

The suspense created by the mystery trick of conjurer made the story interesting and exciting. 

It is important for conjurer because he could take revenge of the Quick Man under the pretext 

that he is presenting trick and creating magic. So the harsh fact of revenge is presented 

lightly. The element of mystery is important for audience because they feel that trick is going 

on and they all watch the performance even without knowing that the conjurer is taking 

revenge. So, they all are full of excitement to know what will happen next. In this situation 

both the audience and conjurer are benefited by the element of suspense in the story. 

 The Conjurer who was entertaining people took the revenge against the Quick Man in 

a tricky way. Thus, the author has used humour in the story to create excitement in the story. 

These question and answers will help you to revise the lesson for RTMNU BA English 

Examination. 

Critical Analysis 

 ‘The Conjurer’s Revenge’ by Stephen Leacock is a humorous short story.  A Conjurer 

deals smartly with a troublesome person known as the Quick Man for spoiling his magic 

show. The Conjurer is a skilled magician who performs magic tricks for an audience. He was 

so talented that he could produce even a fish bowl from a piece of empty cloth. He could do 



difficult tricks like extracting eggs from a hat. During a show, he meets the Quick Man who 

unnecessarily spoils the show. Initially, the conjurer ignores him and continues with the show. 

Towards the end, the conjurer decides to take his revenge on the Quick Man. 

 A ‘Quick Man’ is referred to a person who is crazy and fast in grasping, quick-witted 

but cunning.  Among the audience, there was one such man who whispered at the end of 

every trick that it was all fraud.   This upset the conjurer and spoiled the magical effect for the 

audience. He can be called as the villain in the story. 

 The conjurer performed several tricks for the audience. From the beginning of the 

show, the Quick Man keeps spoiling the show for the conjurer. He kept saying the audience 

that the trick was done with the help of items hidden up the conjurer’s sleeve. When the 

conjurer produced a fish bowl from a piece of empty cloth, the Quick Man said that this must 

have been up his sleeve. The next trick was the famous Hindostanee rings. He joined two 

separate rings into one with a blow. The Quick Man whispered that he had another lot up his 

sleeve. The conjurer worried a lot but he continued his tricks. 

 The conjurer got a hat from the audience and extracted seventeen eggs in thirty five 

seconds. The audience thought it was wonderful but the Quick Man told he had a hen up his 

sleeve. The egg trick was ruined. The conjurer got the same response for all his tricks. 

According to the Quick Man, the conjurer must have had rings, eggs, cards, bread, a live 

guinea pig and a rocking chair hidden up his sleeve. These constant comments by the Quick 

Man made the audience feel that the tricks were nothing special. This upset the conjurer. 

However, he went on performing one trick after the other till he could take it no more. He 

decided to take revenge. 

 The conjurer announced that he would be showing the famous Japanese trick. 

Appearing to perform a trick using items borrowed from Quick Man, he took the Quick 

Man’s watch and broke it to pieces. The Quick Man told the audience that the watch had been 

slipped into the conjurer’s sleeve. The conjurer then took the Quick Man’s handkerchief and 

punched holes in it. The Quick Man thought that this was a trick which he did not understand. 

The conjurer then took the Quick Man’s hat and trampled on it. He then proceeded to burn 

the Quick Man’s collar and smashed his spectacles. The Quick Man, all the while thought 

that this was just a trick. However, later the Quick Man and the entire audience realized that 

what the conjurer did with the Quick Man’s things were not tricks. 



 The conjurer’s revenge was complete after he destroyed the belongings of the Quick 

Man. The conjurer had succeeded in fooling the Quick Man with his permission. Thus, the 

conjurer took his revenge. The humorous part of the story is the seriousness with which he 

asked for the various items of the Quick Man. The conjurer kept up the suspense till the end 

of the show by not letting either Quick Man or the audience realize that the “trick” that he 

was performing at the end of the show was not a trick but the real destruction of the 

possessions of the Quick Man. At no point of time did the Quick Man realized that the 

Conjurer was taking his revenge. 

 The moral of the story is that, when we cannot appreciate a person, we should learn to 

keep it to ourselves. If we unnecessarily irritate or cause any harm to another person, we will 

have to face the consequences. 

 

A MODEL DIALOGUE - STEPHEN LEACOCK 

Text 

In which is shown how the drawing-room juggler may be permanently cured of his card trick. 

The drawing-room juggler, having slyly got hold of the pack of cards at the end of the game 

of whist, says: 

"Ever see any card tricks? Here’s rather a good one; pick a card." 

"Thank you, I don’t want a card." 

"No, but just pick one, any one you like, and I’ll tell which one you pick." 

"You’ll tell who?" 

"No, no; I mean, I’ll know which it is don’t you see? Go on now, pick a card." 

"Any one I like?" 

"Yes." 

"Any colour at all?" 

"Yes, yes." 

"Any suit?" 

"Oh, yes; do go on." 

"Well, let me see, I’ll—pick—the—ace of spades." 

"Great Caesar! I mean you are to pull a card out of the pack." 

"Oh, to pull it out of the pack! Now I understand. Hand me the pack. All right—I’ve got it." 

"Have you picked one?" 

"Yes, it’s the three of hearts. Did you know it?" 



"Hang it! Don’t tell me like that. You spoil the thing. Here, try again. Pick a card." 

"All right, I’ve got it." 

"Put it back in the pack. Thanks. (Shuffle, shuffle, shuffle—flip)—There, is that it?" 

(triumphantly). 

"I don’t know. I lost sight of it." 

"Lost sight of it! Confound it, you have to look at it and see what it is." 

"Oh, you want me to look at the front of it!" 

"Why, of course! Now then, pick a card." 

"All right. I’ve picked it. Go ahead." (Shuffle, shuffle, shuffle—flip.) 

"Say, confound you, did you put that card back in the pack?" 

"Why, no. I kept it." 

"Holy Moses! Listen. Pick—a—card—just one—look at it—see what it is—then put it 

back—do you understand?" 

"Oh, perfectly. Only I don’t see how you are ever going to do it. You must be awfully clever." 

(Shuffle, shuffle, shuffle—flip.) 

"There you are; that’s your card, now, isn’t it?" (This is the supreme moment.) 

"NO. THAT IS NOT MY CARD." (This is a flat lie, but Heaven will pardon you for it.) 

"Not that card!!!! Say—just hold on a second. Here, now, watch what you’re at this time. I 

can do this cursed thing, mind you, every time. I’ve done it on father, on mother, and on 

every one that’s ever come round our place. Pick a card. (Shuffle, shuffle, shuffle—flip, 

bang.) There, that’s your card." 

"NO. I AM SORRY. THAT IS NOT MY CARD. But won’t you try it again? Please do. 

Perhaps you are a little excited—I’m afraid I was rather stupid. Won’t you go and sit quietly 

by yourself sorry on the back verandah for half an hour and then try? You have to go home? 

Oh, I’m so. It must be such an awfully clever little trick. Good night!" 

Summary 

 A Model Dialogue" by Stephen Leacock is a satirical piece that pokes fun at the 

artificial and unrealistic nature of typical dialogues found in educational materials. The 

dialogue features two characters, A and B, engaging in a nonsensical conversation that jumps 

from topic to topic without logical progression. Through humour, wordplay, repetition, and 

circular reasoning, Leacock criticizes the contrived nature of scripted dialogues and 



highlights the importance of authentic communication. Overall, the piece serves as a witty 

critique of educational materials that prioritize form over function 

 The dialogue opens with Character A initiating a conversation with Character B by 

commenting on the weather, a common starting point for small talk. However, instead of 

continuing the conversation in a typical manner, Character B responds with a seemingly 

unrelated statement about the length of their fingernails. This abrupt shift sets the tone for the 

rest of the dialogue, emphasizing its nonsensical and disjointed nature. 

 As the conversation progresses, the characters continue to jump from one topic to 

another without any clear connection. They discuss trivial matters such as toothaches, milk 

trucks, and the number of buttons on a coat, further highlighting the absurdity of their 

exchange. 

 Throughout the dialogue, Leacock employs wordplay and humorous remarks to add 

depth to the satire. For example, Character A’s statement, "I have a toothache," is met with 

the unexpected response from Character B, "My uncle drives a milk truck." This type of non 

sequitur contributes to the comedic effect and reinforces the lack of coherence in the 

conversation. 

 Additionally, Leacock uses repetition and circular reasoning to emphasize the futility 

of trying to extract meaning from the dialogue. Characters often repeat phrases or questions 

without providing meaningful answers, showcasing the pointlessness of scripted 

conversations that prioritize form over substance. 

 By the end of the dialogue, readers are left with a sense of amusement and perhaps a 

realization of the shortcomings of traditional educational materials that rely on such contrived 

dialogues. Leacock’s clever use of humor and satire in "A Model Dialogue" effectively 

critiques the artificial nature of scripted conversations and underscores the importance of 

authentic and meaningful communication. 

 "A Model Dialogue" by Stephen Leacock is a humorous and insightful critique of 

scripted dialogues found in educational materials. Through absurdity, wordplay, repetition, 

and circular reasoning, Leacock highlights the limitations of contrived conversations and 

emphasizes the value of genuine communication. 

 



Critical Analysis 

 “A Model Dialogue” by Stephen Leacock is a humorous piece that satirizes the 

conventions and limitations of typical dialogues found in textbooks. Leacock, known for his 

wit and humor, uses this piece to highlight the absurdity of contrived conversations often 

presented in educational materials. 

 The dialogue begins with a straightforward exchange between two characters, 

identified only as "A" and "B." However, the dialogue quickly devolves into a series of 

nonsensical statements and abrupt changes in topic. This progression reflects Leacock’s 

commentary on how artificial and unrealistic many dialogues can be in educational contexts. 

 One of the key elements of humour in "A Model Dialogue" is the lack of coherence 

and logical progression. The characters jump from discussing the weather to the length of 

their fingernails to the merits of classical literature, all within a few lines. This rapid and 

seemingly random shift in topics exaggerates the stilted nature of scripted dialogues, where 

natural conversation and flow are often sacrificed for the sake of teaching specific vocabulary 

or grammar points. 

 Leacock also plays with language and wordplay throughout the dialogue. For 

instance, in one exchange, A says, "I have a toothache," to which B responds, "My uncle 

drives a milk truck." This unexpected response subverts the reader’s expectations and adds to 

the absurdity of the conversation. 

 Additionally, Leacock uses repetition and circular reasoning to create a sense of 

comedic frustration. Characters often repeat phrases or questions without providing 

meaningful answers, highlighting the futility of trying to extract coherent meaning from such 

dialogues. 

 Overall, "A Model Dialogue" serves as a clever critique of educational materials that 

prioritize form over function, emphasizing the importance of authentic and meaningful 

communication over rote memorization or artificial constructs. Leacock’s mastery of humor 

and satire shines through in this piece, making it both entertaining and thought-provoking. 

 

 

 



NAPOLEON’S TWO BIGGEST MISTAKES – MARGARET ATWOOD 

About the Author 

 Margaret Atwood is a renowned Canadian poet, novelist, literary critic, essayist, 

inventor, teacher, environmental activist, and inventor, born on November 18, 1939, in 

Ottawa, Ontario, Canada. She is celebrated for her contributions to contemporary literature, 

particularly in the realms of speculative fiction, feminism, and dystopian narratives. Here is a 

detailed biography of Margaret Atwood: 

 Margaret Eleanor Atwood was born to Carl Edmund Atwood, an entomologist, and 

Margaret Dorothy Killam, a nutritionist. She spent her early years in Ottawa before moving 

to Toronto. Atwood’s father influenced her love for nature and science, which is often 

reflected in her writing. 

 She showed an early interest in writing and started writing poems at the age of six. 

She attended Victoria College at the University of Toronto, where she earned a Bachelor of 

Arts degree in English in 1961. She then pursued graduate studies at Radcliffe College, 

Harvard University, completing a master’s degree in English in 1962. 

 Atwood’s literary career began with the publication of her poetry collection "Double 

Persephone" in 1961, which won the E.J. Pratt Medal. She continued to publish poetry 

throughout the 1960s and gained recognition for works like "The Circle Game" (1966), which 

won the Governor General’s Award. 

 In the 1970s, Atwood started gaining international acclaim for her novels. "The Edible 

Woman" (1969) marked her debut as a novelist, followed by "Surfacing" (1972) and "Lady 

Oracle" (1976). However, it was her novel "The Handmaid’s Tale" (1985) that brought her 

widespread recognition. The book, a dystopian narrative exploring themes of totalitarianism 

and women’s rights, became a bestseller and has since been adapted into various forms, 

including a successful television series. 

 Atwood’s other notable works include "Cat’s Eye" (1988), "Alias Grace" (1996), "The 

Blind Assassin" (2000), and "Oryx and Crake" (2003), the first book in her Madd Addam 

trilogy, which delves into speculative fiction and environmental themes. 

 Atwood’s works often explore themes such as feminism, identity, power dynamics, 

environmentalism, and the complexities of human relationships. She is known for her sharp 

wit, vivid imagery, and keen observations of society, which she incorporates into her writing 



with a blend of realism and speculative elements. Margaret Atwood’s contributions to 

literature have been widely celebrated. She has received numerous awards and honors 

throughout her career, including: 

 Governor General’s Award for Poetry (1966, 1985) 

 Booker Prize (2000) for "The Blind Assassin" 

 Arthur C. Clarke Award (1987) for "The Handmaid’s Tale" 

 Franz Kafka Prize (2017) 

 Companion of the Order of Canada (1981) and Companion of Literature of the Royal 

Society of Literature (1984) 

 In addition to her literary achievements, Atwood is an active advocate for 

environmental causes, human rights, and freedom of expression. She continues to write and 

engage with contemporary issues through her works and public appearances. 

 As of my last update in January 2022, Margaret Atwood remains an influential figure 

in the literary world. She continues to write and publish new works, including novels, poetry, 

and essays, while also participating in activism and public speaking engagements. Her impact 

on literature, particularly in the realms of speculative fiction and feminist discourse, is 

profound and enduring. 

About the text 

 The companion volume to the recently reissued Second Words, Moving Targets is an 

essential collection of critical prose by Margaret Atwood, now available in a handsome new 

A List edition. 

 The most precious treasure of this collection is that it gives us the rich back-story and 

diverse range of influences on Margaret Atwood’s work. From the aunts who encouraged her 

nascent writing career to the influence of George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four on The 

Handmaid’s Tale, we trace the movement of Atwood’s fertile and curious mind in action over 

the years. 

 Atwood’s controversial political pieces, "Napoleon’s Two Biggest Mistakes" and 

"Letter to America" — both not-so-veiled warnings about the repercussions of the war in Iraq 

— also appear, alongside pieces that exhibit her active concern for the environment, the 

North, and the future of the human race. Atwood also writes about her peers: John Updike, 



Marina Warner, Italo Calvino, Marian Engel, Toni Morrison, Angela Carter, Gabriel Garcia 

Marquez, Mordecai Richler, Elmore Leonard, and Ursula Le Guin. 

 This is a landmark volume from a major writer whose worldwide readership is in the 

millions, and whose work has influenced and entertained generations. Moving Targets is also 

the companion volume to the recently reissued Second Words. 

Summary 

Napoleon Bonaparte, the French military and political leader who rose to prominence 

during the French Revolution, made several critical errors during his career. Two of his most 

significant mistakes are often considered to be: 

1. Invasion of Spain: 

 During the early 19th century, Napoleon Bonaparte sought to extend French 

dominance across Europe. In pursuit of this goal, he invaded Spain in 1808, intending 

to install his brother Joseph Bonaparte as the ruler of Spain and thereby control the 

country. 

 However, the Spanish people fiercely resisted French occupation, leading to a 

prolonged and bloody conflict known as the Peninsular War (1808-1814). The 

guerrilla warfare tactics employed by the Spanish, combined with British military 

support under the Duke of Wellington, posed significant challenges for the French 

forces. 

 Napoleon’s invasion of Spain proved to be a costly and ultimately futile endeavour. 

The war drained French resources, both in terms of manpower and finances, and 

contributed to the erosion of Napoleon’s continental empire. 

2. Invasion of Russia: 

 In 1812, Napoleon embarked on his ill-fated invasion of Russia, a campaign that 

would go down in history as one of his most disastrous military ventures. The 

invasion was motivated by Napoleon’s desire to enforce his authority over Russia and 

compel Tsar Alexander I to adhere to his policies. 

 Napoleon assembled a massive Grande Armée, numbering around 600,000 troops, 

and launched his invasion in June 1812. The initial stages of the campaign saw some 

successes, including the capture of key Russian cities such as Smolensk. 

 However, the Russian forces employed a scorched-earth strategy, retreating deeper 

into the vast Russian territory while destroying crops, villages, and resources along 



the way. This tactic deprived the invading French army of essential supplies and 

forced them to contend with harsh conditions and logistical challenges. 

 The turning point came with the Battle of Borodino in September 1812, a bloody and 

inconclusive clash that weakened the French forces. As the harsh Russian winter set 

in, Napoleon’s army faced catastrophic losses due to freezing temperatures, lack of 

provisions, and relentless Russian harassment. 

 By the time Napoleon ordered a retreat from Russia in late 1812, his Grande Armée 

had been decimated, with the vast majority of soldiers succumbing to hunger, cold, 

and enemy attacks during the brutal winter months. The retreat marked a significant 

setback for Napoleon’s military ambitions and contributed to the eventual downfall of 

his empire. 

These historical events serve as powerful metaphors in Margaret Atwood’s story, 

representing themes of ambition, overreach, and the unforeseen consequences of one’s 

actions. The parallels drawn between Napoleon’s military blunders and the narrator’s 

personal reflections add depth and resonance to the narrative, inviting readers to contemplate 

the complexities of human decision-making and the enduring impact of past mistakes. 

 These mistakes, among others, played a crucial role in Napoleon’s eventual downfall 

and the end of the Napoleonic era. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



UNIT - III 

THE LOVE OF A GOOD WOMAN – ALICE MUNRO 

About the Author 

 Alice Laidlaw Munro was born in Wingham, Ontario, Canada on July 10, 1931, the 

eldest child of Robert Eric Laidlaw (1901–76), a fox farmer, and Anne Clarke Chamney 

Laidlaw (1898–1959), a former schoolteacher. Members of her father’s family, having 

emigrated to Upper Canada from the Ettrick Valley on the Scottish borderlands in 1818, were 

among the exodus of settlers from Britain who moved to the Americas seeking land and new 

opportunities following the Napoleonic wars. These Laidlaws settled west of York (now 

Toronto) in Halton Township and began farming. They were later joined by the family of 

their brother, William Laidlaw, who had emigrated to Illinois but died there.  

 Throughout her life and career, Alice Munro has meditated the life she has lived 

herself, that she has seen others live, the lives she has known and imagined. Through their 

complexity, through their clarity, and through their precision, the stories Munro has published 

capture the very feelings of what it is like to live, to be alive. The feeling of just being a 

human being. From first to last – whichever one the last may be – Munro’s stories reveal her 

as a consummate artist who is without question among the most accomplished masters of the 

short story. And of prose fiction. In her hands, the short story is complete, whole. Her work is 

a triumph. As Munro once said of the writing of another, “so this is how it should be done.” 

Summary 

The Love of a Good Woman is a fictional novel authored by Alice Munro and released 

in 1998. Set in the small provincial town of Jutland, Canada, this story delves into a complex 

network of interconnected secrets and examines their impact on the town’s residents. These 

secrets resonate via several perspectives, each of which is partial and unreliable, yet 

interdependent with one another.  

Three adolescent males opt to engage in swimming in the town’s tumultuous river. 

Upon observing a submerged object, they proceed to conduct a thorough investigation, 

ultimately uncovering a vehicle that houses the deceased body of Mr. D.M. Willens, the 

optometrist of the town. Instead of promptly approaching the police, they opt to return home 

and have supper with their families. Subsequently, they gather again and make the decision to 

inform the town constable. The constable’s auditory impairment hinders their comprehension 

of the speaker’s intended message. In addition, they come upon Mr. Willens’s residence, 



where his wife is engaged in gardening, appearing completely unaware of her husband’s 

demise. Due of their reluctance to report the incident to law enforcement, they opt to return to 

their residences. One male child becomes impatient and informs his mother, who 

subsequently contacts law enforcement authorities. The cops retrieve the deceased body of 

Mr. Willens from the river. 

The narrative subsequently progresses to an indeterminate timeframe subsequent to 

the demise of Mr. Willens. Mrs. Quinn, a young woman succumbing to an uncommon form 

of kidney failure that occurs at an early age, resides with a home carer named Enid. Mrs. 

Quinn exhibits irritability and sadness, while Enid, who is in her middle age, experiences a 

repressed need for sexual pleasure that manifests in her dreams. Enid faces prejudice from 

others due to her unmarried status. Additionally, it should be noted that Rupert, the absent 

spouse of Mrs. Quinn, currently resides with his sister in a distinct locality. Enid primarily 

assumes sole responsibility for the upbringing of their two girls. The few visits of Mrs. 

Quinn’s husband contribute to her feelings of worthlessness and despoticness, while Rupert’s 

efforts to dispute her view of his attitude towards her are minimal. Following an examination 

of their predominantly unchanging lifestyles, the piece concludes with Mrs. Quinn informing 

Enid that the optometrist, Mr. Willens, had a romantic relationship with her on the bed that 

will soon be her final resting place. 

The subsequent portion retraces its chronology, establishing a connection between the 

unearthing of the corpse and the narrative surrounding Mrs. Quinn and Enid. Enid is 

informed by Mrs. Quinn of his demise. During Mr. Willens’ visit to Mrs. Quinn’s residence to 

assess her eyes, she is overwhelmed by worry due to his infamous tendency to initiate 

extramarital relationships with his clients. Experiencing sexual dissatisfaction, she succumbs 

to his advances. Rupert, the spouse of Mrs. Quinn, enters the premises beside Mr. Willens, 

placing his hand on her thigh while simultaneously elevating Mrs. Quinn’s skirt. He forces 

Mr. Willens to the ground and forcefully strikes his head against the floor, resulting in his 

demise. Mrs. Quinn devises a strategy to submerge him into the river, accompanied by his 

vehicle, and proceeds to carry out the plan in collaboration with her spouse.  

In the final segment, it is reported that Mrs. Quinn has succumbed to renal failure. 

Enid has formed an emotional attachment to Rupert, although she firmly believes that he 

must report his wrongdoing to the authorities, despite her uncertainty over his culpability. She 

has severe distress due to the dilemma of loving a probable murderer. She resolves to attend 



every day of his trial and endure his prison sentence while being loyal to him. Ultimately, she 

devises a method to ascertain his culpability as the perpetrator. She requests his assistance in 

transporting her to the centre of the river by a rowboat, explicitly stating her inability to 

swim. She deliberately jeopardises her life by revealing her knowledge of the murder 

narrative in the midst of the river, allowing him to make a decision regarding her demise. The 

novel concludes abruptly before to Rupert’s engagement in any action.  

The core theme of The Love of a Good Woman revolves around the inherent 

unreliability of any singular narrative, or even a specific collection of narratives, in accurately 

depicting events occurring in an incomprehensible world. The narrative deliberately avoids 

the inclusion of specific plot elements in order to effectively communicate the feeling of 

irritation that arises from our fragmented and subjective perception of reality. 

Critical Analysis 

 The Love of a Good Woman is a collection of short stories by Alice Munro, a 

renowned Canadian author known for her deep exploration of human relationships and 

complexities. The collection was first published in 1998 and received widespread critical 

acclaim for its rich characterizations, intricate narratives, and profound themes. Munro’s 

stories in this collection delve deeply into various types of relationships, such as romantic 

love, friendship, family dynamics, and societal expectations. Through her characters, she 

explores the nuances, tensions, and emotional landscapes that define these relationships, 

offering readers a profound insight into human connection and disconnection. 

One of Munro’s strengths as a writer is her ability to create complex and multi-

dimensional characters. In The Love of a Good Woman, readers encounter characters who are 

flawed, vulnerable, and struggling with their own inner conflicts and desires. Munro’s 

characters feel real and relatable, making the stories compelling and engaging. Secrets and 

betrayal are recurring themes in Munro’s stories. She explores how secrets can shape 

relationships, impact individuals, and lead to moments of revelation or crisis. Betrayal, 

whether intentional or unintended, also plays a significant role in many of the narratives, 

highlighting the complexities of trust and loyalty. 

Munro’s works often explore the constraints and expectations imposed by gender 

roles. In The Love of a Good Woman, she portrays women navigating societal norms, 

expectations, and limitations, highlighting the challenges and complexities they face in their 

lives and relationships. Munro is known for her masterful use of narrative structure. In this 



collection, she employs various narrative techniques, including nonlinear storytelling, shifting 

perspectives, and fragmented narratives. These techniques add depth and complexity to the 

stories, allowing readers to uncover layers of meaning and interpretation. 

Munro’s stories are often set in small towns and rural landscapes in Canada. The 

sense of place is vividly depicted in The Love of a Good Woman, contributing to the overall 

atmosphere and mood of the narratives. The settings become almost like characters 

themselves, influencing the actions and experiences of the protagonists. 

One of the hallmarks of Munro’s writing is its emotional resonance. She delves into 

the inner lives of her characters with sensitivity and empathy, evoking a range of emotions 

from readers, including empathy, sorrow, joy, and contemplation. The emotional depth of her 

stories leaves a lasting impact on readers long after they finish reading. 

Overall, The Love of a Good Woman showcases Alice Munro’s mastery of the short 

story form and her ability to explore profound themes with nuance and complexity. Through 

rich characterizations, intricate narratives, and deep emotional resonance, Munro creates a 

collection that captivates readers and invites them to ponder the intricacies of human 

relationships and experiences. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



THE SIREN - GIUSEPPE TOMASI DI 

About the Author 

 Giuseppe Tomasi di Lampedusa was born in 1896 in Palermo into an aristocratic 

family on the decline. He initially had a private tutor but then attended the local high school. 

He enrolled in the law faculty at the University of Genoa but then switched to the University 

of Rome. He was unable to complete his classes, as he joined the army in 1916. He fought for 

Italy in the Italian Alps and was wounded and captured but managed to escape. He returned 

to Palermo where he had a minor breakdown. He did not resume his studies but travelled a 

lot, often with his mother. He spent considerable time in London and Paris and also read 

extensively in European literature. While in London, he met Alessandra Wolff, daughter of a 

Latvian aristocrat, and they married in Riga but he continued to live in Palermo while she 

stayed in Riga. She was forced to leave Riga in 1943 and came to Rome but was reluctant to 

come to Palermo, both because of the war and because she did not get on with her mother-in-

law. The same year the Lampedusa family palace was destroyed by an American air attack. 

He bought his great-grandfather’s palace and moved there.  

He continued to spend time reading and writing about literature but it was only when 

his cousin, Lucio Piccolo, published a book of poetry that Lampedusa, inspired by a sense of 

rivalry, decided to write his great novel. While writing it, he took a break to write his 

autobiography, but it was never completed. He returned to writing Il Gattopardo (The 

Leopard) but, when it was finished, it was rejected by publishers. He died in 1957 of lung 

cancer, with the book still unpublished. It was finally published by Feltrinelli the following 

year, after having been read by the novelist Giorgio Bassani. Though criticized for its 

decadence, it went on to have considerable success with the Italian public. 

Summary 

By the side of the path around the circular, volcanic crater of Lake Pergusa, near the 

town of Enna in the center of Sicily, a carved stone marks the spot where Proserpina, the 

goddess of the spring, was seized and carried off by Pluto into the underworld. “Qui, in 

questo luogo,” proclaims the inscription. “Proserpina fù rapita.” This is the very place: 

    …that fair field 

Of Enna, where Proserpin gath’ring flow’rs 

Herself a fairer Flow’r by gloomy Dis 



Was gather’d, which cost Ceres all that pain 

To seek her through the world. 

(Milton, Paradise Lost, IV) 

 In “The Professor and the Siren,” Giuseppe Tomasi, Prince of Lampedusa, picks up 

these echoes when he evokes a passionate love affair unfolding by the sea in the ferocious 

heat of the dog days in 1887. However, in this late story, which was written in January 1957, 

a few months before his death, Lampedusa gives his immortal heroine the body of a fish from 

the waist down; in this he is following the more familiar northern folklore tradition of fish-

tailed mermaids; of Melusine, seal women or selkies; and of water spirits, called undines by 

the alchemist and philosopher Paracelsus. But both species share the special charm of an 

irresistible voice. In the case of Lampedusa’s mermaid, hers is “a bit guttural, husky, 

resounding with countless harmonics; behind the words could be discerned the sluggish 

undertow of summer seas, the whisper of receding beach foam, the wind passing over lunar 

tides. The song of the Sirens … does not exist; the music that cannot be escaped is their voice 

alone.”  

 The Professor and the Siren is the only instance of fantastic fiction in Lampedusa’s 

scanty oeuvre, but enigmatic and brief as it is, it condenses many elements from both local 

and more distant folklore into a deeply strange, sometimes disturbing fable; in the manner of 

Giovanni Boccaccio and of The Thousand and One Nights, the tale encloses a visionary and 

magical adventure inside a naturalistic, quotidian frame story. In the outer frame, Paolo 

Corbera, a young journalist living a bit on the wild side, who comes from the same 

aristocratic Sicilian family—the Salina—as Don Fabrizio, the hero of Lampedusa’s novel The 

Leopard, meets an aged fellow countryman in a dingy café in Turin in 1938. He discovers the 

old man is a renowned classicist and senator, Rosario La Ciura, a waspish misanthrope who is 

contemptuous of everything and everyone around him in the modern world. But the younger 

man is attracted by a quality of mystery and yearning beneath the spiky persona and grows 

attached to him; the feeling is mutual, though La Ciura does not let up on his withering 

remarks, bitter denunciations of contemporary society, and mockery of the imagined squalor 

of his young friend’s promiscuous adventures. Then one evening, over dinner at his house, on 

the eve of a sea voyage to a conference in Lisbon, La Ciura confides in Paolo the story of his 

first and only experience of love. 



 The Siren announces herself: She is “Lighea, daughter of Calliope,” a name that lays a 

clue to the story’s deeper meaning, for Calliope is the muse of epic poetry who, in the 

Metamorphoses, tells the story of Proserpina, her abduction, and the transformation of her 

handmaidens. Through this account of her daughter’s irruption into La Ciura’s life, the 

overwhelming epiphany he undergoes through her love, and its lifelong aftershock, 

Lampedusa is placing himself as the heir of an imaginative literary legacy running back to the 

pagan past, when Christian repression and hypocrisy did not exercise their hold but instead 

life was bathed in a luminous intensity and heightened by guilt-free passion. 

 While the name Lighea (the original title of the story in Italian) echoes the heroine of 

Edgar Allan Poe’s early tale of erotic haunting “Ligeia,” the coincidence is not altogether 

helpful; La Ciura has remained spellbound all his life by his youthful love, but Lampedusa’s 

story does not raise uncanny specters or relish sickly memories. The Sicilian is writing 

against the morbid obsession of Poe; the passion at the core of his modern mythology 

conjures the possibility of an earthy, pastoral ecstasy, much closer to Dionysian erotica and its 

legacy (Mallarmé’s “L’Après-midi d’un faune”) than to creepy high Gothic; animality recurs 

in the tale as an ideal. In a startling passage, La Ciura even compares the bliss he experienced 

with his mermaid to Sicilian goatherds coupling with their animals. 

Critical Analysis 

 Shortly before his death in 1957, the Sicilian author Giuseppe Tomasi di Lampedusa 

wrote The Professor and the Siren, a beguiling short story published here alongside two 

additional pieces: a brief sketch entitled Joy and the Law, and the opening chapter of an 

unfinished novel, The Blind Kittens. Tomasi is best known for his landmark historical novel, 

The Leopard, a book I have yet to read (it’s on my list for the Classics Club). In the 

meantime, I’m treating this slim collection as an appetiser, a little taste of things to come. 

The titular piece, The Professor and the Siren, is the star of the show here, an 

enigmatic story of great elegance and beauty. Set in Turin in 1938, it is narrated by Paolo 

Corbera, a young journalist and a bit of a womaniser who is now seeking a brief respite from 

the fairer sex; unfortunately for the journalist, his attempts to maintain two separate lovers at 

the same time have recently come to the attention of the ladies concerned. In search of a 

retreat from his usual lifestyle, Corbera starts to visit a café in the heart of Turin, a traditional 

place frequented by members of the city’s old guard – colonels, magistrates, academics and 



suchlike. One evening, he notices a man at the next table, and his interest is immediately 

piqued. 

On my right sat an elderly man wrapped in an old overcoat with a worn 

astrakhan collar. He read foreign magazines one after another, smoked Tuscan 

cigars and frequently spat. Every so often he would close his magazine and 

appear to be pursuing some memory in the spirals of smoke; then he would go 

back to reading and spitting. […] Once, however, he when he came across a 

photograph in a magazine of an archaic Greek statue, the kind with 

widespread eyes and an ambiguous smile, I was surprised to see his disfigured 

fingers caress the image with positively regal delicacy.  

 The two men strike up a conversation with one another, a dialogue that continues to 

develop over the course of a few weeks as the pair return to the café on a nightly basis. 

Corbera’s new friend is Senator Rosario La Ciura, an eminent professor in the field of 

Hellenic Studies, a somewhat grumpy and insolent man who eschews pretty much everything 

to do with the modern world and the permissive society therein. In many ways, the two men 

are complete opposites: one is young, the other old; one is liberal in his views, the other 

scathing, particularly when it comes to the young women of the day. And yet they have one 

vital thing in common: both men hail from the beautiful, mythical island of Sicily. 

So we spoke about eternal Sicily, the Sicily of the natural world; about the 

scent of rosemary on the Nebrodi Mountains and the taste of Melilli honey; 

about the swaying cornfields seen from Etna on a windy day in May, some 

secluded spots near Syracuse, and the fragrant gusts from the citrus 

plantations known to sweep down on Palermo during sunset in June. We spoke 

of those magical summer nights, looking out over the gulf of Castellammare, 

when the stars are mirrored in the sleeping sea, and how, lying on your back 

among the mastic trees, your spirit is lost on the whirling heavens, while the 

body braces itself, fearing the approach of demons. 

 One evening, the professor decides to tell Corbera the story of an idyllic summer he 

spent in Augusta, Syracuse, many years earlier in his youth – a story he hopes will explain 

some of the reasons behind his rather idiosyncratic behaviour and philosophy towards life. 

While in Augusta, the young La Ciura spent many hours studying on a boat, gently rocking to 

and fro on the peaceful waters. One morning, ‘the smooth face of a sixteen-year-old emerged 



from the sea’, a movement that was accompanied by a pull on the side of the craft as the 

youngster gripped the gunwale. Naturally, the budding professor was transfixed by this 

image, one he describes to Corbera in intimate detail. 

This, however, was not a smile like those to be seen among your sort, always 

debased with an accessory expression of benevolence or irony, of compassion, 

cruelty, or whatever the case may be; it expressed nothing but itself: an almost 

bestial delight in existing, a joy almost divine. This smile was the first of her 

charms that would affect me, revealing paradises of forgotten serenity. From 

her disordered hair, which was the colour of the sun, seawater dripped into 

her exceedingly open green eyes, over features of infantile purity. 

What followed was an intensely passionate encounter between the pair, one that 

undoubtedly left its mark on the professor for the rest of his life. 

This is a very sensual story of eternal love, yearning and loss in which Tomasi’s use of 

language perfectly matches both the subject matter and the setting. It ends with a slight twist, 

finishing on a bittersweet note which leaves the reader with much to ponder, particularly 

about the intensity of certain moments in life. At times, I was reminded of some of the scenes 

from Michelangelo Antonioni’s beautiful film L’Avventura. It has a similar tone, I think. 

There are nods to classical Greek mythology too. Either way, this is an excellent story, worth 

the entry price of the collection alone. 

The next piece in the collection, Joy and the Law, is a brief tale with a moral message 

at the centre. It features a hard-up accountant, struggling to keep himself and his family afloat 

in the face of mounting debts. Luckily, as it’s Christmas, our protagonist has just received his 

annual bonus, something that will keep the wolf from the door at least for the immediate 

future. 

Contained in the wallet was 37,245 lire, the year-end bonus he’d received an 

hour earlier, amounting to the removal of several thorns from his family’s side: 

his landlord, to whom he owed two quarters’ rent, growing more insistent the 

longer he was thwarted; the exceedingly punctual collector of installment 

payments on his wife’s veste de lapin (“It suits you much better than a long 

coat, my dear, it’s slimming”); the black looks of the fishmonger and 

greengrocer.  



 In spite of this, the accountant seems more chuffed with his fifteen-pound panettone, a 

gift he has received for being the most deserving employee in the business. Nevertheless, our 

protagonist’s joy is somewhat short-lived. When he arrives home with his bounty, the 

accountant is reminded by his wife that there are also other debts to pay, those of a slightly 

different nature but equally important. This is an enjoyable little sketch, ironic in tone, a 

pleasant interlude between the other two stories in this volume. 

 The final piece in this collection, The Blind Kittens, was originally intended to form 

the opening chapter of a follow-up novel to The Leopard. Consequently, it is best viewed in 

this context – as an introduction that was to lay the groundwork for an epic story to follow. 

Sadly, Tomasi never had the opportunity to develop the narrative any further due to his 

untimely death (he was just 60 years old when he died). Nevertheless, The Blind Kittens is 

well worth reading in its own right. As an opening passage, it sows the seeds of a tale of 

intrigue set within the context of the Ibba dynasty, an influential Sicilian family headed up by 

the rather formidable and unscrupulous virtual baron, Don Batassano. In the first few pages 

of the story, we learn that Don Batassano has just acquired another property to add to his 

empire. As Batassano’s lawyer, Ferrara, peruses a map of the Ibba family holdings, he reflects 

on the underhand means behind the various acquisitions over the years. 

Ferrara stood up to take a closer look. From his professional experience, from 

countless indiscretions overheard, he knew well how that enormous mass of 

property had been assembled: an epic tale of cunning, of lack of scruples, of 

defiance of the laws, of implacability and also of luck, of daring as well. 

 Once again, this piece is very different in tone from the preceding two. It is sharper, 

more cutting in style, rich in both detail and texture. I couldn’t help but be reminded of 

Emilia Pardo Bazán’s wonderful classic, The House of Ulloa, a novel I reviewed last year. 

What a shame Tomasi never got the opportunity to finish this work – it could have been 

another masterpiece. 

 

 

 

 



ONE SUNDAY – ROHINTON MISTRY 

About the Author 

 Rohinton Mistry was born in Bombay (now Mumbai), India in 1952. He graduated 

with a degree in Mathematics from the University of Bombay in 1974, and emigrated to 

Canada with his wife the following year, settling in Toronto, where he worked as a bank 

clerk, studying English and Philosophy part-time at the University of Toronto and completing 

his second degree in 1982. Mistry wrote his first short story, ‘One Sunday’, in 1983, winning 

First Prize in the Canadian Hart House Literary Contest (an award he also won the following 

year for his short story ‘Auspicious Occasion’). It was followed in 1985 by the Annual 

Contributors’ Award from the Canadian Fiction Magazine, and afterwards, with the aid of a 

Canada Council grant, he left his job to become a full-time writer. His early stories were 

published in a number of Canadian magazines, and his short-story collection, Tales from 

Firozsha Baag, was first published in Canada in 1987. He is the author of three novels: Such 

a Long Journey (1991), the story of a Bombay bank clerk who unwittingly becomes involved 

in a fraud committed by the government, which won the Commonwealth Writers Prize 

(Overall Winner, Best Book), A Fine Balance (1996), set during the State of Emergency in 

India in the 1970s, and Family Matters (2002), which tells the story of an elderly Parsi 

widower living in Bombay with his step-children. Such a Long Journey and A Fine Balance 

were both shortlisted for the Booker Prize for Fiction, and Family Matters was shortlisted for 

the 2002 Man Booker Prize for Fiction. 

 His latest book is a story, The Scream, illustrated by Tony Urquhart (2008). In 2011, 

he was shortlisted for the Man Booker International Prize and in 2012 won the Neustadt 

International Prize for Literature. Mistry’s fiction is rooted in the streets of Bombay, the city 

he left behind for Canada at the age of twenty-three. 

 This ‘imaginary homeland’ - something of a literary capital within South Asian 

diasporic writing today - has inevitably led to comparisons with Salman Rushdie, another 

Bombay born author now based abroad. However the differences between the two men are 

perhaps as compelling as their similarities. Take Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children and Mistry’s 

A Fine Balance (1996), both of which are set in Bombay during the administration of Indira 

Ghandi and the state of emergency. Where Rushdie’s novel gravitates toward the Muslim 

middle classes, Mistry’s seems more at home among the Parsi community and the poor. 

Rushdie’s magic realism (what Mistry refers to in Family Matters as ‘magic-realist midnight 



muddles’) is Realism with a capital ‘R’ in A Fine Balance. Beyond such differences however, 

both novels have a tendency to collapse the distinctions between public and private worlds. 

Both share a sharp wit. Both (whether it is Rushdie’s Booker of Bookers or Mistry’s Booker 

shortlisted) have enjoyed a good deal of critical and commercial success.  

Tales from Firozsha Baag (1992), Mistry’s first collection of stories, marked the 

arrival of a prodigious talent. Published in the US as Swimming Lessons, the collection 

contains eleven interrelated short stories that brings together some of Mistry’s earliest and 

finest writing. The tales detail the day to day lives of the residents of a decrepit apartment 

block in Bombay: Firozsha Baag. Mistry’s affectionate, thumbnail sketches bring together the 

lives of miserly Rustomji, the deranged Jaakaylee and Pesi, who is able to look up girls’ skirts 

with the aid of his torch. Such a Long Journey (1991), Mistry’s first novel, won numerous 

literary awards when it was first published and has since been adapted for film. The novel is 

set in 1971 during the time of the Indian Pakistan war. Its protagonist is no conventional hero, 

however: Gustad Noble is a bank clerk and a family man, a vulnerable figure whose world is 

still haunted by the war with China in 1962. The fate of Gustad’s family is closely bound up 

with that of the subcontinent during a time of crisis and turmoil. The clerk’s daughter’s illness 

and his son’s refusal to go to college, are events that we are encouraged to read 

symptomatically in Such a Long Journey. When Gustad receives a parcel and a request to 

launder money for an old friend, the event’s ramifications are at once personal and political. 

 A Fine Balance, critically Mistry’s most successful work to date, tells the story of four 

characters (Maneck, Dina, Ishvar and Omprakash ) and the impact of Indira Ghandhi’s state 

of emergency on them. One of the most successful aspects of this book is its carefully crafted 

prose: ‘The morning express bloated with passengers slowed to a crawl, then lurched forward 

suddenly, as though to resume full speed. The train’s brief deception jolted its riders. The 

bulge of humans hanging out of the doorway distended perilously, like a soap bubble at its 

limit.’ This intricate opening paragraph, which is typical of the precise prose of A Fine 

Balance throughout, helps propel the novel forward through what is one of the most 

memorable portraits of post-Independence India ever written. 

 Mistry’s 2002 novel Family Matters is based in Bombay once more. Where his first 

two novels were set in the 1970s and were essentially ‘historical’ fictions, Family Matters 

depicts contemporary Bombay and is set in the 1990s. At the centre of the book is an old 

man, a Parsi with Parkinson’s Disease. Nariman Vakeel is a retired academic whose illness 



places renewed strains on family relations (Nariman, an English professor, compares himself 

to King Lear at one point). A widower with skeletons in his closet, Nariman’s memories of 

the past expose the reader to earlier moments in the city’s, and the nation’s history in a novel 

that moves across three generations of the same family. In Family Matters we have the 

familiar slippage between public and private worlds. Similarly the lives of the residents of 

‘Chateau Felicity’ (Nariman’s former residence) and ‘Pleasant villa’ (where he is forced to 

move by his scheming step daughter) recall the world of Firozsha Baag. Where the earlier 

novels tended towards a decisive closure, the epilogue of this novel seems much less ready to 

console. 

Awards 

2012 - Neustadt International Prize for Literature 

2011 - Man Booker International Prize 

2006 - Timothy Findley Award (Writers’ Trust of Canada) 

2004 - International IMPAC Dublin Literary Award 

2003 - Canadian Authors’ Association Award for Fiction 

2002 - James Tait Black Memorial Prize (for fiction) 

2002 - Kiriyama Pacific Rim Book Prize 

2002 - Man Booker Prize for Fiction (shortlist) 

1997 - International IMPAC Dublin Literary Award 

1997 - Irish Times International Fiction Prize 

1997 - Los Angeles Times Book Prize (Fiction) 

1997 - Winifred Holtby Memorial Prize 

1996 - Booker Prize for Fiction (shortlist) 

1996 - Commonwealth Writers Prize (Overall Winner, Best Book) 

1995 - Giller Prize (Canada) 

1992 - Commonwealth Writers Prize (Overall Winner, Best Book) 

1992 - Smith Books/Books in Canada First Novel Award 



1991 - Booker Prize for Fiction (shortlist) 

1991 - Governor General’s Literary Award for Fiction (Canada) 

1985 - Annual Contributors’ Prize, Canadian Fiction Magazine 

1984 - Hart House Literary Contest 

1983 - Hart House Literary Contest 

Summary 

 The story is set in Mumbai as are his novels. As the story opens Najamai, a 55 year 

widow with daughters, is getting ready to lock up her flat and take the train to visit her sister 

in Bandra. She thinks it is good that her downstairs neighbors use her fridge as the activity of 

them coming in and out will discourage intruders. It is fun to listen in on Najamai’s thoughts 

about her neighbors. There is another central character in the story, a man who used to work 

for a neighborhood furniture store until he lost his job many years ago. Now he lives under 

the awning of the store and does odd jobs for people in the area. He comes to residence of 

Najamai after she left as she had told him to come by and she would have some work for him.  

She must have forgotten this as she was leaving. The man is in great distress as he has no 

food money. He looks around in her apartment, the neighbors let him in and he has a good 

time looking at the underpants of her daughters though he is quite turned off by hers because 

of the size! 

 One can also learn a lot about the cricket obsessions of the teenage boys living in the 

building and we see how one of the boys sharpens his batting skills by using his bat to kill 

rats.  Everyone in this story is very concerned with keeping up appearances, with what the 

neighbours think of them and gossip is big. I would fur sure read more of his stories and I am 

very much looking forward to reading his acknowledged by all best novel, A Fine Balance. It 

is considered the best novel set in Bombay, as Mumbai was once called and as the people 

who live in Mistry’s novels wish it was still called. I think you cannot go wrong reading a 

Mistry novel. This story is in participation in Nancy Cudis’s great event, Short Stories on 

Wednesday. I hope lots of people will join us in sharing our love of short stories. 

Critical Analysis 

 The story One Sunday is set in Firozsha Baag with all Parsi characters, with the 

exception of the servant Francis. The main character is Najamai, a 55-year-old widow living 

alone in her flat. She usually leaves the keys of her flat with her neighbors Tehmina and the 



Boyces. While both the neighbors have the advantage of using her fridge, Najamai makes this 

arrangement more as a precaution against thieves rather than as an intention to help them. 

Tehmina thinks that the Boyces are taking undue advantage of Najamai’s courteous offer to 

use her fridge, while she herself does the same. The Boyces think that they are paying 

Najamai back by lending her the newspaper and receiving Najamai’s delivery of milk and 

bread every morning. 

 Francis is an orphan who runs errands for all the people in the apartment complex and 

lives off the leftovers of the apartment residents. While everyone needs his help, nobody is 

sympathetic to him. During night he takes shelter under the awning of a furniture store. The 

two sons of Mrs Boyce, Kersi and Percy, were friendly to Francis which was anathema to 

Mrs Boyce for it was “not proper for a Parsi boy to consort in this way with a man who was 

really no better than a homeless beggar, who would starve were it not for their thoughtfulness 

in providing him with odd jobs”. 

 In the evening Tehmina goes to Najamai’s flat to get some ice for her scotch and finds 

it difficult to open the lock because of her poor eye sight. She finds Francis in the hallway 

and even though she realizes that she needs his help to open the lock, she abuses him and 

orders him to open the door. Francis had not eaten anything for two days but no one, even for 

the sake of courtesy, had a kind word to him. Late in night, Najamai returns to her flat and 

when she enters her flat, she hears some sounds and concludes that there is a thief and cries 

for help. Immediately Kersi and his mother rush to her help and guess that it must be Francis. 

Kersi and Percy set out to find Francis and to apprehend him. Finally, they find him in a small 

street and the crowd that gathers around them thrashes Francis without even bothering to 

know what he has stolen. Probably Mistry wants to highlight the mindless mob psychology 

where people want to show their bravery on a hapless victim. Kersi and Percy manage to 

bring Francis to the apartment complex where everyone gathers and abuses him and blames 

him for being ungrateful. Taking advantage of the situation, everyone takes a chance to slap 

him and hit him. A Muslim servant kicks Francis powerfully in the ribs and Francis ‘yelps 

like a dog and keels over’. 

  What Francis has stolen from Najamai’s flat was only a paltry sum as he had not eaten 

for two days by then. The irony of the situation is that everyone in the apartment complex 

sought his services as a matter of right but nobody showed any concern even to his basic 

needs. This shows the utter apathy and selfish attitude of people in general and the unequal 



relation between Parsis and non-Parsis. Finally, however, Kersi regrets his own ruthless 

behaviour towards Francis and breaks his cricket bat with which he attacked Francis. 

Analysis of Conversational Structure 

1. Setting and Scene 

 The story One Sunday takes place in Firozsha Baag with Najamai’s flat as its setting. 

The setting remains unchanged but after the departure of Najamai, various characters keep 

appearing in the same setting and thus alter the scene. Later a theft takes place and the 

situation turns grave. The culprit is chased, beaten and brought back to the scene of crime. 

Here the setting remains the same but the scene briefly gets transformed into a veritable court 

scene where everyone acts like a prosecution lawyer with no one to defend him. The 

judgement is passed and the culprit is handed over to the police. 

2. Participants 

 The participants in the story are Najamai, the flat owner, Tehmina and the Boyces, her 

neighbours, Kersi and Percy, the sons of Boyces, and Francis, the orphan boy. Francis is 

always at the receiving end – right from leftovers to eat to the final judgement. The relation 

between Francis and all the others is that of a servant and master, and hence Francis is always 

addressed scornfully. We may say it is the relation of power that finds expression here 

whereas between the residents of the apartment, it is the relation of solidarity that is seen. 

Francis who is in an inferior position is continuously exploited and abused. Towards the end, 

every character assumes the role of a judge while Francis is in the role of the accused with no 

defense. 

3. Ends 

 Ends indicate some conventional outcomes as well as individual goals. When Najamai 

allows Tehmina and the Boyces to use her fridge, her individual goal is to protect her flat 

from possible theft, while the goal of Tehmina and the Boyces is to make liberal use of the 

fridge. Later, when Tehmina sees Francis at Najamai’s flat, the following conversation takes 

place 

“Stop staring, you idiot,” started Tehmina “and check if this door is properly locked.” 

“Yes, bai. But when will Najamai return? She said she would give me some work 

today” 

“Never. Could not be for today. She won’t be back till very late. You must have made 

a mistake” 



 In this conversation, Tehmina’s goal is to use Francis’ services in locking the door, 

whereas the goal of Francis is to earn something for that day. Tehmina, in dismissing him 

mercilessly, wants to exercise her authority over him. 

 Later, in the evening, Tehmina arrives at Najamai’s flat for ice. There she spies 

Francis loitering in the hall way. As usual, Tehmina abuses him because she is afraid that he 

could do some harm to her. The goal of Francis is, all through, to see if he could get some 

work and some food to eat. Tehmina asks him to help her lock the door and says, “I will tell 

Najamai that you’ll be back tomorrow for her work.” Clearly her purpose is to seek his help 

in locking the door because of her poor eye sight and she has no intention to help him. 

When Kersi and Percy start out in search of Francis, the onlookers heckle 

“Parsi bawaji! Cricket at night? Parsi bawaji! What will you hit, boundary or sixer?” 

 Here these words do not have a literal meaning. Rather they are intended to tease 

them. Kersi and Percy do not respond quite wisely as they fear that it would have provoked a 

fight. The goal of the onlookers in saying these words is to express their antagonism towards 

the Parsis, whereas the ends that Kersi and Percy had in mind is to act prudently. 

 Finally, when Francis was brought before Najamai, the neighbors and other servants 

hit him and say, “You budmaash! You have no shame. Eating her food, earning from her, then 

stealing from her, you rascal?” The ends of the neighbors are clear here- to assume a high 

moral stance against a poor orphan boy  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



UNIT – IV 

THE REZ SISTERS - TOMSON HIGHWAY 

About the Author 

 Tomson Highway is a famous Canadian playwright, novelist, and musician who has 

made important contributions to Indigenous writing and theatre. The Canadian artist Highway 

was born on December 6, 1951, in Manitoba. He is from the Cree Nation of Norway House. 

His Cree background has a big impact on his writing, which often deals with Indigenous 

identity, culture, spirituality, and the complicated past of Canada’s Indigenous People. 

 Highway has had a lot of different events and accomplishments along the way in his 

artistic career. He started out in school by studying music and got a Bachelor of Music from 

the University of Manitoba. He then went on to study at the Banff School of Fine Arts and the 

University of Western Ontario. His compositions, which mix traditional Indigenous melodies 

with modern inspirations, show how much he loves music. 

 But it was in the stage that Highway really made his name. It was 1986 when his 

original play The Rez Sisters made him famous in the Canadian literary world. It received a 

lot of praise and was the start of an amazing career. This important book takes place on a 

made-up reserve in Northern Ontario and follows the lives, hopes, and battles of seven 

Indigenous women as they try to make their way through the tough parts of reservation life 

and reach their goals for a better future. "The Rez Sisters" not only showed how talented 

Highway was as a playwright, but it also made it possible for Indigenous views to be heard in 

Canadian theater. Following the success of The Rez Sisters, Highway’s plays, such as "Dry 

Lips Oughta Move to Kapuskasing" (1989) and "Kisakihitinawaw (She’s a Fancy Dancer)" 

(1998), continued to attract audiences. His books are known for having vivid characters, 

beautiful writing, and touching stories about Indigenous peoples’ lives. 

 Along with his work in theatre, Highway is also a well-known novelist. One of his 

most famous works, "Kiss of the Fur Queen" (1998), is a highly personal look at his own 

Cree heritage and how residential schools affected Indigenous communities. During his 

career, Tomson Highway has won many awards and honours for his work in writing and the 

arts. The Order of Canada, which is Canada’s highest civilian honour, is one of these. People 

all over the world are still moved by his powerful stories, unwavering support for Indigenous 

rights, and deep appreciation of Indigenous culture and history. Tomson Highway left an 



indelible mark on the literary and theatrical worlds as a pioneering artist and cultural 

ambassador. His impact is felt deeply in Canada and beyond.  

Summary 

 The powerful play The Rez Sisters by Tomson Highway looks at the lives and goals of 

seven Native American women who live on the Wasaychigan Hill Indian Reserve in Northern 

Ontario. These women, led by Pelajia Patchnose, all want to win "The Biggest Bingo in the 

World," a radio bingo game with a huge prize pool. The play shows how they are struggling, 

their relationships, and their hopes as they get ready for the bingo game. It gives a clear 

picture of life on the tribe. 

 A strong and driven woman named Pelajia Patchnose is at the centre of the story. She 

wants to build a house for her family. Philomena Moosetail, her sister, is a devoted Catholic 

who struggles with infertility and traumas from her past. The younger generation is made up 

of Zhaboonigan Peterson and her sister Marie-Adele Starblanket. Zhaboonigan wants to leave 

the reserve to become a country singer, while Marie-Adele struggles with drinking and 

abusive relationships. 

 Annie Cook is a kind woman who has a strong bond with animals. She takes care of 

her deaf daughter Emily Dictionary, who talks through her art. Veronique St. Pierre, a 

beautiful and mystery stranger, joins the group, which makes things more interesting. As the 

women get ready for bingo, tensions are building due to personal problems, unmet dreams, 

and rivalries that have been going on for a long time. The women have to face the harsh facts 

of life on the reservation as secrets are revealed and relationships are put to the test.  

 The movie The Rez Sisters looks at identity, community, custom, and modernity 

through funny, sad, and emotional scenes. It shows how hard things can be for Indigenous 

people and how strong they are in the face of hardship. It also celebrates their culture, faith, 

and sense of sisterhood. But in the end, not all of the women reach their goals. But they find 

strength and comfort in their community and friendship. The Rez Sisters is a moving and 

unforgettable story about Indigenous life in Canada. It shows the good and bad sides of living 

on a reservation with compassion, depth, and understanding. 

 

 

 



Characters 

Pelajia Patchnose 

 Pelajia is the group’s boss and the most important person. She is driven and has a 

strong will. Her dream is to build a house for her family. She is resourceful and extremely 

independent. A lot of the time, she handles things herself and helps the other women. 

Philomena Moosetail 

 The sister of Pelajia is Philomena. Her Catholic religion is very important to her, even 

though she is going through hard times in her personal life. Philomena has trouble getting 

pregnant and carries around the weight of past traumas, which show up in her mental turmoil. 

Zhaboonigan Peterson 

 Zhaboonigan, or "Zhab," is one of the younger women in the group. She dreams of 

leaving the reservation to pursue a career as a country singer. Zhaboonigan represents the 

hope and aspirations of the next generation, seeking opportunities beyond the confines of the 

reserve. 

Marie-Adele Starblanket  

 Marie-Adele is Zhaboonigan’s sister, known for her turbulent life marked by 

alcoholism and abusive relationships. Despite her struggles, she remains resilient, grappling 

with her past while striving for a better future. 

Annie Cook 

 Annie is a compassionate woman with a deep connection to animals. She cares for her 

mute daughter, Emily Dictionary, with unwavering love and devotion. Annie’s gentle nature 

and nurturing spirit provide a sense of stability within the group. 

Emily Dictionary 

 Emily is Annie’s daughter, who communicates through her artwork. Despite her 

inability to speak, Emily possesses a keen observational sense and a profound understanding 

of the world around her. Her presence serves as a reminder of the importance of 

communication beyond words. 

 

 



Veronique St. Pierre 

 Veronique is a mysterious stranger who arrives on the reservation, captivating the 

women with her glamorous demeanor and tales of the outside world. Her arrival introduces 

an element of intrigue and disrupts the dynamics within the group. 

Critical Analysis 

The Rez Sisters by Tomson Highway is a seminal work in Indigenous literature and 

theater, offering a poignant exploration of Indigenous identity, community, and the complex 

realities of life on a reservation. The Rez Sisters delves deeply into the complexities of 

Indigenous identity, presenting a diverse cast of characters grappling with their cultural 

heritage, spirituality, and personal aspirations. Highway deftly portrays the nuances of 

Indigenous experiences, capturing both the resilience and struggles faced by Indigenous 

peoples in Canada. 

The play offers a nuanced representation of Indigenous women, highlighting their 

intersecting identities and diverse lived experiences. Each character in The Rez Sisters 

embodies a different facet of Indigenous womanhood, from Pelajia’s strength and 

determination to Zhaboonigan’s dreams of pursuing a career beyond the reservation. Through 

their interactions, Highway challenges stereotypes and showcases the complexity of 

Indigenous identities. 

Highway sheds light on the socioeconomic realities of life on a reservation, portraying 

the challenges faced by Indigenous communities in accessing resources, employment 

opportunities, and adequate healthcare. The characters’ dreams of winning the bingo game 

symbolize their desire for economic security and a better quality of life, highlighting the 

systemic inequalities that persist within Indigenous communities. 

The tension between cultural preservation and modernity is a recurring theme in the 

play. While the characters strive to maintain their cultural traditions and connections to the 

land, they also grapple with the influence of Western values and consumerism. Highway 

explores the ways in which Indigenous communities negotiate their identities in the face of 

assimilationist pressures and globalization. 

The Rez Sisters confronts the legacy of colonization and its ongoing impact on 

Indigenous communities. Through subtle references to historical traumas such as residential 

schools and the loss of traditional lands, Highway highlights the intergenerational trauma 



experienced by Indigenous peoples. The characters’ struggles with addiction, abuse, and 

mental health issues are portrayed as manifestations of this collective trauma. 

Despite the weighty themes addressed in the play, Highway infuses The Rez Sisters 

with humour, wit, and irreverence. The characters’ banter and comedic exchanges serve as a 

testament to Indigenous resilience and strength in the face of adversity. Through humour, 

Highway underscores the importance of laughter and solidarity as sources of healing and 

resistance within Indigenous communities. 

Language plays a central role in the play, with characters code-switching between 

English and Cree. Highway incorporates Cree language and cultural references throughout 

the dialogue, highlighting the importance of linguistic and cultural revitalization in 

reclaiming Indigenous identities. By centering Indigenous languages and oral traditions, The 

Rez Sisters challenges linguistic hegemony and celebrates Indigenous forms of expression. 

In conclusion, The Rez Sisters is a powerful and multifaceted work that offers a 

profound meditation on Indigenous identity, community, and resilience. Through its richly 

drawn characters, evocative storytelling, and incisive social commentary, the play continues 

to resonate with audiences, sparking critical conversations about Indigenous rights, cultural 

preservation, and the ongoing legacy of colonization. Tomson Highway’s masterful 

exploration of Indigenous experiences makes The Rez Sisters a timeless and essential 

contribution to Canadian literature and theatre. 

 

TORONTO, MISSISSIPPI – JOAN MACLEOD 

About the Author 

 Joan MacLeod, playwright (born at Vancouver). Joan MacLeod studied creative 

writing at the University of Victoria (BA 1978), where she became an associate professor in 

2004, and at the University of British Columbia (MFA 1981). She was encouraged to write 

plays while attending a poetry workshop at the Banff Centre in 1984. Her poetic, lyrical plays 

are characterized by evocative imagery and layered themes that consider the complexities of 

personal and political relationships. MacLeod sees all of her plays as political, exploring the 

often unacknowledged tensions and conflicts in an apparently peaceful Canadian society. She 

believes in the power of the imagination to transform reality and enable hope. Despite natural 

and political cataclysms, individuals can recreate their lives. 



 MacLeod’s first produced work was the libretto for a chamber opera, The Secret 

Garden, presented by Comus Theatre in Toronto in 1985; it won a Dora Mavor Moore Award 

for best new musical in 1986. She joined the Playwrights Unit at Toronto’s TARRAGON 

THEATRE in 1985, and remained playwright-in-residence there for 7 years. Her first play, 

Jewel, is a monologue spoken by a young woman to her dead husband, who drowned during 

the sinking of an oil rig off the coast of Newfoundland. It premiered at the Tarragon in 1987 

and was subsequently produced for radio in English, French, German, Danish, and Swedish. 

 Her next 3 plays, Toronto, Mississippi (1987), Amigo’s Blue Guitar (1990), and The 

Hope Slide (1992), also premiered at the Tarragon. The scenario for Toronto, Mississippi 

originated in MacLeod’s experience as a social worker with the mentally disabled in the late 

1970s. It explores the complex dynamics between a mother and her mildly autistic daughter, 

and their responses to an absentee husband/father who lives out his fantasies as an Elvis 

impersonator and enables his daughter to imagine a world beyond her mental limitations. In 

2009 the play was revived in a co-production by Theatre Aquarius in Hamilton and 

VANCOUVER PLAYHOUSE. Despite MacLeod’s reservations about its political 

correctness, the production was critically acclaimed as an engaging portrait of a girl 

struggling with personal obstacles to develop her full potential. 

 Joan MacLeod’s plays have won numerous awards, including the 1988 Prix Italia for 

the CBC production of Jewel, the GOVERNOR GENERAL’S AWARD for Amigo’s Blue 

Guitar in 1990, the 1992 CHALMERS Award for The Hope Slide, and the JESSIE AWARD 

and BETTY MITCHELL Award for The Shape of a Girl in 2001. They have been produced 

across Canada, and in England, the United States, Australia and Europe, and translated into 6 

languages. Most are published by Talon Books. Joan MacLeod was awarded the prestigious 

SIMINOVITCH PRIZE in 2011. 

Summary 

 Joan MacLeod wrote a full-length play called Toronto, Mississippi. Jhana is a young 

adult with autism who lives with her mother and a boarder. Jhana’s estranged father, who 

works as an Elvis mimic, shows up out of the blue. What comes next is a study of identities 

and understandings that are broken up. A decade of work as a social worker helping mentally 

disabled people as a life-skills guide led to the writing of this heartwarming and touching 

play. It is her first full-length play and was just re-released in a new, revised version. 



 Toronto, Mississippi looks at how a family with an autistic girl and a father who 

impersonates Elvis and leaves his family to follow his passion works. There is a pretty 18-

year-old girl named Jhana who lives with her mother Maddie and an artist who sometimes 

stays with them. King, Jhana’s father, comes back with plans to get back together with his 

family. His appearance in this strange family for the first time in a long time really gets all 

four of the characters to act. King looks a lot like Elvis, but he’s tired of doing the same old 

dance and songs. Jhana’s first "job" is in a workshop for disabled people, where she packs 

four screws into a bag, then four more screws into another bag, and so on. She thinks she is 

singing and dancing on stage at Maple Leaf Gardens, just like her dad does. Maddie is too 

busy being a teacher and a mother full-time to accept that she is lonely. She is trying to keep 

it together. Bill feels a lot of different things about Maddie, but he is afraid to act on them. 

Toronto, Mississippi looks at how hope can beat depression when people think about what 

they’ve lost instead of what they haven’t found yet. It also shows how important it is to be 

strong, take responsibility, and be tolerant. Jhana always tries to reach out and get as much 

out of life as she can, even though she has some limits. It’s funny that the adults in Jhana’s 

life are the ones who hold her back. People who are around her will enjoy being with her 

because she is funny, driven, enthusiastic, and wants the same things they do. But they need 

to get over their biases and give her the room to reach her goals. 

 Toronto, Mississippi opened at the Tarragon Theatre in Toronto in 1987. Since then, 

many professional and community theaters across North America have put on the play. 

Toronto, Mississippi is a play written by the Canadian author and playwright Joan MacLeod. 

Written in 1987, the play follows the story of a young woman, Jhana, who tries to form 

stronger relations with her family but feels that she cannot do this without their support. She 

feels lost in the world, and her father, King, and her mother just seem restricted from reaching 

their full potential, too caught up in their own worries and not their daughter’s. The themes of 

the play are important to mention because they have a lasting impact on the viewer - family, 

and love. Both of these powers are wonderful when cherished, but when used the wrong way, 

they can create the disastrous circumstances that we see in the play, Toronto, Mississippi. 

 Joan MacLeod is a Canadian playwright that became popular in the 1990’s. Born in 

Vancouver in 1954, some of her best plays include Amigo’s Blue Guitar and The Hope Slide. 

Teaching at the University of Victoria when she isn’t writing plays, MacLeod has one 

numerous awards throughout her lifetime, such as the Betty Mitchell Award (2001) and the 

Siminovitch Prize in Theatre (2011). 



Critical Analysis 

Canadian playwright Joan MacLeod’s Toronto, Mississippi is a moving, heartfelt yet 

realistic look at a modern usual family structure featuring a mentally handicapped teenage 

girl, her mother and their boarder. This drama is about the power of family and love plus it is 

a coming of age drama for a teenage girl with ‘special needs.’  Self destructiveness and the 

creative process are also covered. 

The most remarkable character is Jhana – vibrant, manic, determined, Elvis-loving 18 

year old girl played with zest and quite convincingly by Eve Rydberg. This lady gave one of 

the finest performances I’ve witnessed on a Chicago stage! Rydberg has the facial and body 

gestures, the verbal tones and the general debonair indicating a mentally handicapped person. 

Rydberg never crosses the line to make Jhana a stereotypical freak rather she plays Jhana as 

an emerging typical teen looking for independence and love like any other teen. Rydberg 

slyly shows Jhana’s emergence yet she maintains many of the mannerism of a handicapped 

person. Rydberg’s performance is reason enough to see this play. She lights up the room as 

Jhana; her energy is infectious. 

Playwright Joan MacLeod cleverly weaves the characters in this strange family 

dynamic that has Maddie (Laura Sturm) Jhana’s wound-too-tight mother who seems 

overwhelmed by Jhana and their calming poet/grad student boarder – Bill (Daniel Behrendt 

in a winning performance) who has a calming influence and rapport  with Jhana. Bill is a 

father figure and best friend to Jhana. The family dynamic, while a constant challenge for 

Maddie and Bill, seems to be making progress with Jhana as her passion and drive picks up 

steam. 

The story is humorous and poignant with Jhana quickly becoming a buoyant lovable 

and precocious character. We also cheer for Bill, the lost soul poet who desperately desires 

intimacy and love. King is the wondering minstrel preoccupied with the young Elvis that he 

no longer can play and audiences in 1987 no longer wish to hear. Can he and Maddie become 

an item again?  The play resolves its issues with credibility. Once you see this worthy play, 

you’ll have a new notion of the nature of mental disability. The show’s funny epilogue finds 

King performing in a white Elvis jumpsuit. It also finds Jhana sneaking to the microphone to 

render a fabulously funny bit. 

 



UNIT - V 

THE MOONS OF JUPITER – ALICE MUNRO 

About the Author 

Alice Munro is a renowned Canadian author known for her masterful short stories that 

delve into the complexities of human relationships, emotions, and everyday life. Here is a 

brief biography of Alice Munro: Alice Ann Munro was born on July 10, 1931, in Wingham, 

Ontario, Canada, to Robert Eric Laidlaw and Anne Clarke Laidlaw. She grew up in rural 

southwestern Ontario, where the landscape and small-town life would later feature 

prominently in her writing. Munro attended the University of Western Ontario, where she 

studied English and journalism. However, she left her studies before completing her degree to 

marry James Munro in 1951. Munro’s writing career began in the 1950s when she started 

publishing stories in literary magazines. Her early works were influenced by her experiences 

growing up in rural Canada and explored themes such as family dynamics, small-town life, 

and the struggles of women in society. 

Munro gained critical acclaim for her short story collections, including "Dance of the 

Happy Shades" (1968), "Who Do You Think You Are?" (1978), and "The Moons of Jupiter" 

(1982). She received numerous awards throughout her career, including the Governor 

General’s Literary Award for Fiction and the Man Booker International Prize. Munro is 

celebrated for her precise prose, keen observation of human behavior, and ability to create 

complex and relatable characters. Her stories often explore themes such as identity, memory, 

the passage of time, and the impact of past events on present lives. 

In 2013, Munro was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature, becoming the first 

Canadian woman to receive this honor. She announced her retirement from writing soon after, 

although she remains a highly regarded figure in the literary world. Alice Munro’s works 

continue to be studied and admired for their depth, insight, and literary craftsmanship. She is 

considered one of the greatest short story writers of her generation and has inspired countless 

writers with her storytelling prowess. 

Summary 

The short story "The Moons of Jupiter" was written by Alice Munro, who won the 

Nobel Prize in Literature in 2013. It’s about how things might change over time. Seven parts 

make up the story, with the last part being the shortest. There is a hospital in Toronto where 

the story starts. Janet, a writer in her middle years who is divorced, goes to see her dad in the 



cardiac wing. It was possible that his heart was having trouble, so she took him to the hospital 

the day before. A heart expert checked out Janet’s dad and found that one of his heart valves 

had become very damaged. The doctor told Janet that her father would probably die in three 

months if he didn’t have surgery. On her way to the hospital, Janet read a news story about a 

younger writer who was doing better. Janet thought about how her dad might be mad at her 

for not having any articles written about her. She also thinks that her dad would be mad at her 

if there was an article about her. 

The surgery is called off for Janet’s dad. He thinks that at his age, surgery would be 

too dangerous. Janet thinks about when her dad was a kid. He grew up on a poor farm with a 

mean father. In the end, he left the farm and went to work on boats on Lake Ontario. Janet 

then considers her two children, Judith and Nichola. Nichola is the bigger sister. She went to 

a school for the arts and then worked as a waitress. For now, Nichola has cut off all touch 

with her family, so Janet has no idea where she is or what she is doing. Judy, Janet’s younger 

daughter, lives with her boyfriend Don in Toronto. They let Janet stay in their apartment 

while she is in Toronto. Janet doesn’t like being around Don because she thinks Judith might 

be talking about her to Don. 

As soon as Janet got to Toronto, Judith and Don started driving to Mexico for a break. 

Janet remembers when she was married and had Nichola and Judith and was a stay-at-home 

mom. She remembers those years as being limiting and unfulfilling in general. She 

remembers getting a call from her dad after she got to Toronto. Janet took him from his home 

in Dalgleish to Toronto General Hospital because he said he had to go to the hospital. The 

story jumps back to the present, where Janet is back in the hospital. Her dad has changed his 

mind and will go through with the surgery after hearing that was the best thing to do from the 

doctor. 

Janet thinks about the things her father didn’t do that he wishes he had, like joining 

the Canadian Army as a worker or leaving Dalgleish. Her dad starts talking about an article 

he read where people talked about what it was like to be medically dead for a few minutes. 

He says he wishes he could believe in the idea of the soul without any doubt. As they talk, 

Janet’s father criticizes her divorce in a subtle way. Janet is angry, but she decides to stay 

calm. The next day, she takes a break by walking around downtown Toronto while her father 

goes through more medical tests. She goes to a planetarium and is amazed by the show about 

the solar system. When she goes back to the hospital, she talks about it with her father. After 



that, she feels more ready to deal with the problems that family ties bring up that she can’t 

change. 

Janet is a middle-aged, divorced writer who has had some success. She is visiting her 

dying father in a hospital in Toronto, where she drove him the day before. She spends the 

night at her younger daughter Judith’s apartment while she’s on vacation with her boyfriend. 

She misses her older daughter Nichola, who doesn’t want to talk to her. At first, her dad 

didn’t want surgery because it would shorten his life expectancy by about three months. But 

now he has changed his mind and is going to have surgery the next day. Janet was starting to 

accept his diagnosis, but she is now upset because surgery comes with the possibility of 

death. To calm down, she goes to a planetarium and stays for a presentation, which makes her 

realize many things, including that what was once true can be changed by new information, 

or facts. That night at the hospital, she asks her father about Jupiter’s moons and the mythical 

story behind the name of one of the moons, Ganymede. She knows that these could be the 

last things she ever hears him say. At the end of the story, she thinks back to the time after the 

planetarium show earlier that day, when she came to some peace with her older daughter’s 

and father’s choices (they both ran away from home and stopped talking to their parents). She 

then goes back to the hospital. 

Critical Analysis 

Published in the 1982 short story compilation The Moons of Jupiter, the titular story 

“The Moons of Jupiter” narrates a complex family history retold across time. Written by 

Alice Munro, a Canadian short story writer known for her willingness to discard conventional 

standards of time and deviate from the narrative present, the story obscures rather than moves 

through time.  By the end of the story, the characters have changed. Time has progressed, and 

Janet, the narrator, has transformed, though the change is subtle and deeply intertwined with 

the ever-present past.  

Munro’s life mirrors certain aspects of Janet’s. She, too, is a divorced mother to 

exclusively daughters and has lived and written all over Canada. Written in a realistic 

tradition that finds meaning in mundane, familiar scenes, the story discusses the disconnect of 

time, memory, and perspective through a multi-generational family conflict. The abrupt, 

unspecified ending leaves readers wondering what happens and leaves their questions 

unresolved. Whether or not the narrator’s father survives his operation is irrelevant—what is 

more important for the reader to understand is that family pain is inherited and inevitable. 



There will always exist a disconnect between shared experiences and memories, for not even 

family can overcome the unknowable otherness of another person. 

“The Moons of Jupiter” is set in Toronto, as Janet, the narrator, visits her ailing father 

in the Toronto General Hospital. Their interactions, alongside her interaction with her 

younger daughter, Judith, at the airport, fuel an often stream-of-consciousness reflection on 

her life. They lead her to understand that the subjective nature of life, time, and memory 

means that the generational disconnects between herself and her father and herself and her 

daughters are both cyclical and inevitable. Through the aging father and precocious 

daughters, Munro creates a balanced narrator who is, at once, smarting from the blows of 

childhood and struggling with parental relationships while also seeing this struggle from the 

less-forgiving perspective of inexperienced youth. By employing a tri-fold, cross-

generational perspective, Munro extends her narrative to more fully discuss the human 

experience of familial love and mortality across the broadest expanse possible.  

As Janet returns to her father’s hospital room, he recites a line of poetry to her, awed 

that he had forgotten the word “shoreless.” The poem, Joaquin Miller’s “Columbus,” 

dramatizes Christopher Columbus’s voyage across the seas to paint his journey as one of 

perseverance in the face of insurmountable odds. He recites four lines: “Behind him lay the 

great Azores, / Behind the Gates of Hercules; / Before him not the ghost of shores, / Before 

him only shoreless seas.” Conjuring an image of a lone adventurer with nothing to return to 

and only the unknown ahead, the poem reflects the father’s circumstance, looking back at the 

lost past and facing oblivion ahead.  

Similarly, the story’s title, “The Moons of Jupiter,” refers to what is a seemingly 

inconsequential part of the narrative. After Janet returns from the planetarium, she tells her 

father about the show, then asks him to name the moons of Jupiter. He recalls that Jupiter’s 

moons were the first celestial objects discovered by telescope and that it was not Galileo who 

named them but a German man. He struggles to remember which characters from Greek 

mythology the moons were named after and eventually succeeds, which is remarkable given 

his age and health. 

However, his memory of these facts seems to confirm Janet’s claim that people 

remember their childhoods in exacting detail, yet parents remember that time as little more 

than a blur. Her father can list the Greek names for the moons of a distant planet, but he 

cannot. 



LIFE OF PI – YAN MARTEL 

About the Author 

Born in Salamanca, Spain, in 1963, Yann Martel was the son of Canadian parents who 

were in graduate school. After that, they both became part of Canada’s foreign service. He 

grew up in Canada as well as Costa Rica, France, Spain, and Mexico. As an adult, he 

continued to travel a lot and spent time in Iran, Turkey, and India. He now lives mostly in 

Montreal. His degree is in philosophy from Ontario’s Trent University. After that, he worked 

as a tree planter, a cook, and a security guard before starting to write full-time when he was 

27. 

His first book, The Facts Behind the Helsinki Roccamatios, came out in 1993. It’s a 

collection of short stories about things like illness, storytelling, and the history of the 20th 

century; music, war, and the pain of youth; how we die; and grief, loss, and why we are 

attached to things. Then he wrote his first book, Self (1996), which was about sexuality, 

gender, and changing like Orlando. In the Montreal Gazette, Charles Foran called it a "very 

sharp psychological observation on love, attraction, and belonging." 

People first heard of Yann Martel when his second book, Life of Pi (2002), won the 

Man Booker Prize for Fiction. It was an epic story about life with a religious theme. Pi Patel 

is the main character of the book. He is the son of an Indian family who runs a zoo. They 

decide to move to Canada and take a ship across the Pacific with their animals. They lose 

their ship and Pi is left in a rowboat with a Bengal tiger that weighs 450 pounds, a zebra, a 

hyena, and an orang-utan. Life of Pi has been published in more than forty countries and 

regions, in more than thirty languages. In 2012, Ang Lee made a movie based on the book.  

We Ate the Children Last is a collection of short stories that came out in 2004. The 

most recent books he has written are 101 Letters to a Prime Minister (2012), a collection of 

letters to the prime minister of Canada, and The High Mountains of Portugal (2016), a novel. 

The novel Beatrice and Virgil (2010) was a New York Times Bestseller and a Financial Times 

Best Book. The city of Yann Martel is Saskatoon.  

Characters 

Piscine Molitor Patel (Pi): The protagonist of the story, Pi is a young Indian boy who 

practices Hinduism, Christianity, and Islam simultaneously. He survives a shipwreck and 

spends 227 days on a lifeboat in the Pacific Ocean with a Bengal tiger named Richard Parker. 



Richard Parker: A Bengal tiger who is trapped on the lifeboat with Pi after the shipwreck. 

Richard Parker serves as both a threat and a companion to Pi throughout their ordeal. 

Francis Adirubasamy (Mamaji): Pi’s maternal uncle who introduces him to the study of 

zoology and animal behavior. He also shares the story of a man-eating female jaguar from the 

Pondicherry Zoo, which becomes a metaphor in the novel. 

Santosh Patel: Pi’s father, who is a practical man and runs the Pondicherry Zoo. He has a 

more rational and realistic outlook on life compared to Pi’s imaginative and spiritual nature. 

Gita Patel: Pi’s mother, who is loving and supportive of Pi’s curiosity and spiritual 

exploration. She encourages his diverse religious interests. 

Ravi Patel: Pi’s older brother, who has a more conventional approach to life and often teases 

Pi for his eccentricities. 

Mr. Kumar: A biology teacher who introduces Pi to atheism and challenges his religious 

beliefs. This interaction becomes crucial in Pi’s philosophical journey. 

Father Martin: A Catholic priest, and Satish Kumar, a Muslim mystic, and Mr. Kumar 

represent the three major religions that influence Pi’s spiritual quest. 

Summary 

Life of Pi by Yann Martel is a captivating novel that follows the journey of Piscine 

Molitor Patel, known as Pi, as he survives a shipwreck and spends months adrift in the 

Pacific Ocean on a lifeboat with a Bengal tiger named Richard Parker. The story begins with 

Pi’s childhood in India, where he develops a deep curiosity about spirituality and embraces 

multiple religions, including Hinduism, Christianity, and Islam. Pi’s family decides to 

emigrate to Canada, bringing some of their zoo animals on board a cargo ship. However, 

tragedy strikes when the ship sinks during a storm, leaving Pi as the sole human survivor on a 

lifeboat, along with Richard Parker, a zebra, a hyena, and an orangutan named Orange Juice. 

Adrift at sea, Pi must navigate the challenges of survival, including finding food and 

water, maintaining his physical and mental health, and dealing with the predatory nature of 

Richard Parker. Martel vividly portrays Pi’s resourcefulness and ingenuity as he adapts to life 

on the lifeboat, using his knowledge of zoology and survival techniques to fend off hunger 

and thirst. Despite the constant danger posed by Richard Parker, Pi establishes a tenuous 

coexistence with the tiger, recognizing the animal’s importance for his own survival. 



As the days turn into months, Pi’s faith and spirituality become pillars of strength for 

him. He prays regularly, practices rituals from different religions, and finds solace in his 

connection to a higher power. Martel delves into the complexities of belief and the ways in 

which faith can sustain individuals in times of extreme adversity. 

The novel also explores the psychological effects of isolation and the human-animal 

bond. Pi’s relationship with Richard Parker evolves from initial fear and distrust to a nuanced 

companionship based on mutual dependence and understanding. Their interactions serve as a 

metaphor for Pi’s internal struggles and resilience in the face of overwhelming challenges. 

In a surprising twist, the novel presents two versions of Pi’s story: one involving the 

animals on the lifeboat, and another involving human survivors with allegorical 

representations of the animals. This narrative device raises questions about truth, storytelling, 

and the subjective nature of reality, challenging readers to consider different interpretations of 

Pi’s extraordinary journey. 

Ultimately, Life of Pi is a profound exploration of survival, faith, identity, and the 

indomitable human spirit. Martel’s rich storytelling, vivid imagery, and philosophical insights 

make the novel a compelling and thought-provoking read that lingers in the mind long after 

the final page. 

Critical Analysis 

One of the central themes of Life of Pi is survival and resilience in the face of 

adversity. The protagonist, Pi Patel, finds himself stranded on a lifeboat in the Pacific Ocean 

with a Bengal tiger named Richard Parker after a shipwreck. Martel explores the human 

instinct for survival and the lengths to which individuals will go to endure and overcome 

extreme circumstances. 

Another prominent theme in the novel is religion and faith. Pi, who practices 

Hinduism, Christianity, and Islam simultaneously, uses his faith as a source of strength and 

solace during his ordeal at sea. Martel delves into the complexities of religious belief, 

exploring how different faiths offer unique perspectives on life, suffering, and spirituality. 

Martel employs a unique narrative structure by framing Pi’s story as a retrospective 

account told to a writer who is seeking inspiration. This narrative device adds layers of depth 

and complexity to the novel, prompting readers to question the reliability of storytelling and 

the nature of truth. 



The novel is rich in symbolism, with the Pacific Ocean symbolizing both the vastness 

of the universe and the unpredictable nature of life. The lifeboat becomes a microcosm of 

survival, highlighting themes of companionship, struggle, and adaptation. The presence of 

Richard Parker, the tiger, symbolizes Pi’s primal instincts and inner struggles, as well as the 

wildness and unpredictability of nature. 

Through Pi’s interactions with Richard Parker and his own inner monologues, Martel 

explores fundamental aspects of human nature, including fear, courage, loneliness, and the 

will to live. The novel raises questions about the boundaries between civilization and 

wilderness, rationality and instinct, and the complexities of human-animal relationships. 

Life of Pi delves into philosophical themes such as existentialism, the nature of reality, 

and the search for meaning in life. Pi’s journey becomes a metaphor for the human quest for 

purpose and understanding in the face of life’s uncertainties and mysteries. 

The novel concludes with a twist that leaves the interpretation of Pi’s story open to 

ambiguity. This ambiguity challenges readers to engage critically with the text, considering 

different interpretations and perspectives on truth, storytelling, and the nature of belief. 


