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Perspective


Artists think of perspective as the point from which the view of an object or scene is created and the resulting angles of the lines which create the image.  A person viewing a picture of a house, for example, will therefore see that s/he is standing next to the corner of the building and looking on down the street.


Similarly, perspective in literature can be defined as the “angle” of the narrator—the vantage point of the storyteller.  The particular point from which the storyteller is presenting the story tells the reader a great deal about the characters and the themes of the story.  In other words, it tells us what the author wants us to focus our attention on.  Jerome Beaty and J. Paul Hunter explain the relationship between the story (the plot) and the focus (the point of view) this way:  “Focus acts much as a camera does, choosing what we can look at and the angle at which we can view it, framing, proportioning, emphasizing—even distorting.  Plot is a structure that places us in a time relationship to the history; focus places us in a spatial relationship” (72).  Laurence Perrine adds to that the idea that “serious interpretive writers choose and use point of view so as to yield ultimately the greatest possible insight, either in fullness or in intensity” (167).  Therefore, perspective is not simply an identification of the narrator of a story; it is a device an author uses to effectively communicate his/her ideas.

In any discussion of the concept of point of view, it is imperative to remember that perspective is developed in diverse ways, depending on whether the literary piece is fiction, poetry, or drama.  We should examine each of these approaches to perspective separately.
Fiction

Evaluating perspective in fiction requires the reader to answer three basic questions:

I.  Who is telling the story?  This includes not only the identification of the narrator, but also an evaluation of how much the narrator knows about the story and the internal workings of the characters.  Is the story told by the author or one of the characters?


Generally, we think of four basic points of view in fiction:  omniscient, limited omniscient, first person, and objective.  Perrine’s discussion of these is most useful here. (All the following is quoted from Literature:  Structure, Sound, and Sense, 4th edition.)
1.  Omniscient.  The story is told by the author, using the third person, and his knowledge and prerogatives are unlimited.  He is free to go wherever he wishes, to peer inside the minds and hearts of his characters at will and tell us what they are thinking or feeling.  He can interpret their behavior, and he can comment, if he wishes, on the significance of the story he is telling.  He knows all.  He can tell us as much or as little as he pleases.


The following version of Aesop’s fable “The Ant and the Grasshopper” is told from the omniscient point of view.  Notice that in it we are told not only what both characters do and say, but also what they think and feel; also, that the author comments at the end on the significance of the story.  (The phrases in which the author enters into the thoughts or feelings of the ant and the grasshopper have been italicized; the comment by the author is printed in capitals.)



Weary in every limb, the ant tugged over the snow a piece of corn he had stored up last summer.  It would taste mighty good at dinner tonight.


A grasshopper, cold and hungry, looked on.  Finally he could bear it no longer.  “Please, friend ant, may I have a bite of corn?”



“What were you doing all last summer?” asked the ant.  He looked the grasshopper up and down.  He knew its kind.


“I sang from dawn till dark,” replied the grasshopper, happily unaware of what was coming next.


“Well,” said the ant, hardly bothering to conceal his contempt, “since you sang all summer, you can dance all winter.”



HE WHO IDLES WHEN HE’S YOUNG WILL HAVE NOTHING WHEN HE’S OLD.


The omniscient is the most flexible point of view and permits the widest scope.  It is also the most subject to abuse.  It offers constant danger that the author may come between the readers and the story, or that the continual shifting of viewpoint from character to character may cause a breakdown in coherence or unity.  Used skillfully it enables the author to achieve simultaneous breadth and depth.  Unskillfully used, it can destroy the illusion of reality that the story attempts to create.

2.  Limited Omniscient.  The author tells the story in the third person, but he tells it from the viewpoint of one character in the story.  The author…looks at the events of the story through [this character’s] eyes and through his mind.…He tells us what this character sees and hears and what he thinks and feels; he possibly interprets the character’s thoughts and behavior.  He knows everything about this character—more than the character knows about himself—but he shows no knowledge of what other characters are thinking or feeling or doing, except for what his chosen character knows or can infer.  The chosen character may be either a major or minor character, a participant or an observer, and this choice also will be a very important one for the story….The use of this viewpoint with a minor character is rare….  Here is “The Ant and the Grasshopper” told, in the third person, from the point of view of the ant….

Weary in every limb, the ant tugged over the snow a piece of corn he had stored up last summer.  It would taste mighty good at dinner tonight.  It was then that he noticed the grasshopper, looking cold and pinched.


 “Please, friend ant, may I have a bite of corn?” asked the grasshopper.



He looked the grasshopper up and down.  “What were you doing all last summer?” he asked.   He knew its kind.


“I sang from dawn till dark,” replied the grasshopper.


“Well,” said the ant, hardly bothering to conceal his contempt, “since you sang all summer, you can dance all winter.”


The limited omniscient point of view, since it acquaints us with the world through the mind and senses of only one person, approximates more closely than the omniscient the conditions of real life; it also offers a ready-made unifying element, since all details of the story are the experience of one person.  At the same time it offers a limited field of observation, for the readers can go nowhere except where the chosen character goes, and there may be difficulty in having the character naturally cognizant of all important events.  Clumsy writers will constantly have the focal character listening at keyholes, accidentally overhearing important conversations, or coincidentally being present when important events occur.

3.  First person.  The author disappears into one of the characters, who tells the story….This character, again, may be either a major or minor character, protagonist or observer, and it will make considerable difference whether the protagonist tells the story or someone else tells it.…The story below is told in the first person from the point of view of the grasshopper.  (The whole story is italicized, because it all comes out of the grasshopper’s mind.)


Cold and hungry, I watched the ant tugging over the snow a piece of corn he had stored up last summer.  My feelers twitched, and I was conscious of a tic in my left hind leg.   Finally I could bear it no longer.  “Please, friend ant,” I asked, “may I have a bite of your corn?”



He looked me up and down.  “What were you doing all last summer?” he asked, rather too smugly it seemed to me.



“I sang from dawn till dark,” I said innocently, remembering the happy times.



“Well,” he said, with a priggish sneer, “since you sang all summer, you can dance all winter.”

The first-person point of view shares the virtues and limitations of the limited omniscient.  It offers, sometimes, a gain in immediacy and reality, since we get the story directly from a participant, the author as intermediary being eliminated.  It offers no opportunity, however, for direct interpretation by the author, and there is constant danger that the narrator may be made to transcend his sensitivity, his knowledge, or his powers of language in telling the story….The first-person point of view offers excellent opportunities for dramatic irony and for studies in limited or blunted human perceptivity.  Often,…the very heart of the story may lie in the difference between what the narrator perceives and what the reader perceives.  In such stories the author offers an interpretation of his materials indirectly, through the use of irony.  He may also indicate his own judgment, more straightforwardly though still indirectly, by expressing it through the lips of a discerning and sympathetic narrator.…Identifications of a narrator’s attitude with the author’s, however, must always be undertaken with extreme caution; they are justified only if the total material of the story supports them.
4.  Objective.  The author disappears into a kind of roving sound camera.  This camera can go anywhere but can record only what is seen and heard.  It cannot comment, interpret, or enter a character’s mind.  With this point of view (sometimes called also the DRAMATIC POINT OF VIEW) the reader is placed in the position of a spectator at a movie or play.  He sees what the characters do and hears what they say but can only infer what they think or feel and what they are like.  The purest example of a story told from the objective point of view would be one written entirely in dialogue, for as soon as the author adds words of his own, he begins to interpret through his very choice of words….The following version of “The Ant and the Grasshopper” is told from the objective point of view.  (Since we are nowhere taken into the thoughts or feelings of the characters, none of this version is printed in italics.)



The ant tugged over the snow a piece of corn he had stored up last summer, perspiring in spite of the cold.



A grasshopper, its feelers twitching and with a tic in its left hind leg, looked on for some time.  Finally he asked, “Please, friend ant, may I have a bit of your corn?”



The ant looked the grasshopper up and down.  “What were you doing all last summer?” he snapped.



“I sang from dawn till dark,” replied the grasshopper, not changing his tone.



“Well,” said the ant, and a faint smile crept into his face, “since you sang all summer, you can dance all winter.”


The objective point of view has the most speed and the most action; also it forces readers to make their own interpretations.  On the other hand, it must rely heavily on external action and dialogue, and it offers no opportunities for interpretation by the author….

Ideally the choice of the author will depend on his story materials and his purpose.  He should choose the point of view that enables him to present his particular materials most effectively in terms of his purpose (Perrine 162-166).
II.  How reliable is the narrator?  To what extent is the story “filtered through the voice that tells it” (Birkerts 87)?


Perrine tells us that when the events of the story are being told by one of the characters, the reader 

must ask how this character’s mind and personality affect his interpretation, whether this character is perceptive or imperceptive, and whether his interpretation can be accepted at face value or must be discounted because of ignorance, stupidity, or self-deception.  Often,…an author achieves striking and significant effects by using a narrator not aware of the full import of the events he is reporting (166).


An unreliable narrator will create an ironic situation in terms of the reader understanding the author’s message.  A good author will exploit that irony in order to communicate the depth of his/her meaning.  S/he may deliberately distort the reliability of the narrator in order to state a theme indirectly.  When the reader perceives that the narrator is unreliable, then s/he must decide what the truth of the situation is.  Consider cartoons you may see in the newspaper—both political cartoons and comics.  For example, think about this text of a “Calvin and Hobbes” comic strip:

(Calvin and Hobbes are taking a sled up a hill.)


Calvin:  I hate trudging up these hills.  I didn’t come out here to work!  I came out here to ride and have fun!

Hobbes:  Well, you can’t ride the sled if you don’t climb the hills.

Calvin:  I could if you pulled me up.

(Hobbes disappears.)

Calvin:  He’s so lazy and selfish.

The dialogue alone is ironic, in that Calvin—the one who doesn’t want to do the work of walking up the hill—labels his companion as “lazy and selfish.”  But the reader’s knowledge that Hobbes is a stuffed tiger and therefore the entire conversation takes place in Calvin’s imagination makes the reader aware that Calvin’s view of the situation is clouded by his inability to see the reality that there is no one else to pull him up the hill on the sled.  Therefore, cartoons as well as our own life experiences teach us that not everyone who tells us a story or makes a judgment is reliable.  The reliability of the narrator can be a device which allows the reader to see below the superficial, surface-level meaning of the story and comprehend the author’s deeper purpose.
III.  Does the point of view remain consistent throughout the entire story?  If there is a shift in the point of view, has the author made this choice for a “just artistic reason” (Perrine 167)?  If the author suddenly shifts to a different narrator, has the choice been made in order to enhance the reader’s insight into the author’s message?  What effect does any shift in perspective have on the reader’s understanding of the theme?  Has the author been fair in presenting his/her selected point of view?  For example, if a murder mystery is told from the perspective of the detective, does the author share with the reader everything the detective knows?  If not, then we have a legitimate right to feel cheated because the author has kept secrets from us simply to make the ending exciting.  Again, a choice to make a shift in perspective can be an effective device to expose the author’s complex themes.
Exercises:  perspective in fiction

A.  The Brother
by Robert Coover

right there right there in the middle of the damn field he says he wants to put that thing together him and his buggy ideas and so me I was “how the hell you gonna get it down to the water?” but he just focuses me out sweepin the blue his eyes rollin like they do when he gets het on some new lunatic notion and he says not to worry none about that just would I help him for God’s sake and because he don’t know how he can get it done in time otherwise and though you’d have to be loonier than him to say yes I says I will of course I always would crazy as my brother is I’ve done little else since I was born and my wife she says “I can’t figure it out I can’t see why you always have to be babyin that old fool he ain’t never done nothin for you God knows and you got enough to do here fields need plowin it’s a bad enough year already my God and now that red-eyed brother of yours wingin around like a damn cloud and not knowin what in the world he’s doin building a damn boat in the country my God what next? you’re a damn fool I tell you” but she packs me some sandwiches just the same and some sandwiches for my brother Lord knows his wife don’t have no truck with him no more says he can go starve for all she cares she’s fed up ever since the time he made her sit out on a hillside for three whole days rain and everything because he said she’d see God and she didn’t see nothing and in fact she like to die from hunger nothing but berries and his boys too they ain’t so bright neither but at least they come to help him out with his damn boat so it ain’t no goddamn fishin boat he wants to put up neither in fact it’s the biggest damn thing I ever heard of and for weeks weeks I’m telling you we ain’t doin nothing but cutting down pine trees and haulin them out to his field which is really pretty high up a hill and my God that’s work lemme tell you and my wife she sighs and says I am really crazy r-e-a-l-l-y crazy and her four months with a child and trying to do my work and hers too and still when I come home from haulin timbers around all day she’s got enough left to rub my shoulders and the small of my back and fix a hot meal her long black hair pulled to a knot behind her head and hangin marvelously down her back her eyes gentle but very tired my God and I says to my brother I says “look I got a lotta work to do buddy you’ll have to finish this idiot thing yourself I wanna help you all I can you know that but” and he looks off and he says “it don’t matter none your work” and I says “the hell it don’t how you think me and my wife we’re gonna eat I mean where do you think this food comes from you been putting away man?  you can’t eat this boat out here ready to rot in that bastard sun?” and he just sighs long and says “no it just don’t matter” and he sits him down on a rock kinda tired like and stares off and looks like he might even for God’s sake cry and so I go back to bringing wood up to him and he’s already started on the keel and frame God knows how he ever found out to build a damn boat lost in his fog when he is Lord he was twenty when I was born and the first thing I remember was having to lead him around so he didn’t get kicked by a damn mule him who couldn’t never do nothing in a normal way just a huge oversize fuzzyface boy so anyway I take to getting up a few hours earlier ever day to do my farmin my wife apt to lose the baby if she should keep pullin around like she was doin then I go to work on the boat until sundown and on and on the days hot and dry and my wife keeping good food in me or else I’d dropped sure no matter what I say to try and get out of it my brother he says “you come and help now the rest don’t matter” and we just keep hammerin away and my God the damn thing is big enough for a hundred people and at least I think at least it’s a place to live and not too bad at that at least it’s good for something but my wife she just sighs and says no good will come of it and runs her hands through my hair but she don’t ask me to stop helping no more because she knows it won’t do no good and she’s kinda turned into herself now these days and getting herself ready and still we keep workin on that damn thing that damn boat and the days pass and my brother he says we gotta work harder we ain’t got much time and from time to time he gets a couple neighbors to come over and give a hand them sucked in by the size and novelty of the thing making jokes some but they don’t stay around more than a day or two and they go away shakin their heads and swearin under their breath and disgusted they got weaseled into the thing in the first place and me I only get about half my place planted and see to my stock as much as I can my wife she takes more care of them than I can but as least we won’t starve we say if we just get some rain and finally we get the damn thing done all finished by God and we cover it in and out with pitch and put a kinda fancy roof on it and I come home on that last day and I ain’t never goin back ain’t never gonna let him talk me into nothing again and I’m smellin of tar and my wife she cries and cries and I says to her not to worry no more I’ll be home all the time and me I’m cryin a little too though she don’t notice just thinking how she’s had it so lonely and hard and all and for one whole day I just sleep the whole damn day and the rest of the week I work around the farm and one day I get an idea and I go over to my brother’s place and get some pieces of wood left over and whaddya know? they are all living on that damn boat there in the middle of nowhere him and his boys and some women and my brother’s wife she’s there too but she’s madder than hell and carpin at him to get outa that damn boat and come home and he says she’s got just one more day and then he’s gonna drug her on the boat but he don’t say it like a threat or nothing more like a fact a plain fact tomorrow he’s gonna drug her on the boat well I ain’t one to get mixed up in domestic quarrels God knows so I grab up the wood and beat it back to my farm and that evening I make a little cradle a kinda fancy one with little animal figures cut in it and polished down and after supper I give it to my wife as a surprise and she cries and cries and holds me tight and says don’t never go away again and stay close by her and all and I feel so damn good and warm about it all and glad the boat thing is over and we get out a little wine and we decide the baby’s name is gonna be either Nathaniel or Anna and so we drink an extra cup to Nathaniel’s health and we laugh and we sigh and drink one to Anna and my wife she gently fingers the little animal figures and says they’re beautiful and really they ain’t I ain’t much good at that sorta thing but I know what she means and then she says “where did you get the wood?” and I says “it’s left over from the boat” and she don’t say nothing for a moment and then she says “you been over there again today?” and I says “yes just to get the wood” and she says “what’s he doin now he’s got the boat done?” and I says “funny thing they’re all livin in the damn thing all except the old lady she’s over there hollerin at him how he’s getting senile and where does he think he’s sailin to and how if he ain’t afraid of runnin into a octapuss on the way he oughta get back home and him sayin she’s a nut there ain’t no water and her saying that’s what she’s been telling him for six months” and my wife she laughs and it’s the happiest laugh I’ve heard from her in half a year and I laugh and we both have another cup of wine and my wife she says “so he’s just livin on that big thing all by hisself?” and I says “no he’s got his boys on there and some young women who are maybe wives of the boys or something I don’t know I ain’t never seen them before and all kindsa damn animals and birds and things I ain’t never seen the likes” and my wife she says “animals? what animals?” and I says “oh all kinds I don’t know a whole damn menagerie all clutterin and stinkin up the boat God what a mess” and my wife laughs again and she’s a little silly with the wine and she says “I bet he ain’t got no jackdaws” and I says “yes I seen a couple of them too or mostly I heard them you couldn’t hardly hear nothing else” and we laugh again thinking about them crows and his old lady and the pigs and all and my wife she says “I know what he ain’t got I bet he ain’t got no lice” and we laugh like crazy and we finish off the wine and my wife says “look now I know what he ain’t got he ain’t got no termites” and I says “you’re right I don’t recollect no termites maybe we ought to make him a present” and my wife she holds me close quiet all of a sudden and says “he’s really movin Nathaniel’s really movin” and she puts my hand down on her round belly and the little fella is kickin up a terrific storm and I says anxious “does it hurt? do you think that--?” and “no” she says “it’s good” she says and so I says with my hand on her belly “here’s to you Nathaniel” and we drain what’s left in the bottom of our cups and the next day we wake up in each other’s arms and it’s raining and thank God we say and since it’s raining real good we stay inside and do things around the place and we’re happy because the rain has come just in time and in the evenin things smell green and fresh and delicious and it’s still rainin a little but not too hard so I decide to take a walk and I wander over to my brother’s place thinking I’ll ask him if he’d like to take some pet termites to go with his collection and there by God is his wife on the boat and I don’t know if he drug her on it or if she just finally come by herself but she ain’t saying nothing which is damn unusual and the boys they ain’t sayin nothing neither and my brother he ain’t saying nothing they’re just all standin up there on top and gazin off and I holler up at them “nice rain ain’t it?” and my brother he looks down at me standin there in the rain and still he don’t say nothing but he raises his hand kinda funny like and then puts it back on the rail and I decide not to say nothing about the termites and it’s starting to rain a little harder again so I turn away and go back home and I tell my wife about what happened and my wife she just laughs and says “they’re all crazy he’s finally got them all crazy” and she’s cooked me up a special pastry with fresh meat and so we forget about them but by God the next day the rain’s still comin down harder than ever and water’s beginning to stand around in places and after a week of rain I can see the crop is pretty well ruined and I’m having trouble keeping my stock fed and my wife she’s crying and talking about our bad luck that we might as well of built a damn boat as plant all them crops and still we don’t figure things out I mean it just don’t come to our minds not even when the rain keeps spillin down like a ocean dumped upsidedown and now water is beginning to stand around in big pools really big ones and water up to the ankles around the house and leakin in and pretty soon the whole damn house is getting fulla water and I keep sayin maybe we oughta go use my brother’s boat till this blows over but my wife she says “never” and then she starts in cryin again so finally I says to her I says “we can’t be so proud I’ll go ask him” and so I set out in the storm and I can hardly see where I’m goin and I slip up to my neck in places and finally I get to where the boat is and I holler up and my brother he comes out and he looks down at where I am and he don’t say nothing that bastard he just looks at me and I shout up at him I says “hey is it all right for me and my wife to come over until this thing blows over?” and still he don’t say a damn word he just raises his hand in that same sillyass way and I holler “hey you stupid sonuvabitch I’m soakin wet goddamn it and my house is fulla water and my wife she’s about to have a kid and she’s apt to get sick all wet and cold to the bone and all I’m askin you—“ and right then right while I’m still talking he turns around and he goes back in the boat and I push up under the boat and I beat on it with my fists and scream at him and call him ever name I can think up and I shout for his boys and for his wife and for anybody inside and nobody comes out “Goddamn you” I cry out at the top of my lungs and half sobbin and sick and then feelin too beat out to do anything more I turn around and head back for home but the rain is thunderin down like mad now and in places I gotta swim and I can’t make it no further and I recollect a hill nearby and I head for it and when I get to it I climb up on top of it and it feels good to be on land again even if it is soggy and greasy and I vomit and retch there awhile and move further up and the next thing I know I’m wakin up the rain still in my face and the water halfway up the hill toward me and I look out and I can see my brother’s boat is floatin and I wave at it but I don’t see nobody wave back and then I quick look out toward my own place and all I can see is the top of it and all of a sudden I’m scared scared about my wife and I go tearin for the house swimming most all the way and cryin and shoutin and the rain still coming down like crazy and so now well now I’m back here on the hill again what little there is left of it and I’m figurin maybe I got a day left if the rain keeps comin and it don’t show no signs of stopping and I can’t see my brother’s boat no more gone just water how did he know? that bastard and yet I gotta hand it to him it’s not hard to see who’s crazy around here and I can’t see my house no more I just left my wife inside where I found her  couldn’t stand to look at her the way she was
Questions:

1.  Who is the narrator?

2.  What events of the story affect the reliability of his interpretation of those events?

3.  What effect does Coover achieve through his use of perspective?  Is there a shift of some sort in the point of view at the end of the story?  What message does he communicate by his choice of point of view?  How does Coover use stream-of-consciousness style of writing to enhance his message and how is this affected by the perspective of the narrator?

4.  After you finish reading, look again at the beginning of the story.  Knowing how it ends, what insights does the reader have into the narrator from the first words?  

B.  The Story of an Hour
by Kate Chopin


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


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

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


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


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

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


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

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


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


Now her bosom rose and fell tumultuously.  She was beginning to recognize this thing that was approaching to possess her, and she was striving to beat it back with her will—as powerless as her two slender hands would have been.


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

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

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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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

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


But Richards was too late.


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

Questions:
1.  Who is the narrator?

2.  Is s/he a reliable narrator?

3.  What effect does Chopin achieve through her use of perspective?  Is there a shift of some sort in the point of view at the end of the story?  What message does she communicate by her choice of point of view?  

4.  Look again at the beginning of the story.  Knowing how it ends, how does the perspective create irony for the reader?

(Reprinted from Beaty, Jerome and J. Paul Hunter.  The Norton Introduction to Literature.  Seventh edition.  New York:  W. W. Norton & Company, Inc., 1998.  Pages 438-440.)
Poetry

Perspective is sometimes difficult to deal with in poetry.  However, “when the poet consciously creates a character who speaks and acts for himself, the perspective is akin to the various possibilities in prose fiction and even drama” (Sherbert).  Similarly, “in poems containing dialogue,…the perspective is that of the created characters and their differing views or attitudes….In long narrative poems or epics, the poet can serve functions similar to those of the omniscient author in prose fiction” (Sherbert).  Therefore, perspective in these types of poems can be analyzed using the concepts already discussed for fiction.


But how does a reader approach a poem in which the poet seems to communicate directly to the reader—with no apparent narrator, storyteller, or characters?  All too often, a reader may confuse the author with the speaker in such literary pieces and assume that the intense personal feelings conveyed in the poem are the emotions of the poet.  This assumption is far too limiting in that it denies the poet the capability of withholding his/her own personality and using imagination to create an identity—a “persona”.

Think of persona as “the voice chosen by an author to serve as communicator” (Sherbert).  The author may use this persona to reveal his/her own view, but the persona is much broader and more universal.  For example, rather than a man fretting about making a decision, the persona might communicate the idea of man reflecting on his inner conflicts.

Also beware of the trap of thinking that a poet’s use of the pronoun “I” means that s/he is speaking for him/herself.  The pronoun may simply be a device of creating the persona of the speaker of the poem.  Obviously, the “I” or the persona of the poem is the most important character in such a poem.  But a poem is rather like a speech about a situation in which the poet is masked behind the persona of the speaker.  While the speaker’s views may be the same as the poet’s, they are not the same individual.  Therefore, in order to understand a poem, the reader must first identify the speaker and discover the distinction between what the poet is saying and what the person in the poem is saying.  This allows the poet to comment on social conditions through the use of persona.

 Exercise:  perspective in poetry
My Last Duchess

by Robert Browning

(NOTE:  Alfonso II, duke of Ferrara in Italy in the mid-sixteenth century, is the presumed speaker of the poem, which is loosely based on historical events.  The duke’s first wife—whom he had married when she was fourteen—died under suspicious circumstances at seventeen, and he then negotiated through an agent (to whom the poem is spoken) for the hand of the niece of the count of Tyrol in Austria.

That’s my last Duchess painted on the wall,

Looking as if she were alive.  I call

That piece a wonder, now: Fra Pandolf’s hands

Worked busily a day, and there she stands.

Will’t please you sit and look at her?  I said

“Fra Pandolf” by design, for never read

Strangers like you that pictured countenance,

The depth and passion of its earnest glance,

But to myself they turned (since none puts by

The curtain I have drawn for you, but I)

And seemed as they would ask me, if they durst,

How such a glance came there; so, not the first

Are you to turn and ask thus.  Sir, ‘twas not

Her husband’s presence only, called that spot

Of joy into the Duchess’ cheek: perhaps

Fra Pandolf chanced to say “Her mantle laps

Over my lady’s wrist too much,” or “Paint

Must never hope to reproduce the faint

Half-flush that dies along her throat”: such stuff

Was courtesy, she thought, and cause enough
For calling up that spot of joy.  She had

A heart—how shall I say?—too soon made glad,

Too easily impressed; she liked whate’er

She looked on, and her looks went everywhere.

Sir, ‘twas all one!  My favor at her breast,

The dropping of the daylight in the West,

The bough of cherries some officious fool

Broke in the orchard for her, the white mule

She rode with round the terrace—all and each

Would draw from her alike the approving speech,

Or blush, at least.  She thanked men,--good! but thanked

Somehow—I know not how—as if she ranked

My gift of a nine-hundred-years-old name

With anybody’s gift.  Who’d stoop to blame

This sort of trifling?  Even had you skill

In speech—which I have not—to make your will
Quite clear to such an one, and say, “Just this

Or that in you disgusts me; here you miss,

Or there exceed the mark”—and if she let

Herself be lessoned so, nor plainly set

Her wits to yours, forsooth, and made excuse,

--E’en then would be some stooping; and I choose 

Never to stoop.  Oh sir, she smiled, no doubt,

Whene’er I passed her; but who passed without

Much the same smile?  This grew; I gave commands;

Then all smiles stopped together.  There she stands

As if alive.  Will’t please you rise?  We’ll meet

The company below, then.  I repeat,

The Count your master’s known munificence

Is ample warrant that no just pretense

Of mine for dowry will be disallowed;

Though his fair daughter’s self, as I avowed

At starting, is my object.  Nay, we’ll go

Together down, sir.  Notice Neptune, though,

Taming a sea-horse, thought a rarity,

Which Claus of Innsbruck cast in bronze for me!

Questions:
1.  Assuming the duke is the speaker and that he is speaking to the agent of the count, what is the effect of using first-person perspective in the poem?

2.  Is the speaker reliable?

3.  What does Browning seem to be saying about the nature of jealousy?

4.  What is the tone of the poem?  What is the mood?  How does the use of perspective affect these devices?

Drama

The dramatic point of view is the most objective of all the types of perspective.  Pat Sherbert explains the playwright’s use of perspective:


Here the dramatist puts his characters into action, building his plot and meaning around their dialogue.  His intrusions are confined solely to the description of setting and physical actions and movements and the designation of speakers.  Such intrusions can reveal the playwright’s attitude (tone)—for example, by the language he uses—but generally speaking, in this point of view the readers notice only the characters created by the playwright.



For the most part, perspective in a play is derived from the events, the conflicts, and the characters involved in them.  All of this is conveyed by the dialogue and nonverbal actions of characters….In comedies some characters are deliberately satirized if they are compared to others who serve as norms of behavior.  Since comedy is prone to exaggeration and at times artificiality, the playwright can manipulate people and events a great deal.  At the same time, however, his perspective is really conveyed by the characters on stage….



Although the playwright cannot really intrude as if he were an omniscient author, his commitment to an approach and his attitude toward his material do give clues to his perspective, even though the necessity of performance and the emphasis on dialogue and dramatic scenes tend to keep him out.  If, for example, he wishes to mock an old father who is duped by false daughters and who arrogantly rejects his one faithful child because she was honest, the playwright might use materials similar to those with which Shakespeare shaped King Lear, but the resulting tone would be quite different.  In other words, the opening situation in King Lear could easily have led to a play which ridicules the father, either gently or severely, and which laughs at man’s stupidity and foibles.  This would be a kind of comedy.  Or the playwright could have simplified and sharpened the conflicts in King Lear and created melodrama, in which the characters would be superficial and situations exaggerated and unsubtle.  For example, after reunion with her father amid tears and joy, Cordelia would be rescued from imprisonment and Lear would be spared to live the rest of his years in happiness.  Meanwhile, the villains would be carted off the prison, so that good and evil would become black and white, free of the gray ambiguities of Shakespeare’s play.  The play would remain romantic in tone.


Another alternative for the dramatist would be to use similar circumstances and explore in a thorough and serious way the problem of filial ingratitude in modern society.  He would not depict King Lear raging and struggling against insanity during a violent storm; he would not describe the violence of the scene in which Gloucester’s eyes are torn out.  He would create ordinary people in situations resembling modern experience; his characters would not hurl the verbal thunderbolts in the powerful poetry which Lear utters but would express their emotions in an idiom reasonably close to what an audience would recognize as true to life.  In this approach the author would probe into the problems of conflict between generations and the various responses of children to their parents.  The play just described would be called serious or realistic.


Finally, the playwright might represent Lear’s encroaching insanity by distorting reality.  In Lear’s troubled consciousness the specter of a three-legged stool would loom large and would be reflected in the dialogue and scenery, just as the adding machine dominates Elmer Rice’s play of the same name.  The stool would symbolize in Lear’s mind the agony that came from his attempt to divide his kingdom into three parts.  In such a play the impact on Lear would be stressed and represented concretely by the symbolism of the stool, by fantasy situations reflecting the distortions within Lear, and possibly by flashback scenes recording the motivation of the psychological projection of Lear.  Such a play concretely depicting the inner disturbances of a character would be called expressionistic.


Notice, however, that the dramatist’s choices in using point of view create quite different products.  In evaluating dramatic perspective, as with all forms of perspective, the reader must avoid the idea of analyzing what a literary work is not.  Obviously, if a different narrator or approach to the material is employed it won’t be the same story.  To state such a simplification in explicating an author’s use of perspective is to overlook the insights the reader gains by examining what the work is.  Remember that an author never uses a device simply to make the work “more interesting.”  If s/he has effectively communicated his/her message, the reader will be interested.
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