NARRATION AND POINT OF VIEW

When we read fiction, our sense of who is telling us the story is as important as
what happens. Unlike drama, in which events are acted out in front of us, fiction
is always mediated or represented to us by someone else, a narrator. Often a
reader is very aware of the voice of a narrator telling the story, as if the words are
being spoken aloud. Commonly, stories also reveal a distinct angle of vision or
perspective from which the characters, events, and other aspects are viewed. Just
as the verbal quality of narration is called the voice, the visual angle is called the
focus. Focus acts much as a camera does, choosing the direction of our gaze, the
framework in which we see things. Both voice and focus are generally considered
together in the term point of view. To understand how a story is narrated, you
need to recognize both voice and focus. These in turn shape what we know and
care about as the plot unfolds, and they determine how close we feel to each
character.

A story is said to be from a character’s point of view, or a character is said to be
a focal or focalizing character, if for the most part the action centers on that char-
acter, as if we see with that character’s eyes or we watch that character closely. But
the effects of narration certainly involve more than attaching a video camera to a
character’s head or tracking wherever the character moves. What about the spo-
ken and unspoken words? In some stories, the narrator is a character, and we may
feel as if we are overhearing his or her thoughts, whereas in other stories the nar-
rator takes a very distant or critical view of the characters. At times a narrator
seems more like a disembodied, unidentified voice. Prose fiction has many ways to
convey speech and thought, so it is important to consider voice as well as focus
when we try to understand the narration of a story.

Besides focus and voice, point of view encompasses more general matters of
value. A story’s narrator may explicitly endorse or subtly support whatever a certain
character values, knows, or seeks, even when the character is absent or silent or
unaware. Other narrators may treat characters and their interests with far more
detachment. At the same time, the style and tone of the narrator’s voice—from
echoing the characters’ feelings to mocking their pretentious speech or thoughts to
stating their actions in formal diction—may convey clues that a character or a nar-
rator’s perspective is limited. Such discrepancies or gaps between vision and voice,
intentions and understandings, or expectations and outcomes generate irony.

Sometimes the point of view shifts over the course of a narrative. Or the style
of narration itself may even change dramatically from one section to another. Bram
Stoker’s novel Dracula (1897), for example, is variously narrated through charac-
ters’ journals and letters, as well as newspaper articles.

The point of view varies according to the narrator’s position in the story and
the grammatical person (for example, first or third) the narrative voice assumes.
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These elements determine who is telling the story, whom it is about, and what
information the reader has access to.

TYPES OF NARRATION
Third-Person Narration

A third-person narrator tells an unidentified listener or reader what happened,
referring to all characters using the pronouns he, she, or they. Third-person narra-
tion is virtually always external, meaning that the narrator is not a character in the
story and does not participate in its action. Even so, different types of third-person
narration—omniscient, limited, and objective—provide the reader with various
amounts and kinds of information about the characters.

An ommniscient or unlimited narrator has access to the thoughts, perceptions,
and experiences of more than one character (often of several), though such narra-
tors usually focus selectively on a few important characters. A limited narrator is
an external, third-person narrator who tells the story from a distinct point of view,
usually that of a single character, revealing that character’s thoughts and relating
the action from his or her perspective. This focal character is also known as a
central consciousness. Sometimes a limited narrator will reveal the thoughts
and feelings of a small number of the characters in order to enhance the story told
about the central consciousness. (Jane Austen’s novel Emma [1815] includes a few
episodes from Mr. Knightley’s point of view to show what he thinks about Emma
Woodhouse, the focal character, and her relationships.) Finally, an objective narra-
tor does not explicitly report the characters’ thoughts and feelings but may obliquely
suggest them through the characters’ speech and actions. Stories with objective
narrators consist mostly of dialogue interspersed with minimal description.

First-Person Narration

Instead of using third-person narration, an author might choose to tell a story
from the point of view of a first-person narrator. Most common is first-person sin-
gular narration, in which the narrator uses the pronoun I. The narrator may be a
major or minor character within the story and therefore is an internal narrator.
Notice that the first-person narrator may be telling a story mainly about someone
else or about his or her own experience. Sometimes the first-person narrator
addresses an auditor, a listener within the fiction whose possible reaction is part
of the story.

One kind of narrator that is especially effective at producing irony is the unreli-
able narrator. First-person narrators may unintentionally reveal their flaws as they
try to impress. Or narrators may make claims that other characters or the audience
know to be false or distorted. Some fictions are narrated by villains, insane people,
fools, liars, or hypocrites. When we resist a narrator’s point of view and judge his or
her flaws or misperceptions, we call that narrator unreliable. This does not mean
that you should dismiss everything such a narrator says, but you should be on the
alert for ironies.

Less common is the first-person plural, where the narrator uses the pronoun we.
The plural may be used effectively to express the shared perspective of a community,
particularly one that is isolated, unusually close-knit, or highly regulated. Eliza-
beth Gaskell’s classic short novel Cranford (1853) is a good example. The narrator
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is a young woman who visits a community of genteel widows and spinsters in the
English village of Cranford and describes their customs. At one point, a visitor
arrives, Lady Glenmire, and all of Cranford society is in awe of her aristocratic
rank and title. At an evening party, “We were all very silent at first. We were think-
ing what we could talk about, that should be high enough to interest My Lady.
There had been a rise in the price of sugar, which, as preserving-time was near,
was a piece of intelligence to all our housekeeping hearts, and would have been the
natural topic if Lady Glenmire had not been by. But we were not sure if the Peerage
ate preserves” (that is, whether aristocrats ate fruit jam). The high price of sugar
doesn’t seem “high enough” in another sense for a high-ranked guest to talk about.

The narrator of Cranford does refer to herself as “I” and sometimes addresses
the reader as “you.” The narrative perspective and voice is rather similar in Kazuo
Ishiguro’s Never Let Me Go (2005), a novel that also portrays an isolated group that
follows regulated customs. At a boarding school, a student, Polly, suddenly ques-
tions one of the rules: “We all went silent. Miss Lucy [the teacher] didn't often get
cross, but when she did, you certainly knew about it, and we thought for a second
Polly was for it [would be punished]. But then we saw Miss Lucy wasn’t angry, just
deep in thought. I remember feeling furious at Polly for so stupidly breaking the
unwritten rule, but at the same time, being terribly excited about what answer
Miss Lucy might give” (emphasis added). Ishiguro’s narrator, like Gaskell’s, resorts
to different narrative perspectives and voices to represent the experience of both a
community and an individual in it.

Second-Person Narration

Like narrators who refer to themselves as “we” throughout a work of fiction,
second-person narrators who consistently speak to you are unusual. This technique
has the effect of turning the reader into a character in the story. Jay McInerney, for
example, in his novel Bright Lights, Big City (1984) employs the second-person
voice, creating an effect similar to conversational anecdotes. But second-person
narratives can instead sound much like instructional manuals or “how-to” books or
like parents or other elders speaking to children.

TENSE

Along with the grammatical “person,” the verb tense used has an effect on the
narration of a story. Since narrative is so wrapped up in memory, most stories rely
on the past tense. In contemporary fiction, however, the present tense is also fre-
quently used. The present tense can lend an impression of immediacy, of frequent
repetition, or of a dreamlike or magical state in which time seems suspended. An
author might also use the present tense to create a conversational tone. Rarely, for
a strange prophetic outlook, a narrator may even use the future tense, predicting
what will happen.

NARRATOR VERSUS IMPLIED AUTHOR

As you discover how a story is being narrated, by whom, and from what point of
view, how should you respond to the shifting points of view, tones of voice, and
hints of critical distance or irony toward characters? Who is really shaping the
story, and how do you know what is intended? Readers may answer the question
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“Who is telling this story?” with the name of the author. It is more accurate and
practical, however, to distinguish between the narrator who presents the story and
the flesh-and-blood author who wrote it, even when the two are hard to tell apart.
If you are writing an essay about a short story, you do not need to research the
biography of the author or find letters or interviews in which the author comments
on the writing process or the intended themes of the work. This sort of biographi-
cal information may enrich your study of the story (it can be a good critical
approach), but it is not necessary to an understanding of the text. And yet if you
only consider the narrator when you interpret a story, you may find it difficult to
account for the effects of distance and irony that come from a narrator’s or a char-
acter’s limitations. Many critics rely on the concept of the implied author, not to
be confused with either the flesh-and-blood person who wrote the work or the
narrator who relates the words to us. Most of the time, when we ask questions
about the “author” of a work, we are asking about its implied author, the perspec-
tive and values that govern the whole work, including the narrator.

Why not ignore the idea of the narrator or the implied author? What's wrong
with writing an essay about Great Expectations (1860—61) in which you refer only
to the author, Charles Dickens? After all, his name is on the title page, and we
know that Pip’s coming-of-age story has some autobiographical aspects. Yet from
the first sentence of the novel it is clear that someone besides Charles Dickens
is telling the story: Pip, the first-person narrator. “My father’s family name being
Pirrip, and my Christian name Philip, my infant tongue could make of both
names nothing longer or more explicit than Pip. So, I called myself Pip, and
came to be called Pip.” The reader sympathizes with Pip, the focal character-
narrator, as an abused child, but he is also flawed and makes mistakes, as Pip
himself realizes when he has grown up and tells the story of his own life. The
reader understands Pip’s errors through the subtle guidance of the implied author
who created the narrator and shaped the plot and other characters. How useful
or accurate would it be to attribute Pip’s character and experience to the real
Charles Dickens? The facts of the flesh-and-blood author’s life and his actual
personality differ widely from the novel’s character, which in turn may differ
from what Charles Dickens himself consciously intended. Hence the value of
referring to a narrator and an implied author of a work of fiction. In critical
essays, these concepts help us discover what even the most detailed biography
might never pin down: Who in fact was Charles Dickens, and what did he actually
intend in Great Expectations?

Reading a story, we know that it consists of words on a page, but we imagine
the narrator speaking to us, giving shape, focus, and voice to a particular history.
At the same time, we recognize that the reader should not take the narrator’s
words as absolute truth, but rather as effects shaped by an implied author. The
concept of the implied author helps keep the particulars of the real author’s (natu-
rally imperfect) personality and life out of the picture. But it also reminds us to
distinguish between the act of writing the work and the imaginary utterance of
“telling” the story: The narrator is neither the real nor the implied author.
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Questions about Narration and Point of View

« Does the narrator speak in the first, second, or third person?

. Is the story narrated in the past or present tense? Does the verb tense affect
your reading of it in any way?

« Does the narrator use a distinctive vocabulary, style, and tone, or is the lan-
guage more standard and neutral?

. Is the narrator identified as a character, and if so, how much does he or she
participate in the action?

« Does the narrator ever seem to speak to the reader directly (addressing “you”)
or explicitly state opinions or values?

« Do you know what every character is thinking, or only some characters, or
none?

« Does the narrative voice or focus shift during the story or remain
consistent?

« Do the narrator, the characters, and the reader all perceive matters in the
same way, or are there differences in levels of understanding?

Because our responses to a work of fiction are largely guided by the designs and
values implied in a certain way of telling the story, questions about narration and
point of view can often lead to good essay topics. You might start by considering
any other choices the implied author might have made and how these would
change your reading of the story. As you read the stories in this chapter, imagine
different voices and visions, different narrative techniques, in order to assess the
specific effects of the particular types of narration and point of view. How would
each story’s meaning and effects change if its narrative voice or focus were differ-
ent? Can you show the reader of your essay how the specific narration and point of
view of a story contribute to its significant effects?

EDGAR ALLAN POE
(1809-49)
The Cask of Amontillado

Orphaned before he was three, Edgar Poe was
adopted by John Allan, a wealthy Richmond busi-
nessman. Poe received his early schooling in Rich-
mond and in England before a brief, unsuccessful
stint at the University of Virginia. After serving for
two years in the army, he was appointed to West
Point in 1830 but expelled within the year for cutting classes. Living in Baltimore with
his grandmother, aunt, and cousin Virginia (whom he married in 1835, when she was

thirteen), Poe eked out a precarious living as an editor; his keen-edged reviews earned
him numerous literary enemies. His two-volume Tales of the Grotesque and Arabesque
received little critical attention when published in 1839, but his poem “The Raven”
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(1845) made him a literary celebrity. After his wife’s death of tuberculosis in 1847, Poe,
already an alcoholic, became increasingly erratic; two years later he died mysteriously
in Baltimore.

he thousand injuries of Fortunato I had borne as I best could, but when he

ventured upon insult I vowed revenge. You, who so well know the nature
of my soul, will not suppose, however, that I gave utterance to a threat. At
length T would be avenged; this was a point definitively settled—but the very
definitiveness with which it was resolved precluded the idea of risk. I must not
only punish but punish with impunity. A wrong is unredressed when retribu-
tion overtakes its redresser. It is equally unredressed when the avenger fails to
make himself felt as such to him who has done the wrong.

It must be understood that neither by word nor deed had I given Fortunato
cause to doubt my good will. T continued, as was my wont, to smile in his
face, and he did not perceive that my smile now was at the thought of his
immolation.

He had a weak point—this Fortunato—although in other regards he was a
man to be respected and even feared. He prided himself upon his connoisseur-
ship in wine. Few Italians have the true virtuoso spirit. For the most part their
enthusiasm is adopted to suit the time and opportunity, to practice imposture
upon the British and Austrian millionaires. In painting and gemmary, Fortu-
nato, like his countrymen, was a quack, but in the matter of old wines he was
sincere. In this respect I did not differ from him materially;—I was skilful in
the Ttalian vintages myself, and bought largely whenever I could.

It was about dusk, one evening during the supreme madness of the carnival
season, that I encountered my friend. He accosted me with excessive warmth,
for he had been drinking much. The man wore motley. He had on a tight-fitting
parti-striped dress,! and his head was surmounted by the conical cap and bells.
[ was so pleased to see him that I should never have done wringing his hand.

[ said to him—"My dear Fortunato, you are luckily met. How remarkably
well you are looking to-day. But I have received a pipe? of what passes for Amon-
tillado, and I have my doubts.”

“How?” said he. “Amontillado? A pipe? Impossible! And in the middle of the
carnival!”

“T have my doubts,” T replied; “and T was silly enough to pay the full Amontil-
lado price without consulting you in the matter. You were not to be found, and
I was fearful of losing a bargain.”

“Amontillado!”

“T have my doubts.”

“Amontillado!”

“And T must satisfy them.”

“Amontillado!”

1. Fortunato wears a jester’s costume (i.e., motley), not a woman'’s dress.
2. Large cask.

5
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“As you are engaged, | am on my way to Luchresi. If any one has a critical
turn it is he. He will tell me !

“Luchresi cannot tell Amontillado from Sherry.”

“And yet some fools will have it that his taste is a match for your own.”

“Come, let us go.”

“Whither?”

“To your vaults.”

“My friend, no; I will not impose upon your good nature. I perceive you have
an engagement. Luchresi .

“T have no engagement;—come.”

“My friend, no. It is not the engagement, but the severe cold with which T
perceive you are afflicted. The vaults are insufferably damp. They are encrusted
with nitre.”

“Let us go, nevertheless. The cold is merely nothing. Amontillado! You have
been imposed upon. And as for Luchresi, he cannot distinguish Sherry from
Amontillado.”

Thus speaking, Fortunato possessed himself of my arm; and putting on a
mask of black silk and drawing a roquelaire* closely about my person, I suffered
him to hurry me to my palazzo.

There were no attendants at home; they had absconded to make merry in
honour of the time. I had told them that I should not return until the morning,
and had given them explicit orders not to stir from the house. These orders were
sufficient, I well knew, to insure their immediate disappearance, one and all, as
soon as my back was turned.

I took from their sconces two flambeaux,” and giving one to Fortunato,
bowed him through several suites of rooms to the archway that led into the
vaults. T passed down a long and winding staircase, requesting him to be cau-
tious as he followed. We came at length to the foot of the descent, and stood
together upon the damp ground of the catacombs of the Montresors.

The gait of my friend was unsteady, and the bells upon his cap jingled as he
strode.

“The pipe,” said he.

“It is farther on,” said I; “but observe the white web-work which gleams from
these cavern walls.”

He turned towards me, and looked into my eyes with two filmy orbs that
distilled the rheum of intoxication.

“Nitre?” he asked, at length.

“Nitre,” I replied. “How long have you had that cough?”

“Ugh! ugh! ugh!—ugh! ugh! ugh!—ugh! ugh! ugh!—ugh! ugh! ugh!-—ugh!
ugh! ugh!”

My poor friend found it impossible to reply for many minutes.

“It is nothing,” he said, at last.

5

3. Potassium nitrate (saltpeter), a white mineral often found on the walls of damp caves and used in
gunpowder.

4. Man'’s heavy, knee-length cloak.

5. That is, two torches from their wall brackets.
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“Come,” I said, with decision, “we will go back; your health is precious. You
are rich, respected, admired, beloved; you are happy, as once I was. You are a
man to be missed. For me it is no matter. We will go back; you will be ill, and I
cannot be responsible. Besides, there is Luchresi

“Enough,” he said; “the cough is a mere nothing; it will not kill me. T shall not
die of a cough.”

“True—true,” I replied; “and, indeed, T had no intention of alarming you
unnecessarily—but you should use all proper caution. A draught of this Medoc®
will defend us from the damps.”

Here I knocked off the neck of a bottle which I drew from a long row of its
fellows that lay upon the mould.

“Drink,” I said, presenting him the wine.

He raised it to his lips with a leer. He paused and nodded to me familiarly,
while his bells jingled.

“T drink,” he said, “to the buried that repose around us.”

“And T to your long life.”

He again took my arm, and we proceeded.

“These vaults,” he said, “are extensive.”

“The Montresors,” I replied, “were a great and numerous family.”

“T forget your arms.”

“A huge human foot d'or,” in a field azure; the foot crushes a serpent rampant
whose fangs are imbedded in the heel.”

“And the motto?”

“Nemo me impune lacessit.”®

“Good!” he said.

The wine sparkled in his eyes and the bells jingled. My own fancy grew
warm with the Medoc. We had passed through long walls of piled skeletons,
with casks and puncheons’ intermingling, into the inmost recesses of the cata-
combs. I paused again, and this time I made bold to seize Fortunato by an arm
above the elbow.

“The nitre!” I said; “see, it increases. It hangs like moss upon the vaults. We
are below the river’s bed. The drops of moisture trickle among the bones. Come,
we will go back ere it is too late. Your cough——"

“It is nothing,” he said; “let us go on. But first, another draught of the Medoc.”

I broke and reached him a flacon of De Grave. He emptied it at a breath. His
eyes flashed with a fierce light. He laughed and threw the bottle upwards with
a gesticulation I did not understand.

I looked at him in surprise. He repeated the movement—a grotesque one.

“You do not comprehend?” he said.

“Not 1,” I replied.

“Then you are not of the brotherhood.”

“How?”

6. Like De Grave (below), a French wine.

7. Of gold.

8. No one provokes me with impunity (Latin).
9. Large casks.

35

40

45

55



60

65

70

182 CH. 2 | NARRATION AND POINT OF VIEW

“You are not of the masons.”

“Yes, yes,” I said; “yes, yes.”

“You? Impossible! A mason?”

“A mason,” | replied.

“A sign,” he said, “a sign.”

“It is this,” I answered, producing from beneath the folds of my roquelaire a
trowel.

“You jest,” he exclaimed, recoiling a few paces. “But let us proceed to the
Amontillado.”

“Be it s0,” I said, replacing the tool beneath the cloak and again offering him
my arm. He leaned upon it heavily. We continued our route in search of the
Amontillado. We passed through a range of low arches, descended, passed on,
and descending again, arrived at a deep crypt, in which the foulness of the air
caused our flambeaux rather to glow than flame.

At the most remote end of the crypt there appeared another less spacious. Its
walls had been lined with human remains, piled to the vault overhead, in the
fashion of the great catacombs of Paris. Three sides of this interior crypt were
still ornamented in this manner. From the fourth side the bones had been
thrown down, and lay promiscuously upon the earth, forming at one point a
mound of some size. Within the wall thus exposed by the displacing of the
bones, we perceived a still interior crypt or recess, in depth about four feet, in
width three, in height six or seven. It seemed to have been constructed for no
especial use within itself, but formed merely the interval between two of the
colossal supports of the roof of the catacombs, and was backed by one of their
circumscribing walls of solid granite.

It was in vain that Fortunato, uplifting his dull torch, endeavoured to pry
into the depth of the recess. Its termination the feeble light did not enable us
to see.

“Proceed,” I said; “herein is the Amontillado. As for Luchresi

“He is an ignoramus,” interrupted my friend, as he stepped unsteadily for-
ward, while T followed immediately at his heels. In an instant he had reached
the extremity of the niche, and finding his progress arrested by the rock, stood
stupidly bewildered. A moment more and T had fettered him to the granite. In
its surface were two iron staples, distant from each other about two feet, hori-
zontally. From one of these depended a short chain, from the other a padlock.
Throwing the links about his waist, it was but the work of a few seconds to
secure it. He was too much astounded to resist. Withdrawing the key | stepped
back from the recess.

“Pass your hand,” T said, “over the wall; you cannot help feeling the nitre.
Indeed, it is very damp. Once more let me implore you to return. No? Then 1
must positively leave you. But I will first render you all the little attentions in my
power.”

“The Amontillado!” ejaculated my friend, not yet recovered from his
astonishment.

1. Masons or Freemasons, an international secret society condemned by the Catholic Church. Mon-
tresor means by mason one who builds with stone, brick, etc.
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“True,” I replied; “the Amontillado.”

As T said these words I busied myself among the pile of bones of which I have
before spoken. Throwing them aside, I soon uncovered a quantity of building
stone and mortar. With these materials and with the aid of my trowel, I began
vigorously to wall up the entrance of the niche.

I had scarcely laid the first tier of the masonry when I discovered that the
intoxication of Fortunato had in great measure worn off. The earliest indica-
tion I had of this was a low moaning cry from the depth of the recess. It was
not the cry of a drunken man. There was then a long and obstinate silence. |
laid the second tier, and the third, and the fourth; and then I heard the furious
vibration of the chain. The noise lasted for several minutes, during which, that
I might hearken to it with the more satisfaction, I ceased my labours and sat
down upon the bones. When at last the clanking subsided, I resumed the
trowel, and finished without interruption the fifth, the sixth, and the seventh
tier. The wall was now nearly upon a level with my breast. | again paused, and
holding the flambeaux over the mason-work, threw a few feeble rays upon the
figure within.

A succession of loud and shrill screams, bursting suddenly from the throat of
the chained form, seemed to thrust me violently back. For a briefl moment I
hesitated, I trembled. Unsheathing my rapier, I began to grope with it about the
recess; but the thought of an instant reassured me. T placed my hand upon the
solid fabric of the catacombs and felt satisfied. T reapproached the wall. T replied
to the yells of him who clamoured. T re-echoed, T aided, T surpassed them in
volume and in strength. I did this, and the clamourer grew still.

It was now midnight, and my task was drawing to a close. I had completed
the eighth, the ninth and the tenth tier. T had finished a portion of the last and
the eleventh; there remained but a single stone to be fitted and plastered in. T
struggled with its weight; | placed it partially in its destined position. But now
there came from out the niche a low laugh that erected the hairs upon my head.
It was succeeded by a sad voice, which T had difficulty in recognizing as that of
the noble Fortunato. The voice said—

“Hal ha! hal—he! he! hel—a very good joke, indeed—an excellent jest. We
will have many a rich laugh about it at the palazzo—he! he! hel—over our
wine—he! he! he!”

“The Amontillado!” I said.

“He! he! hel—he! he! hel—yes, the Amontillado. But is it not getting late?
Will not they be awaiting us at the palazzo—the Lady Fortunato and the rest?
Let us be gone.”

“Yes,” I said, “let us be gone.”

“For the love of God, Montresor!”

“Yes,” I said, “for the love of God!”

But to these words I hearkened in vain for a reply. T grew impatient. I called
aloud—

“Fortunato!”

No answer. | called again—

“Fortunato!”

No answer still. T thrust a torch through the remaining aperture and let it fall
within. There came forth in return only a jingling of the bells. My heart grew

80

85



184 CH. 2 | NARRATION AND POINT OF VIEW

sick; it was the dampness of the catacombs that made it so. I hastened to make
an end of my labour. T forced the last stone into its position; I plastered it up.
Against the new masonry I re-erected the old rampart of bones. For the half of
a century no mortal has disturbed them. In pace requiescat!*

1846

QUESTIONS

1. What can the reader infer about Montresor’s social position and character from
hints in the text? What evidence does the text provide that Montresor is an unreli-
able narrator?

2. Who is the auditor, the “You,” addressed in the first paragraph of THE Cask oF
AmoONTILLADO? When is the story being told? Why is it being told? How does your
knowledge of the auditor and the occasion influence the effect the story has on you?

3. What devices does Poe use to create and heighten the suspense in the story? Is the
outcome ever in doubt?

Girl

Raised in poverty by her homemaker mother and car-
penter stepfather on the small Caribbean island of
Antigua, Elaine Potter Richardson was sent to the
United States to earn her own living at age seven-
teen, much like the protagonists of her first novels,
Anmnie John (1983) and Lucy (1990). Working as an au
pair and receptionist, she earned her high-school equivalency degree and studied pho-

tography at the New School for Social Research in New York and, briefly, Franconia
College in New Hampshire. Returning to New York, she took the name of a character in
a George Bernard Shaw play, at least in part out of resentment toward her mother, with
whom she had once been very close. After a short stint as a freelance journalist, Kincaid
worked as a regular contributor to the New Yorker from 1976 until 1995, in 1979 marry-
ing its editor’s son, composer Allen Shawn, with whom she would eventually move to
Bennington, Vermont and raise two children. “Girl,” her first published story, appeared
in the New Yorker in 1978 and was later republished in her first collection, At the Bottom
of the River (1983). Subsequent novels include The Autobiography of My Mother (1996),
paradoxically the least autobiographical of her books; Mr. Potter (2002), a fictionalized
account of her efforts to understand the biological father she never knew; and See Now
Then (2013). Kincaid’s equally impressive nonfiction includes My Brother (1997), a mem-
oir inspired by her youngest brother’s death from AIDS, and A Small Place (1988), an
essay exploring the profound economic and psychological impact of Antigua’s depen-
dence on tourism. Divorced in 2002, Kincaid is currently Professor of African and Afri-
can American Studies in Residence at Harvard.

2. May he rest in peace (Latin).





