Regents-style comparative analysis of our 2009-2010 reading 

	Book/Story Title
	Author
	Main Character(s)

	Ordinary People (1978)
	Judith Guest
	Conrad Jarrett; 

Dr. Berger; Calvin and Beth Jarrett; Buck; Jeanine Pratt

	One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest (1961)
	Ken Kesey
	Chief Bromden/Broom; R.P. McMurphy; Nurse Ratched; Harding; Cheswick; Billy Bibbit

	“This is What It Means to Say Phoenix, Arizona” (1995)
	Sherman Alexie
	Victor Joseph; 

Thomas Builds-the-Fire; Cathy; Victor’s father

	“Four Wolves and a Panther” (1996)
	Apollo
	Jamie; Leon; Matt; Little Fang

	“Emergency” (1993)
	Denis Johnson
	F.H.; Georgie; Nurse; Hardee; Terrence Weber

	“Gryphon” (1985)
	Charles Baxter
	Narrator/Tommy; Miss Ferenczi; Mr. Hibler; Carl; Wayner Razmer 


Characterization similarities:

· The main characters come to a new sense of themselves and their place in the world.

1. Through the assistance of Dr. Berger, Conrad comes to realize that he is a good (though flawed) person; by forgiving himself (and his brother), Conrad can deal with his family, the past and get on with living in the present.

2. Through McMurphy’s influence and rowdy joyous manner, Big Chief realizes the importance of truly living, rather than existing in a dream-like fog.

3. Victor Joseph and Thomas Builds-the-Fire come to understand the nature of their friendship and realize things about their shared history and sense of family.

4. Jamie learns that his dream of being “black” has negative effects in the real world, after an uncomfortable encounter with his father in an Oakland shopping mall.

5. The young narrator Tommy from “Gryphon” is changed in both good and bad ways by his eccentric 4th grade substitute teacher, Miss Ferenczi.  His imagination is piqued by her strange stories and the memory of something interesting from his schooling makes the adult narrator reflect back unreliably on his past.  As he matures, Tommy also gets a last look back at the playful ways of his past.

· The main characters are troubled by some tragedy or trauma from their pasts.

1. Conrad has suffered through the loss of his brother in a boating accident; his parents have dealt with this and Conrad’s mental deterioration and suicide attempt.

2. Chief Bromden has suffered from not only the indignity of being incarcerated in a mental hospital, but a difficult childhood comprised of poverty, his father’s drinking and death, and his own racial outsider status.

3. Both Thomas and Victor have lived lives of dire poverty, and Victor—who comes from an abusive, alcoholic household—has often taken out his frustrations on Thomas by beating him up.  In the film version of the story, the entire reservation has suffered the result of the accidental fire caused by a drunken Arnold Joseph.
4. All of the principal characters in “Four Wolves and a Panther” deal with dire poverty, evidenced by the rundown setting of the story and their impoverished, dirty wardrobe and values.  
5. F.H.—the narrator of “Emergency”—lives a life addled by drugs and some unnamed problems from his past.  Given the ease with which he ingests stolen prescription medication from the hospital, it appears that his problem is longstanding, even chronic.

6. Tommy’s experiences with the odd Miss Ferenczi so impact his memory that he recounts her story many years later, clearly effected by both the good and bad aspects of her behavior.  He might be EVEN more effected by the boredom of the regular school routine and his home life, particularly his mom’s indifference.
· Our main characters are often caught between two vastly different worlds or states of being (racial, social, mental)

1. Conrad is caught between the world of the sane and the crazy, though the line between the two is often blurry.  He also must choose between the slightly disordered though comfortable world of Dr. Berger and the severe, ‘perfect’ world of the Jarrett household (particularly Beth).

2. Both Chief and McMurphy straddle the living between ‘sane’ and ‘insane; most characters in the book do also.  Chief also has the added frustration of being an Indian half-breed.

3. Victor and Thomas are in a ‘foreign land’ from the moment they leave the reservation to go to Phoenix to pick up Arnold Joseph’s ashes.  Both young men exist between the world of the modern and the traditional Indian; this sometimes creates humor, though it often results in confusion and awkward interactions with those on the ‘outside.’

4. Jamie, Matt, Little Jay, Leon and Fang are all minorities in a sense, whether by virtue of their skin color (all are African-American, with the exception of Jamie) or socioeconomic status (poor).  Jamie’s attempts to cross racial boundaries create both practical difficulties for him and a clear identity crisis.

5. Though both F.H. and Georgie work “responsible” jobs as hospital orderlies, numerous of their behaviors (drinking, drugs, general laziness and disorganization) show them straddling the line between adult responsibility and adolescent excess.
6.  “Gryphon” shows 4th grader Tommy adjusting to the conflicting natures of the fanciful, impractical and “magical” Miss Ferenczi and the banal, uninspiring and colorless world of Mr. Hibler (his teacher) and his mother (an overworked and uninterested housewife/mother).  One senses he is maturing during the story and the adult narrator reflects on what a tenuous process that was.
· Each work features a flawed hero, often accompanied by a mentor or ‘father figure’ who helps him/her solve problems.

1. Conrad Jarrett: Dr. Berger

2. Chief Bromden: Randall P. McMurphy

3. Victor Joseph: Thomas-Builds-the-Fire

4. Jamie: Leon
5. F.H.: Georgie
6. Tommy: Miss Ferenczi
Shared themes (not ALL of the works feature these themes, but if you think about them for a second while looking at the list of our readings, you’ll see where these themes make sense):
· The quest for freedom

· The importance of dreams and the imagination
· Time: speeding it up, slowing it down; living in the past, living in the present

· The search for family, home and a sense of belonging (“Where do I fit in?”)
· The search for self or identity

· The treatment and presentation of women

· Memories and their reliability

· The costs and benefits of friendship

· Forgiveness
Important symbols:

· Ordinary People: The Jarrett house; the boat; Berger as ‘ape’; ‘madness’; chorus class; Jeannine

· One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest: Christian symbols; ‘madness’; fishing trip; Nurse’s station window; control panel; Big Nurse; the combine; ‘fog’

· “This Is What It Means to Say Phoenix, Arizona”: smoke/fire/ash; drinking; jackrabbit; Victor’s father’s pickup; Thomas 


· “Four Wolves and a Panther”: various animals and animal names; color (particularly as it relates to race); the run-down city environment 

· “Emergency”: the change of seasons; the jackrabbit; the knife in Terrence Weber’s eye; drugs

· “Gryphon”: Miss Ferenczi; the “marionette lines” on Ferenczi’s face; school; the deck of tarot cards
Structural similarities:

· Flashbacks: Ordinary People, “This is What It Means to Say Phoenix, Arizona,” One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, and “Four Wolves and a Panther” all feature flashbacks.  These sequences help readers better understand the present state of a character by showing us where he/she has been or gone through.  Characters such as Conrad Jarrett, Chief Bromden, Thomas and Jamie are all dreamers who spend time thinking about their pasts or reflecting on better futures.  Their dreams are often therapeutic (helpful) in giving both the character and their family/friends an understanding of the present.


· Point of View: The first person (“I”) point of view is featured prominently in One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, “Gryphon”, and Ordinary People.  The point-of-view in Ordinary People IS a minor variation on 1st person; it shifts from Conrad to Calvin Jarrett in alternating chapters.  One might also make a valid point of view comparison between Chief Bromden and Tommy (“Gryphon”); each 1st person narrator tells a story from his past with a keen eye for detail and an enriched understanding of events that might not have been clear to him at the time of the original happenings.  Unreliable narrators are also featured in “Emergency,” “Gryphon,” and One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest.
Settings

· Ordinary People: This novel is set in Lake Forest, Illinois (a wealthy suburb of Chicago) and Evanston, Illinois (location of Cal’s and Berger’s respective offices) during the late 1970s.  The setting serves to underscore the fact that even the rich can struggle with trauma and poor communications. 

· One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest: This novel is set in an unnamed mental hospital—somewhere in the Pacific Northwest or Northern California (we can infer this, given references to the Columbia River and The Dalles)—during the early 1960s.  The setting—a ‘madhouse’—is a symbolically appropriate locale for a book that seems to have a great deal to say about the civil and social unrest of the times.

· “This is What It Means to Say Phoenix, Arizona”: Though the story moves back in time between the late 1970s and the mid 1990s, it is set primarily on the Spokane / Coeur d’Alene Indian Reservation in Plummer, Idaho.  The principal characters in this book spend a great deal of their time in transit between the ‘Rez’ and Phoenix, Arizona, the site of the death of the protagonist’s father.

·  “Four Wolves and a Panther”: This story is set in a rundown, urban (city) neighborhood in present day (no earlier than the late 1990s, as evidenced by music and cultural references in the story) in Oakland, California.  The story begins in a decrepit warehouse/clubhouse where the “Four Wolves” gang hangs out and concludes in a suburban shopping mall.

· “Emergency”: This story is set in an around Portland, Oregon during what is probably the early 1970s, though this is never stated explicitly.   The two specific settings/locations in the book are an urban hospital and an outlying wooded area of the countryside, where the two principal characters get lost and drive around aimlessly in an intoxicated haze.

· “Gryphon”: This story is set primarily in a 4th grade public school classroom in Five Oaks, Michigan at some unspecified time in the past.  Actually, the story is being narrated by the now-adult Tommy about an event that happened a number of decades prior to when he’s telling the story.  Five Oaks has a small town, relaxed feel that is also a bit dull to the curious, imaginative narrator.

Supplementary Texts:

Since it’s been a while since we’ve read some of the short stories in the class, I’ve summarized them below:

“Four Wolves and a Panther” – Apollo

· In this short story by fourteen-year old Apollo, a young white man (Jamie) discusses with his African-American street friends (Leon, Little Jay, Matt) how he identifies with ‘blackness’ and would, in fact, prefer to be black.  Set in contemporary Oakland, CA, the story makes effective use of irony (particularly in its conclusion) and symbolism (particularly animals—see the title of the story)
“Emergency” – Denis Johnson

· In this comic short story, the narrator (nicknamed ‘F.H.’) recounts both his time spent as a hospital emergency room orderly and a surreal road trip with his pal Georgie (a co-worker at the hospital).  In addition to hospital hijinks—including the arrival of a man with a hunting knife buried in his one remaining good eye—and the discovery of ‘angels’ in the woods (the angels turn out to be images on a drive-in movie theater screen), the story also features a lively example of the ‘unreliable narrator,’ as the person telling us the story often exists in an intoxicated haze and his observations are often NOT what they appear to be.
“Gryphon” – Charles Baxter

· In this delightful 1st person narrative, an elementary student (Tommy) recounts the time his class had a most unusual substitute teacher (Miss Ferenczi), a mesmerizing character who tells the students fanciful stories (one in particular about the symbolic title character) and their futures.  The story is narrated in retrospect; Tommy is now an adult recounting his experiences from many decades ago.  Other important characters in the story include Mr. Hibler (Tommy’s ‘normal’ teacher), his unnamed mother, and classmates such as Bobby Kryanowicz.  Given the fact that this story is being told in retrospect (the ADULT Tommy tells the story) and is an act of memory, there are also the hallmarks of the unreliable narrator in this tale.
