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John Steinbeck’s “The Chrysanthemums”
(1937/8)
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PLOT:
· vivid description of Salinas Valley, CA

· south of San Francisco

· in the Coast Ranges of CA

· valley = “closed pot”

· fog = lid

· *(isolation, suffocation, suppression, build-up of pressure/tension)*
· black earth shining like metal = bottom

· fields = plowed, picked by crop sharers
· “no sunshine”
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sliver of yellow by the river (willow scrub)

· FALSE SUN
· Color IMAGERY

· December
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between seasons

· ***“It was a time of quiet and of waiting.”***
· all the work = done

· ground/orchard = waiting 4 rain

· waiting for rain

· waiting for change, for life, for love

· eager, desperate

· “but fog & rain do not go together.”
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foreshadowing (of ending)

· incompatible
· fog = male

· rain = female

· no change

· Henry & Elisa Allen

· foothill ranch

· Henry talking to 2 men in suits down by the tractor shed

· smoking

· talking business, w/ feet on tractor

· (men stuff)

· ELISA
· 35

· sexual peak

· between seasons – of youth & old age

· CURIOUS @ “men stuff”

· watches them 3X

· interested in doing what they do

· as she pruned her garden 
· fenced in
· trapped, isolated 
· described as MANLY
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face = lean & strong; “eager & mature & handsome”
· eyes = clear

· her “gardening costume”

· hid her feminine features (androgyny)

· black man’s hat (pulled over her eyes)

· clod-hopper shoes

· corduroy apron

· w/4 pockets

· for her tools

· snips, trowel, scratcher, seeds, knife

· covering her print dress

· heavy leather gloves

· her energy:
· “…over-eager, over-powerful.  The chrys. stems seemed too small & easy for her energy.”

· “neat white farm house”
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house = “hard-swept”

· windows = “hard-polished”

· “a clean mud-mat” 

· fingers = strong, “terrier”

· kills bugs

· connected to the earth, Nature

· digs into soil

· w/o gloves

· (fertility)

· (manly)

· puts gloves back on when Henry comes
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regression
· reverts immediately back to her gender role
· foreshadowing ending
· PRIDE:

· “a little smugness” 

· When Henry compliments her on her flowers

· “You’ve got a strong new crop coming.”

· Henry’s compliment
· “You’ve got a strong new crop coming.”

· “You’ve got a gift with things.”

· true love 
· equality (she’s a good farmer)

· slightly condescending, patronizing
· manish - @ crops 

· (he doesn’t come into her garden – separation, distance, no passion)

· apple orchard

· bad crop (or just not as good as hers?)
· Elisa:  “Maybe I could do it, too.” ***
· her eagerness to expand, new challenges

· her curiosity
· beyond gender roles

· Henry’s response:
· “Well, it sure works w/flowers.”

· blows her off

· forces her back into gender role

· suppresses her curiosity

· (doesn’t get it)

· her subtext
· what she’s saying w/o saying it

· (“Say Yes”)

· Elisa changes the subject
· her curiosity (@ the men)

· her self-suppression, regression (doesn’t force the issue)

· business:

· Henry sold 30 3-year-old steers

· (both give away their “children” – steers, sprouts??)

· almost got his asking price

· lost money ???

· lacks “testicles” to get his asking price (emasculated, castrated)

· dinner & movie to celebrate

· in town = freedom, break from routine, society, other people
· Henry’s joke:

· boxing

· Elisa’s reaction:

· “Oh, no,” she said breathlessly. “No, I wouldn’t like the fights.” 

· she’s joking in return??

· she’s reverting to her typical gender role again

· regression, self-suppression

· (foreshadowing end)

· 2PM
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Henry’s goes up hill w/Scotty to bring steers back to farm (2-5 PM)
· Elisa’s plan = transplant chrysanthemums
· does so out of boredom (“I guess”)

· does so orderly 
· parallel trenches

· orderly piles

· (OC, sublimation)

· FIX-IT MAN (handy man) Tinkerer
· big

· greying hair & beard (but didn’t look old)

· [loves what he does – so doesn’t look his age??] 
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“worn black suit […] wrinkled & spotted w/grease”

· eyes = dark & brooding (like sailors, teamsters)

· hands = calloused & cracked (furrowed)

· hard working, hard living 
· works w/hands

· (a tough life)

· wagon:

· covered wagon (prairie schooner, Old West)
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pulled by old bay horse & grey-&-white burro (mix)
· hand-painted sign:  “Pots, pans, knives, sisors, lawn mores. Fixed” 

· misspellings

· “clumsy, crooked letters”
· running paint streaks

· his DOG:
· mongrel

· lean & rangy/lanky

· “walked sedately” 

· sedated, tranquilized (like Elisa = bored!)

· composed, dignified, unflappable
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stand off w/Elisa’s 2 ranch shepherds 
· sniff & circle

· ** What Elisa & Handyman do shortly **

· put up front

· sniff/feel each other out

· w/ “ambassadorial dignity”

· RETREAT:  feeling outnumbered, retreats to under the wagon & then snarls 
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= Handyman (pity)

· = Elisa

· Humor:  “That’s a bad dog in a fight when he gets started.” 
· “I see he is. How soon does he generally get started?” “Sometimes not for weeks.”

· Elisa can be charming, witty (she can have anyone)

· Fake laughter

· laughter quickly leaves his eyes (business) 

· lost???

· claims to be lost, asking for directions to LA highway
· from Seattle to San Diego, 6 months each way

· slightly turned on 

· he’s big

· takes off her gloves

· fixes her hair

· Elisa = CURIOUS, intrigued by this way of life

· “a nice kind of way to live”

· the “I can do that” attitude, curiosity

· freedom, independence, good weather, constant challenges

· (like Henry he blows her off – wants what he wants)

· his approaches:
· lost, asking for directions (way in)

· mend pots, sharpen scissors

· scissors = worst

· pots can save $$$

· pity, guilt trip (no supper) ad Misericordiam
· her vanity (chrysanthemums)

· PRIDE:

· Elisa changes from resistance & annoyance to bubbling
· she “melts”

· “bigger than anybody around here”

· defensive @ their smell

· “I had ten-inch blooms this year.”

· his new tactic:
· some woman he did work for wants to try chrysanthemums 

· ( asks for seeds

· ( proof he’s lying b/c easier to transplant sprouts than to raise from seeds

· Elisa opens up:
· like a flower getting some sun

· paid her some attention

· she blooms

· “her eyes shone”

· she takes off her manly hat

· “shook out her pretty dark hair”

· (FEMININE)

· she runs to the back

· she runs excitedly for the red pot

· she doesn’t even think to put on her gloves – digs right into the dirt

· forgets gender roles ( the real Elisa

· so starved for attention that she can’t realize that he’s taking advantage of her

· P/A:  tells him the process of transplanting sprouts
· “planting hands”  

· no words, just feeling

· the budding = takes the most care

· [“in the zone” – intuition, beyond knowledge, beyond skill – her “gift”]

· one w/ Nature:

· “They’re w/the plant. […] Your fingers & the plant.”

· fingers picking the buds

· can make no mistakes

· symbiosis
· SEX:
· female masturbation/digital stimulation:  

· “Everything goes right down into your finger tips.”

· fingers do no wrong (picking the buds)

· “keep the sand damp”

· fellatio:  

· picking the buds???
· she = kneeling in front of him, standing over her

· her mouth opens a little

· “Her breast swelled passionately.”

· her voice = husky

· she interrupts him

· she reaches out for his leg (but pulls away)

· coitus:

· stars

· “Why, you rise up & up! Every pointed star gets driven into your body. It’s like that. Hot & sharp & -- lovely.”

· Elisa = DOG #2:

· her hands falls away from his legs

· she = “crouched low like a fawning dog”
· Handyman = Henry #2:

· he looks away self-consciously

· she = too much

· her energy, her passion, her sexuality, her femininity    ***
· (“Cat in the Rain”)
· Handyman = Henry #3:
· he breaks the SPELL
· complains @ not having any supper – business #1 

· Elisa = “ashamed”

· ashamed by her own passion

· ashamed by her sexuality

· suppresses herself, allows men to suppress her

· ( finds 2 pots for him to fix

· to get rid of him

· his manner changes

· he = professional

· what he’s passionate about

· OR

· what he’s wanted all along

· Elisa’s CURIOSITY:
· she goes back to “way of living”

· “It must be very nice. I wish women could do such things.”

· freedom

· break gender roles
· Handyman = Henry #4:

· he blows her off

· “It ain’t the right kind of life for a woman.”

· (gender roles)

· Elisa = DOG #3:

· her response to his denial

· “Her upper lip raised a little, showing her teeth. ‘How do you know? How can you tell?’”

· 50 cents
· “prices down & work good”

· (male prostitute)

· gender reversal/double standard

· she takes care of the pots, scissors

· he thinks he could her job

· (but she can’t do his?!)

· “I could show you what a woman might do.”

· not the life for a woman:
· lonely

· scary

· (BUT:  she already is lonely, kills bugs)

· he got what he wanted PLUS some:
· work

· 50 cents 

· new customer

· new red pot

· he leaves, “The mongrel dog took his place between the back wheels.”

· Elisa = DOG
· “Good-bye. Good-bye. […] That’s a bright direction. There’s a glowing there.”
· freedom, independence, escape

· (yellow-brick road)

· in a trance (stance, eyes ½ closed), her own words snaps her out of a SPELL
· guilty conscience:
· she runs into the house
· rips off her clothes

· scrubs herself raw w/pumice 

· “legs & thighs, loins & chest & arms, until her skin was scratched & red”

· as if she just cheated on her husband

· as if she’s just paid for sex (he = male prostitute)

· knows, realizes she’s been seduced, used, manipulated, taken advantage of

· OR
· she’s washing away her old life, her old androgynous life
· tossing aside her manly clothes, washing away the dirt
· as if she’s reclaiming her femininity

· looks at herself in the mirror

· reclaiming or rediscovering her femininity
· masturbation???

· tightens stomach, sticks out chest, looks at her butt

· “After a while”

· NEW WOMAN:
· (rebirth) 
· tear off & toss in corner clothes

· shower, scrubbing

· dresses like a woman

· takes her time

· new underwear, nicest stockings & dress

· dress = “symbol of her prettiness”

· fixed her hair

· makeup (penciled eyebrows, rouged lips)

· stands up straight, proud & strong (like a flower)

· sets out his clothes (dresses him)
· (castration)

· power

· SPELL
· sat “primly & stiffly” on the porch

· sat unmoving

· her eyes “blinked rarely”

· stares at the willow-tinted path (escape)

· imagination 

· the possibilities

· sexually??

· new life??

· Henry = Handyman

· breaks her SPELL w/banging door

· she’s bothered by him – his intrusion into her fantasy

· sex

· new life

· reminder of old life

· Henry’s compliment #2:

· she looks “nice”

· (can’t say “sexy” “hot”?!)

· “different, strong, happy”

· (+) true love

· (-)  blundering, unused to complimenting

· (-)  blundering, overpowered by her sexuality

· (see Handyman earlier)
· Elisa:

· “I am strong?” (a question)

· “Yes, strong.” (a statement, belief)

· “What do you mean ‘strong’?” (doubt, regression)

· Henry

· thinks it’s a game

· (see earlier w/the boxing)—
· part of their marital behavior, code, subtext, in-joke 
· (“Say Yes”)

· “You look strong enough to break a calf over your knee, happy enough to eat it like a watermelon.”

· masculine 

· he sees her as a man – (but she all sexed up?!)

· like he’s talking to one of the guys

· Henry = gay

· Elisa:
· goes soft (withers –womanly, stereotypical woman)

· stiffens again (
· “I’m strong. […] I never knew before how strong.”

· she knows she can do anything, anything a man can do & more (spell, imagination)

· POWER, self-confidence

· Henry = Handyman:
· looks away, after Elisa’s previous claim

· she = too much for him    ***
· her sexuality

· her energy 
· her “strength”

· foreplay, POWER:
· she makes him wait (while she gets her coat & hat)

· puts on her hat just right

· waits until her turns off the car to go out

· realization:
· she saw the chrysanthemums sprouts as a “dark speck” ahead on the road & “She knew.”

· she knew she’d been used, seduced, manipulated, taken advantage of 

· (see para. 93) guilty conscience

· Handyman threw sprouts away & kept the new red pot
· cold (knew she’d see them?) (didn’t care @ her passion) (didn’t take long to toss them)

· not love

· just sex

· just the pot (pot = her vagina)

· he got what he wanted

· she thinks at least he could have thrown them in the river

· BUT then she makes an excuse for him (b/c he kept the pot)

· he “had to” keep the pot – why “had to”?? (who he is, tigers & stripes)

· car passes caravan

· guilty conscience (sex)

· shame (being used)

· she turns completely toward husband to avoid seeing him

· symbolic?? (shame, guilt … recommitment)

· Henry = perceptive
· notices her changes in mood (from porch, car)

· realizes they “get so heavy out on the ranch”

· build-up of pressure 

· that needs to be released

· “closed pot”

· (“The Storm”)

· Elisa wants wine w/dinner (treat)
· (Henry doesn’t deny her anything – dinner & movie, wine if she asks)

· Elisa asks @ boxing
· men hurt each other

· blood running down chests 

· (visceral, sexy)

· blood-soaked gloves
· vicarious revenge on Handyman (Henry?  All men??)

· do women go?

· echoes earlier conversation/joke @ boxing

· cycles, traditions, NO CHANGE
· Henry’s response = the same

· tells her what she’d like/not like

· (will he order her food for her, too??)

· (“Story of Hour” & imposing will on another)

· offers to take her if she really wants to 

· (genuine offer?? – OR idiosyncratic way of blowing her off)

· NO CHANGE:

· boxing conversation

· she = curious, asks

· he tells her what she likes/doesn’t

· he offers ½-heartedly

· she resumes her gender role
· goes limp 
· (from rigid, stiff, proud & tall)

· (withers like a flower)

· accepts his perception of her likes/dislikes
· wine will be enough, plenty

· a slight change

· a move in the right direction??

· a consolation prize??

· she turns away from him

· “crying weakly—like an old woman”
· crushed freedom

· change OR die

· (“Story of Hour”)

· what = “old”

· age, #

· old not b/c age BUT b/c of mindset, crushed dreams – see Handyman (who doesn’t look his age b/c he loves what he’s doing)
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
SETTING:
· Salinas Valley as “closed pot” 
· December

· Saturday afternoon

· 2-5 PM

· foggy (low ceiling) 
· between seasons

· waiting for rain
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---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
IMAGERY:
· COLORS

· gray of fog
· black of plowed fields

· golden yellow of country road (from willows)
· white & yellow chrysanthemums

· white house
· red of apples
· red of bay horse

· gray of burro

· gray of Handyman’s hair

· red of wine & blood
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
SYMBOLISM:
· Salinas Valley as “closed pot”

· repression, suppression, suffocation, stifling

· simmering

· ready to explode

· stifling, stagnant

· intimacy

· (compare/contrast to RED POT at end & Elisa back into the pot)

· apple orchard
· Henry’s suppression (blows her off)

· Henry’s impotence (can’t grow)

· Elisa’s curiosity, need for new challenge

· Elisa’s self-suppression (she gives in & she changes the subject)

· steers
· Elisa’s curiosity @ man stuff

· Henry’s bad business skills

· Henry’s impotence/emasculation/castration

· bad business (can’t get his asking price)

· steers = castrated, impotent

· Elisa’s garden

· cage 

· trapped inside 

· Henry’s free to roam

· Elisa never leaves unless Henry takes her to town

· (imprisonment)

· she can only see from her cage 

· farm, valley, universe (tease – she’s surrounds by vastness)

· chrysanthemums sprouts
· women’s eggs

· endless fertility

· transplanting 

· never start from scratch, but from sprouts 

· carry-overs, from the past

· no change, stagnation, limitation

· no waste (+)
· adoption???

· easier to transplant

· than to raise from seeds

· unnatural???

· symbols of Elisa’s getting taken advantage of

· chrysanthemums
· grow so high, get cut down ( PRIDE

· grow so high, get cut down ( CYCLES

· delicate, need lots of care & attention

· like children Elisa does not have (sublimation)

· seclusion, isolation, orderliness
· packed tightly

· = Elisa 

· tall but weak

· clipped by men??

· blooms w/some attention

· when Elisa stands STIFF, straight

· when Elisa WITHERS

· Handyman
· sexual temptation

· animal, visceral

· attention

· freedom, independence, adventure
· someone/thing new, different, out of the ordinary

· suppression

· human vulture (preying on women)

· gigolo, male prostitute (50 cents, “satisfied customers”)

· castrated man, reversal of gender roles

· Elisa’s shame, rejection, sexual frustration

· Handyman’s DOG
· mongrel

· = Handyman (Elisa = 2 shepherds)

· attacks, she stares him down

· he attacks from another angle (“bad dog in a fight” – won’t quit, always wins)

· = Elisa 

· desperate for love, attention

· (growls BUT backs down easily)

· wagon/schooner/caravan:

· old West (America’s past)

· mixed, mongrel 
· horse & burro

· pulled in 2 directions (1 = faster than the other)

· = Elisa (curiosity, wonder, excitement BUT held back by her burro part)

· crooked & misspelled words

· wagon = yonic symbol

· stars

· phallus, multiple men, multiple sexual partners

· 5 fingers = digital stimulation (masturbation)

· freedom, independence (elsewhere)

· one with the universe

· red pot

· his true goal

· vagina (red, fertility, vessel)

· sex/lust – not love

· (men = practical, women = aesthetic)

· shower

· (+) change

· new woman

· washing away, stripping away androgynous Elisa for new sexy, womanly Elisa

· (-) her shame, guilt
· dress = 

· “symbol of her prettiness”

· she turns completely toward husband to avoid seeing him
· her shame

· her guilty conscience

· her focus, recommitment to her husband

· (she “did not look back”) – no regrets, no shame, recommitment

· dinner & movie

· tradition

· tradition not change, not transformation

· wine & boxing
· blood

· wants revenge on Handyman (Henry? all men??)

· vicariousness
· boxing

· shows her curiosity, still

· shows her weakness, eventually

· wine = 
· consolation prize, for her cowardice, her suppression

· vagina symbols:

· “yonic”:  (from Sanskrit yoni, "vagina"): representation of female genitalia (primary sex organs)
· (vulva, vagina, womb) 
· symbolizes feminine generative power (warmth,  creativity, reproduction, femininity)

· caves, cauldrons, chalices, circles, cups, flowers bloomed, goblets, hoops, pots, rooms, tunnels, wells, other containers, ocean (The Holy Grail to Dan Brown in Da Vinci Code)
· contrasted with a phallic symbol (towers, guns, sticks, snakes, sports cars, spurs, planes)

· Selinas Valley

· chrysanthemums

· sand (her garden)

· soil (waiting for the rain, waiting to be impregnated)

· buds (abundant fertility)

· flowers = female genitalia

· apples & seeds

· wagon

· pots, pans

· impotence symbols:  (Henry = castrated, impotent)
· cooled marriage

· Elisa’s desperation, quick change, energy

· Henry’s sexual indifference

· Elisa trimming chrysanthemum stems (= castration)

· steer = castrated

· orchard = impotent

· separate rooms

· she has the “gift w/things” – not him

· his business deal (didn’t get his asking price)?

· she dresses him (lays out his clothes)
· Henry = gay:

· steer

· sexual indifference

· compliments = manly

· wife looks manly

· spends time w/Scott

· separate rooms

· treats her like one of the boys
· sexual frustration symbols:

· period of waiting (fields waiting for rain, ready)

· cooled marriage

· Elisa’s energy, OCD

· Elisa’s quick change, easy seduction

· Elisa & stars

· Henry & orchard, steers
· seclusion symbols: (isolation)

· valley

· garden cage

· gender roles

· sheltered, routine marriage

· chrysanthemums packed tightly

· SEX:

· sex = 

· to be truly alive, free

· to be 1 w/the universe (symbiosis)

· to be 1 w/Nature

· animal, visceral (dogs, Handyman)

· stars penetrate her

· fields, sand, soil

· fertility

· waiting, ready, eager

· “keep the sand damp”

· she blooms like a flower

· women’s sexual power

· sexual peak = 30s
· Henry & Handyman have to look away from her when she’s hot
· “stiletto feminism”
· WAITING:

· fields 
· Elisa

· for sex

· for children

· for change/challenge

· Elisa = MASCULINE:
· strong

· interest in boxing

· handy-woman

· better than husband growing (orchard)

· man’s hat & boots

· outfit = androgyny

· THEIR MARRIAGE:

· love (but)

· no passion

· routine

· Henry = @ money, business, steer, orchard

· respective roles

· separate rooms

· WATCHING:

· business men x3

· Handyman fixing pot

· Handyman leaving

· The golden road (from porch)

· (
· Elisa’s curiosity

· Elisa’s longing to leave, longing for adventure, for change, for challenge

· Elisa’s sheltered life – longs for the company of others, other men??
· Elisa’s POWER:  Elisa = GODDESS
· PHYSICAL:

· gardening

· housecleaning

· AGRICULTURAL:

· flowers, orchard, her “gift w/things”

· SPIRITUAL:

· Ø

· imagination 

· flickers, momentary (BUT)
· she crumbles at the ends (regresses)

· SEXUAL:

· fertility (agricultural power)

· flirts w/Handyman (jokes)

· Henry & Handyman look away

· plays game w/Henry

· define words (“nice” “strong” “happy”)

· makes him wait in car, she fixes hat (foreplay)

· death & rebirth:

· crops, harvests, planting – seasons

· seasons

· transplanting

· mending broken pots, sharpening scissors

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
CYCLES:
· death & rebirth

· seasons

· planting seasons, crops

· seasons of life (childhood, youth, middle-age, old age)

· life & death (of people)

· grow so high, get cut down

· transplanting 

· never start from scratch, but from sprouts 

· carry-overs, from the past

· no change, stagnation, limitation

· no waste (+)

· pots, pans, scissors

· no waste

· make old like new

· (like transplanting)

· boxing conversation
· CYCLES = NO CHANGE
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

STEINBECK:
· setting (Salinas Valley)

· share croppers

· connection to the earth, land, soil (Nature)

· symbolism
· highly descriptive

· old America (pioneer woman)

· hard work ethic (industry)

· manipulative outsider???

· outsider, wanderer vs. grounded family man

· Handyman = (-)

· amoral

· wants what he wants

· uses people

· Handyman = (+)

· industrious, hard-working

· adapts

· knows how to survive

· adaption:  change OR die
· anti-commercialism (see below)

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
THEMES:
· love what you do, whatever it is ( won’t grow old

· Tinkerer loves what he does – so doesn’t look his age
· C/C to Elisa at the end

· feminine, sexual, creative repression
· marriage = (-)

· stifling

· suppression

· imposing our wills onto others, good intentions or bad (“Story of Hour”)

· patriarchal 

· subtext of conversations

· & men just don’t get it

· marriage = (+)

· marriage = partnership w/assigned roles BUT every so often need a break from roles

· self-suppression

· Elisa = to blame for her own suppression 

· “so often times it happens that we live our lives in chains & never even know we have the key” (EAGLES)

· change OR die

· people

· marriage

· male impotency

· connection to Nature

· human vultures

· vicariousness

· house 

· flowers (children)

· fix pots & pans (no sex)

· boxing (revenge)

· anti-commercialism

ANTI-COMMERCIALISM:  taking advantage of vulnerability:
· animal-like

· vulture

· prey sniffing for weakness

· preying on weaknesses

· our pride

· our vanity

· our loneliness (Valentine’s Day!)

· our susceptibility, gullibility

· our greed

· our frailty 

· (scammers – of elderly)

· (infomercials)

· (get-rich-quick, lose weight fast, diets, exercises, drinks)

· students getting teachers to go off on tangents

BIOGRAPHICAL

· setting (Salinas Valley)

· share croppers

· connection to the earth, land, soil (Nature)

· symbolism

· highly descriptive

· old America (pioneer woman)

· hard work ethic (industry)

· manipulative outsider???

· outsider vs. grounded family man

· adaption:  change OR die

· anti-commercialism

HISTORICAL

· assigned gender roles

· women = 
· gardening, housekeeping, no boxing, ashamed of sexual power

· men = 
· business, farming (big stuff), smoking cigarettes, roping & riding, boxing

· agricultural culture

· connected to Nature

· share-croppers

· pre-WWII (foreshadows women’s role during War Effort??)

· post-Great Depression

· no waste (“waste not, want not”)
· jobs = hard to find

· industriousness

FEMINIST

· marriage = stifling

· assigned gender roles

· men “blowing off” women’s needs

· intentionally or not

· men impose their wills on women

· keep them in their assigned gender roles

· determine women’s likes/dislikes (think for them)

· men don’t get it – don’t pick up on the subtext of women’s words (“Say Yes”)

· women = too much for men

· men = wimps

· can’t handle female sexuality

· look away

· (stiletto feminism)

· women have internal strength, power

· women & fertility & creativity & “gift” & connection to Nature

· words = masculine, feelings = feminine

· Elisa can’t put into words her “planter’s hands”

· describes it as a feeling

· eco-feminism:

· (mis)treatment/oppression of women & environment, feminism & environmentalism

· male qualities = competitiveness, individuality, assertiveness, leadership, logic/reason, practicality
· female qualities = co-operation, nurture, supportiveness, nonviolence, sensuality, emotion, creativity
PSYCHOLOGY

· self-image, identity, gender identity, gender roles

· repression (to suppress painful memories/thoughts from the conscious; to keep from natural development)

· to keep Elisa (women) from natural development – sexual needs

· suppression (to stifle unacceptable impulses)
· suppress female sexuality

· Elisa’s clothing

· setting = stifling

· sublimation
· (to express socially unacceptable desires/impulses in acceptable ways; “to purify”)

· flowers for children

· pots & pans for sex

· boxing for revenge

· wine for change

OTHER STORIES

· “Say Yes”

· subtext, men don’t get it

· “Story of Hour”

· imposing will on another

· marriage = stifling

· “Cat in Rain”

· impose will

· “humor” women – patronize

· women = unappreciated as women, as sexual beings

· women = lonely, insecure, starved for attention (any kind, from any one)

· women = thus, easily satisfied, seduced

· men = impotent, afraid of feminine sexual power
· “Storm”
· build-up of frustrations, energies over time

· need time out, break (storm)

· sex, adultery, dinner & movie in town, new roles

movie making:

< http://www.youtube.com/watch#v=sruDZ8GnuzI&feature=related  >

"The Chrysanthemums" (1990) movie still. Nina Capriola kneels in her garden speaking with Paul Henri.
Synopsis:   A story of traditional roles–husband and wife, Henry and Elisa Allen, reside the Salinas Valley area. The seemingly dutiful wife tends to her garden as her husband takes care of farmland business. Elisa is greeted by a mysterious pot mending visitor who illuminates the protagonist. Empowered by sexual energy and a quite sense of androgyny, Elisa develops into a character who is passionate, yet both proud and weary of her feminine role. Will she break free from the constraints of being a woman? Not quite. In the end, life goes on as it should. Henry and Elisa go out for dinner and a movie sustaining tradition, not transform. Anyone for a glass of wine?

Summary:
The story opens with a panoramic view of the Salinas Valley in winter, shrouded in fog. The focus narrows and finally settles on Elisa Allen, cutting down the spent stalks of chrysanthemums in the garden on her husband's ranch. Elisa is thirty-five, lean and strong, and she approaches her gardening with great energy. Her husband Henry comes from across the yard, where he has been arranging the sale of thirty steer, and offers to take Elisa to town for dinner and movie to celebrate the sale. He praises her skill with flowers, and she congratulates him on doing well in the negotiations for the steer. They seem a well-matched couple, though their way of talking together is formal and serious. Henry heads off to finish some chores, and Elisa decides to finish her transplanting before they get ready to leave for town.

Soon Elisa hears ‘‘a squeak of wheels and a plod of hoofs,’’ and a man drives up in an old wagon. (He is never named; the narrator calls him simply ‘‘the man.’’) The man is large and dirty, and clearly used to…
Elisa Allen = 35 years old

Henry Allen = 
 

"The Chrysanthemums" (1990) movie still. Nina Capriola kneels in her garden speaking with Paul Henri.
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Elisa Allen, the protagonist of "The Chrysanthemums," Steinbeck's most frequently anthologized short story, gardens on the foothills ranch she shares with her husband, Henry Allen.  The story opens with a description of the surrounding Salinas Valley and narrows in on Elisa Allen pruning last year's chrysanthemums as she notices Henry talking with two men in business suits.  Elisa, who is thirty-five, is described in masculine terms.  She is "lean and strong" and "looked blocked and heavy in her gardening costume, man's black hat pulled low down over her eyes […] Her face was eager and mature and handsome" (1-2).  After Henry finishes his conversation, he approaches and compliments Elisa on her "gift with things," as she produces the most impressive chrysanthemum crop around (2). Henry off-handedly mentions she should come out and work in the orchard and then informs her he just sold some steer to the two businessmen with whom he was conversing. To celebrate, he offers to take Elisa into Salinas for dinner and a movie.  He jokingly offers to take her to see the "fights," but Elisa "breathlessly" refuses the offer (3).  

Henry then departs to round up the steers and a mysterious wagon comes plodding up the country road. A man, in a "worn black suit" that is "wrinkled and spotted with grease" emerges (4).  Seemingly lost, he strikes up a casual conversation with Elisa and asks if he can sharpen her scissors or mend any pots or pans.  Elisa, slightly annoyed by the man's presence, refuses the offer.  The man then notices her work in the garden and asks about her chrysanthemums. Her tone changes as she passionately explains how to plant and cut them and she gives him a flower pot containing some sprouts to take to a woman down the road whose garden, the man says, would be greatly enhanced by them.  Strangely overcome, she tells the man what it "feels" like to have "planting hands": "Everything goes right down into your fingertips.  You watch your fingers work.  They do it themselves.  You can feel how it is" (8).  As "[h]er breast swelled passionately[,]" Eliza nearly reaches out and touches the man, but she comes back to her senses and is possessed by a sense of shame (9).  She quickly pays him fifty cents to mend a few saucepans so he can be on his way. 

After the man leaves, Elisa runs into the house and vigorously bathes, scrubbing her entire body, including her "loins," with a block of pumice (10).  After she is dressed for dinner, Henry notices something different about his wife.  In a blundering attempt to compliment her, Henry tells Elisa, "You look strong enough to break a calf over your knee, happy enough to eat it like a watermelon" (11).  

Elisa and Henry then leave for town.  As they are driving, she notices a "dark speck" in the roadway (12). Elisa knows immediately that the traveling handyman has tossed her sprouts into the roadway and kept her pot.  The story ends with Elisa asking her husband about the boxing matches: "[…]do the men hurt each other very much?[…] Do any women ever go to the fights?" (12-13).  Henry is perplexed by her curiosity.  He offers to take her to see the fights, though he does not think she will enjoy herself.  Elisa settles for wine instead and sits back, "crying weakly—like an old woman" (13).

Symbolism: 

· the setting (The Salinas Valley)
· contrast of color

· the season–winter

· the garden

· chrysanthemums

· Elisa is the center of this story. She is a complex woman, unloved, and unappreciated. She desires above all else to be wanted and loved as well as being recognized as a sexual being, instead of a workforce that her husband sees her as. The reader must forgive her for her insecurity and loneliness. Elisa is reacting to things as only she knows how. All these things and more are vividly symbolized in “The Chrysanthemums”, and the reader can almost feel her desperation that her life has bred in her. (“Cat in the Rain”)

· Steinbeck obviously writes with nature in mind. Not just the idiosyncrasies of human nature, but the subtle beauty and chaotic whims of Mother Nature. Elisa was written with this same template. Since she sees the chrysanthemums as a replacement for not only children, but also her very womanhood, she is playing the part of both human and raw primeval nature. Her desire to grow and nurture the plants is both beautiful and horrifying to see. The attachment she has made is almost unholy in nature, and makes one think she might be more than a little not right in her mind. Sadly, her unstable nature has much to do with her husband’s lack of understanding his wife’s inner being. How else can one look at what she perceives as true? As the Chrysanthemums express her feminine side when her husband inhibits her, she must care for them as if they we her. The existence of the flowers mirrors her own. If Elisa were to let them die, either by her own hand, or through neglect of others, she herself would experience death-a death of what she needs, but cannot have in any other way and maintain her marriage. This would create a collapse of her sense of self, and make her into an empty shell of a woman.

· Elisa is like a mongrel dog, always slinking and scrambling around seeking love and acceptance; even when there is truly none to be found. Her actions are compared to the tinker’s dog

John Steinbeck's "The Chrysanthemums" takes place in Steinbeck's home town Salinas, California. The reader meets the main character, Elisa Allen, while she is tending to her flower garden. "Elisa Allen, working in her flower garden, looked down across the yard and saw Henry, her husband, talking to two men in business suits" (Steinbeck, 203). The first impression of her tending to her flower garden gives us the impression that she is quiet (she is alone) and hard working. The second noticeable aspect of Elisa Allen is her curiosity. Elisa sees the men talking to her husband and wonders what they are talking about. However, there is more to Elisa Allen than this mere first impression. "The chrysanthemum stems seemed to small and easy for her energy" (Steinbeck, 203). Upon this further reading look you realize she is actually strong and energetic as well, or that is how she represents herself at the least. Elisa was especially good at growing chrysanthemums (hence, the title).

The story digs deeper when Henry (Elisa Allen's husband) leaves the house with his helper. Elisa continues to work on her garden when a strange wagon pulls up to her property. A big man gets out and begins to talk to Elisa, and gets to the point where he asks her repeatedly if he can fix some of her tools/appliances. The moral of this story is to show that women (Elisa Allen representing women) can be strong, but men belittle them far too often in society. "I wish women could do such things." (Steinbeck, 208). Even Elisa herself realizes this flaw in society. Keep in mind this story was published in 1938, women finally got the right to vote in 1920, only 18 years
 prior, so women's suffrage is a viable option for the moral of 
the story. Yet women were still mocked, whether they had rights or not. "I am strong? Yes, strong. What do you mean strong?" (Steinbeck, 209). This is a small portion of a conversation between Henry and Elisa a little bit before they leave for town. Henry compliments Elisa, yet Elisa takes it as a taunting gesture. As we progress to the end of the story you can tell that Elisa wants to show she is capable of doing the same things men do. "Henry, at those prize fights, do the men hurt each other very much?" (Steinbeck, 210). This quotation simply hints at the fact that Elisa wants to show that she can commit the same actions, and enjoy the same events as Henry (who represents men in this instance). Soon after Henry notes "What's the matter, Elisa? Do you want to go? I don't think you'd like it, but I'll take you if you really want to go." (Steinbeck, 210). What Henry said added gasoline to the fire, especially the bolded area. At the end of the story Elisa " [...] turned up her collar so he could not see that she was crying weakly-like an old woman." (Steinbeck, 210). Elisa is hurt, but doesn't want to show her weakness and vulnerability, to she covers up her tears to her husband doesn't see them. Why wouldn't Elisa like to go to the match? Why don't people think she cannot perform certain tasks (like the wagon traveler)? The reason I think the story is titled "The Chrysanthemums" is to compare women and flowers, especially in this story a "weak" flower. Like the quotation "The chrysanthemum stems seemed to small and easy for her energy." (Steinbeck, 203), the chrysanthemums are weak, like Elisa feels weak against society's views on her.
Steinbeck’s home in Salinas, CA





60-mile long Salinas Valley have been called “The Salad Bowl of the Nation”





Pioneer woman (old America)


bored w/this womanly stuff (unchallenged)


sexual frustration (sublimation)


no children (sublimation)


OCD


sublimation





CURIOUS @


men’s business


orchard


Handyman’s way of life


Boxing


(= her dissatisfaction, longing for more)





“The Chrysanthemums” by Daniel Ridgway Knight





ELISA at END:


hides her weakness/femininity


(contrary to earlier)


shame:  at the “affair”, of her feminine sexuality


knows:  now she knows what freedom tastes like


can’t go back


can’t un-know it


has “imagined” it (sex, freedom)


more than vague “curiosity”


opportunity, imagination


has been “bitten”


(post-Lapsarian knowledge)


like Sammy (“A&P”)


back into the POT





Mongrel = mixed breed





OR


Elisa = DOG


dog nestled at his feet





CYCLES:


Seasons, crops, harvests, life/death





lava, cooled


(her passion)


abrasive


pumice soap = coarse finely ground particles


a rock that can float





“Handyman Soap”


“The Handyman Soap is made with lots of course pumice to tackle that extreme challenge of removing the toughest grease and grime from the handyman or mechanics' hands.


(Elisa = Handyman)





Steinbeck’s home in Salinas, CA





PRIDE


Antigone


Connie


Dee


Fortunato


Emily Grierson


Grandmother


Hulga








