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  Part 1 

Introduction 

The portrayal of a character’s personality is an important and challenging task for a writer. In 

this work, the attention is paid to material objects as a means of portraying female characters’ 

personalities, how they create the image of a woman in society, what qualities and virtues are 

usually ascribed to a woman in the European world in the first half of the 20th century. Material 

items also expose individual psychological features of female characters, which is shown in this 

paper. This theme is interesting due to a sharp contrast between a “materiality”, “earthliness” of 

everyday objects and how they suddenly become a literary means and serve a non-material, even 

spiritual purpose of exploring the inner world of a character, her choices, experiences and 

longings. Every trivial, unimportant material item has some qualities and functions. These 

qualities of the objects may be used to portray a character. 

It is especially fascinating to dwell on non-material functions of material items in the 

literary context, as we live in the era of advertisement and consumption. Such an angle to look at 

material culture may provide interesting conclusions.  

Material items in the gender context deserve special attention, because women are 

usually labeled as consumers (Hoberman, 2004:81-82) and therefore women characters are often 

described in association to material items. This description through the mentioning of material 

objects does not merely help us to understand a female character’s individuality. It also reflects 

the social expectations, imposed on a woman. 

The short stories used for analysis are written by famous Western writers of the 20th 

century, the time of emancipation and the first victories in the fight for women’s rights. That is 

why the material items portray not only the female characters in the texts, but an uncertain, 

changing world of attitudes toward women, their occupation and ways of life. The texts analyzed 

in the thesis are “A Perfect Day for Bananafish” by J.D. Salinger, “Moments of Being: ‘Slater’s 

Pins Have no Points’” by V. Woolf and “The Bottom Line and the Sharp End” by F. Weldon. 

The thesis is divided into two parts. 

The first part discusses material items as a literary tool and presents, what studies have 

been made in this area. In this first part, material item are also considered in the gender context. 

The information about the authors and their short stories is also given in chapter one, whereas 
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chapter two is devoted to the analysis of the literary texts and the material items mentioned in 

them. At the end, conclusions are made. 

 

1.1 Material objects as signs in the fictional and factual worlds. 

The connection between material objects and people is obvious. People are makers of culture. 

People also make and use material objects, and material objects inform us about their owners.  S. 

H. Riggins claims: “it is difficult to construct one’s self, and to present that self to others, in the 

absence of objects” (Riggins, 1994:2). 

Material things become a rich field for creating figures of speech due to the connotations 

and associations that they can cause in our minds. As Mary Douglas puts it, “there is no end to 

finding metaphors and there is no end to finding objects” (Douglas, 1994:10). Associations can 

be individual, of course (e.g., a Ford wagon can bear the connotation of danger and pain for 

those who had an accident in such a car) but mostly they are formed by culture, and history. 

“Connotations are not purely personal meanings – they are determined by the codes to which the 

interpreter has access” (Chandler, 2007:139). That is why material objects are sometimes full of 

symbolical meaning and can function as signs, which is exactly a field of Semiotics. As Umberto 

Eco puts it, semiotics is a discipline that is “concerned with anything that could be taken as a 

sign” (1976:7). The word “code” has acquired a broader meaning and become a term in 

Semiotics. Daniel Chandler, a visual semiotician and an author of the textbook Semiotics: the 

Basics describes many kinds of codes, which are the contexts that allow us deciphering meanings 

of signs. For example, there are social codes such a behavioral (including rituals and traditions 

common for a certain culture), commodity codes (such as clothing) or bodily codes (what is 

more known as the body language) Apart from social codes, there are also ideological codes (that 

may exist within some political system), aesthetic codes (symbols in poetry or painting) and 

many more (2007:149-150). Within familiar contexts every word, image or object may acquire a 

certain connotation, which can differ a lot from its denotation, its literal meaning (ibid.:137). 

Thus the field of meanings is much broader than the field of signs, and meanings themselves 

may be much deeper than they seem at first. 

Probably, one may say that deciphering each material object as a sign in literary texts is 

an overreading. However, the idea that material items are very often used in literary texts as 

signs can be supported by several statements made by Eco. Eco is a famous philosopher, novelist 
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and, most importantly, an acknowledged semiotician who has written a number of scientific 

works devoted to texts and signs. 

 Firstly, Eco claims that “a sign is not a fixed semiotic entity but rather the meeting 

ground for independent elements” (Eco, 1979:49). That is to say, the signs are freely produced 

by a writer with any possible novelty, there are no “canonical” borders. A writer can play with 

objects and their meanings and can create new symbols. 

Secondly, “what we are accustomed to recognize as everyday forms turns out to be the 

result of transitory chemical aggregations and so-called ‘things’ are only the surface appearance” 

(ibid.49). In other words, one may not necessarily realize the depth of each image, whereas its 

presence in the text may have a serious purpose. Eco compares the structure of a sign with a 

melody that a listener understands as a unity but is unaware of a certain combination of notes 

(ibid.:50). 

Thirdly, and most importantly, “connotations are frequently less stable than denotations: 

the stability concerns the force and the duration of the coding convention” (ibid.:55, italics 

mine). It means that the connotation of a sign depends on how recognizable, how frequently seen 

the connection between the denotation (the actual meaning) and the connotation (associatiative 

meaning) is. And taking into consideration the novelty of images used in literary texts, the 

connotation cannot always be obvious and unquestionable. 

These three statements suggest that the author is free to create signs and connotations and 

the reader is free to interpret them. Every material object mentioned in a literary text thus 

becomes a sign that can be deciphered. The statements of such researchers as Chandler and Eco 

prove that searching for connotation and hidden meaning behind material objects, mentioned in 

the literary text, is a reasonable and important activity to read “between the lines”. 

However, material items are not typically a central aim of a literary research. They 

receive proper attention in literary anthropology that deals with literary texts as “the richest 

source of documentation about human life styles” (Poyatos, 1988:4). Fernando Poyatos is a 

scientist who is occupied, among other issues, with literary Anthropology and a sociocultural 

aspect of nonverbal communications. In his article “Literary anthropology: toward a new 

interdisciplinary area” he gives a very detailed table of various nonverbal communication 

systems (1988:9), for example, sounds, gestures or fauna, that can be met in literary works. 
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Material items belong to nonverbal communication, as they can say a lot about the owner. 

According to Poyatos, material items are divided in the following way: 

Body adaptors are such items as clothes, footwear, jewelry, cosmetics or perfumes. They 

can also be nutritional (food, drinks) or pseudo-nutritional (drugs, tobacco, alcohol). In other 

words, these are objects used on the body, like decoration or clothing, or for the body, like food 

to keep the body functioning. 

Object adaptors, such as food and drink utensils, occupational or domestic implements. 

In other words, material items used by a human being to implement professional or domestic 

activities, for example, an electric kettle, curtains or a mug. 

Objects for aesthetic purposes, such as books, TV, films, graphic arts, that are used by 

characters. 

It follows from Poyatos’s classification that in order to understand a character and her or 

his motives, a reader must pay attention even to such seemingly minor things as everyday objects 

or clothes. Material objects as body adaptors were not divided into female, male and neutral in 

Poyatos classification, yet in the thesis at hand it seems important to make this classification and 

pay attention, whether any body adaptor has female, male or neutral connotation. 

Literary anthropology is mainly interested in how material objects in literature reflect the 

reality. This paper is focused on how material objects reflect the personality. I use the 

classification of Poyatos to describe the area of material items that are analyzed in the thesis.  

It is also important to know, what helps material items to influence a reader’s opinion on 

characters’ personality. In his article “The Three Dimensions of the Clothing Objects” Peter 

Corrigan points out the importance of functions and qualities of material items. He claims that 

the object is something “to be interpreted”, something, to which “things happen” and something 

“that provokes things to happen” (Corrigan, 1994:443). However, his classification cannot be 

used for the analysis in my work, because it mostly deals with economy and a circulation of 

clothes, but some features can be applied. Partly using Corrigan’s theory, I outlined the three 

dimensions of any material object. In the first dimension, a material object is a sum of physical 

qualities, such as colour, texture, prize, condition or smell, which links back to Corrigan’s 

category of an object as something “to be interpreted” (ibid.). In the second dimension, a 

material object acquires functions, it is, according to Corrigan, an “object to which things 

happen” (ibid.). For example, an object can be used for adornment. The third dimension of a 



7 
 

material item is “the private domain of specific persons” (ibid.), which differs from what 

Corrigan offered as a third dimension. It is a dimension where a material object has some 

personal meaning to the bearer, or is used specifically. For example, clothes can be used for 

comfort or for body exposure, depending on the aims of a person. In the analysis of material 

objects I will be paying attention to how material items expose characters’ personalities, due to 

their three dimensions. Careful consideration of all the three aspects must provide a deeper 

analysis of how material items expose female characters’ personalities. 

It is also important to explain how a material object is linked to a particular person or a 

character. In most cases an object characterizes its physical owner and is therefore linked to him 

or her. But sometimes there is also a certain emotional attachment to an object that is performed 

not necessarily by the owner. Thus sometimes a character can be characterized through an object 

that evokes in him or her strong disapproval or admiration. 

 

1.2 Methodology 

Taking into consideration the discussion above, the main method of this research is a close 

reading with regard to literary and semiotic theories. Firstly, material items are described. 

Secondly, the parallel between the items and the characters’ personalities is drawn. Thirdly, their 

role in the text is investigated. Sometimes, one object is enough for the reader to create an 

opinion about a character. Sometimes several objects by their mass create an association with 

excessiveness or shallowness. Sometimes they provide a sharp contrast between two characters. 

 

1.3 Material objects as the reflection of society in the gender context 

This research is devoted to material items as a means of portraying the personalities of female 

characters. Consequently, it is important to discuss the gender context with the existing gender 

expectations. 

Nowadays, the distinction of objects associated with femininity or masculinity gradually 

becomes more oblique compared to the past. For instance, trousers or short hair ceased to bear a 

completely male connotation already in the first part of the 20th century and today some men, 

such as rock musicians, also use nail polish. Nevertheless, gender codes still exist. They are 

imposed on human individuals already in their childhood and the “irreducible fact of sex is 
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always implicit” (Sumner, 2007:166). There are many markers that signify male or female, 

regardless of the context. There are many material objects that are associated with women and 

that serve to characterize women, for example, in literature. 

When dealing with short stories of the 20th century, conventional gender differences in 

societies must be taken into consideration. Peter N. Stearns, a professor of World History and a 

member of Social Science History Association, has investigated the changes in gender issues in 

the sociohistorical context in his book Gender in World History. He claims that gender roles are 

the least flexible social field. (Stearns, 2000:167-168). He outlines the main gender concepts 

typical of European culture: “Europeans […] launched an unprecedentedly sharp definition of 

male and female ideals. […] Women’s responsibilities were primarily domestic […], but now 

embellished by new beliefs about the frailty […] of the ‘weaker sex’” (ibid.:69). 

Often exactly these two concepts – domesticity and femininity – characterize material 

objects that are associated with women. It is especially true for the literature of the first part of 

the 20th century, the time of changes and the fight for women’s rights. Whereas women seemed 

to gain more and more possibilities, material items in literature are an indicator that helps to see, 

if the changes have happened in minds of society, too. 

 

1.4 The aim 

The aim of my work is to analyze the material items that are used to portray female 

characters’ personalities and to explore, what purposes these objects serve and what connotations 

these objects usually bear. How do the material objects as a literary device help explore the 

personality of a female character? And what is more importantly, how do material items in 

literature reflect the attitude of society towards women during the 20th century? 

 

1.5 Previous research on the three short stories 

At this point of the thesis, it is necessary to explain the choice of the short stories. When 

choosing the short stories for the analysis, I paid attention to certain criteria. Firstly, the text 

should be written in the West in the 20th century. This epoch is remarkable with the appearance 

of social movements for women’s rights causing a lot of revolutionary changes in society. 

However, there was an obvious clash between the acquired rights and the old stereotypes and 
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expectations laid on women. Even at the end of the 20th century there still were many issues to 

negotiate and change, for instance, a so-called “glass ceiling” in career prospects for women or 

imposition of a certain female appearance pattern by fashion industry. As anything important, 

remarkable or controversial, the shift in the social position of women, as well as an obscurity of 

what a woman can or should be, was reflected in the literature of the corresponding time. 

Secondly, products of material culture used in the texts should provide additional information 

about character’s appearance, social status, behavior and therefore personality. Thirdly, such 

characters should be female to reflect the controversial social expectations and gender roles of 

the epoch. Thus three short stories were selected: “A Perfect Day for Bananafish” (1948) by 

Salinger, “Moments of Being: ‘Slater’s Pins Have no Points’” (1928) by Woolf and “The Bottom 

Line and the Sharp End” (1985) by Weldon. 

In the following section, the authors, whose short stories have been chosen for the 

analysis, are introduced. Then an overview of the previous research on the chosen texts, relevant 

to the analysis, will be given. 

 

1.5.1. J.D. Salinger and the Glass story. Muriel as an antipode of Seymour Glass 

Jerome Salinger (1919-2010), an American writer from a multicultural upper middle-class 

family, is first of all known as the author of The Catcher in the Rye, his most popular work. He is 

also famous for the saga of the Glass family, the collection The Nine Stories, where the Glass 

family is “born when Seymour Glass, the eldest son in the family, commits suicide” (Levine, 

1958:94). Seymour Glass is the main character of “The Perfect Day for Bananafish”, the first 

short story in the collection. It opens the saga of the family and describes Seymour’s suicide. The 

text was first published in the New Yorker in 1948 and was the first one that gained a serious 

attention (ibid.). “The Perfect Day for Bananafish” has been chosen for this research due to the 

female character, Seymour’s wife. Previous analyses of the text have focused on the complicated 

and spiritual personality of Seymour. Muriel is mentioned as providing a contrast to the main 

character. For example, David Galloway, who gives an overview of the short stories about the 

Glass family, gives his attention to the suicide of Seymour: “Without the bananafish allegory the 

reader might see Seymour’s suicide as merely a rejection of this world of crass superficiality, but 

it is also - and more significantly - a rejection of the mystical life itself” (2008:34). He mentions 

Muriel as a representative of “normalcy” (ibid.) 
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James E. Bryan also discusses the possible reasons of Seymour’s suicide and his spiritual 

relation to Zen in his article (1962:226-229). Muriel is represented as a reason to her husband’s 

suppressed sexuality. According to Bryan, “Seymour is depressed by his own concupiscence and 

Muriel's sexual hold upon him”, which “Seymour sees as inescapable and fatal to his spiritual 

progress” (ibid.:229). 

James F. Cotter discusses the intertextual connection between “The Perfect Day for 

Bananafish” and Rilke’s poems, because, according to many critics, this is the author of the book 

that Seymour presents to his wife (Cotter, 2002:85). Cotter also analyses the possible reasons 

behind Seymours suicide, but does not lay the blame on Muriel. He acclaims that she represents 

the materialistic and consuming Miami society (ibid.:86). At the same time, Cotter “justifies her” 

once. Though Muriel forgets the book of poetry, which her husband Seymour has presented to 

her, at home, she still remembers the book’s title and what Seymour once said to her about the 

book (ibid.:84). Cotter gives a very thorough analysis, yet sometimes indulges into personal 

judgments: “She [Muriel’s mother] is wrong about so many things in conversation with her 

daughter” (ibid.). 

Charles V. Genthe also focuses on the intertextuality with the book that Sybil, a little girl 

whom Seymour met at the hotel and plays on the beach with, has read. Genthe claims that 

Miami, where Seymour and Muriel have their vacation, is “the symbol of the jaded Muriel and a 

world that runs in circles after the tigers of crass materialism and superficiality” (1965:170). 

The most interesting observation is, probably, made by Paul Levine, who notices the 

tendency that “[i]n contrast to the selfless hero, Salinger has created a selfish heroine, a pathetic 

figure who lacks his hero's moral vision” (1958:94) and who represent the world of “false values, 

false gods, and ‘phonies’” (ibid.). It is interesting that the character of The Catcher in the Rye, 

(Salinger’s novel that was politically in trouble for the choice of slang words), Holden, claims to 

be surrounded by phonies and that is why he rejects “uncongenial environment” (Galloway, 

2008:28). Seymour also rejects the society of “phonies” (the word widely used by Holden). 

Remarkably, a bright representative of phonies’ society in “The Perfect Day for Bananafish” is a 

woman, Seymour’s wife. Thus the world of phonies acquires a female appearance in the text. 

All in all, most of the researchers see the couple, Seymour and Muriel, as antagonists and 

binary images, for instance Cotter (2002:85-88) or Levine (1958:94). Everybody agrees that 

Muriel represents superficiality and materialism, for example, Genthe (1965:170). I agree with 
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both statements in my research and will prove by a close analysis that the author uses a number 

of material objects to make these conclusions logical and obvious. The role of material items as a 

proof of a female character’s superficiality was only mentioned (and indirectly so) in Cotter’s 

article: “Muriel has looked for the poetry, but her mother had not packed it in the luggage. She 

found room, however, for the useless suntan lotion” (2002:84). Indeed, the observations made in 

the previous analyses define a sharp contrast, even opposition between the two characters, 

Seymour and his wife Muriel. However, it is important to see how this effect is reached by 

means of describing material items and the way the characters use them. This important feature 

of the short story will be discussed in chapter two. 

 

1.5.2. Virginia Woolf’s heroines and the world of consumption 

Virginia Woolf (1882-1941) is an acclaimed master of prose, in particular of the neat usage of 

interior monologues and modernistic innovativeness (Staveley, 2004:42). As Woolf claimed 

herself, she has found her “own voice” and “to find a voice is to find a way” (Woolf in Staveley, 

2004:39). Obtaining her own voice helped her share her feminist position and positive attitude 

towards capitalism and consumption to the wider public (Hoberman, 2004:82). 

It is, indeed, remarkable, that Woolf is known for her attitude to consumtion as 

“construed in positive, rather than threatening terms” (Hoberman, 2004:82). Hoberman explores 

Woolf’s point of view on the materialistic, economical part of our life, which is interesting for 

the thesis at hand. For example, he states that, according to Woolf,  “objects [...] mechanically 

reproduced (movies and photographs, e.g., as well as consumer goods), [...] gain meaning not 

from their uniqueness, but from their relation to an audience or consumer” (ibid.:81). This is a 

quality that makes material items a successful literary means to describe the character indirectly. 

Further, Hoberman remarks that “consumption was increasingly seen as women’s work” and 

mass culture was therefore “perceived as female and consumption-crazed” (ibid.:81-82). This 

statement will be partly proved in the analytical part of this thesis in sections 2.1 and 2.2. 

Woolf’s short story, analyzed here, is “The Moments of Being: ‘Slater’s Pins Have No 

Point’” as two material items that are mentioned in the story shed light on the personality of one 

of the main characters and, partly, on the inner experiences of the other. The focus of previous 

analyses of the text was on the homosexual feelings of the characters. For example, Krystyna 

Colburn states that “Moments of Being...” is “Woolf’s most explicitly ‘Sapphist story’” 
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(2004:78). Kathryn Simpson, however, analyses the short story with an unusual angle and the 

theme she chose partly resonate with the aim of my research. Simpson is interested in the 

economical and gift relationships in “The Moments of Being...”. The focus of this research is the 

role of material items in the text, whereas Simpson operates with the word “commodity” rather 

than material objects, as she also deals with immaterial property (such as music or a kiss) in her 

analysis (Simpson, 0000:21). My research is based on an assumption that material items serve as 

a literary tool to expose the character’s personalities. Simpson claims that “[t]he gifts given in 

this story suggest the giving of pleasure and a lesbian seduction” (ibid.25). To put it in other 

words, the material items expose the homosexual sensations experienced by the characters 

within. Thus, indirectly, Simpson conveys more or less the same idea. 

Simpson also expresses a fascinating idea about the images of the material items, with 

which Woolf refuses “to absolutely pin down and fix meanings that could indeed invite censure 

and censorship” (ibid.:30). Thus Simpson underlines the sociocultural context of the time, when 

the short story was written. Some ideas put forth by Simpson might be considered as overstated. 

For example, Simpson claims that “Julia remains in control of her spending and limits her 

participation in the masculine monetary economy” (ibid.:24). Taking into consideration Julia’s 

independency and devotion to music, we can imply that she is “in control of her spending”, 

independent of the material side of life, but we cannot claim it. All in all, Simpson’s analysis is 

very detailed and some interpretations were very helpful for the actual research. 

Susan Clements seems to agree with Simpson on the function of the images and the 

material items mentioned in “Moments of Being...”: “Carefully transcribed into heterosexual 

terms, ‘Slater's Pins Have No Points’ makes use of socially acceptable metaphors only to resist 

and subvert them from within the story itself” (1994:16). In her reading, Clements puts a very 

definite accent on the theme of homosexuality. For example, she explains Julia’s being 

unmarried with “lesbianism” and not “political independence” (ibid.:20), whereas both reasons 

might be equally important. Clements also accentuate “the damaging effects of socially enforced 

brands of coding” pictured in the short story and defines the text as “an emblematic 

representation of difficulties faced by the lesbian writer” (ibid.:16). At the same time, she 

analyses the image of a pin, used in the text, which was taken into consideration in the thesis at 

hand. 
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1.5.3. Fay Weldon and “women who matter” 

Fay Weldon (1931) is an acknowledged modern writer. The period of the late sixties and the 

seventies, when Weldon began her writing career, “saw important gains for the feminist 

movement in Great Britain including the Equal Pay Act of 1970, the Sex Discrimination Act of 

1975, and the Employment Protection Program of the same year, which provided for paid 

maternity leave” (Mitchell, 1997:522). The time of active feminist movements is reflected in her 

fiction. Among her works are novels, short stories, scripts for the stage and radio, nonfiction and 

even advertisement slogans. The attention of the critics is mainly given to the feminist vector of 

her books, “the feminism, for which she is best known” (Wilde, 1988:408), and in particular to 

her novel The Life and Loves of a She-Devil (1983). Alan Wilde discusses both the novel and 

feminist ideas in his article, but tries to avoid labeling Weldon and her ideas. Indeed, “Weldon 

and her distant, third-person surrogates generally and scrupulously refrain from offering 

comment or guidance” (Wilde, 1988:409), leaving it to the reader to draw conclusions and to 

form opinions. Wilde claims quite firmly, though, that “it is, after all, the women who matter, 

who comprehend the futility of life and who, even more importantly, raise in the hearts of their 

fellow women the overwhelming passions of love, hate, anger, envy, and revenge” (ibid.:411) in 

Weldon’s fiction. Margaret E. Mitchell agrees with Wilde, saying that Weldon’s fiction is 

“unabashedly woman centered” (Mitchell, 1997:521) and “explores the politics of modern 

gender relations with humor and insight, critiquing the roles men and women play in 

perpetuating a male-dominated society” (ibid.). At the same time, Mitchell remarks that 

Weldon’s views are not one-sided: “Weldon insists that women are complicit in their fate: [...] 

they seek to define themselves through men, and they marry for the wrong reasons” (ibid.:525). 

Very interesting observations were made by Agate N. Krouse in her article “Feminism 

and Art in Fay Weldon’s Novels”, saying Weldon’s “perceptions about their [women’s] 

sexuality and friendship, her intelligent views that women’s lives are of necessity different from 

men’s, her successful rendering of what to live ‘down among the women’ [Weldon’s famous 

expression] means” makes her “the most valuable contemporary novelist” (1979:9). Weldon is 

compassionate to her characters’ foibles, but, although her heroines’ experiences are often tragic, 

the texts are “neither painfully depressing nor cheerfully sentimental” (ibid.:12). 

 As this thesis focuses on how material items serve to convey female characters’ 

personality, Weldon’s works appear to be a rich field for the analysis. A perfect pattern of the 
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text, where female characters’ personalities are represented by means of the description of 

material items, is the short story “The Bottom Line and the Sharp End” from the collection 

Polaris and Other Stories (1978). The collection Polaris won the Giles Cooper Award for Best 

Radio Play in 1978 and “Weldon has earned growing acclaim for her humorous fictional 

explorations of women’s lives and her biting satires that expose social injustice” (ed. Rollison, 

2002:959). Unfortunately, the short story has not gained a deserved attention of the researchers 

and is often mentioned just as a part of the collection Polaris and Other Stories. “The Bottom 

Line and the Sharp End” is often given merely a brief summary and, at best, a short comment. I 

insist, though, that the short story deserves more thorough attention. “The Bottom Line and the 

Shape End” is being analysed in two sections of the thesis’ analytical chapter due to Weldon’s 

profound use of images of material items as a literary means. 

  



15 
 

Part 2 

Material items as a means of unfolding female characters personalities 

The short stories chosen for the analysis are not only excellent examples of how the 

author can use the most pragmatic objects of the material world to make them serve literary 

purposes. I have determined the four roles that material items play in the narration and there are 

four corresponding sections in part two. The order, in which the short stories were analysed in 

the thesis, is also determined by the following classification that I have created to give a better 

organized structure to the analysis. 

The first role is secondary. When material items have a subordinate role, they are 

mentioned in the text episodically. These “humble participants” are not in the focus of the 

reader’s attention. They either portray secondary characters or help portray the main characters.  

The second role is central. A material object has a central role, when it is in focus of the 

narration, that is to say the plot unfolds around it or due to it. 

The third role is secondary repetitive. In this case a material object is mentioned 

repetitively and with some changes throughout the text. It exposes the character’s features 

gradually or underlines the development of the personality. This object is not in the focus of the 

reader’s attention. 

The fourth role is central repetitive. A material item is mentioned repetitively as a central 

image. Its qualities change while the plot unfolds and its changes reflect the events in the 

character’s life or the development of her personality. 

It is important to underline the difference between the central and secondary roles of 

objects. They differ like constituent and supplementary events in the text. Like constitutive 

events that are “essential to the chain of events to make up the story” (Abbott, 2008:230), central 

objects cannot be removed from the text as they build up the narration around themselves. Like 

supplementary events, material objects in their secondary roles “seem to be extra” (ibid.), they 

can be removed from the text without any visible harm to the narration. 

The four sections explain each role a material item can play. The material items are 

analysed as signs that have specific connotations and can be interpreted by the reader in a certain 

way and as literary tools that expose the personalities of characters and their place in society. 
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2.1 The subordinate role of material objects in “A Perfect Day for Bananafish” by J. D. 

Salinger. 

J. D. Salinger’s “A Perfect Day For Bananafish” opens the collection The Nine Stories. It 

recounts the story of the life and the suicide of Seymour Glass, the main character. Another 

important character is his wife, Muriel. The short story is full of images and objects, yet they are 

to be found unevenly throughout the narration and their level of importance is various. The story 

is divided into three parts and the two characters, Seymour and Muriel, can be met together in 

none of them. As Bryan puts it, the couple is “significantly separated in the first two sections of 

this story” (1962:228), as well as in the third one. The second part represents the main character 

whereas the first smaller one portrays his wife, who is having a telephone conversation with her 

mother. The smaller part is stuffed with material items whereas the second one deals with fewer 

but more significant objects. In the third part Seymour commits suicide. 

Muriel, the wife of Seymour Glass, is a secondary character. The reader encounters her in 

the hotel room. She is waiting for more than two hours for a telephone call from her mother. 

Muriel is surrounded by feminine objects (underlined below): 

She read an article in a women's pocket-size magazine, called "Sex Is Fun-or Hell." She 

washed her comb and brush. She took the spot out of the skirt of her beige suit. She 

moved the button on her Saks blouse. She tweezed out two freshly surfaced hairs in her 

mole. When the operator finally rang her room, she was sitting on the window seat and 

had almost finished putting lacquer on the nails of her left hand. (Salinger, 1948:3) 

All these objects can say a lot of the character’s personality. Firstly, a women’s pocket-

size magazine shows the heroine’s interest in female periodicals. An article that attracted the 

heroine (“Sex Is Fun – or Hell”) bears a negative connotation. The choice of words in the title - 

“fun” and “hell” - as the only alternatives of defining sex signifies shallowness of the contents 

and, therefore, of the reader. Bryan also believes that the title of the article is notable, because 

“Seymour is depressed by [...] Muriel's sexual hold upon him” (1962:229). However, a different 

conclusion may be drawn from the title. It is interesting, that “fun” and “hell” are introduced as 

opposites and the only possible alternatives in the female magazine. “Hell” has a strong negative 

connotation, whereas “fun”, though positive, cannot compete with “hell” in connotative strength. 

This opposition probably reflects the position of the women and their sexuality in the society, as 

their sexual life, according to the article, can be no more than “fun” but can be as bad as “hell”. 
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Further, a number of objects are mentioned: a comb, a brush, a skirt, a Saks blouse and a 

button. Remarkably, they are all what Poyatos calls “body adaptors” (1988:9) that are used for 

body care or adornment. Saks, or Saks Fifth Avenue, is a luxury chain store expanded in the 

1920s and 1930s. The allusion to the Saks store underlines the character’s concern with 

appearance, especially taking into consideration that she is occupied with fixing a button back on 

her Saks blouse and that she also removes a stain from her skirt while waiting. A comb and a 

brush do not have any gender connotation but acquire it in the context of the numeration of 

feminine objects. Tweezers are also mentioned indirectly for Muriel “tweezed out […] hairs” 

(Salinger, 1948:3). Time borders are also mentioned in the episode. Muriel has been waiting for 

a phone call for two and a half hours (ibid.). During all this time in the hotel room she was 

occupied with the objects mentioned above. The density of material items mentioned in such a 

short passage creates an effect of irony, for the narrator says, “[s]he used the time, though” 

(ibid.). All the actions connected with the mentioned objects are obviously insignificant, minute, 

for example, plucking a hair or moving a button from a blouse. Yet for Muriel they seem to be 

important and require prolonged time and attention, which points out the smallness and the 

shallowness of her character. Small feminine material items fill Muriel’s time and life and make 

a lot of sense. According to Cotter, Muriel is one of the “[o]rdinary people in a Miami or 

American-dream setting” that “overexpose themselves to the good life, too much sun, drinking, 

phoning, buying and selling in the midst of their pleasure” (2002:86). Interestingly, the verb 

“phoning” chosen by Cotter links back to Salinger’s famous novel The Catcher in the Rye with 

its world of “phonies”. 

The most “speaking” thing in the portrayal of Muriel’s personality is a lacquer, or nail 

polish. Muriel is fully absorbed by the process of coating her nails with the laquer. The laquer 

signifies self-adornment, which is usually considered a traditional occupation of a woman, and 

artificial beauty, which is also usually tied to the female image. This is a good illustration of “the 

force and the duration of the coding convention”  (Eco, 1979:55). A laquer has such a strong 

female connotation (as it was formerly used only by women) that its quality, a shiny cover of the 

surface, or metaphorical superficiality, is automatically transferred to the female character. And 

while such a judgment of a woman may be treated as stereotypical or even offensive, Muriel’s 

attitude shows that she is enjoying the process: “With her little lacquer brush, while the phone 

was ringing, she went over the nail of her little finger, accentuating the line of the moon” 
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(Salinger, 1948:4). The reader understands that in the case of Muriel, enjoyment of self-

adornment and artificial beauty are her genuine qualities and the focus of her attention. 

The function of the laquer is also remarkable. It covers nails with a shiny surface, thus it 

hides the real under the artificial. This function of a laquer characterizes Muriel and her way of 

life. She is superficial and tends not to notice the reality, preferring the shine of the surface. This 

nail coating provides a contrast between Muriel’s occupation with the surface and her husband’s 

longing for the depth symbolically shown in the story. Seymour plays with a little girl, Sybil, in 

the water and, while telling her about bananafish, he tries to go deeper in the sea (Salinger, 

1948:22-23) at the same time as Muriel is polishing her nails. It is a remarkable opposition of the 

two characters and their concepts of life, their moral priorities. The male character as interested 

in the meaning of life that lies deep, for water sometimes symbolizes life, whereas the female 

character’s interest is focused on the surface and the liquid she uses, the laquer, is bright and 

artificial. 

The use of nail polish also requires a careful coating and waiting for the substance to dry. 

Therefore nail polishing requires a firm hand and a tranquil state of mind. It also requires time, 

and Muriel spends it on her nail polishing rather than going to the beach or reading a book. 

Muriel has been waiting for a telephone call for two hours when it rings. Yet she is not 

moved by the sudden ringing: As the reader becomes aware later, her mother is ringing in order 

to criticize Muriel’s husband, to repeat concerns and questions that Muriel has obviously heard 

before. Muriel must be aware of it, yet she expresses neither annoyance, nor worry. 

A thorough description of such a minor action as nail polishing emphasizes Muriel’s 

involvement in the process and obvious enjoyment received from this act. When Muriel finishes 

her left hand during constant ringing, she finds time to replace the cap on the bottle of the 

lacquer (Salinger, 1948:22-23) and pick up an ashtray. This is an example of how the third 

dimension of a material object - which is a specific usage of an object and the importance given 

to it by the owner (section 1.1, p. 7) - contributes to the character’s personality. It reveals the 

priorities which Muriel sets: “it was the fifth or sixth ring” when she “picked up the phone” 

(ibid.). Of course, one can get used to the constant concerns of close relatives but nail polishing 

during the phone ringing may indicate a significant tranquility, nonchalance or disinterest. 

Further on, while speaking to her mother, Muriel is described “keeping the fingers of her 

left hand outstretched away from her white silk dressing gown, which was all that she was 
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wearing, except mules – her rings were in the bathroom” (Salinger, 1948:4). These details, 

insignificant in general, need to be mentioned because they are important to the character – and 

therefore must become important to the reader who wants to understand the character’s 

personality. 

During the conversation, such objects as “a jar of bronze” (ibid.:9), “an awful dinner 

dress” (ibid.:10), “a blue coat” (ibid.:11), “a ballerina” (ibid.:12) are discussed. These material 

items are mostly associated with women and are again only body adaptors, according to Poyatos’ 

classification (1988:9). Such insignificant objects are described or discussed in detail, which 

shows that they acquire a special importance in the conversation between the daughter and the 

mother.  They signify shallowness and the importance of consumption and self-adornment for 

these two characters. They hint at the heroines’ poor intellectual or cultural inner world. Cotter 

also writes about Muriel’s mother: “her mother had not packed it [the book of German poetry] in 

the luggage. She found room, however, for the useless suntan lotion” (2002:84). Indeed, there is 

a lot of time to discuss minute objects of self-adoration but there was no space for a single book 

in the suitcase. 

Here we observe an interesting dual process. On one hand, the description of feminine 

objects forms quite a negative attitude towards the character. If Muriel is occupied only with 

such items as “tweezers”, “laquer” or “a jar of bronze”, the reader feels that she has a shallow 

personality. All these objects deal with the surface, such as acquiring a new shade of skin color, 

shine of nails or a shape of eyebrows. They all deal with a form, so to say, but not with the 

content. On the other hand, in the context of this particular character (her talk, surroundings, 

action) female material items acquire a negative connotation. They are associated not with body 

care but with an obsession to look artificially beautiful and to fulfill the expectations of the 

materialistic, consuming society (Cotter, 2002:85). 

Only two things that raise associations with culture and spirituality are mentioned during 

the mother’s and the daughter’s conversation. They are the piano (Salinger, 1948:10) and the 

book. These objects are mentioned when the women talk about Seymour, because he is playing 

the piano in the hall and he has sent Muriel a book of German poetry. Muriel refers to the book 

as to “those German poems” (ibid.:7), whereas her husband mentioned that the poems were 

written “by the only great poet of the century” (ibid.:7-8). The book is formally owned by 

Muriel, but first of all it reflects Seymours personality as he has an emotional attachement to it, 
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whereas Muriel shows no involvement with the book (which also characterizes her). Obviously, 

Muriel is interested neither in culture nor in her husband’s interests. This difference of attitudes 

creates a binary of the spiritual man and the shallow woman. Seymour is described by critics as 

“a moral hero forced to compromise his integrity with a pragmatic society” (Levine, 1958:92) or 

as a “spiritual non-conformists, tough- minded and fragile, humorous and heartbreaking” (ibid.). 

In contrast, Muriel is one of Salinger’s female characters who represent “the corrupt, 

materialistic, loveless world of the grown-up” (ibid.:94), or the world of “phonies”. 

Having read Muriel’s dialogue with her mother and the part of the story devoted to 

Seymour, the reader realizes that Muriel’s role in the story is to provide a contrast to the main 

character and to partly justify his suicide that occurred at the end, unexpectedly. Indeed, Levine 

observes that “[i]n contrast to the selfless hero, Salinger has created a selfish heroine, a pathetic 

figure who lacks his hero's moral vision” (1958:94). 

Seymour is an ill man, disturbed by the war, having difficulties in dealing with adults 

(ibid.:25); he does not seem to be a part of the world he finds himself in, especially not in Miami. 

Muriel “comes from a world whose main concerns are with ‘normalcy’” (Galloway, 2008: 34). 

Seymour has a conflict with the outer world, while Muriel is its typical representative. 

Seymour’s talk about a bananafish reflects his negative attitude to the world: “They are very 

ordinary-looking fish when they swim in. But once they get in, they behave like pigs. Why, I've 

known some bananafish to swim into a banana hole and eat as many as seventy-eight bananas" 

(Salinger, 1948:23). This statement reflects his attitude to the jaded society that does not know 

when to stop and is therefore consumed by the process of consumption, because “after they eat 

so many bananas they can't get out of the banana hole” and die (ibid.). Cotter suggests that 

Seymour sees people as “the victims of their own gluttony and pride” (Cotter, 2002:86). Indeed, 

Seymour’s remark about bananafish proves this idea: "They lead a very tragic life" (Salinger, 

1948:23). Fassano also claims that “Muriel’s greed and shallowness makes her an ideal candidate 

for a bananafish” (2008:149-150). Perhaps, this description of bananafish may also refer to 

Seymour’s attitude towards a war, since he has experienced it. Bananafish, like people are 

“ordinary-looking” but when they get a chance, they display greed and cruelty and “behave like 

pigs” (Salinger, 1948:23.). 

Seymour is spiritual, his fatalistic fantasy about bananafish represents his deep inner 

conflict (ibid.:23). Muriel’s superficiality contrasts with it, creating a bigger dramatic effect of 
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the suicide, for Muriel is a person whom Seymour has to encounter daily. She is estranged to 

Seymour: “[i]n her, nonchalance is taken to the point of indifference, suggesting within the first 

few pages of the story a possible clash of character between husband and wife” (Seed, 2008:77). 

During the phone call, Muriel mentions that Seymour started calling her “Miss Spiritual 

Tramp of 1948” (Salinger, 1948:7). While sharing it she giggles and does not seem to feel the 

bitterness expressed in the words. 

At the very end of the story Seymour enters their hotel room, that is described merely 

with the smell “of new calfskin luggage and nail-lacquer remover” (ibid.:26). Smells of things 

associated with the material world of philistines conflicts with the spiritual Seymour who later 

commits suicide. The smell of nail-lacquer remover in the room represents the presence of his 

wife, even though she is obviously not there, when Seymour arrives. Thus it signifies the 

impossibility of escaping from her and the society she represents. There is also a binary pair of 

lacquer and lacquer remover; one is to cover the surface, the other one is to remove the old 

coating only to put a new shiny layer. It represents the cycle of shallow insignificant things that 

fill Muriel’s life over and over, day after day and therefore portray her life as superficial. 

To sum up, several conclusions can be drawn concerning female objects mentioned in the 

short story and their role. Firstly, the mentioned material items have a subordinate role, because 

they are not key images of the story (like bananafish) and they are used to expose the personality 

of a subordinate character, Muriel. 

Secondly, their main function is to portray Muriel as a superficial person who lacks 

intellectual or spiritual depth and sensitivity. Mentioned material items implement their function 

due to their qualities (e.g., a shallow female magazine), their function (e.g., jar of bronze or 

tweezers for minute female activities and occupation with the appearance, or surface) and due to 

the individual usage of the character (Muriel’s nonchalant usage of the laquer while listening to 

her mother’s concerns). 

Thirdly, the material items create a dramatic opposition between two characters, male and 

female. Muriel is represented by the material items that signify shallowness and an earthly side 

of life. Seymour is portrayed through the material items that signify a spiritual, cultural side of 

life. Therefore Muriel, a female character, embodies earthliness and depthlessness whereas 

Seymour, a male character, embodies spirituality and depth. Cotter claims that “Seymour 

excercises dietetic self-control by wanting no part of the world’s appetite for a ‘full pot’” 
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(2002:88) whereas Muriel is represented as a classic consumer in the world “of crass materialism 

and superficiality” (Genthe, 1965:170) with all these material items that surround her and fill her 

life. 

Interestingly enough, Muriel is represented as a shallow and practical person through 

female objects. At the same time, a positive attitude towards a male character is reached through 

gender-neutral objects. The female character could also be represented through gender-neutral 

objects, yet it does not happen. It demonstrates the hierarchy in which female is below male as 

physical is below spiritual. Earthliness is obviously gendered in the story as represented by a 

woman, which makes spirituality gendered in the context, too, as represented by a man. 

 

2.2 The central role of material objects in “Moments of Being: ‘Slater’s Pins Have 

No Points’” by Virginia Woolf 

This short story, “most often perceived by critics as lesbian” (Colburn, 2004:78), is interesting 

for this thesis, because the unfolding of the plot and of the main character’s personality is fully 

implemented due to two tiny material items, a pin and a carnation. The central object of the story 

is a pin. Fanny, a young student, is searching for a lost pin on the floor. Julia Craye, Fanny’s 

piano teacher, comments on Fanny’s search: “Slater’s pins have no points”. This judgment “sets 

in motion a radical shift in Fanny’s perception” (Simpson, 2005:22) and brings forth a lot of 

contemplations. This way Julia’s personality is being described and revealed to the reader. 

A pin is a very feminine material item, by its function (for adornment, fixing, sewing) 

and by its quality (the minutest and tiniest feminine object one can imagine). Obviously, it is 

something that women, concerned with their appearance or domestic issues, used at the 

beginning of the 20th century. The fact that Julia speaks about pins, knows about the quality of a 

special brand of pins, makes Fanny realize that Julia is a woman, too. Before that, she was a 

sexless teacher in the eyes of the girl. 

That is why Fanny is moved. This judgment about pins goes into conflict with the usual 

image of Miss Craye. Fanny repeats Julia’s utterance to herself several times throughout the 

story and each repetition raises different emotions and gives new information about Julia. 

At first, Fanny asks herself questions: does Miss Craye “go to Slater’s and buy pins 

there”, “stand at the counter like anybody else”, take a bill with “croppers wrapped in it”, “stand 

by a dressing table and take out the pins”? (Woolf, 2002:287) These actions are as minute as 
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pins. It is what any ordinary woman would do, but Miss Craye does not seem an ordinary 

“womanly” woman to Fanny. Fanny starts comparing “new” Miss Craye with the one she used to 

know. It gives an excuse for the retrospection into Julia’s past and background, the way she used 

to live with her brother Julius, an archeologist, among Roman urns and glasses. Fanny heard 

about Julia’s life from the Principal Miss Kingston “while she received checks and wrote out 

receipts” (ibid.:287). Fanny is surprised that Miss Craye can buy pins (wrapped in the check) 

whereas Miss Kingston (that deals with checks while gossiping with Fanny) can be associated 

with pins as she represents a “regular” woman, earthly, interested in other people’s lives. Pins, 

being an image of an earthly, material side of women’s life, may also refer to the notion “pin 

money”. According to Simpson, “[p]in money is an allowance traditionally given to a woman by 

her husband for her personal expenditure, or it is used [...] to indicate women’s traditionally 

marginal position in the workplace and to trivialize women’s earning power” (2005:27). 

One can see the connection between pins, checks, earthly things, buying. But Julia with 

her past (retold by Miss Kingston) and her teaching practice (known personally by Fanny), Julia 

with her fugues, Bach, divine music and spirituality does not fit in this row of associations. 

Fanny tries to imagine Miss Craye as a feminine woman doing such regular routines as 

buying and using pins, but rejects her thoughts abruptly as impossible ones: “She knew nothing 

about pins – nothing whatever” (Woolf, 2002:288). Fanny understands Julia’s utterance about 

Slater’s pins as an attempt to show that “she too felt as other people about pins” (ibid.), that she 

is a “normal” woman. “None of the Crayes had ever married” (ibid.:288-289), repeats the girl. It 

works as a support for Fanny’s rejection. Here the connection of pins and a regular, earthly life 

of a woman goes further. Now it has to do not merely with buying but with marriage and 

womanhood, femininity. As Simpson claims, the “knowledge of pins is something that Fanny 

considers pertinent only to married women” (Simpson, 2005:27). Thus at first Fanny thinks 

about Julia buying pins and draws the conclusion that Miss Craye belongs to ordinary women, 

who are occupied with buying.  Then Fanny things about Julia using pins as a sign that she is 

also a feminine woman. According to Fanny’s logic, Julia uses pins as married women do and 

therefore she is as happy as them, even though she has no husband (although being married was 

equal to happiness for a woman at that time). “Was Miss Craye so lonely? No, Miss Craye was 

steadily, blissfully, if only for a moment, a happy woman” (Woolf, 2002:292). 
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Fanny also implies that Julia had affairs but did not want to betray her habits and comfort 

for the sake of a man (Woolf, 2002:291). Yet Julia could sacrifice her comfort for the sake of 

beauty: “for views and birds she felt nothing less than passion” (ibid.:292). She could tolerate 

“the damp path or the horrid long drag up a steep hill” (ibid.), but not the presence of a man 

(ibid.: 291). All this information about Julia is revealed only due to a pin as a tool of unfolding 

the main character’s personality. 

A flower is a second central object, yet its role is supportive to the pin’s role. A carnation 

falls on the ground from Fanny’s bosom when the pin is unpinned and lost. Julia picks up the 

carnation from the floor and crushes it “voluptuously” (Woolf, 2002:289). Julia’s action betrays 

a passionate woman in her; yet she does it with a frustration that is odd; “she pressed it [the 

carnation]; but she didn’t possess it, enjoy it” (ibid.). 

A flower has different symbolical meanings, but first of all, “[b]y its very nature it is 

symbolic of transitoriness, of Spring and of beauty” (Cirlot, 1983:166). Indeed, Julia’s way to 

touch the flower reflects her passionate desire to possess beauty. Red flowers are often 

associated with passion (Hutchinson Dictionary of Symbols in Art, 2005:101). Julia tries to 

possess something that would raise a passion in her but the feeling of non-possession appears 

throughout the story several times. For example, when she is sitting in the boat with her male 

admirer, she realizes that she is eternally far away from him. She feels an indisposition to such a 

kind of passion (intercourse with a man) and such a kind of beauty (the relationship that a young 

girl is supposed to dream of).  When she crushes the flower, she reveals her desperate feeling of 

eternal non-possession. Above all mentioned, in Woolf’s fiction the flower is “a standard trope 

for lesbian passion” (Stimpson in Colburn, 2004: 76). Finally, when she kisses Fanny, she 

“possesses” her (ibid.:293).  

After the kiss, Julia lets Fanny go. She also repeats her utterance - “Slater’s pins have no 

points” - “laughing queerly” (ibid.:293) Thus Julia means that the flower can fall again. She 

implies that she will not possess Fanny forever, like Fanny’s pin could not fix the flower 

properly. The fixing of the flower by a pin to a certain place, making the flower be attached and 

therefore belong is linked to possession, a state that Julia tries to reach but fails. 

Sometimes flowers symbolize “the impermanence of life as a memento mori” 

(Hutchinson Dictionary of Symbols in Art, 2005:101), especially in still life painting. Julia 

understands that life is passing by, that passions are temporary and the girl’s response to her kiss 
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does not inspire Julia. Her bitter repetition - “Slater’s pins have no points” - means here that the 

passion between her and Fanny eventually has no point, for “point” means “a sharp end” as well 

as “advantage or purpose that can be gained from doing something” (Oxford Dictionary of 

English, 2011.05.07). Her judgment acquires a double sense. 

When Julia embraces Fanny, so to say, “fixes” her, one can see a parallel with a pin 

fixing a flower. A pin’s most obvious function - to attach, to pin, to possess - comes in focus. 

“Slater’s pins have no points”, says Julia. They have no sharp ends, it is difficult to attach 

something with them (indeed, the flower did fall from Fanny’s dress). Thus the Slater’s pin 

symbolizes Julia’s life conflict; no enjoyment, no possession last, there is no possibility to 

possess and enjoy. Simpson claims that “her urge to possess Fanny expresses a powerful moment 

of erotic intensity and release, not a desire to fix, own, and take out of circulation (2005:29). 

However, the major function of a pin (to fix) gives a reason to disagree with the researcher. 

At the same time, a pin can be understood as a phallic symbol due to its shape and 

function. As Clements notices, a pin is “[l]inked by word-sound and physical shape to "penis" 

(1994:18). “Traditionally masculine characteristics such as dominance, possession and action are 

represented by this tiny female object that pins and thus dominates and possesses. Such male 

qualities are also represented in Julia. It must be added that even the similarity of her name with 

her brother’s name – Julius – hints at Julia’s partial masculinity. 

Yet she is a woman, and a Slater’s pin has no point, it is blunt, therefore unable to fulfill 

its qualities properly. According to Clements, a pin is “a heterosexual imagery, which fails, 

somehow, to accord with Miss Julia's being” (1994:18) Perhaps, the author conveyed a 

traditional concept, shared by society, in her short story. A female character simply could not 

take a man’s place in life. 

To sum up, two main objects defined as feminine in European culture play a central role 

in the story and in the climax of the narration they meet. 

Firstly, a pin is used as a literary tool to launch a narration. Using Corrigan’s 

terminology, the pin is an object “to which things happen” (Corrigan, 1994:443). When the pin is 

lost, Julia shares her opinion on Slater’s pins and her “oddity” is questioned. While the pin is 

being searched for, it gives time for the analysis and description of Miss Craye’s past and present 

life, family, background, routines and interests. A social and inner conflict of Miss Craye is 

exposed, she does not meet social, cultural and gender expectations – and it makes her “odd”. 
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Consequently, as the pin is found, the final conclusions are made. Julia is a real, feminine woman 

who just leads life that differs from the common, accepted way of living. Julia’s “other” way of 

life is represented in another sexual orientation and in the fact that she is single.  

Secondly, a pin’s quality is associated with the main character. The fact that Julia 

possesses and uses pins, typical female objects, signifies that Julia belongs to an earthly life of 

women. However, Slater’s pins have no points and cannot attach properly. It reflects the 

heroine’s character, as Julia cannot possess, like Slater’s pins cannot attach. Therefore a conflict 

embodied in the Slater’s pin (it cannot do properly what it must do) is transferred to a character 

(can’t attain what she wants). 

Thirdly, through unfolding the plot the pin underlines the mentioned social conflict. Julia 

is also a feminine woman but she does not want to meet strict rules imposed on her by society, 

therefore she is marked by people as “odd”: “foolishly, one pitied her for […] always doing 

everything alone” (Woolf, 2002:292). Julia uses pins like ordinary women do, but she does not 

want to lead a life that others expect her (or any other woman) to lead. 

Fourthly, through the phallic symbolism of the pin its masculine qualities (the ability to 

penetrate, to fix something, to attach and therefore possess) are transferred to Julia who uses 

pins. Yet one specific quality of a Slater’s pin – a poor ability to attach – hints at the 

impossibility of Julia to obtain masculine qualities on the same level as men. However, there are 

more interpretations on the function of a pin as a phallic symbol. For example, Clements shares 

that “the association-rich pins are being used in their dullness to question the force and 

satisfaction potential of male lovers to state, in effect, that contrary to popular belief, there is not 

really much point to a penis” (1994:18). That is to say, the importance of men as lovers in 

women’s life may be questioned in the short story, because the pin is blunt, but I tend to consider 

it overreading. There are no men in the text to be discussed (Julia’s brother is mentioned just a 

little) and it is a narrative about women. 

The flower’s role is supportive to the pin’s (even its passive position, attachment by the 

pin, signifies its supportive role in the text). The image of the flower through its qualities 

(adornment) and symbolism (passion, beauty) puts an accent on femininity and enhances such a 

quality in Julia. 

The binary “a pin – a flower” creates the effect of personification: Fanny is like a 

flower lost (in contemplations) and “pinned” (embraced by Julia) – only to be unpinned again, 
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for “Slater’s pins have no points” (ibid.:293). Julia is like a pin that cannot attach though she is 

supposed to – and therefore faces a conflict in society (unjustified expectations) and in herself 

(can’t reach what she longs for). 

More interesting, though, is the clash of masculine and feminine qualities in a feminine 

object – a pin. A flower – that signifies femininity – represents Fanny who is purely feminine 

from the angle of traditional gender expectations. Whereas a pin is controversial; on one hand, it 

is an object that serves first of all the typical, expected female aims such as adornment and 

physical attraction; on the other hand it can be seen as a symbolic phallus, especially in the 

context of the short story, as it pierces, it pins. Julia is controversial as well. Being a woman, she 

has traditionally masculine sexual preferences (attraction to women) and quite masculine 

intentions (to possess). 

Together the flower and the pin show two different places available to a woman in 

society. One is traditional, and the other one is of a new type of a woman, who is eager to share 

the social positions with a man, yet the society is not completely ready for such social changes. 

By repeating bitterly “Slater’s pins have no points”, Julia indirectly accepts that her situation is 

desperate. Therefore the binary “a pin – a flower” has much more importance than representation 

of the two characters. It portrays the two female types of the time when the short story was 

written – a time of the feminist movements when women were beginning to obtain equal rights 

of both sexes. 

 

2.3 The subordinate repetitive role of material objects in “The Bottom Line and the Sharp 

End” by Fay Weldon 

This part of the thesis deals with the material items that have a subordinate repetitive role in the 

text. In other words, these items appear in the text several times and their qualities are changing 

throughout the story, along with the life of the characters. They also do not play the main role in 

the character’s portrayal yet contribute greatly. 

At this point it should be mentioned that there is no thorough previous research on the 

short story “The Bottom Line and the Sharp End”. The analysis in the thesis is probably the first 

credit to the short story and to how masterly material objects are used in it to describe the 

personalities and lives of the main characters, as well as to how a place of a woman in society is 

implicitly portrayed by the author. 
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There are two main heroines in the short story, Avril and Helen. It is exactly the case 

when Weldon, according to Krouse, “creates [...] vividly individualized women within the same 

works whose lives interwine” (Krouse, 1979:6). Both heroines are different, even polar 

personalities. The difference is underlined by a number of feminine objects. Avril and Helen’s 

lives constantly cross, because Helen is a hairdresser and Avril is her permanent client. The 

difference in their social positions, welfare, and ways of life is shown through the shoes. Shoes 

are quite a usual status signifier in everyday life, as high quality shoes are always the most 

expensive part of outfit necessities. They are also what Poyatos calls body adaptors (1988:9) and, 

remarkably, they have female connotations. 

The characters’ shoes are by all means what Corrigan calls something “to be interpreted” 

(Corrigan, 1994:443). One can easily make conclusions: Avril wears “expensive, daring green 

shoes with satin bows, all the better to flirt in” (Weldon, 1985:118); Helen wears “cheap navy 

shoes with sensible heels, all the better to work in” (ibid.). Thus the author emphasizes the 

opposition of heroines by means of describing their shoes. In the description of Avril’s shoes, 

“expensive” signifies welfare, prosperity; “daring” betrays a dashy person who enjoys being 

noticed; “daring green” must be an impractical color, it implies that the owner might have a lot 

of pairs of shoes to change and has them for adornment, not as a necessity. “Satin bows” on them 

also underline these shoes’ primary function (style, adornment) and betray a volatile, flirty 

feminine human being in the owner. Indeed, her shoes are described as “all the better to flirt in” 

(ibid.). In the description of Helen’s shoes, “cheap” signifies a low income and a low social 

status, “navy” is a dark practical color that would suit to almost any outfit, therefore the person 

wearing them is practical and perhaps cannot afford many shoes; “sensible heels” imply that the 

heroine uses shoes for their primary function, the comfort, for the heels are high enough not to 

bother her at work, they are “all the better to work in” (ibid.). 

When thirty years have passed, the heroines’ social status changes dramatically. Helen 

has made a career and opened her own hair salon whereas Avril ends up possessing almost 

nothing. Again, the shoes’ quality creates connotations that the reader can easily interpret, 

because s/he “has access” to some “common codes” (Chandler, 2007:139) of the society, 

namely, shoes signify financial status: 

Today Avril's shoes, with their scuffed high heels, were still green, but somehow 

vulgar and pitiable, and the legs above them were knotted with veins. And Helen's 
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shoes were still navy, but expensive and comfortable, and had sensible medium heels. 

(Weldon, 1985:118, underline mine) 

In the description of Avril’s shoes, “scuffed” emphasizes that they have been worn for a 

long time, the word signifies a decrease in prosperity, social degradation. Helen as a focalizer 

describes them as “vulgar and pitiable” (ibid.). They still have “a high heel” (which says that 

their function is still adornment) and they are “still green” – shoes might not necessarily be the 

same but the same color signals that Avril’s way of life remains unchanged. In the description of 

Helen’s shoes words “expensive” and “comfortable” appear, which represent welfare, financial 

success; “still navy” and “sensible heel” imply that the character is still moderate and practical, 

despite her good income. She does not choose extremes. Indeed, the reader later gets acquainted 

with her credo: “You made the most of what you had. You were not greedy; you played safe; and 

you won” (ibid.:120). 

Perhaps the reader does not make such a thorough analysis during the reading but the 

signs influence her or his perception anyway. This is what Eco means when he says that “so-

called ‘things’ are only the surface appearance” (1979:49) and compares our perception of signs 

with listening to music: we are unaware of a certain combination of notes but understand the 

whole melody (Eco, 1979:50). 

As changes and unchanged qualities of the heroines’ shoes imply, welfare and status have 

changed, but ways of life, values and priorities remain. Helen is a down-to-business woman and 

a faithful wife and mother. Avril is a nightclub singer, an actress, who makes many rapid 

decisions in her career and her private life, experiences many emotions and makes a number of 

mistakes. She lives according to the motto “pick yourself up and start all over” (ibid.:124). 

Noticing the difference in shoes, Helen remarks – as a focalizer – with inner satisfaction, 

drawing “the bottom line”: 

“Helen owned the salon, and had a husband, and grown children, and savings, and a 

dog, a cat and a garden, and Avril had nothing. Nothing. Childless, unmarried, and 

without property or money in the bank.” (ibid.:118) 

“Nothing” can be argued though, because apart from material values one receives 

immaterial property as well, such as an experience or memories. Avril has got them in 

abundance. Again, the material and the spiritual are opposed to each other through the usage of 

material items. 
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Another material object used in the story is a ring. A ring has a very distinctive 

connotation and the same recognition in many “cultural and historical contexts” (Chandler, 

2007:139). It symbolizes either an engagement or a marriage or faithfulness. Avril wears 

different types of rings throughout her life as Helen observes her. Each ring marks the level of 

success or fall in that particular period in Avril’s life. At first, the rings Helen used to see on 

Avril’s fingers “had diamonds and rubies on them” (Weldon, 1985:120). These rings suggest a 

number of wealthy admirers or lovers, for such rings are usually given as a sign of admiration, 

especially to public women, and Avril was an actress. Later on, “there'd been engagement rings 

and remembrance rings: and later, once or twice […] a wedding ring” (ibid.) 

Obviously, Avril has tried to arrange her private life, yet “engagement rings” in plural 

reveal that something went wrong. Wedding rings also appeared several times. This is an 

example of how Weldon’s fiction breaks the stereotypes and “mirrors the insights of feminist 

theorists about the nature and situation of women: love does not last, marriage is not happy” 

(Krouse, 1979:6). After her marriage and engagement rings period, Avril appeared with 

completely different rings on her fingers, “the silver was base and the stones were glass” 

(Weldon, 1985:120). Avril’s social status and welfare level have descended, as well as her 

success. Yet her spirits have not, for she shows her rings to the visitors of Helens salon 

indiscreetly, exclaiming: “cheep and cheerful!” (ibid.). Thus Avril’s attitude towards her cheap 

rings betrays a personality that does not give in, or tries not to. 

At the very end of the short story, Helen sees Avril with a new man and a new ring – 

“jeweled”, “properly set in proper gold” (ibid.:128) Avril’s life has made a loop, her success has 

returned. A ring symbolizes a cyclicity as well. Perhaps, in some time, Avril will find herself on 

the outskirts of life again, with cheap rings on her fingers. There is no description of Helen’s 

rings but her clients’ rings are mentioned: “[t]hey didn't wear much jewelry, and if they did it 

was either real or Harrods make-believe, and certainly quiet” (Weldon, 1985:120). Helen’s life 

concept is like her clients’ rings, quiet, with an accent on the quality, whereas Avril’s life circle 

is jumpy, uneven, but still repetitive in its falls and rises. Avril’s rings are all diverse like their 

owner’s attempts to be different, to find new life concept in certain life periods. 

Another object that regularly appears in the story is Helen’s electric kettle. It is also the 

only object adaptor in the story that is relatively in focus and that belongs to the group of objects 

called “domestic implement” (Poyatos, 1988:9). The presence of an electric kettle in the text 
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focuses attention on the domestic comfort and commonness that fills Helen’s life. Firstly, she 

asks her husband not to mend it (Weldon, 1985:120). Further, while Avril is sharing her life 

dramas, Helen wonders whether she should remind her husband not to mend the kettle 

(ibid.:123). Now the kettle emphasizes the level of troubles Helen has and used to have, because 

a broken kettle is surely a smaller problem than, for example, abortions or indiscreet male 

partners, which Avril has experienced. 

To sum up, the description of shoes helps to oppose the characters and shows from the 

very beginning, “who is who”. By their qualities the shoes underline all the main life situations 

of both heroines, which are gradually described throughout the story. They also symbolize a 

level of welfare and what concepts of life each heroine has chosen, as well as what priorities 

each character has (career or romance, stability or impressions). The heroines are like their 

shoes; Helen keeps her life sensible and practical, whereas Avril prefers attractiveness to men, 

even with shabby shoes on. Rings also oppose the female characters, but their major role is to 

trace ups and downs in Avril’s life. They also symbolize how both heroines are able to solve 

their private lives, as well as probably their sexual temperament (Helen is sensibly attached to 

the same man, Avril is “burning” in the relationship with every new man). 

Whereas Avril was described by means of only body adaptors, things that are used on or 

for the body, Helen was also described by means of the kettle image, an object adaptor. It is the 

only object that does not have a binary pair in the text. The rings and shoes of both women are 

described in the text, but only Helen is described by means of a kettle. It may also signify that 

Avril lacks “Lares and Penates”, home in its traditional understanding, home with a loving 

husband and kids.  

In addition, one may say that Helen is within social realms and expectations imposed on a 

woman, within the frames of her family life, her saloon and her client’s neeeds. On the contrary, 

Avril is beyond the society’s expectations, limits, beyond an ordinary, but proper life or logical 

decisions, even beyond self-control that is expected from women particularly in their sexual life. 

Helen keeps her thoughts and judgments inside while Avril speaks them out throughout the short 

story. And the material items analyzed above serve to reveal the lives of the heroines in 

development and to emphasize the changes in their fate. 
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2.4 Central repetitive role of material objects in “The Bottom Line and the Sharp End” by 

Fay Weldon 

In the story “The Bottom Line and the Sharp End” there is a central image that is repeated 

regularly, but with some changes every time. It is a hairstyle. Of course, we cannot exactly call 

the hairstyle a material item. However, a hairstyle is an adornment, something made of hair, even 

accessory to some extent and thus a body adaptor, according to Poyatos classification (1988:9). 

Like an object, one can acquire a hairstyle for money and wear it. As Barlett claims, hair “has 

almost the same range of possibilities of treatment as clothing - it can be shaped, dyed, removed” 

(94:43). Therefore it was chosen for analysis in this work together with material items. An image 

of a hairstyle has a central repetitive role in the short story, because the hairstyle and its quality 

are constantly changing throughout the narration. Therefore a periodically changing object helps 

to portray the life of the main character in constant changes, too. Using Corrigan’s terminology, 

it is something to which “things happen” and also something that “provokes things to happen” 

(1994:443), because the memory of every hairstyle Avril had provokes her to tell about her past. 

Thus in the short story, hairstyle works as a narrative instrument. Hair “in our own society 

convey meanings about status, attitude and role” (Barlett, 94:43), due to “the codes to which the 

interpreter [the reader] has access” (Chandler, 2007:139). The hairstyle signifies the welfare and 

the status of the main character in different periods of her life. 

There is a clear structure of the narration built on the image of a hairstyle. Each 

mentioning is tied to one or more significant events in Avril’s life. Avril retells them and gives a 

remark about her emotions or thoughts. She draws conclusions (she draws the bottom line all the 

time). Finally, as an opposition, Helen’s reaction (or the absence of her reaction) follows. 

Therefore the periods of Avril’s life, as well as her behavior and views, can be classified 

according to her haircuts. 

When Avril went to school, she had long hair, “so long that I could sit on it” (Weldon, 

1985:121). Avril’s boyfriend asked her to prove her love by acting in a play naked. Avril did it, 

and because of the scandal that this step caused, she failed her exams, as teachers could not be 

objective to her. Avril lost contact with her family as well due to her naked appearance on the 

scene that meant disgrace in society. The boy eventually left her for “Miss Original Pure” 

(ibid.:122), because he probably did not dare to be the part of the scandal and because he got 

what he wanted from Avril. This is surely a dramatic event for an under-aged girl. Yet, instead of 
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self-pity or hatred towards the boy she only justifies him and herself as ignorant children: “He 

was only young. He didn't know what he'd feel like later” (ibid.). Thus Avril performs emotional 

and spiritual generosity, she is full of energy and is not ashamed of her sexuality. Above that, 

Avril managed to keep good memories of her love, whatever end it had: “I'll never forget it. The 

sun seemed to stop in the sky. You know?” (ibid.) Helens reaction betrays a pragmatic person in 

her: “she'd only ever made love to Gregory at night, so how could she know about the sun 

stopping?” (ibid.). She understands the romantic remark literally. Meanwhile, Avril has another 

fall in her life, when her nude photos are published without her permission. She remarks 

philosophically while remembering it: “I tried to sue but it was no use. No one takes you 

seriously once you take your clothes off” (Weldon, 1985:123). This passage illustrates that 

Weldon’s characters live, so to say, “down among women” (Weldon’s expression that has 

become the title of one of her first books), “rather than in some ideal world where gender is 

irrelevant” (Krouse, 1979:6-7). Otherwise the nudity of a woman would not influence the 

opinion of the public. 

Speaking about the photographer, Avril draws conclusions without accusations and 

shares her emotions, mentioning that the photographer “made the whole galaxy go the other 

way” (ibid.). Long, uncut hair is often associated with health, fertility (Leach, 1958:160) and 

youth (Barlett, 1994:58). As a juvenile, Avril was ignorant, active, generous in performing her 

emotions and feelings and it was the time of her first mistakes. 

Cutting her hair off was Avril’s desperate attempt not to be recognized. Indeed, as Barlett 

writes, a change of hairstyle is not only a change of social status, but a disguise (1994:59). 

Cutting hair is also a symbolical loss of life energy, “a distress” (ibid.:53). Her personality is not 

as flamboyant as it used to be any longer. 

“A blonde, back combed bob” (Weldon, 1985:125) was Avril’s next haircut. This 

hairstyle was a revolutionary step in the female fashion that signified independence and equal 

rights with men. It was the first short haircut that appeared, before all women used to have only 

long hair. Avril had a bob and this period of her life was marked with her independence as well. 

She did not make crucial mistakes and did not fall in love, she had a good income and enough 

success; “like in a novel, but it wasn't me” (ibid.:124), Avril says. Avril’s character has a feature 

that Fay Weldon usually criticizes in women, that is to “seek to define themselves through men” 

(Mitchell, 1997: 525). After the still period of independence Avril changes her hairstyle for 
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another one that requires longer hair. The life’s exuberance returns to her to be abandoned with 

Avril’s new mistakes. 

Then Avril had a black beehive (Weldon, 1985:125). A beehive is the haircut of Audry 

Hepburn’s character in Breakfast at Tiffany’s. Hepburn is usually associated with fashion, 

femininity and elfin beauty. Avril returns to her usual life of emotional devotion and love, she 

does not perform independence and self-sufficiency any longer. She gets pregnant, but her lover 

asks her to have an abortion and she agrees against her will. He leaves her after a while. Again, 

Avril shares no contempt or accusations: “We gave each other pleasure, didn't we? Fair 

exchange, while it lasted […]. But I never liked beehives, did you?” (ibid.) With this remark, 

Avril betrays that this period of life is unpleasant to remember. Helen defines this hairstyle as 

“stiff and artificial” (ibid.) and the relationship Avril had, when she had this haircut, could also 

be called artificial, as the man never wanted to have children with her and finally left. Helen’s 

remark about the beehive hairstyle, saying that she does not like it either, shows her implicit 

solidarity. Helen and Avril are far from being friends and Weldon is “not sentimental about 

undying loyalty among women” (Krouse, 1979:8), but, as Krouse suggests, “the very fact that 

her women can be friends or make amends to each other is hopeful” (ibid.). And even 

professional and detached Helen is probably moved by the tragic episode of Avril’s life. 

 Present-time Avril appears in the short story with old, worn out hair that is described as 

“crisp dry henna-and-grey curls” (Weldon, 1985:119). Such a neglected hairstyle signifies the 

degradation and weariness of a person, in a material, financial, spiritual and psychological way. 

Avril is betrayed again. Her boyfriend, a teacher and a junkie, left her and took away her 

valuables. Avril wants new hair, and obviously a new life, because her life is a dilapidated mess, 

like her hair. The hairstyle signifies that Avril is worn out. And again she justifies her fiancé: “It 

was life burning him up […]. Just life. Too strong” (ibid.:124). 

Eventually, Avril is left bald. There is nothing more to change, either on her head or in 

life. As Avril’s hair falls out, she has to calm down upset Helen: “that's the bottom line and the 

sharp end. Nothing lasts, not even hair. My fault” (Weldon, 1985:127). Avril’s life luggage is 

nothing but her memories, her experience and her past. It is her only treasure, for “nothing lasts” 

(Weldon, 1985:127). Avril puts everything at stake, whereas Helen “played safe” (ibid.:120). 

It is remarkable that Helen’s hairstyle is mentioned only once as “tidy hair” (ibid.:126). 

She has never changed anything dramatically. That is why Avril is not quite understood by 
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Helen. At the beginning of the short story, Helen feels that she has everything and Avril has 

nothing (Weldon, 1985:123). By the end Helen feels “weary of the salon and her bank account 

and her marriage and everything she valued […] and the way she never took risks and how her 

youth had passed […]” (ibid.:126). The characters have drawn the different bottom lines. 

Avril’s life is really tragic, and, according to Krouse, Weldon’s heroines “suffer intensly” 

(1979:6). But at the same time, the life story of Avril (and of Helen, too) can be an illustration of 

Weldon’s criticism of women who perpetuate “the myths, customs, and institutions that oppress 

them”(Mitchell, 1997:522), who follow the behavioral pattern, imposed on them by society, 

without questioning it. On one hand, Avril’s forgiveness to her former lovers is impressive, on 

the other hand, she has never doubted her passive position and total belonging to her partner.  

As can be seen from the chronological analysis of Avril’s life, her hair was extremely 

long at first, then got worn out by and by and eventually fell out because of bleach. Her head is 

bald. According to many anthropologists, such as Wilken, Frazer or Hutton, hair symbolizes 

“soul-stuff” and “personal power” (Leach, 1958:60). All her life, Avril burned down her life 

energy as she cut and wore out her hair. She burned, figuratively speaking. Becoming bald is 

also a symbolical act of her purification. She shares her past doubts of playing in the 

performance naked to prove her love to the boy: “I knew even then it was what they call a major 

life decision. Naked, and the future would go one way; body-stocking, another. I chose naked” 

(Weldon, 1985:123). From that moment of her life she has also chosen to be naked spiritually. 

She never hides her emotions and feelings. 

One can understand Avril’s personality through her hair metamorphoses. Her thick long 

hair expresses her sexuality and generosity in feelings and deeds, her careless “losing hair” 

displays her readiness to give away her life energy, feelings and youth for the sake of different 

men she seemed to love. Her expressive and rapid changes of hairstyles, from blonde to brunette, 

from feminine to masculine, betray a desperate and at the same time daring, even bold person. 

At the end of the story Avril is described singing on the stage, bald, which is also an 

exposing, extrovert act, “and a pink light made her look [...] important” (ibid.:128). Another 

meaning of “bald” is “without any extra detail or explanation; plain or blunt” (Oxford Dictionary 

of English, 2013.05.17). Avril is left exposed to life, despite anything that happened to her, and 

is still full of desire and the ability to take risks. 
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Part 3 

Discussion and Conclusion 

A material object represents the consumption culture that is far from spirituality. That is why it is 

interesting to see how such a pragmatic notion could serve creative literary purposes. It is 

especially fascinating to examine it in the context of the 20th century in the Western world, when 

industrialization and therefore the culture of consumption were gaining momentum and 

developed rapidly. Probably that is why material items in literature spoke really well to the 

contemporary reader. At the same time, movements for women’s rights were taking place all 

over Europe and certain changes were made in society. Women gained notable independence, 

yet their position in society was still insecure and not quite clear. What was the new woman 

going to be like? The social acceptance was accompanied by mistrust. In my opinion, even 

nowadays material items in literature are a needed indicator of how far the society was and is 

ready to move forward in its views about women. Material items as literary device proved to be a 

useful tool to portray female characters’ personalities and their lives. But what is more, they 

revealed the zeitgeist. Thus the analysis in the thesis proves that literature is not just art, it is the 

mirror of society and its views on gender issues. What is more, the literature also helps create the 

society in which it is produced by exposing the issues, influencing opinions and changing 

attitudes. 

Firstly, it is important to state that in the three short stories one male character and five 

female characters are portrayed by using material objects as literary means. Using Poyatos’ 

classification of material items (1988:9), I can say that a male character was described with the 

help of objects for aesthetic purposes, a book and a piano. At the same time, female characters 

were described by means of body adaptors (such as tweezers, blouse, pin or shoes) and one 

object adaptor, a kettle. Body adaptors are objects that are used by or for the body, what 

underlines the physicality of a woman opposed to the spirituality of a man. It supports the idea of 

Bynum that, according to the long existing Christian concept, “they [women] symbolized the 

physical, lustful, material […] part of human nature, whereas man symbolized the spiritual or 

mental” (ibid.:210). She also states that “the weight of Western tradition had long told women 

that physicality was particularly their problem” (Bynum, 2007:210). Moreover, the body 

adaptors mentioned in the text often signify body adornment (Saks blouse, high-heeled shoes, a 

flower, a pin) or even artificial beauty (laquer, jar of bronze). There is just one body object that 
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played a more or less significant role in the character portrayal, a kettle, which, according to 

Poyatos would be in the cathegory “drink utensils” (1988:9) and signifies domesticity. Muriel 

from “The Perfect Day for Bananafish” is described with the help of one object for aesthetic 

purposes, a magazine, but the name of the article she is reading - “Sex Is Fun – or Hell” - leaves 

very little hope for a high level of aestheticism. 

Secondly, the material items that were used to describe female characters bear female 

connotations being objects mostly used by women, whereas a male character is described with 

gender neutral objects. Moreover, the objects that help portray the female characters have 

associations with either femininity or domesticity, the virtues usually ascribed to women 

(Stearns, 2000:69). Sometimes the deeper lying connotations of the objects are shallowness (the 

article in the magazine), superficiality (laquer) or even impossibility to fulfill masculine features 

(a blunt pin). 

Whether such a choice of objects was done intentionally or subconsciously, it is possible 

to draw certain conclusions about the situation of women in the society of that time. What cannot 

be said with words or what is being silenced, can be expressed with the images of usual material 

items. Whereas women were supposed to receive possibilities for self-development and 

independent self-identification, they were still perceived through the images that signify 

adornment, femininity or domesticity. Of course, direct conclusions cannot be based only on 

three short stories, but the observations made during the analysis open a wide field for further 

research. 

The analysis has also raised many questions. For instance, Muriel, a female character 

representing a jaded consumer society, is portrayed through female gendered material objects. Is 

it supposed to mean that the world of consumption and shallow entertainment has a female face? 

Which role is given to a woman and what is she blamed for? Female superficiality and 

physicality is opposed to male depth and spirituality, a façade is opposed to depth by means of 

gender. Can it be a silenced viewpoint of our society, expressed in the text, as beauty and 

advertisement industry is more female-oriented? 

Woolf’s heroine, Julia, can be compared with a pin (a phallic symbol by its form and 

quality to penetrate and fix). Is it only through the male qualities that a woman can achieve 

independence and freedom from social impositions? And is there any potential in such a 
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concept? Choosing a “male” identity in reaching independence is probably a dead-end for a self-

sufficient female identity, but is another way available in our society? 

Finally, the life of Avryl, her way from being thick- and long-haired to being left bald, 

sets an important question. Do women really have to hide a lot behind the façade nowadays? 

And is it only through the figurative loss of hair and total weariness that a woman can reach a 

state of total exposition to society, without any “shiny surface” to be covered with (which is 

constantly demanded from her)? Being bald symbolizes a freedom from gender connotations or 

social markers. There is no adornment to signify femininity and no special hairstyle to display 

social status; it is a pure condition of being herself and refusing to follow any gender 

expectations. But does being herself demand Avril’s losing her energy, going through 

disappointments, loss and disgrace? Being “bald” in Avril’s case is a result of a fight with, and 

for, life, as well as a catharsis and a freedom to stand outside the frames of social imposition. 

Can “remaining bald” be a natural, independent choice of a woman who needs to free herself 

from the responsibility to signify?  

The short stories, by Salinger, Woolf and Weldon, all raise questions that are yet to be 

solved - especially concerning the difficulties of being a woman in a society which demands 

conformity while still retaining agency. But the very posing of these questions brings us closer to 

an answer.    

I also believe that the thesis, apart from exposition of important social issues, suggests a 

new method of analysis, where minute material items are examined from both the literary and 

semiotic perspectives, which explores more depth in the meanings met in literary texts. The 

classification of four types of material objects as literary tools, elaborated in the thesis, may also 

be useful in further research, as it provides the method with a structure. As a result, material 

items as literary means can expose characters’ personalities in detail and, what is more, reflect 

the invisible climate in society and even picture the epoch. 
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