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The Truman Capote nonfiction novel In Cold Blood” which reflects for
adolescents the immediacy of the real world, duminates (1) social 1ssues--capital
ishment, environmental influence. and the gap between the haves™ and have-nots’
(2) moral issues—-the complexity of man’s nature, the responsibity of one man for
another, and the place of values n today's society. and (3) Wterary 1ssves--catharsis
and dentification in the classic tragic mode, the uses of images and point of view, plot
structure, and the creation of suspense despite the reader’'s foreknowledge of events
in the novel. Discussion questions for 12th-grade Englsh classes are included) (UB)
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i THE COPYRIGHT OWNER.”

by Joan D. Berbrich

“Wuiy TEACH In Cold Blood?” a parent ashed
hotly. It isn't “litcrature’.”

No. | suppose it isn't Cliterature’ . . . but
it is cxciting contemporary  writing. It s
stylistically  interesting. It illustrates  artistic
structuring of factual materials. It provides a
basis for discussion—on  capital punishment.
on cavironmental influences. on the haves and.
the have-nots. It suggests a reason for the
present overwhelming popularity of non-fiction.
It cven parallels an almost forgotten  aspect
of Greek tragedy. These are the major reasons
we teach Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood in
our senior classes.

In Cold Blood should be read gquickly. Capote
suggested that one read parts one and  two,
put the book away for a day, then read the
last two parts.! Certainly the reading and
discussion combined should not extend beyond
a two-week period. When the book is brought
into the classroom. it is already familiar to
almost cvery student. Though few have read
it. all have heard about it. Almost all know
about the Clutter murders. They cven know
the outcome. Yet. they find in the novel
suspense and drama. They gain some of the
satisfaction. some of the cathansis. Greek au-

fr———— e/

Dr. Berbrich is Chairman of the English Depart-
ment at Mincola High School. Garden City Park.,
New York.
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diecnces must  have  expericnced  when  they
watched the Agamemnon story unfold in the
amphithcatre. ‘Those spectators. 2500 years ago.
knew that Agamemnon would be slain. that
Orestes would. in retaliation. Kill his mother.
that Orestes would then be pursued by avenging
Furices.

Today's seniors know that the Clutters will
be murdered. that the Killers will be pursuced.
that they will be captured. tried. and excecuted.
In both cases. the forcknowledge heightens ap-
preciation. The reader of In Cold Blood knows
Hickock and Smith will be caught. but the
reader. too. is caught in an emotional labyrinth.
Hce wants justice. He feels pity for men distorted
by the human condition. He experiences (but
often refuses to  admit) sympathy  for the
pursucd. In the Acschylus trilogy. Orestes is
purged at the Delphic shrine and cmerges
absolved. In In Cold Blood Smith and Hichock
arc purged at the gallows. and they emerge.
not absolved. but understood. For Man. along
with these two men. was indicted. and  the
general indictment  restores  humanity o the
two who had forfeited it

High school seniors are old enough to un-
derstand  that  Ieenanity  cncompasses  man’s
vicious impulses as well as his divine-like com-
passion. They do not grow mawkish or sen-
timental about the two Killers. From a reading
of the novel. however. they do become more
awarc of the complexity of man. of the
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Capote’s classic poses important questions for students

respomsibility. of one man for another. of the
close and confused tic that binds  all men.
Cain's fatal retort. “Am | my brother’s heeper?”
acquires new and terrifying significance.

The general  discussion  that  follows  the
rcading of this novel should be  provocative
and thoughtful. 1t should cause some discomfort
o our “safe” seniors: it should bring into
the classroom a weighing of values and  the
place of values in socicty: it should end in
questions. not in answers. for this gencration
is only beginning to hnow what questions to
ash.

SPRINGBOARDS FOR DISCUSSION

I. CaPOTE miMSEIF implicd that the title. /n
Cold Blood. has two interpretations.® Is
official exccution murder? Can the title
be justly applicd to beth the killing of the
Clutters and the execution of Hickock and
Smith?

. CAPOTE ALTERNATES chapters about the
Clutters with chapters about Hickock and
Smith. This constant change of subject at
first irritates young rcaders. Why then does
the author use this technique? Does the
domestic tranquillity of the Clutter home
cmphasize the disordered. mcaningless
lives of Hickock and Smith?

3. THE MosT vIviD image in this novel is
Smith’s giant yellow parrot that. at regular
intervals. swooped down. slaughtered
Smith’s encmies and winged him away to
paradise. Capote uses this image on pages
110, 141, 299 and 357.% What is the sig-
nificance of this image? Is it effective?

4. THE AUTHOR frequently uses words in
combinations that startlc and disturb. Note
the following: like a peacock trapped in a
turkey pen (p. 135). hip-high. shecp-slaugh-
tering snows (p. 21): land winter-stripped
and as somber as sheet iron (p. 199); paws

[

1. Haskhel Frankel, = The Author.” Saturday Reviewe. Jinnary
23, 1966, p. 37,

2 I oan mterven granted to George Plimgptoa. reprinted in
T New Youk Tiges Bewh Revien  laonary 16 19660, p. 39,

A relerences are ta the paperlucck Signet, S 1250 INPOCARD 7

used as though they are surgical instru-
menits (p. 278). ‘The words themselves are
not unusual: the combinations are. Why?

Incongruity? Alliteration? Connotation of

violenee?

5. PoiNt oF viEW shitts throughout this novel.
Somctimes we witness a scene  through
Nancy's cyes. sometimes through Smith's,
sametimes through a law-ofticer’s. At other
times the omniscient author takes over.
Is this variation effective?” Why?

6. CAPOTE CALLED In Cold Blood a non-fiction
novel. What does this mean? The non-
fiction is obvious. Do the techniques men-
tioned above suggest a reason for calling
this particular non-fiction book a novel?

7. AFTER THE CLUTTER murdcrs. the town's
people look at cach other with new suspi-
cion. Friends of many ycars distrust cach
other. People lock and bolt their doors for
the first time in their lives. What does
murder—indeed. any crime—do to the by-
standers. to those not directly involved?
What docs this suggest about human
naturc?

8. THE M'NAGHTEN RULE plays an important
part in the conviction of Hickock and
Smith. What is the legal definition of in-
sanity? Is it realistic? Is it moral? What
new problems would arise for the courts
and for society if insanity were more
loosely defined?

9. COINCIDENCE is something we expect in
fiction but suspect in real life. Several in-
credible coincidences are described in /n
Cold Blood. The day before he was Killed.

IN COLD BLOOD: THE FILM

Richard Brooks. best known for his work in
The Professionals and Elmer Gantry. is direct-
ing a film version of Capote’s book for Columbia
Pictures. In & attempt to preserve the impact of
the non-fiction novel Brooks is shooting in act-
ual locations and has casted players more for
their similarities to the Killers. Clutters. 1. «l..
than for their box-office draw.
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Herbert Clutter took out a $40.000 life
insurance policy. with double indemnity.
Dick and Perry were captured in Las
Vegas. just moments after Perry picked up
a package he had matled to himselt. The
package contained two pairs of boots—the
boots worn by the Killers the night of the
murder. the boots that left clear and iden-
titiable footprints at the scene of the crime.
These boots provided concrete and in-
controvertible cvidence. Would a reader
accept these coincidences in a regular
novel? Are they difficult te accept in this
non-fiction novel? Are coincidences  as
rare in life as we like to pretend?

10. Toe critic. George Plimpton. said that
the final scene in the book seems to syn-
thesize the whole experience for Alvin
Dewey.? What does this mean? Does this
help to explain why /n Cold Blood may.
indeed. be called a non-fiction novel?

The above discussion should Icad step-by-step
to the final question. Why is non-fiction or the
non-fiction novel so popular today? Seventeen-
ycar-olds. pragmatic and down-to-carth. will find
the answer auickly. This is the real world—a crazy
patchquilt of violence and nuclear war. of space
conquests and medical miracles. of hasty begin-
nings and immincnt cndings. In such a world as
this. what novelist can hope to cqual the simple
words of a working astronaut? What dramatist
can hope 1o create a tragedy as poignant as tele-
vision's announcement that Friday in November.
1963?

We are living in a world of out-sized figures
and out-sized events. We are busy trying to com-
prchend. to assimilate. to make sease of. these
figures and these cvents. Perhaps this is why a
Truman Capote turns from imaginative fiction to
a non-fiction novel. Perhaps this is why /n Cold
Blood has an immediacy. a significance that ne-
gates the question—"But is it “literature™?”

3. Plimpton interview. p. 43,

MANUSCRIPTS — M & M pays up to $50 for
articles on effective and creative methods and
media in the classroom. A practical, how-to ap-
proach is preferred, but if you're going to pull
off a James Conant or a Paul Goodman then
we'll be more than happy to have theory!

Manuscripts should be triple-spaced. 50 charac-
ters wide. 1800 words is a comfortable length.
but shorter and longer pieces are acceptable.
Authors may want to check ideas with the editor
to avoid the possible frustration of duplication.

YOU are the source of our best ideas . . . Keep
‘em comin’.






