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A Formal Feelmg hy Zibby Oneal {Viking, 1982)

Summary P n

This 1s the story of & youn.g woman’s griel fur her dead muther,,

her bewilderment uver the wuman heg_father has chusen for hiy
second wife, and her discovéry of the true charaSter of her
.mother. When the book opens, Anne Cameron s returming home
from boarding school for the Chnstimas hohday. A year ago her
mother died unexpectedlj. anid Anne has not fully recovered
from her sense of loss. Her mothes had played a'majur part in
her lfe, as a friend and companion, but most of ali as an «deal
toward which Anne strove. Anne’s father has refarried. His new
wife, Dory, a secretary at the university where he 15 a professor.
is warm and gentle but unsophisticated. She 15 the opposte of
Anne’s mother 10 every way, and Anne caanot understand her
faxhers’chmcc' On this, her first visit home since her miother’s

. death, Anne finds that+she 15 strangely without emotion, the
“formal feeiing™ of the utle. This expression, one that serves tv
describe weil the subtle siate that Ongal porirays in this novel, 1s
taken from a poem by Emnly Dickinson thatbegins, “After.greal
pain, & formal feeling comes.”

As the family preparves for Chnstmas and Anne shops for
resents, she begins to repxarﬁme the image of her mother that
she carries and to sens¢ that her mother's perfection can be
interpreted in several ways. She recalls that her mother, often
loving and caring, also demanded admiration, set impossibly high'
standards' for Anne, and wa$ wntolerant of ‘weakness*sn others.
She remembers that her mother once left, the family for several
years and was sometimes gold, ambitious, and selfish. With this
nsight—reaiiy a rgmembering® of what she had known bw
suppressed—the “fotmal feeling™ breaks, and Anne rediscovers
her father's 1ove.

" Evaluatiod

Aformal Feeling 15 2 sensiive book, genuine and natural ‘n
‘style, convincing in what it tells us about people. lets.w «Wwhat mght
be called 2 feminine novel. Not a book written for women—

though high school boys will probably not read it;~A Formigt:

Feeling 15 about fepunine feelings and attitudes and 15 written 1n 1{_ :

L2 sty]e that conveys a feminine tone. This quahity 15, in fact, one
of jts strengths.

Like most books that éenler on 2 decnage character unlikely

t¢ have the richness of expenience that older characters have, A

- Formal Feeling lacks vanety. Only Anne 1s a roung character,,

but the genuineness of her feelings and the puzzle that focuses on
hgrmother carry along the reader. It 1s to Onceal's credit that she
¥ reveals the solption 1o this puzzle with subtlety. She emphasms
not the fact that Anne's mother turns out to have been o
than Anne's memory of her bat that Anne did, in fact, always
know that her mother’s perfection was an aruficial matter created
by “formal feeling.”.Because of this subtlety, the*final chapters
require tareful attention if Anne's rediscovery is to be rstood
In the last few years, many publishers have begun to bring out
series of romances for young girls, These books have come under
severe criticism because of the stercotypes of girl} and_womeg
they contain., Without entering into that con&roversy, let me
5u that ‘A Formal Feeling. although in no ‘sense a “girls!
roman®z,” may, be the perfect book to perswade a student who
secms to want to read nothing but*romances that a novel ¢an
m’owde insight into human emotions while satisfying a yeader's
od l'or 8 book that is deeply movmg.
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: YOUNG ADULT, LITERATURE H 7 g " 1OUsby Oulds Scbestyen a”“’“@"" e A
L JET RN - Summary -
This past year has been a gtod one for young adult llterature A. Annie Garrett, left by her husband and WlthOl.ll alimony, has lﬁ‘
number of the beiter writers in the field have pubfishéd new striuggled to care for her child, Stowe. A nonconformist who -
books that live‘up (0 the best work they have done in-the past.  drivesa battered old pickup named “Horseless,” she has raised & _
Two of these are discussed below—the first by the author of The son who is a delight to know. Just entering adol:scence. Stow -
Language of Goldfish, the*second by the author of Words by maintains a boyish life with a friend, Brownie, but is both
Heart and’Farfrom Home. . attracted to and offended by the girl-&crpss the street, a girl who
. . , used to be “one of the boys” but is now a bit ahead of them. 2

Stowe's mother, we learn, has received news that per father,
from whom she has been mtranged since her ‘iarriage, has
suffered a heart attack. Terribly upset by she news, Angie would
like to visit him. Stowe gannoct understand why bis Mmother dags.
not hate her f4ther as he hates his. and this lack of ndersta,ndtng
forms one of the major themes of the book. v

‘Stowe rcc‘etves 2 telephoné call from:an uncle who tells Hhim
that his grapdfather has asked for him. not for Stovwe and his
mother,fust for Stowe. The boy conceals the call from his mother” }:,

- because he doesnt want to hurt her but also because he‘docsnk'
want to complicate théir lives. As the story unfoldsy every event
seems to be relatéd to thE summons from Stowe's grandfather.
Finally, Annie detdes to risk a visit 1o her father. Stowe nearly
refuses to go, but he has determined not to hurt ki mother as
have the other two men in her life. They arfive top late, and

+ Stowe realizes with horror that by nat telling his mother of the
phone call he has kept her from sceing her father before his
death. Anmeiﬂisagrees “It wasn't you. | could have called. 1
could hasve asked questions, atvd pawned things. ang come. But §
was waiting 10 be dsked for.” The nove! ends as Annie and Stowe
set out for home. In the car, Stowe reveals that be is thinking
abow trying io find his father 50 that the years of sepagation
between them will not ¢nd as they have.with Annie and her
father.
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Evaluation i

Through dialogue and action and Stowe’s thoughts and feelings, .
"Sebestyen makes vivid two people whose love and regard for
each other are memorable. Stowx’s desife not to hurt Annic hg

- other men have done and his dinbivalent feclings about -
grandfather’s summons form the principal conflict of the novel.
Despite its seeming simplicity, the story is rich in relationships
and conflicting feelings which Scbestyen illurhinates with percep-
tion and gentleness. There is little plot, but Sto\a(;’s inner conflict
and the odd, often amusing details of his life‘With Annie serve
well as a substitute. And the characters, even minor ones ll,lte
Tyler and Yeuta, the children Anme cares for durmg the day, are
a delight. )

fOU3 gives attention to human relationships, and this theme

makes it u;lt;q} for dlsqussmn by students Although Stowe is
barely into middle school, the novel will tempt older readers to
examine the meaning of their own relationships to parents and
friends, Like Katherine Paterson's The Bridge 10 Terabithia, this
novel refutes the belief that teenagers read only about characters
their own age or oldér. By asking us to understand Stowe, the
baok forces us to question the value of pride and reveals the -
sterility of alienation. So simple in style that nearly any stident

"will be able 10 fead it, the book‘s charm will win over most
readerst Subtle and personal, it is a-book like M. E. Kerr'
Gentlehands, one'of the few recent young adult novels that work
for general class reading and dl$¢}lsswn
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Robert C. Small, Jr., Vrpnia Polyw;hmc. Institute and State - s
University, Blac'kshurg. Yirginia ’
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“& .~ YOUNG ADULT LITERATURE ™
' o . Nq{felis'ts Turn .tq,Aﬁtqbiography"
‘“‘"’ = ’ : A" — %
: ' Mf of us agnce tha nouﬁctlm is l| ratuge b:ographlcs and,
'.-1-‘:{ “~autobiographies, short ﬁsays” humgrous es8ays, travel litra-

"+ ture, even history whenyit is wri with the apt of a Winston
Churchill, and bodks like ~Tiki, that are difficult to care-
gorize. But the way we tcach such works is usually more: " «
lihited than the treatment we give to. figtion. We ask studepts
what an author of an essay is saying an:r if they undetstand it

* v whether ot not.they agree, There the discussion usvally endy

"« - Biographics and autobiographics present even greater problemd.
What are the standards for judging biographical wmmg” Ho

- does one make abiography of Keats interesting 16 a class

. .- - tenth-graders? How does ohe judge the story of a life when iis

F,  .' 7 told by-the person who lived.it? Also. unfogumately few
- . Hiograplﬁu and autobiographies look very much st theeenage
: years, of Aherrfsubjects. After all the rea'l‘mumphs oceurred

Tatér. ¢ e

Reccn}l.y two of the best and most_popular novelists for

. young adults,have wntten autobiogeaphies centered on their
r" teenage years. Both books fit nicely wnto the kterature and the

" composition dimensions of ggsh One 15 by Loxs Duncan_

and the other by M. E. Kerr.

r
Chapters: My Growth as a aner by Loh-Duucan (thlle,
Brown, 1982} t

Luis Duncan has never whitten “reuing, yohﬁg adult nqve!s

. Killing Mr. Griffin, for example, describes the death of a

teacherrcaused by a group of students. Dauginm of Eve is A

vicious and uppleasant but effective novel ‘aboit girls who

revenge themselves on ‘the world of the school, their homes,
their boyfriends. In Chapiers, she describes lier development as
a writer from her first childish story to her first published -
¢ novel. She combings details fram her childhood, het teenage”
years, ‘her marriage'and divorce, with the writing she did dufing
. thase years; Stories that she wrotetat twelve and sixteen and
twenty-two dre included’ as are poems from those years, Sur’
rounding them are remembrances of her relatiohship with her,
mother, her ¢ollegé years, the boys she dated, The jux;a:?og.
tion is fascinating. -
Students who have'read her novels will, of coursc,akam 1o

read Chapters’ But other studerits, sspecialfy those who farely
read fiction, will be able ta see at onee thay shis book is worth’
exploring: They will be able 10 laugh at the flaws in her éarly .
poems and perhaps worder about a pocm that they might
wtite about a similar experierice, The stories will touch them,

" e¥en as Duncan herself /Iooks.cnucally at Ber carly work md

$ees its failores. -

I caf think of no book that could corﬁnbute mofg, to a
creative wrinng class, but any English class could logk ath 10
see ttow a'writer develops, whethér gr ot members of the class
think of themselves as prospcotivc writers. Students can be'
urged Lo write poems gnd sfdries on subjscts similar to
Dunéan’s, subj that any student will unﬂér;
pareénts, jealousy of sisters, love for other boys or -girls, the
.| fuilure of love: Although Buncan was obviously a talentéd,
| teenage writer, she often wrote less than sp'lcndlg.ly and admits .
her failures. Middle school and high scheol stbdents can recog- -
nize theirfown successes and failures in her writing” First, |
would ask studgnts to read Killing Mr. Griffin, then Chaprers,
and finally- Daughters'8f Eve. With tlint preparation, 1 feel ©
surc that even the most inhibited students in my class would
discover materjal fon wonderful (if -not technicatly perfect)
pocmsaad stonés. - .
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MemMeMaNouNom'by M E. Kerr (Harper | & Row,
1983) . v

- .

Kerr, ‘author of the splendid Gentlehands and The Son of
Someone Famous, has written the story of her life ffom ten
unéil the pulilicatiorfo{ her first story in 1951, She begins the
book by ebserving that many of hr.lrcadel's have asked whether
or not she gets her ldeas‘from er own life. Thls book is
her answer,

Me is a more complete aumbmgrapl;y than is Cﬁap:er.t I

‘depicts Kerr's adolescence 1ﬁ a series of well-developed, fic-

, tionalized scenes. The style is breézy, and she finds humor
"+ evpmrin the more embarrassing ¢vents. In order to-step aside

occasionally tocomment on her hfe, Kerr has set a number of
short sections in a type different 'fram that of the rest of the
bock. In these sections, she, discusses people and events in her

)ife thay she later used uﬁxer young adult novels. Por anyons

!

r l

amiliar with her novels, these discussions are intriguing, \
Because the style is Iight and the book quick moving, stu-

* dents will have no problems reading i1, although they may

nced help with some of the references to the Second World

War. Many of the yoenes and characters in Me ate.ones that .

dan serve as writing models for students, models that demon-
strate how mueh can be made of rclauvely siple cvents wﬂhm
the Teach ‘of most student writers. Kerr,helps students to
where witers get their ideas and to realize.that nearly

pan of their lives tan inspire a story. Me shouid hélp fo
climinate the “But I dont have, anythmg 10 write about” whine
thal we hear so often.

These two 2utobiographics need to become 2 parv of lilera.
fure and composition progtams. For students from the sixth
through the tenth or elevent gradés <ach book has fauch to
offer —'as Lterdture*and as a guide to the nature of “wriling.
Used sn cOnjunction with novels by Duncan and Kerr, Chaprers
and Me make for an exciung unit on wriung and writers.

Robert C. Small, Jr,, Virginia Polytechnic Institute
and Stafe University, Blacksburg. Virginia
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