‘A Picture of Zoe’ – Essay 


A short story which deals with the theme of prejudice is ‘A Picture of Zoe’ by Liam Stewart. The story appears to be about a boy whose girlfriend looks down on him, but at the end the reader is surprised to discover that he is the one who is prejudiced and who has misjudged her. The theme of prejudice is conveyed through the characterisation of the central character of Gerry, through the distinctive narrative style which means that our viewpoint is restricted to Gerry’s point of view, the way in which he interacts with other characters and the language he uses. The setting and structure are also important in conveying this theme.

The most obvious technique used to convey the theme of prejudice is the story’s narrative style. The central character, Gerry, tells the story in the 1st person, meaning that we only see his point of view and so we share his inaccurate view of his girlfriend Zoe as a ‘pure snob’ who looks down on Gerry because of his social status. We are, therefore, as surprised as he is at the end when it turns out he is the one judging Zoe based on his own prejudices, not the other way around. By this point we have come to feel close to Gerry, partly due to the chatty, informal narrative style which makes the story read as if a friend is chatting to us, sharing a painful story from his past. As such, we feel anger towards him when we realise he has inadvertently misled us and we discover that he is, in fact, the one at fault, and guilty of ignorant prejudice, and not Zoe, who he has made unfair assumptions about. From the start, Gerry comes across as being a very judgemental person when he tells us about his mother:
‘She thinks she’s a cut above this area…Glamour girl at 48. It’s a bit 
    pathetic.’
If this is how he feels about his own mother, it is, in retrospect, no great surprise that Gerry holds such strong opinions of Zoe. He tells us that she looks down on him: 
‘it looked as though she regarded me as from another species, one of the 
        lower orders who might give her some useful material for one of her school 
    projects.’ 
As there is no point of comparison, in the form of Zoe’s point of view, to contradict this, we accept Gerry’s version of events as fact. Gerry seems to base his opinion of Zoe on the area she comes from, the way she speaks, her facial expressions and body language, not on anything she actively says or does which would directly demonstrate that she is looking down on him and judging him negatively:
‘For me, it was a bit of a laugh at first going out with somebody who talked 
 like Zoe. To the mates, when they found out about it, it was me going out 
           with a pure snob.’ 
Gerry believes that she sees him as inferior due to his lack of employment and the fact that he comes from a ‘scheme’ or, as he describes it, a ‘dump, with the boarded-up houses and the packs of scabby dogs marauding through the closes and over the waste ground’ and he makes assumptions about her based on the stereotypes he holds of middle class people. Gerry assumes that, as Zoe comes from what he seems to see as a superior world, she will not be satisfied with the things he is able to offer her, believing that she is used to better:
‘It had to be buses and walking in the city streets, and going to much 

       lower-class places than it seemed she was used to.’ 
However, this is not based on anything that Zoe says, just on Gerry’s interpretation of her facial expressions and on his assumptions and his view of her is strongly influenced by his own hang-ups about his own social position. Gerry is so fixed on this view of Zoe that, even when there are indications that she does not feel this way, he chooses to ignore them, and we have been so influenced by Gerry’s blinkered view of her that it is only on re-reading the story that these points become obvious. For example, when they are in ‘quite a good eating shop’, The South Pacific, Gerry paid ‘the Artist’ for a picture that he had drawn of Zoe because he doesn’t want her to think ‘I’m too tight to pay the pound’ even though he is ‘not impressed’ with the picture and thinks ‘it’s a joke’ and that he is ‘sucker’ for paying for it. Gerry assumes that Zoe is equally unimpressed:

‘I turn and see Zoe looking down her nose at the paper in her hand, as 


if she thinks it’s an insult.’

Again, Gerry misinterprets her body language and facial expression because this is how he assumes she feels, but he is imposing his own insecurities on to her. In fact, Zoe thinks the picture is sweet and values it as it is a present from Gerry as she smiles and thanks him:

‘ “On no! It’s lovely, Gerry! Really! Honest! It was really sweet of you to 

pay for it.” ’ 
Gerry, however, ignores this, assuming that she is just being polite, although the fact that she ‘puts it away carefully in her bag’ shows that she values the picture, although he does not recognise this. He seems so set on maintaining the negative image he has of Zoe that he can’t consider that she likes him for who he is, and that she is not bothered about the material things he is unable to give her and expensive restaurants he can’t afford to take her to. We wonder why he would continue to be in a relationship with someone who he thinks sees him as a charity case, and the only possible reasons seem to be the novelty value and his sexual attraction to her; he describes her in purely physical terms, showing that he sees her as a collection of physical attributes, rather than as a real person: 

‘a very nice little package’...‘she had her curves in all the right places’
He was so blinkered by his preconceived view of Zoe that he did not bother to find out who she really was as a person, and later admits that ‘what I actually knew about Zoe you could have written on the back of a stamp.’ The fact that he does not take the time to realise that she was a genuine, kind and considerate person instead of the ‘pure snob’ he has labelled her as clearly shows us the dangers of prejudice.

The story’s setting also enables the author to convey the theme of prejudice through the characterisation of the main character. The story is set during the 1980s and revolves around the modern world of dating which adds to the story’s realism. By setting the story in Glasgow and using the names of real places (‘Dumbarton Road’, ‘Bearsden’, ‘Sauchiehall Street’, ‘Renfield Street’) makes the story seem more realistic and helps the reader to relate to the story as we can picture the parts of Glasgow mentioned. By specifying that Zoe was from Bearsden and Gerry from a ‘scheme’, the author
adds to our impressions of the characters: we know Bearsden is a very middle-class area, and we can picture the kind of schemes that Gerry describes. The author is inviting us to make assumptions about the characters based on our own stereotypes in the same way that Gerry makes assumptions about Zoe.
The story’s structure adds to the characterisation of the character and the theme of prejudice. The story’s structure is cyclical as it starts and finishes in The South Pacific, where Gerry took Zoe a year before, showing that he is stuck in a rut and has not moved on following the end of the relationship, and this clearly illustrates the possible consequences of prejudice. The story is structured around a series of interactions with others (the Artist, the man in the Blue Moon and Dr Kichecky) which allow us to see and compare how Zoe and Gerry react to and treat others. For example, when Gerry takes her to a Chinese restaurant, the Blue Moon, he notices that the restaurant ‘isn’t such a high-class establishment as it seemed last time’ and he assumes that Zoe is ‘ill at ease in such shabby surroundings’ and describes her eyes ‘darting about as if I’ve brought her to an opium den in Hong Kong’. Again he is assuming that she is thinking the worst, but this is based more on his insecurities about the quality of the places he can afford to take her to than on any actual evidence. Gerry thinks the antics of a man who, in a drunken stupor, repeatedly dips his nose into a bowl of hot soup until he is thrown out, are entertaining and funny:



‘You have to laugh…It’s a riveting scene. I keep my eyes on the door for 



a couple of seconds to see if he’ll do another encore.’
Zoe, however, feels genuinely sorry for the man:


‘Her eyes are wide. 


“How awful!” she says. “That poor man looked as though he could have done with a bowl of soup.” ’
Gerry, being so blinkered by his opinion of Zoe, ignores this and dismisses her comment, imposing his own interpretation of Zoe’s feelings:


‘But I can see an expression on Zoe’s face that tells me she really thinks 

    it was a distasteful incident. So, at the bus stop, I say to her that I am sorry           that her evening has been spoiled.’
Even when she denies this, he doesn’t believe her, saying her smile was ‘maybe just a bit less bright than usual’ and calling her ‘Queen of the Bearsden soup-kitchen’, implying that she is constantly looking down on those less fortunate than herself, such as Gerry, and carrying out acts of charity to make herself feel superior. Gerry’s prejudices against the middle class and his inverse snobbery mean that he repeatedly ignores signs that Zoe is, in fact, enjoying herself with him and happy to be with him and instead imposes his own, as it turns out false, interpretations of her opinions and points of view. Comparing Gerry’s treatment of Dr Kichecky with the way that Zoe treats him also helps to convey the characterisation of Gerry and build up his character. Zoe has given Dr Kichecky £2 and has taken the time to talk to him and give him her name and address so that he can return the money to her when his cheque arrives – she is either very naive, or did not want to embarrass him so played along with his story. However, her kindness is in contrast to Gerry who sees ‘Dr Nochecky’, as he calls him, as just an inconvenience, someone getting in his way, and he has no interest in treating him with respect: 
‘I shove ten pence in his hand and try to get past him.’ 
Gerry sees a link between himself and the Dr: he thinks they are both being treated as charity cases by Zoe, and this adds to his anger as he sets out to confront her. 
Another significant aspect of the story’s structure is its climax or turning point, when Gerry confronts Zoe outside the Odeon cinema and reveals his prejudices to her. The catalyst for the confrontation is the dream which Gerry had about Zoe two months into their relationship. It started off as an ‘erotic dream’, showing that despite his opinion of Zoe and her motives, the ‘animal attraction’ is still there, but then he overhears her talking on the phone in the dream to someone called Nigel (a very middle / upper class name):

‘ “I can’t speak now...I’m still with the tramp.” ’ 
This makes Gerry furious (‘blazing mad’) despite the fact that it is his own subconscious which has put these words in Zoe’s imaginary mouth, and this reveals his true feelings of inadequacy, rather than any real sense of superiority felt by Zoe. Gerry goes to the pub before meeting Zoe and as he becomes increasingly drunk he boasts about his pride:

‘You can’t treat this boy like dirt. Pride’s my middle name. I’ve always said 

    it. Take me as you find me or leave me alone. That’s the way I live. Always        have, always will.’
However, when he reads the Situations Vacant, he says ‘I know I’m the wrong sort’ for the jobs advertised, showing his low self-esteem, which he seems unaware of but which is the source of his prejudice. His lack of self-awareness is further reinforced when he says, ‘I don’t get aggressive with drink, just philosophical’, but Zoe says to him shortly after this,

‘ “Gerry, what’s the matter?...Why are you being so aggressive?” ’ 
Gerry’s long festering resentments, fuelled by his lingering anger and resentment stirred up by the dream and by the alcohol he has spent his ‘giro’ on, lead him to confront Zoe and reveal his true feelings to her. The weather during this section of the story is used as a pathetic fallacy to reflect the build up of Gerry’s anger and emotions leading to the climax, going from ‘the grey rain drizzling down all day’, to ‘grey, pissing rain’ to ‘torrential’ rain as he sets off to meet Zoe; the rain becomes heavier as Gerry’s mood darkens and his anger and resentment grow. This helps to build tension and raises the reader’s anticipation of the ‘grand reveal’ of Gerry’s feelings. The climax makes clear the damaging effects of prejudice as Gerry’s anger and resentment spills over and he finds himself ‘pouring it all out like vomit’:

‘ “Every time you venture out of Bearsden it’s a visit to the slums, an 
 expedition to study the natives...That’s the way you’ve treated me all 
       along. Just the same as the rest. Just another tramp you’re taking an 
      interest in.” ’ 

Zoe’s shock and horror at Gerry’s accusations is clear:

‘ “Gerry, I don’t know how you can say all this”...Zoe looks at me as she’s 

never done before...It’s as if she’s seeing me for the first time.’

Gerry, and the reader, are shocked by Zoe’s response and the twist in the story is revealed: Gerry is the one who is prejudiced, not Zoe. We realise that he has totally misjudged her and that she has, in fact, been nothing but kind and considerate to him; for example, she did not invite him to her parents’ home in Bearsden not because she was embarrassed by him but ‘ “because I felt absolutely certain you wouldn’t want to come.” ’ She had continually put Gerry’s feelings ahead of her own, wanting him to feel comfortable:

‘ “I’ve never once suggested anywhere we went...Whatever made you 

happy was always good enough for me...I’ve been just so pleased to be 

with you.” ’ 
Zoe is horrified by the ‘awful, poisoned idea’ he has had of her all this time and it is clear that she is not the stuck up snob that Gerry made her out to be. At this point we feel some anger with Gerry for having got her so wrong and for making us share his twisted view of her. The contrast between their true natures is clear: Gerry described his own mother as ‘a bit pathetic’ whereas Zoe described her as a ‘delightful’ person. Zoe flings the picture by the Artist, the only thing Gerry has ever given to her, back at him; she has kept it carefully in her bag all this time, and her throwing it away it symbolically represents her rejection of the false picture Gerry had of her. Gerry runs after Zoe to try to convince her not to leave, and falls over and lands in the gutter. The irony of this is clear: he thought that Zoe saw him as being in the gutter of life; without her he is literally in the gutter.
The story’s ending shows us the harmful consequences of prejudice. The story starts and ends with Gerry sitting in The South Pacific, the restaurant where he so misjudged Zoe’s opinion of the Artist’s picture of her, a year after their confrontation. He watches a clerk have his portrait drawn by the Artist, and he has the same attitude towards him as Gerry did, and comes across as a nasty, grumpy man. We see Gerry being reflected in the clerk’s behaviour, and wonder whether this is how he will end up due to his prejudices, ‘a middle-aged guy who looks like a shabby office clerk’ dining alone. There is no comment from Gerry on the clerk’s behaviour, so it is unclear how self-aware he is, or whether he still is still confused about how others see him, like the clerk who lets the picture fall to the floor. He certainly seems unable to move on, revisiting the scene of his past ‘crimes’.
The story’s title is important in conveying the theme of prejudice. It has a double meaning: the literal picture of Zoe that the Artist drew of her and the metaphorical and highly incorrect picture of Zoe which existed in Gerry’s mind. The significance of the picture is clear: Zoe threw it at Gerry’s feet in the rain when she rejected him and his mental picture of her, but he tells us in the opening lines that he still has ‘a picture of Zoe. I’ve still kept it after a year.’ We are left wondering at the end of the story whether Gerry has kept the picture as a reminder of his mistake in allowing his prejudices to ruin his relationship, ‘the only good thing’ as the song playing in the pub said, or whether he is clinging on to the past and unable to move on. The danger of allowing prejudices to blind us to people’s true nature and character is clear.
Liam Stewart effectively deals with the theme of prejudice in ‘A Picture of Zoe’ and conveys this theme effectively through the characterisation of Gerry. Through the story’s first person narrative style and its structure, setting and title we are presented with a clear and lasting impression of the dangers of prejudice. Despite Gerry’s ignorance and judgemental nature, the reader can’t help but feel sorry for him; the chip on his shoulder which he carries through life has ruined his relationship with someone who was genuinely kind and caring, and we hope that his lack of self esteem does not lead him to a lonely future. We are left thinking about the way that our own prejudices lead us to judge others, and the possible negative consequences of this. 

Choose a story which deals with the theme of prejudice.





Show how this theme is conveyed through the characterisation of one of the central characters. 








