‘A Picture of Zoe’

Task

· Choose a story which has more than one theme

· Show how the writer presents two of these themes to the reader and explore how they are linked in the story

· You should refer closely to the text and to at least two of: narrative style, plot, setting, characterisation, structure, language and style

A story which has more than one theme is ‘A Picture of Zoe’ written by Liam Stewart. The short story explores the key themes of relationships and prejudice through the use of a number of techniques such as narrative style, structure and setting, and thereby builds up to a dramatic ending which shows the damage that can be done by judging people of presupposed ideas.

Stewart effectively uses the narrative viewpoint of Gerry to tell the story in the first person. In my opinion, this is a crucial feature as it allows the reader to see events, and the relationship, through Gerry’s eyes only and therefore we share Gerry’s twisted, one-sided notion of Zoe’s character.  This means that we are, along with Gerry, shocked by the turnaround at the end of the story. Gerry informs the reader directly when he says

‘for me, it was a bit of a laugh at first going out 

with somebody who talked like Zoe’

This immediately demonstrates Gerry’s opinion of his relationship with Zoe and also conveys that he sees her as a ‘pure snob’, who regards him as someone ‘from another species’. Gerry’s prejudices are further reinforced when he takes Zoe out and he feels nothing is up to her standard.

‘I can see she’s ill at ease in such shabby 

surroundings’

This alliteration cleverly indicates that Gerry is analysing everything around him and he is constantly checking for Zoe’s reaction, assuming that she isn’t satisfied with where he takes her, and this therefore increases the stereotype he has of her.

Stewart also uses setting to enhance the degree of Gerry’s prejudice throughout his relationship with Zoe. The story revolves around Glasgow city centre and mentioning actual places such as Lauders, the South Pacific, Dumbarton Road, Bearsden, and the Odeon, gives a greater sense of reality, as do the dialect words used, such as “he’s now ofsky to England” and “His patter’s terrible”.  The events in the story also add to this sense of realism, demonstrating the typical world of dating to the reader. Gerry feels that what he can offer is not enough for someone like Zoe.

‘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.’

As Zoe comes from Bearsden, Gerry believes she is always ‘looking down her nose’ at him and his world and that she has a better quality of life back home, compared to where he lives. Gerry does not consider that perhaps Zoe is happy with just being with him.

The structure of the story is also effective in showing the result that prejudice can have.  Stewart creates a climax towards the end of the story, which takes place outside the Odeon cinema and this is when Gerry finally realises the truth about Zoe. He goes to meet Zoe drunk and gets aggressive towards her.

‘ ”Just the same as the rest, just another tramp 

you’re taking an interest in, a donation to Oxfam,

a night out with Gerry.  Does it all go in the diary

at night?  Good works done among the lower 

orders today.’ ”

This clearly exaggerates how inferior Gerry feels having a relationship with Zoe and also emphasises his misjudgment of Zoe and people of her class.  When Zoe can finally speak the reader is shocked to discover that the story is not in fact about Zoe looking down on Gerry but is actually based on the prejudices that Gerry has about her.

‘ “I never invited you out to my house because I 

felt absolutely certain you wouldn’t want to come.’ “

Throughout the couple’s relationship, they did not go out to Bearsden, but the reader learns that this was not down to the fact that Zoe didn’t want him to go but that she was quite happy going wherever Gerry wanted to go and didn’t want him to feel uncomfortable.  However, Gerry believed that Zoe was too ashamed to take him to her house and that she was treating him like a charity case, but he soon realises that his judgement was entirely wrong and is left regretting what he has done.  

The title of the story itself refers both to the actual picture of Zoe (which she takes from her bag at the end of the story and which symbolises the poor judgement Gerry had of her) and the metaphorical and highly incorrect picture of Zoe which exists in Gerry’s mind.

The ending of the story convincingly sums up the result of Gerry’s actions. The fact that he is in the South Pacific a year on creates a cyclical structure, which reflects that he cannot move on. The fact that Gerry is watching the artist sketching a man who treats him with disdain further reminds Gerry of his mistake and how he has ‘thrown away a pearl’.

In conclusion, ‘A Picture of Zoe’ is extremely effective in exploring the key themes of relationships and prejudice through the use of a number of techniques.  The author cleverly leaves the reader surprised by the revelation of exactly who has misjudged who in the relationship.

