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Creative reading assignment two - close reading

Alice Munro Haven

In this essay I conduct a close reading of the first 200 words of Haven, a short 
story by Alice Munro (Munro, 2012). I will write about my response, interpretation and 
feelings about the writing. In the interpretation I will assess the plot, structure, 
character, narrator, point of view, language and discuss the themes of time and 
place. I'll describe my feelings about the piece and conclude with how Munro has 
"explored how it feels to be out of place between traditional and modern ways of life."

My initial response is to feel protective towards the thirteen year old and then 
intrigue about the situation they have been put into. How is the thirteen year old 
going to cope with an uncle that "started off by teasing me about not saying grace", 
to me this doesn't sound like gentle fun making when it's about religion? What is 
going to develop between the traditional approach of the uncle and the more modern 
life of the teenager? Although not stated in the extract, this is a thirteen year old girl 
whose name remains unknown. The girl is the narrator recounting the story from her 
past and made me curious to find out if any seventies style "liberation or defiance" as 
hinted at would unfold between the teenage and her uncle.

To help to interpret the story I have used the first three elements of plot, 
character and theme proposed by Aristotle in Poetics (described in the OCA course 
notes.) The plot is of a teenager experiencing a change in her family life which she 
has been given no choice about. She has been made to leave her previous way of 
life with her parents, to go and live with her aunt and uncle for a year with their 
different more traditional attitudes to life. The structure of the story first sets out the 
period and location, then introduces the main characters and themes around 
differences in religious practice and attitudes.
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The two main characters are the thirteen year old, who is the narrator and 
would be considered a hero (Vogler, 1985) and her antagonist uncle. The aunt and 
parents are described by their absence, the aunt has no dialogue suggesting a 
submissive nature as she could have said something to protect the girl from her 
husbands teasing. An image of the parents is made by their willingness to leave their 
daughter with unfamiliar relatives so they can go to Africa. 

The girl is narrating the story from the first person point of view. It is also 
autobiographical (looking back) recounting something that happened in her past life. 
The language used is simple but creates strong images and associations. In the 
opening paragraph the seventies is described as being associated with "liberation" 
defined by the English Oxford Living Dictionaries (2017) as "the action of setting 
someone free from imprisonment, slavery or oppression" and "defiance" defined as 
"open resistance; bold disobedience." These two words suggest changing attitudes 
and people questioning or rebelling against their place in the world. The narrator 
then explains her experienced wasn't like this, with the "boys' hair was longer than it 
had been, but not straggling down their backs" giving us an impression of a looser 
time but not in a rebellious way. The language used in association with the uncle 
quickly forms an image of him being; religious (mealtime prayers), insincere from 
"fake amazement" and bigoted from his comment regarding "minister to the 
heathen." These attributes help show him as an antagonistic character and 
encourage us to feel on the side of the teenager.

In considering the theme of time the story acknowledges we need to look back 
through time as "all this happened in the seventies" which indicates the story is being 
told from outside of that decade. The narrator says "not as we picture them now" so 
our view is suggested to be distorted or misinformed of how things actually were at 
the time or when we look back through time. The age of the narrator at the time of 
the story is significant, "I was thirteen years old" highlighting her vulnerability to life 
changes with imminent puberty and having her known life with her parents taken 
away. The story indicates that the timeframe is likely to be a year and it starts with 
the first day and meal together, this being clear from her ignorance of grace being 
said before she could start eating. The pace of time within the storytelling fluctuates 
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with "I held my fork midair and refrained from chewing" causing the story to stand still 
and reader pause and wait to see what happens next.

When thinking about the theme of place there are several different aspects; 
how the seventies felt in different places, contrast between types of place and 
changes from traditional to modern life religious practices.

The first reference to place is the title of the story being Haven. The English 
Oxford Living Dictionaries (2017) uses the following words to describe the meaning 
of haven " refuge, retreat, shelter, sanctuary, asylum, place of safety, place of 
security, port in a storm, harbour, oasis, sanctum" in the extract we are given no 
indication of where this haven might be, is it the name of the town or is it describing 
the place where she is now living? It does not seem likely at the start of this story 
that life with her relatives will feel like a haven.

The teenagers sense of place has been made to change, we know from "as I 
had known them even in Vancouver" that she must have lived in the city with her 
parents before moving to the small town. Her sense of place has shifted from a 
cosmopolitan city to traditional small town, even the meal of "meat and potatoes" 
suggests unchanging traditions. To add to the depth of this change her parents are 
now in Africa, giving a sense of abandonment, with vast distances between 
continents and limited ability to communicate with each other.

In this family there seems to be a conflict between modern and traditional 
religious values, illustrated by the conversation around grace with the narrator stating 
"I had never bowed my head over a plate of food in my life" indicating her parents 
had never said grace even though they were going to Africa to minister. However 
their sibling (either the uncle or aunt) was holding onto traditional religious practices 
by saying grace. The contrast in the family suggests something about her parents 
attitude to life in that they are prepared to leave their daughter with unknown 
relatives for a whole year, possibly due to strong self interests with their life mission 
or knowing their daughter will benefit from experiencing a different way of living. 
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Feelings about the writing
I like how Munro used emotional words to describe seventies of "liberation" and 

"defiance" which give us a strong image of the times, but then says it didn't feel like 
this, however by introducing these words we want to find out if any rebellious 
freedoms will unfold within the story. There is a clever use of time as we are 
encouraged to look backwards with the narrator from a modern life to something 
traditional and old fashioned. The pace of the story changes too as our heart sinks 
for the teenager and feel like we are held in mid-air waiting to see what happens next 
after grace is completed. Additionally we are encouraged to be on the side of the 
teenager and see the uncle as antagonistic. 

 
Conclusion
Through this close reading I have assessed how Munro has encouraged us to 

explore the change in attitudes between traditional values and how with time these 
loosen and modernise, yet they co-exist together at the same time and can 
aggravate each other. This is described by seeing how a teenage is placed in a 
traditional small town in Canada with a religious uncle, and how she is challenged to 
accept their ways and revert back to a more traditional religious practice, compared 
to the more liberated Vancouver in the seventies she was used to. 
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