
Chrysanthemums By John Steinbeck Analysis

Chrysanthemums by John Steinbeck analysis presents a profound exploration of
themes such as gender roles, isolation, and the quest for identity through
the lens of the titular flower. Steinbeck’s short story, published in 1937,
delves into the life of Elisa Allen, a woman who finds herself confined
within the limitations of her gender and the agricultural setting of her
life. This article will dissect the various elements of the story, including
character development, symbolism, and thematic depth, providing a
comprehensive understanding of Steinbeck's work.

Overview of "Chrysanthemums"
"Chrysanthemums" is set in the Salinas Valley, California, during the early
20th century, a time when traditional gender roles were firmly established.
The narrative focuses on Elisa Allen, a passionate and skilled gardener who
cultivates chrysanthemums, which serve as both her pride and a symbol of her
suppressed desires.

Plot Summary
The plot unfolds as follows:

Elisa, the protagonist, is introduced tending to her chrysanthemum1.
garden, showcasing her dedication and expertise.

Her husband, Henry Allen, appears, engaging in a conversation that2.



reveals the couple's routine yet strained relationship.

A traveling salesman arrives, sparking Elisa’s interest and temporarily3.
igniting her ambitions.

After a brief interaction, Elisa gives the salesman some of her precious4.
flowers, symbolizing her yearning for connection and recognition.

In the story's climax, Elisa discovers that the chrysanthemums she gave5.
the salesman were thrown away, leading to her emotional breakdown.

Character Analysis
Steinbeck's characters are meticulously crafted, revealing complex emotional
landscapes.

Elisa Allen
Elisa is a multi-dimensional character who embodies the struggle for self-
identity:

Passion for Gardening: Her meticulous care for the chrysanthemums
reflects her inner desires and creative spirit.

Gender Roles: Elisa represents the constraints placed upon women, as her
husband often underestimates her abilities and ambitions.

Isolation: Despite her vibrant gardening, Elisa feels isolated in her
marriage, yearning for emotional connection and respect.

Henry Allen
Henry serves as a foil to Elisa:

Supportive Yet Dismissive: He loves Elisa but often overlooks her deeper
needs and ambitions.

Symbol of Traditional Masculinity: His character embodies the
conventional male role of provider, yet he fails to recognize Elisa’s
potential beyond domestic life.



The Traveling Salesman
The salesman represents a fleeting opportunity for Elisa:

Catalyst for Change: His arrival disrupts Elisa's routine and brings her
a momentary sense of excitement.

Symbol of Disillusionment: Ultimately, he embodies the transient nature
of dreams and aspirations, as he discards the chrysanthemums that
symbolize Elisa’s hopes.

Symbolism in "Chrysanthemums"
Steinbeck employs rich symbolism throughout the story, particularly through
the chrysanthemums themselves.

Chrysanthemums as a Symbol
The chrysanthemums represent several key ideas:

Femininity and Fertility: The flowers symbolize Elisa's femininity and
her potential for growth and creativity.

Isolation and Yearning: The flowers also embody Elisa's feelings of
isolation; they are her pride yet also a reminder of her confinement.

Unrealized Potential: The act of giving the flowers away symbolizes her
desire to share her talents with the world, but their discarding
suggests the rejection of her true self.

The Setting as a Reflection of Elisa’s State of Mind
The Salinas Valley serves as a backdrop that mirrors Elisa's inner turmoil:

Dusty and Confining: The barren landscape reflects Elisa’s feelings of
entrapment and the limitations of her life.

Contrast of Beauty: The vibrant chrysanthemums stand in stark contrast
to the dullness of the surrounding environment, highlighting Elisa's
unfulfilled desires.



Themes in "Chrysanthemums"
Steinbeck’s narrative is rich with themes that resonate deeply with readers.

Gender Roles and Identity
The story critiques traditional gender roles:

Subjugation of Women: Elisa’s struggles symbolize the broader societal
constraints faced by women during the time period.

Search for Identity: The narrative explores Elisa’s quest for identity
beyond her domestic role, emphasizing the need for personal fulfillment.

Isolation and Longing
Elisa’s emotional state encapsulates feelings of isolation:

Emotional Distance: Her relationship with Henry is marked by a lack of
emotional intimacy, mirroring her feelings of loneliness.

Longing for Connection: Elisa’s interaction with the salesman highlights
her deep-seated desire for understanding and connection.

Disillusionment
The story conveys a sense of disillusionment:

Unfulfilled Dreams: Elisa’s giving away of the chrysanthemums symbolizes
her hope for recognition, which is ultimately crushed.

Reality vs. Aspiration: The contrast between Elisa's dreams and her
reality serves as a poignant reminder of the challenges many face in
pursuing their aspirations.

Conclusion
In conclusion, the Chrysanthemums by John Steinbeck analysis reveals the
intricate layers of the story that delve into the psyche of the protagonist,
Elisa Allen. Through character development, rich symbolism, and profound
themes, Steinbeck crafts a narrative that resonates with the struggles for
identity and recognition in a world marked by rigid gender roles. The story



not only highlights the personal conflicts of its characters but also
reflects broader societal issues, making it a timeless piece of literature
that continues to provoke thought and discussion. As we reflect on Elisa's
journey, we are reminded of the importance of recognizing and nurturing one’s
true self amidst the constraints of society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'Chrysanthemums' by
John Steinbeck?
The central theme of 'Chrysanthemums' is the struggle for personal identity
and fulfillment, particularly for women in a patriarchal society. The story
explores the main character, Elisa Allen's, desire for recognition and her
frustrations with the limitations imposed on her by her gender and
environment.

How does Steinbeck use symbolism in
'Chrysanthemums'?
Steinbeck uses chrysanthemums as a symbol of Elisa's inner life and
potential. The flowers represent her creativity, passion, and desire for
growth, but they also highlight her confinement and unfulfilled aspirations
as they are kept within the boundaries of her garden.

What role does the setting play in 'Chrysanthemums'?
The setting of 'Chrysanthemums' is crucial as it reflects Elisa's emotional
state. The isolated, rural environment symbolizes her confinement and the
limited opportunities available to her, while the garden represents both her
nurturing spirit and her entrapment.

How does Elisa's interaction with the traveling
tinker contribute to the story?
Elisa's interaction with the traveling tinker serves as a catalyst for her
self-awareness and desire for connection. Initially, she experiences a spark
of excitement and recognition, but ultimately, the tinker’s dismissive
attitude reinforces her feelings of isolation and unappreciation.

What does the ending of 'Chrysanthemums' signify?
The ending of 'Chrysanthemums' signifies Elisa's deep sense of loss and
resignation. After the tinker discards the chrysanthemums, it symbolizes the
rejection of her identity and dreams, leaving her in a state of despair and
highlighting the limitations placed on her life.



How does Steinbeck portray gender roles in
'Chrysanthemums'?
Steinbeck portrays gender roles in 'Chrysanthemums' through Elisa's character
and her interactions. Elisa embodies the frustrations of women bound by
traditional roles, as her husband does not recognize her talents or
aspirations, emphasizing the constraints of societal expectations.

What literary devices are prominent in
'Chrysanthemums'?
Prominent literary devices in 'Chrysanthemums' include symbolism, imagery,
and foreshadowing. Steinbeck employs rich imagery to evoke the beauty of the
chrysanthemums and the starkness of Elisa's reality, while foreshadowing
hints at her ultimate disillusionment.

How does Steinbeck explore the idea of isolation in
'Chrysanthemums'?
Steinbeck explores isolation in 'Chrysanthemums' through Elisa's physical and
emotional separation from others. Despite being surrounded by nature, she
feels trapped in her role as a homemaker, and her interactions with the
tinker reveal her longing for connection and understanding.
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