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Mrs. Dorothy Parker’s reputation as a gifted satirist is rather inexplicable. She simply fails to skewer her fellow beings with the same dexterity as a Twain or an O’Connor, for example. The characters in her lackluster satirical short stories lack depth and feeling; they are, in a word, flat.  Also, the settings and story plots are predictable and redundant.  Mrs. Parker made a great sardonic columnist, but that is where she should have limited her career—satiric short stories just weren’t her forte.


Mrs. Parker had a unique talent for running characters over with a steamroller—squeezing out all sentience except for a couple of debilitating emotional characteristics, which in turn becomes the object of her criticism.  Most of her characters have the mentality and emotional stability of children—only they are encapsulated in adult bodies.  Self-absorbed and narcissistic, her characters run the gamut of selfish emotions in an un-charismatic fashion that is quite unappealing, especially since Parker repeats this theme ad nauseum. A reader might find a story about a narcissist interesting once – not ten times.


One such occasion that vividly applies this concept is portrayed in her story entitled Mr. Durant.  The entire plot revolves around a businessman who is caught having an affair; however, someone else takes care of the problem and he escapes accountability.  Mr. Durant doesn’t take any thought for his actions—believing it is his right to do what he will, and that the universe revolves around him.  One blurb from the story sums it all up—

“His peace with the world was once more intact, restored by this simple solution of the little difficulty.  Again his mind wrapped itself in the knowledge that everything was all fixed, all ready for a nice, fresh start.  His arm was still about his wife’s shoulder as they went to dinner.”

(The Portable Dorothy Parker, Pg. 46)


Many of Mrs. Parker’s characters portray a grotesque caricature of any representative human fallacy.  In this case it was promiscuity and selfishness.  And in there the problem lies—with such negative emotion floating around the reader is left feeling like his or her “light bulb” has been dimmed.  With no other feeling to round out the character, no other experience to instill a want to get to know the character—why read?  Comparing material from a more advanced writer like Flannery O’Connor leaves the feeling that one has stepped from the deep end of the sea into a shallow kiddy pool  -- there are no interesting and mysterious depths in any of Parker’s characters


Next, author Dorothy Parker has an uncanny ability for repetitiveness character-wise and with her story’s settings.  Her characters suffer from the same emotional retardation in every story, ranging from self-absorption to wild neurosis.  The setting where these trysts take place is painfully familiar—the magnified errors of the human condition that take place are frequently similar—though in physically different locations the ambient qualities are the same.  


To demonstrate the redundancy of these situations, examine Parker’s short stories The Waltz and The Last Tea.  In these two stories interaction between two people leads to bitterness and faux facial masks.  In The Waltz the girl is offered a dance and she accepts although in her mind she would rather dance with an oil tanker.  She keeps up the face that she is enjoying the dance even though the  “pirate” is dancing on her like a gangplank—stepping on her feet and all.  At the end of the dance—a blatant opportunity to break free—she offers to keep dancing; whether it be breeding or stupidity that induces this, is left up to the reader.


The Last Tea portrays two people, a man and a woman, taking tea together.  They start off by discussing the dance that happened the previous night.  The guy runs off the mouth by gushing over the most beautiful girl he’s ever seen—“a real looker,” as he put it.  The woman is hurt by this and puts up a front by saying she met this gorgeous, hunk of a guy whom she says wants to take her on a date.  As the story progresses, each other’s own story progresses respectively—specifically, the woman starts to say that she’s booked for the next month with dates, and the guy says basically the same thing.  Then in a weird end for the story, the woman leaves asking the guy to call her if he has time for tea any time.


This is a picturesque example of Dorothy Parker drawing the same line through her stories.  Many of her characters exemplify selfishness and almost all throw up a blatantly obvious false face to cover their ballooning egos.  All of her situations allow for her characters to become bitterly defensive—helping her show that humanity is flawed, and obviously she’s the only one that can see this because, heaven forbid, she never acted like the deplorably jealous characters in her story.


In summary, Mrs. Parker’s invective might as well go unread—or in her own words, “[these books] should not be put down lightly, they should be thrown with great force.”  Her cardboard narcissists leave the reader feeling indifferent, and hardly have the power to inspire reform – her writing skills and powers of observation fall far short of such a lofty end. It could be noted with some irony that Parker once berated an author for being too meticulous about his writing. She sneered:  “And then there was that poor sucker Flaubert rolling around on his floor for three days looking for the right word.”  Unfortunately, author Dorothy Parker leaves readers wishing she had done the same.

� EMBED Word.Picture.8  ���








_1083088113.doc



