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The Fly By Katherine Mansfield

the fly by katherine mansfield

Katherine Mansfield's short story, "The Fly," is a masterful exploration of grief, memory, and the
human tendency to suppress pain. Through her nuanced storytelling, Mansfield delves into the
complexities of emotional repression and the small yet profound moments that reveal our inner
struggles. This story, often studied in literature courses, exemplifies Mansfield’s distinctive
style—her focus on subtle psychological insights, her use of symbolism, and her keen
observations of human nature. In this article, we will analyze "The Fly" in depth, exploring its
themes, characters, symbolism, and significance within Mansfield’s body of work, providing a
comprehensive understanding of this compelling story.

Overview of Katherine Mansfield and Her Literary Significance

Who Was Katherine Mansfield?

Katherine Mansfield (1888–1923) was a prominent New Zealand-born modernist writer
renowned for her pioneering short stories. Her work is celebrated for its innovative narrative
techniques, psychological depth, and vivid characterizations. Mansfield’s stories often focus on
everyday life, capturing fleeting moments with depth and emotional resonance.

Mansfield’s Literary Style and Themes

Narrative Techniques: Mansfield employed free indirect speech, stream of consciousness, and1.
subtle symbolism.
Themes: Common themes include alienation, loss, societal expectations, and the2.
complexities of human relationships.
Influence: Her stories influenced later modernist writers and continue to be studied for their3.
artistic merit and psychological insight.

Summary of "The Fly"

Plot Summary

"The Fly" narrates the story of a man grieving the death of his son. The story begins with the
man in his office, reflecting on his son's death, which occurred a year prior. The central event
revolves around him observing a fly struggling on his desk, which triggers a series of reflections
and symbolic acts.

The key plot points include:

The man notices a fly that has fallen into a puddle of ink on his desk.1.
He allows the fly to escape, observing its struggles.2.
He then isolates the fly on the ink and drops a large book on it, killing it.3.
The act of killing the fly prompts memories of his son’s death and his own emotional4.
repression.
The story concludes with the man contemplating the futility of his grief and his attempts to5.



suppress it.

Main Characters

The Man: A middle-aged, emotionally reserved individual who is grieving his son's death but1.
chooses to suppress his feelings.
The Fly: A symbol of life, struggle, and perhaps the son's innocence or the man's suppressed2.
emotions.
The Book: Represents authority, control, and the weight of societal expectations.3.

Themes in "The Fly"

Grief and Mourning

The story explores the complex process of mourning, emphasizing how individuals often
suppress their grief to maintain a facade of control and normalcy. The man's act of killing the fly
can be interpreted as a symbol of his attempt to erase or suppress his pain.

Suppression and Emotional Repression

Mansfield vividly illustrates how characters may hide their true feelings, sometimes to their
detriment. The man’s refusal to openly mourn his son results in a stoic exterior that masks inner
turmoil.

The Passage of Time and Memory

The story reflects on how time dulls pain but also risks erasing meaningful memories. The one-
year anniversary of the son's death is a significant moment, yet the man’s emotional
engagement remains subdued.

Power and Control

The act of dropping the book on the fly symbolizes the desire to exert control over life and
death, possibly mirroring the man's attempt to control his grief.

The Symbolism of the Fly

The fly is central to the story’s symbolism:

Life and Struggle: Its fight to survive mirrors human resilience.1.
Innocence: The fly’s innocence and vulnerability.2.
Memory: Its struggle and subsequent death evoke the fragility of life and the suppression of3.
painful memories.

Symbolism and Literary Devices

Use of Symbolism

The Fly: Represents life’s fragility, the persistence of memory, and the man's suppressed1.
emotions.
Ink: Symbolizes the permanence of grief and the stain of sorrow.2.
The Book: Signifies authority, societal expectations, and emotional suppression.3.

Narrative Perspective and Style



© qr-qa.cbsnorthstar.com The Fly By Katherine Mansfield 3

Mansfield employs a third-person limited perspective that provides insight into the man’s
internal state. Her use of subtle, understated language reflects the restrained emotional tone of
the story.

Irony

The story’s irony lies in the contrast between the man’s outward calm and the intense,1.
unspoken grief he harbors.
The act of killing the fly, which appears trivial, underscores the depth of his internal conflict.2.

Thematic Analysis

Emotional Detachment and Stoicism

Mansfield critiques the societal expectation of emotional restraint, highlighting how such
repression can lead to internal suffering. The man’s stoicism is both a coping mechanism and a
source of tragedy.

The Inevitability of Loss

The story acknowledges that loss is an inevitable part of life. The man's attempt to suppress his
grief reflects a universal human tendency to avoid confronting pain directly.

The Power of Small Acts

The story demonstrates how small, seemingly insignificant acts—like observing a fly—can
reveal profound truths about human nature and our internal struggles.

Critical Interpretations

Psychological Perspective

Many critics view "The Fly" as a study of repression and the subconscious. The fly's struggle and
death symbolize the man's internal conflict, which he suppresses through emotional stoicism.

Symbolic Interpretation

Some interpret the story as an allegory for the futility of suppressing grief. The act of killing the
fly represents the man's attempt to destroy his pain, which ultimately remains unresolved.

Social Commentary

Mansfield subtly critiques societal expectations that discourage emotional expression,
especially regarding grief and mourning.

The Significance of "The Fly" in Mansfield’s Oeuvre

Connection to Other Works

"The Fly" shares thematic elements with Mansfield’s other stories, such as "The Doll’s House"
and "Miss Brill," which explore social constraints and personal emotions.

Representation of Modernist Traits

The story exemplifies modernist techniques—focusing on psychological depth, symbolism, and a
fragmented narrative style.



Legacy and Influence

"The Fly" is regarded as one of Mansfield’s finest stories, illustrating her ability to convey
complex human emotions through subtle storytelling. Its influence extends into contemporary
literature and psychology.

Why Read "The Fly" Today?

Universal Themes

The themes of grief, repression, and the struggle for emotional authenticity remain relevant
across generations.

Literary Excellence

The story’s concise yet layered narrative offers rich interpretative possibilities, making it a
valuable study for students and literary enthusiasts.

Reflection on Human Nature

It prompts readers to reflect on how society shapes emotional expression and the importance of
confronting pain.

Conclusion

"The Fly" by Katherine Mansfield is a poignant exploration of grief, repression, and the human
condition. Through the symbolism of the fly and the subtle psychological insights, Mansfield
masterfully reveals the struggles beneath the surface of societal stoicism. The story stands as a
testament to Mansfield’s literary genius and her keen understanding of human emotion.
Whether viewed as a commentary on societal norms or a profound meditation on loss, "The Fly"
continues to resonate with readers worldwide, inviting us to consider the ways we handle our
own pain and the importance of authentic emotional expression.

Additional Resources for Further Study

Critical Essays on Katherine Mansfield: Explore scholarly interpretations of her work.1.
Modernist Literature Collections: Contextualize Mansfield within the broader modernist2.
movement.
Psychological Analyses: Study how Mansfield’s storytelling aligns with psychological theories3.
of repression and grief.
Film and Adaptations: Some adaptations interpret Mansfield’s themes visually, offering new4.
perspectives.

By understanding the layers of meaning in "The Fly," readers gain insight not only into
Mansfield’s craftsmanship but also into universal human experiences that continue to inspire
and challenge us today.

The Fly by Katherine Mansfield: An In-Depth Analysis of Loss, Memory, and the Illusion of Control
Katherine Mansfield’s short story "The Fly" stands as a masterful exploration of human
psychology, grief, and the subtle ways in which people cope with the passage of time and loss.
First published in 1922, the story encapsulates Mansfield’s signature modernist style—precise,
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nuanced, and rich with symbolic undertones—delivering a poignant commentary on the fragile
veneer of control that individuals attempt to maintain in the face of inevitable mortality. This
article aims to provide an exhaustive examination of "The Fly," delving into its themes,
symbolism, narrative techniques, character analyses, and overall significance within Mansfield’s
oeuvre and the broader context of early 20th-century literature.

Understanding the Context of "The Fly"

Biographical and Historical Background

Katherine Mansfield (1888–1923) was a prominent New Zealand-born modernist writer
renowned for her innovative use of narrative form and her keen psychological insights. Living
through World War I and witnessing the upheavals of the early 20th century, Mansfield’s work
often reflects themes of disillusionment, fleeting happiness, and the search for meaning amid
chaos. "The Fly" was penned during a period of personal tragedy and emotional turbulence for
Mansfield. Her own struggles with health, grief over her brother’s death, and the transient
nature of life heavily inform the story’s underlying mood. Understanding this context enhances
appreciation for Mansfield's subtle exploration of death and human resilience.

Publication and Reception

Published in 1922 in the collection "The Garden Party and Other Stories," "The Fly" received
critical acclaim for its incisive portrayal of human psychology. Its concise structure and symbolic
richness exemplify modernist tendencies, emphasizing internal states over external action. Over
time, it has become a staple in literary studies for its profound thematic content and elegant
craftsmanship.

Plot Overview and Structural Elegance

"The Fly" is a deceptively simple narrative centered around an unnamed narrator—presumably
a man of authority—who reflects on a personal tragedy involving his son’s death. The story
unfolds primarily within the confines of his office and the symbolic act of the fly’s death.
Summary of Key Events: - The story begins with the narrator contemplating the death of his
son, who was killed in World War I. Despite this, he appears outwardly composed, embodying
stoic acceptance. - The narrator then notices a fly, which has landed on his desk, and decides to
kill it. His initial intent is to rid himself of the nuisance, but he soon becomes engrossed in the
act. - Using a glass and a cigarette ashtray, the narrator repeatedly traps and kills the fly. Each
attempt symbolizes a desire to suppress or control the pain associated with his loss. - As he kills
the fly, the narrator begins to reflect on the nature of life, death, and the illusions of
permanence. The fly’s resilience and the repeated death serve as metaphors for human
suffering and the fleeting nature of life. - Ultimately, the story ends with the narrator feeling a
fleeting sense of victory over the fly, yet subtly acknowledging the persistence of death and
loss. Structural Analysis: The narrative’s tight, economical structure mirrors the themes of
containment and control. Mansfield’s use of a limited setting—primarily the office and the
desk—creates an intimate space where psychological tension intensifies. The repetitive act of



killing the fly, detailed with precision, underscores the futility and cyclical nature of human
attempts to impose order on chaos.

Thematic Exploration

"The Fly" is rich with thematic layers, each contributing to a profound meditation on mortality,
memory, and human resilience.

1. Mortality and the Illusion of Control

At its core, the story grapples with the inevitability of death. The narrator’s act of killing the fly
symbolizes a desire to control or suppress the reality of mortality. His repeated efforts to kill the
persistent insect reflect human attempts to deny or diminish the omnipresence of death. - The
fly, resilient and seemingly indestructible, embodies the stubborn persistence of life in the face
of death. - The narrator’s calculated, methodical approach signifies a subconscious effort to
establish dominance over natural forces, an illusion that death can be wholly eradicated or
ignored. Analysis: Mansfield suggests that such attempts are ultimately futile, and that
acceptance—though difficult—is an unavoidable facet of human existence.

2. Grief and Suppression

The death of the narrator’s son is the emotional backbone of the story. However, Mansfield
chooses not to dwell explicitly on grief; instead, she manifests it through the narrator’s actions
and reflections. - The stoic exterior masks underlying pain, illustrating how individuals often
suppress grief to maintain social or personal composure. - The act of killing the fly becomes a
symbolic act of suppressing the emotional pain associated with loss, a way to exert control over
an uncontrollable situation. Analysis: Mansfield explores the human tendency to hide
vulnerability behind a facade of calmness, which can lead to emotional stagnation or repression.

3. Memory and the Passage of Time

The story subtly addresses how memories of the deceased persist and influence the living. The
narrator’s reminiscences about his son are intertwined with his ritualistic act, suggesting a
struggle between remembrance and moving on. - The repetitive killing of the fly parallels the
repetitive nature of memories—sometimes fleeting, sometimes stubbornly persistent. -
Mansfield implies that time does not erase grief, but rather transforms it into a background
presence that shapes one’s actions and perceptions. Analysis: The story hints at the complex
relationship humans have with memory—how it can be a source of pain or solace, often both
simultaneously.

Symbolism and Imagery

"The Fly" is distinguished by its dense symbolic content, each element meticulously crafted to
deepen thematic resonance.
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1. The Fly

The fly is the central symbol in the story, representing various interconnected ideas: -
Persistence of Life: Despite its fragility, the fly persists, mirroring human resilience amid
suffering. - Inevitability of Death: The fly’s repeated attempts to survive symbolize life's
continual struggle against death. - Futility of Control: The narrator’s repeated efforts to kill the
fly underscore the futility of trying to control natural processes.

2. The Office and Desk

The confined setting of the office and the desk signifies: - A space of authority and control, yet
also of emotional repression. - The desk as a symbolic barrier between the external world and
internal feelings, emphasizing the façade of composure.

3. The Cigarette Ashtray and Glass

The tools used to kill the fly serve as symbols: - Ashtray: A container for extinguished lives,
paralleling the narrator’s suppressed grief and the death of his son. - Glass: A fragile vessel,
representing the delicate balance of human emotions and the thin veneer of control.

4. The Repetition of the Killing Act

Repeated actions symbolize: - The cyclical nature of grief and memory. - The human tendency
to seek closure through ritual, which may ultimately be ineffective.

Narrative Technique and Literary Style

Katherine Mansfield’s distinctive narrative approach in "The Fly" employs various modernist
techniques that accentuate its themes.

1. Economy of Language

Mansfield’s concise prose captures complex psychological states without excessive exposition.
This minimalism invites readers to interpret subtext and symbolism actively.

2. Stream of Consciousness and Interior Monologue

While the narration is more controlled than a pure stream of consciousness, Mansfield employs
subtle shifts in internal reflection, especially as the narrator contemplates the fly and his
memories, blurring external action with internal thought.

3. Use of Repetition

The repetitive killing of the fly not only advances the plot but also emphasizes themes of futility
and cyclical suffering.



4. Ambiguity and Implicitness

Mansfield’s refusal to explicitly state the narrator’s internal grief or the details of his son’s death
creates ambiguity, allowing for multiple interpretations and emphasizing the universality of loss.

Character Analysis

1. The Narrator - An unnamed, authoritative figure, possibly representing any adult confronting
loss. - Exhibits outward stoicism and control, hiding underlying emotional turmoil. - His act of
killing the fly is both a literal action and a symbolic gesture reflecting his attempt to suppress
grief and maintain order. 2. The Fly - An innocent, resilient creature symbolizing life's
persistence. - Its repeated survival and death symbolize humanity’s ongoing struggle with
mortality. 3. The Son - Although never directly described, the son’s death profoundly influences
the narrator’s psychological state. - Represents the inevitable loss that shapes human
experience.

Critical Reception and Interpretations

"The Fly" has elicited diverse critical insights over the decades: - Some critics interpret the story
as a meditation on the futility of revenge or control, emphasizing Mansfield’s modernist critique
of human hubris. - Others see it as a reflection on the suppression of grief, highlighting how
societal expectations compel individuals to hide pain. - The story has also been analyzed
through psychoanalytic lenses, considering the fly as a symbol of subconscious guilt or
unresolved trauma

Questions & Answers About the fly by katherine
mansfield

N
o

Question Answer

1 What are the main themes
explored in 'The Fly' by
Katherine Mansfield?

The story explores themes of grief, memory, the
passage of time, and the human tendency to suppress
pain. It also examines how individuals cope with loss
and the fleeting nature of life and happiness.

2 How does Katherine Mansfield
use symbolism in 'The Fly'?

Mansfield employs the fly as a powerful symbol of
death and the persistence of suffering. The fly’s
repeated attempts to escape and its eventual death
mirror the protagonist's own unresolved grief and the
inevitability of mortality.

3 What is the significance of the
story's ending in 'The Fly'?

The ending, where the boss kills the fly and reflects on
the events, underscores themes of acceptance and the
futility of resisting the natural cycle of life and death. It
highlights how people often suppress grief rather than
confront it directly.
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4 How does Katherine Mansfield
depict the protagonist's
emotional state in 'The Fly'?

Mansfield subtly reveals the protagonist's emotional
detachment and underlying pain through controlled
narration and minimal dialogue, illustrating how he
suppresses his grief and maintains a composed
exterior.

5 In what ways does 'The Fly'
reflect Mansfield's modernist
writing style?

The story employs a concise, economical narrative with
symbolism and internal reflection, characteristic of
modernism. Mansfield's focus on everyday moments
and psychological depth emphasizes the internal
experiences of the characters.

katherine mansfield, the fly, short story, modernist literature, symbolism, alienation, everyday
life, psychological themes, wartime, narrative style
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