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A Telephone Call By Dorothy Parker

A Telephone Call by Dorothy Parker Dorothy Parker’s renowned poem, A Telephone Call, captures the
essence of modern anxiety, romantic longing, and the complex emotions that often accompany love and
desire. Written with Parker’s characteristic wit, sharpness, and emotional depth, the poem explores an
ordinary moment—waiting for a phone call—and elevates it into a reflection on human vulnerability. This
article delves into the themes, structure, and cultural significance of A Telephone Call, offering insights
into Parker’s poetic style and the broader context of her work.

Understanding Dorothy Parker and Her Literary Significance

Who Was Dorothy Parker?

Dorothy Parker (1893–1967) was an American poet, writer, critic, and satirist celebrated for her wit,
humor, and incisive commentary on society. As a founding member of the Algonquin Round Table—a
group of New York City writers and critics—Parker became a prominent voice in early 20th-century
literature. Her work often explored themes of love, loneliness, societal expectations, and the human
condition, often with a biting irony that challenged conventional perspectives.

The Style and Themes of Parker’s Poetry

Parker’s poetry is characterized by: - Sharp wit and humor - Concise, punchy lines - Exploration of personal
and societal conflicts - Themes of love, rejection, despair, and self-awareness Her poems frequently
comment on the absurdities of social norms and personal insecurities, making her work both humorous
and deeply relatable.

Analyzing “A Telephone Call”: Themes and Content

Summary of the Poem

A Telephone Call is a monologue that depicts a woman anxiously awaiting a phone call from her lover. The
poem vividly portrays her escalating anxiety, hope, despair, and self-doubt as she waits by the phone,
imagining the worst and yearning for reassurance. The poem reveals the inner turmoil experienced during
moments of romantic uncertainty, highlighting the universal human experience of waiting and the
emotional rollercoaster involved.

Main Themes

- Anxiety and Waiting: The core of the poem revolves around the emotional tension of waiting for a call
that may or may not come. - Love and Desire: The narrator’s intense longing underscores the depth of her
feelings. - Self-Doubt and Insecurity: Her thoughts oscillate between hope and despair, questioning her
worth and fearing rejection. - Modern Romance: The poem captures the intimacy and vulnerability inherent
in contemporary relationships mediated through technology.



Literary Devices and Style

- Monologue/Narrative Voice: The poem is written as a direct, personal monologue, immersing readers in
the narrator’s psyche. - Imagery: Vivid descriptions of her physical sensations—heart pounding, hands
trembling—convey her emotional state. - Repetition: Phrases like “I wait” or “what if” emphasize her
obsessive anticipation. - Irony: The poem’s tone balances humor with pathos, highlighting the absurdity of
human anxiety.

Structural Analysis of “A Telephone Call”

Form and Length

The poem is structured as a free verse monologue, reflecting the spontaneous and uncontrolled flow of her
thoughts. Its length allows for a detailed exploration of her emotional landscape.

Stanzas and Flow

While the poem appears as a continuous narrative, it contains subtle shifts in tone and focus: - Initial hope
and anticipation - Rising anxiety and obsessive thoughts - Despair and self-reproach - Final resignation or
continued hope This progression mirrors the natural rhythm of emotional escalation during waiting.

Language and Tone

Parker employs colloquial language, making the narrator’s feelings feel authentic and immediate. The tone
oscillates between humor and pathos, a hallmark of Parker’s style.

Context and Cultural Significance

Historical Background

Written in the early 20th century, A Telephone Call reflects the emerging cultural importance of telephone
technology in personal relationships. The telephone transformed communication, making distant love
more immediate but also intensifying anxieties. During Parker’s time, women’s emotional expressions in
poetry about love and vulnerability gained prominence, challenging traditional notions of female stoicism.

Impact and Reception

The poem resonates with readers due to its relatable depiction of romantic insecurity. Its humor and
honesty have made it a staple in American literature, illustrating the universality of waiting for love’s
reassurance.

The Significance of Humor and Irony in Parker’s Work
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Humor as a Coping Mechanism

Parker’s wit often serves as a shield against emotional pain. In A Telephone Call, humor underpins the
narrator’s desperate thoughts, allowing her to confront vulnerability with a light touch.

Irony and Social Commentary

The poem subtly critiques societal expectations of women and the romantic ideal, highlighting how
modern communication can paradoxically increase emotional turmoil.

Comparative Analysis: “A Telephone Call” and Other Works

Parker’s Poems on Love and Anxiety

Other poems by Dorothy Parker, such as The Red Dress and One Perfect Rose, similarly explore themes of
love, longing, and disappointment with wit and candor.

Contrast with Contemporary Romantic Poetry

Unlike traditional love poetry that idealizes romance, Parker’s work often presents love as fraught with
insecurities and doubts, reflecting a more realistic, human perspective.

Modern Relevance and Influence

Relevance Today

In the age of instant messaging and social media, the anxieties depicted in A Telephone Call persist.
Waiting for a reply or message continues to evoke similar feelings of hope and dread.

Influence on Literature and Pop Culture

Parker’s portrayal of romantic vulnerability has influenced countless writers and comedians. Her work’s
blend of humor and honesty remains a model for expressing emotional complexity in a relatable manner.

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of “A Telephone Call”

Dorothy Parker’s A Telephone Call encapsulates a universal human experience—waiting for reassurance in
love, battling inner doubts, and confronting vulnerability. Its clever use of humor and irony makes it a
timeless reflection of modern relationships. As society continues to grapple with the anxieties of
communication and connection, Parker’s poem remains a poignant reminder of the emotional intricacies
behind the simple act of waiting for a phone call.

Key Takeaways

- Dorothy Parker’s A Telephone Call is a masterful exploration of romantic anxiety. - The poem employs
humor, irony, and vivid imagery to portray emotional vulnerability. - Its themes remain relevant in the



digital age, illustrating the timeless nature of human longing. - Parker’s work continues to influence writers
and resonate with readers worldwide.

Further Reading and Resources

- The Complete Poems of Dorothy Parker — a comprehensive collection showcasing her poetic voice. -
Articles on the Algonquin Round Table and early 20th-century American literature. - Analyses of modern
poetry that explore themes similar to Parker’s A Telephone Call. In essence, Dorothy Parker’s A Telephone
Call stands as a testament to her genius in capturing the complexities of human emotion through concise,
witty, and poignant poetry. Its enduring relevance affirms her place as one of America’s most influential
literary voices.

A Telephone Call by Dorothy Parker: An Analytical Review

Introduction

A Telephone Call by Dorothy Parker is a masterful example of early 20th-century American short fiction
that encapsulates themes of anxiety, obsession, and the subtle complexities of human relationships.
Known for her sharp wit, keen social observations, and poetic economy, Parker’s work often explores the
nuances of personal emotion and societal expectations. This story, in particular, stands out for its intense
psychological portrayal of a woman’s internal monologue as she anxiously awaits a phone call from a
lover, capturing the universal experience of anticipation and vulnerability.

Background and Context

Dorothy Parker: A Brief Biography

Dorothy Parker (1893–1967) was an American poet, short story writer, critic, and satirist associated with
the Algonquin Round Table, a group of New York City writers and critics renowned for their wit and literary
contributions during the 1920s. Parker’s work often combines humor with a sharp critique of societal
norms, especially concerning gender roles, relationships, and the human condition.

The Literary Landscape of the 1920s and 1930s

During Parker’s prime years, American literature was marked by modernist experimentation, a focus on
psychological realism, and a shift away from Victorian ideals. Short stories became a prominent form for
exploring complex emotional states, often capturing the fragmented, anxious spirit of the era. Parker’s
stories, including “A Telephone Call,” reflect this cultural milieu—highlighting internal conflicts and the
unstable nature of personal identity amid rapid social change.

Summary of "A Telephone Call"

A Telephone Call is a brief yet intense narrative centered around a woman who is anxiously awaiting a call
from her lover. The story unfolds through her inner monologue, revealing her escalating anxiety, obsessive
thoughts, and emotional vulnerability. As she waits by the telephone, her mind spirals from hope to
despair, illustrating the fragility of her mental state. The story concludes ambiguously, leaving readers
pondering whether she receives the call or if her obsession ultimately leads to disappointment.

Themes and Literary Techniques

Anxiety and Obsession
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At its core, the story delves into the universal human experience of waiting for something uncertain, often
amplifying the emotional stakes through the protagonist’s obsessive focus on the phone. Parker expertly
depicts the gradual intensification of anxiety, illustrating how anticipation can morph into obsession. The
protagonist’s thoughts race, and her physical sensations—such as trembling fingers and racing heart—are
vividly conveyed, immersing the reader in her psychological state.

The Fragility of Human Emotion

Parker’s narrative exposes how fragile our emotional stability can be when faced with uncertainty. The
protagonist’s self-imposed isolation and her fixation on the impending call reflect a profound vulnerability,
underscoring the delicate balance between hope and despair in romantic relationships.

Social Commentary and Gender Roles

While the story primarily explores personal anxiety, it also subtly critiques societal expectations placed
upon women, especially concerning their emotional dependency and the societal idealization of romantic
love. Parker’s portrayal of the protagonist’s internal turmoil can be read as a reflection of the societal
pressures on women to maintain emotional availability and the painful effects of these expectations.

Literary Techniques

Stream of Consciousness: The story employs an interior monologue, allowing readers direct access to1.
the protagonist’s thoughts and feelings. This technique creates an intimate and immediate connection
with her psychological state.
Repetition: Parker uses repetitive phrases and thoughts to mimic obsessive rumination, emphasizing2.
the protagonist’s escalating anxiety.
Imagery and Sensory Details: Vivid descriptions of physical sensations—such as trembling,3.
goosebumps, and racing heartbeat—enhance the emotional intensity.
Ambiguity: The story concludes without revealing whether the call is received, leaving the reader in a4.
state of suspense, mirroring the protagonist’s own uncertainty.

Structural Analysis

A Telephone Call follows a linear but psychologically layered structure, focusing intensely on the
protagonist’s internal experience. The narrative is divided into sections that mirror the progression of her
emotional state:

Initial Hope: She is optimistic and eager, imagining the call and its potential outcomes.1.
Growing Anxiety: As the expected time passes, her thoughts become more frantic, and her physical2.
sensations intensify.
Despair and Obsession: Her mind fixates on every sound, every moment of silence becomes3.
unbearable.
Ambiguous Ending: The story leaves readers uncertain whether the call has arrived or not, emphasizing4.
the theme of obsessive anticipation.

This structure effectively captures the psychological descent from hope to despair, a common experience
in human relationships and personal pursuits.

Psychological and Emotional Impact

The Protagonist’s Mental State



The story offers a profound exploration of obsessive-compulsive tendencies and anxiety. The protagonist’s
fixation on the phone and her inability to detach from the outcome exemplify how psychological stress can
dominate an individual’s consciousness, often leading to self-inflicted suffering. Parker’s portrayal
resonates with readers who have experienced similar moments of anticipation, making the story
universally relatable.

Empathy and Detachment

Parker invites empathy for her protagonist, exposing her vulnerability without condescension. Yet, the
story also maintains a detached, almost clinical tone, highlighting the inevitability of human fragility in
moments of emotional distress.

Critical Reception and Legacy

A Telephone Call has been widely acclaimed for its incisive psychological insight and understated prose.
Critics praise Parker’s ability to distill complex emotional states into a compact narrative, demonstrating
her mastery of the short story form.

The story’s influence extends beyond literary circles, resonating with anyone familiar with the torment of
waiting and the power of obsessive thought. Its themes are still relevant today amid modern anxieties
about communication, social expectations, and the digital age’s instant connectivity, which often amplify
feelings of impatience and vulnerability.

Conclusion

"A Telephone Call" by Dorothy Parker remains a quintessential example of modernist storytelling—brief yet
deeply revealing of the human psyche. Through her deft use of interior monologue, imagery, and
structural precision, Parker captures the universal experience of anticipation and the emotional toll of
obsession. The story serves as a poignant reminder of the vulnerability inherent in human relationships
and the profound impact of anxiety on our mental health. Its enduring relevance underscores Parker’s
talent in portraying the complexities of human emotion with wit, empathy, and incisiveness.

Questions & Answers About a telephone call by dorothy
parker

No Question Answer

1 What is the main theme of 'A
Telephone Call' by Dorothy Parker?

The poem explores themes of obsession, longing, and the
anxiety of waiting for a loved one’s call, highlighting the
emotional turbulence caused by anticipation.

2 How does Dorothy Parker use
humor in 'A Telephone Call'?

Parker employs wit and irony to depict the narrator’s
obsessive thoughts and the humorous absurdity of
overthinking a simple phone call.

3 What is the significance of the
poem's structure in conveying its
message?

The poem’s rhythmic and conversational structure mirrors the
narrator’s restless mind, emphasizing the obsessive and
cyclical nature of her anxieties.

4 How does 'A Telephone Call' reflect
the social attitudes of the 1920s?

The poem captures the modern woman’s emotional
vulnerability and the societal expectations of romantic pursuit
prevalent during the 1920s.
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5 In what ways does Dorothy
Parker’s writing style influence the
tone of 'A Telephone Call'?

Her sharp wit, irony, and concise diction create a tone that is
both humorous and poignant, effectively illustrating the
narrator’s inner turmoil.

6 Is 'A Telephone Call' considered a
poem or a short story, and why?

It is considered a poem, specifically a monologue or dramatic
monologue, because it captures a single character’s inner
thoughts and emotional state.

7 How does the poem depict the
emotional state of the narrator
during the waiting period?

It vividly portrays her increasing anxiety, impatience, and
obsession as she waits for the phone to ring, reflecting
universal feelings of longing.

8 What is the significance of the
ending in 'A Telephone Call'?

The ending underscores the cyclical and obsessive nature of
her thoughts, leaving the reader with a sense of unresolved
tension and emotional vulnerability.

9 How has 'A Telephone Call'
influenced modern perceptions of
romantic obsession in literature?

The poem is often cited as an early exploration of the
obsessive mind within romantic relationships, influencing
contemporary literature's portrayal of anxiety and longing.

Dorothy Parker, telephone call, poetry, humor, wit, 20th century literature, American poet, short stories,
social commentary, satire, literary influence
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