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Snow Falling on Cedars is a poignant novel by David Guterson that explores
themes of love, prejudice, and the complexities of human nature through the
lens of a murder trial set in a small island community in the Pacific
Northwest. This article delves into the intricate narrative, character
development, and thematic elements that make the novel a significant work of
contemporary literature.

Overview of the Novel

Published in 1994, "Snow Falling on Cedars" is set in the fictional island of
San Piedro in Washington State during the 1950s. The story revolves around
the trial of Kabuo Miyamoto, a Japanese-American man accused of murdering a
local fisherman, Carl Heine. The backdrop of the trial reveals the lingering
effects of World War II and the racial tensions that have persisted in the
community, particularly against Japanese-Americans.

Plot Summary

The novel unfolds through a series of flashbacks and present-day courtroom
drama, intertwining the lives of several characters. The narrative is
structured around the following key components:

1. The Murder Trial: At its core, the story is a courtroom drama that
addresses the question of Kabuo's guilt or innocence. As the trial
progresses, the community's biases and prejudices come to the forefront,
influencing the perceptions of the characters involved.

2. Flashbacks: Guterson skillfully weaves flashbacks into the narrative,
revealing the past relationships between characters, particularly the love
story between Kabuo and Hatsue, a Japanese-American woman. Their romance is
complicated by societal pressures and the aftermath of the war.

3. Character Perspectives: The story is told from multiple viewpoints,
allowing readers to understand the motivations and thoughts of different
characters, including the protagonist, Ishmael Chambers, a local newspaper
reporter with his own complicated history with Hatsue.

Character Analysis



The characters in "Snow Falling on Cedars" are richly developed, each
representing different aspects of the community and the broader themes of the
novel.

Kabuo Miyamoto

Kabuo is a dignified and honorable man, shaped by his experiences as a
Japanese-American during and after the war. His character challenges the
stereotypes and prejudices faced by individuals of Japanese descent in
America. His struggle for justice and redemption is a central theme of the
novel.

Hatsue Miyamoto

Hatsue, Kabuo's wife, embodies the conflict between personal desires and
societal expectations. Her relationship with Kabuo highlights the theme of
love enduring despite external pressures. Hatsue's internal conflict
regarding her cultural identity and her feelings for Ishmael adds depth to
her character.

Ishmael Chambers

Ishmael serves as the moral compass of the novel. His perspective as a war
veteran and former lover of Hatsue complicates his role in the trial.
Throughout the novel, Ishmael grapples with his own prejudices and ultimately
seeks redemption for his past actions.

Supporting Characters

Other notable characters include:

- Carl Heine: The murder victim, whose death sets the trial in motion. His
relationships and interactions with other characters provide insight into the
community dynamics.
- Nels Gudmundsson: Kabuo's defense attorney, representing the struggle for
justice and fairness in a biased society.
- Evelyn Heine: Carl's widow, who represents the pain of loss and the impact
of the tragedy on the community.

Thematic Elements



David Guterson's "Snow Falling on Cedars" is rich in thematic content,
addressing numerous social issues and moral dilemmas.

Racial Prejudice and Injustice

Central to the narrative is the theme of racial prejudice, particularly
against Japanese-Americans in the wake of World War II. The novel depicts how
societal biases influence the trial and shape the lives of the characters.
Guterson illustrates the dangers of stereotyping and the impact of historical
injustices.

Love and Loss

The enduring love between Kabuo and Hatsue serves as a powerful counterpoint
to the surrounding prejudice. Their relationship, fraught with challenges,
symbolizes hope and resilience. The theme of loss permeates the narrative,
affecting not only the characters directly involved with the murder but also
the entire community.

Memory and the Past

Memory plays a crucial role in the story, as characters reflect on their
pasts and the events that have shaped their identities. The novel emphasizes
the importance of memory in understanding the present and how the past can
haunt individuals and communities alike.

Nature and Setting

The lush, natural landscape of San Piedro Island serves as a backdrop for the
unfolding drama. Guterson's vivid descriptions of snow, cedar trees, and the
ocean contribute to the novel's atmosphere, symbolizing both beauty and
isolation. The changing seasons reflect the characters' emotional states and
the progression of the narrative.

Literary Style and Techniques

David Guterson employs various literary techniques that enhance the depth and
richness of "Snow Falling on Cedars."



Imagery and Symbolism

Guterson's use of imagery is striking, with detailed descriptions that evoke
a strong sense of place. The symbolism of snow, for example, represents both
purity and the weight of history, serving as a reminder of the complexities
of human emotions.

Flashbacks and Non-linear Narrative

The non-linear narrative structure allows readers to piece together the
characters' histories and motivations gradually. This technique creates
suspense and deepens the emotional impact of the story.

Dialogue and Internal Monologue

The dialogue in the novel is authentic and reflective of the characters'
backgrounds and experiences. Additionally, Guterson's use of internal
monologue provides insight into the characters' thought processes, enhancing
their complexity.

Conclusion

"Snow Falling on Cedars" is a profound exploration of love, prejudice, and
the search for truth set against the backdrop of a small island community.
David Guterson's masterful storytelling, rich character development, and
thematic depth make this novel a compelling read. By addressing issues of
race, memory, and the human condition, Guterson invites readers to reflect on
their own perceptions and the societal forces that shape them. The novel
remains a poignant reminder of the fragility of human connections and the
enduring impact of history on individual lives.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'Snow Falling on
Cedars'?
The central theme of 'Snow Falling on Cedars' revolves around the
complexities of love, prejudice, and the impact of war on personal and
communal relationships.



Who are the main characters in 'Snow Falling on
Cedars'?
The main characters include Ishmael Chambers, a newspaper reporter; Hatsue
Imada, Ishmael's childhood love; and Kabuo Miyamoto, a Japanese-American
fisherman accused of murder.

How does the setting influence the story in 'Snow
Falling on Cedars'?
The setting, a small island in the Pacific Northwest during the 1950s,
reflects the isolation and tensions between the Japanese-American community
and the white residents, particularly in the aftermath of World War II.

What role does the trial of Kabuo Miyamoto play in
the novel?
The trial of Kabuo Miyamoto serves as a catalyst for exploring themes of
racism, justice, and the struggle for identity, revealing the underlying
prejudices of the community.

How does Guterson use nature imagery in 'Snow
Falling on Cedars'?
Guterson employs nature imagery to enhance the emotional landscape of the
novel, using the falling snow and the cedars to symbolize beauty,
tranquility, and the inevitability of change.

What is the significance of Ishmael's character
development?
Ishmael's character development highlights the struggle between personal
feelings and societal expectations, showcasing his journey from a conflicted
outsider to a more understanding individual.

How does the novel address the theme of cultural
identity?
The novel addresses cultural identity by exploring the experiences of
Japanese-Americans during and after WWII, particularly through Kabuo's
struggles and Hatsue's dual identity.

What narrative techniques does David Guterson use in
the novel?
Guterson employs a non-linear narrative structure, flashbacks, and multiple



perspectives to deepen the reader's understanding of characters and events.

What impact did 'Snow Falling on Cedars' have on
American literature?
The novel gained critical acclaim and is considered a significant work that
addresses issues of race, identity, and the American experience, contributing
to discussions on multiculturalism.

How does the ending of 'Snow Falling on Cedars'
reflect the overall message of the novel?
The ending reflects the complexities of forgiveness and the possibility of
reconciliation, suggesting that understanding and empathy can emerge from the
darkest circumstances.
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