that night by alice mcdermott

that night by alice mcdermott is a critically acclaimed novel that explores
the intricacies of family, memory, and the subtle moments that shape a life.
Through a nuanced narrative and richly developed characters, McDermott delves
into the emotional landscape of a young girl growing up in mid-20th century
America. This article provides a comprehensive analysis of the novel's
themes, characters, narrative style, and its place within contemporary
American literature. Additionally, the discussion will cover the critical
reception and lasting impact of this work in the literary world. Readers will
gain insight into why that night by alice mcdermott remains a significant
contribution to modern fiction. The following sections will guide an in-depth
understanding of the novel’s essence and its broader cultural context.

e Overview of that night by alice mcdermott
e Main Themes Explored in the Novel

e Character Analysis

e Narrative Style and Literary Techniques

e Critical Reception and Impact

e Context within Contemporary American Literature

Overview of that night by alice mcdermott

That night by Alice McDermott centers on a pivotal event in the life of
Marie, a young girl living in a working-class neighborhood in Long Island
during the 1960s. The story unfolds through Marie’s memories, reflecting on a
significant night that altered the trajectory of her family and personal
identity. McDermott’s novel captures the complexities of adolescence, family
dynamics, and societal expectations with subtlety and depth. The narrative is
both intimate and expansive, intertwining personal and collective experiences
to create a vivid portrait of an era. The novel’s setting and temporal
framework are essential for understanding the characters’ motivations and the
social context influencing their lives.

Main Themes Explored in the Novel

That night by alice mcdermott is rich in thematic content, addressing
universal human experiences through the lens of a specific time and place.
The primary themes include family relationships, memory and perception,



identity formation, and the passage of time.

Family Relationships and Dynamics

The novel intricately depicts the bonds between parents and children,
siblings, and extended family members. It explores how love, conflict, and
misunderstanding coexist within familial ties, shaping individual growth and
emotional resilience.

Memory and Perception

Memory plays a pivotal role in the narrative structure. The story is filtered
through Marie’s recollections, highlighting the subjectivity and fluidity of
memory. McDermott emphasizes how personal perception influences one’s
understanding of events and relationships.

Identity and Coming of Age

That night by alice mcdermott captures the challenges of adolescence,
focusing on Marie’s journey toward self-awareness and maturity. The novel
reflects on the tension between childhood innocence and the complexities of
adult life.

The Passage of Time and Change

The novel contemplates how time alters people and circumstances. It addresses
themes of loss, nostalgia, and the inevitability of change, portraying how
the past continues to inform the present.

Character Analysis

The characters in that night by alice mcdermott are vividly drawn, each
contributing to the novel’s emotional depth and thematic richness. The
analysis of key characters reveals the complexity of human behavior and
relationships.

Marie

As the protagonist and narrator, Marie is a perceptive and sensitive young
girl. Her reflections provide insight into her inner world and the external
forces shaping her life. Her character development is central to the novel’s
exploration of memory and identity.



Marie’s Parents

Marie’'s parents embody the struggles and aspirations of their generation.
Their interactions with Marie and each other reveal the nuances of parental
love and the challenges of maintaining family cohesion amid personal and
societal pressures.

Supporting Characters

Friends, relatives, and community members populate the narrative, enriching
the story with diverse perspectives and experiences. These characters help
illuminate the social fabric of the time and the interconnectedness of
individual lives.

Narrative Style and Literary Techniques

Alice McDermott’s writing style in that night by alice mcdermott is
characterized by lyrical prose, subtlety, and precise detail. The narrative
employs various literary techniques that enhance the reader’s engagement and
understanding.

First-Person Narrative Perspective

The novel is narrated from Marie'’s point of view, providing an intimate and
subjective account of events. This perspective allows readers to experience
the emotional nuances and uncertainties of adolescence.

Use of Symbolism and Imagery

McDermott utilizes symbolism and vivid imagery to evoke mood and deepen
thematic resonance. Objects, settings, and recurring motifs contribute to the
layered meaning within the narrative.

Temporal Structure and Flashbacks

The story is not told in strict chronological order but instead includes
flashbacks and reflective passages. This structure mirrors the workings of
memory and emphasizes the significance of past moments in shaping present
identity.



Critical Reception and Impact

Since its publication, that night by alice mcdermott has garnered widespread
critical acclaim for its emotional depth, stylistic elegance, and insightful
portrayal of American life. Critics have praised the novel for its nuanced
characterizations and its ability to evoke complex feelings through simple,
yet profound storytelling.

The novel has been recognized in various literary circles and has contributed
to McDermott’s reputation as a leading voice in contemporary American
fiction. Its impact extends to academic discussions on memory, identity, and
the representation of family in literature.

e Acclaimed for prose style and emotional subtlety
e Included in numerous literary awards and honors
e Featured in university syllabi for American literature courses

e Subject of scholarly essays and critical analyses

Context within Contemporary American Literature

That night by alice mcdermott is situated within the broader landscape of
late 20th and early 21st-century American literature, characterized by
explorations of personal and cultural identity. The novel’s focus on memory,
family, and the everyday aligns with a literary trend toward intimate,
character-driven narratives.

McDermott’s work contributes to ongoing conversations about the immigrant
experience, social class, and the evolving American dream. Her deliberate and
sensitive storytelling style distinguishes her among her contemporaries,
influencing emerging writers and readers alike.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'That Night' by Alice
McDermott?

The central theme of 'That Night' by Alice McDermott is the impact of a
single event on a community and the coming-of-age experiences of adolescence,
exploring themes of innocence, loss, and social judgment.



Who are the main characters in 'That Night' by Alice
McDermott?

The main characters include the narrator, a young girl named Sheryl, her
family, and the mysterious Sally Horner, whose life and tragic event form the
core of the story.

How does Alice McDermott portray the setting in
'That Night'?

Alice McDermott vividly portrays the setting as a 1960s suburban Long Island
neighborhood, capturing the social dynamics, cultural norms, and atmosphere
that shape the characters' experiences.

What narrative perspective is used in 'That Night'?

'That Night' is narrated from a first-person perspective, through the eyes of
an adolescent girl, which provides an intimate and reflective view of the
events and their emotional impact.

How does 'That Night' explore the theme of
adolescence?

The novel explores adolescence by depicting the narrator's coming-of-age
journey, her curiosity, friendships, and the awakening to complex adult
realities following the pivotal event that shakes their community.

What role does social judgment play in 'That Night'?

Social judgment plays a significant role as the community reacts to Sally
Horner's tragedy, highlighting themes of gossip, prejudice, and the
consequences of societal scrutiny on individuals and families.

Has 'That Night' by Alice McDermott received any
notable awards or recognition?

Yes, Alice McDermott is a highly acclaimed author, and while 'That Night'
itself is praised for its lyrical prose and emotional depth, McDermott has
won the National Book Award for her work, enhancing the novel's literary
prestige.

What is the significance of the title 'That Night'?

The title 'That Night' signifies the pivotal evening when a traumatic event
occurs, marking a turning point in the story and symbolizing the loss of
innocence and the profound effect on the characters' lives.



Additional Resources

1. That Night by Alice McDermott

This poignant novel explores the complexities of adolescence and the impact
of a single event on a small community. Set in 1960s Long Island, it delves
into themes of memory, identity, and the loss of innocence. McDermott’s
lyrical prose vividly captures the emotional landscape of her characters.

2. Someone by Alice McDermott

In this intimate portrait of a woman’s life, McDermott traces the journey of
Marie Commeford through the 20th century. The novel reflects on ordinary
moments and the quiet resilience required to navigate family, love, and loss.
It shares thematic ties with *That Night* through its focus on memory and
personal history.

3. Child of My Heart by Alice McDermott

This tender novel examines the relationship between a teacher and her
students in a Catholic school. It highlights themes of guidance, faith, and
the impact of formative experiences. Like *That Night*, it is deeply rooted
in the nuances of human connection and moral complexity.

4. The Last Time They Met by Alice McDermott

Set against the backdrop of mid-20th century America, this novel tells the
story of a couple’s enduring love and the choices that define their lives. It
explores themes of memory and reconciliation, resonating with the reflective
tone found in *That Night*.

5. Stoner by John Williams

A quietly powerful novel about the life of William Stoner, an unassuming
university professor. The book explores themes of ordinary life, personal
struggle, and perseverance, much like McDermott’s focus on the subtleties of
daily existence in *That Night*.

6. Olive Kitteridge by Elizabeth Strout

This Pulitzer Prize-winning collection of interconnected stories centers on
Olive Kitteridge, a complex and often difficult woman in a small town. The
narrative explores human relationships and the passage of time, echoing the
small-community dynamics and emotional depth present in *That Night*.

7. Revolutionary Road by Richard Yates

A stark and insightful portrayal of a suburban couple’s disillusionment in
1950s America. The novel examines themes of societal expectations, personal
dreams, and the fragility of human connection, paralleling the undercurrents
of tension and longing found in McDermott’s work.

8. A Tree Grows in Brooklyn by Betty Smith

This classic coming-of-age novel follows Francie Nolan as she grows up in a
poor Brooklyn neighborhood. It explores themes of family, hope, and
resilience, providing a rich backdrop similar to the settings and emotional
landscapes in *That Night*.



9. The House on Fortune Street by Margot Livesey

A novel about a woman confronting her past and the secrets of her family
home. The story delves into memory, identity, and the impact of history on
the present, themes that resonate strongly with those in *That Night*.
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