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			J. D. SALINGER

			AMERICAN WRITER

			
					Born in New York in 1919.

					Died in New Hampshire in 2010.

					Notable works:	Nine Stories (1953), short story collection

	Franny and Zooey (1961), short story collection

	Raise High the Roof Beam, Carpenters (1955), novella




			

			Jerome David Salinger, better known as J.D. Salinger, was an American novelist and short story writer. He was an admirer of Ernest Hemingway (American writer, 1899-1961) and F.Scott Fitzgerald (American writer, 1896-1940), which inspired him to start writing at the age of 15. In 1940, he published his first short story in Story Magazine, and his popularity as an author grew throughout the 1940s thanks to other work he produced which was published in the New Yorker.

			As his writing became more successful, Salinger found his newfound celebrity increasingly unbearable, and began isolating himself. His last published work appeared in 1965, after which point he withdrew to a small village in New Hampshire and refused to hold any more interviews with the press. However, his continued silence only served to increase his readers’ curiosity. He died at his home in January 2010.




		
			THE CATCHER IN THE RYE

			A COMING-OF-AGE NOVEL

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Salinger, J. D. (2010) The Catcher in the Rye. London: Penguin.

					1st edition: 1951

					Themes: adolescence, running away, depression, solitude, social criticism

			

			The Catcher in the Rye is an internationally renowned coming-of-age novel which tackles the theme of isolation. The novel was an immediate success, has attained cult status among young people of the past and the present alike, and has been a source of inspiration for an entire generation of writers and artists.

			The story is narrated by a 17-year-old boy called Holden Caulfield, which lends the novel an oral, colloquial tone. Holden describes his experience of running away from his school, Pencey Prep, shortly before Christmas, which leads him to spend three days wandering the streets of New York feeling depressed and disillusioned and not daring to return home.




		
			SUMMARY

			The Catcher in the Rye tells the story of a teenager searching for meaning. When Holden runs away, he has a series of adventures which give him the chance to immerse himself in ruminations about himself, the people around him and the society he (reluctantly) belongs to which are equal parts humorous and melancholic.

			A TEENAGER IN CRISIS

			The narrator introduces himself as Holden Caulfield, a teenager on the cusp of adulthood. Shortly before the Christmas holidays, he learns that he has been expelled from Pencey Prep, an exclusive private school in Pennsylvania, because he has failed four of his five exams; the only one he passed was English, which is his best subject. Before leaving, he goes to see his history teacher, Mr Spencer, to say goodbye. His teacher wants to help him and tries to understand why he does not apply himself, which leaves Holden feeling deeply depressed. Holden is no stranger to this feeling: he was profoundly affected by the death of his younger brother Allie, and nothing raises his spirits except when his brother D.B. (who has moved to Hollywood to work in the film industry) comes to visit him on Sundays.

			Holden goes to watch a football match on Saturday afternoon, but he distances himself from the crowd and climbs a nearby hill, from which he looks over the field as a way of bidding farewell to the school. He then returns to his dormitory to read, but Ackley, one of his more unpleasant classmates, starts bothering him. Shortly afterwards, Holden’s roommate Stradlater gets back from the game and starts getting ready to go on a date with Jane Gallagher, which makes Holden jealous. 

			Stradlater asks Holden to write an essay for him, and Holden agrees without really knowing why. When the Stradlater returns a few hours later, he and Holden have a fight about Jane. Holden then takes refuge in Ackley’s room and decides to run away without telling anyone.

			RUNNING AWAY TO FIND HIMSELF

			Holden meets the mother of one of his classmates on the train, and lies to her to avoid getting caught. Once he arrives, he realises that he has no one to call, so he takes a taxi to the Edmont Hotel. He starts feeling lonely, so he calls a prostitute called Faith Cavendish, but she declines his invitation to join him because of the lateness of the hour. 

			In the elevator, the operator asks him if he would like to spend some time with a call girl and Holden accepts. But far from feeling aroused, he feels embarrassed and disillusioned when Sunny arrives, and he tells her that he will pay her to just talk to him. Before leaving, she demands more money, but Holden refuses. A few hours later, her pimp attacks the young man to get the money. After calming down, Holden falls asleep.

			Over the next few days, he resists the urge to contact his younger sister Phoebe. He decides to kill some time by going to a bar. He meets three women there and dances with them, but he is not interested in any of them. Then, after brooding over Jane for a while, he leaves the hotel and goes to a cafe in the city centre. One of his brother’s ex-girlfriends offers him a seat at her table, but he refuses. He wanders around the city to pass some time and buys a record for Phoebe, then encounters a family with a little boy who is singing “If a body catch a body coming through the rye” (p.104). This cheers him up and he feels less depressed.

			The next day, Holden invites Sally Hayes, a girl he often goes out with, to a play, then goes to the train station and checks in his luggage. He strikes up a conversation about literature with two nuns, and gives them a few dollars for their charity collection. At two o’clock that afternoon, he meets Sally and takes her to the theatre and the ice rink. On a whim, he asks her to leave everything and run away with him, but she turns him down. He lashes out at her verbally and she returns home feeling hurt.

			In an attempt to assuage his loneliness, Holden calls an old friend called Carl Luce and arranges to meet him at teno’clock at the Wicker Bar. Since this is a few hours away, he goes to the cinema in the meantime. When he meets up with his friend, Carl tries to start a conversation about sexuality, but then leaves after finding Holden immature. Left alone, Holden gets drunk and calls Sally, then goes to the lake in Central Park, wonders where the ducks go in winter and decides to sneak into his family’s apartment.

			He manages to sneak in, and goes to Phoebe’s room. He watches her for a few minutes as she sleeps, flicks through her school books, and then wakes her up. The little girl is happy to see him, and she is perceptive enough to immediately realise that he has been expelled from Pencey. Although she is angry, she asks him to tell his side of the story. He confides that, when he is older, he just wants to be a “catcher in the rye” and catch the children who come close to falling off the brink. When his parents arrive, he hides in the closet and cries. Phoebe comforts him and asks him to stay, but he refuses.

			He then calls Mr Antolini, his former English literature teacher, who offers him a place to sleep for the night. He talks to Holden after he arrives, and tries to understand him and give him advice that will help him get back on the right track. Holden seems happy to listen, but during the night he is woken up when he feels his teacher stroking his head. Misinterpreting the gesture, he flees.

			Holden falls asleep on a bench when he arrives at the train station. He is plagued by dark thoughts, and roams the streets until he eventually decides to head west and never return. Before putting his plan into action, he goes to his sister’s school and leaves her a note telling her that he is leaving, so that they can say a last goodbye. However, Phoebe arrives at the place he had asked her to meet him carrying a suitcase and ready to go with him. Holden is overwhelmed and changes his mind: instead of leaving, he will come home.

			Holden concludes his story by saying that he does not know what tomorrow will bring, but he misses the people he has been talking about.




		
			CHARACTER STUDY

			HOLDEN CAULFIELD

			The main character and narrator of The Catcher in the Rye is Holden Caulfield, a teenage dropout from an upper middle-class family from Manhattan. He bounces from school to school, never finding anywhere he fits in. When he is expelled from Pencey Prep a few days before Christmas, he wanders the streets of New York and has a series of adventures in the city.

			He is a sensitive boy, and seems to have been deeply affected by the death of his younger brother Allie. He finds it difficult to form relationships with others, especially with people of his own age, as he considers them dull. As a result, he is lonely and has suicidal tendencies, and is looking for a reason to live. He is struggling to cope with the difficult transition from childhood to adulthood, and his fear of growing up drives him to gradually spiral out of control and into depression.

			Holden is not brave, strong or virtuous; on the contrary, he is an archetypal antihero. In fact, the reader is told right at the start of the novel that Caulfield has no time for “all that David Copperfield kind of crap” (p.1). He also has no intention of writing an autobiographical story: “I'm not going to tell you my whole goddam autobiography or anything” (ibid.). However, he does recount one episode that left an indelible mark on him, and also mentions several of his other childhood experiences, which form a fairly complete picture of his life story by the end of the novel.


			David Copperfield

			David Copperfield (1849) is one of Charles Dickens’ (English writer, 1812-1870) most famous novels. The eponymous hero is an unhappy young boy who is mistreated by his stepfather and sent to boarding school. The story follows David as he climbs the social ladder and tries to find happiness as he studies, finds solace in reading and works to support his aunt, before finally becoming a writer.

			When Holden mentions David Copperfield in The Catcher in the Rye, it allows parallels to be drawn between the two characters. Both of them go in search of happiness after attending a boarding school, and both of them tell their life story (even though Holden claims that this is not his intention). However, David Copperfield’s story ends on a positive note, whereas Holden’s fate seems less happy.



			Holden has a flaw which he does not try to hide: he lies to everyone (except, apparently, to the reader), and admits to being “the most terrific liar you ever saw in your life” (p.14). He also tends to be critical and judgemental, and his speech is flavoured with sarcasm and irony, which often lends the novel a humorous tone. For example, when he meets a girl in a bar he says: “You’re a very good conversationalist. […] You know that?” (p.65), when in fact he thinks the exact opposite. 

			Holden is full of contradictions, and does not really know what he wants. His words and actions are often contradictory: he claims to hate the cinema, then goes there, and he says that he does not like the way boys his age treat girls, then he does the same (“Give her to me, boy. No kidding. She's my type”, p.25). In fact, his relationships with girls are also contradictory: he seems to be in love with Jane Gallagher and feels jealous of his roommate, Stradlater, when he goes on a date with her. This makes him nervous and weighs on his mind: “It made me so nervous I nearly went crazy” (p.29). Although he thinks about her constantly, he dates other girls during his three days on the run.

			Holden does not try to hide his own immaturity (“And yet I still act sometimes like I was only about twelve. Everybody says that, especially my father”, p.8). He loathes hypocrisy and society’s obsession with appearances (“I was surrounded by phonies”, p.12), which means that he has no qualms about describing his own flaws in great detail, including his extravagant tendencies (“I’m a goddam spendthrift at heart”, p.96), his anxious nature (“It’s a nervous habit”, p.116), and the way he craves attention (“I’m an exhibitionist”, p.25).

			Holden is a complex character who is designed to inspire sympathy in the reader because of his depression, while also irritating them with his thoughtless actions and constant lies.

			PHOEBE

			Phoebe is Holden’s 10-year-old sister. She is “somebody with sense and all” (p.60), and is smart, emotional and cute

			
			ALLIE

			
			D. B.

			
			MR ANTOLINI

			
			
			ACKLEY

			
			STRADLATER

			
			JANE GALLAGHER
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