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    EMMA DONOGHUE


    IRISH-CANADIAN NOVELIST


    
      	Born in Dublin (Ireland) in 1969.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	Hood (1995), novel


          	Frog Music (2014), novel


          	The Wonder (2016), novel

        

      

    


    Emma Donoghue grew up in Dublin before relocating to Ontario, Canada in 1998. She studied English and French at University College Dublin before gaining a PhD from the University of Cambridge. She has worked full-time as a writer since she was 23 and lives with her partner and their two children.


    Donoghue has written nine novels, along with short stories, several plays, and two screenplays. She has recently branched out into children’s fiction with her The Lotterys series. Although she has worked with many genres, she is best-known for her works of historical fiction, focusing, amongst other things, on the unsolved murder of the cross-dressing Jenny Bonnet in 1876 and the Codrington Affair, a divorce that gripped 19th-century Britain. Donoghue’s works have been translated into over 40languages and she has won multiple awards, including the Golden Crown Literary Award and the American Library Association’s Gay and Lesbian Book Award.

  


  
    ROOM


    A TALE OF INNOCENCE AND IMAGINATION IN A WORLD OF HORROR


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Donoghue, E. (2011) Room. London: Picador.


      	1st edition: 2010


      	Themes: childhood, discovery, abduction, freedom, hope, exploration, love, motherhood

    


    Inspired in part by the real-life story of Elisabeth Fritzl, held captive by her father for 24 years, Room is told from the unique perspective of Jack, a five-year-old boy who has spent his entire life locked in a single room with his Ma. Ma was abducted as a teenager, giving birth to the precocious yet naive Jack in captivity. She shields him from the true horror of his situation, hiding the existence of the world from him in this tale of hope, innocence and the bond between a mother and child.


    An international bestseller, Room was shortlisted for the Man Booker Prize and was named one of The New York Times’ six best fiction titles of 2010. Donoghue adapted Room for the screen herself in 2015. The film, starring Brie Larson and Jacob Tremblay, was nominated for four Academy Awards including Best Picture.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    A BIRTHDAY CELEBRATION


    We meet Jack, the narrator of the book, on his fifth birthday and are quickly introduced to the world in which he lives. Very quickly, in fact, because Jack has never left ‘Room’, the space of 11square feet in which he lives with Ma. Ma gives Jack a drawing of himself for a present and the two get on with their day, eating a carefully measured out breakfast, watching Dora the Explorer and playing sports games to keep fit. After dinner, they make a birthday cake, though Jack becomes upset when he learns that there are no candles. Ma calms him down and they read a story before Jack goes to bed inside the wardrobe to hide from a man he knows only as Old Nick. He explains that Old Nick often comes at night to visit Ma, bringing supplies and making the bed creak, although he does not visit on Jack’s birthday. The next day they carry out the same routine of bathing, eating, playing, learning, screaming at Skylight, napping and watching TV. Jack delights in finding a live mouse in Room. That night, Old Nick does visit, and Ma rejects his offer of a present for Jack. Jack cannot understand why she would do this and becomes angry with Ma. When he wakes up the next day, there is a new remote-control jeep for him. The following night Jack accidentally knocks the remote and the jeep falls on Old Nick, who attacks Ma in response.


    THE UNBELIEVABLE TRUTH


    The next day, Ma is snappy but continues with the normal routine. Jack’s curiosity is growing, and when he asks how the TV contains the same painkillers that Ma takes, Ma tells him that everything you see on the TV is real. She then spends the day Gone, Jack’s way of describing her depressed, unresponsive state. When she returns to herself, Jack continues to ask which things on TV are real, unable to fully believe it. Ma learns that Old Nick has lost his job so is short on money. When he offers Jack a lollipop Jack ventures out of the wardrobe, which causes Ma to scream and Old Nick to become angry. In response, Old Nick cuts off Room’s electricity for three days, leaving Jack and Ma cold and hungry. Ma reveals to Jack that she used to live in the world outside of Room with her own parents – Old Nick kidnapped her as a teenager and has kept her locked up for seven years.


    ESCAPE AT LAST


    Jack struggles to comprehend all that he has learnt about the world outside of Room. Ma meanwhile fears what Old Nick might do if he cannot afford to stay in his house and plots to escape. She decides that if Jack pretends to be ill, Old Nick will take him to the hospital and he can pass a note to a doctor. However, Old Nick refuses to take Jack, so Ma moves on to plan B, in which Jack must pretend to be dead so Old Nick will remove him from the room, giving him a chance to run. Jack is terrified but follows Ma’s instructions: “Dead, Truck, Wriggle Out, Jump, Run, Somebody, Note, Police, Blowtorch” (p.164). She rolls him up in the rug and tells Old Nick that he is dead, insisting that he be buried far away from the house. Old Nick places Jack in his truck and drives off. When the truck slows, Jack frees himself from the rug and runs. A stranger prevents Old Nick from recapturing Jack and calls the police. Jack has lost his note and struggles to tell his story, overwhelmed by the outside world. A patient police officer manages to use Jack’s story to find Ma, finally freeing her from Room.


    WELCOME TO THE WORLD


    Jack and Ma are taken to a psychiatric unit and examined by a doctor, who attempts to gather evidence against Old Nick. The paparazzi rush to photograph them and Jack spots himself on the TV. Jack cannot understand many of the things he is seeing. He has never used stairs or a shower and is overwhelmed by the sheer amount of people he is meeting. Ma and Jack begin to see a psychiatrist, Dr Clay, who provides them with glasses to stop the sun hurting their eyes and gives Jack his shots. Jack meets his Grandma and Uncle Paul, who are thrilled to have Ma back. Grandma has remarried in the past seven years, something Ma is reluctant to accept, though Jack soon warms to her husband Leo. Ma’s father struggles to accept Jack, seeing him as a symbol of all Ma’s suffering. Jack and Ma go outside for the first time and Jack slowly starts to get to grips with his surroundings. Ma gives a TV interview to get the paparazzi off their backs but breaks down when the interviewer questions her methods of raising Jack in Room. The next day, Ma is Gone and does not accompany Jack on a trip out with Uncle Paul. When he returns, it is discovered that Ma has attempted to overdose.


    GOODBYE ROOM


    Jack moves in with Grandma and Leo while Ma receives treatment. They cannot fully comprehend his point of view, which causes some difficulties. However, Jack begins to adapt, learning to sleep in his own bed and seeing more of the world, including the sea. His separation from Ma marks the end of him breastfeeding and prompts him to finally cut his hair. Despite his progress, Jack still misses Room. Ma recovers and is allowed home, at which point she decides to move into a flat in a supported living facility with Jack. The two adjust to having their own home and begin to enjoy their freedom. Grandma visits regularly, rebuilding a relationship with her daughter and grandchild. Jack still asks about Room, eventually prompting Ma to take him back to see it one last time. Room suddenly seems very small to Jack and no longer feels like home, allowing him to finally say goodbye. Ma also mouths goodbye to Room and the pair leave for good.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    JACK


    The novel is narrated in the first person by five-year-old Jack, who was born and raised in Room. As a result, he has a unique way of viewing the world: at the beginning of the novel, he believes that there is nothing outside of Room except for outer space and that everything he sees on the TV is fake. Like most children, Jack is curious and is always questioning the world around him. However, Jack has only ever interacted with Ma, so is unlike a regular child in many ways. He is very intelligent and has a large vocabulary, yet is still breastfed. His life has always been governed by routine, leaving him unable to process any change. He counts his teeth obsessively, which concerns Dr Clay, though he loses this habit as he matures.


    Although he throws tantrums like any other child, Jack is forced to be extremely mature, especially during the escape from Room and the upheaval that follows. His intelligence and adaptability are shown as he comes to terms with all the changes in his life. Over the course of the book Jack becomes a more sociable and independent child and we are left hopeful for his future. Physically Jack is impacted by his time in Room. He has long hair due to the lack of scissors and lacks spatial awareness and immunity to disease.


    MA


    Ma remains unnamed in the book, defined only by Jack’s view of her. She lives with Jack in Room and has done her best to raise him well, despite the trauma of her imprisonment. Ma is very patient with Jack, taking time to explain words and concepts to him. She shields Jack from the true horror of Old Nick, though the reader can infer that she is often raped and is beaten if she complains. We eventually also learn that Ma had a baby before Jack who was stillborn. Although Ma attempts to remain positive for Jack, at times the situation gets too much for her and she becomes frustrated with him. She also has periods of depression, described as Gone days. After the escape, Ma struggles even more, as she finds herself conflicted reclaiming her identity and accepting that things cannot go back to how they were before. She explains to Jack: “I know you need me to be your ma but I'm having to remember how to be me as well at the same time” (p.277). Her distress culminates in a suicide attempt. After receiving treatment Ma manages to create a new life for her and Jack, trying many new experiences and moving into a flat of her own. Ma is shown to be a strong person who instils in Jack the importance of faith. Ma has problems with her wrist and her teeth during her imprisonment but is described by other characters as pretty and youthful.


    OLD NICK


    We learn very little about Old Nick in the novel, as Jack rarely sees him and does not know his real name. The name Old Nick comes from a TV show about Satan that Jack watched. He is shown to be violent and abusive, not even showing much regret that Jack (his biological son) is dead. He is arrested after the escape. Old Nick’s limited role means the focus remains on Ma and Jack’s development and emotions, instead of on his evil actions.


    GRANDMA


    Grandma is Ma’s adopted mother. She refused to accept that Ma was dead but did clear out her bedroom. She is overjoyed when Ma returns and is happy to meet Jack, though she does struggle when she is left to look after him while Ma is in hospital. This is Jack’s first separation from Ma and he is needier than an average child. Grandma does not understand how Jack sees the world and must teach him many social norms, which proves complicated. However, the two become close. Ma and Grandma cannot reconnect immediately and clash, though Ma acknowledges that they used to argue before her abduction too. The two reconcile properly when Ma moves into her new flat and Grandma visits regularly.


    LEO


    Leo is Grandma’s new husband, who she married after her first marriage broke down in Ma’s absence. Ma initially rejects Leo, dismissing him as “the rebound” (p.272), though he proves to be a loving ‘Steppa’ to Jack and she eventually warms to him.


    GRANDPA


    Ma’s adopted father believed her to be dead, so held a funeral for her and eventually moved
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