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			Born in 1926 in Alabama, Nell Harper Lee began studying law before going to live in New York, where she found a job working for an airline company and spent her free time writing. Published in 1960, To Kill a Mockingbird was an immediate success. Two years later, Robert Mulligan adapted the story into a film starring Gregory Peck. In 2015, Harper Lee’s publisher released a sequel that Lee had written decades earlier, entitled Go Set a Watchman. However, it was met with great criticism and many readers are unsure that Lee ever intended for it to be published. It is now generally accepted as being a first draft of To Kill a Mockingbird, rather than a sequel.

		


		
			To Kill a Mockingbird

			A child’s view on the seriousness of the world

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Lee, H. (2002) To Kill a Mockingbird. New York: HarperCollins.

					First edition: 1960

					Themes: childhood, racism, disillusionment, intolerance, legal trials

			

			To Kill a Mockingbird was published in 1960 in North America, in the middle of the fight for black civil rights. After publication, the novel won the Pulitzer Prize in 1961 and has sold over thirty million copies worldwide. This novel of initiation tells the story of a few years in the life of Scout, a little 6-year-old girl, while her father, a lawyer, defends a black man who has been accused of raping a white woman. 

			Combining the lightness of childhood memories with the gravity of racism and ordinary stupidity, this story set in a small town in Alabama in the 1930s, at the time of the Great Depression, is wonderfully told from the naïve and often amusing perspective of young Scout.

		


		
			Summary

			The story takes place in Maycomb, Alabama during the thirties. Scout and Jem Finch are two children aged 6 and 10 who live near a house that both intrigues them and terrifies them: the Radley house, home to a bizarre family that lives in recluse. During the holidays, they meet another child, Dill, who is staying with his aunt. The three children soon become friends. They play together and the following summer they invent a role play game based on the Radleys, despite Atticus, Scout and Jem’s father, forbidding them to do so. One evening, the children venture onto the porch of the Radley house, when a shadowy figure appears and scares them away. A shot rings out. They run off, scared to death. On the way, Jem loses his pants. When they return, Dill invents a believable reason to explain his lost clothing.

			In September, Scout starts school but is disappointed by her teacher, Miss Caroline, whose teaching methods are not suitable for the poor children of Maycomb. Scout, who has long been able to read and write, gets on the wrong side of her teacher and finds herself banned from reading, which is a terrible punishment for her as she loves to decipher the newspaper with her father. After this disappointing day, Scout does not want to go back to school. Her father offers her a compromise: she can continue to read the newspaper with him if she carries on going to school. She accepts. One day, on the way home, she finds some chewing gum hidden in a tree in front of the Radley yard. This happens a few more times. However, one morning Jem discovers, with great dismay, that the opening in the tree has been filled in with cement.

			The winter arrives and brings snow, which is a rare occurrence in Maycomb: the school is closed for the day. Jem and Scout make their first snowman. In the night, Atticus wakes the children and brings them out into the street as the house next door is on fire. Without Scout noticing, Arthur Radley drapes a blanket around her shivering shoulders.

			The children’s father is a lawyer. He is officially appointed to defend Tom Robinson, a black man accused of raping a white woman. At school and in town, reactions to Atticus’ actions are virulent and Scout ends up fighting a classmate who teases her about it. Their father tries to prepare for the upcoming trial and the consequences it will have for their family. On the way to town, Scout and Jem pass by the house of Mrs. Dubose, an elderly woman who is sick and bad-tempered, and she provokes them about the trial. Furious, Jem destroys her flowers. Atticus orders him to apologize for his actions. In return for forgiveness, Mrs. Dubose requests that Jem comes to read to her for a month. Therefore, the two children go to visit the old lady’s house every day. After her death, they discover that their presence helped her to control her morphine addiction.

			As Tom Robinson’s trial draws nearer, the backlash against the family multiplies. One evening, sensing that things are getting worse, Atticus goes to guard the prison where Tom Robinson is being held. The children, curious as to why he is going out so late, go to find him. They witness a heated argument between Atticus and a group of farmers who came to lynch the prisoner. Although she doesn’t understand the situation entirely, Scout manages to resolve the conflict with her ingenuity.

			At Christmas, Uncle Jack pays them a visit and they then join Aunt Alexandra, a narrow-minded and critical woman. She has a young son of Scout’s age: the two children argue about the trial.

			As for Jem, he changes considerably: he grows up, isolates himself, and Scout understands him less and less. She learns that Dill would not be visiting this summer. However, one night, the two children discover the boy hidden under a bed: he ran away and has come to take refuge in their home. Atticus agrees that he can stay for a few days. Moreover, Aunt Alexandra comes to live with them in their home, but living together proves difficult and many fights break out.

			On the day of the trial, the entire neighborhood seems to have turned up to watch. The children also attend and, discovering that there are no seats left, they are welcomed into the balcony reserved for blacks. The trial begins with the testimony of Bob Ewell, the father of the girl who says she was raped. The Ewells are among the poorest and most disliked people in the town. Atticus casts doubt on the fact that Mayella, the alleged victim, could have been hurt by the accused, who only has the use of one arm.

			When Mayella is questioned, her confusing testimony betrays the misery of her living conditions, but she continues to accuse Tom Robinson of having raped and beaten her. Finally, Tom comes to the stand: he describes Mayella as a lonely girl who enticed him into her house and invented this story of rape after being rejected by Tom and her father walking in on her. Atticus defends Tom Robinson’s version of events and highlights the role of racial prejudice in his case. Nevertheless, Tom is convicted, which comes as a huge shock to the children.

			The next morning, Atticus is moved to discover that the black community has thanked him by leaving heaps of food on his porch. He goes into town, where Bob Ewell spits on him and threatens him. Later, Atticus returns from town where he found out that Tom Robinson has been killed for attempting to escape.

			Alexandra organizes a tea party with the ladies of Maycomb. Scout is not pleased with this lady-like gathering that she doesn’t understand at all. Impressed with her aunt, who faces the situation with humanity and courage, Scout changes her opinion of her – and of the fact of becoming a lady.

			When school starts again, Jem, who has grown up, isolates himself a little more. Although less terrified by the Radley house, Scout remains nonetheless intrigued.

			Moreover, things begin to return to normal for Atticus, with the exception of a few incidents with Bob Ewell. On Halloween, Scout is required to participate in a pageant dedicated to the history of the town, where the children are dressed up as food – Scout plays a ham. However, during the performance, she falls asleep backstage and is too late to enter. Embarrassed, she prefers to stay hidden in her ham costume to go home.

			On the way, she and Jem are attacked. They are saved thanks to the intervention of Arthur Radley. When the sheriff arrives on the scene of the attack, he finds Bob Ewell stabbed to death. Everyone then understands that Bob Ewell had tried to kill the children. Atticus believes that it was Jem who killed Bob in self-defense. The sheriff explains to him that it was Arthur Radley who stabbed Bob Ewell, but it would be better if this remained a secret.

			Scout accompanies Arthur Radley to his house. She imagines herself in his position, looking out onto the street where the two children play, her and her brother, and she looks back on the events of the past few months.

		


		
			Character study

			Scout (Jean Louise Finch)

			Jean Louise Finch, known as Scout, is the heroine and narrator of the book. She is 6 years old at the beginning of the story. A small and very lively girl, who is rather tomboyish (she isn’t afraid to hit those who bother her), Scout is close to Jem, her older brother, with whom she has a very complicit relationship. She has friends, but none that are girls and, curiously, there is no other female character her age in the book.

			She is a child who reflects on and analyzes the things around her: she asks the adults many questions, trying to understand and observe the enormous world around her. Scout is sometimes innocent and other times terribly lucid, and she doesn’t always know how to decipher the adult world, which remains a constant source of perplexity to her. Her humorous outlook highlights the absurdities and contradictions of the rules established by society, but she also illustrates the egotistical and naïve side to childhood.

			Impulsive and carefree at the beginning of the novel, she evolves more towards wisdom and maturity as the months pass and she is confronted with evil (racism, injustice). Her father guides her into a compromise between accepting the real world and respecting essential moral principles.

			Jem (Jeremy Finch)

			Jem is Scout’s brother and four years older than her, and he also changes as the story develops: he goes from a boy to a future young man. He assumes his role as a big brother perfectly, leading Scout in most of his adventures, sometimes protecting her, other times consoling her, and, most of all, acting as a great ‘theorist of life’: because he is older, he can explain to his little sister his perceptions of the world around them.

			Unlike Scout, who didn’t know her well, he remembers with great sadness their mother, who died several years ago, and is sometimes overcome with nostalgia.

			Dill (Charles Baker Harris)

			Dill, the friend of Scout and Jem, is an orphan who comes to spend his summer holidays with their neighbor, Miss Rachel Haverford, who he calls his aunt. He is imaginative and always ready to invent incredible stories. He announces that he is engaged to Scout, which is manifested by his stolen kisses and some tender letters. His character was inspired by Truman Capote, who the author had known as a child.

			Atticus Finch

			Atticus is the father of Scout and Jem. He is about fifty years old and a widower, and he brings up his children alone, according to principles that are rather liberal for his time. A lawyer, he takes the defense of Tom Robinson (falsely accused of raping a white woman) to heart, even though he knows that the trial is already lost.

			Understanding with his children, he is very perceptive and knows how to balance fair severity with benevolent flexibility. The freedom with which he teaches them is not always approved in the small bigoted town in the Southern United States where he lives, and his sister blames him for

			Calpurnia

			
			Aunt Alexandra

			
			
			The neighborhood
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