Snow Falling On Cedars: Individual Study.

I decided to read ‘Snow Falling On Cedars’ for my first text because from reading the blurb on the back of the book I thought it would be a murder mystery and I have recently found out from reading novels such as Post Mortem and The Body Farm by Patricia Cornwell, that I really enjoy reading murder mysteries. Another thing which attracted me to the novel was that people to whom I to spoke to about the story said that it had some Japanese history in it. I have studied some Japanese history previously and it really intrigued me, so I decided I would like to read some more.

The front cover of the book attracted my attention because it had a beautiful graphic detail of nature. I was also attracted because of the expressions of the two faces on the cover as I thought there might be some romance within the text.  This essentially urged me to pick it up because I really enjoy things to do with nature. This also attracted me because the cedars reminded me of when my family and I went hiking in the everglades in Florida and we saw the cypress trees, which reminded me of the cedar trees.

The first thing I noticed about the text in Snow Falling On Cedars’ was that it was written in third person, which gave me the idea that Guterson was using this so he could go into great detail about the characters. For example, whenever I have read other books, I always imagined the omniscient voice as being a ‘god’ like voice, which really gets into the characters heads and explains intricate details about their life, foreshadowing that maybe Guterson has this sort of technique in mind. 

Guterson introduces us to several key characters, inviting me- the reader to experience the small town of San Piedro and giving me small snippets of what the small town is like. In fact Guterson focuses at the start of the book on largely explaining what the town is like and how the weather is. I think that Guterson uses the weather as a strong metaphor, not just at the beginning but all through the book as well. I think this is a powerful technique, because it really shows the characters emotions and it is something the reader can really relate to. For example, at the beginning of the text the accused man on trial, Kabuo Miyamoto, focuses on the window and emphasises how he likes the way the snow looks and how ‘furious the snow is falling on the cedars, and on the town of San Piedro’ which made me think that maybe this is a metaphor for the towns feelings of hate and emotion for Kabuo. This may also not just be focusing on Kabuo but everyone in the town – an emotional fight between the American’s and the Japanese-Americans. 

One of the most unique things I found when reading Snow Falling On Cedars was the way that the story was actually constructed. I found this interesting because Guterson told the story backwards, he introduced us to every character with their particular theme and story. I think Guterson did this because he wanted us to focus on and explore each character and create our own personal opinions for ourselves. Guterson wrote the novel in a specific way, which follows the pattern of a typical narrative.

A: The scene is introduced- main character(s) are introduced

B: Character development

C: Conflict, problem Will good defeat over evil?( Shakespeare’s morality play)  Will love conquer all ect….

D: Character resolution- ending

However, I think Guterson also goes against the grain in this particular timeline because unlike many other texts the story was multi dimensional and intricate; describing more about the characters personal life and theme, not just their contribution to the story. However, I did find that this style was confusing at times, because it was very intricate and sometimes hard to follow, because there was so much information and so many little stories involved. It was also hard to follow at times because very importantly the characters slipped from the present time and then also quite frequently had very vivid memories, so it was hard to define sometimes what was happening in the present time of the trial and what had happened in the characters past memories. 

I thought it was interesting that the novel followed many of the characters especially Ishmael and Hatsue from when they were children up until they were adults because it let us decide for ourselves if the characters changed at all? And who and what they were influenced by when they were younger. Personally, I think Guterson used extremely life like characters on purpose, he wanted to engage us at an emotional level he wanted us to connect the characters in the text with maybe ourselves or people we may know who are like these characters, making the story and the situation seem more life like He has aimed the novel at someone who has a little bit of knowledge of world history, and can understand vaguely what happened in the Second World War However, he has not used very complicated writing and even a little bit of slang when dealing with certain characters. For example when writing about the fishermen in the town Guterson uses words like ‘bloody’ and slang words or tone to portray how they would talk to each other. But when he writes about Ishmael because his character is so formal and educated, he uses a formal words and tone to portray him. For example he even used lyrics from a song, and letters that Hatsue and Ishmael wrote to each other to make the characters seem more life like.
Guterson also puts in the lyrics to songs and puts in letters in the construction of the text to make the writing seem more life like 

Comparing and contrasting:

Themes:

Relationships
Guterson makes us focus on the importance and differences of relationships in the text. I think the main point that he is trying to show me as the reader that relationships are complicated, difficult and often very intricate.  I think he is also trying to make me focus on the types of relationships and how they do not have to fit a particular mould-- they are all different. For example, Guterson especially focuses on family relationships and the importance of how a strong view of a parent can shape and influence the opinion of sons and daughters. 

Guterson often uses this technique to compare and contrast the opinions of all the families in the town, showing that there is a lot of diversity in what people think and the opinions may be definitely passed on. The first of the main two families he uses in this form of characterisation is the Chambers family. For example Ishmael’s father Arthur respects the Japanese-Americans in the town and tries to change the opinions of the others there by writing opinions in his newspaper QUOTE). Guterson shows that his opinion is clearly passed on to Ishmael his son because throughout the book it is clear that he respects the Japanese (QUOTE). 

This is also shown with the Heine family, Carl’s mother Etta who disliked the Japanese and did not trust them, so she continually urged Carls father not to sell the land to the ‘Japs’ and she always spoke down to them as though they were below her and did not deserve to even be in San Piedro. Whereas, Carls father respected the Japanese-Americans and wanted to help them and give them a ‘fair go’, which conflicted with Etta. This effected Carl because, he took both opinions of his mother and father, he was wary of selling his land to Kabuo and he did not trust the Japanese, however, he took the opinion of his dad and tried to give Kabuo in the end, a fair go and agreed to sell a portion of his land before Carls death.  I think Guterson was trying to reinforce that a lot of the time people will take the opinions of their parents or role models. 

I think that this was accurate because when I look at my friends, their families and the overall structure of society, as much as people do not think they are doing it, they often take the opinions of people they hold in high regard (their particular role models). I think Guterson may have wanted me as the reader, to consider that maybe that is how prejudice and racism start and there is not a lot we can really do about it, because people are always going to follow their role models, and not everyone is going to get along. 

Another relationship, which attracted my attention, was the forbidden nature of Ishmael and Hatsue’s relationship. Once again I think Guterson is using family relationships and the parent’s opinions’ to influence them. Ishmael and Hatsue’s relationship was portrayed as doomed from the start of the text, even when they were children because they were from different cultural backgrounds. They were never meant to be together, therefore no one in the town would let them be together because as I said before ‘ indifference breeds contempt’. Ishmael and Hatsue’s relationship through out novel was upset me a little, because I thought Guterson portrayed Ishmael as a really nice caring person who deserved more than a pathetic letter that Hatsue gave him, saying that she did not love him because of their differences. Personally, it made me angry towards Hatsue because she was not ready to fight for her and Ishmaels love, she was just going to throw their love all away because they were from a different culture! When Ishmael was the one willing to sacrifice everything just for her. It was a little confusing to me why Guterson did this but maybe he was just trying to say that humans are fallible, not every love has a fairytale ending. 

The symbolism of The Cedar Tree corresponding with Hatsue and Ishmael’s relationship:

Guterson uses the cedar tree as a symbol of protection and shelter. If I were to describe it using an analogy it would be like a big, invisible blanket which, when they sit underneath, protects them from everything they are afraid of. Guterson uses the tree as like a parallel sort of world (or a world of their own). It is portrayed as the only place they can go to, and express their love and still feel safe together. Guterson is portraying the tree just like their love- hidden, sheltered, and fragile. I think Guterson is trying to show how much the tree becomes like a prison for them both. This is shown when Hatsue breaks off the relationship because he comes to realise that the nature of their relationship is wrong and deceitful and Ishmael completely withdraws from the world, still holding an un-realistic view of it. Maybe Guterson is trying to say that people should deal with things head on, instead of trying to hide away from problems.

 The name ‘SNOW FALLING ON CEDARS’ suggests to me that maybe Guterson is trying to use this title as figurative speech, the snow being a collection of the town’s feelings and emotions, mixed with the cedar tree as being Hatsue and Ishmael’s little sanctuary. This could mean that as much as Hatsue and Ishmael try to escape in their own little world, they will always have the feelings of the town’s people to deal with. 

The recurring nature of prejudice:

Guterson used prejudice as a key theme throughout “Snow Falling On Cedars. I think this was used to grab the reader’s attention, showing us or telling us what historically happened around that particular time, making us aware of how people treat each other, just because they are not from the same sort of race, and how un-familiarity breeds contempt. 

For example the first notable point of prejudice was shown in the trial when Carl Hiene’s mother was talking throughout the proceedings and she referred to Kabuo as ‘that Jap’. In fact she even said, “you can never trust a Jap, all they do is steal your land and money and they will never repay you”. She constantly urged Carl’s father not to be continued. This made me feel very strongly towards the theme, making me wonder why prejudice was strong in this particular small town. I think Guterson was making us consider why the whites resented and feared the Japanese? I think he is also making us look at San Piedro, on the outside it looks picture perfect, a place perceived as not having many problems at all, then underneath it all is this raging theme of prejudice. Maybe Guterson was trying to use this figurative speech, towards people, i.e. People may look sweet and nice on the outside, but inside, they are horrible and completely different.  

When I started to read Snow Falling On Cedars I thought that the book was going to only be about the trial, however, as I started to read more into it I found out that it had much larger, more intricate themes and issues. I think it is obvious Guterson has done this on purpose. Maybe he is trying to tell us to look closer into a situation before judging it completely?. Perhaps this could also apply when dealing with prejudice?. In fact, maybe one could even ask has anything changed from the way we treat each other since the Second World War? Do we still treat people as though they should not be in our country?.

Guterson wrote this book in 1992 using historical reference to the families of San Piedro. For example The Miyamoto family was used to compare how, after the war, they lost all their land and the white community was not very supportive in helping them to get it back. Another example is also used when the character of Arthur Chambers (Ishmael’s father) strongly spoke up against discrimination. He used his authority as the editor of the local newspaper to write articles, which told the people of San Piedro not to ‘condemn our local Japanese- American friends’. By doing some research I found out that Guterson based this character on an actual newspaper editor from Bainbridge Island who publicly opposed the government’s imprisonment policies during World War 2.

It was also shown that in an interview with The New York Times, Guterson stated that he mimicked the character of an elderly, morally honest lawyer Nels Gudmundsson, who defended Kabuo the accused Japanese man, comparing this to Guterson’s own father.  I think Guterson is clearly trying to make this text an allegory in reference to prejudice and racism. He is planting a few seeds in our heads for us to think about and maybe even making comparisons with the way our government behaves. Actually it also reminded me when I was reading the book about the way 

I think like Shakespeare plays Guterson dabbles with the idea of a morality text good triumphing over evil, which is shown when Ishmael, saves Kabuo when he knows that he is not guilty. However, all is left un-resolved for Ishmael who is left with a broken heart. This makes me consider if Guterson was trying to say that not all forms of love are going to triumph, and poor Ishmael who does the right thing loses… or does he win because he knows he has done the right thing? One could really see it as either way.  

I think that even at the end of the novel Guterson uses a bit of allusion to link up with Shakespeare’s interpretation and ideas of the human heart. The palpitations of Kabuo Miyamoto’s heart were unknowable finally, and Hatsue’s heart wasn’t knowable either, nor was Carl Hiene’s, the heart of any other because it had a will, would remain forever mysterious. Ishmael understood that accident ruled every corner of the universe except for the human heart. I found this interesting because Guterson used this as a powerful final word for the reader to think about maybe considering that no one will understand anyone else’s version of love, because it is such an intricate, controversial subject which also leads me to the question or statement that I think Guterson was trying to get at was that who knows why people do things and who knows what people will do when love and emotion are involved. 

Overall, I really enjoyed reading Snow Falling On Cedars because I think that I learned a lot about relationships and how people treat other people just because they are different. I think in some cases It is easy to read Snow Falling On Cedars and think, “oh yeah great, that was just a trial with a love story, yeah the accused man was set free in the end because he was not guilty,” but it really has MANY underlying issues, which I think many people may look over. I did find the novel a little challenging at times because of the way Guterson wrote it, I found that the language was okay, but it was just confusing at times because there were so many stories and themes all linked together. I really liked how Guterson painted visual images so well; it was very descriptive language, which made you, feel as though you were with the characters when they were doing particular things. The novel was very accurate in terms of what really did happen in the war ie- the Japanese Americans being herded into camps and the correct procedures of what happened in the autopsy. It shows that Guterson did put a lot of research into the books, which made me feel as though I was not just being entertained with the story, I was actually learning some more facts about the Second World War, which was good because it was my intention from the start.  

Why I decided to read The Ballad Of The Sad Café corresponding with Snow Falling On Cedars 
· he occacionally uses slang- bloody to fit each others character- the writing and tone dramatically changes with each of the characters

· he describes a lot what the characters do mixed with a particular emotion- ‘ Art tucked another stick of juicy fruit between his teeth and wished this was not his responsibility’. Which I think emphasised his writing, he wanted you to feel as though you were watching the characters making them seem more lifelike engaging you more as a reader. 

· He makes allusion to other texts- the next fall Ishmael took up American literature – Melville, Hawthorne, twain, he was prepared in his cynicism to find the Moby Dick unreadable five hundred pages about chasing a whale, but he found it turned out to be entertaining. Huckleberry finn 

James fenimore cooper, sir walter scott, dickens, William dean howells

On a field stable the letter a glues’- what did he mean? 

You want to play Sherlock Holmes? 

· he used a lot of imagery- to set the scene describing to us vivid images of what scenes looked like. 

