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PECULARITIES OF THE REPRESENTATION
OF CONCEPT «CHILDHOOD» IN THE NOVEL
«A PRAYER FOR OWEN MEANY» BY JOHN IRVING

The article investigates the specifics of the implementation of Concept «Childhood» in the novel «A
Prayer for Owen Meany» by J. Irving. The components of the concept and its main features (young man,
temporal characteristics, condition) are analyzed. It is indicated that Childhood is the central theme of
the novel. It is revealed through the fate of the main character, his aesthetic views, ideals and values.
Much attention is paid to the linguistic means used by the writer in the process of characterizing the
main character and the events taking place in his life. The article states that the Concept of Childhood
is realized in the work through literary devices such as metaphor, comparison, epithet, synecdoche and
paraphrase. They reveal the inner world of the main character, his attitude to the surrounding reality.
The article with specific examples substantiates that in the J. Irving’s novel the Concept of Childhood
realizes in four aspects.

Key words: concept, childhood, realization, novel, literary devices.

MyxTap A.!, EBaokmnmoBa C.b.2,

Toa-Mapabu atbiHAaFbl Kasak yATTbIK, yHuBepcuTeTiHiH PhD AokTopaHTsl, KasakcraH, AAmarsl K.,
2bpayH YHMBEPCUTETIHIH CAAQBMCTUKA XKOHE CaAbICTbIPMAAbl 9Ae6MeTi KaheApachbiHbIH,
npodeccopsbl, PhD, Amepuka Kypama LLITatTapsbl, [NpoBuaeHc K.,
e-mail: Imukhtar0712@gmail.com, svetlana_evdokimova@brown.edu

Axk. UpBuHT «MoanTtBa 06 OysHe MUHU» pOMaHbIHAAFbI
«baAaAbIk, LIAK» KOHLLENTICiHiH, penpe3eHTalMs epeKLleAikTepi

Makarapa A>koH MpBuHrTiH «Oy3H MuHK XanAbl aAyFa» («Moantea 06 OysHe MiHKU») poMaHbIHAA-
Fbl 6aAAAbIK, LLIAK, KOHLEMTICIHIH Xy3ere acy epekiueAiri kepceTiaeai. KOHUENT KOMMOHEHTTEPI MeH OHbIH,
Heri3ri GeAriaepi (kac, yakpITila cMnaTTamachl, xKar-Kyii) KapacTbipbiAaabl. baaaAbIk, Lak, TakbIpbiObl
pPOMaHbIHAA MaHbI3Abl 6OAbIN TabbiAaabl. OA KERIMKEPAIH TaFAblPbl, OHbIH, 3CTETUKAAbIK, KO3KapacTap,
MAEaAAAP MEH KYHABIABIKTap apKblAbl aHbIKTaAaAbl. bac keninkepAiH eMipiHAE KE3AECETIH OKMFaAapAbI
cunaTTay MpoLEeCiHAE >KasyllblHbIH, NMalAAAaHFaH AMHIBUCTUKAABIK, KypPaAAapbiHa KOmn KeHIA BeAIHeA.
Makanraaa 6ananblk, WaK, KOHUENTICI aybICTbIPy, TEHEY, alKbiHAQY, MEH3eY, nepudpas CUsaKTbl aAebum
dAICTEP apKblAbl XKy3ere acbipblraabl. OAap 6acTbl KeMiNKepAiH ilKi d9AeMiH, OHbIH alHaAACbIHAAFbI
LIbIHABIKKA AEreH Ke3kapacblH kepceteai. Makarapa AXXOH MPBUHITIH poMaHbliHAQ GaAaAbik, LAK,
KOHLLeNTICi TOPT acrnekTiAepAe KOPCETIAYI HaKTbl MbICAAAAP HETI3IHAE ABAEAAEHEAI.

Ty#iH ce3aep: KOHUENT, GaAaAblk, LWAK, XKY3ere acbipblAybl, POMaH, 8Ae0M saicTep.

© 2018 Al-Farabi Kazakh National University



Mukhtar L., Evdokimova S.

Myxtap A.', EBAokmnmoBa C.b.?,

'PhD aokTopaHT Ka3axckoro HauMoHaAbHOMO yYHMBepcuTeTa UM. aab-PDapabu, KasaxcraH, r. AAmartsl,

2PhD, npodeccop KaeApbl CAABUCTUKM U CPABHUTEAbHOIO
AuTepaTypoBeaseHus yHuepcuteTa bpayH, CLLIA, MposuaeHc,
e-mail: Imukhtar0712@gmail.com, svetlana_evdokimova@brown.edu
OCo06eHHOCTH pernpeseHTalMu KOHLenTa «AeTcTBo»
B pomaHe Ax. MpBuHra «<Moautea 06 Oysuu MuHu»

B AaHHOM cTaTbe packpblBaeTcsl crielMurKka peansaumu KoHuenTa «AeTcTBO» B pomaHe AXXK.
MpeuHra «Moantea 06 OyaHu MuHM». AHAAMBMPYIOTCS KOMIMOHEHTbl KOHLENTAa M ero OCHOBHbIE
NMpU3HaKM (YEAOBEK MAAbIX AeT, BPeMeHHasl XapaKTepuCTMKa, COCTOsHME). YKa3blBaeTcs, UTO Tema
AETCTBA SIBASIETCS LieHTPaAbHOM B pomaHe. OHa packpbiBaeTcs yepes CyabOy rAaBHOrO reposi, ero
3CTeTUYECKMe B3IASAbI, MACAAbI U LEHHOCTU. boAblLoe BHMMaHWe yAEASeTCs S3bIKOBbIM CPEACTBaM,
MCMOAb3YEMbIM MUCATEAEM B MPOLLECCE XapaKTEPUCTUKM FAABHOTO repost 1 COObITUIA, MPOUCXOASLLMX B
ero »xusHu. B paboTe yKkasbIBaeTCs, YTO KOHLENT AETCTBA PEAAM3YETCsl B MPOU3BEAEHUM Yepes Takue
AMTEpaTypHble NpUeMbl Kak MeTachopa, CpaBHeHre, aNUTeT, CMHeKAOoXa 1 nepudpas. OHM packpbiBaloT
BHYTPEHHWI1 MUP FAQBHOIO reposi, ero OTHOLLEeHUS K OKpy>Kalolen AeNCTBUTeAbHOCTU. B cTaTbe Ha
KOHKPETHbIX MprMepax 060CHOBbIBAETCS, YTO KOHLENT AETCTBA peaAm3yeTcs B pomaHe Ax. MpBuHra

B YeTblpeX acneKkTax.

KAroueBble caoBa: KOHUEeNT, AeTCTBO, peaAn3auns, pOMaH, AUTEPaTypPHble NPUEMbI.

Introduction

The novel «A Prayer for Owen Meany» since its
publication has repeatedly been the subject of atten-
tion of criticism, and, for the most part, in periodical
publications.

T.F. Davis and K. Womack note that this work
has a special style, somewhat reminiscent of the style
of C. Dickens: «His recognition that the visceral,
material accretion of detail is what represents the
singularity of a setting or character complements his
devotion to the novelistic forms of Charles Dickens,
another master of such techniques» (Davis, Kenneth,
2004:10). Stephen King gave a high assessment to
the novel, noting that Irving is «who writes novels
in the unglamorous but effective way Babe Ruth
used to hit home runs, deserves a medal not only
for writing this book but for the way he has written
it»(King, 1989: 40).

According to literary critics, the novel «A
Prayer for Owen Meany» is a bildungsroman.
Therefore, E.M. Zagarina, analyzing the traditions
of the bildungsroman in J. Irving’s prose, notes
that the hero goes through certain phases of
education and becomes a believer by overcoming
numerous tests. Plot is based upon the story of the
narrator’schildhood years, his friendship with an
unusual boy named Owen, memories of growing
up and Owen’s death. The main character played
out in three ways: childhood, adolescence, adult
stage after the friend’s death. Owen’s death became
a turning point for Johnny, because after that, he
began to believe in God, and this belief grew deeper
every day.
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The novel by J. Irving can be characterized
as a bildungsroman. Literary critics referred to
peculiarities in this aspect: «In his life journey, the
main character, like the hero of Irving’s previous
novel, goes through certain phases of development
and, undergoing numerous tests, becomes a believer.
The writer uses the method of immersion into the
past as an element of the poetics of the novel, as he
captures the main, key events in the life of the hero.
In this novel, the author describes in detail the life
of America in the 1960s and 80s, social movements,
the policies of statesmen and other problems of that
period. One of the remarkable features of the novel
«A Prayer for Owen Meany» is the author’s addition
to the traditional description of the hero’s life
motives. Irving gives the image of the positive hero
Owen Meany, under whose influence the spiritual
evolution of the narrator takes place »(Campbell,
Irving, 1998: 35).

Experiment

The concept of childhood in this novel is
implemented in three versions:

1. in relation to the narrator,

2. to Owen Meany,

3. to those children who meet on the way of
heroes at different times.

The main core of the concept is the key word
«Childhood», but the lexeme «Children» is often
found in the novel:

«My grandmother thinks there’re too many kids
in the house already — when they’re here», I ex-
plained...» (Irving, 1989: 20).
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«INDOORS, AT MY HOUSE, WOULD NOT
BE A LOT OF FUN BECAUSE MY PARENTS
ARE RATHER STRANGE ABOUT CHILDREN»
(Irving, 1989:21).

Children of different age, their presence and
quantity in families can be a subject of disagreement
between adults:

«Is it about children, Tabitha?» my grandmother
asked one evening at dinner, and Lydia and I sat at
attention to hear the answer. «I mean, does he want
them do you not want another? Orisit the ot her-
wayaround? » (Irving, 1989: 30).

Lexemes «Children» can acquire a negative
value, as in the case with the attitude of Johnny to
the children’s team after the death of his mother:

«Indeed, not only had Owen and I quit the team
— and that infernal game forever; other members
of our Little League team had used the upsetting
incident as a means to get out of a tedious obligation
that had been much more their parents’ notion of
something that was «good for them» than it had ever
been their sport of choice» (Irving, 1989: 35).

The lexeme «boys» is often found in the novel.
The lexeme gives the statement an additional degree
of diminution in relation to children:

«The boys get up early», I said, «but Hester
sleeps a little later-or at least she stays in her room
longer» (Irving, 1989: 30).

«To a boy from New Hampshire, an armadillo
resembled a small dinosaur» (Irving, 1989: 15).

In the novel, there is a designation of non-adult
as kids:

«One of the kids in the back seat spoke up»
(Irving, 1989:96).

«One of the children was instantly beside
me».«What was it? the child asked» (Irving,
1989:112).

Also «not adulty is realized with the unit «baby»:

«I have some outgrown things of Johnny’s
that will fit you, Owen,» my mother said (Irving,
1989:22).

«BABY CLOTHES, 1 SUPPOSE,» Owen said,
but he stopped walking; he leaned his head on his
bike’s handlebars (Irving, 1989:22).

Newborn infants are represented as characters of
the Christmas pageant:

«ALL THOSE BABIES», Owen said. «(JUST TO
GET ONE TO LIE IN THE MANGER WITHOUT
CRYING-DO WEHAVE TOHAVE ALL THOSE
BABIES?» (Irving, 1989:44).

«But it’s like the song says, Owen,» the rector
told him. « ‘Little Lord Jesus, no crying he makes»

«OKAY, OKAY,» Owen said.

«BUT ALL THOSE BABIES — YOU CAN
HEAR THEM CRYING. EVEN OFFSTAGE, YOU
CANHEAR THEM. AND ALL THOSE GROWN —
UPS!» he said. «<ALL THOSE BIG MEN PASSING
THE BABIESIN AND OUT (Irving, 1989:44).

In the following example, there is no lexeme
«Child», author transsmited the time when the
narrator was born:

«When they’d been growing up in the big house
on Front Street, it was my Aunt Martha who brought
the boys from Gravesend Academy home to meet
my grandmother and grandfather — Martha was
the older, and the first to bring home «beaus,» as
my mother called them. But once the boys saw my
mother — even before she was old enough to date—
that was usually the end of their interest in Aunt
Marthay [4, 6].

A child in the novel can be a specific little person,
and they can use this word with a certain degree of
abstractness when a pregnant woman is expecting
a child. These types of concept implementation are
displayed in the following examples:

«Maybe she’d said, «I met a man on the good old
Boston and Maine-and now I’m pregnant!» Maybe
she said, «I’m going to have a baby as a result of a
fling I had with a total stranger I met on the good old
Boston and Maine-someone | never expect to see
again!» (Irving, 1989:12).

An indication of age can serve as an adjective
«small». Remarkably, this passage compares small
and abnormal people:

«I thought they would think that dressing up
in Grandfather’s clothes was either baby play, or
morbid, or both...» (Irving, 1989:21).

At the next stage of growing up, author describes
young people:

«Mr. Hurd was known to patrol Water Street
in downtown Gravesend, looking for youthful
offenders: specifically, young men who would not
doff their hats to him, and young ladies who would
not curtsy. In payment for such offense, Emery Hurd
was happy to give these young people a piece of his
mind; near the end, only pieces were left» (Irving,
1989:9).

Also the author referred to adolescents, people
who not adults yet, but not children, and the
«decoding» of this concept is immediately given
(not entered into puberty):

«Whenever it was, Hester and I were still in
our pre adolescent years-our pre sexual years, if
that’s safe to say; perhaps that is never safe to say
in regard to Hester, but I promise it is safe to say of
me» (Irving, 1989: 17).
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Hester seems to have been «delayed» 12 years
old:

«Hester made everyone nervous: in good light,
in close-up, she looked her age-like a large, overly
mature twelve-year-old. But from any distance,
with any assistance from the shadows, she looked
eighteen — and like a lot of trouble, too» (Irving,
1989:37).

Adolescence is commented by characters:

«Dan Needham described the situation in the
form of a headline: «Teenage Traumas Run Wild in
Sawyer Depot!» (Irving, 1989:73).

An assessment of this age is given by Johnny
himself, however, from the standpoint of an adult,
that is, at the time when he writes his memoirs:

«There we were, in our rented tuxedos, boys
more afraid of pimples than of war» (Irving,
1989:77).

The «non-adult» component is also implemented
with th imaginative characteristics that are given to
the characters by their teachers, parents, friends:

«If he was occasionally capable of being a stoic
in the air, he was always a stoic when Mrs. Walker
accused him of childish behavior» (Irving, 1989:4).

«Not an adult» in relation to the narrator is
also an indication that he is small, but will grow
definitely. In this example, two ways to implement
the concept of childhood can be singled out: using
the adjective «small (little)» and the verb «to grow»
(in English: old enough):

«l was little Johnny Wheelwright, father
unknown, and-at the time-that was okay with me.
I never complained. One day, I always thought,
she would tell me about it-when I was old enough
to know the story. It was, apparently, the kind of
story you had to be «old enough» to hear» (Irving,
1989:5).

In the following passage, we can trace the
implementation of the concept of childhood in
several ways: with an indication of family ties
(brothers), the fact that we are speaking about boys
and girls, and indicating the lexeme «younger»:

«I know that Hester especially looked forward
to my visits because she suffered from being the
constant inferior to her brothers — not that they
abused her, or even teased her. Considering that
they were boys, and older, and she was a girl, and
younger, 1 thought they treated her splendidly»,
(Irving, 1989:16).

The following example also displays two
different ways of implementing the concept of
childhood: this is an indication of the role of the child
in the family (brother, cousin) and implementation
using the lexeme «boy»:
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«... and that the only way she could repay
her brothers for out skiing her (on water and
on snow), and for hurting her off sawdust piles,
and for cramming her cousin into a basket with
her old underwear, was to intimidate every
girlfriend either of them ever had and to fuck
the brains out of every boy they ever knew»
(Irving, 1989:16).

Examples related to the role «children of
teachers» are mainly characterized by Johnny:

«Faculty children-faculty brats, we were called-
could automatically attend the academy» (Irving,
1989:8).

«What a relief this must have been to my
grandmother; she’d always resented that her own
children couldn’t go to Gravesend Academy-she’d
had daughters» (Irving, 1989: 8).

The fact that Owen was short in stature influenced
in his invitation to the role of baby Jesus in the
Christmas pageant. In the novel, a lot of attention is
paid to this, and the emphasis is constantly placed
on the size of Owen:

«I KNOW SOMEONE WHO CAN FIT IN THE
CRIB,» Owen said. «< SOMEONE SMALL ENOUGH
TO LOOK LIKE A BABY», he said. «<S SOMEONE
OLD ENOUGH NOT TO CRY» [4, 44].

«Mary Beth Baird could not contain herself!
«Owen can be the Baby Jesus!» she yelled». Owen
Meany smiled and shrugged.

«I CAN FIT IN THE CRIB», he said modestly
(Irving, 1989:44).

Lexemes «small», «baby» in this context
indicates the size of Owen.

In this passage in the original work there is no
characteristic indicating small size of

The language realization of the concept
«Childhood» in the novel also provides for the
availability of means of artistic expression. Among
them we noted metaphors, comparisons, epithets,
synecdoche, paraphrases.

Epithets are:

m — youthful offenders;

m funny little guy;

m — STUPE BABY;

m inawe;

m the privileged louts of the luxury class-
spoiledbratsinneed of discipline.

In general, epithets are used to transmit
external signs (funny little guy), to characterize a
group of adolescents and young people (youthful
offenders); to convey the negative attitude of
teachers to the «elite» young people (the privileged
louts of the luxury class-spoiledbratsinneed of
discipline).
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Comparisons are:

Characterizing the main heroes (Owen and
Johnny):

m because he was the smallest person I ever
knew;

m «a little doll», the girls called him,;

m He was mortally cute; he had a furry animal
attractiveness-except for the nakedness of his nearly
transparent ears, and the rodent like way they
protruded from his sharp face;

m boysmoreafraid of pimples than of war;

Characterizing other heroes:

®m ... mygrandmo the rcalledthem «the warriors;

m — You’resuchakid your self...

Characterizing inanimate creatures:

m — ... anarmadilloresembledasmalldinosaur.

Comparisons are mostly used to emphasize how
unusual Owen (he had a furry animal attractiveness)
was. To characterize the concept of childhood,
comparisons that draw parallels between adults and
children are important (You’re such a kid yourself....
-), show how a small child perceives a creature,
unfamiliar to him (resembledasmalldinosaur),reflect
the attitude of young people to war (boysmoreafraid
of pimplesthan of war).

The synecdoche is noted in this example:

My grandmother was Appalled <...> to her, he
was «that boy,» or «that little guy», or «that voice».

In this case, the boy in is perceived only as a
voice, as it was an unusual voice that was one of the
most striking signs of Owen.

Metaphors are highlighted in the following
cases:

Characterizing Owen:

he was the instrument of my mother’s death,

Characterizing Johnny:

m — Iwas little Johnny Wheelwright,

m — «My fling», she would occasionallycallme,
with the greatest affection. «My little fling!»

m Faculty children — faculty brats ...

m «Good-bye, darling!»

Metaphors in the implementation of the concept
of childhood are used for imaginative characteristics
(Faculty children — faculty brats), for transmitting
the mother’s feelings (darling, fling), for assessing
the characteristics of the birth of Johnny (little
Johnny Wheel wright «Mylittlefling!»), and also for
displaying the feelings of the hero, associated with
the death of the mother and with his relationship to a
friend (the instrument of my mother’s death).

Periphrase is used to characterize Hester:

But from any distance, with any assistance from
the shadows, she looked eighteen-and like a lot of
trouble, too.

The author emphisizes that Hester looks older
than his years.

Results and discussion
Thus, the basic principles for the implementation

of the Concept «Childhood» in the novel are
presented in Tables 1 and 2.

Table 1 — Principles for the implementation of Concept «Childhood» in the novel «A Prayer for Owen Meany» by J. Irving

Characteristics

Temporal

Not an adult, young man

Condition

Core

Thematical series:
Boys, girls, kids, children, little, teenager

«Fixation» of Owen in childhood

Reference to age

Social roles: son, schoolboy

Figurative characteristics

Table 2 — The role of literary devices in the implementation of the Concept«Childhood» in the novel «A Prayer for Owen Meany»

Literary devices

The role in the implementation of the concept

Examples from the novel

1 2

3

Metaphor figurative characterization of characters

Faculty children — faculty brats

transfer of feelings to the mother

darling, fling

assessment of the features of the birth of Johnny

little Johnny Wheelwright «My little fling!»

display the hero’s feelings related to the death of
the mother and his relation to a friend

the instrument of my mother’s death
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Continuation of table 2

Literary devices

The role in the implementation of the concept

Examples from the novel

1 2

3

Comparison emphasize how unusual Owen was

he had a furry animal attractiveness

draw parallels between adults and children

You’re such a kid yourself...

unfamiliar to him

show how a small child perceives a creature

resembledasmalldinosaur

reflect the attitude of young people to war

boys more afraid of pimples than of war

Epithet external descriptions funny little guy

potential characteristic of a group of adolescents | youthful offenders
and young people
transfer of the negative attitude of teachers to | the privileged louts of the luxury class-spoiled brats in
the «elite» youth need of discipline.

Synecdoche underlines the singularity of Owen’s voice «that boy,» or «that little guy,» or «that voice.»

Periphrase Hester’s Characteristic she looked eighteen-and like a lot of trouble, too.
Conclusion the characters. All of them serve for figurative

The analysis of the novel «A Prayer for Owen
Meany», allows us to conclude that the Concept
«Childhood» 1is realized in this work in several
aspects: the actual childhood, the core of the
concept, concept, indicating the time, concept of
non-adult and in a state in which Owen seemed to be
fixed. Literary devices serve to convey the feelings
of the heroes, for their figurative characteristics and
to display the peculiarities of the relations between

descriptions, for transferring the state of heroes, their
thoughts. The concept «Childhood» is realized not
only on the general principles of attitude towards the
child, characteristic of fiction as a whole, but also
on the basis of national specificity and the genre of
the work by J. Irving. Investigated bildungsroman,
enriched by trends in socio-political prose and auto
documentary (memories . This approach allows us to
get a more complete picture of Owen himself, and to
reveal the peculiarities of the Concept «Childhood».
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