CONTEXT

ohn Knowles was born in 1926 in Fairmont, West

Virginia. He left home at fifteen to attend Phillips

Exeter Academy, an exclusive boarding school

located in New Hampshire. After graduating from
Exeter in 1945, he spent eight months as an Air Force cadet
before enrolling at Yale University, from which he earned a
bachelor’s degree in 1949.

Over the next seven years, Knowles earned his living as a
journalist and free-lance writer, traveling in Europe and pub-
lishing a number of short stories. He befriended the noted
playwright Thornton Wilder, a fellow Yale alumnus, who en-
couraged him in his vocation as a writer. In 1957, Knowles
landed a job as an associate editor at Holiday magazine. Two
years later, he published his first novel, A Separate Peace, to
overwhelmingly favorable reviews; the commercial success of
the book allowed him to devote himself to writing full—time.
Since 1960, he has published eight other novels, including
Peace Breaks Out, the companion volume to A Separate
Peace, and a number of stories. None, however, has garnered
the acclaim or audience that A Separate Peace has enjoyed and
continues to enjoy today. Knowles has served as a writer-in-
residence at Princeton University and at the University of North
Carolina, and he continues to lecture widely.

The plot and setting of A Separate Peace were largely in-
spired by Knowles’s experiences at Exeter. Like Gene For-
rester, one of the novel’s two principal characters, Knowles was
a student from the South studying in New Hampshire during
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World War II—although he graduated a year too late to serve
overseas during the war. Like his characters, Knowles also at-
tended two summer sessions in 1943 and 1944, and even par-
ticipated in a club whose members had to jump out of a tall tree
into a river as an initiation stunt—a club much like the “Super
Suicide Society of the Summer Session” founded by Gene and
his friend Finny in A Separate Peace. He has told interviewers
that he modeled the character of Finny after another member of
this club named David Hackett, who later served under Robert
F. Kennedy* in the Department of Justice.

Yet while Knowles bases many of the book’s circumstances
on his own experiences at Exeter, he has always emphatically
noted that the book’s larger themes have no factual basis—that
his own high school years were not plagued by the issues of
envy, violence, and alienation that pervade the novel. He has
written that he thoroughly enjoyed his time at the school and
adds that he sought to convey his love and appreciation for it in
A Separate Peace. Indeed, his treatment of “Devon*” in the
novel would seem to bear these statements out: despite its dark
tone and perhaps pessimistic view of the human condition, the
novel offers an ultimately positive and even nostaléic perspec-
tive of boarding-school life. Unlike other, more recent accounts
of exclusive boarding-school culture, which have tended to
portray the educational system itself as an oppressive force (in
such films as Dead Poet’s Society* and Scent of a Woman™ ),
Knowles chooses to locate his characters’ difficulties not in the

strict boarding-school system but within their own hearts. g
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PLOT OVERVIEW

ene Forrester is a quiet, intellectual student at
Devon School in New Hampshire. During the
summer session of 1942, he becomes close friends
with his daredevil roommate Finny, whose innate
charisma consistently allows him to get away with mischief.
Finny prods Gene into making a dangerous jump out of a tree
into a river, and the two start a secret society based on this
ritual. Gene gradually begins to envy Finny’s astonishing ath-
letic abilities, manifested in Finny’s breaking a school swim-
ming record on his first try. He thinks that Finny, in turn,
envies his superior academic achievements, and he suspects that
his friend has been taking steps to distract him from his studies.
Gene’s suspicions transform into resentful hatred, but he nev-
ertheless carefully maintains an appearance of friendship.

Gene realizes that he has been grievously mistaken about
the existence of any rivalry between them when, one day,
Finny expresses a sincere desire to see Gene succeed. While
still in a state of shock from the force of his realization, he
accompanies Finny to the tree for their jumping ritual. When
Finny reaches the edge of the branch, Gene’s knees bend,
shaking the branch and causing Finny to fall to the bank and
shatter his leg. The tragedy is generally considered an accident,
and no one thinks to blame Gene——especially not Finny. But
when the doctor tells Gene that Finny’s athletic days are over,
Gene feels a piercing sense of guilt. He goes to see Finny and
begins to admit his part in Finny’s fall, but the doctor interrupts
him, and Finny is sent home before Gene gets another chance to
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confess.

The summer session ends, and Gene goes home to the South
for a brief vacation. On his way back to school, he stops by
Finny’s house and explains to his friend that he shook the branch
on purpose. Finny refuses to listen to him, and Gene rescinds
his confession and continues on to school. There, Gene at-
tempts to avoid true athletic activity by becoming assistant
manager of the crew team, but he feuds with the crew manager
and quits. World War II* is in full swing and the boys at Devon
are all eager to enlist in the military. Brinker Hadley, a
prominent class politician, suggests to Gene that they enlist to-
gether, and Gene agrees. That night, however, he finds Finny
has returned to school. He consequently abandons his plans to
enlist, as does Brinker. Finny expects Gene to take his place as
the school’s sports star now that he is injured. When Gene
protests that sports no longer seem important in the midst of the
war, Finny declares that the war is nothing but a conspiracy to
keep young men from eclipsing the older authorities.

Finny tells Gene that he once had aspirations to go to the
Olympics, and Gene agrees to train for the 1944 Olympics™ in
his place. All the boys are surprised when a gentle, nature-
loving boy named Leper Lepellier becomes the first one in their
class to enlist. Gene and Finny go on training, shielded within
their private vision of world events. During a winter carnival,
which Finny has organized, a telegram arrives for Gene from
Leper, saying that he has “escaped” and desperately needs Gene
to come to his home in Vermont. Gene goes to Vermont and
finds that Leper has gone slightly mad. Leper, who was present
at Finny’s accident, reveals that he knows the truth about what
happened. Leper’s ranting frightens Gene and makes him anx-
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ious about how he himself might react to military life. He runs
away back to Devon. When Brinker hears of what has happened
to Leper, he laments in front of Finny that Devon has already
lost two of its potential soldiers—Leper and the crippled Finny.
Gene, afraid that Finny will be hurt by this remark, tries to
raise his spirits by getting him to discuss his conspiracy theory
again, but Finny now denies the war only ironically.

Brinker, who has harbored suspicions that Gene might have
been partly responsible for Finny’s accident, wants to prove or
disprove them definitively. He organizes an after-hours tribunal
of schoolboys and has Gene and Finny summoned without
warning. The boys on the makeshift tribunal question the two
about the circumstances surrounding the fall. Finny’s percep-
tions of the incident remain so blurred that he cannot speak
conclusively on the matter; Gene maintains that he doesn*t re-
member the details of it. The boys now bring in Leper, who
was sighted earlier in the day skulking about the bushes, and
Leper begins to implicate Gene. Finny declares that he does not
care about the facts and rushes out of the room. Hurrying on the
stairs, he falls and breaks his leg again.

Gene sneaks over to the school’s infirmary that night to see
Finny, who angrily sends him away. Gene wanders the campus
until he falls asleep under the football stadium. The next
morning, he goes to see Finny again, takes full blame for the
tragedy, apologizes, and tries to explain that his action did not
arise from hatred. Finny accepts these statements and the two
are reconciled. Later, as the doctor is operating on Finny’s leg,
some marrow detaches from the bone and enters Finny’s blood-
stream, going directly to his heart and killing him. Gene re-
ceives the news with relative tranquility; he feels that he has
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become a part of Finny and will always be with him. The rest of
the boys graduate and go off to enlist in relatively safe branches
of the military. Gene reflects on the constant enmity and hate
that plagues the human heart—a curse from which he believes

that only Finny was immune. {¢
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Gene Forrester

The narrator and protagonist of the novel. When A Separate
Peace begins, Gene is in his early thirties, visiting the Devon
School for the first time in years. He is thoughtful and intelli-
gent, with a competitive nature and a tendency to brood. He
develops a love-hate relationship with his best friend, Finny,
whom he alternately adores and envies. He often seems to want
to lose hold of his own identity and live as a part of Finny, a
tendency suggesting that he is strongly uncomfortable with his
own personality. Yet the reader must infer this aspect of Gene,
like much of his character, from the actions that he recounts
rather than from any explicit statements regarding his mindset:
Gene often proves a reticent and unreliable narrator when it

comes to his own emotions.

Finny

Gene’s classmate and best friend. Finny is honest, hand-
some, self- confident, disarming, extremely likable, and the
best athlete in the school; in short, he seems perfect in almost
every way. He has a talent for engaging others with his spon-
taneity and sheer joy of living, and, while he frequently gets
into trouble, he has the ability to talk his way out of almost any
predicament. According to Gene, he is rare among human be-
ings in that he never perceives anyone as an enemy, and never
strives to defeat others. Finny’s behaviors also suggest that he
relishes pure achievement rather than competition. His fatal

flaw is that he assumes that everyone is like him—that everyone
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shares his enthusiastic and good-natured spirit.

Leper Lepellier

A classmate of Gene and Finny. Leper is a mild, gentle boy
from Vermont who adores nature and engages in peaceful,
outdoor-oriented hobbies, like cross-country skiing. He is not
popular at Devon but seems to pay no attention to such things;
only later does the text hint at his desire to be closer to Gene and
his jealousy of Finny’s position as Gene’s best friend. He is the
first boy from Gene's class to enlist in the army, but military life
proves too much for him, and he suffers hallucinations and a

breakdown.

Brinker Hadley

A charismatic class politician with an inclination for order-
liness and organization. Brinker is very straight-laced and con-
servative. He has complete confidence in his own abilities and
has a tendency to carry his ideas through with startling effi-
ciency—at times even ruthlessness. Manifesting a mindset op-
posite to that of Finny, who delights in innocent anarchy,
Brinker believes in justice and order and goes to great lengths to
discover the truth when he feels that it is being hidden from

him.

CUff Quackenbush
The manager of the crew team. Quackenbush briefly as-
sumes a position of power over Gene when Gene volunteers to
be assistant crew manager. The boys at Devon have never liked
Quackenbush; thus, he frequently takes out his frustrations on

anyone whom he considers his inferior.
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Chet Douglass
Gene’s main rival for the position of class valedictorian.
Chet is an excellent tennis and trumpet player and possesses a

sincere love of learning.

Mr. Ludsbury
The master in charge of Gene’s dormitory. A stern disci-
plinarian, Mr. Ludsbury thrives on the unquestioning obedience
of schoolboys and works hard to restore order after the anarchic

summer session.

Dr. Stanpole
Devon's resident doctor. Dr. Stanpole operates on Finny
after both of Finny’s accidents. He is a caring man who laments

the troubles that afflict the youth of Gene’s Generation.

Mr. Patch-Withers
The substitute headmaster of Devon during the summer

session. Mr. Patch-Withers runs the school with a lenient hand.
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